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         Night cloaked the sky in darkness, draping shadows across the earth. While this was the time of rest for the mortals, on the
            moon, our toils were just beginning. Winter white flames curled from the splint of wood in my hand. Crouching down, I brushed
            away a stray leaf from the lantern, wrought of translucent stone and twisted strands of silver. As I lowered the splint to
            the wick, it caught fire with a hiss. I rose, shaking the soil from my robe. Rows of unlit orbs stretched before me as pale
            as the osmanthus which flowered above—moon lanterns, one thousand in all, that would cast their glow upon the realm below.
            Through wind and rain, their light would not falter, until they were extinguished at the first breath of dawn.
         

         
         Each time I lit the lanterns, my mother urged me to be diligent, to perform the task by hand. But I had not her patience.
            I had grown unused to such quiet work, to peace and calm. Reaching inward, I grasped my energy, the shining magic that flowed
            from my lifeforce. Flames rippled from my palm, streaking across the lanterns, leaving half ablaze in their wake. My Talent
            lay in Air, but Fire was useful at times as these. The ground now glittered like stardust, and in the world below, the mortals
            would be lifting their heads to the curved wedge of light in the sky, its face partially hidden.
         

         
         Few wrote poems about the half-moon or immortalized it in paintings—devoid of the elegant arch of a crescent or the perfect wholeness of the orb. Clinging to both light and dark, and lost somewhere in between. It resonated with me, a child of mortal and immortal heritage, in the shade of my luminous parents. 

         
         Sometimes I would find myself slipping into the past, threaded with a sliver of regret—wondering what if I had remained in
            the Celestial Kingdom, reaping glory across the years, each accomplishment strung to my name until it shone like a strand
            of pearls. A legend in my own right, revered as the heroes like my father, Houyi, or beloved and worshipped like my mother,
            the Moon Goddess.
         

         
         The mortals honored her during the annual Mid-Autumn Festival, a celebration of reunion, though this was the day my mother
            had ascended to the skies. Some prayed to her for good fortune, others for love. Little did they know my mother’s powers were
            limited, perhaps untrained or a remnant of her humanity—shed when she had consumed the Elixir of Immortality, the one gifted
            to my father for slaying the sunbirds. When she had flown to the heavens, my parents were parted as irrevocably as though
            death’s blade had severed them, and indeed it had, for my father’s body now lay entombed in a grave. A sharpness pierced my
            chest. I had never known my father, cherishing him as an abstract figure in my mind while my mother had mourned him every
            day of her immortal existence. Perhaps this was why the tedium of her task did not trouble her; relief to a mind splintered
            with regret, easing a heart clenched with grief.
         

         
         No, I did not need renown and reverence, just as my parents had not asked for them. Fame was often accompanied by suffering, the thrill of glory came entwined with terror, and blood was not so easily washed from one’s conscience. I had not joined the Celestial Army to chase dreams as fleeting as the dazzle of fireworks, leaving a darkness twice as deep in their wake. I would temper this restlessness, untangle such desires. To be home again with my mother and Ping’er, to have love in my life . . . these were the things that made me whole. It was what I had dreamed of, what I had fought for, what I had earned. 

         
         To many, this place might be humble compared to the opulence of the Jade Palace. Yet there was no place more wondrous to me—the
            ground shimmering as starlit waves, the osmanthus blossoms hanging from branches like clumps of white snow. Sometimes I woke
            in my bed of cinnamon wood, taut with uncertainty whether this was just a dream. But the sweetness curling in the air and
            the soft light of the lanterns were gentle yet unassailable assurances that I was here, in my home, and no one would tear me from it again.
         

         
         As a breeze wound through the air, something clinked above. The laurel, its clusters of seeds aglitter as ice. In my childhood,
            I had longed to string them into a bracelet for my mother but could never pull the seeds free. From habit, I wrapped my fingers
            around one, translucent and cool. I tugged hard, but while the branch dipped and swayed, it held fast as before.
         

         
         The air shifted with the presence of another immortal, though the wards remained undisturbed. I reached instinctively for
            the bow slung across my back. After this peaceful year at home, my lifeforce had recovered much quicker than anticipated.
            I no longer strained to draw the Jade Dragon Bow; I no longer feared an intruder’s trespass. But almost at once, I lowered
            the weapon. This aura was one I knew as well as my own—shining, summer bright.
         

         
         “A warm greeting, Xingyin.” Liwei’s voice rang out, tinged with laughter. “Or are you keen for another challenge with the
            bow?”
         

         
         I turned to find him leaning against a tree, arms folded across his chest. My pulse quickened though I kept my tone steady. “You might recall, I won our last challenge. And since then, I’ve had a lot more practice compared to Your Highness, spending all your time at court.” 

         
         An intended gibe for he had not visited in weeks. Yet I had no right to expect more. While we had grown closer of late, no
            promises had been exchanged—we were at once more than friends and less than what we had been. The seeds of doubt once sprouted
            were much harder to uproot.
         

         
         The corners of his lips curved into a smile. “Our tally remains even. I might win.”

         
         “You are welcome to try,” I said, lifting my chin.

         
         He laughed, shaking his head. “I prefer to keep my pride intact.”

         
         He strode toward me, stopping when the hem of his lapis-blue robe brushed mine in a soft rustle. A gray length of silk encircled
            his waist, from which hung an oblong jade tablet and a crystal sphere, agleam with the silver of my energy. The Sky Drop Tassel,
            its twin swinging from my sash.
         

         
         I fought the urge to step back, as much as I did the pull forward. “I did not sense your arrival. Did you adjust the wards?”
            A simple matter for Liwei to circumvent the enchantments that guarded my home, for he had helped me to craft them. While they
            were not as powerful as those of the Celestial Kingdom, a warning thrummed through me whenever the boundaries were crossed.
            I was not concerned about those familiar to us; it was the strangers I was wary of.
         

         
         He nodded. “If they are disturbed, I will sense it, too. An inadvertent outcome is they now recognize my presence.”

         
         “Does it matter when you are so rarely here?” The words fell out before I could stop them.

         
         His smile widened. “Did you miss me?”

         
         “No.” Yes, but I would not give him the satisfaction. And I would never admit it—not even if someone pressed a knife to my neck—that
            since his absence, a hollow ache had gaped within me, that only now began to subside.
         

         
         “Should I leave?” he offered.

         
         How tempting to turn my back on him, but it would be like kicking myself in the shin. “Why did you not come sooner?” I asked
            instead, which was what I truly wanted to know.
         

         
         His expression turned grave. “An urgent matter arose at court; the appointment of a new general to share command over the
            army with General Jianyun. My father’s relationship with him has grown tense of late.”
         

         
         Guilt burrowed in my chest. Did Their Celestial Majesties bear a grudge against General Jianyun for defending me a year ago,
            the day I won my mother’s freedom? They rewarded those who served them well, but insults were repaid in full.
         

         
         “Who is this new general?” I asked.

         
         “Minister Wu,” he said grimly.

         
         A shudder coursed through me at the recollection of the courtier who had argued so vehemently against mercy for us. If he
            had his way, the emperor would have clapped my mother into chains and sentenced me to death that day. Had I offended the minister
            without knowing it? Or did he really believe us a threat to the emperor, to whom he was undoubtedly loyal? Whatever it was,
            my stomach churned at the thought of him wielding such influence over the Celestial Army.
         

         
         “I did not realize the minister harbored these aspirations,” I remarked. “Is he qualified for the position?”

