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			CHRONOLOGY

			
				Warring Clans Era

				~500 Cycles

				The Ninety-Nine Clans fight one another to defend their lands. Several dominant clans survive (most notably the Mansorian clan of the Northern Steppes and the Sòng clan of the Southern Valleys) to become powerful hegemons that take on other clans as vassals.

			

			
				First Kingdom

				Cycle 0 – 591

				The hegemon clans establish powerful courts, their rulers taking on the title of “king” in an attempt to consolidate power. Territorial disputes arise, yet the hegemon clans remain in a gridlock for most of this era.

				Near the end of this era, General Zhào Jùng of the powerful Central Hin Kingdom begins a war to absorb the other hegemons into what he envisions as a single, standardized kingdom of Hin. The Mansorian clan—along with its vassals—puts up a fierce fight but takes heavy losses. The Sòng clan surrenders, and members become advisors to the Emperor. General Zhào becomes the First Emperor Jīn.

			

			
				Middle Kingdom

				Cycle 591 – 1344

				The unification of the once-fragmented hegemon clans ushers in an era of stability, in which the First Emperor Jīn and his ancestors implement policies to instigate the economic development of the newly formed Middle Kingdom. Most notably, they outline the Way of Practitioning to standardize all practitioning activity within the Middle Kingdom and as a way to limit the power of the conquered clans. Throughout this era, skirmishes and uprisings by rebel clans are swiftly quelled by the Imperial Army.

				At the end of this era, Emperor Yán’lóng—the Dragon Emperor—grows paranoid about a potential Mansorian uprising. He believes that Emperor Jīn’s policy of allowing the Ninety-Nine Clans to retain their own lands, cultures, and identities ensures there will be rebellion. Weak, greedy, and afraid of a decline of power, he binds the Crimson Phoenix, the Demon God that has lain dormant in his family’s control, and begins his military campaign of the Ninety-Nine Heads Massacre.

				The Mansorian general Xan Tolürigin, aligned with the Demon God the Black Tortoise of the North, leads the counterattack and is joined by former clan allies. They lose, and in a fit of rage, Xan Tolürigin flees north, destroying Hin cities and massacring civilians along the way. To this day, it is unclear where his spirit rests—or whether it rests at all.

			

			
				Last Kingdom

				Cycle 1344 – 1424

				The Ninety-Nine Clans are almost eradicated or dispersed and forced to assimilate into the Hin identity. The Last Kingdom survives for only eighty cycles. Then, on the thirty-second cycle of the Qīng Dynasty under the rule of the Luminous Dragon Emperor, Shuò’lóng, the Elantians invade.

			

			
				Elantian Age

				Year 1 ( Cycle 1424 ) – Present Day
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				Power is always borrowed, never created.

				
					—Dào’zĭ, Book of the Way (Classic of Virtues), 1.1

				

			

			Elantian Age, Cycle 12

			The Black Port, Haak’gong

			The Last Kingdom had been brought to its knees, but the view was mighty fine from here.

			Lan tipped her bamboo hat over her head, parting her lips in pleasure as the cool evening breeze combed through strands of her silky black hair. Sweat slicked her neck from the afternoon’s work of hawking wares at the local evemarket, and her back ached with the beating she’d received from Madam Meng for stealing sugarplum candies from the kitchens at the Teahouse. But in rare moments like this, when the sun hung ripe and swollen as a mandarin over the glittering sea, there was still a shattered-glass beauty to be found in the remnants of a conquered land.

			The city of Haak’gong unfurled before her in a patchwork of contradictions. Red lanterns were strung from curved temple eave to gray-shingled rooftop, weaving and wending between pagodas and courtyards wreathed in the halo of night bazaars and evening fairs. On the distant hills, the Elantians had settled on higher ground, building their strange architecture of stone, glass, and metal to watch over the Hin like gods. The skyline glowed a dusky auric from their alchemical lamplight that spilled through stained-glass windows and arched marble doorways.

			Lan rolled her eyes and turned away. She knew the story of the gods—any gods—to be a big, steaming bowl of turd. Much as the Elantians wished to pretend otherwise, Lan knew they had come to the Last Kingdom for one thing: resources. Ships full of powdered spices and golden grains and verdant tea leaves, chests of silks and samites, jades and porcelains, left Haak’gong for the Elantian Empire, across the Sea of Heavenly Radiance, each day.

			And whatever was left over trickled into the black markets of Haak’gong.

			At this bell, the evemarket was in full bloom, merchants having filed in along the Jade Trail with jewels that gleamed like the light of the sun, spices tasting of lands Lan had never seen before, and fabrics that shimmered like the night sky itself. Haak’gong’s heartbeat was the clink of coin, its lifeblood the flow of trade, its bones the wooden stalls of marketplaces. It was a place of survival.

			Lan paused at the very end of the market. She took care to lower her dŏu’lì—her bamboo hat—over her face lest any Elantian officials prowled nearby. What she was about to do could very well earn her a spot on the gallows, along with other Hin who had broken Elantian laws.

			With a surreptitious glance around, she crossed the street and made for the slums.

			This was where the illusion of the Last Kingdom ended and the reality of a conquered land began. Here the cobblestone streets carefully constructed by the Elantians after the Conquest faded to dust; the elegantly renovated facades and shiny glass windows gave way to buildings crumbling from disrepair.

			The trading house sat in a derelict corner, its cheap wooden doors chipped and faded with time, paper windows patched with grease yet sagging with the humidity of the south. A wooden bell tinkled somewhere overhead as Lan stepped inside.

			She shut the doors, and the hubbub of the outside world fell silent.

			The interior was dim, dust motes swirling in the late-afternoon sunlight that spilled onto cracked floorboards and shelves crammed with an assortment of scrolls, tomes, and trinkets. The entire shop looked like an old painting left to fade in the sun, smelling of ink and damp wood.

			But this was Lan’s favorite place in the world. It reminded her of a time long past, a world long gone.

			A life wiped from the pages of the history books.

			Old Wei’s Pawn Shop dealt in odds and ends of goods left over from the evemarket after the Elantians had their pick, purchased by the shopkeeper at wholesale and sold to Hin buyers at a thin margin. The shop escaped the notice of government inspectors, for secondhand goods held no interest to the colonizers as long as they weren’t made of metal.

			This was why the shop had also become a hub for contraband. The wares Old Wei had on display were innocuous enough: reels of wool, hemp, and cotton, jars of star anise and bay leaves, scrolls of cheap paper made from pounded dried bark. But hidden somewhere inside the shop, Lan knew, was something for her.

			Something that could cost her life.

			“Old Wei,” she called. “I got your message.”

			Silence for a moment, and then: “Thought I heard your silver-bells voice. Come to bring me mischief again?”

