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      A well-bred lady and lowly street hustler team up in a historical murder mystery set during China's glittering Tang Dynasty.

      Impetuous and well-educated, young Lady Bai has always been the forgotten daughter between two favored sons. Gao is a street-wise scoundrel with a checkered past and a shady reputation.

      The unlikely pair chase down a conspiracy that reaches from the gutters of the capital to the imperial palace. Coming from two different worlds, can the growing attraction between them ever be anything more than a moment’s longing?
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        Note: The family name comes first for characters who have both given and family names listed. I.e. Bai Huang has a given name of Huang and a family name of Bai.

        

      

      Bai Wei-ling	-	Known as Wei-wei. The only daughter of the Bai family. Protagonist of The Liar’s Dice and The Hidden Moon.

      Gao		-	A street-smart informer who has worked with Bai Huang in the past. First appeared in The Lotus Palace.

      Secondary Characters

      Yue-ying	-	Former servant in the Lotus Palace pleasure house. Bai Huang’s wife and Mingyu’s sister. Protagonist of The Lotus Palace.

      Bai Huang	-	Wealthy and handsome aristocrat, known for being a playboy. Yue-ying’s husband and Wei-wei’s elder brother. Protagonist of The Lotus Palace.

      Mingyu	-	Former courtesan in the Lotus Palace pleasure house. Married to Wu Kaifeng. Yue-ying’s older sister. Protagonist of The Jade Temptress.

      Wu Kaifeng	-	Former head constable of Chang’an known for his exacting and intimidating demeanor. Mingyu’s husband. Protagonist of The Jade Temptress.

      Li Chen	- 	County magistrate responsible for investigating crimes and administering justice in the eastern half of the capital. First appeared in The Lotus Palace.

      Zhou Dan		- 	Servant in the Bai family mansion.

      Bai Chang-min	-	Wei-wei and Huang’s seventeen-year-old half-brother.
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        Tang Dynasty China, 849 A.D.

        

      

      At night, the imperial capital became a place of lanterns and shadows. A puzzle board of gated wards. The messenger rode through the streets, past dark alleys and crossroads. Crowds gathered in the night markets to seek out evening refreshment. He urged his horse past the street life to hurry toward the gates. Soon the lights died away.

      Though he could not see his pursuers, he knew they were there. He was being hunted. If he could make it past these walls, and out to the main arteries of Chang’an where the city guards patrolled — if he could make it free of this maze, then he could deliver the message.

      There was a bridge ahead. Just beyond that, a row of torches from a night patrol. Their appearance brought hope, and he dug in his heels to ride toward them. His horse’s hooves clopped against the stones of the bridge and echoed out into the night. The water of the canal flowed below like a shimmer of glossy ink, reflecting the torchlight against its black depths.

      The patrol turned at the sound of his approach to start toward him. As the circle closed in, the messenger realized it wasn’t the guards coming to his aid after all.

      There was no time for decision. No chance to flee or fight. An invisible force hit him in the back of his shoulder, lodging near his shoulder blade. The next impact struck him square in his chest, unseating him. He plummeted into the canal and his message was lost forever, swallowed by the murky water.
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        Three things cannot be long hidden: the sun, the moon, and the truth. — Ancient Proverb

        

      

      Wei-wei was dreaming of flight, the rush of wind, and the glare of sunlight when a rapping sound startled her awake. The dream tore away like paper and she opened her eyes to darkness. There was more knocking.

      Feeling her way through the chamber, she reached for the door and opened it. Her brother stood there, framed by the moonlit courtyard.

      “Huang.” She was still foggy with sleep.

      “It’s time, Wei-wei,” he said, calling her by the milk name that everyone still used. A faint worry line was etched between his eyes, disrupting the smoothly sculpted contours of his face.

      She didn’t need to ask time for what. Huang’s wife was past the ninth month of her pregnancy. The entire household had been waiting — any day, any day now. But the tightness in her eldest brother’s voice made her pulse quicken.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked. “Is Yue-ying alright?”

      “She’s asking for her sister. Can you take the carriage—”

      “Of course. I’ll get dressed.”

      He handed his lantern to her and closed the door. It was still so dark outside. Was it the middle of the night or close to morning? Something wasn’t quite right. As Wei-wei reached into her dresser, a feeling of unease hovered over her.

      She was worried about her sister-in-law and the baby, of course. She and Yue-ying had become close over the last year.

      Wei-wei grabbed her simplest hanfu robe. The garment was fashioned of muted green silk and draped over her underclothes. She knotted a sash around her waist, then smoothed her hands through her hair, coiling it high into a knot. She fixed her hair in place with a wooden pin, hoping she didn’t look too dreadful.

      That was when she figured out what was bothering her. It was her brother’s appearance. Huang didn’t look as if he’d just been roused out of bed. He’d been in full uniform, dressed in his state robe and official headdress. Huang looked ready to report to the Imperial City.