         
         “Few would refuse so illustrious an appointment whether they are capable or not,” Liwei said. “I stayed to lend General Jianyun my support in hopes of changing my father’s mind, but he is adamant. While Minister Wu is a loyal subject of my father’s, I have always felt uneasy around him, even before he spoke against you.” 

         
         “Unclouded by emotion, instinct can be a powerful guide.” As I spoke, my insides knotted at the memory of Wenzhi’s betrayal.
            Who was I to preach such things when I had stifled my own instincts, seeing only what I wanted to believe?
         

         
         Something pulsed through my mind like a soundless drumbeat; someone had come through the wards. I probed the stillness, sensing
            the unfamiliar flickers of energy. Immortal auras, several of them, yet none familiar to me. As I stiffened, Liwei’s eyes
            narrowed. He had sensed it, too, these strangers who had come to my home.
         

         
         Since the moon was no longer a place of exile, many immortals visited us. An unfortunate outcome of the emperor’s pardon was
            having to suffer their curious stares and callous remarks like I was some object to be paraded for their amusement.
         

         
         How did it feel to be struck by Sky-fire? a Celestial courtier had asked breathlessly.
         

         
         A miracle that you survived. A face alight with anticipation.
         

         
         While another had wondered in a too-loud voice, What of the scars? Do they still hurt? I hear those will never heal.

         
         Feigned concern. Gloating commiseration. False sympathy. As hollow as those puppets wielded by street performers in the mortal
            world. If I had detected a fragment of genuine care, I would not have resented them so. But all that spurred their interest
            was greed, for a scrap of gossip to share. How my fingers had itched to draw my bow, summoning a bolt of lightning to send
            them fleeing from our hall. I would not have released it but the mere threat would have sufficed. Only my mother’s glare and
            the manners she had instilled in me since I was young kept me fixed to my chair.
         

         
         Yet better by far their idle curiosity than those with malice in their hearts.

         
         A crash rang out, something shattering against stone. Lifting my skirt, I sprinted toward the Pure Light Palace. Each time
            my feet hit the ground, kicking up clumps of powdery earth, the Jade Dragon Bow thumped against my back. Liwei’s footsteps
            were never far behind as he ran after me.
         

         
         Shining walls rose ahead, then the mother-of-pearl columns. I stumbled to a halt by the entrance, examining the porcelain
            fragments strewn on the floor, drenched in a pool of pale-gold liquid. A sweet and mellow fragrance wafted in the air, soothing
            and languorous. Wine, though we kept no stores of it here.
         

         
         Liwei and I stalked through the doors, along the corridor that led to the Silver Harmony Hall where visitors were received.
            Jade lamps cast their soft glow upon the strangers, seated in wooden chairs around my mother. As I entered, their heads swung
            my way as they rose to their feet.
         

         
         The jade tassels on my mother’s vermilion sash clinked as she came toward us. “Liwei, we have not seen you for a while,” she
            said warmly, dropping his title as he had long urged her to.
         

         
         “Forgive me for my lengthy absence.” He bent his head in courtesy.

         
         As I greeted our guests, I studied them in turn. Their auras were not strong, which meant any trouble could be easily subdued, nor were there any ominous flashes of metal or subtle thrums of magic held at the ready—only discernible if one was searching for them. A frail immortal stood beside my mother. His eyes were the shade of a sparrow’s coat and his hair and beard gleamed silver. A bamboo flute with a green tassel hung from his waist. Beside him were two women in lilac robes with turquoise pins in their hair. The hands they lifted in greeting were smooth and unblemished, that had never wielded a weapon or done a day’s work. I breathed easier until I caught sight of the last guest. The hard planes of his features seemed like they were chiseled from wood, while his neck was corded with muscle. Beneath his fine brocade robe, his shoulders were thrown wide, yet his fingers twitched restlessly. 

         
         A prickle of warning slid over my skin as I smiled to conceal my concern. “Mother, who are our guests?”

         
         “Meina and Meining are sisters from the Golden Desert. They wish to stay for a few weeks to observe the stars.” She gestured
            to the elderly immortal beside her. “Master Gang, a skilled musician, has come to seek inspiration for his latest composition.
            And this is . . .” She paused, her forehead creasing as she stared at the younger man. “I am afraid we were interrupted before
            I could learn your name.”
         

         
         He bowed to us, holding out his clasped hands. “I’m honored to be in your company. My name is Haoran, and I’m a winemaker
            from the Phoenix Kingdom. My patron, Queen Fengjin, requested a new wine for which I require the finest osmanthus. It is said
            the most beautiful ones bloom in your forest, and I humbly ask your permission to harvest some of the flowers. I would be
            eternally grateful for your boundless generosity, that is famed throughout the realm.”
         

         
         I recoiled inwardly from the obsequious flattery in his words, the way his eyes darted around the room. Something about him
            set me on edge like a tune played in the wrong rhythm—and it was not just that he was from the Phoenix Kingdom, the closest
            ally of the Celestial Kingdom and the home of Liwei’s former betrothed. A refusal hovered on the tip of my tongue, an urge
            rising to send him away. Not just Haoran; all of them. We were safe here, our peace hard-won.
         

         
         As though sensing my unease, Haoran turned to my mother. “It would be no more than a few days. I brought a humble gift, several jars of my finest wine, one of which was unfortunately dropped outside,” he said with artful cunning. 

         
         “Master Haoran, you are most courteous but there is no need for any gift,” my mother replied graciously. “We welcome all of
            you. I hope you will excuse us for the simple way we live; we do not entertain in a grand manner.”
         

         
         Master Haoran inclined his head again. “I am grateful.”

         
         The others bowed in acknowledgment before they followed my mother from the room, leaving just Liwei and me in the hall. As
            I sank onto a chair, pressing a fist to my lips, Liwei took the seat beside me.
         

         
         “What do you think of Master Haoran?” I asked.

         
         “I would like to try his wines.”

         
         I was in no mood to jest. “Perhaps I’m searching for trouble where there is none. Perhaps I’m used to it.”

         
         Liwei leaned toward me, his face grave. “Trust your instincts; I do. Keep watch over them. If anything happens, send word
            to me at once.”
         

         
         As his eyes dropped to the Sky Drop Tassel by my waist, his expression tightened. Memories crowded me—of a dark cave, a taunting
            laugh, the tip of Liwei’s sword pressed to my flesh . . . and how close we had come to losing each other.
         

         
         I stared through the doorway until the footsteps receded to silence. For the first time ever, strangers would reside beneath
            the roof of my home. I forced from my mind the recollection of the last time I had felt this way here—a child hiding from
            the Celestial Empress, pressed against the stone wall, half frozen with fear.
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         My fingers stilled above my qin as I stared out the window. Master Haoran was heading toward the forest as he had done every
            evening for the past week, a bamboo basket strapped onto his back. His whistling pierced the air, its pitch scraping my nerves.
            Silver scissors glinted in the evening light as he twirled them deftly. Would his fingers be equally nimble when wielding
            a weapon?
         

         
         “This song you are playing is one even I can attempt.” My mother’s voice from behind interrupted my thoughts.
         

         
         I smiled faintly, pushing the qin aside. My mother had neither skill nor interest in music, which was why it had been Ping’er
            who instructed me.
         

         
         She sat down, clasping her hands on the table. “You don’t seem fond of our guests.”

         
         “Just one in particular.” I tilted my head toward the window.

