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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Please beware that this book contains violence and abuse, body horror, mass murder, toxic relationship dynamics, discussions of reproductive coercion, allusions to childhood sexual abuse, and references to miscarriage, domestic violence, sexual assault, and suicide.


Although inspired by figures and events from across Chinese history, this book is not historical fiction, historical fantasy, or alternate history, but a futuristic story set in a science-fiction world entirely different from our own in the way that many sci-fi stories riff off of the Roman Empire. Historical figures are reimagined for the purpose of exploring the spirit they represented rather than accurately depicting their original life circumstances and upbringings. This book should not be taken as an educational guide in any way. To get an authentic view of history, please consult nonfiction sources.


The fictionalized characters in this novel make many morally questionable choices in the conditions unique to their world. Depictions do not equate to endorsement in real life, and parallels to reality should not be drawn without considering the impacts of the existence of fantasy plot devices such as Chrysalises.


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]





PROLOGUE


In a world teeming with those who wanted him dead, Qin Zheng never thought it’d be a plague that would take him down.


He had crushed Hunduns that dwarfed the greatest of manmade monuments. He had bested legions of Chrysalises commanded by fools who’d refused to surrender to him. He had roused the workers of seven bickering nations into rising against the industrialists, bankers, and landlords who subjugated them. And he was still young. He should have had so many more years to further his revolution. It was absurd that he was now at the mercy of something more minuscule than the eye could see. A virus, ravaging through his every organ, rending him from the inside, making pustules bloom like cursed flowers over his skin. He felt more powerless than when he’d been a gutter child spat on and laughed at for being the son of a whore. It was one thing to gaze up and dream of infinity; it was another to reach the peak, only to plummet with so little warning.


After burrowing the Yellow Dragon under Mount Zhurong, deep enough to access the living energy of the planet itself, he disconnected from the pilot link.


“Shīfu . . . This is not how I . . .” he began to say to the woman coming to consciousness in the yīn seat in front of him, someone he’d never thought he’d pilot a Chrysalis with, for she had always fought at his side in her own unit. Queen-General Mi Xuan, pilot of the Three-Legged Crow, leader of the Iron Widows. His mentor.


“Quit wasting your energy on talking,” she grunted over her shoulder, her words muffled by her protective leather mask, its glass lenses fogging up. She was the only one left in his nascent empire of Huaxia who dared speak to him this way. She shed her temporary Yellow Dragon armor on the yīn seat like a golden husk and stood up in her black conduction suit. She’d brought her usual Three-Legged Crow armor into the cockpit, but she wouldn’t need it for what would come next.


Qin Zheng sprouted thin needles out of his gauntlet palms to let her manipulate the qì flow between him and the Dragon. His Council of Sages had vehemently opposed this experiment, but they had not come up with any alternative solutions. He was showing symptoms of the most aggressive form of flowerpox. He had mere days before his organs began liquefying right in his body. A cure would not be produced within days.


Silently, he cursed the gods. Even after he had resumed tribute to them, they would not respond to his requests for dialogue. His sole remaining option was this audacious attempt to freeze himself in time.


“Shīfu,” Qin Zheng said in a smaller voice than he had used in years. It pained him to leave Huaxia in the hands of others, but he could scarcely hold on to his existence, much less his empire. “Do not let them wake me until a cure is made. No matter how long it takes.”


General Mi’s steely eyes glistened behind the glass lenses of her mask. “That, I can promise you.”


She pressed her bare palms into the needles on his gauntlets. Her jaw clenched. Blood trickled out between their hands. The meridians carrying her qì through her body darkened across the few swaths of visible skin on her neck and the backs of her hands. Water was the qì type she had the least affinity for, yet she wielded it like a roaring tide. Its coldness pervaded like slush into Qin Zheng’s blood. His instinct was to control it, the way he controlled everything, but for once he let it happen to him. If a passive stream of qì could be established through the Dragon like a river flowing downhill, while its primal particles were fine-tuned to filter only Water type into Qin Zheng, this coldness could theoretically persist indefinitely.


“Xuan-jiějiě . . .” he breathed out as his consciousness frosted over. An improper way for a student to refer to their mentor. As improper as the way she, in turn, never used his imperial title.


A slight tremor went through her. Qin Zheng wanted to say more, but could no longer conjure the words to encapsulate everything he was feeling.


“Get some rest, Zheng’er,” she murmured. “I will come back to you.”


Please, he pleaded in the safety of his mind, because he would never do so out loud.


The cold closed over him like ice over a lake.


He swore it was less than a minute later when heat coursed through his body again. His eyes stuttered open to a winged blur in the dim cockpit. Had General Mi put on her Three-Legged Crow armor? The pressure of her hand on his gauntlet now pumped Fire qì into him. He momentarily feared the experiment hadn’t worked, but there was someone else with her now, hand on his other gauntlet. Some time must have passed. She had indeed returned to him.


“Where’s the cure?” Qin Zheng croaked out.


She and the other person stood in silence.


“Where’s the cure?” he repeated, stale air wedging in and out of his thawing lungs.


Shouts rose in the shadows further ahead in the cockpit. Had they brought more people into the cockpit?


General Mi snapped into motion, fumbling with something in her free hand. “Open up!”


Her voice was wrong, higher-pitched and less raspy. Her qì felt off as well. And her armor was red and coarse, not black and form-fitting.


Before he could tell if this impression was the fault of his reviving senses, he felt a numbness in the right side of his body and a sagging in half his face. He and General Mi both cried out in surprise. He shook one gauntlet free to morph a mask of spirit metal over that half of his face, because, though he knew she would not care past the initial shock, he did not want her to see him like this.


As expected, she was dazed for but an instant before she stabbed a syringe into his neck. A cold liquid he assumed was the cure to flowerpox seeped into him. Slowly, his vision came to focus.


The sight was not what he wanted to see.


She was not General Mi. They looked remarkably similar, with the same eyes that promised vengeance and bloodshed, but it was impossible that General Mi had gotten younger and shorter.


What was going on? How long had it been? Where was the general?


“Can you pilot?” The girl’s question pierced his spiraling thoughts. She spoke with a strange dialect, one he could not pinpoint. She detached the syringe from his neck and pressed down on the bleeding puncture. “I need your power, your Chrysalis. Now.”


Qin Zheng kept his expression neutral. He could not show vulnerability in an unknown situation.


After feeling for her spirit pressure, he let out a dry laugh. Who did this little girl think she was? Had no one told her who he was? Piloting with him would be her death sentence. He channeled all five types of qì with the full force he could muster, showing her exactly what she’d be getting herself into.


Yet, after a few stunned seconds, she did not relent. She demanded he shift to the yīn seat—the woman’s seat—and threatened to withhold further medicine if he did not. It was preposterous. He told her so.


“Do you want to live or die?” the girl shouted at him. “It’s a simple question!”


“You wouldn’t let me—”


“Qin Zheng, I know two hundred and twenty-one more years of what’s going on than you do, and I have no time to explain!”


Her tirade continued, but his mind snagged on the number she’d spouted. Two hundred and twenty-one years.


Over two centuries.


The world seemed to turn on its axis, tipping Qin Zheng around and around and around. Two hundred and twenty-one times around the sun. Constellations cycling, trees rising and falling, lives beginning and ending.


His General Mi was dead, along with everyone and everything else he knew.





PART I


HEAVENLY EMPEROR
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How could you say you have no clothes to wear?


I will share my robe with you.


His Majesty has called his army;


I will prepare my ax and spear,


and share an enemy with you.


How could you say you have no clothes to wear?


I will share my shirt with you.


His Majesty has called his army;


I will prepare my lance and halberd,


and march together with you.


How could you say you have no clothes to wear?


I will share my skirts with you.


His Majesty has called his army;


I will prepare my armor and weapons,


and advance together with you.


—Qin folk song, from The Classic of Songs [image: image]





CHAPTER ONE


THE LEGEND, THE TRUTH


I am ready to slaughter the gods.


If I can find them.


I soar in the Yellow Dragon, straining against the pull of gravity in search of the Heavenly Court’s sailing twinkle in the ocean of stars above. The gods’ unexpected message burns in my mind, fueling me onward even as exhaustion eats at my consciousness.


“If you do our bidding as the Sages did, we have ways to bring back what you’ve lost. But if you defy us or reveal the truth, you will lose everything.”


Soon, the stars look less like stars and more like the static that pops behind my eyes whenever someone hits me hard on the head. Truthfully, I have no idea where I’m going. I flew the Yellow Dragon beyond the Kunlun Mountains right after the gods’ message, but there’s really nothing indicating I might find them in this direction. I guess I just instinctively headed for the unknown. The sands of what must be the Xihuang Desert drift far below, known to me as only a label on the very west of maps until now.


“You still possess no concrete understanding of what the gods are,” Qin Zheng remarks with an air of incredulity, his spirit form sitting opposite mine in the yīn-yáng realm, that incorporeal space our minds share via the Yellow Dragon’s pilot link.


“No, what are they?” I demand.


“You of the future should be enlightening me.” He shakes his head, gaze distant and haunted. “Two hundred and twenty-one years, yet nothing has changed. They continue to lord over you, making you think of them as divine. Their power has not been broken.”


The Yellow Dragon slows in its flight as more of my focus strays to Qin Zheng. “Why do you say that like things are supposed to be different?”


His spirit form looks at mine as if I’m telling him an absurd story. “You know not of the ultimatum I attempted, do you?”


“No, I don’t! What are you talking about?”