			The old shopkeeper announced himself in a shuffle of feet and a hacking cough. Old Wei had once been a teacher in a northeastern coastal village, before his family was killed and he’d lost everything in the Elantian Conquest twelve cycles ago. He’d fled to Haak’gong and used his literacy to pivot into the trading business. Constant hunger had whittled him to a stick, and the damp air of Haak’gong had afflicted him with a permanent cough. That was the extent of what Lan knew of his life—not even his truename, banned under Elantian law and reduced to a monotonous single syllable.

			Lan gave him her sweetest smile from beneath her dŏu’lì. “Mischief?” she repeated, matching his northern dialect, the tones harsher and rolling compared to the sweet, singsong southern tones she’d become used to. It was a rarity to speak either these days. “When have I ever brought you mischief, Old Wei?”

			He grunted, casting her an appraising look. “Never brought me fortune either. And I still let you come back each time.”

			She poked her tongue out. “Must be my charm.”

			“Hah,” he said, the word cracking through a thick layer of phlegm. “Any gods watching would know what lies beneath that charm.”

			“There are no gods watching.”

			It was a point she often liked to debate with Old Wei, who was a stout worshiper of the Hin’s pantheon of gods—in particular, his favorite, the God of Riches. Old Wei liked to tell Lan he’d devoutly prayed to the God of Riches in his childhood. Lan liked to remind him that the God of Riches must have a twisted sense of humor to have rewarded him with a rundown contraband shop.

			“There are,” Old Wei replied. Lan raised her eyes heavenward and mouthed the words along with him—words she had heard a hundred times: “There are old gods and new gods, kind gods and fickle gods—and most powerful of them all are the Four Demon Gods.”

			Lan preferred not to believe that her fortunes lay in the hands of some invisible old farts in the skies—no matter how powerful they were meant to be. “Whatever you say, Old Wei,” she replied, leaning over the counter and cupping her chin in her hands.

			The old shopkeeper wheezed a few times, then asked, “Evemarket again? What, is the Teahouse not feeding you enough?”

			They both knew the answer to that: Madam Meng ran the Teahouse like a glass menagerie, and her songgirls were her finest display. She fed them just enough to keep them dewy and ripe for the picking, but never enough so that their bellies grew full—gods forbid they become lazy or fat.

			“I like it here,” Lan said, and she did. Out here, hawking alongside other vendors and pocketing the coin she made into her own pockets, was where she felt some semblance of control over her life—a taste of freedom and free will, if only temporary. “Besides,” she added sweetly, “I get to drop by to see you.”

			He cast her a shrewd look, then tsked and wagged a finger. “Don’t try your honeyed words on me, yā’tou,” he said, and bent to the cabinets beneath his counter.

			Yā’tou. Girl. It was what he’d called her since he’d found her, a scrap of an orphan begging on the streets of Haak’gong. He’d taken her to the only place he’d known that would welcome a girl with no name and no reputation: Madam Meng’s Teahouse. She’d signed a contract whose terms she’d barely been able to decipher, and whose length only seemed to swell and swell the harder she worked.

			But at the end of the day, he’d saved her life. Gotten her a job, put a stable roof over her head. It was more kindness than one could ask for in these times.

			She grinned at the sour old man. “I would never.”

			Old Wei’s grunt turned into a bout of coughing, and Lan’s smile slipped. The winters down in the south had none of the biting cold that she’d grown up with in the northeast. Instead, it encroached with a damp chill that sank into bones and joints and lungs and festered there.

			She took in the state of the battered old shop, the shelves that stood fuller than usual. Tonight, on the eve of the big festivities for the Twelfth Cycle of the Elantian Conquest, security had been tightened around Haak’gong, and the first thing people tended to avoid in those circumstances was a shop trading in illicit goods. Lan couldn’t afford to dally either: soon the streets would be crawling with Elantian patrols, and a lone songgirl in their midst was an invitation to trouble.

			“Lungs acting up again, Old Wei?” she asked, running a finger over a small stained-glass dragon figurine on the counter—likely a prized trade from one of the Jade Trail nations across the great Emaran Desert. The Hin had not known glass until the era of the Middle Kingdom, under which Emperor Jīn—the Golden Emperor—established formal trade routes reaching all the way west to the fabled deserts of Masyria.

			“Ah, yeah,” the shopkeeper said with a wince. From the folds of his sleeve, he drew what must once have been a fine silken handkerchief and patted his mouth with it. The cloth was sodden and graying with grime. “Ginseng prices have shot up since the Elantian farts learned of its healing properties. But I’ve lived with these old bones all my life, and they haven’t killed me yet. Nothing to worry about.”

			Lan drummed her fingers on the wooden counter, polished with the comings and goings of so many others before her. Here was the trick to surviving in a colonized land: you couldn’t show that you cared. Every Hin you came across would have his share of sob stories: family slaughtered in the Conquest, home pillaged and plundered, or worse. To care was to allow a chink in the armor of survival.

			So Lan asked the question that had been brewing in her chest all day. “Well, what do you have for me?”

			Old Wei gifted her a gap-toothed smile and bent beneath his counter. Lan’s pulse began to race; instinctively she pressed fingers to the inside of her left wrist.

			There, imprinted into flesh and sinew and blood, was a scar that only she could see: a perfect circle encompassing a character in the shape of a Hin word that she could not read, sweeping strokes blooming like an elegantly balanced flower—blossom, leaves, and stem.

			Eighteen cycles she’d lived, and she had spent twelve of those searching for this character—the only clue to her past that her mother had left her before her death. To this day, she could feel the searing heat of her mother’s fingers on her arms, the hole in Māma’s chest bleeding red even as the world erupted in blinding white. The expensive lacquerwood furniture of their study darkened with blood, the air filled with the bitter scent of burnt metal…and something else. Something ancient; something impossible.

			“Now, I think you’ll like this one.”

			She blinked, the images dissipating as Old Wei emerged from the dusty shelves and placed a scroll on the counter between them. Lan held her breath as he unfurled it.

			It was a worn piece of parchment, but even with one look, she could tell that it was different: the surface was smooth, unlike the cheap papers made of hemp or rags or fishnet common these days. This was true parchment—vellum, perhaps—singed black in the corners and smudged with age. She’d known the feel of it intimately, once a world ago.

			Between the wear and tear, Lan could make out faded traces of opulence. Her eyes raked over the sketches of the Four Demon Gods in the corners of the page, barely visible but present nevertheless: dragon, phoenix, tiger, and tortoise, all facing the center of the scroll, frozen in time. Swirls of painted clouds adorned the top and bottom margins. And then…there, in the very center, ensconced within a near-perfect circle: a single character, blooming with the delicate balance of a Hin character, yet with nothing recognizable. Her heart jumped into her throat as she leaned over it, barely breathing.