      He was gone from the courtyard when Wei-wei opened the door. The rest of the household had woken up by then. She could hear the servants’ voices, and Yue-ying’s bed chamber was lit. A startled cry pierced the night air, making Wei-wei jump. The midwife was urging Yue-ying to walk while Yue-ying was breathing hard, biting back sobs.

      Wei-wei didn’t know how long babies took to come, but she had a feeling she should hurry. Though she was twenty-five years of age, on the old side of marriageable, pregnancies and babies and motherhood were still somewhat a mystery to her. There were no books on the subject in their library. All she knew was childbirth had been painfully difficult for her own mother. So much that Mother wouldn’t risk it again. She had insisted Father take a concubine after Wei-wei was born.

      One of their servants, Zhou Dan, was already at the gate leading out to the stable. He undid the latch and held the gate open for her before moving to ready the horse and carriage.

      The Zhou family had attended hers for over a generation now. Zhou Dan had grown up in the household alongside her and Huang, having been born in the year between them. He was almost like another brother, though, unlike her actual brothers, Zhou Dan was supposed to oblige her.

      He worked quickly while hitching up the horse, his lanky form casting shadows in the lantern light. Then he turned to help her up before climbing into the driver’s seat in front.

      “Take me to Pingkang li,” she told him.

      “I remember,” Zhou Dan replied, urging the horse forward.

      This wasn’t the first time she’d taken the carriage out at night to go to the pleasure quarter. She’d done it without permission the other times. It was only a week ago that Huang had discovered what she was doing and tore up the ward pass she had forged. Zhou Dan still shot her the occasional cross look over dragging him into trouble.

      She was glad that Huang had asked her to go now. At least there was something she could do to help.

      As the carriage pulled around to the front of the mansion, Wei-wei could see a group of strangers assembled outside their gate. What business could they possibly have? It was hours before sunrise.

      It was only when they moved past that she saw the men were flanked by the city guards. The guards were dressed in full armor, swords at their belts and spears in hand. A knot formed in her stomach at the sight of them.

      Her brother held a minor administrative position in the Imperial City. He’d been called at odd hours before, but had never been given an armed escort. The men followed the carriage with their eyes as it rolled past.
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      It was still dark outside and the roads empty by the time the carriage reached the ward gates. Morning was just peeking through the edges of the night sky. Yue-ying’s baby had decided to come into the world before the city had fully awoken.

      Chang’an was divided into over a hundred wards, each one walled and gated. Each ward was designed to be a stronghold unto itself during a siege, which wasn’t as unlikely as one would think.

      The carriage was stopped by a pair of guards at the southern gate. Zhou Dan produced a pass stamped with the Bai family seal, and the guardsman made a note in his logbook before waving them through. They emerged out onto a main thoroughfare and immediately headed south on the grid.

      The Bai family mansion was located in the northeast section of the city, in the residential wards closest to the imperial palaces. Yue-ying’s sister lived several wards away in the Pingkang quarter. The carriage moved past the East Market and several guard towers as the sky lightened overhead. It would take over an hour to bring Mingyu back.

      Once they reached Pingkang li, Zhou Dan showed the pass again to enter. This neighborhood was markedly different from where Wei-wei and her family lived. The northeastern part of the city was characterized by wide lanes and large private residences. Here, the buildings were packed in tight, separated by narrow streets and alleyways.

      Pingkang li was famous for its pleasure quarter, where scholars and noblemen came to drink and be entertained by specially trained courtesans. The most notorious courtesan houses were located in the center of the ward, while the northern section was home to a multitude of smaller drinking houses, shops, and laborers’ tenements. It was definitely the seedier part of the ward, which, Wei-wei had to admit, she’d recently become familiar with.

      Gambling dens were illegal in Chang’an, but they were tolerated as long as the owners paid off the right officials. Brothels, on the other hand, were perfectly legal, and they thrived here in the north side as well.

      Mingyu and her husband had recently opened a teahouse in the area, garnering a steady stream of customers. Mingyu’s former status as a celebrated courtesan had something to do with that. Even at this early hour, the teahouse already had patrons coming and going.

      Zhou Dan pulled the carriage to the side of the establishment, and Wei-wei hurried up the steps to the entrance. She pulled aside the beaded curtain to peer inside. She immediately found Mingyu. Her silk robe was a vibrant spot of blue like a robin’s egg in a gray nest. She breezed through the tea room as if walking on clouds.

      Mingyu had been known as one of the Four Great Beauties of the pleasure district with her fine-boned features and ivory pale complexion. She continued to draw attention in the humbler setting of the northern section.

      Mingyu’s eyes widened when she saw Wei-wei.

      “Is it Yue-ying?” she asked. “How is she? How is the baby?”

      “Everyone is fine.” At least Wei-wei hoped so. The whole affair seemed frightening even under the best of circumstances. “She’s asking for you.”