“Three months ago . . . three months ago from my perspective, I halted all tribute to the gods, refusing to obey them blindly any longer. I had always doubted they were as mighty as they claimed, so I demanded to see their true faces. I told them that if Huaxia were to continue offering tribute, we must receive more in return. The gods responded only with warnings. Then, two weeks ago, I came down with this blasted pox.” He touches his face. Flowershaped pustules bloom over his skin, the way his body looks in real life.


I waver on the farthest stretches of my capacity to process what’s happening. Two weeks ago from his perspective. Two hundred and twenty-one years from mine.


“They infected you?”


“Perhaps. At the very least, they left me to perish, even after I resumed the tributes.” Hatred erupts from him, hitting me like ice water through our mind link. “Me, the strongest pilot to ever live, who crafted a plan to end the war. This confirms my suspicion that they have no interest in letting that occur. I would guess the Hundun husks we offer are much too valuable to them. If we annihilated the Hunduns, they would receive no more.”


My mind spins at the reminder of the Hunduns.


“This isn’t our planet! ” Yizhi’s words scour through my memories like a phantom wail.


“Did you know the truth about the Hunduns?” I choke out. “What they really are to this world? Of what we are to it?”


“Yes,” Qin Zheng says, chillingly nonchalant. “The story of them as aggressive invaders and us as embattled defenders is useful fiction that maintains the resolve of the masses against the Hunduns. Those of us who reach the upper echelons of power know better. We need to, in order to know which studies and discoveries to nip in the bud. It is not difficult for an observant scholar to stumble upon findings that contradict our recorded history.”


I wrench the Yellow Dragon around in midair. “We need to tell everyone.”


“Absolutely not!” Qin Zheng seizes control of the Dragon, forcing it down from our considerable altitude. “This is the one matter I begrudgingly agree with the gods on. The fiction is effective. Exposing it would do more harm than good.”


“What do you mean? How could telling the truth be—”


“You wish to rule? This is the cost!” He slaps the yīn-yáng realm’s invisible ground. “Do you sincerely believe we can control and defend the entirety of Huaxia without maintaining certain illusions? Good pilots have always been in short supply, and I doubt that has changed, given how the war has gone nowhere. Revealing the truth would do nothing but dampen fighting spirits.”


“So we lie to our entire world about why we’re fighting? That’s ridiculous!”


“Is it? Look how distraught you are, yet what can you do about our circumstances? The Hunduns will not cease their attacks, and we cannot cease to defend ourselves against them. Aside from creating turmoil in your heart, what practical difference has learning the truth made to you?”


I press my knuckles to my forehead, putting my everything into keeping myself from unraveling. “The truth means the Hunduns aren’t mindless invaders. It means there’s hope for peace.”


“Peace?” Qin Zheng lets out a bitter laugh. “How shall we make peace with metallic bugs who cannot understand us?”


“Who says they can’t? Didn’t you hear the Water Emperor speaking in our heads?”


“Spare us . . . Please . . .” I remember it pleading as we drained it of qì with the Yellow Dragon near the end of our counterattack on the Zhou province.


“I heard no such thing,” Qin Zheng says, though a trace of uncertainty slows his words. I think he genuinely never experienced anything like it in his era. But two hundred years is a long time, and we humans might not be the only ones who’ve grown and evolved.


“Your brain was still thawing!” I point out. “Before I woke you up, my army fought a Metal-type Emperor, too. Fly back and ask any pilot who was there. They’ll tell you they heard it speak in their head.”


There’s no way any of them could forget that eerie voice stabbing into our minds, accompanied by a shrill melody, sending us all into unnatural panic. “Get out! ” it said. “Leave us alone! ”


I couldn’t comprehend what was happening then, but now it makes sense. So much of my world is making more sense.


Qin Zheng’s eyes flit side to side like he’s reading something. “Even if these extraordinarily rare Emperor-class Hunduns somehow developed this ability, did you manage any proper dialogue with it? Have any other Hunduns demonstrated the same capacity?”


“We didn’t know it was possible to try! But now we do, and surely we can figure out a way to communicate with—”


“The Hunduns will not indulge your delusions of peace! From their perspective, we are the invaders. The only way we can battle them with equal vigor is if we believe the same of them. This war has raged for centuries. How it started no longer matters. Many Rongdi tribes have folktales that tell of being ‘cast from the heavens as divine punishment.’ This suggests our ancestors were criminals exiled to this planet. We would not be accepted back to wherever they originated.”


A sickness crawls over me. Ancestors. Criminals. How deep and ugly does the truth go?


I can barely think. I am so tired of these lies upon lies upon lies from those in power. The last thing I want to do is become the one maintaining them.


“Besides,” Qin Zheng adds, “so long as the gods rule over us, they will not allow any prospect of peace. However,” he leans close and drops his voice, “if you attempt to publicize the truth, I will not wait for the gods to end you. I will do it myself. Then I shall ensure your words are remembered as hysterical nonsense.”


I flinch from his piercing gaze, though the threat isn’t shocking when I remember who I’m dealing with. These eyes have set sight on countless enemies before watching them surrender or perish. It’s honestly laughable that I brought up the word “peace” around him. This is Qin Zheng. Qin Fucking Zheng. I still can’t quite believe he’s alive before me, resurrected out of stories and legends, transcending time and death.


But this is no longer the world he ruled.


“I’d like to see how you’d pull that off when you have no idea how the modern world works,” I say, refusing to cower.


“I have perused enough of your memories to be certain the masses would believe my word over yours, Iron Widow.”


The Yellow Dragon hits the ground in a hefty, shuddering landing, having been descending by his will this whole time. Horror trembles at my core at the reminder that memories can spill across a mind link. How much has he learned of my life?


“You’re really willing to bet on that?” I hold his stare in the yīn-yáng realm despite the icy nausea creeping through me.


After a lengthy silence, he cocks his head, gaze softening. “Do you not wish for your partner back?”


I wince as an image flashes in a deeper layer of my consciousness, that of a partial body suspended in a fluid-filled glass tank. I can’t admit it’s . . . it’s . . .


“The gods are bluffing.” Words tumble out of me. “There’s no way, just no way, that someone can come back from that.”


“The gods are capable of more than we can comprehend. The technological information they throw to us in exchange for our tribute is no doubt a mere fraction of their knowledge.”


“Then how did you think you could bargain with them?”


“Because I would rather die fighting than languish in servitude. Is that not why your first impulse upon receiving their message was to hunt for them?”


Through the Dragon’s eyes, I glance around the desolate landscape we’ve landed in, utterly different from the forests on the other side of the Kunlun Mountains. Wind sweeps up curls of sand like glimmering stardust under the full moon. An unknown territory I entered out of a sheer, seething desire to confront the gods, despite knowing logically I cannot win.


“I won’t find the gods by wandering like this, though, will I?” I remark, more to myself than to Qin Zheng. I feel like I aged a decade in this one day. How was it just this morning that I was charging out from the Sui-Tang frontier with the cautious hope of retaking the Zhou province and leveraging it against the government? Now neither the Sui-Tang command center nor the central government exist anymore. I crushed them both to rubble.


Skies, did I really do that? How am I supposed to clean up this mess?


“This is folly indeed.” Qin Zheng’s eyes fall shut. “The wiser move would be to return to Chang’an and abide by the gods’ commands for now. If we are to challenge them, we ought to formulate a more concrete plan.”


We. The word catches at my mind like a thorn.


There is no “we,” I want to insist.


Yet . . . isn’t there?


I study Qin Zheng’s spirit form, sitting like he’s deep in meditation, shockingly composed for someone who woke up to find he overslept for two centuries. He is undeniably the most powerful co-pilot I could have. While we disagree on revealing the truth of the Hunduns, we have the same goal of challenging the gods. I’m not sure I can physically activate the Yellow Dragon again without him. He’s also not wrong about going back to Chang’an. We won’t find the Heavenly Court by blindly flying. We have to track its movements, plan a proper trajectory, something more.


When Qin Zheng’s eyes stay shut and the Yellow Dragon remains on the ground, I realize he’s leaving the decision to take off to me. Why? He cannot be someone used to yielding power.


Or is he? Maybe he’s still too dazed from his thawing to pilot properly. What do I really know about him? His name. His power. His accomplishments. But who is he beyond the legend of a prostitute’s son who united seven warring nations into Huaxia? I have no clue besides what I experienced in his mind realm: countless èguī, hungry ghosts, clawing through a frozen sea. Why is it like that? What did he go through that the stories don’t speak of? How did he get those streaking scars over one side of his face? Who did he leave behind in his century?


I don’t know.


I don’t know.


I don’t know.


No matter how hard I reach, I can’t access any of his memories.


Whatever.


I propel the Dragon into flight again. It’s better than sitting around doing nothing.


He makes no effort to influence the Dragon’s movements. As I fly over endless stretches of sand, I almost wish he would help. Now that I’ve lost my momentum and adrenaline, just pushing the Dragon forward is a strenuous endeavor. I doubt I can keep moving for much longer. I can’t wait to settle down and rest.


When we finally approach the Kunlun Mountains again, a string of pings inside the Dragon’s cockpit startles me.


Crap. We must’ve flown out of range of the radio wave transmitters in the trucks I placed around the mountains. I’d destroyed a whole line of them to cut off communication between the army and the strategists, and once I’d crushed the Kaihuang watchtower and the Palace of Sages, I replaced only a few on my return journey to maintain connectivity with Yizhi. What messages did I miss? I can’t be slow to react at a time like this.


I land the Yellow Dragon around a mountain and disconnect from it. After a disorienting return to my human body, I check my wristlet.


“Zetian, you have to come back right now!” Yizhi’s shout bursts from the speakers when I open his first voice message. “There are reports that Liu Che and Wei Zifu are flying here in the Azure Dragon!”