         
         “Why don’t you like Master Haoran? He is well-mannered and considerate.”

         
         I had no real cause to dislike him. It was just a feeling, like the shift in the air from an immortal’s aura, the prickling
            sensation of being watched. And, as Liwei had said, I should trust my instincts . . . or at least not silence them in favor
            of what I wished were true.
         

         
         I did not want to be right; I did not want any danger to come to our home.

         
         “He is guarded. Tense, as though he is hiding something,” I explained haltingly. “Whenever I ask him a question, he deflects
            it, moving the discussion from himself.” Evasion was something I was attuned to, having spent years concealing my identity.
         

         
         “Maybe he is unused to company. Some people feel uncomfortable talking about themselves; some prefer to listen.” My mother
            added, “Master Haoran is afraid of you. Do you realize how you look at him? Eyes pinched, lips curled.” She touched my hand
            gently. “Xingyin, I know you’ve been hurt. If you suspect everyone, you might eventually be proven right—but you will end
            up disappointed nonetheless. Sometimes, by treating others with mistrust, you invite it upon yourself. By refusing to see
            the good in them, you might lose something precious that you never allowed yourself to find.”
         

         
         Her words rang true. These days I caught myself finding a sneer in a smile, menace in a frown. Searching for enemies in every
            shadow.
         

         
         She rose, smoothing out the folds of her robe. As her palms grazed the cloth, the tips of the embroidered silver lotuses glinted
            brighter. Was it a trick of the light? I did not think it was her power; it had never manifested in any other way.
         

         
         “I came to tell you Shuxiao is here.”

         
         My spirits lifted. Apart from Liwei, she was my most frequent visitor, and always welcome. “Where is she?”

         
         “In the dining hall, plaguing Ping’er for food.”

         
         I headed there at once. The floor was paved with gray stone tiles, covered with a silk carpet in shades of violet. A round table with curved legs rested in the center of the room, surrounded by barrel-shaped stools. The rosewood was inlaid with iridescent mother-of-pearl, forming scenes of flowers and birds. Eight could fit comfortably around the table, and in my childhood I never imagined the day would come when it would be too small. 

         
         A warm, savory aroma wafted from the food already laid out: a thick soup brimming with chunks of meat and sliced lotus root,
            whole eggs stewed in herbs, tender pea shoots, fish fried to a golden crisp, and bowls of steamed rice. Simpler fare than
            in the Celestial Kingdom, yet rich with flavor. Master Gang took the stool beside my mother, while the sisters from the Golden
            Desert sat on her other side. Master Haoran was absent, as he had been for the past week—though his jars of wine were on the
            table, our cups already filled. It was an excellent brew tinged with the sweetness of plum. Though I still doubted his tale,
            his skill as a winemaker had not been exaggerated. The last few nights I had emptied my cup without hesitation, falling into
            a deep and untroubled sleep, although I awoke in the mornings with an ache that pounded at my skull.
         

         
         I filled two bowls with lotus-root soup, then made my way to Shuxiao. Though she smiled, it did not reach her eyes. “What
            is troubling you?” I wasted no time in pleasantries, sliding one of the bowls toward her.
         

         
         “Things have been tense in the Jade Palace,” she admitted. “The new general keeps a tight rein on us.”

         
         “General Wu?” The minister’s recently acquired title was stiff on my tongue.

         
         She nodded. “With General Jianyun sidelined, General Wu is now the real power behind the army. He is rigid and harsh. Rules
            are enforced to the strictest letter, with punishments meted out for the slightest offense. It’s considered a lapse of our
            duties to converse with another, even during mealtimes. Now we just sit there in silence, not daring to look at each other,
            like we’re children again with the fiercest tutor in the realm.”
         

         
         An army divided is easier to control. An unwelcome thought. Was the Celestial Emperor wary of the soldiers uniting against his will again? The soldiers had not realized their support of me could be seen as a challenge to the emperor—they were ignorant of what I had done to earn his wrath. My true defiance of the emperor that day, my calculated misinterpretation of his command to bring him the pearls, was something only the two of us knew. And likely, the newly elevated general, his most trusted advisor. 

         
         “Is that the worst of it? Quiet mealtimes?” I spoke lightly, trying to brighten her mood despite my own reservations.

         
         She wrinkled her nose. “It’s hard to keep track of the rules when new ones are added each day. Soon, it will be an infraction
            to leave the palace without permission. I won’t be able to visit then.”
         

         
         The thought unsettled me. How things had changed since I left the Celestial Kingdom. How I would have chafed beneath these
            restrictions. The worst punishment I could recall was a stern rebuke from General Jianyun or Wen—I recoiled, casting aside
            the unwelcome memory. “What happens if you ignore the rules?” I asked.
         

         
         “Kneeling. Confinement. Lashings.” Her voice cracked over the last word.

         
         My fingers clenched around the bowl. “You must be careful.”

         
         “Oh, I am. I’ve never been so circumspect before,” she said with feeling. “But they seem to be keeping a close eye on me,
            particularly after General Wu’s elevation.”
         

         
         “Why?” When she did not reply, I probed, “Is it because of our friendship?”

         
         She looked down, stirring the soup with her spoon. “It is others, seeing threat where there is none. It changes nothing; I
            will not pander to them.”
         

         
         Remorse gripped me. This was what I had dreaded all this time, that she might come to harm for simply being my friend. “If things are that bad, if they’re looking to punish you, why stay?” 

         
         “I can’t leave yet. While I serve the emperor, my family is safe. We have no powerful friends who would speak for us should
            trouble arise again. My younger brother hopes to join the army when he comes of age, and if I resign, he will lose the chance.”
            Her gaze turned distant. “Sometimes, steering clear of trouble doesn’t keep you safe. Pebbles by the side of a path still
            get trodden by careless feet, and idle words carry too much weight when whispered into the wrong ears.”
         

         
         “There is room for you and your family here,” I offered at once. “The eyes of the Celestial Kingdom are far away.”

         
         But they are still fixed here, a voice inside me cautioned.
         

         
         “I wish I could,” she said wistfully. “But my family will be reluctant to move. These roots we have set down are not so easily
            wrenched free.”
         

         
         A familiar longing swept over me. During my years away from home, I had often felt adrift—a weed, sprouted in strange and
            hostile soil. I glanced around the hall, taking in the familiar furniture, the worn carpet, the stool I had sat on as a child.
            Countless memories thronged this place, each precious and irreplaceable. Yet what mattered most were the people within these
            walls. Family, whether through blood or bond, who gave a place its heart. And that was more important than any tile or brick,
            whether of gold, silver, or jade.
         

         
         The lilting strains of a flute drifted into the air. Master Gang was playing, the tassel on his instrument swinging with each
            breath he took. The chatter in the room quietened as the others turned toward him. He played exceptionally well, his notes
            soaring pure and true.
         

         
         When the last note faded, my mother said, “Thank you, Master Gang. Your music is a gift.”

         
         “You are too kind, Goddess of the Moon.”

         
         “Do you play often for your family?” she asked.

         
         “My wife. She was fond of music.” He smiled as he turned to me. “I hear your daughter is a skilled musician. When might we
            have the pleasure of listening to a song? I would be glad to share some of my compositions with you.”
         

         
         “Thank you, Master Gang, but I would be hard pressed to follow your performance.” I did not decline out of modesty, but because
            I preferred to play for the audience of my choosing.
         