      A towering shadow appeared beside Mingyu. Her husband, Wu Kaifeng, was also well-known but for different reasons. He took the tea tray from her hands and indicated that she should go with a curt nod. Wu was a man of few words and fewer social graces.

      Wei-wei turned to go but stopped just short of colliding into a wall that had suddenly appeared. Not a wall, exactly. Someone was standing closer to her than courtesy allowed.

      Wei-wei glanced up and was startled into silence by a familiar face, angled and hard at the edges, with a jaw roughened with stubble. She could feel her heartbeat coming awake to thump inside her chest.

      “Gao,” she said, her breath catching. He only went by the one name, which forced her into familiarity.

      “Lady Bai.”

      Her chest flooded with warmth.

      With his height and the sharpness of his features, Gao presented an intimidating figure, but he held himself with a sort of loose-limbed casualness that called that impression into question. He belonged here, and the people who walked these streets seemed to know it and bestow a measure of trust onto him because of it. Her brother certainly did.

      Gao looked exactly as she remembered, exactly as she’d imagined him whenever she’d closed her eyes. He was spare of build, whipcord-lean, and dressed in a dark tunic. In the dimness of the morning, he could have disappeared into the shadows. Barely there, yet ever so present.

      “It’s been seven days,” she ventured, then bit her lip. That made it sound like she’d been keeping count. Which she had.

      His dark gaze held hers for a long moment. “It has been.”

      Gao wasn’t smiling, but the corner of his mouth twisted upward as if curiously pleased. For her part, Wei-wei couldn’t say what she was feeling. She’d considered that she might never see Gao again. Someone like Gao and someone like her. A desert and a stream — their paths were never meant to cross.

      “My brother’s wife is having her baby.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Everyone else at home was occupied,” she explained, for lack of other things to say.

      “Right.”

      She searched for her next words. He seemed to be doing the same, brow furrowed. The last time they’d seen one another, there was tragedy and scandal involved. Gao had intervened in a potentially dangerous situation to help her and her brother. It seemed inadequate now to pleasantly inquire about his health.

      A throat cleared loudly behind her. Mingyu stood there, staring impatiently at the two of them.

      Mingyu was known for her sharp wit and clever conversation. She must have thought they were babbling like children.

      “Should we be going, Lady Bai?”

      “Yes. Yes.” She turned away from Gao, flustered. Zhou Dan was waiting right at the corner beside the carriage. She signaled him and he climbed into the driver’s seat to pull the carriage closer to the teahouse.

      “I have to go now,” she told Gao hastily.

      “Of course, Lady Bai.”

      Gao gave a slight bow as Wei-wei turned to rush down the steps. She caught Mingyu’s pointed look as they climbed into the carriage. Zhou Dan urged the horse forward down the street.

      “Be careful around that one,” Mingyu warned, glancing back at the teahouse. “He’s trouble.”

      Gao remained at the steps, his piercing eyes fixed on her.

      “Why would you say that?” Wei-wei cringed at how her voice cracked. She was usually much better at claiming innocence.

      “One hears things.”

      She still didn’t know what to feel about Gao. Wei-wei couldn’t deny she was drawn to him, while the rational part of her reminded Wei-wei she had a habit of being too trusting. However, the last time she’d made that mistake, it had been Gao who had come to her aid.

      Her mind could argue back and forth with itself forever. It had a habit of doing that.

      Was it Gao’s connections to criminal elements or his questionable morals that Mingyu had heard about? But Gao and her brother were associated in some way, so that must mean he could be trusted. Didn’t it?

      “Baseless rumors, I’m sure,” she said hopefully.

      “Lady Bai,” Mingyu admonished. Her gaze remained fixed straight ahead as the carriage rolled toward the ward gates. “You don’t need me to tell you these things.”

      Wei-wei released a drawn-out breath. The last time she’d encountered Gao, she’d nearly been abducted by the local crime lord. Maybe she did need to be told these things—and very firmly.
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      Bai Huang had encountered death before in his position but not like this.

      He’d been summoned to the northeast section of the city, the area closest to the imperial palace. The mansions there easily overshadowed his own family’s residence. These wards were home to the most well-connected families in the capital. High officials of the upper ranks, aristocrats, even distant royalty.

      Huang stood on one of the main roads outside the wards that led to the palace and stared at the cluster of bodies strewn in the center. The guards had formed a barricade around the area to keep civilians away. The wards would open soon and this street would be flooded with traffic.

      Breathing deep, Huang tried to fortify himself before moving forward. He stepped carefully past a scattering of arrows and averted his gaze when he saw one embedded in a man’s throat. The body lay rigid upon the ground with sightless eyes pointed heavenward. Four others had been with him, all dressed in similarly plain robes. They had been traveling early in the morning toward the palace section when arrows had rained down on them, ending their lives. He glanced up to the surrounding mansions. Someone had gotten onto the rooftops to launch this attack.

      As tragic as these deaths were, he hadn’t been summoned for them. They were attendants and servants. Their death was tragic nonetheless, but not his domain.