Blood drains from my face. Those two are the third and final Prince-class Balanced Match in Huaxia, the only pair I haven’t met. I double-check the time Yizhi sent the message.


It’s already been half an hour.





CHAPTER TWO


REMEMBER THIS


Going into the estate bunkers. Connection might be spotty.”


“ That’s the last message from Yizhi. No reply comes when I ask him for an update.


I connect to the Yellow Dragon once more and launch it airborne, praying I’ll make it back to Chang’an in time.


To my agony, I can sense the Yellow Dragon doesn’t have enough qì for the trip and a potential battle, so I’ll have to recharge at Mount Zhurong first. I navigate by feeling for the spirit signatures of the other pilots that came to take back the Zhou province. Before I took off in search of the gods, I told them to stay put near the volcano.


Worst-case scenarios whirl through my mind as I race the Dragon over a blur of mountains and valleys sketched out by moonlight. Yizhi is using the Gao Estate as a base. I falter in my flight when I imagine the Azure Dragon destroying it like I destroyed the Palace of Sages. Yizhi said he went to hide in the estate’s bunkers, but who knows if someone might jump at the chance to betray him? He just killed his father to take over Gao Enterprises. They only swore loyalty to him out of fear—fear of me. But I’m not there. How easily might they be swayed to Liu Che’s side?


Even if I make it in time, how can I continue protecting Yizhi every second, every hour, every day?


Me and Yizhi against the world. It seemed so thrilling when I destroyed the Kaihuang watchtower and the Palace of Sages so the powerful men in them couldn’t kill me first, but a cold new reality presses down on me, heavier by the second. How can two people hold down an entire nation that doesn’t want them as rulers?


In the yīn-yáng realm, Qin Zheng’s spirit form remains passively seated, eyes closed. I have no idea how dependable he’ll be. Dread pounds in me like a frantic heartbeat, louder and louder. Despite the Yellow Dragon’s unbeatable might, I am a human with limits, ones I’m stretching too thin. I was already close to collapsing, and now I have to deal with this.


But I can’t give in. I can no longer drop my guard for a single second.


Soon, Mount Zhurong’s jagged volcano opening cuts into view. Its ashen incline glimmers with shattered Hundun remains. Among them are the Chrysalises that survived the counterattack, deactivated in their Dormant Forms. Most pilots have their cockpits open and are sitting partly outside, barely visible on my scale. As we get closer, the tiny figures jerk to attention and vanish back inside their Chrysalises. In spurts of light, the army reactivates.


When I dip the Yellow Dragon’s tail into the volcano to draw qì from within the planet, I have no choice but to land on the Hundun remains. Every gleaming shard fills me with nausea, reminding me of the Hunduns’ bursts of anger and grief as we killed them.


“Hey!” The White Tiger leaps toward us in Standard Form, paws thudding against the mountain. Its mouth glows a dark green as it speaks, a mix of Qieluo’s Wood-green qì and Yang Jian’s Water-black qì. “What happened? Why’d you suddenly fly off ?”


Right. I didn’t tell them what I’d heard from Yizhi and the gods before leaving in a frenzy. The truth surges in me like bile, burning to spill free, but the unshakable presence of Qin Zheng’s meditating form in the yīn-yáng realm makes me swallow it down. I don’t doubt he’d kill me for letting it slip. I have to wait for a better time.


“I was looking for the gods,” I tell part of the truth through the Yellow Dragon’s mouth, “to see if they really took the Vermilion Bird’s head as you saw.”


The Tiger’s eyes search the stars. “Did you . . . find them?”


“No.”


Loud metallic echoes cluster over the mountainside as other Chrysalises gather behind the White Tiger in the manner of awaiting command. When I’d first landed back here, before Qieluo and Yang Jian told me about the vanishing aircraft that took the Vermilion Bird’s shattered head, I’d announced my destruction of the Palace of Sages to these pilots. They were dumbfounded, of course, but none of them raised any protest. Having Qin Zheng on my side is an effective deterrent, at least. However, it’s one thing to not defy me; it’s another to actively join me in changing everything about the world we know.


“Qieluo, Yang Jian.” My voice shakes slightly as I address the White Tiger, the only unit to disobey the strategists and come to my aid before I dug up Qin Zheng. “When the Black Tortoise attacked the Vermilion Bird, why did you try to help us?”


They’re quiet for a beat before saying, “Because it was proof that, sooner or later, we would’ve been next.”


Their words reverberate deep inside me. In an instant, I understand what they mean. They’re getting close to twenty-five years old, that mythical age when pilots are allowed to retire. Except it’s an open secret in the army that aging pilots face the prospect of getting “tributed”—deliberately left to die in battle so the Hunduns can physically feel their spirit pressures extinguish, which tends to calm the Hunduns down for a while. Qieluo and Yang Jian may have believed their war accolades could save them from this fate, but the order to purge me and Shimin demonstrated that the government will dispose of any of us the moment we stop being useful, even if we win back a whole province for Huaxia.


Now that can change, and Qieluo and Yang Jian could be my strongest allies.


I raise the Dragon’s head to speak to the wider army of Chrysalises. “Did you all hear what I revealed near the end of the counterattack, about the pilot system being deliberately skewed against female pilots?”


Hesitant murmurs go through the crowd.


“Yes,” the White Tiger says with particular force, its green left eye shining brighter. “It explained a lot.”


“Well, now is the time to create a new system! We can remedy not only this injustice, but others in the old order! May piloting no longer be a sentence to die young!”


Silence stretches uncomfortably long before one Chrysalis lets out a cheer. The rest quickly join in, their voices building to a wall of noise that soars toward the heavens. Many voices sound forced by fear, though. It’ll take some time for them to accept that the world has turned upside down.


That’s okay. I don’t need all of them.


“Liu Che and Wei Zifu are heading for Chang’an,” I say as quietly as I can to the White Tiger. “Will you come with us?”


“Those brats? We can come, but we won’t be much help against the Azure Dragon. We can’t fly.”


“Just watching our backs is enough.” I bow the Yellow Dragon’s snout toward them. “Climb on, and call some other pilots you trust.”


The White Tiger pounces onto the Yellow Dragon’s head while shouting half a dozen unit names, including the Ocean-Filling Bird, the Quilled Ox, and the Long-Toothed Hog. I vaguely remember some of them from battle broadcasts.


They settle along the Dragon’s long body. Once I feel it’s filled to nearly full with qì from Mount Zhurong, I propel us all into flight.


“The rest of you, make camp!” I call to the army we’re leaving behind.


The original post-counterattack plan was indeed for most of us to stay at the Zhou frontier, spread out across the Kunlun Mountains. Cockpits and radio trucks had packed plenty of rations and supplies for campsites. Additional personnel were supposed to come and restore the Great Wall around the Zhou frontier. I don’t know how much of that will still happen. There’s too much to think about.


I push the Yellow Dragon as fast as it will fly, guiding myself using a trail of crushed trees across the Zhou province. Although it’s impossible to tell in the night, I like to think it’s the exact path stomped out by me and Shimin in the Vermilion Bird this morning, leading me home.


Spots bloom and wane at the edges of my consciousness. The urge to ask Qin Zheng to do this mundane traveling for me bubbles in my mind, but I smack it down. After everything I went through to seize this power, there’s no way I can willingly give up control of it.


Through a small eternity of flying, I pass the Great Wall, then rolling mountains with occasional patches of electric-lit villages and cities. I follow the brightest highways in the dark, which will inevitably lead to Chang’an. What are the ordinary people thinking after hearing their government was toppled? I imagine my old neighbors rushing out their doors, buzzing with the instinct to run for their lives yet drawing a blank on where they’re supposed to go. They’ll find no salvation closer to the heart of Huaxia, where I’ve taken hold. They can’t retreat into the Hundun wilds, cleared for now but still a vast landscape of uncertainty.


Did I really cause this? Did I really break the world beyond repair? My mind drifts as though it can no longer connect with reality.


By the time I reach Chang’an, it feels like I’ve been awake for days. If the Yellow Dragon had eyelids, I’d be struggling to keep them open.


The capital is eerily silent, though every apartment window is bright with lights, making the cluttered buildings look like gleaming pillars. Millions of gawking eyes must be watching anxiously for how the world will change next. Before I took off for Zhou, I issued a curfew, ordering everyone back to their homes and forbidding them from leaving without permission. The streets are empty but for a few patrolling vehicles. Through his family’s connections, Yizhi mobilized the capital soldiers to enforce the curfew. The fact that they’re still complying is a relief. That means Yizhi is safe.


Maybe.


Hopefully.


The Yellow Dragon’s shadow glides over Chang’an’s Main Street, wide enough for six lanes of traffic. We pass Unification Plaza, which has a giant statue of Qin Zheng wielding spirit metal like mercury, placed amid a maelstrom of neon billboards. I try not to dwell on how surreal it is that I’m in a mind link with the exact historical figure that statue is based on.


Using my spirit sense, I feel for a powerful spirit pressure beyond the Chrysalises we’re carrying. Indeed, one such signature speeds closer from the distance. That must be the Azure Dragon. We got here just before it.


“Wu Zetian.” A flat voice suddenly speaks inside the Dragon’s cockpit. It startles me so much that I lose some altitude.


“Wu Zetian.” The voice speaks more loudly, echoing in the cockpit. It sounds artificial, like a text-to-speech program. But where precisely is it coming from? My wristlet? “You are forbidden from destroying the Azure Dragon or killing the pilots inside. They must be returned to the Han frontier to ensure the integrity of your Great Wall. Your Han province sent a significant number of Chrysalises to reinforce the Sui-Tang counterattack. It cannot lose another Prince-class unit.”