         
         As an awkward silence descended, Shuxiao asked, “Master Gang, have you found much inspiration for your music here?”

         
         He nodded enthusiastically. “Ah, Lieutenant, this place is wondrous indeed: the wind rustling the leaves, the rain beating
            on the roof, even the soft fold of soil beneath my feet. I am inclined to stay a while longer, if my hostess permits.”
         

         
         “Stay as long as you wish,” my mother replied with faultless courtesy, though I caught the hitch in her tone. Perhaps she,
            too, missed the solitude of our home.
         

         
         After the meal, I accompanied Shuxiao outside. The veil of night had cloaked the sky, though the lanterns had yet to be lit.

         
         As she stepped upon her cloud, I touched her arm. “Be on your guard. Don’t do anything you should not.”

         
         “As you so often did?” Her laugh rang hollow as she shook her head. “I’ve reformed my ways. I’m now a paragon of obedience.”

         
         I passed her a silk-wrapped parcel. “Osmanthus flowers for Minyi.” When I had studied with Liwei, she prepared our meals and
            had become a friend.
         

         
         Shuxiao tucked it under her arm. “Your trees will be bare soon with every winemaker and cook knocking on your doors. How do
            they even know of the flowers?”
         

         
         I did not reply, raising my hand in farewell as her cloud sped away. She would be safe, I assured myself, as I strode to my room. Shuxiao was astute, she had many friends in the palace, and Liwei would watch out for her. Though as I lay in bed, her question lingered in my mind, my last thought before I drifted off to sleep: How had Master Haoran heard of our osmanthus? Most of our guests did not trouble themselves to walk through the forest, and I had
            not offered to show it to them.
         

         
          

         Thud. Thud. Thud.

         
         A silvery rustle followed like the tinkling of a wind chime. Rhythmic but muffled, as though it came from far away.

         
         My eyes flew open, blinking in the dark. From the deep quiet it was either late at night or far too early in the morning.
            Had I imagined those sounds? Perhaps I should have drunk some of Master Haoran’s wine, my slumber might have been as restful
            as the nights before.
         

         
         Thud. Thud. Thud.

         
         I jerked upright in bed, straining my ears to listen. This was real, like something solid being struck. And what was that rustling that trailed after like a persistent echo? Tossing aside the
            covers, I strode to the open window, inhaling the cool air laced with a delicate sweetness. The sky was dark, the ground infused
            with moonlight. In the distance, the laurel towered, its branches swaying as though assaulted by the wind—yet the osmanthus
            trees remained still.
         

         
         Fear slithered through me, cold and hard. My fingers shook as I pulled a robe over my inner garments, knotting it around my waist. I slipped on my shoes, grabbed my bow, and climbed out through the window. My gaze was pinned on the quivering laurel, my feet flying over the ground—stumbling, almost falling over. Once, twice, thrice, those strange knocks sounded again, sending the tree into agonized spasms. Just before the clearing I halted, my grip tightening around my bow. 

         
         A man stood beside the laurel, with his back to me. The aura that rippled from him was thick and opaque, like congealed grease.
            There was an odd familiarity about it, my senses prickling in warning. A glint snared my attention, moonlight catching the
            silver curve of an axe blade, a green tassel swinging from its bamboo handle. It swept down, striking the laurel, the metal
            splintering the bark. Something dark trickled from the woodcutter’s palm onto the tree—was it blood? Had he wounded himself?
            But then the tree shuddered violently, pale leaves rustling as a seed fell to the ground, glittering as a fallen star.
         

         
         I drew a blazing arrow and stepped out from the shadows, my heart pounding to a frantic beat. As the man swung around, a sharp
            breath slid between my teeth as I swiftly trained the arrow at his head.
         

         
         Master Gang.

         
         Gone was his meek demeanor and stooping posture—his brown eyes gleamed like those of a predatory hawk. An adept disguise,
            I thought wrathfully, as he had also masked his powerful aura. I should have known better than to be tricked by this simple
            enchantment, the same one Liwei and I had used to slip out of the Jade Palace undetected. If I had sensed this before, I would
            have drawn a sword on him instead of offering tea. My suspicions of Master Haoran had blinded me to the true menace among
            us. I cursed myself for letting Master Gang’s frailty lull me into thinking he was no threat when I should have learned by
            now, things were not always as they seemed.
         

         
         “Are you here to exchange compositions?” he taunted, making a mockery of his earlier offer.

         
         “I have no interest in the music you play,” I replied, my gaze fixed on his axe. Small, round holes were carved along the slender handle—it was his flute, I realized with a start. My insides churned to think he had brought this weapon into our home, my fingers itching to release the arrow, but I wanted answers first. “Don’t move, don’t reach for your magic. Tell me who you are, and why you came here.” 

         
         “Why should I?” His eyes crinkled in seeming amusement, even as they lingered on my arrow. “You have no right to ask me anything.
            What I’m after does not belong to you.” One of his hands unclenched briefly, revealing thick scars winding across his palm, dark ridges of raised skin glossy with
            blood.
         

         
         A moment’s distraction. My head snapped back to him, too late—he was already springing toward me, his axe swung high. I spun
            aside, releasing my arrow as he dipped back, the shaft whizzing harmlessly over him. As his axe flashed before me again, I
            darted away, twisting out of reach as his blade sliced a stray lock of my hair, scattering it like shorn grass. A second later
            and I might have been cleaved apart.
         

         
         A shiver shot down my spine, the bowstring biting into my fingers as I drew another arrow, releasing it at once. Lightning hissed, scorching a path through the air as it plunged toward him. Something shimmered across his body—a shield—just as my arrow struck. Veins of white light crackled across the barrier. As it fractured, his energy surged forth to seal the crevices. Drawing back his arm, he hurled his axe at me, spinning through the air in a silvery blur. I dropped to the ground, pressing my cheek and palms into the powdery earth. The axe whistled over my body, slamming into the trunk of an osmanthus tree, petals scattering down like rain. As I rolled away and sprang to my feet, his weapon twitched before jerking free and plunging back into Master Gang’s grasp. Light sparked ominously from his hand as another arrow formed between my fingertips, already soaring toward him—even as he swerved deftly, the bolt vanishing into the night. 

         
         “How many times can you do this?” His tone was pleasant, almost conversational.

         
         “As many as it takes to kill you.”

         
         Sweat beaded my skin as I grasped my energy. He swung at me again, but this time, I held my ground. Magic surged from my palms
            in glittering coils of air, binding him fast. With a flick of my hand, he was flung against the ground, the back of his head
            striking a rock. A groan spilled from his throat as his eyelids fluttered shut, his axe falling from his grip. I approached
            cautiously with an arrow drawn, my nerves jangling. He seemed too strong to be felled so easily, and I had been taken in by
            his pretense before—
         

         
         A gasp broke the silence. “Master Gang! Are you hurt?” Ping’er cried from behind me, rushing to where he lay.

         
         “Ping’er, get back!”

         
         I leapt out to block her path—too slow—as Master Gang’s eyes flicked open. He sprang up, seizing her arm. As his axe flew
            back into his grasp, he wedged its monstrous blade against her neck.
         

         
         “What are you doing?” As Ping’er struggled against him, he tightened his grip, the edge slicing her skin. She froze at once,
            her chest heaving.
         

         
         “Let her go.” I drew a deep breath, quashing the urge toward recklessness.

         
         “Drop your bow and step back,” he warned me. “Let me leave, and no one will be harmed.”