			“I thought you’d be excited,” Old Wei said. He watched her carefully, eyes glinting with the prospect of a sale. “Wait till you hear where I got it.”

			She barely heard him. Her pulse thundered in her ears as she traced the strokes of the character, following every line and comparing it to the character she’d memorized well enough to know in her dreams.

			Her excitement faltered as her finger stuttered over a stroke. No…no. A line cut too short, a dot missing, a diagonal slightly off…Minute differences, but all the same—

			Wrong.

			She slumped, letting out a sigh. Sloppily, she rotated her wrist, finger tracing a loose circle to finish up the character.

			That was when it happened.

			The air in the shop shifted, and she felt as though something inside her had snapped into place—an invisible current that rushed from her fingertips into the shop. Like a static shock in winter.

			It was gone in half a second, so quickly that she must have imagined it. When she blinked again, Old Wei was still watching her with pursed lips. “Well?” he asked eagerly, leaning forward over the counter.

			He hadn’t felt it, then. Lan touched the tip of her fingers to her temples. It hadn’t been anything—a momentary lapse in focus, a trick of the nerves, brought on by hunger and exhaustion. “It’s a bit different,” she replied, ignoring the familiar disappointment that curdled in her stomach.

			It had been so close…and yet it wasn’t.

			“Not what you’re looking for, then,” Old Wei said, clearing his throat, “but I think it’s a start. See here—the syllabary seems to be composed in the same style as yours, with those curves and dashes…but the circle outside is really what caught my attention.” He tapped two calloused fingers to the page. “Everything we’ve seen with a circle around the character has been there only for decoration. But see how these strokes bleed into the circle? They were written in a conjoined line—a clear beginning and end.”

			She let him drone on, but really, her mind reeled with a crumbling realization: that she might never understand what had happened the day her mother died and the Last Kingdom fell. That she might never know how it was possible that her mother had reached up, fingers trembling and slicked with red, and, with her bare skin, burned something into Lan’s wrist. Something that had remained after all these cycles in the form of a mark visible only to Lan.

			A memory that existed between dream and imagination—the faintest spark of hope for what shouldn’t be possible.

			“…hear anything I just said?”

			Lan blinked, the past swirling away like smoke.

			Old Wei was giving her the stink eye. “I was saying,” he said with the peevishness of a teacher who’d been ignored by his pupil, “that this came from an old temple bookhouse and was rumored to have originated at one of the Hundred Schools of Practitioning themselves. I do know that the practitioners of old wrote in a different type of script.”

			Her breath caught at the word. Practitioner.

			Lan curved her lips into a smile and slid forward, propping herself on one elbow on the counter. “I’m sure the practitioners wrote these, alongside the yāo’mó’guĭ’guài they bargained their souls to,” she said, and Old Wei’s face dropped.

			“ ‘Speak of the demon and the demon comes!’ ” he hissed, glancing around as though one might jump out from behind his cabinet of dried goji berries. “Do not curse my shop with such portentous sayings!”

			Lan rolled her eyes. In the villages where Old Wei was from, superstitions ran deeper than in the cities. Stories of ghouls haunting villages in forests of pine and bamboo, of demons eating the souls of babies in the night.

			Such things might have sent shivers up Lan’s spine once, given her second thoughts about walking in the shadows. But now she knew there were worse things to fear.

			“It’s all just folklore, Old Wei,” she said.

			Old Wei leaned forward, close enough that she could see the tea stains on his teeth. “The Dragon Emperor might have banned such topics when he founded the Last Kingdom, but I remember the tales from my grandfather’s grandfathers. I have heard the stories of ancient orders of practitioners cultivating magic and martial arts, walking the rivers and lakes of the First and Middle Kingdoms, fighting evil and bringing justice to the world. Even when the emperors of the Middle Kingdom attempted to control practitioning, they couldn’t hide the traces of evidence across our lands. Tomes written in characters that are indecipherable, temples and secret troves of treasures and artifacts with properties inexplicable—practitioning magic has always been ingrained in our history, yā’tou.”

			Old Wei was one of those ardent believers in the myths of folk heroes—practitioners—who had once walked on water and flown over mountains, wielding magic and slaying demons. And perhaps they once had—long, long ago.

			“Then where are they now? Why haven’t they come to save us from…this?” Lan gestured at the door, at the dilapidated streets. At the old man’s hesitation, her lips twisted. “Even if they did once exist, it was probably centuries and dynasties ago. Whatever folk heroes and practitioners of old you believe in are dead.” Her voice softened. “There are no heroes left for us in this world, Old Wei.”

			Her friend gave her a penetrating look. “Is that what you truly believe?” he said. “Then tell me, why is it that you make your weekly visits down here, searching for a strange character on a scar only you can see?”

			His words cut like a blade to Lan’s heart, pinning the smallest flicker of a spark she hadn’t dared utter—had never dared utter: that, in spite of all she told herself, what she had witnessed on the day of her mother’s death…had been something like magic.

			And the scar on her wrist held the clue—the only clue—to the truth of that day.

			“Because it lets me hope that there’s something else for me out there. Something other than this life.” The dust motes before her swirled, stained red and orange by the setting sun, like the dying embers of a fire. Lan set her hand over the slip of parchment. Perhaps there was something to be learned in the inscrutable strokes of that character. It was the closest she’d gotten in the past twelve cycles, after all.

			“I’ll take it,” she said. “I’ll take the scroll.”

			The old shopkeeper blinked, clearly surprised at this development. “Ah.” He tapped the scroll. “You be careful, eh, yā’tou? I’ve heard too many a tale of marks created by dark, demonic energies. Whatever’s on your wrist inside that scar…well, let’s just hope it was left by someone with a noble cause.”

			“Superstitions,” Lan repeated.

			“All superstitions must come from somewhere,” the shopkeeper said ominously, then crooked his fingers. “Now, let’s see the payment. Nothing comes for free. Got rent to pay, food to buy.”

			She hesitated only briefly. Then Lan leaned over the counter, brushing aside a small sack of herbal powders Old Wei had been weighing, and placed a ragged hemp pouch on its surface. It landed with a clink.

			Old Wei’s hands darted out, pawing through its contents. His eyes widened as he drew something out.

			“Ten Hells, yā’tou,” he whispered, and drew his old paper lamp closer. In the light of the flames, a sleek silver spoon glistened.