What?


“Do not think of disobeying this command. There will be consequences.”


I almost scoff, but then Yizhi’s smiling face crosses my mind. I don’t know where he is right now. I truly can’t risk it.


I stumble into a thunderous landing over the ruins of the Palace of Sages, the one place in Chang’an where I can reasonably park the Yellow Dragon. Rubble rolls down Mount Ziwei as I coil the length of the Dragon’s body around it. The White Tiger and the other Chrysalises leap off, attention whipping toward the Azure Dragon’s incoming spirit signature.


Defeat it without destroying it. That’s not impossible. Back in the Kunlun Mountains, Qin Zheng defeated the Water Emperor by sapping its qì dry, not making a single scratch. The Azure Dragon should be even easier. It’s made of Wood-type spirit metal, the leakiest type.


The sheer sound of it reaches us first, a parting of the night air like a monstrous roar. Then its long body streaks in across the cosmos like a skeletal dragon chiseled out of jade, one eye socket glowing Fire red and the other Earth yellow. Massive bat-like wings flap from its back, and its bare spine trails into a lashing, bony tail. Its chest looks like a bulk of spirit metal clasped by an exposed rib cage, which reminds me disturbingly of—


No. Don’t think of that. Don’t think of him.


With a blinding burst of light, the Azure Dragon transforms into Heroic Form. Its front claws split and shudder into four bony arms. Its wings grow wider. Its antlers lengthen. Its skeletal body wrenches itself into bipedal orientation, adorned with red and yellow highlights. The clashing colors blur against the night as it dives toward us, wings spreading against the stars.


I crouch down on the Yellow Dragon’s many claws before springing into battle. According to the battle broadcasts that constantly played in my house, the Azure Dragon should be about fifty meters tall in its Heroic Form. Yet from my current perspective it doesn’t look much bigger than a human. Its four arms cross over its chest to snap off four of its ribs, which then sharpen into swords.


Maneuvering the Yellow Dragon is much harder after my brief reprieve, like trying to pick up a heavy weight again after dropping it due to muscle-ripping pain.


“We don’t need to fight!” I shout through the Yellow Dragon’s mouth while dodging sword strikes. “The old government doesn’t deserve your loyalty! If you join us, we can change the war system so you won’t get tributed once you’re in your twenties!”


“We will never join you, harlot!” the Azure Dragon yells back, mouth glowing orange from a blend of Earth yellow and Fire red.


Harlot? What is going on with their vocabulary?


“We could give your families massive plots of land in the Zhou province!” I throw out a promise. I’ll think about the logistics later. “We did just free the whole thing, you know!”


“We will not be tempted by the darkness!”


My confusion about the overdramatic way they’re talking scatters when I remember Liu Che is fourteen and Wei Zifu is thirteen.


There’ll be no reasoning with them.


I pounce toward the Azure Dragon, aiming to sap it dry and get this over with. Yet it swerves behind me with shocking speed, wings sailing on the air. I turn, grabbing at it, only to miss by an embarrassing distance.


Oh, no. Wood-type Chrysalises are the fastest, so fast the Yellow Dragon can’t keep up. It’s like trying to swat a fly with a brick column I can barely lift. I twist the Yellow Dragon around with much difficulty and retreat toward the palace ruins. Maybe I can bait a battle closer to the ground, which will—


The Azure Dragon catches up before I reach the mountain and lands a pair of crisscrossed strikes on the Yellow Dragon’s head. Pain singes into me. I reflexively grasp my spirit form’s head in the yīn-yáng realm.


In a wild rush of color, the Azure Dragon vaults off the Yellow Dragon’s snout—too fast for me to sap any qì—and flips in the air. Its four swords blaze red with Liu Che’s Fire qì, extra destructive as it channels through Wood-type spirit metal. Too late, I remember Wood has a type advantage against Earth.


Briefly upside down, the Azure Dragon delivers another two slashes near its previous cuts. I double over in the yīn-yáng realm from the scalp-tearing sting. The Yellow Dragon crash-lands in a messy heap over Mount Ziwei, narrowly avoiding the White Tiger and the other Chrysalises we brought. The ones who can do ranged attacks blast their qì at the Azure Dragon, but it dodges with swift jerks of its skeletal body and comes for me again.


The absurd possibility that I might lose by having a Chrysalis that’s too big quivers at my core.


No. No way.


I can’t. We can’t.


“Qin Zheng, tell them to stand down! They’ll listen if it’s your voice!” I cry in the yīn-yáng realm. No matter how much I don’t want to surrender my hold on the Yellow Dragon, it’s slipping from me. I’m too worn out.


Qin Zheng’s spirit form remains still, eyes closed. In my increasingly hazy view through the Yellow Dragon’s eyes, the White Tiger leaps while swinging its dagger-ax but misses the Azure Dragon.


“Qin Zheng!” I shake his spirit form. “Do something! They’ll kill you, too!”


He makes no move. But he has to be conscious, or he wouldn’t be in the yīn-yáng realm with me.


Don’t make me beg, I scream in a deeper level of my mind.


Though . . . is that exactly what he wants?


I contemplate forcing his hand by just letting go of the Yellow Dragon, but I have a feeling I won’t be able to stop from dropping all the way to unconsciousness if I relaxed like that. I can’t risk it. I have to stay awake.


There’s no more room for pride.


My hands slacken on his shoulders and slide down to his chest. “Qin Zheng, help me. Please.”


His eyes flash open. He pinches my chin and lifts it.


“Remember this lesson, little girl.”


The Yellow Dragon’s gargantuan weight lifts from my mind. Before I can collapse in relief, my perception of the real world shifts entirely. I panic at first, thinking Qin Zheng threw me out of the cockpit—except I’m still with him in the yīn-yáng realm. Yet nothing else is the same. Everything, from the trees to the rubble to the battling Chrysalises, got larger in an instant. My passive awareness of the Yellow Dragon perceives an utterly different shape, no longer long and serpentine but humanoid.


With no more control over it, I can only piece together what happened by what passes through its point of view. Golden arms glimmering under the full moon, patterned with small squares like Qin Zheng’s spirit armor. Flapping flashes of massive wings that rival the Azure Dragon’s.


The Azure Dragon now looks equal in size, yet it’s screaming incoherently and diving away from us. When we twist in the air in pursuit of it, I glimpse the scene back on the mountain.


Finally, what Qin Zheng did sinks in. In less than a second, he separated a smaller, humanoid subunit out of the Yellow Dragon. The rest of it slumps on Mount Ziwei like a husk, its head hollowed out. Bewildered looks from the other Chrysalises swing between it and us.


My view of the others reels away when Qin Zheng takes the Azure Dragon spiraling through the night, locking the subunit’s arms around it. Stars and city lights blend into a dizzying vortex. Distantly, many screams rise from the masses.


With a harsh wrench to the side, Qin Zheng avoids the residential blocks and lands in Unification Plaza, destroying the statue of himself. Every billboard and window shatters on the skyscrapers nearby, drawing another wave of screams. The Plaza plunges into a darkness it likely hasn’t seen in years.


“You dare raise your blade against your emperor?” he roars through the subunit’s mouth, pinning down the Azure Dragon. “Open your cockpit!”


Its forehead pops open, revealing Liu Che and Wei Zifu, faces blanched under pure moonlight. I don’t think they’re aware we’ve been commanded not to kill them or damage their Chrysalis beyond salvaging.


“How did you do this?” I ask Qin Zheng in the yīn-yáng realm. I don’t even know what to call this subunit. My mind stutters at the idea that a higher transformation of a Chrysalis could be smaller. Not to mention the instantaneous way he produced it.


Qin Zheng’s eyes narrow. “It seems there is much they no longer teach pilots.”


“No, they—We—You can reconnect this with the rest of the Dragon, right?”


“Obviously. It operates by the same principle as spirit armor.”


But spirit armor is pre-made. This subunit didn’t exist within the Yellow Dragon before he conjured it into existence. Whether a detached part can reconnect to a Chrysalis depends a lot on how clean the break is. This subunit doesn’t match the hole in the Yellow Dragon’s head at all.


I’m about to ask more jumbled questions when a cold realization hits me: if launching this subunit was an option all along, I didn’t need to crush my family along with the Palace of Sages. I could’ve scooped them out of the way before destroying everything else with more strategic and controlled damage.


“Why didn’t you tell me this was possible?” I grab Qin Zheng in the yīn-yáng realm. “Before I crushed the Palace, you must’ve felt how conflicted I was—why didn’t you stop me?”


His gaze roves over me. “Because I wished to see if you would do it.” The corners of his mouth curl ever so slightly upward. “I wished to see what lengths you would go to for power.”


I know I’m too exhausted to think clearly. I know I’m not in my right mind. I know it’s unfair to pin any responsibility on him when I made the choice. Yet, with a broken scream, I punch his spirit form in the face. He falls backwards. I clamber over him and go for another blow, then another, then another.


In the middle of my fifth swing, he yanks my arm away and clamps my spirit form against his.


“That’s enough.” His fingers dig like claws into my back.


Before I can make a noise, he tears my spine out.





CHAPTER THREE


TO QUENCH THIRST WITH POISON


I’m falling, falling, falling.


When I land, the impact shatters me to pieces. I am a wreckage of garbled limbs and protruding bones. My heart and lungs struggle behind fractured, exposed ribs.


With excruciating effort, I flip myself over and drag my ravaged body forward. There’s someone standing ahead. I open my mouth to plead for help, yet the voice that rasps out of my throat isn’t mine.


“Zetian . . .”


