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THE SWORD CAME OUT of nowhere, slicing toward her like it would hack her head right off. Mai whirled, dancing out of the way with the grace of a ballerina, toes barely skimming the floor. Almost like I’ve got dragon’s wings. She brought her own blade to bare, slashing out faster than a striking snake. The tip of her sword nicked her opponent, bright blood welling on his forearm.

“First blood,” the sword master said, stepping back. “Excellent work, Mai.” He raised his sword in a salute, which she returned.

“Thank you, Teacher. It has been a stimulating lesson.”

He pulled out a white handkerchief to stem the flow of blood. It instantly blossomed red. “I don’t know why you think you need lessons. You’re better than I am, now.”

Inside, she smiled, but outside she gave no indication of emotion. Emotions were dangerous things. Especially when other people could read them. “Practice is essential, regardless of skill. You taught me that.”

“True. I wish there was someone better to help you improve your skills.”

“Short of kidnapping a Dragon Lord, I don’t see who could help.” Dragon Lords, the genetically enhanced super soldiers with their diamond edged swords, were the only ones who could kill a dragon in hand to hand combat. Their skills were legendary. She didn’t like to admit it, but she was certain a Dragon Lord could best her easily. Oh, the skills she could learn from one of them.

“There is another.” The sword master’s tone was tentative. “They say he’s killed three dragons alone.”

“Not with a sword. ‘Sides, he’s not of House Le. We can’t trust those outside this House.” She couldn’t trust those inside her House, either, but at least they were the devils she knew. 

The sword master shrugged in resignation. After near twenty years, he was used to her stubbornness by now. “Very well. Same time tomorrow?”

She nodded. He bowed before striding from the practice room, back perfectly straight. She wondered for a moment if she could trust him. But then, he’d kept her secret since childhood. Her brother had no idea how proficient she was in the art of combat. That’s for the best if you want to stay alive. 

She used a white handkerchief to mop sweat from her brow, then tucked it carefully away. It would not do for anyone to find her all sweaty. They might guess what she’d been up to.

Next, she removed a small section of the wall paneling, placed her sword inside, and carefully sealed it up again. She had many such hiding places scattered around her home. She didn’t feel safe without a weapon nearby, though she could kill a man with her bare hands if needs be. 

Next, she lit an incense stick and smudged the room, masking the stench of sweat and body odor. Not that anyone used this room. It was why they’d chosen it. Tucked away under the building’s eves, the neglected attic room was a perfect hideout. But even hideouts were found. Eventually. And since a rarely used chapel was directly below, no one would question the smell of incense. 

With all traces of her lesson wiped away, she let herself out the door, pushing aside a tapestry that hid the entrance. Moving cautiously down the stairs, she darted into the chapel when she heard footsteps coming from below. Lighting a second incense stick—this one burned halfway down—she knelt in front of the altar as if deep in meditation.

“What are you doing here, Mai?” Her brother’s querulous voice came from the doorway. He didn’t like the chapel. It was as if he feared the ancestors would smite him dead if he dared enter. Wouldn’t that just solve all my problems. 

“Ah, brother.” She rose and smudged out the incense. “Perfect timing. I was just finishing my morning meditation.”

“I need you downstairs. I told you this last night.”

“You did?” She turned to face him, expression carefully blank, gaze dull. “I don’t recall.”

His moon face turned red and his eyes snapped with anger. “You need to listen, Mai. Don’t be stupid.” His soft, doughy body radiated with anger. His black, bowl-cut hair made him look like some sort of third world dictator from The Before. No surprise. Tuan imagined himself following in the footsteps of such monsters.

“I apologize, brother.” She pressed her palms together and bowed slightly. “Please, refresh my memory.” Not that she needed it, but it helped to play a part. A mask to protect her from an idiot threatened by smarter heads.

Tuan sighed heavily and adjusted the heavy gold chain he always wore around his thick neck. From it dangled a dragon’s claw. He boasted he’d killed the drag and taken the claw as a trophy. The reality was he’d snatched it from a drag skeleton on the edge of Triad territory when she was a child. Nearly pissed himself doing it. The idiot hadn’t lifted a sword in his life. Too bad. A drag would’ve eaten him. That would also solve my problems.

“Enzo is coming by today. At noon. You’re to have lunch with him.”

It took everything she had to keep her expression neutral. “Ah, yes. Of course. I think we should have lunch by the koi pond.”

“Whatever. Just keep him happy, okay? We’ve got a lot riding on this.”

She bowed elegantly again, keeping the rage stuffed deep down inside. “Of course, my brother. I shall ensure all arrangements are perfect.” And she would have a knife sharpened and well hidden within reach. If Enzo tried anything... I’ll carve his nuts from his body if he so much as looks at me the wrong way.

She kept her smile plastered in place until she heard her brother’s heavy tread on the stairs. Then she let anger infuse her features. How dare he! How dare he treat her as some brood mare to be bought and sold for his own personal gain! 

She only indulged for a moment, then she tucked her anger away again and schooled her features. She would have to move up the time scale. It was dangerous and she was uncertain who to trust, but it must be done. She’d sooner feed herself to the drags than allow Tuan to sell her like so much meat.

Of course, she wasn’t exactly the sort to go along with such things peaceable-like. Maybe she’d feed Tuan to the drags instead. As she made her way to the kitchens, the thought cheered her no end.
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THE HEAVY GATES OF China Town stood wide open, the great stone lions on either side snarling at visitors and citizens alike. As he passed beneath the red-roofed paifang, Takei felt himself relax. Or at least relax as much as he ever did. 

The foray into the Badlands had not gone well. He’d been forced to leave several men behind at the hospital on the edge of the Badlands. Mercy, they called it, and it was the closest thing to a real hospital left in this decaying world. Katsu, his House Head, would not be pleased.

Dust coated his tongue and the sun beat down on his head. He’d give just about anything to stop in at the salmon pink
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