      A gray-haired official with a long beard stood at the very center of the bloodshed, his spine stiff and straight. His silk robe was deep purple in color, signifying his status as a member of the first rank. His hands were folded behind him as he surveyed the scene impassively. Huang approached to greet him with a low bow.

      “Chief Censor.”

      “Inspector Bai.”

      Zheng was the head of the Censorate, the investigative branch that provided oversight into the workings of the imperial court as well as local officials. Unlike the Six Ministries, which operated parallel to the Emperor, the Censorate reported directly to the Son of Heaven.

      Bai Huang had been granted a position as a censor after passing the imperial exams, but in a different sort of role. Huang suspected he’d been recruited for his connections rather than his academic performance. Publicly, he held a minor position within the imperial records office, but his true jurisdiction was the lower officials who operated in the capital. He was a known playboy within the capital, which allowed him to move without raising suspicion through the banquets and pleasure houses where powerful men gathered.

      Zheng stood over a sixth body. The tips of his boots were planted just beyond the pool of blood soaking into the road. Huang stared down and fought the sickness roiling in his stomach.

      Huang could smell the blood. He smelled nothing but blood.

      A dagger protruded from the victim’s chest. The murderer hadn’t even cared to collect his weapon, but more disturbing than that was how the victim was clothed. The man’s state robe matched Zheng’s in color. Also deep purple. Also first ranked.

      “That can’t be—” Huang began in a low voice.

      “Chancellor Yao Yuan,” Zheng confirmed soberly.

      “On my grave.”

      Huang forced himself to look back over the carnage. The senior official had been on his way to see the Emperor when someone had stabbed him and left him to bleed out on the dirt road where everyone could see. Huang bowed his head and pressed the back of his hand against his mouth. His stomach lurched dangerously.

      Chancellor Yao Yuan was second in power only to the Emperor. And he’d been murdered within view of the Yanxi Gate, a mere stone’s throw away from the imperial palace.
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      The northern section of the Pingkang ward was one of the crowded corners of Chang’an where the city had started to grow and sprout like weeds. A commotion of shops, boarding rooms and storehouses were packed side-by-side and on top of one another until even the walls could not contain the rising tide of the populace.

      Commerce spilled out onto the streets. Vendor stalls cropped up wherever space allowed. Anyone with a commodity to sell could prop up a basket on a busy corner to do business.

      Gao approached a stall where the weaver and his daughter were setting out baskets. It was far from a proper shop, just a makeshift stand hammered together from planks of wood set in front of an alley.

      The weaver’s shoulders sank when he saw Gao. The daughter looked at Gao with wide, wary eyes.

      “It’s the first of the month,” Gao announced.

      The man launched into a lament, the same one Gao heard last month. Business was slow. Customers were stingy. Oh, the price of rice and salt.

      He begged. His daughter begged. Gao pressed his fingers to the bridge of his nose and looked down the lane at the other shops he needed to visit. If he could, he’d will himself back to that morning. For a moment, Wei-wei had been there, looking at him with those wide, dark, endlessly inquisitive eyes and the sun shone a little bit brighter. Then she was gone, and now he was here. The most hated man on the street that morning.

      “Headman Hui doesn’t need any more baskets,” Gao asserted when the weaver held up his finest basket in lieu of payment.

      In the end, Gao had to take a strip of red silk as payment. Silk was commonly accepted as currency in the marketplace, but its value shifted frequently. Scraps like the one he was holding were difficult to exchange and practically worthless. Some customer had foisted it on to the weaver, and now he had passed it on to Gao.

      The next shop went quicker. The wine merchant handed him a pouch of coins along with a sour look.

      Protection money, Hui called it, from gangs and thieves. Of course, there were those who said that Hui and his gang were the thieves. It was business as any other. And Gao knew what it was to go hungry. This was better.

      The butcher paid his fee in cuts of meat which he delivered wrapped in paper and tied with twine. Gao deposited everything into a sack slung over his shoulder. The next stop should be an easy one. The pawn shop and Hui’s operation fed into each other. Hui’s gambling dens and paper lotteries created traffic for the pawn shop, while Hui’s reputation for controlling the streets kept potential thieves away from the pawnbroker’s cash. The only thing Gao had to worry about for this collection was counting the money to ensure the broker wasn’t trying to gouge him.

      “Get out!”

      Some scamp stumbled backwards through the door of the pawn shop, landing on his backside in the dirt. He scrambled to his feet.

      “Swindler!” the boy retorted, brushing off his clothes.

      Gao recognized him. The boy had done a few menial jobs for Hui’s crew here and there. At seventeen years, Fu Lin was one of the younger ones. The men teased him, calling him Fu Lin after the small lion dogs that wealthy families kept. The squat shape of his head and short nose did somewhat resemble the pampered creatures.

      Fu Lin’s face lit up when he spotted Gao, which was not a good sign.

      “Brother Gao,” he said, beckoning. “I have something for you.”