My perspective jumps. I am now the one standing, looking down. The crawling one lifts his head. Bloody hollows gape where his eyes should be.


“Zetian . . . How could you leave me like this, Zetian?”


I’m sorry, I try to cry, yet it’s as if someone has sewn my lips shut. I stagger backward. I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry . . .


He crawls quicker after me, leaving a wide trail of blood behind his partial body. “Help me, Zetian . . .”


I trip and land painfully on the ground.


He snatches my leg with a mangled hand. “Make . . . me . . . whole . . .”


The apologies trapped in my head sharpen into a silent scream. I jerk my leg free and roll away, only to feel another bloody hand on the ground. Its contorted fingers lock with mine like a trap. Ma Xiuying’s eyes, once so soft and kind as she gave me advice, stare emptily at me, upside down. Her body lies pulverized to muddled gore in a pile of metallic shards.


“You did this . . .” Her voice surrounds me, though there’s no movement of her jaw, dislocated and smashed to one side. “You claim you’re fighting for the sake of women, yet you did this to me . . . Me, only trying to protect my children . . .”


What was I supposed to do, let you kill me? I want to shout but can’t. I rip my hand from her grasp and scramble in another direction.


This time, my mother’s and grandmother’s crushed bodies block my path.


“You should’ve saved us.” Their words echo around me, on and on and on. “You could’ve saved us.”


I didn’t know how!


My justifications can’t reach any of them. More ruined bodies crawl to me, clawing and tugging at my limbs. No matter where I turn, there is no way out. They overwhelm me, tearing the flesh from my bones. I feel every rip of skin, every laceration of muscle, while not being able to make a single sound.
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When I shudder awake, nothing makes sense. I don’t recognize my surroundings. It takes a while to remember myself, to separate reality from nightmare.


“No—” I lurch up in an unfamiliar bed. Dizziness comes over me. My head sways.


A chain rattles, accompanied by a pressure at my wrist.


I break into a cold sweat. I’m shackled to a post on a canopied bed. An infusion line tugs at my other arm, connected to a fluid bag dripping high on a metal stand. Squinting, I make out part of the text on the bag. Some kind of nutrient solution that aids in qì recovery.


“My lady!” A girl springs up from a fancy cushioned chair near the door. She turns and calls out, “The lady is awake!”


“Where am I?” I croak. My heart thrashes as I take in more of the room. It’s expensive-looking, with intricate rosewood furniture and dark walls painted with golden scrollwork. Amber light seeps from a wooden lattice on the ceiling. No windows. I have no idea if it’s night or day.


Shit, how long has it been and what have I missed? What happened to the Azure Dragon, to Qin Zheng, to Yizhi, to the other Chrysalises? And why am I chained up?


The girl shuffles to my bedside and bows. This might be the Gao Estate, because she’s dressed like their maidservants, with a pink vest over a white blouse tucked into a blue pleated skirt. Her hair is done up in twin bundles on either side of her face and topped with a hairpiece shaped like cat ears.


“You’re in the new palace, my lady,” she says, keeping her head low. “You’ve been in a coma for about three days.”


Fuck! That is way too much time to have missed. Like—what does she mean, “new palace”?


“This isn’t the Gao Estate?” I demand.


“Not anymore, my lady.”


Okay, so it is. They’re just calling it by a different name.


Knowing where I am brings no relief when the weight of the manacle hangs on my wrist. Yizhi would never do this to me, so what’s going on?


“Who brought me here?” I examine myself. I’ve been stripped of my armor and conduction suit and put in a short-sleeved sheer robe tinged with gold. There’s no spirit metal left on me, not even the spinal brace pilots keep in our backs so we don’t have to stab ourselves with needles every time we put on our armor. I think I’ve been washed, too. My skin gives off a faint floral fragrance. My hair has been brushed soft and smooth. Nausea churns in me as I imagine strangers handling my naked, unconscious body. Whoever wrapped my feet back up did it particularly wrong; they throb with a dull, burning pain. “Where’s Yizhi? Gao Yizhi?”


The maidservant’s gaze remains on the polished floorboards. “His Majesty will be here to answer your questions soon, my lady.”


His Majesty?


Oh, no.


As I begin to fear my questions will have answers I don’t like, the door bursts open. Qin Zheng marches in, armor clattering, a black, gold-embroidered cape sweeping behind him. His halfmasked face carries noticeably fewer flowery marks than when I first awakened him. Most seem to have scabbed over and flaked off, leaving faint white traces on his skin.


“Take your leave.” He waves a hand at the maidservant.


She bows and scuttles backwards out the door, never turning her back on him. I catch sight of two soldiers stationed outside.


My skin prickles the moment the door clicks shut, leaving Qin Zheng alone with me. It’s chilling to think back on how calculating he was while acting too dazed to pilot. He was observing me, determining how best to turn my weaknesses—my pride—against me. He let me wear myself out on purpose.


“Remember this lesson, little girl.”


I will. I must never underestimate him again.


“I’d like to know why I’m cuffed, Your Majesty.” I raise my chained arm and speak in the flattest tone I can manage, the archaic title feeling so strange on my tongue.


“A precaution,” he says, no longer using the dialect he woke up speaking, but something closer to radio-standard Hanyu. “I could not be sure how you would react upon awakening. I discovered you’re quite fond of causing public disturbances.”


He flexes his fingers. A curl of spirit metal swirls out of his gauntlet and morphs into a key in his grasp. I thought the stories exaggerated his abilities, but given the way he sculpted that Yellow Dragon subunit in the blink of an eye, they didn’t laud him enough.


I can’t help but shrink against the headboard when he strides toward me.


“Fret not,” he says, with an edge of bitterness. “The physicians determined that my strain of the pox is practically harmless in this era. How lucky you all are in the future, with your herd immunity and sophisticated vaccines.”


Every time I remember he’s from two hundred years in the past, it throws me off kilter all over again. This is weird. This is so weird.


When he lifts my wrist to unlock the shackle, I fight the urge to pull my blankets over this flimsy robe that barely covers anything. I cannot betray how vulnerable I feel, how I can scarcely breathe with him so close. I thought of him as a boy when I first saw him in the Yellow Dragon’s cockpit because the legends fixate on how young he was when he activated the Dragon, but this is definitely a full-grown man. Biologically in his twenties, if I’m doing the math right. His crown, like a tall, antlered headdress topped by a platform with bead veils in the front and back, casts strings of shadow over his forehead. The mask that curves over half his face and hooks behind his ear has gained a dragon-scale texture since his first, hasty creation. I’m not sure what made that side of his face look like it was melting as he came back to life, if it had anything to do with his scars, but otherwise he seems . . . fine?


“All technicians involved in decoding information from the old palace were assassinated,” he whispers near my ear.


I snap out of my stupor. “What? How?”


“Sniper wounds to the head. Current theory points to hit men hired over the . . . dark networks.” He trips over the term, surely unfamiliar to him. “I have investigators tracking the hit men down, but I do not expect the trail to end anywhere but in untraceable messages. This was a warning from the gods. Speak no more about them out loud.”


He drops the opened shackle. It clanks against the headboard on its chain. I don’t fail to notice how he’s leaving it dangling there like a threat, but that pales in comparison to my most urgent concern—


“Yizhi,” I gasp. “Did they get Gao Yizhi? The boy who rode in the Yellow Dragon with us?”


“No.” Qin Zheng melts the key back into his gauntlet. “He is too well protected. He is my Imperial Secretary now, after all.”


“Wh—” I feel like I’m the one who woke up in a different world. “So you—Your Majesty spoke to Yizhi after the battle?”


“Indeed. He offered this estate as Huaxia’s new governing palace, so I rewarded him with the position. He has been of tremendous assistance in navigating the intricacies of this future.”


“Where is he? I need to speak with him.” I look for my wristlet on the nightstand beside the bed but can’t find it anywhere.


“It would not be proper for him to come here.”


“What do you mean? This is his home.”


“No. Did you misunderstand me?” Qin Zheng enunciates. “He relinquished ownership of the estate. I am allowing him and his family to continue living in the side buildings out of courtesy, but this estate now belongs to the government of Huaxia. It’s mine.”


The way he says that word sends a chill down my spine. I knew he might pose a problem, but I hoped he’d be too disoriented by his displacement in time to do much. Then I could just kill him if he proved too difficult to deal with. Yet in a mere three days, he’s reclaimed his power at the top of the world. I can’t believe Yizhi helped him, though I can’t deny it was the right choice. If he didn’t immediately snag Qin Zheng’s favor, a whole city of other rich and powerful people would’ve pushed and shoved to do it first.


But where does this leave me?


“Why am I here, then?” I say, twisting my sheets. “What does Your Majesty plan on doing with me?”


Qin Zheng puts his hands on his hips and looks me up and down. “Well, I was never one for marriage, but given that you announced yourself as the Empress of Huaxia, I suppose I must marry you to avoid the inelegance of having to refute that statement.”


I know I should disguise my reactions, but my mouth falls open. Coming from him, “empress” means something completely different from what I intended. All of a sudden, I get why he said it wouldn’t be proper for Yizhi to come see me.


Qin Zheng flips his cape aside and sits down on the bed. This time, I don’t hold back from gathering my covers over myself.


“Oh, do not flatter yourself,” he says. “I find you far too mentally childish and physically repulsive to have any carnal interest in you. This arrangement shall be strictly political.”


My grip on my covers loosens. There’s indeed no lust in his eyes, just cold calculation. Which is preferable in this moment, but much more unpredictable in the long run.