         
         “What will stop you from killing us then?” I demanded.

         
         “I give you my word.” He spoke as if it were worth anything, as though he had not come to our home clad in deceit.

         
         As I hesitated, his weapon dug into Ping’er’s flesh, a dark trickle of blood streaking across her pale robes. A strangled sound slid from her throat, though she remained deathly still. 

         
         “Hurt her again and you’ll regret it tenfold,” I said in my most menacing voice. “I need no weapon to make you pay.”

         
         His teeth gleamed as his lips parted. “Of course. I would not dare take on so renowned a warrior.” A hint of derision glazed
            his tone.
         

         
         I stifled my anger, letting my bow fall to the ground. At once, he shoved Ping’er at me and dashed away. As I caught her,
            a cloud swept down, bearing him into the skies.
         

         
         I would have given chase but Ping’er gasped, clutching at her neck. Her palm came away wet with blood as she dropped to the
            ground. My stomach lurched as I crouched down beside her, folding her icy hands between mine. I released my energy to heal
            her wound, the torn flesh closing into a thin white line. Clumsily done, but there was no one around who might do better.
         

         
         Ping’er groaned as she rubbed her temples. “Xingyin, what happened? Why . . . why did Master Gang do that?”

         
         I frowned. “I don’t know. He is a liar and a thief.”

         
         As she pushed herself up, something fell from the folds of her yellow robe—an oblong pearl hanging from a thin gold chain.
            It shone with inner fire, almost like that of the dragons’ pearls, but without a trace of their immense power. Had she always
            worn this? Had it been concealed beneath her garments all this time?
         

         
         “Ping’er, what is this?” I brushed a finger along the pearl’s lustrous surface, warm to the touch.

         
         Her face clouded over. “This formed the day I left my home. For Southern Sea immortals, only the tears sprung from our deepest
            emotion transform into pearls.”
         

         
         “Do you miss your family?” A thoughtless question, a foolish one. Of course she did, though Ping’er had never returned there, not once in all these decades. 

         
         A brightness surged in her eyes, which she blinked away. I turned aside, giving her time to herself. Something glittered among
            the blades of grass—a laurel seed. I picked it up, rolling it between my fingers, its cool, hard surface familiar to me, yet
            it was the first time I held it untethered from its branch. A pulse of energy grazed my skin. Why had Master Gang wanted this?
            Why had he gone to such lengths? My gaze darted to the laurel, its trunk riddled with deep grooves as though it had been clawed
            by some beast, and smeared with a dark liquid. Was it his blood? Had he hurt himself while chopping the tree?
         

         
         A woody fragrance suffused the air, a lustrous golden sap seeping from the crevices to spill over the bark. The edges of the
            splintered wood lengthened, braiding together till they merged seamlessly once more. My gaze drifted upward to the laurel
            seeds that glistened like silvered frost, peeking between the leaves. I had always thought them beautiful. Precious and rare.
            Yet a coldness shrouded me as I wondered what secrets they concealed within their shimmering depths.
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         In the late afternoon light, the laurel gleamed like a pillar of ice. I ran my fingers down the bark, as smooth as marble—as
            though it had never been ravaged by the axe, as though I had imagined it all.
         

         
         “Is this where you spend all your time?” Liwei asked as he approached.

         
         I grimaced. “It was where I spent last night. Unplanned.” Without delay, I told of Master Gang’s attack.

         
         His face darkened. “Did he hurt you?”

         
         I shook my head, holding the seed out to him—smaller than my thumbnail, something opaque swirling within like a wisp of cloud.
            “This fell from the laurel. There is some magic here that I cannot identify.”
         

         
         He lifted it up, examining it intently. “Cold. Its energy is strong but unfamiliar. Let’s test it.”

         
         As he raised his other palm, the seed floated into the air. Crimson flames engulfed it with a crackle, leaping high then dying
            out abruptly, leaving the seed charred like a fragment of coal. Relief swept through me that this was no great treasure after
            all, no mysterious power. Certainly not worth the efforts Master Gang had taken.
         

         
         “Xingyin, look.”

         
         The urgency in Liwei’s tone startled me. The seed was shining once more like it had shed its outer skin, just a trace dimmer than before. For it to have survived Liwei’s fire intact meant its power was strong. 

         
         My magic flowed in a shimmering stream, binding the seed in layers of air, clenching harder until thin fractures webbed the
            surface. I tensed, channeling more of my energy, intent on crushing it to prove it was of no consequence—but a brightness
            flared from the seed’s depths, sealing the cracks.
         

         
         Liwei’s eyes narrowed as he raised a hand to the tree, more flames erupting in thick waves to consume it. As they swept over
            the silvery leaves and bark, I recoiled, biting back my instinctive protest—I had loved the laurel since my childhood, playing
            in its shade, entranced by its beauty. As Liwei’s fingers closed into a fist, the fire surged hotter, the bark darkening in
            patches . . . yet the flames shuddered and stilled before going out in a hiss of smoke. The gleaming sap spilled forth once
            again, sliding down the bark in rivulets. A luminous radiance suffused the laurel, the scorch marks fading, leaving the wood
            unblemished.
         

         
         “Regeneration. Except I have never encountered anything as powerful,” Liwei remarked, staring at the tree.

         
         I recalled the ease with which my magic had flowed, a far cry from when I had sacrificed my lifeforce to free the dragons.
            I had recovered here quicker than anyone believed possible. And now I knew why.
         

         
         “It healed me too. When I first returned I could barely manage the wards, and now . . . I am almost as strong as before.”
            Tangled with my relief was a sinking dread.
         

         
         “I am glad for it.” Liwei tilted his head to me, “But why do you look so worried?”

         
         “What else can this be used to do? What does Master Gang want with it? Who is he? For he is no harmless musician or petty thief.” 

         
         “We will find out,” he assured me. “Have you managed to pluck more of the seeds?”

         
         “No. Weapons didn’t work, whether swords or daggers. None of them made a scratch, the marks vanishing as soon as they appeared—just
            as with your fire. I do not know how Master Gang did it.”
         

         
         “Maybe his axe was enchanted? Do you recall anything else from last night?” Liwei asked.

         
         I paused, sifting through the blur of my thoughts. “He was strong and quick, surprisingly so. His weapon was able to carve
            the laurel’s bark, unlike ours, but I sensed no magic around it.”
         

         
         Something caught my eye then, a cloud descending from the skies, toward the guest wing. Who had summoned it? Trailing the
            cloud’s path, we made our way swiftly to Master Haoran’s courtyard. Magnolia trees shaded the grounds, their roots rippling
            over the grass, their branches weaving above a round stone table.
         

         
         As I rapped upon the latticed door, a muffled oath filtered through, followed by the urgent tread of feet. Liwei shoved the
            doors apart, the panels flying open. It was dark inside, cloth draped over the windows. Light poured in through the entrance
            that we stalked through. A heady sweetness clung to the air from the crushed blooms piled into silk bags—some tied shut and
            others left gaping wide, petals strewn across the floor.
         

         
         Master Haoran leapt up from where he had been huddled, stacking jars of wine sealed with red fabric into a wooden box. He
            blinked, a hand thrown up to shield his face from the glare. “Be careful, the light will harm the petals!”
         

         
         With a surge of my power, the coverings were ripped from the windows, the sunlight streaming in. “Stop the pretense. You’re not here for flowers.” 

         
         “What do you mean?” He stared at me blankly. “Why are you here?”