			The sight of it brought a stab of longing to her heart. It had been her prize find, accidentally thrown out with the broken dishes in the back alleys of the Teahouse. She’d been counting on selling it to buy off a moon or two from her contract at the Teahouse. The thing would clearly fetch a small fortune, for metal—any type of metal—was a relic of the past. One of the first things the Elantians did when they took over was to monopolize the supply of metal from all over the Last Kingdom. Gold, silver, copper, iron, tin—even a small silver spoon was a rarity these days. The Elantians had stopped short of seizing all the metalware in the Last Kingdom; Lan surmised that a few spoons and some coins and prized jewelry were hardly enough to build weapons of resistance for a revolution.

			Lan knew where all the metal was going: to the Elantian magicians. It was said they channeled magic through metal. That Lan could believe. She had seen, with her own eyes, the terrifying power they held. They had brought down the Last Kingdom with nothing but their bare hands.

			They had killed Māma without even touching her.

			“I couldn’t sell that spoon,” Lan lied. “No one’s taking anything metal these days, and it’s more trouble than it’s worth if an Elantian officer catches me. Not to mention Madam Meng’ll have my skin if she finds out I stole it. Just use it to get some ginseng for those old lungs, will you? It chafes my ears to have to listen to you cough like that.”

			“Right,” Old Wei said slowly, still peering at the silver spoon as though it were made of jade. The remainder of her proffered payment—a sack of ten copper coins she’d earned from her day of sales—lay untouched. “Possessing any metal can be dangerous these days…best leave it with me…” His gaze sharpened suddenly, and he broke into a toothy smile. He leaned over to her and whispered, “I think I’ll have something really good for you next time. Source of mine’s introduced a Hin courtdog to me, and he’s in the market for—”

			The shopkeeper stopped and drew in a sharp breath, his gaze darting behind her to the paper screens he’d thrown open to let in the cool evening breeze. “Angels,” he hissed, switching to the Elantian tongue.

			The word sent terror spiking through her veins. Angels was short for White Angels, the colloquialism that Elantian soldiers used to refer to themselves.

			Lan spun around. There, framed in the fretwork of Old Wei’s shop windows, she caught sight of something that made bile rise to her throat. A flash of silver, the gleam of a white-gold emblem with a crown and wings, armor colored in winter’s ice—

			No time to think. She had to move.

			Lan cast Old Wei a frightened look, but something in the old shopkeeper’s expression had steeled, his mouth pressed into a resolute line. He caught her hand as she reached for the scroll. “Leave it with me, yā’tou—don’t let them catch you with something like this on the eve of the Twelfth Cycle. Come back for it when it’s safer. Now go!” In the blink of an eye, the scroll and silver spoon had vanished.

			She tipped her dŏu’lì low over her head just as the bell over the entrance rang, a toll now sharp with menace.

			The air thickened. Shadows fell over the floor, long and dark.

			Lan made for the door, glad for her rough hemp duàn’dă, a loose, cheap garment that concealed most of her figure. She’d worked long enough at the Teahouse to know what Elantians could do to Hin girls.

			“Four Gods preserve you,” she heard Old Wei mumble to her. It was an old Hin saying based on the belief that the Four Demon Gods would watch over their motherland and their people.

			But Lan knew, with cutting clarity, that there were no gods in this world.

			Only monsters in the form of men.

			There were two of them, burly Elantian soldiers dressed in full armor, their steps clunking as they passed her. Instinctively, Lan’s gaze darted to their wrists—and it was then that she loosed a breath. Bare wrists—no glint of metal cuffs wound so tightly that they seemed fused to their flesh, no hands that could summon fire and blood with a flick of pale fingers.

			Just soldiers, then.

			One of them paused as she passed him, the door just paces away, a sliver of cool evening air already brushing her face. Her heart lurched like a rabbit’s beneath an eagle’s gaze.

			The Angel’s hand darted out, fingers closing over her wrist.

			And that seed of fear in her stomach bloomed.

			“Say, Maximillian,” the soldier called. With his other hand, he flicked up the rim of her dŏu’lì. Lan stared into his eyes, the youthful green of a summer’s day, and wondered how a man could make a color look so cruel. His face might have been cut of the marble statues of the winged guardians the Elantians erected over their doors and in their churches: handsome, and utterly inhuman. “Didn’t think I’d find such a fine specimen of flea in this kind of a place.”

			She’d learned the Elantian tongue—she’d had to, to work at the Teahouse—and it never failed to strike ice into her veins. Their words were long and rolling, so different from the sharp-cut, dragonfly-touch characters of Hin speech. The Elantians spoke with the slow, unhurried slur of a people drunk on power.

			Lan held very still, not even daring to breathe.

			“Leave the thing be, Donnaron,” his companion called, already halfway to the counter, where Old Wei bent at the waist and bobbed his head with an obsequious smile. “We’re on duty. You can have your fun when you’re done.”

			Donnaron’s gaze roved over Lan’s face, down her neck, and lower, and she felt violated with that single look. She wanted to scratch out those youthful green eyes.

			The Angel shot her a wide grin. “That’s too bad. Don’t you worry, my pretty little flower. I’m not letting you go so easily.”

			The pressure on her wrist increased slightly—like a promise, a threat—and then he released her.

			Lan stumbled forward. She had one foot out the door, hands pressed against the handle, when she hesitated.

			She looked back.

			Old Wei’s silhouette was small between the hulking Elantians, a shadow in the setting sun. His rheumy old eyes flicked up to her—just for a single moment—and she caught the tilt of his nearly imperceptible nod. Go, yā’tou.

			Lan pushed through the door and ran. She didn’t stop until she was well clear of the stone parapets that marked the entrance to the evemarket. Ahead stretched an expanse of darkness that was the Bay of Southern Winds, glittering crimson as it caught shards of fading sunlight in its waves. Here the winds were sharp and briny, rattling over the wooden jetties and whistling over the old stone walls of Haak’gong as though they wished to raise the land itself.

			To be so free, and to be so powerful—what might that taste like? Perhaps one day she would know; perhaps one day she would be able to do more than gift an old, ailing man a slim silver spoon and run when danger knocked on the door.

			She tilted her face to the skies and breathed, massaging the part of her wrist where the soldier had grabbed her, wishing to scrub the feeling of his fingers from her mind. Tonight was the winter solstice, marking the Twelfth Cycle of the Elantian Conquest; with the highest Elantian officials in the land gathering for the festivities, it made sense that the government had increased surveillance and patrols across the largest Hin cities. Haak’gong was the Southern Elantian Outpost, the jewel of trade and commerce of Elantian colonies, second only to the Heavenly Capital, Tiān’jīng—or, as it was now meant to be known, King Alessandertown.

			The Twelfth Cycle, Lan thought. Gods, has it been that long?

			If she closed her eyes, she could remember exactly how her world had ended.

			Snow, falling like ashes.