      Gao stayed where he was.

      Fu looked furtively over his shoulder before shuffling forward. There were dark circles beneath his eyes. “Look, it’s real jade.”

      He held out a carved block of green stone that fit across his palm. A dark vein ran through the stone.

      “This pig of a broker won’t take it. How about I give it to you for ten zhu? You know it’s worth more. You can sell it and make a profit.”

      The youth looked disappointed when Gao didn’t leap at his offer. “Feel it. It’s heavy. Must be worth at least a tael, two taels of silver, right?”

      “How did you get that?”

      “I found it.”

      “Found it,” Gao echoed hollowly.

      Fu Lin lifted his chin and attempted to return Gao’s stare, but he wavered. If Gao had to guess, he’d say the fellow had suffered a rough night at the dice tables. Fu Lin had that downtrodden and desperate look about him.

      The jade seal had to belong to some wealthy nobleman or merchant. The man’s cursed name was etched on it, after all.

      “Wherever you found this, it’s worthless,” Gao said through his teeth.

      He prayed Fu hadn’t unknowingly robbed some drunken bureaucrat. Gao understood why the pawnbroker had chased the boy out of his shop. If Fu could find some stonecutter willing to grind the insignia off the seal, he might be able to sell the jade. But the truth was, that hunk of stone wasn’t just worthless. It was trouble.

      Fu wasn’t ready to give up. “How about you give me just two or three zhus, Brother Gao? You can find someone to sell it to. You know people.”

      Gao spied a local constable in his midnight blue uniform walking at the end of the lane.

      “Get rid of it. Fast,” he said in a low tone, moving quickly away.

      That last warning was more charitable than Fu Lin deserved. The boy was begging for trouble, and it would find him sooner or later. Gao walked away without looking back. Some of these fellows looked to him like an elder brother for the simple reason that he’d survived out here longer than they had.

      Gao found Hui was sitting at the tea stand, surveying the intersection with greasy speculation like the gutter lord he was. He was a portly man, fatted and self-important. He stared across the road at the new teahouse which was overflowing with customers.

      “That teahouse has been running for six months now and we have yet to pay them a visit,” Hui said, running a thoughtful hand over his bearded chin. “They make enough to afford it.”

      “Wu Kaifeng will cut your throat personally,” Gao replied.

      “He doesn’t have a reputation for violence. He’s a businessman now.”

      “As constable, he built a reputation that every thief on the street still fears. I suggest you leave him alone.”

      The crime boss looked annoyed. He reached for the sack Gao had laid between them. “I don’t need business advice from you.”

      Gao kept his expression blank. There was value in being regarded as slightly brighter than the rest of Hui’s minions, but not much brighter. To that end, it was useful to challenge a man like Hui occasionally, but not too often.

      “Constables from the magistrate’s office seem to be gathering,” Gao said, turning to face the teahouse. “You may want to warn any of your crew out on collections today.”

      Hui scowled but he gestured to one of his lackeys hovering nearby and relayed instructions to him. The fellow ran off, presumably to carry out Hui’s orders. Apparently, Hui did feel like taking Gao’s advice today.

      “Do you know what’s going on?” Hui asked.

      Gao shook his head. He wasn’t under any obligation to report on Fu Lin or anything else. He was thinking even the simple collection job Hui had asked him to take on for “easy money” was not the beneficial arrangement he had hoped. The crime lord still held power over these alleyways. Gao had thought to get on Hui’s good side after their last encounter hadn’t ended the way Hui had planned.

      Wei-wei and her brother, Huang had become entangled in a scandal involving a disgraced bureaucrat who was selling answers to the imperial exam. The bureaucrat had abducted Wei-wei to hand her over to Hui in a desperate attempt to pay off his debts, which had then dragged her brother into an ill-conceived rescue attempt. Gao had stepped in to untangle the whole lot of them from one another. He’d then convinced Hui that the high-born siblings weren’t worth drawing the attention of imperial authorities. After all that, Gao had, of course, owed Hui a favor.

      Apparently, Bai Huang hadn’t learned enough from being in danger merely a week ago. The young nobleman was back now, talking to Wu Kaifeng just outside the door of his teahouse.

      The young Lord Bai seemed to make a point of looking out of place whenever he came around. Usually it was with a garish choice of clothing, though no one ever ridiculed him about his manner of dress. Lord Bai was known for being a friendly fool who was free with his coin, and, thus, was well-liked in these parts.

      Today his clothing set him apart for another reason. Bai was dressed in a blue-gray official court robe.

      “What is this?” Hui interrupted, rummaging through the contents of the sack. He pulled out the strip of red silk and dangled it between his pudgy fingers.

      “Weaver had a slow month,” Gao remarked absently, continuing to study the exchange on the other side of the road. “The price of this and that went up.”

      Wu Kaifeng had his arms folded over his chest while Bai Huang looked to be explaining something in great detail. Occasionally Wu would give a slow, single nod.