“Listen.” He puts a hand near me. “I am aware you wished to take the throne for yourself. It was amusing to watch, and I understand the feeling of invulnerability the Yellow Dragon can confer. But it was a foolish, impulsive move that would have brought you to a very quick end. However, I am not one to dismantle the bridge that let me cross the river, so to speak, and it would be a shame to let you perish when you have almost as much raw piloting talent as my nine-year-old self, so I am saving your life from the considerable number of calls for your death.”


“Considerable number?” I feign shock. “For what reason?”


It’s not that I’m surprised, but I’d like to know what, exactly, they’re saying to him.


“You are . . . not liked.” He peers at me with a mix of pity and amusement. “They tell me you are vulgar, dangerous, bloodthirsty, self-absorbed, manipulative, and an all-around affront to sensibility. What do you have to say for yourself, Wu Zetian?”


I fold my arms over my chest. No point denying any of that when he’s been inside my head.


“Yes, that’s pretty much who I am. Still want to marry me, Your Majesty?” I say it like a challenge.


I don’t believe he’s saving me out of gratitude. He has other plans for me, probably to use me as a steady co-pilot to kill more Hunduns en masse. The thought makes my stomach turn, but I need to ensure my survival before worrying about issues beyond me. If this marriage proposal is in name only, I have more to gain from accepting it than being squeamish.


A small smile curls his lips. “Frankly, I am offended by the insinuation that I would not be able to control you. Though, I must admit, when you invited me on a coup, I did not realize you were launching it with no power base at all among the masses. Not even a local dissident network? No assessment of which critical roads, ports, infrastructure, and military storehouses to secure? What was your plan?”


My face goes hot. “To not get killed. The Sages were bent on doing that, so I killed them first.”


“Oh, you ought to garner at least some support among the people before you start a revolution, little girl. You cannot simply skip the middle steps.”


I don’t argue. I can’t in good faith accuse him of being wrong.


“No matter.” He strokes his chin. “I can work with this. Not my first time turning a military coup into a proper revolution. Rest assured: I announced to the masses that you deserve the immense credit of freeing me from my slumber and alerting me to the extent of corruption among the Sages. I made it clear that I then decided it would be easier to create a new government than to work with that rotten mess, so I ordered you to crush them with me once we finished the battle at the Zhou province.”


“That’s not what happened,” I blurt.


“Is it not? Do you prefer the version of the tale that would intensify the calls for your blood? Would you like to speculate on what would have been done to your unconscious body if I had left it in the street?”


I shake away the horrible images rushing behind my eyes. “Don’t act so noble. You only saved me to use me for your war plans.”


His demeanor darkens like a gathering storm. “Do not speak to me of using others!” He lunges over me, backing me against the headboard. “You are the one who awakened me into a world I no longer recognize. You are the one who sought my power and my Chrysalis to free yourself from your conundrum. Did you think you could use me as a game piece only to discard me?” He runs his fingers down the chain hanging near my head. “I blame you not. Plenty of others have endeavored to do the same. It’s never worked out quite as they intended.”


My throat goes dry under the pressure of his scrutiny, his face so close I notice the eye on the masked side of his face is slightly cloudy. He must not have great vision on that side. Noted.


“Your Majesty is a little close,” I make myself say.


Slowly, he pulls away. His gaze drifts toward the wall.


“Do you know the sharpest sentiment I felt since awakening? It’s disappointment. Nothing about this future is how I imagined, aside from the minor miracle of Huaxia holding together as a single entity. I’ve discovered that I made the mistake of leaving too many reactionary forces alive in my time. As soon as I vanished, they leaped to purge my government and reverse my most revolutionary policies. They retaliated without mercy against the workers and peasants who rose up at my call. Now, despite all the improvements in technology, the rich have gotten richer, and the poor have gotten poorer. The war has gone nowhere. Pilots have devolved into entertainment. The masses lose themselves in flashy yet meaningless amusements, or they take their misery out on those more vulnerable than themselves.” He glances in disgust at the outline of my bound feet beneath the covers. “Look at you, made physically useless for the sake of vanity.”


A sourness prickles like acid beneath my skin.“It wasn’t my decision,” I say, though I don’t know why I’m defending myself. I shouldn’t have to.


“It better not have been. I cannot stand women content to be nothing but a pretty face and a birthing vessel. Once you recover from the surgery, I expect you to do your fair share of labor.”


I’m about to argue most women don’t get a choice, but something else sticks out in what he said. “Surgery? What surgery?”


“I had your foot situation reversed.” He twirls a finger above my covers. “The best that the top orthopedic surgeon of this era could do, anyhow. The bones realigned, the flesh reattached, implants used where necessary.”


I hurl my covers off my legs. I thought my feet felt weird because whoever clothed me messed up the binding technique, but my feet are, in fact, noticeably longer and wrapped in medical bandages.


“You had surgery done on me? ”


“Insolence!” Qin Zheng chides. “Do not raise your voice to me. Would you have wanted your feet to remain in their putrid state?”


“I—” Admittedly, I’ve fantasized plenty about getting this kind of surgery. If the recovery period wouldn’t have left me dangerously vulnerable for too long, I would’ve demanded it before the counterattack. But that is not the point! “Your Majesty should’ve asked me first!”


“There is no need to get emotional.” He flashes his hand at me. “You were comatose, and time was of the essence.”


As I do my very, very best to not scream at him, I notice my legs are perfectly smooth. I touch my face and inspect my arms. There are barely any hairs left on my skin. “Did you have me shaved, too?”


“Something better. I was informed there now exists a treatment with”—he gestures vaguely—“concentrated beams of light that can remove body hairs permanently. And so I bestowed it upon you. You were in urgent need of it.”


“You mean lasers?” I’ve seen ads about this all over Chang’an the few times I traveled its streets.


“If you are to become my empress, you must be at least halfway presentable. Which also includes no longer having this ‘lotus feet’ ignominy.” He snarls. “In my time, only so-called high society families in certain regions did this to their daughters, a grotesque symbol of their lack of need to toil for a living. So proud were they to live off the labor of others that they delighted in having wives unable to function without servants. I banned this ludicrous practice, but after my disappearance the ban was repealed in the name of ‘personal liberty.’” He utters the term as if he wants to bite whoever coined it. “To think it’s spread to even the peasant class! Outrageous.”


Every sentence he speaks gives me a different whiplash of emotion, my urge to call him a pig extinguished by the thought that foot-binding could’ve been eradicated two centuries ago if he’d lived a few more years. That would’ve changed the fate of so many girls, including me.


“This is the kind of revolutionary policies Your Majesty was talking about?” I say, caught between guarded hope and stinging grief.


He raises his chin. “Did you think I unified Huaxia for the thrill of conquest alone? I was born into a world that saw me as less than dirt due to the circumstances of my birth. I spent my life proving the injustice of this judgment, because a society that values birthright over merit is fundamentally broken and nonsensical. I was out to transform it, to rid it of those parasites who amassed their riches by exploiting the less fortunate. Only by destroying this system can we most effectively harness the talent among our population to win our freedom.”


I tense up at that last line. It’s natural to assume he means victory against the Hunduns, but according to him that can’t happen as long as the gods exist. So then . . . ?


“Are you with me?” Qin Zheng asks in a low voice, staring into my eyes as if he can see the turmoil behind them.


“Yes, if Your Majesty is sincere about transforming the world,” I mutter. “But how exactly can we defea—”


He puts a finger to his lips and shakes his head. His eyes flick upward.


I catch his meaning. We have no idea how closely the gods can watch us. We can’t plot against them without taking more precautions.


“I have a plan for Huaxia,” he says. “I shall let you know when you have a role to play. Until then, do not get any stray ideas.”


I don’t like the way he said that, but I have to pick my battles. Whatever gets me closer to the changes I want. “As long as that plan includes no more foot-binding and no more unequal inputs in the yīn and yáng seats.”


“Done. I have no love for unproductive practices.”


I blink. That’s it? It’s that easy? A few words, and lives will change by the thousands? Millions, even?


So this is what it’s like to have power.


Of course, the power is his, not mine. Something I don’t think he intends to let me forget. How do I change this situation?


I need information from someone who isn’t him, at the very least.


“Also, can Your Majesty give my wristlet back?” I ask in my most unassuming voice. “I would like to talk to Yizhi.”


“No.” Qin Zheng gets to his feet and adjusts his gauntlets, looking ready to leave. “I do not trust you with any device capable of spreading information on a wide scale.”


“What? Why?”


“You know why.” His eyes burn with a reminder of our argument over the truth.


My palms go clammy. “Fine, I promise not to say anything Your Majesty doesn’t want me to say. Just let me talk to Yizhi.”


“You expect me to take you at your word?” He scoffs. “Besides, I’ve been told those advanced devices carry significant security risks. If hijacked remotely, they could transmit audio and visual information to nefarious parties. Why would anyone keep such things on their person? I shall call for writing utensils. Whatever you wish to say to whomever, you can write on paper, and I shall check and deliver it.”


There is no way I’m taking that option.


Seeing no cane to use, I clutch my drip stand and swing my legs over the side of the bed. I will find Yizhi, even if I have to crawl through every building in the estate.


Qin Zheng holds me down by the shoulder. “What do you think you’re doing?”


I bite back a reflexive demand for him to get his hand off me. That is not the way to get through to a man like him when I have so little leverage. He’d refuse out of spite alone.


“I’d like to not be touched,” I say calmly. A request, not a command.


To my mild surprise, he actually takes his hand away. “You are in no condition to walk. Not to mention it is far too dangerous for you to wander about.”


“Then Your Majesty will give back my spirit armor so I can protect myself, right?”


“You are in no condition to wield that, either. You are lucky not to have suffered permanent brain damage from overexerting yourself. Forcibly taking in large amounts of qì in a short time is extremely grating on your meridians. You must rest for the next few weeks to recover. This is for your own good.”