			Wind, sighing through bamboo.

			And the song of a woodlute weaving to the skies.

			She’d had a name, once. Her mother had given it to her. Lián’ér, meaning “lotus”: the flower that bloomed from nothing but mud, a light in the darkest of times.

			They’d taken that from her.

			She’d had a home, once. A great courtyard house, green weeping willows sweeping stained-glass lakes, cherry blossom petals coating fanstone paths, verandas yawning to the lushness of life.

			They’d taken that from her.

			And she’d had a mother who loved her, who had taught her stories and sonnets and songs, who had nurtured her calligraphy stroke by stroke across soft parchment pages, fingers twined around hers and hands wrapped around her entire world.

			They had taken her mother, too.

			The long, booming tolls of the dusk bells echoed in the distance, cutting through her memories. Her eyes flew open, and there it was again, the empty sea looming so lonely before her, echoing with all that she had lost. Once upon a time, she might have stood here, at the precipice of her world, and tried to make meaning of it all—how it had all gone so wrong, how she had ended up here with nothing but broken memories and a strange scar only she could see.

			But as the bells’ sonorous tolls continued to sound across the skies, reality washed over her. She was hungry, she was tired, and she was late for the evening’s performance at the Teahouse.

			The scroll had been promising, though…. She brushed a hand over her left wrist again, each stroke of the strange, indecipherable character burned indelibly into her mind.

			Next time, she told herself, just as she had for the past eleven cycles. Next time I’ll find the message you left me, Māma.

			For now, though, Lan tipped her dŏu’lì over her head and dusted off her sleeves.

			She had a Teahouse to return to.

			She had a contract to pay off.

			She had Elantians to serve.

			In a conquered land, the only way to win was to survive.

			Without another glance back, she turned to face the colorful streets of Haak’gong and began making her way up the hills.
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				In life, qì blazes and moves as yáng; in death, qì cools and stills as yīn. A body with a restless qì is indicative of a restless soul.

				
					—Chó Yún, Imperial Spirit Summoner, Classic of Death

				

			

			The shop was in ruins, and the night air stung with the acrid scent of metal magic.

			Zen stood in the shadows of the dilapidated houses down this alleyway of Haak’gong, wrestling with his shock at the scale of destruction mere steps from him. Though it had been neither unexpected nor uncommon throughout the earliest cycles of conquest, he hadn’t prepared for such a brash display of violence and dominance in the supposed crown jewel of Elantian power. The reminder rang almost personal: that the Elantians loved to make examples out of Hin traitors and rebels, to send their message in blood and bones that there was no hope, there was no point in resisting.

			Zen had almost believed them.

			He hesitated only a moment before removing his gloves. The air was cool and crisp against his fingers, the flow of wind and humidity brushing against his skin. He could sense fire, too, in the candles that burned low in this district—the people too poor to afford the alchemical light supplied by the Elantians—and the ground, holding steady beneath his two feet. The metal and wood, in the housing structures along the street.

			No other disturbances in the flow of energy—the qì—around him.

			Zen straightened and stepped out onto the road. In three brisk strides, he was at the shop door, the frail frame of old, rotting wood smashed easily through. The dusk bells had just ceased their tolling, which meant that the Twelfth Cycle celebrations were to begin imminently. The highest-ranking officials of the Elantian government’s southern stronghold would be gathered in the cushiest district of Haak’gong while foot soldiers prowled the streets.

			Not that Zen had anything to fear from them; in his long black peacoat, flat cap, and those horrible patent leather dress boots, he was effectively disguised as a Hin merchant under Elantian employ.

			The only government officials Zen needed to avoid were the magicians.

			He glanced up and down the street and, seeing and sensing nothing, stepped inside the small store.

			The place was drenched in blood. He sensed it as soon as the currents of qì enveloped him—water and metals constituting the makeup of blood, all tinted in yīn: the side of qì that represented cold, darkness, wrath, and death. The counter to yáng, comprising warmth, light, joy, and life.

			Yīn and yáng: two halves of all qì, two sides of a coin constantly shifting, one into the other in a continuous cycle of balance. Warmth to cold, light to dark…and life to death.

			It was when the balance was thrown off that there was a problem.

			He picked his way across the wreckage: splinters of wood from overturned shelves, shreds of floorboards torn away to reveal patches of foundation beneath. He caught sight of objects amidst the ruin: a horsetail brush with the handle snapped, a dragon figurine split in half, a folding fan bent like a broken wing. Objects that had significance for the Hin, yet that the Elantians destroyed without a second thought.

			Zen drew a deep, stilling breath and turned to the figure on the floor. He took in the sight of the corpse, limbs jutting at awkward angles, mouth parted in surprise or a helpless plea. The shopkeeper had been an elder: liver spots dotted his forehead, white hair gleamed in the moonlight. Zen could sense an unnatural wetness to the man’s lungs—a disease, perhaps, as a result of the eternal damp of the southern atmosphere.

			Pushing down the fury that roiled up to his chest, Zen cleared his mind and called on his master’s teachings. Calm the storm of your emotions. A restless ocean is not one to sail upon. He needed to treat the body as naught more than evidence, a puzzle waiting to be pulled apart and put back together.

			Old Wei, he thought, eyes taking in details of the dead man with clinical precision. What happened?

			The shopkeeper was a contact Zen had procured after moons of searching. It was said that the man dealt in contraband: items the Elantians had banned and knowledge strictly classified by the government.

			Zen was here for one thing: the trading ledger of metals purchased by the government, key to understanding Elantian troop movements. The past twelve cycles had seen the conquerors ignore the Central Plains—a vast, untamed region of the Last Kingdom—in favor of establishing their foothold in the major trading ports and cities down the eastern and southern coastlines.

			Something had changed in the last few moons: sightings of the trademark Elantian metal armor deeper in the bamboo forests than ever before, rumblings of troops gathering in the Southern Elantian Outpost. All this had led Zen here to investigate.

			And now his contact was dead.

			He clenched his jaw against embers of anger and disappointment. So much travel and time lost for nothing. The Elantians had not just removed a valuable tipoff that would set him and his school back a step, but they had also committed the ultimate crime in Hin eyes: the murder of an elder.

			It slowly occurred to him that there was something off about the smell of the place. Elantian magic smelled of burnt metal from the way magicians harnessed the alchemical power within metals to craft their spells, but the shop held the faint—almost undetectable—aroma of something different. Something almost familiar.

			Zen reached into the black silk pouch he carried at his hip at all times and drew out two sticks of incense. He inhaled, lowered his index finger toward the tips of the joss sticks, then began to trace the Seal for heat in the air. His finger was quick, practiced, and precise, sweeping in the way a calligrapher might have—only he traced a character an ordinary calligrapher would never have understood.