      Hui snorted. “Well, I should find out why the magistrate is sending men around.”

      Gao took that to be the end of their meeting. As he stood to go, Hui stopped him. “You’re smarter than these other fools.”

      He regarded Hui with surprise, not certain what to make of the observation.

      “Keep your eyes open for me, hmm?” As a parting gift, he held out the long scrap of silk. It fluttered like a kite’s tail in the breeze. “Payment for your services today,” he said with a smirk.

      Gao reached out to take the silk without comment. Hui was an easy man to underestimate. He could be crass, greedy, and vindictive, but he was also cunning. One didn’t rise in these streets without some measure of intelligence.

      Across the road, the conversation between Wu and Bai had concluded. Wu Kaifeng had returned to his teahouse while the nobleman was headed down the steps into the streets. Huang spotted Gao’s approach. They angled their paths to cross.

      “I hear you should be congratulated on happy news,” Gao ventured.

      Huang’s look was both surprise and confusion.

      “On the start of your family. Your sister mentioned it.”

      Huang’s expression was far from happy. His jaw locked and his spine grew rigid with tension. Quite far from the foolhardy, rich playboy persona he typically projected.

      “Something happened this morning,” the aristocrat said darkly. “Something that could mean disaster.”

      “No news of any sort here.”

      “The imperial court is keeping everything quiet, but it won’t remain secret for long. If you hear of anything…” He paused, taking a breath that had the weight of mountains in it.

      From what Gao knew, the aristocrat had finally passed the imperial exams and had been appointed to some minor bureaucratic position. Admittedly, Gao had become more curious since meeting the young Lord Bai’s sister. Between the two, Wei-wei was much more interesting.

      “What is it you’re looking for?” Gao probed.

      It wouldn’t be uncommon for Bai Huang to come to him for information. Pingkang li was where the powerful mingled with the baser elements of society. There was also a drinking house on every corner. It was destined to be a place where things were overheard.

      “I’m looking for recent newcomers to Chang’an. A group of people who don’t appear to belong—who are where they shouldn’t be.”

      Gao frowned. The imperial capital was home to over a million citizens and was inhabited by traders and merchants from lands far and wide. “No one belongs in Chang’an.”

      He wasn’t trying to be difficult. Huang seemed unfocused.

      “These men would be armed. They would be trained in weapons use, even archery. They’re likely men-for-hire,” Huang went on.

      “Mercenaries?”

      Huang met his gaze squarely. “Assassins,” he corrected.

      Gao glanced at the guards who trailed them at a distance. Typically, Huang walked these streets unprotected. This was even after he’d suffered a serious attack in the past, but today was different.

      “Are these ‘men-for-hire’ why the magistrate has his constables about?” Gao asked.

      “Even the magistrate’s office hasn’t been informed yet.”

      Which would explain why Huang would go to former constable Wu Kaifeng instead. There must have been another reason the magistrate had his men in the streets.

      “I’ll see what I can find out,” Gao offered.

      He was certain Hui or his spies had watched the entire exchange. Gao started to go when Huang stopped him.

      “For your trouble.” Huang pressed a string of coins into his palm.

      Gao stared at the money, feeling the metal burn against his skin. Huang wasn’t out of line. This was the nature of their association. Gao was a low-life street informer, and Lord Bai was rich enough to buy whoever he needed.

      “Some would consider me a man-for-hire.” Gao said, his voice tight.

      Lately it seemed everyone he knew was trying to pay him off in one way or another. He couldn’t fault them when that was who he was. One needed to eat.

      He suddenly saw Wei-wei before him, a ray of light and warmth in the gray of the morning. One needed other things too.

      “The men I’m looking for are a different sort. What they did, what they’re capable of doing—” Huang’s expression darkened. “I’d wager this goes far beyond where you’re willing to go.”
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      Wei-wei held the warm bundle in both hands, a sleeping swaddle of baby wrapped in linen, and prayed she didn’t accidentally drop the little creature. Her sister-in-law, Yue-ying, was sleeping in the bed beside her. Over the last day, Wei-wei had learned that babies could act like they were ready to come out in the morning, but then hold back stubbornly until halfway through the night before being born.

      The midwife had directed their maidservants to bathe the baby girl and brew medicinal teas for the new mother. Yue-ying had fallen asleep in exhaustion while the women of the household were busy feeding and fussing and passing the baby around. When morning came, the midwife was dismissed and it was everyone else’s turn to rest. Wei-wei was left to attend to her new niece while her sister-in-law slept peacefully.

      She had never held a baby before. Or even really seen one this close.

      “Little one,” Wei-wei whispered to her.

      The baby didn’t have a name yet. Yue-ying insisted that they wait for Huang to return before choosing one.

      The little girl’s eyes were closed tight, the lashes long against her tiny face. She was the size of a kitten and pink-skinned. Apparently, she was exhausted too.

      Eventually Yue-ying stirred beneath her covers, squinting against the sunlight streaming in through the window.