I make an indignant noise before I can help it.


He tilts his head. “If you insist on being difficult, you leave me no choice but to chain you up again.”


Dealing with him is impossible. I rise to get past him, biting my lip as I put my bandaged feet on the floor. It sends up a hotter, more swollen kind of pain than what I’m used to.


Qin Zheng shoves my shoulder. I flop back down on the bed, breath leaving my lungs. Heat surges in my face as I get up on my elbows, though I hiss when the movement rips the infusion needle out of my arm.


“That hardly took any strength.” He lowers his hand. “The soldiers at the door have orders to keep you safe. I would love to see you attempt to get past them. Really, it would delight me.”


I briefly fantasize about tackling him to the ground and strangling him. I want to scream, I want to fight, but I would lose, and that would only prove his point.


“Then I want to see Dugu Qieluo.” I pick up my infusion needle to stop it from dribbling onto my sheets. “The White Tiger’s yīn pilot. What did Your Majesty do with her and the other pilots who came with us?”


“I have them aiding in the efforts to excavate the old palace ruins. Including that insolent pair of children who had the gall to challenge us.” Qin Zheng shakes his head while opening a drawer in the nightstand. “Children these days. Nothing like community service to make them repent.”


There’s a certain relief in knowing it’s unlikely we’ll face more Chrysalis attacks after Qin Zheng has taken charge so aggressively, but the price is that . . . Qin Zheng has taken charge very aggressively. The last thing I wanted was to trade one prison for another.


He opens a small, flat package from the drawer and pulls my arm toward himself. I resist until I see he’s holding an alcohol swab. With circular motions, he cleans the skin around my needle puncture. The tiny squares of metal that make up his gauntlets are so fine they fit his hands like snakeskin.


I look away from what he’s doing. “Well, there shouldn’t be a problem with Qieluo visiting me since she’s a woman, right?”


“I suppose not. I shall summon her.”


He opens another package from the drawer for a fresh needle. When he takes my arm again, a fluid loop of spirit metal from his gauntlet tightens around my elbow as a tourniquet. Squinting in concentration, he pushes the needle into my vein. I swallow my protests. If a doctor has me on this drip, I probably need it. Yizhi may have had no choice but to go along with confining me to this room, but he wouldn’t have let them go as far as drugging me with something dangerous.


Qin Zheng tapes the needle down before hooking my dripping infusion line onto it.


“You’re awfully familiar with doing this,” I remark, shivering when the cold fluid enters my blood.


“My mother used to need many such treatments. The setup has changed little in the past two centuries.”


His mother the prostitute, I automatically think before immediately feeling bad. For her, not him. Surely she deserves to be known for more than her profession.


“Now, behave yourself. I have much work to do.” Qin Zheng leaves without another look at me, cape sweeping behind him.


I watch the door close, thumbing the needle in my skin. The room falls deathly quiet, aside from the pounding of my heart and the drags of my breathing.


Empress. Fancy title for a girl who can’t even leave a room as she wishes. I stare at my feet, operated on without my knowledge, and see a long future where Qin Zheng makes every decision in my life according to his whims. I went through all I did, sacrificed my family, just to end up in this situation?


And I brought it on myself. I was so desperate when I unleashed him that I didn’t consider the danger he might pose. I almost laugh out loud at myself when I remember a proverb: “to quench thirst with poison.”


I drag my nails down my chest, leaving red streaks. What would it take for me to no longer be a woman? If I cut off my breasts? If I cut out my womb?


I glance around for something that could do the job, but whoever prepared the room swept it well. No sharp objects anywhere. Even if there were, and I mutilated myself with them, would it change anything?


I’m a prisoner in this world, in this era, in this room, in this body. It never ends. It will never end.





CHAPTER FOUR


SAME SHIT, DIFFERENT MAN


“You look like crap.”


I rouse from beneath my covers as Qieluo stomps into my room.


“Same to you,” I grumble, scooting up against the headboard. The dark circles under her eyes testify to her qì-exhaustion from the counterattack. She’s not wearing her armor, just her whitehemmed black pilot uniform.


When she hoists the chair near the door toward me, a soldier follows her in and closes the door behind him.


“Hey, not you.” I flash my palm.


He gets into a military stance as if he didn’t hear me, hands clasped behind his back, though he bows his head.


“His Majesty’s orders.” Qieluo sets the chair beside my bed and sits down. “No one who’s capable of killing you is allowed to be alone with you. I even had to ditch my armor.”


A cold dread sinks through my innards. I can’t say anything without Qin Zheng knowing. I can’t tell the truth about our world to anyone without paying with my life and then getting slandered into a liar.


Qieluo crosses her legs. “So . . . empress, huh?”


“Supposedly,” I grumble.


“Forgive me if I don’t bother with etiquette until you’re officially crowned. I need to get the insolence out of my system while I still can.”


“Whatever. Just tell me what’s happening out there. You’re the only one I trust to not bullshit me.” I eye the soldier warily as I speak, but I have too many questions to hesitate because he’s here.


Placing her elbow on an elegantly carved armrest, Qieluo scratches her temple. “Well, at first it was chaos, obviously. No one could figure out what was going on. All kinds of rumors were flying around on the networks. People were calling all the footage of the Yellow Dragon fake. But once we explained what a livestream is to His Majesty, he made several announcements that settled things down. He’s back, he’s reclaiming his throne, and that’s that.” She recoils, as though she doesn’t understand the language coming out of her own mouth. “I still can’t really believe it. It’s a gods-sent miracle.”


Oh, how enraged Qin Zheng would be at the gods getting any credit for his return.


“What else has he done these last few days?”


“Mostly he’s been getting filled in on over two hundred years of political drama by the new Sages. We’ve gone back to the old system where they’re supposed to be advisors to a pilot ruler. They’re using the banquet hall here as an assembly chamber now.”


“There are new Sages?”


“His Majesty summoned what was left of the central government and had them vote in nine of their peers as a new council. The rest kind of just . . . promoted themselves to fill the positions of those who didn’t respond to the summons. Since they’re probably, you know, dead.”


I tip my head against the headboard, studying the light seeping out of the wooden lattice in the ceiling. “Have you found any survivors in the ruins?”


Qieluo lets out a chortle. “You and His Majesty smashed that palace through to the bunkers. All we’ve been able to pull out is minced meat.”


I squeeze my eyes shut against a barrage of mental images: corrupt officials, toiling governmental clerks, and innocent servants all crumpling with my family under steel, concrete, wood, glass, and the Yellow Dragon’s claws. Bones snapping, skulls popping, blood soaking their clothes. Then Xiuying and Zhu Yuanzhang dying the same way in the Dragon’s clutches, then Shimin—


A sharp breath slices into me before shuddering out.


Crushed alive. What a horrible way to die.


After a few seconds, I wrench my eyes open. I did what I did, made the decision I thought best with the information I had. I can’t undo it. I can’t hide from it.


“Their families should be compensated,” I say. It’s not penitence, but it’s something. “And Xiuying and Zhu Yuanzhang’s children—can you make sure they’ll be well looked after?”


Now that I’ve had some distance, I can’t bring myself to hate Xiuying for accepting the secret task of killing me and Shimin. The Sages held the real power, driving us both into impossible choices.


“I can submit a proposal to His Majesty,” Qieluo says. “That’s the way we have to do everything now. Paper trails everywhere, no more secret deals, no more bribery, no more sloppy accounting. Officials won’t be able to expense even a restaurant bill without getting questioned. Not that it’s a bad thing. Officials shouldn’t be comfortable in their power.” She crosses her arms, looking lost in thought. “Honestly, I may have followed you to Chang’an because I was already in too deep, but I was pretty worried about how things would turn out. Now that I’ve seen His Majesty take charge, though, I’m not worried anymore.”


“Yes, he has quite the way of imposing his will on others.” I shoot another look at the soldier.


Qieluo releases a long breath and leans back in her chair. “I can’t tell you what you did wasn’t extreme, but I think it may have been for the better. With so many of those corrupt old men at the top wiped out, the replacement newbies are scared out of their minds. His Majesty can change things for real, make decisions only a pilot has the guts to make. He can lead us into winning the war.”


A silent scream rises in me. I clench my jaw, my throat, my bedsheets. “How can we keep the war going when the pilot system is so messed up, especially for girls?”


“That’s another thing His Majesty has already ordered reforms to. He’s a lot less closed-minded than those geezers you squashed. Turns out history doesn’t always move in a better direction, huh?” Qieluo rubs her chin. “I bet you could convince him to enact better legislation for women. Some more protections during pregnancy and divorce would be great.”


“What makes you think I can convince him to do anything? I can’t even convince him to let me out of this room!”


“To be fair, it is pretty dangerous for you right now. All the officials are telling His Majesty you’re a poor choice for empress and should be executed instead. They’re saying you exaggerated how terrible Huaxia was after you woke him up and misled him into destroying the Palace of Sages. You ‘stained his venerable hands with senseless blood,’ they say.”


“If he’d disagreed with anything I did, I wouldn’t have been able to do it,” I say with an acrid taste in my mouth. “Trust me.”


“That’s what His Majesty told the officials! But, you see, it’s not about the truth. It’s about his plans to drastically transform Huaxia. It’s got them shitting their court robes. I think one of them fainted when His Majesty mentioned something about limiting property rights. They don’t want him to change things so radically, so this is how they’re pushing back. They can’t question Emperor Qin, the legend, but they can question the information he got when he woke up in this utterly different era. The idea is if His Majesty wants to back off, he can save face by going with the story that you tricked him.”