         
         “We might ask you the same question,” Liwei replied coldly. “Why are you leaving so soon, without bidding your hostess farewell?”

         
         “A pressing matter has arisen. Family affairs.” His words fell out awkwardly, strung in haste.

         
         Caught unaware, Master Haoran was as bad a liar as I had been, before my own tongue was gilded with deceit. My mind worked
            quickly, fragments falling into place: his arrival with Master Gang, his eagerness to ply us with wine, his haste to leave.
            “Why did you come here? Why did you lie to us?” I demanded.
         

         
         Master Haoran stiffened, then bolted toward the door. Fiery coils erupted from Liwei’s hand, winding around him like a snake.

         
         “Stop! Spare me! I’ll tell you all I know.” He struggled amid the writhing flames. Yet no stench of burning flesh tainted
            the air; the fire did not sear but merely held him in place.
         

         
         I spoke more gently. “The truth is the best chance for you to leave here unharmed.” However, if he had schemed to hurt us, he would find little mercy.
         

         
         He nodded jerkily. “Queen Fengjin is not my patron. My wines are the best in the kingdom, but those arrogant palace stewards
            refuse to give me a chance. Her Majesty enjoys osmanthus wines and I . . . I wanted to win her favor. Master Gang visited
            my shop and told me of the osmanthus trees on the moon, each flower in perfect bloom. In return, all he wanted was a small
            favor. It seemed harmless enough, and it was customary to bring one’s hostess a gift.”
         

         
         “The wine.” I chided myself for drinking it. Master Gang must have added something to it, to put us all to sleep. If I had drunk it last night, I would have slumbered through, ignorant of all that had transpired. 

         
         As I glanced at Master Haoran, his skin a sickly pallor, my anger at him dissipated. He had been used as a mask—his petty
            lies distracting me, allowing the true villain to roam unhindered. By fixing on a single sapling, I had lost sight of the
            forest.
         

         
         “What else did he tell you?” Liwei pressed.

         
         “Only that he needed to retrieve something which belonged to him. I didn’t think there was any ill intent.”

         
         Master Gang had said as much when I confronted him. I had thought it bluster, a lie to excuse his actions.

         
         “Who is he?” I probed.

         
         “He didn’t say and I dared not ask.” Master Haoran gnawed his lower lip. “The first time we met, he wore a jade ornament carved
            with the sun. I haven’t seen it since.”
         

         
         The symbol of the Celestial Kingdom. Liwei inhaled slowly as my chest squeezed tight.

         
         “I know nothing else. I swear.” Master Haoran’s voice trembled.

         
         “Let him go. He was tricked too,” I said to Liwei.

         
         As his binds vanished, Master Haoran slumped to the ground, shaking, yet his gaze lingered on the silk bundles scattered around
            the room.
         

         
         “Take the osmanthus. You are free to go,” I told him.

         
         “Thank you.” He bowed to us, then snatched up as many bags as he could cram into his arms. Without a backward glance he fled
            the room, the wind outside rustling as his cloud shot into the skies.
         

         
         Silence stretched taut between us. “Many people wear such an ornament,” Liwei said. “Even if he was from the Celestial Kingdom, it does not mean he is here upon my father’s command. My father has no need for such devious measures. The moon falls under Celestial rule. If he wished, he could have commanded your mother to accept Master Gang’s presence.” 

         
         Not if he wanted his interest to remain a secret. But I nodded, eager to grasp at this sliver of comfort. I had no urge to confront the Celestial Emperor again.
         

         
         “We must find out more,” I said. “Would Teacher Daoming know anything about the laurel seed?”

         
         Teacher Daoming was one of the few I trusted in the Jade Palace, who had looked out for me, though it had not felt that way
            in the beginning when I struggled with my lessons. Only later did I realize she was helping me overcome the barriers of my
            power, and only after I yielded her my respect did I earn hers.
         

         
         “I will ask her,” Liwei assured me.

         
         As he tucked the laurel seed into the inner pocket of his sleeve, the embroidered cranes spread their wings as though poised
            for flight. His robe was of the finest blue brocade, fastened around his waist with a silver brocade sash. My gaze drifted
            up the smooth column of his neck to his black hair gathered into a topknot encircled by a crown of sapphire and gold.
         

         
         How magnificent he looked. How regal and formal. An irrational desire swelled in me to have dressed with more care, to have
            coiled my hair in a different style instead of tying it partway down my back. Here, there was little need for finery.
         

         
         “Are you attending a banquet later?” I asked, despite knowing how he disliked such events.

         
         He shook his head. “Why do you ask?”

         
         “Because you look . . . because you are dressed like that,” I finished clumsily.

         
         A corner of his mouth curved up. “Does it please you?”

         
         I met his gaze. “It suits you.” It was not flattery; he looked just as the Celestial Crown Prince should, yet the disparity in our positions had never seemed more stark. 

         
         His power flickered forth, his crown morphing into a simple circlet of silver, the cranes on his robe stilling before they
            vanished. “You were never much good at disguising your thoughts.”
         

         
         “Not to you,” I admitted. “And you did not need to do that.” Yet I could not deny feeling more at ease with him.

         
         “I wanted to.” Liwei paused, brushing a stray strand of hair from his forehead. “Xingyin, I would like to show you something.”

         
         The intensity in his voice struck me. “Now?”

         
         He glanced at the darkening skies. “There is no better time. I will bring you back before dawn.”

         
         His fingers clasped mine as he drew me from the room. Outside, a cloud was already waiting. The wind glided over my face as
            we soared higher, until my home was no more than a pale orb in the distance. Once before we had flown like this, our hearts
            entwined before the storms that swept us apart.
         

         
         As our cloud halted, I looked up, all thought driven from my mind. Stars glittered before us, spanning the breadth of the
            sky, as dazzling as moonlit frost.
         

         
         “Liwei, where are we?” My breath misted the cool air.

         
         “The Silver River.”

         
         “Are those the stars that parted the Weaving Goddess from her mortal husband?” It was a renowned legend of the Mortal Realm.

         
         He nodded. “Such a union goes against the laws of our realm. It was said the goddess fled to the world below, until she was ordered to return to the skies. Her husband braved great peril to follow her and after much suffering, they were finally allowed to reunite for a single day each year. The seventh day of the seventh lunar month, that the mortals celebrate as the Qixi Festival.” 

         
         In the past, I had been entranced by the romance and ethereal beauty of this myth. But after having suffered heartache of
            my own, my pity was roused. I could not help thinking of my parents and the similarities in their tale. Perhaps all such unions
            were doomed to tragedy, for what future could a mortal and immortal have when death divided them?
         

         
         “Why do you look so sad, Xingyin?” Liwei leaned closer until his head grazed mine. “It’s just a story.”

         
         Yet the mortals believed my father’s tale a myth, as they did that of my mother’s ascension to immortality. Perhaps the legends
            that touched us deepest were those spun from a wisp of truth.
         

         
         “Is it true?” I wished it was not, that no one had to suffer so—their hearts locked in yearning, forever enmeshed in despair.

         
         He was quiet for a moment. “Perhaps, a long time ago? This place is deserted now; there is no one here, but us.”

         
         “Can any love be worth such misery? One night for a year of pain.”

         
         His hand clasped mine, his grip firm and strong. “It depends.”

         
         “On what?”

         
         “On the night,” he said softly. “On what they were waiting for.”