      “Oh, is it too bright? I can close the shutters.”

      Wei-wei stood before remembering her hands were full. She wasn’t even sure how to safely set the baby down. Mingyu had planted the bundle into her arms with instructions to call her if Yue-ying wanted her. Then she’d left.

      Yue-ying sat up groggily. She had the same fine bone structure that Mingyu was known for, but in Yue-ying the features were softer, warmer. What did distinguish her was a red birthmark that curved along the left side of her face from cheek to jaw.

      Wei-wei had heard some ladies calling it a beauty mark, the way it framed her face and drew attention to her mouth. Of course, that was easy to say after Yue-ying had managed to marry one of the most sought-after young men in the city. Before joining their family, Yue-ying had been a servant in the pleasure quarter, far beneath their family in class and status. What she lacked in formal education, Yue-ying made up in practical knowledge and experience. It gave her a level-headed perspective that Wei-wei and Huang often lacked.

      Yue-ying searched until she found her daughter in Wei-wei’s hands. “Why are you holding her like that?”

      Wei-wei looked down. Her arms were stiff from being stretched out in front of her. All of her concentration was directed to keeping the baby still. For such a small thing, she was getting kind of heavy.

      “Lay her in the crook of your arms,” Yue-ying said, yawning. “So you can rest her against you.”

      Wei-wei adjusted her hold and froze when the baby stirred, yawning just like her mother. Then the little creature settled back to sleep as Wei-wei cradled her close. This did work a lot better.

      Wei-wei turned her attention back to her sister-in-law.

      “How are you?” she asked, now that she was less concerned about dropping the baby. “Do you need anything?”

      “Has Huang come home?”

      Wei-wei let out a breath and shot a quick glance out into the courtyard. Huang had been gone for the entire day as well as last night.

      “He’ll be back soon, I’m certain.”

      Yue-ying nodded wearily. “He has important work to do.”

      Of course, her brother’s job was important, but certainly the records office could manage without him. He knew that Yue-ying was about to deliver when he’d been summoned away. Even if he was caught up in something urgent, he should have at least sent word.

      She looked down into her niece’s little face. Huang didn’t even know that he had a daughter now. It wasn’t like him. He’d doted on Yue-ying over the last nine months.

      “I should go look for him,” Wei-wei resolved.

      “That’s not necessary.” Yue-ying turned on her side, smiling as she looked at her daughter. “She looks like him.”

      Wei-wei glanced at the little wrinkly red face skeptically. Everyone kept saying she looked like either Huang or Yue-ying. Their Amah, the maidservant who had cared for Huang and Wei-wei when they were children, had even insisted the baby looked like Wei-wei. She couldn’t say that she saw the resemblance.

      “I can hold her,” Yue-ying said. She stretched out her arms and Wei-wei gently laid her niece in her mother’s arms before sitting back down beside the bed.

      “You don’t think—” Wei-wei started before biting her tongue.

      “What?”

      It was probably not the time to bring up anything worrisome. Yue-ying was still exhausted from childbirth and the household had gone through a big event with the coming of a new baby. But the Bai family was all too accustomed to biting their tongues. They looked the other way and let silences speak. The problem with silence was one could fill them with anything.

      After Yue-ying had married her brother, Wei-wei finally had someone in the house to talk to. Someone she could confide in and share her opinions with. If something was wrong with Huang, Yue-ying should know about it.

      Wei-wei lowered her voice. “Do you think it’s possible Huang has gone back to his old habits?”

      “No! Of course not,” Yue-ying protested.

      Her brother and his dice games would hang over him for the rest of his life. Something took hold of Huang whenever he started gambling.

      Wei-wei regretted bringing it up. A sharp frown creased Yue-ying’s brow. She pulled her little girl closer protectively. “Your eldest brother has changed, Wei-wei. He’s very different now from what he was like even a year ago.”

      “I know he has,” Wei-wei said hastily. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      She had spent her entire life worrying about her family. Wei-wei had taken on the business of making peace and healing the rifts between all of them. She sealed the cracks before anyone noticed, before the damage grew though neglect. Their family was held together by silence so she’d become adept at working in those pockets of silence. Of dealing with the unspoken.

      It was wrong to complain. She wasn’t unhappy. As a result of her efforts and schemes, direct and indirect, Huang was now married and had passed the civil exams. Her younger brother, Chang-min, was growing into adulthood and preparing to take those same exams. Everyone was growing and changing. It was only Wei-wei who stayed the same.

      Her new sister-in-law didn’t need to inherit this worry. She had her own family to look after, this little girl who should grow up full of laughter and free of care.

      At that moment, the baby woke up and started to cry. It was a small sound, like the mewing of a cat, but insistent. This little girl certainly hadn’t been silenced.

      “She’s hungry,” Yue-ying said.

      Wei-wei took the child so Yue-ying could sit up straighter. After giving the girl back, Wei-wei went to fetch Mother or Amah or someone with experience in these matters.