“Will . . . he?” I grow acutely aware of the soldier’s presence and how he could report our every word to Qin Zheng, but I have to know.


“Oh, absolutely not,” Qieluo says without hesitation. “It’s only made His Majesty more determined to make you empress. It’s like you’ve become a symbolic measure for how much his judgment can be questioned. If he accedes to the wishes of the officials and executes you, they’ll hold it over him forever. Every time he makes a decision they don’t like, they’ll be able to say, ‘Is Your Majesty sure about having reliable information regarding the situation? Remember the time that wicked woman almost tricked you into abolishing private property?’”


“I don’t even know what that means!”


“I think it’s when no one’s allowed to own stuff anymore,” Qieluo says with a frown, not sounding sure. “My point is, you do need to lie low for a while. Don’t give the officials any more excuses to call you a conniving vixen.”


I snort. “As if they’ll ever stop.”


“You still have to try! You’ve basically gotten onto the back of a wild, raging beast. There’s no getting off without breaking every bone in your body, so you need to do whatever you can to stay on. Look.” She pulls a handheld device out of her pilot coat. After assuring the soldier she won’t let me touch the screen, she shows me a picture.


My stomach plunges. It’s a shot of Qin Zheng coming out of the Yellow Dragon with my unconscious body in his arms, uncannily similar to when I carried Yang Guang’s corpse out of the Nine-Tailed Fox. It’s as if all the fight I put up, all the pain I endured, and all the power I thought I’d grasped since that moment has come undone in one image.


“This is the kind of thing that will save you.” Qieluo’s voice reaches through a hollow ringing in my ears. She shakes the device for emphasis. “You have to act like His Majesty, uh, mellowed you out.”


“This is the same thing they tried with me and Shimin! Same shit, different man! And nobody bought it then!”


“Yes, but . . . this is no ordinary man. Not that I’m saying Pilot Li was ordinary, but . . . you know. This time, if you act like you’ve been ‘fixed,’ people will believe it. They could get used to it, and you could influence His Majesty into doing more for women.”


“Ugh.” I bury my face in my hands. For that short, precious while when I believed I’d overcome everything in my way, I thought I could be the one to make the changes. Now, whatever I want I’ll have to grovel for from Qin Zheng.


“I’m sorry about Tengri, by the way,” Qieluo mumbles.


“Tengri?”


“That was Pilot Li’s Xianbei name. Daye Tengri. He told me during that time Gao Qiu crammed us onto the same hovercraft to Chang’an.”


My heart squeezes painfully. I didn’t know Shimin had a Xianbei name. Even after all those times we entered a mind link, there’s so much I don’t know about him. We had so little time together.


It’s not fair.


Qieluo has no idea he’s still alive . . . maybe, in the most horrifying way possible. And I can’t tell her.


Her eyes flick toward the floor. “And I’m . . . sorry for how I acted when we first met. I think I just didn’t know how to react to you. I knew the strategists didn’t like me and my personality, but for years I thought they had no choice but to put up with me because I was the strongest female pilot. Then you showed up, and just like that, I wasn’t the strongest anymore.” She lets out a huff, shaking her head. “But clearly the power rankings mean nothing if they truly want a pilot gone.”


“Well, they’re dead and we’re alive, so who’s laughing now?”


We crack faint smiles at each other, yet we’re not really laughing, either. I don’t think I can laugh ever again.


Qieluo sneaks a glance at the soldier over her shoulder, then leans forward, speaking quietly. “I’m sure Tengri would want you to do whatever is best to protect yourself. And honestly, you could do worse than the most powerful man in Huaxia’s history.”


“Right.” A throbbing intensifies in my post-surgical feet. I swallow the bitter bile in my throat. “How is Gao Yizhi doing? Is it true he’s now the Imperial Secretary?”


Qieluo balks, blinking.


Ah, that probably sounded like a very abrupt tangent, to someone who doesn’t know what we were to each other.


“He was just as close to Shimin as I was,” I hastily explain. “That’s why I’m worried about him.”


Qieluo leans back. “The three of you had a weird relationship.”


“You have no idea.”


“Well, Imperial Secretary Pretty Boy’s been very busy. He did a lot of work pulling lines of communications together so His Majesty can run the government again. I can’t imagine the rest of the Gao family is happy with him declaring their company nationalized and handing their entire fortune to the state treasury, but they have His Majesty’s favor for it, so they can’t complain.”


“He gave all their money to the government?”


“All of it. On paper, this family is destitute.”


No wonder Qin Zheng is willing to trust him.


I relax a little. Yizhi is making the best out of this situation, seizing whatever power he can. Maybe I can do the same. Being a political symbol to Qin Zheng means I have more leverage than I thought. I can use it to make him give me what I want, like my spirit armor. I need to show him I’m not a doll to cut up and use as he pleases.


“Given that you announced yourself as the Empress of Huaxia, I suppose I must marry you to avoid the inelegance of having to refute that statement,” he said. A remark that betrays more weakness than he intended, now that I think about it. In his version of the story, the coup was his idea, and everything that happened was by his will. If the officials or the masses find out my declaration was something I yelled in the heat of the moment with no prompting or approval from him whatsoever, his story falls apart. He’d be admitting he wasn’t in control. I’m no longer sure how functional his mind really was during the coup, but if he doesn’t want people to get suspicious, he has to defend the idea of me becoming empress as if it was his own carefully considered decision, told to me before we reached the Palace of Sages.


“Can you bring Secretary Gao a message from me?” I say to Qieluo. “Tell him . . . tell him to not worry about me. I’ll be okay.”


“Funny. He told me to tell you the same thing.”





CHAPTER FIVE


THE STRIKE


After Qieluo leaves, the maidservant who took care of me while I was comatose brings in a lacquered wooden bed tray with porridge and steamed vegetables. I take better note of her this time. She looks very young, which is interesting. One would think Qin Zheng would’ve entrusted an older, more experienced servant with the responsibility of watching me. Or was it Yizhi who picked her? For any particular reason?


“What’s your name?” I ask while she sets up the tray for me to eat in bed.


She bows her head so deeply her chin almost touches her throat. “It’s Wan’er, my lady. Shangguan Wan’er.”


“How old are you?”


“Twenty-four, my lady.”


“Oh, wow, really?”


Never mind, I am terrible at guessing ages. But that’s still young compared to some of the aunties I’ve seen around the estate.


Color blooms in Wan’er’s round cheeks. “It’s all right. I’m often told I look younger than I am, my lady.”


“Who sent you to look after me and why? Secretary Gao or Qin Zheng?”


Her eyes go huge.


Right, it’s technically a great disrespect to refer to him directly by name.


“I mean, or the emperor,” I say, so she feels more comfortable continuing this conversation.


She lets out a breath of relief. “It was His Majesty, my lady. He summoned all of us newly hired last month to ask us some questions. I answered honestly. Then I was told to serve you.”


So Qin Zheng deliberately picked a servant who hadn’t had time to develop any loyalty to the Gao family. Yizhi and I can’t trust her to relay messages between us, then, even though I can talk to her without any soldiers present. She’s one more set of eyes and ears for Qin Zheng.


“What kind of questions did he ask?” I interrogate further.


She’s oddly quiet before saying, “If any of us knew much about laborism.”


“What is that?”


Surprise flickers across her face. “The belief that people deserve to reap the fruits of their own labor. That no one should exploit the labor of others for profit.”


“Well, yeah. Doesn’t everyone believe that?”


“Far from it, my lady. Much of the exploitation occurs in ways we don’t think to question. For example, does your family own the land you farm?”


I wince at the mention of my family, but by the casual way she said it, I don’t think she knows what I did to them. I’m not sure exactly what footage is floating around out there. I decide not to bring it up before answering, “No, there’s this family who owns half the mountain my village is on. We pay a portion of our harvests to them each year to use their land.”


“But do your landlords ever contribute to the tilling?”


I snort. “They live in the town down the mountain. I’ve never even seen them.”


“So your family does all the labor on the land, yet your landlords receive a big portion of its yield without so much as setting foot on it?” The nervousness leaves Wan’er’s voice as she speaks. Her back straightens. Her eyes meet mine. “Does this not seem unfair, my lady?”


I blink at her before giving a slow shrug. “They own the land. My ancestors were refugees from Zhou. They had to settle wherever they could. ”


“But imagine if your village collectively stopped recognizing that family’s abstract ownership of the land you work on. You wouldn’t have to hand any more harvests to them again.”


“We—we can’t just do that!”


“Why not?”


Is she serious? I open my mouth to list the obvious consequences, yet my words don’t come out so smoothly. “They’d . . . take us to court. It’s their land, bought with their money.”


“My lady,” Wan’er says with particular emphasis, “you and His Majesty control the courts now. It’s the state that enforces ownership, and you have seized the state. Also, however much your landlords purchased the land for, I’m certain your village has made it back for them many times over. Yet the land will never be yours as long as your landlords extract too much for you to amass the savings to buy it. Do you have no desire to dismantle this system?”


My mind goes blank.


Then I come to my senses. “No, no, I can’t change anything. I don’t control anything. Our dearest emperor does.”


“I think you’ll find His Majesty to be a staunch laborist, my lady. Our history books try their hardest to erase this, but he is. His analysis of the countryside, though, has always been flawed. You can be a voice of the peasantry to him. I believe it’s worth thinking about what changes you could push for to truly transform Huaxia.”


Did she just criticize Qin Zheng?


I look around in reflexive fear of him listening through the walls. Maybe he is. Maybe he got her to say this on purpose to test my reaction. What does he want to hear? Me chastising her? Me asserting I have no ambition to interfere in politics?
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