			As soon as one end of the circular stroke met the other, he sensed a shift in the qì around him: a concentration of fire swirling into the glowing Seal before him, sparking to life on the tips of the incense, which flared red for a moment before curling to gray smoke.

			All this took place in the blink of an eye.

			Zen raised the incense sticks to the corpse, holding it above the old man’s heart.

			For a moment, there was nothing. And then, in the silver fluorescence of the moon pouring through the torn paper windows, the smoke began to turn. Instead of a steady spiral upward, it wafted toward Zen, shrinking away from the corpse as though it were…fleeing from it.

			Zen leaned forward and took a short, precise inhale. The smoke was warm, carrying the fragrance of sandalwood and the faint tinge of ground bamboo. Yet beneath it all, like shadows clinging to light, hung a peculiar scent. A bitter smell that he’d mistaken for Elantian magic.

			But…no, this wasn’t a trail left by Elantian Royal Magicians.

			Zen exhaled slowly, looking down at the corpse with faint alarm. The Hin burned incense for their dead, yet the roots of this custom had long been forgotten, wiped from the pages of history. Long before the era of the Last Kingdom, when the Dragon Emperor had limited practitioning to the confines of his court and eradicated the rest, practitioners had used incense to parse between yīn and yáng energies. Yáng, the energy of sun, of heat, of light and life, attracted smoke. Yīn, the energy of the moon, of cold, of darkness and death, repelled smoke.

			Most corpses held a neutrality to the makeup of their qì—yet Old Wei’s body held the lingering stench of yīn.

			Though village folktales whispered otherwise, there was nothing inherently wrong with yīn energy. It was a necessity, the other side of the coin constituting qì.

			It was when yīn energy was left unbalanced that the issues arose.

			For yīn was also the energy of the supernatural.

			Mó was Zen’s first thought. Demon. A soul that held insurmountable wrath or hatred—an excess of yīn energy—coupled with the strength of an unfinished will would not dissipate into the natural qì in the world in death. Instead, it would fester into something evil. Something demonic.

			Zen’s stomach tightened as he reached for the hilt of the dagger strapped to the inside of his boot. He missed the length of his jiàn, but it was simply too risky to carry a longsword with him into Elantian territory, especially now that the Twelfth Cycle festivities had brought in a slew of patrols. Besides, this dagger—That Which Cuts Stars—was created to fight demons.

			The thought of a soul warping into a demon or a ghoul of sorts here, in the midst of the Southern Elantian Outpost, felt incongruous, almost laughable, to Zen. It would be irony enough to spin into a tale should a horde of demons descend upon the elite military generals of the empire.

			Yet much as the Hin had begun to fade from their own lands after the Conquest, so, too, had the spirits.

			No, assuming that the old man’s soul would corrode into something demonic did not feel right. A demon’s core—the concentration of qì that gave it vitality—took cycles, if not decades or centuries, to form. Besides, focusing on the flow of energies all around, he found a slight distinction: the yīn he felt did not come from the corpse itself but, rather, hung over parts of it like clouds of perfume. And now that he expanded his senses, he found traces of it lingering in the air, on the floor, by the door, all around the shop.

			Zen’s eyes flew open. His knuckles whitened over the hilt of his dagger. The answer to this mystery was something far more intriguing and ominous.

			Someone else had left the trail of yīn energies here. And in a world where only trained practitioners could manipulate qì, Zen could think of just one type of practitioner who would wield qì consisting largely of yīn: a demonic practitioner. One who used the forbidden branch of practitioning that drew on the energies of a demon bound to their soul.

			Impossible.

			Restrictions over demonic practitioning had tightened throughout the nearly eight-hundred-cycle era of the Middle Kingdom, yet it wasn’t until the end of the era that this branch was eradicated. Emperor Yán’lóng, the Dragon Emperor, had massacred the rebel Mansorian clan’s last demonic practitioners, transitioning the former Middle Kingdom into the Last Kingdom: an era of peace, without the tumult and tension between the Ninety-Nine Clans and the Hin imperial government. The surviving clans had surrendered, pledging allegiance to the Imperial Court; those that didn’t had spent the majority of the era being hunted to extinction.

			This had lasted just eighty cycles before the Elantians invaded.

			Zen drew back as though burned, breaking his Seal with a slash of his finger. The tips of the incense extinguished with a hiss, leaving the pounding of his heart to seep into the silence that followed.

			His attention shifted from worrying about the ledger he’d come for to scouring the area for more traces of this qì.

			He found another concentration of it: a scroll of paper that lay flattened beneath one of Old Wei’s hands. He pried the scroll loose and unfurled it, dusting debris and splinters of wood from its surface. His pulse quickened.

			On the scroll was an incantation Seal, likely copied from a practitioning tome. He felt a jolt of surprise as he studied it—structurally balanced, a combination of straight strokes and curved sweeps that mimicked Hin characters yet were arranged completely differently, all enclosed in a circle—and realized that, for all his cycles of study, he didn’t recognize it. He flipped it over and, finding nothing on the back, examined the markings in the margins of the page, of the Four Demon Gods perched upon swirls of painted clouds.

			The page hadn’t come from a tome he’d seen before, but the question was: What was it doing here? The thin scroll resting in his hands seemed to swell, representing a great impossibility: something that had slipped through the cracks of time and the waters and fires of history against all odds. After the Dragon Emperor’s defeat of the Mansorian clan and the capitulation of the remaining clans, practitioning had become limited to serving the court by imperial decree; anything outside of that was to be obliterated. The Dragon Emperor’s Burning of the Hundred Schools was an event wiped from the pages of history books but quietly passed along through word of mouth by practitioners who still remembered.

			By the tail end of the Last Kingdom, the knowledge of practitioners and the Hundred Schools had faded from the minds of common folk, thought of as no more than old folktales.

			Then the Elantians had come and burned the remaining Hin temples to the ground, razing through the practitioners serving the Imperial Court so that the Hin would never again rise. The few remaining schools of practitioning quietly endorsed by the emperor had fallen within days of the Conquest.

			All but one.

			Gently, as though the scroll were embellished with gold and lapis lazuli, Zen rolled it up and tucked it into his black silk pouch. His trade with Wei was forfeit. The old shopkeeper had put out a call on the Hin black market for any surviving tomes from the Hundred Schools; Zen, seeing the man’s profession, had put in a request for the Elantian government trade ledger for metals.

			Specifically, precious metals.

			Metals that were being hoarded and used by Elantian Royal Magicians to channel their magic.

			Zen hadn’t actually planned to give a real practitioning tome to the old man. Whatever surviving relics had been salvaged from the ruins of the Hundred Schools were worth more than the finest jade.