         
         Our shoulders brushed as we stood side by side, staring into the sea of infinite light. Silk rustled as he reached into his sleeve and drew out a hairpin, lacquered in all the hues of heaven, studded with clear stones. The one he had crafted for me, the one I had returned to him after his betrothal to another. My gaze lifted to his dark eyes, a warmth blooming through my body. 

         
         “When I gave you this before, I pretended it was a gift in exchange for yours. I was a coward for not saying what was in my
            heart then. When we parted the first time, I regretted that so much was left unsaid between us and I feared never to have
            the chance again.” His voice shook with emotion. “If you would have me, I would pledge myself to you—for now, forever.”
         

         
         Hope blazed through me, only shadowed by the remembrance of how we had trodden this path before and the hurt that trailed
            in our wake. Our families. His kingdom. My cautious heart. Such were the seemingly insurmountable obstacles that lay between
            us. There would be no exchange of betrothal gifts between our families, no joyous coming together of two households. The last
            time I had seen the Celestial Emperor, he tried to kill me. The scars across my chest itched at the remembrance of the writhing
            agony, clinging to my flesh like a web of pain. More than that, how could I leave my mother alone, once more, mired in grief
            for my father’s death?
         

         
         In the silence, Liwei stiffened, drawing away. “I thought you wanted this too. Perhaps I was mistaken.”

         
         He sounded formal, withdrawn—and I hated it. I clasped his hand, threading my fingers through his. “I do. I just need time.
            Your parents detest me, I can’t leave my mother yet. And—”
         

         
         My words faded, leaving unspoken a new fear which had sprouted in that very moment. For if I married Liwei, I would have to live forever in the Jade Palace shrouded in silk, shackled in gold, and bound by ceremony. While Liwei was not his father, nor was I his mother—we would be fettered by the same gilded tethers. I was not one to be caged. This year of freedom had awakened me to the possibilities of a life away from the confines of the Celestial Kingdom. It might seem a fantasy to many, marrying the prince of the realm and living in a palace among the clouds. Yet with a mother-in-law who despised me and a father-in-law who had tried to end my life, it was more a nightmare than a dream. 

         
         Liwei smiled as he slid the pin through my hair until it was nestled tight. “I will wait. It is enough for me that you feel
            the same way, but I will tell my parents of my intentions.”
         

         
         “You will?” My words rang with disbelief.

         
         “The last thing I want is another unexpected betrothal.”

         
         The thought needled me, followed by a stab of anxiety. “What will they do?”

         
         “My mother will rage. My father . . . I am beyond the age he can discipline me as he used to. I will be a disappointment to
            him as I have been most of my life. I never did learn my lessons to his satisfaction.”
         

         
         I was glad he had not, even as my insides clenched at his words. I had felt the force of the emperor’s displeasure; I had
            seen how he struck Liwei down without hesitation. At that moment, I loathed the Celestial Empress a little less, relieved
            that Liwei had one parent who cared for him, who had tried to help him in her own way.
         

         
         “It does not matter, as long as we are together,” he said.

         
         As he drew me to him, his eyes darkened with an intent that stirred my blood. No, I would not let doubt taint this moment; such joy was both precious and scarce. I leaned against him, inhaling his clean scent. It had been a long time since he held me so. As his other hand slid around the curve of my waist, fire surged through my veins, a sudden hunger consuming me as my arms wound around his neck to pull him closer. His lips found mine—firm and tender, soft yet relentless. How I had missed this sweetness, this tantalizing sensation of our bodies pressed together. His hold around me tightened as we fell, as one, onto the billowing folds of the cloud, its coolness a balm to my heated skin. 

         
         Closing my eyes, I drifted away upon a tide of dreams, glittering as brightly as this river of stars.
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         A ringing through my mind yanked me from the embrace of slumber. Someone had come through the wards. My eyes flew open as
            I probed the intruder’s energy. Familiar to me, yet fury flared hot and bright.
         

         
         Wenzhi.

         
         I would not see him; I would ignore him as I had done all the times before. He came more often now, disrupting the wards with
            careless abandon when he could have unraveled them with ease—just as he had done with those of the Celestial Kingdom. Perhaps
            it amused him to have them clang through my mind like a gong newly struck. Perhaps it saved him the trouble of rousing me
            himself. He never ventured to my chamber; maybe he did not know where it was, though I preferred to think he did not dare
            to. After the initial disturbance, silence would ensue. Yet his presence on the balcony of my home irked me relentlessly like
            dust in my eyes. Wenzhi was ever patient, only leaving with the approach of dawn.
         

         
         From the beginning, I resisted the urge to chase him from our grounds. Ignoring him would be the best recourse, denting his
            iron pride. And I did not like the bitterness and rage his presence roused in me, the memories that seared. Those were sleepless
            nights as I tossed until the silken coverlet was twisted around my body, my only solace imagining his own futile wait.
         

         
         The lilting strains of a zither drifted into my room. Beautiful and haunting, yet played so softly I would not have noticed had I not been awake. Each drawn-out note melded into the next, reverberating with restrained passion. The melody stirred an ache within me, an image sliding into my mind of the last time I had heard it—of Wenzhi plucking the strings of his qin just before I had drugged him to make my escape. Rage seared me. How dare he come here? How dare he play this now?
         

         
         Scrambling off the bed, I pulled on a robe, fastening it with a length of silk tied into a clumsy knot. Snatching my bow from
            the table, I slung it onto my back, tucking a couple of daggers through my sash for good measure. I moved swiftly but quietly,
            to avoid awakening anyone—making my way along the corridor, up the flight of stairs. At the top, I pushed the doors apart,
            stepping onto the balcony.
         

         
         Wenzhi sat cross-legged on the ground with his red-lacquered qin laid across his lap, his black robes pooling over the stone
            floor. His long hair was partly drawn into a jade ring, the rest spilling down his back. I could not see his face, bent down,
            as his hands slid across the instrument’s strings deftly. His fingers stilled—halting the music—as his gaze swept up to mine.
            My insides twisted at the sight of his eyes, their silvery hue a jolting reminder of his betrayal.
         

         
         I struck first, channeling coils of air that spiraled toward him. As he leapt to his feet, his body swerved gracefully in evasion. Without a pause, I lunged at him, a dagger in my hand—but he caught my wrist in midair, in an iron grip. I snatched the second dagger from my sash and slammed its tip against his chest just as a shield glimmered over him. It sparked against the blade, a shock coursing through my arm. As my fingers jerked apart, the dagger fell, striking the floor with a clatter. We stood there, locked in place, unsated rage swelling in my chest until I could barely breathe. 

         
         “This is a better reception than I anticipated.” He grinned unrepentantly. “If you really wanted to kill me, you would have
            used your bow.”
         

         
         “A dagger would hurt more.” Gritting my teeth, I drove my knee into his gut. As he flinched, I wrenched free of his hold—stepping
            back, out of reach. At once I cast a shield over myself, gleaming as it settled over me.
         

         
         He tilted his head to one side. “Did you like my playing?”

         
         “As little as I did the last time.” My fingers curled by my side. “Leave. Don’t come back.”

         
         “After all these months of hiding away, of avoiding me, did you come here just to tell me that?”

         
         “I was not hiding; I have no wish to ever see you again.”

         
         His expression was inscrutable. “You seem angrier than the last time we met here.”

         
         “What do you mean? Was it not a dream?” I demanded.

         
         He paused. “Yes and no.”