      Even though Wei-wei was inexperienced when it came to babies, she could still be helpful. She would go find that brother of hers, and if she couldn’t find him, she knew who might know where Huang had gone.

      Gao.

      Gao always seemed to know things. And he seemed willing to oblige her—or was he humoring her?

      Her face flushed hot at just the thought of Gao and their adventures together. They were small, unspoken rebellions that she held close to her chest. She’d never spoken to anyone about her encounters with him which were, perhaps not outright scandalous, but certainly highly improper.

      She hadn’t confided in Yue-ying and certainly not Mother. Her brother knew, but Huang seemed to be avoiding that conversation lately.

      She’d only go to Gao as a last resort, Wei-wei decided. Only if she had tried everything else and Huang was still nowhere to be found. She was only trying to get information. It wasn’t as if she was doing anything so inappropriate.

      Yet.
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      It was true that Huang had worked through the night on occasion. He claimed that the Emperor slept very little and sometimes needed records and notices drawn up at odd hours, but how important could it be that Huang hadn’t come home or sent word for two days?

      What if he was caught up in something worse than a pressing assignment at the records office?

      Wei-wei constructed her story as she approached the entrance to the Imperial City where the administrative offices were located. She hadn’t even needed to make up a tale. Huang’s wife had given birth and Wei-wei was his sister and she needed to speak to him. Immediately. It was a personal and, yes, a highly personal matter. Involving family.

      She wondered if showing an unsightly display of emotion might help her cause. Or perhaps she could invoke her father’s name, even though her father was away from Chang’an presently. The Bai family name certainly opened doors for them that would be closed to others, but she wasn’t Lord Bai or young Lord Bai or even the youngest Lord Bai, her seventeen-year-old brother. She was young Lady Bai, the daughter — just the daughter.

      Still, a lower-level clerk wouldn’t dare be rude to her. If she didn’t waver, if she didn’t flinch, she would get herself into that office.

      Huang had been appointed as the Assistant Collator of the Left Office shortly after passing the imperial exams. His department was located in the administrative section in the Imperial City. Wei-wei directed the hired sedan right up to the great archway at the front, but that was where her courage faltered. The towering doors were open at that time of day, but there were guards stationed in a row before the gate and it was clear she was not going to maneuver past them.

      She dismounted from the carriage and climbed the stone steps. Then she relayed her message to the functionary at the entrance who took her message courteously enough before ducking back into the courtyard.

      And then she waited.

      Wei-wei tried not to fidget as she stood at the gate. Bureaucrats in state uniforms passed by on either side of her while she stood still like a boulder parting a river stream. Finally, a tall, distinguished looking man came to greet her. He had long gray hair and a trimmed beard that tapered down to a sharp point. The elder official looked down at her with his shoulders squared to block her passage through the gate.

      Based on this robe, Wei-wei could tell he was someone important. It was made of dark purple silk. “May this servant ask who she is addressing?”

      “Censor Zheng Shi,” he replied courteously. “I most humbly apologize to the lady, but her brother is occupied with an important matter.”

      She was taken aback. Censors were supposed to provide oversight over imperial affairs. Why was a censor speaking for her brother?

      “Our family has had a very momentous event. My brother’s wife has just given birth—”

      “Much happiness to your family, of course. I’m certain Lord Bai will contact you as soon as he is able.”

      “If I can just be permitted to speak to him.”

      “Unfortunately, he is not here.”

      “Perhaps I can leave a message for my brother.”

      “A message would be appropriate.”

      Wei-wei had written a note just in case something like this happened. She pulled the folded paper from her sleeve to hand to the censor. As he reached for it with long, spindly fingers, he paused.

      “It is said Lady Bai is even more clever than her brother.”

      She flushed at the compliment. How did the censor know anything about her?

      “Lord Bai’s dedication to his family is well-known,” the official continued. “As is your family’s loyalty to the Emperor. Take comfort that any sacrifice you endure is for the sake of our empire.”

      With a final bow, he receded back into the Imperial City. The guards remained at their stations before the gate, impassive witnesses to the whole exchange.

      That did not go as well as she’d hoped.

      “You got further than I did, Lady Bai.”

      She turned around to see Gao at the foot of the steps with his lips curled in a sardonic smile. He started climbing toward her, his long legs closing the distance between them. There was something about his appearance that both unnerved and excited her. Even the way he moved, confident and with such purpose, seemed unusual to her. He moved without reservation, without courteous consideration.

      His dark hair was pulled back and tied behind him, though a few untamed strands had escaped to fall around his face. Wei-wei realized, with some dismay, that the sharp cheekbones and hollows that distinguished Gao’s appearance in her mind was due to scarcity. Everyone she was accustomed to seeing, even their servants, had a soft, well-kept roundness about their features.

      Gao might not be hungry today, or yesterday, but there was likely a time when he had been. And it was likely more than for a
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