			Why? he thought now as he considered the elder’s corpse, the incense smoke swirling around it like shadows. Why did you want a practitioning tome?

			More important, to whom had the shopkeeper planned to sell it?

			Zen had a guess: the same person who had left a trace of yīn energies in the air.

			Zen brushed a hand over his black silk pouch, the scroll stored safely inside. If only he could speak with the old man.

			Zen knew practitioners much more proficient at spiritual summonings than he, and performing one could possibly drain him of his strength. But even if it didn’t, creating anything more than the smallest of disturbances in the energies would have the Royal Magicians on him faster than ants on honeyed dates. Performing a spiritual summoning would be akin to shooting a barrel of firepowder into the night sky.

			And for Zen, a surviving Hin practitioner, to fall into the hands of Elantian Royal Magicians would bring a fate worse than death…and expose the existence of the last-standing school of practitioning from the Last Kingdom.

			He twisted the sticks of incense between his fingers, running through his options. The incense did not lie: there was a rogue practitioner loose somewhere in this corrupt city. The game had changed, and it was now crucial for Zen to be the first to find them. Not only to keep them and their skills from the hands of the Elantians but also to find out what business they’d had with his contact, to interrogate their allegiance…and to find the answers to the trail of yīn energies they had left here.

			The Seal on that scroll would be key to his search.

			Zen leaned forward. In the darkness, the old man’s eyes were still open, his face frozen in fear. The moonlight blanched his skin white, the Hin color of mourning.

			Zen slipped his gloves back on and, with two fingers, pulled the shopkeeper’s eyes shut. “Peace be upon your soul,” he murmured, “and may you find the Path home.”

			Then he stood, drew his black peacoat tightly around him, and stepped out of the ravaged shop. Within moments, the shadows had swallowed him, and he was no more than a silhouette in the night.
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				To know the future,

				one must first understand the past.

				
					—Kontencian Analects (Classic of Society), 3:9

				

			

			Lan remembered the exact words her mother had said to her about her future: You will succeed me as Imperial Advisor, she’d said as she stood, framed in the rosewood fretwork of their study window, watching Lan trace her calligraphy. Her mother’s hair was a sweep of black ink, her silken páo robes pale and fluttering in the breeze of the spring solstice. The kingdom will be your duty. You will protect the weak and find the balance in the world.

			It had all seemed possible, once.

			She wondered what her mother would think if she saw Lan now.

			The dusk bells had long finished tolling by the time she arrived at the Teahouse. Known in Hin as the Méi’tíng Chá’guăn, and directly translated into Elantian as the Rose Pavilion Teahouse, it sat below King’s Hills, the richest area of Haak’gong, where the Elantians had established themselves.

			From where she stood, Lan could see the foreign houses rising on the mountains cupping the eastern border of the city: sharp, multilayered metal-and-marble buildings that stood like pale sentries, standing watch over the conquered lands from the highest points in the city. King’s Hills overlooked King Alessander’s Road, once known as the Four Gods’ Road: the most prosperous stretch of Haak’gong, packed to bursting with restaurants, shops, and services alight with the burning gold of alchemical lamps from dusk to dawn.

			Meanwhile, the rest of Haak’gong, which stretched below the evemarket to the Bay of Southern Winds, continued to fall into ruin, its people reduced to starving in trash-packed slums.

			But, oh, how the Elantians had adored Hin culture: enough to preserve the most beautiful portions of it and capture it for their own use.

			There was no better example than the Rose Pavilion Teahouse.

			Lan stumbled down the back alley of the Teahouse, where the gutters were streaked with grease and runoff from the kitchens. She turned down a familiar corner and pried open a thin bamboo door.

			Immediately she was accosted by the smells of sizzling food, the hot rush of steam billowing from vats of boiling water. Several kitchen girls in gray linen smocks knelt, scrubbing dishes by the door; they called out to her as she barreled past. “ ’Scuse me—sorry, Cook—running late—”

			“Did you girls spit in my pots again?” bellowed Li the cook, emerging red-faced and sweaty from a cloud of steam.

			“No!” Lan yelled back, but this reminded her: she needed to think of what to do with all the winnings she’d scraped together from flattening the other songgirls at spit-in-the-pot. Rich women played spit with fancy decks of gold-lined cards and bejeweled fingers; penniless waifs played spit with stolen pots and quick-working mouths.

			She heard Li yell something back at her, and she caught the scallion pie he flung at her head and tore off a chunk. “Thanks, Uncle Li!” she called, her voice muffled as she ducked through the partition to the stairs to the basement. This back corridor was hidden from sight from the main dining room of the Teahouse by a wall of paper screens; through it she could hear the chatter of patrons and the clinking of cutlery. The corridor smelled of roses, the signature perfume of the Teahouse and the national flower of the Elantians. Madam Meng might be ruthless and amoral, but one had to admit she was an excellent businesswoman.

			Lan flew down the staircase and burst into the dressing room, stumbling straight through the cluster of her fellow songgirls and eliciting a wave of protests in her path. Ignoring them, she shoved through to the very front and began to undress, peeling off her now-sticky hemp shift and lathering soap and cold water from a stone basin sink. A few glares and hmphs, and within moments the other songgirls were back to chattering about the big show tonight, their variety of dialects weaving together like birdsong.

			“Lanlan, where in the Ten Hells have you been?”

			A girl’s reflection was outlined in the mirror beneath the yellow lantern light, a collection of features that was everything Lan was not: soft rosy cheeks, gentle doe eyes, cherry lips, currently pursed in a look of concern.

			If there was one person Lan hated to worry, it was Yīng’huā—Ying, in the new age. Ying was the only person in this world who knew Lan’s truename—the one she’d had before the Elantians came and required the Hin to identify by a monosyllabic moniker. Apparently, three syllables was too long for the hypocrites, who themselves held godsawful-sounding names like Nicholass and Jonasson and Alessander. Lan often fell asleep murmuring the names of high-ranking Elantian officials to herself, twisting her tongue around the strange syllables so they would come smoother and faster and she could use the names to her advantage (which currently meant working them into bawdy songs as she did chores at the Teahouse).

			“The Madam decided to have a last-minute rehearsal earlier this afternoon,” Ying continued to chide as she began attacking Lan’s hair with a brush. “Apparently there are some high-ranking Elantian officials attending tonight. Royal Magicians.” This last part was spoken in half-fear, half-awe. “We were looking for you everywhere.”

			“Really?” Ice spread through Lan’s veins at the thought of having missed one of the Madam’s orders. “Did the Madam say anything?”

			“She just asked if we knew where you were. I covered for you.” Ying’s gaze grew sharp as Lan loosed a breath. “Where were you?”