         
         “An infuriating answer,” I said scornfully. “What despicable magic did you use?”

         
         “I would not do such a thing to you,” he said tightly. “I did not toy with your mind, just your surroundings.”

         
         I did not want to ponder his words nor the meaning in them. “A needless effort.”

         
         “I disagree.” He spoke with an infuriating assurance. “You would not have come otherwise.”

         
         My eyes narrowed as I recalled the silver pin, lying in the drawer I had tossed it into. “Why the pin?”

         
         A small smile formed upon his lips. “I thought you might appreciate the memento. You almost ripped my throat out with it.”

         
         “It was a shame I missed.”

         
         “You did not miss. I stopped you.”

         
         “How brave you were, restraining a helpless captive,” I taunted.

         
         “You are anything but helpless.” His smile widened. “Call it self-preservation on my part. I liked my throat where it was,
            intact.”
         

         
         As he moved toward me, I unslung my bow. “Another step, and you’ll get that arrow you so richly deserve. Why are you here?
            You must know I want nothing to do with you.”
         

         
         He tensed, almost imperceptibly. “To offer my congratulations. When is the wedding?”

         
         “There is no wedding,” I replied unthinkingly, regretting the words once they were out.

         
         Light flared in his eyes, startlingly bright. “Did he not propose or have you not accepted? According to the rumors, few could
            conceive of you refusing, though nothing would delight me more.”
         

         
         “I did not refuse.” My tone was sharp, my nerves taut. He had a way of stirring me that I did not like. “I will accept, once we resolve certain matters.”
         

         
         “Like how you might stop Their Celestial Majesties from trying to murder you, their intended daughter-in-law? Ask yourself,
            does the present empress appear content with her lot? Or whether you could really be happy, locked in the gilded cage of the
            Jade Palace for the rest of your days?”
         

         
         “Fine words from the one who locked me up before.” I infused each word with scorn, concealing how close he had struck to the
            mark.
         

         
         A dull flush crept up his neck. “Xingyin, don’t marry him.”

         
         “How dare you,” I seethed. “You are nothing to me, less than nothing after what you did.”
         

         
         “Could you forgive me?” A strain in his voice, which was usually so steady. “If only we could start over—”

         
         “There is no starting over, it is over, Wenzhi.” Something pulsed through me as I spoke his name. A vestige of the past, something I must learn to quench.
            “I am happy. You thought you knew me but you did not. You only saw in me what you wanted, a tool you could mold to your liking.”
         

         
         “As you did in me,” he countered. “Did you ever see the real person behind the Celestial Captain? Did you ever try? Or was
            I just a stand-in for—”
         

         
         “Enough.” I raised my voice, careless in my fury. “We were both mistaken in each other, and regardless, ‘we’ are at an end.”

         
         He shook his head. “We had a bad start, you and me. Both of us were liars and frauds, hiding who we really were.”

         
         “Bad start?” I repeated disdainfully. “Don’t play word games with me. Don’t try to diminish what you did. And don’t you dare
            compare us. I did it because I had to, not because I wanted to.”
         

         
         “As did I.”

         
         “You did it for yourself. Your ambition. To take a crown.”

         
         His jaw clenched. “I’m not one for futile tolerance, to meekly accept my lot. I seek my own opportunities, make my own luck.
            Why should I let myself and those under my protection suffer when my brother was the heir? Why shouldn’t I reach for more?”
         

         
         His words mirrored uncomfortably what I had felt before; the ambition burning in me when I had fled to the Celestial Kingdom.
            Could I truly fault Wenzhi for this? Perhaps I had not suffered as he had—who knows what I might have been driven to do, to
            keep myself and my loved ones safe. Who knows what darkness might have bloomed in my heart, the honor I might have discarded
            to survive.
         

         
         No, I told myself. I had been tempted, I had faced unspeakable danger and yet, I had not lost myself. I was not like him.
         

         
         “This is not about ambition. I fought for what I wanted, but never intended to hurt anyone. While you—” I could not finish
            the sentence, choked by the memory of his betrayal.
         

         
         “I never wanted to hurt you.” His eyes pierced mine, pale ash in the moonlight. “I was mistaken in thinking there was nothing
            more important than the crown. I know now, there is nothing more important to me than you.”
         

         
         He spoke with such sincerity, as though he had not lied to me and taken me captive, stolen the dragon pearls, and along with
            them, my hope of freeing my mother. Not to mention his vicious plan of destroying the Celestial Army. He had let Liwei and
            me go, but that did not erase what he had done. I could never forget how he had clasped my hands in his and promised me his
            heart—and how much I had desired it then, ignorant of the treachery that lay within.
         

         
         I dug my nails into the flesh of my palm. “I do not care. I want nothing from you.” If I was vicious, he had made me so. His
            was no minor offense that could be swept aside; my nature was neither so magnanimous nor forgiving.
         

         
         “Then why are you here? Why are you talking to me?” He was relentless. Yet there was a shift in that he did not push forward,
            merely standing his ground.
         

         
         “Anger. Curiosity,” I flung back. “Why do you come here? Not just tonight, all the nights before.”

         
         “Need you ask? For a chance to see you.” A harsh breath slid from him. “I regret what I did to you.”

         
         “Easily said when you have accomplished everything you set out to. You are your father’s heir; the kingdom will be yours.”

         
         His gaze pinned mine. “Ask me to relinquish it. Tell me what you want.”

         
         “Would you truly give up your position?” My voice rang with disbelief.

         
         He did not flinch. “Is that what it will take for you to give me another chance?”

         
         “More word games, Wenzhi? Must you always play to win?”

         
         “You play the same way.”

         
         “You are wrong,” I told him. “There are some games I will not play. Sometimes those who think they have won are the greatest
            losers.”
         

         
         “I just want to understand the stakes,” he countered.

         
         “It’s finished. We both lost.”

         
         He regarded me in silence for a moment. “I did not think you would run. I never took you for a coward.”

         
         The silken bite in his tone stung. It was what he wanted, to goad me into retaliation, into saying something I should not,
            but I reined in my emotions. “I am not a coward, just not a fool.”
         

         
         He sighed. “I don’t want to fight with you, Xingyin. I wronged you. I wish to make amends if you will let me. If there is
            anything you desire, you have but to ask.”
         

         
         He was so proud, I never thought to hear such an admission from him. Even knowing all I did, my pulse quickened, a familiar
            ache rising within. If only I could erase the foolish, sentimental part of me that still cared, that should have died the
            moment I learned his true nature.
         

         
         But could we truly hate those we had loved before? I was learning that such a transformation was not as seamless as I had hoped. Wenzhi was right; I had wanted to hurt him, to chase him from my home, to cut him from my life . . . yet I did not really want his death. Not then, and not now. However, forgiveness was a different matter. I was still furious; I could never trust him again. Any tenderness I had felt, any hope for a future was irrevocably destroyed. Yet I could not deny that his offer tempted me, for I was not one to toss away an opportunity. If danger lay ahead, I would do all I could to arm myself against it. 

         
         I walked to the balustrade and rested my elbows against the cool stone, staring at the luminous earth that stretched beneath
            us like the starlit sea. “I am only speaking to you now because you let Liwei and me go, because your plan failed. If you
            had truly cost me my freedom and that of my mother, I would shoot you now without hesitation.”
         

         
         “Would you really?” His voice lifted with challenge.

         
         Anger seared me as I spun to leave, but he moved in front of me.

         
         “Wait. I’m sorry
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