			“Sorry,” Lan said to her friend, splashing her face with water again and toweling off with her own hemp shift. “Was just down at the evemarket.”

			Ying sucked in her cheeks, eyes brimming with disapproval. Without another word, she snatched the evening’s performance outfit from the drawer that belonged to Lan and began to dress her. “I don’t get why you always want to go there,” she fussed, pulling on a silk sleeve. “Songgirls from the Teahouse mustn’t be seen mingling in that area, or we’ll get in trouble. Besides, it’s so…dirty. And you’ll get tanned—even more than you are now. You’ll look like someone from an ancient clan!”

			Lan refrained from rolling her eyes. Ying loved the soft comforts and small luxuries the Teahouse offered, but Lan was far too restless. Still, she thought as she tilted her head to swipe rouge over her cheeks and lips, she’d learned that sometimes kind lies were better than hard truths. She could never tell Ying why she had been at Old Wei’s in the first place; why it was there that she disappeared to a few times a moon.

			She studied her face in the looking glass, a few shades darker than Madam Meng would prefer. The Elantian standards of Hin beauty meant snow-pale faces, willowy figures—but Lan couldn’t help how she’d been born. If anything, she’d decided she would rather stick out like a thorn in the White Angels’ eyes.

			“Nothing wrong with that,” she replied, poking out her tongue. “Besides, aren’t we all meant to be descended from the clans somewhat?” Even post-Conquest, it was regarded as somewhat of a taboo among Hin to speak of the clans—the Ninety-Nine Clans, they were once called. All Lan knew was that they had threatened the peace and stability of the Middle Kingdom and had been defeated by Emperor Yán’lóng, establishing the peace and prosperity that had been the era of the Last Kingdom. The clans had quickly disbanded or faded into obscurity, taking on the mainstream Hin identity to avoid imperial persecution.

			More likely than not, most Hin these days had one or two clan ancestors unbeknownst to them.

			“Help me with the liner?” Lan asked.

			Ying’s lips curved into a smile as she took the kohl pencil from Lan. Her fingers were warm, soft and careful, as she traced the line of Lan’s lashes. Lan continued to dab rouge onto her lips, humming as she did so.

			“What is that song you’re always singing?” Ying asked, bemused.

			Lan shrugged. She couldn’t place the melody—she sometimes felt as though she’d caught it from a dream one night. It was one she’d known as long as she could remember. “Probably an old lullaby,” she replied.

			“Hmm.” Ying leaned back, pursing her lips to survey her work on Lan’s eyes. She beamed. “One day you’re going to find a rich nobleman and marry yourself off.”

			Lan snorted, earning herself a firm pinch from Ying. “Ai’yo, that hurts! Marrying a handsome nobleman is your dream, Yingying.”

			“Can you stop squirming for just five seconds? And yes, it is.” There was a hint of tightness to Ying’s voice as she fixed some flyaway strands of Lan’s hair. “Nothing wrong with making the best of a bad situation. I know you dread the possibility, but I dream of going to the Peach Blossom Room one day.”

			A coil tightened inside Lan. The Peach Blossom Room had been the source of numerous arguments between herself and Ying. Nicknamed the Room of Delight in the Teahouse, it was in an area of the second floor that was sectioned into closed-off quarters and strictly off-limits at all times. Word was, it cost a hundred gold ingots to book a single night, and if an Elantian official or nobleman requested a songgirl there, it wasn’t the room they were paying for. If the songgirl was lucky, her contract was also transferred to the buyer and she would be taken away under his ownership.

			If she wasn’t, she would be taken for a single night and then cast out by the Madam. No one wanted a tainted flower.

			But, Lan thought as she studied her face in the mirror, the still-wet strands of her hair and the powders and blushes coating her skin, in the entirety of this process, there was never a time when the songgirls were given a choice.

			Work at the Teahouse or starve in the streets.

			Please an Elantian or die at his hands.

			Lan touched a finger to the little hemp pouch of crushed dried lily petals she kept on her at all times. Refusing to smell like roses, the Elantian national flower, was one small act of rebellion.

			“No changes to the show for tonight, right?” she asked, switching subjects. The rest of the songgirls were already in costume, shimmering flowers to be put on display night after night after night. “We’re still doing ‘Ballad of the Last Kingdom’?”

			Ying opened her mouth to answer, but at that moment, a cold voice cut through their conversation with the precision of a scalpel. “You would know this had you attended the rehearsal.”

			At once the cheerful hubbub of the songgirls’ conversation died. The temperature in the room seemed to plummet as a shadow swept over the door.

			Madam Meng’s steps fell, soft and sinuous, across the wooden floor, her silken robes slithering behind her. While the saying generally went that beauty faded with time, the madam of the Rose Pavilion Teahouse had aged like fine plumwine. Black hair fell in smoky plumes across her shoulders before sweeping into a traditional Hin updo, her face framed like a portrait by black-rimmed eyes and a blood-red mouth. As she lifted the hem of her robes, her metal nailguards—made in the same style as those of ancient Hin concubines—glittered, long and sharp as claws.

			Like Haak’gong, Madam Meng and her Teahouse had survived the Conquest and even gone on to thrive as the other restaurants and taverns around the area had been cleansed, replaced with adaptations more palatable to the Elantians’ tastes. The Madam had used her beauty as a weapon and abandoned the pride, values, and morality of a fallen kingdom, running straight into her conquerors’ arms.

			The people who might have judged her—well, they were all dead.

			Now she stalked across the floor like an empress in her own halls, songgirls falling into line with murmurs of “Madam” as she passed by.

			“Well, well, look who decided to show up,” Madam Meng said. Her voice was delicate, a near-whisper, but Lan flinched as though she’d just shouted.

			“Forgiveness, Madam, I—”

			The Madam’s hands darted out, curved nailguards digging into Lan’s upper arms. Lan swallowed a gasp of pain; her heart fluttered like a bird in a cage as she drew her gaze to meet the Madam’s. They were a terrifying obsidian black.

			“Need I remind you,” Madam Meng murmured, “what happens to songgirls who grow too comfortable here?”

			The nails pinched, but Lan knew the Madam wouldn’t draw blood—not on the night of her greatest show of the cycle.

			Lan lowered her eyes. “No, Madam. It won’t happen again.”

			In a sudden motion, the Madam lifted her hand as though to strike. Lan flinched, shutting her eyes—but the next moment, those sharp nailguards came to rest on her cheeks. Madam Mei never hit her songgirls where the marks could be seen.

			“I expect nothing less than your best performance tonight,” she crooned, tracing a finger down the length
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“Devastatingly gorgeous.”

—Chloe Gong, New York Times bestselling

author of These Violent Delights
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