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Chapter 1
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It was near midnight in the Imperial Library, and the candles on the nearby shelf burned low and flickered, casting strange shadows on the walls around me. I sat at a corner desk, my nose buried in a sheaf of documents. I was lost in the thrill of discovery. If I were right, this would lead me to what I needed to know: the ledger’s location. I would need to find the message and decode it, but I was sure the last asset had left it behind.

Director Chen will be happy to learn that I found the message, if it is, in fact, here. He never discovered what happened to the last asset, which I was glad of. I didn’t want to know. Surely, he was dead, lost, like so many of my kind before him.

I shiver and reach for the cup of bitterroot tea before me. I winced, finding it’d gone cold and stale. If the tea was cold, it meant I wouldn’t be as well protected if a lion were walking amongst the lambs. I was an Omega trying to hide among dusty shelves from the direst of predators, an Alpha also trying to stay hidden. I sipped my tea again and went back to the dusty parchment. It’d been here for eight years, waiting on a shelf for whoever was next, in the hope that the next one would uncover the truth.

My eyes scoured the document. At first, there was nothing. No word, no sign suggesting this was anything other than a medical botanist’s text on herbs I already knew everything about. I was, after all, a physician’s assistant. If someone saw me reading such a text, they might think I was incompetent, as the information was so basic. Ginger to ease a cough, licorice root added to soothe acid reflux, honeysuckle and forsythia for fever and sore throat. This information was useless to me. I continued to page through.

Then I saw it. A random phrase I knew shouldn’t be there. It wasn’t even subtle. Whoever’d written the message did so in a hurry; it was messily scribbled at the bottom of the page.

“The silken freedom lies in the dragon’s den.”

I stared at it for a second. How’d no one seen this? I’ll admit it’d taken me some time to find it, buried under about a thousand other medical texts that I’d also gone through before I got to this one. The last asset wrote this in a hurry and shoved it under everything else. He must have been taken from the library. My mind returned to the dreadful thought of what might have happened to him, and I grabbed the paper and shoved it down the front of my robes.

My hand reached out for my cup of tea again as my mind raced. Someone grabbed my hand before it could close around the cup. I looked up to find Prince Jun standing over me. “Scholar Li, you’re up late, aren’t you?”

“Your Highness,” I said. “I just got distracted reading. Apologies for the trouble.”

“It’s no trouble,” he said. He smiled at me, and I shivered, remembering Director Chen’s suspicions about him. “And what, might I ask, had you so distracted? Might I see?” He reached down and snatched the papers from the desk. He looked through them, frowning. “Not very impressive, scholar. This is what’s kept you up most of the night?”

“There were others. I’ve only just gotten to this one. You’re right, Your Highness, it’s not very impressive.”

He looked up from the papers for a moment and sniffed the air. “That’s strange. I thought I caught a whiff of something sweet amongst the scent of dust and ink.”

I froze. The tea was wearing off. I needed to get out of there. “Ah, excuse me, Your Highness, but I must get to bed. You’re very right, it’s quite late.”

“Don’t rush off so quickly. I have a text you might find much more interesting in my study. Perhaps you’d care to join me in reading it?”

“Let the boy sleep,” a voice said behind us. I hadn’t noticed the slightly metallic scent that hung in the air, but now there was no denying it was there. Was our suspicion about the prince correct? I turned, only to see Yushi Wang Haoran standing in the doorway opening behind me, in his long crimson robes and his Futou. “He has to help me with an audit of medical records tomorrow, Your Highness.”

“Is that so?” Prince Jun asked.

“It is, Your Highness,” I said. “I’m very sorry, but I must leave you tonight. I have an audit to assist with tomorrow.”

The prince scoffed. “Busy man. You should rest, Li Feng. You can come and see me tomorrow evening. I will wait for you in my study.”

“Of course, Your Highness,” I said.

He turned and left me. I let out a sigh of relief.

“That was a close one, wasn’t it, boy?”

“I...”

“Do not let him find that paper you hid. He will know what it means.”

“How did you...?”

“I’ve been watching you. I knew what you were looking for. I didn’t know what to look for, or I would have found it myself.”

“Then you know what I want?”

“Yes, we’re hunting the same thing. Justice.”

“I see.”

“Your tea is wearing off, boy. You need to make it stronger if you’re going to be out in the open for so long. It’s the only thing keeping the monsters at bay.”

“And you’re a Beta, correct?”

“Correct, I am unaffected by your scent. But I could tell, you caught his, didn’t you?”

“I caught a scent. I’m not sure if it was him.”

“May I see the paper? The one you hid?” I pulled the paper out of my robes and handed it to him. He glanced at it for a moment, then handed it back to me. “You know what this means?”

I nodded. “I know where I must go. The dragon invited me in.”

“Put the paper you have somewhere safe. Do not let him find it.”

“I won’t,” I said. “I must go speak with Director Chen. He’ll want to know of my progress.”

“Is he with the Society of the Bitter Root?”

I freeze. “How do you know that name?”

“Not to worry,” Wang said. “You and I are allies in the hunt for monsters. Your secrets are my secrets if you stay on the right path.”

“And what path is that?”

“The one where justice is served, young scholar.”

“Of course,” I said, gathering up the papers and setting them back on the shelf. “Thank you for your help.”

“I was serious about that audit, you know.”

“I see. I will see you in the morning, then, Yushi Wang.” I bowed my head to him, then rushed as quickly as I could out of the library.

* * * *
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Director Chen’s quarters were more like a laboratory where he was always brewing something. Mostly, they were various suppressants used to mask Omega scents. In an environment like the palace, when there were so many people moving around and interacting with each other, the strongest suppressants were needed to protect ourselves from any Alpha that might make himself known. The moment I entered, he handed me a small silk purse. “You need a stronger suppressant, here.” He handed me a warm cup of tea. “Drink this. It’s stronger than the last batch I gave you.” He walked back to his desk and watched me as I gulped down the bitter tea.

I pulled the page with the message out of my robes. “Look, I found something.” I walked over and placed the page on his desk.

In the dim light of the flickering oil lamps, he examined it. “You think this is something. To me, it looks a bit too obvious. There’s no subtlety here, no attempt to keep secret what’s being communicated. It’s more likely planted by someone who knows what we’re looking for.”

“Yet it may be right, Director. I’ve looked everywhere. The only place I haven’t looked is in his study. And he’s invited me to be there tomorrow evening.”

“It sounds like a trap, Li Feng.”

I nodded. I knew the risks; what would happen if the truth were discovered, or if I were caught trying to steal the ledger, if I even found it. “I know, but this opportunity is simply too good to miss.”

“You take a desperate risk, but the Ledger of Consorts is all that matters. I would gladly sacrifice myself, as would you.”

“Of course,” I said. I was ready and willing to do whatever was necessary to save people like me, even if it meant giving my life.

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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It’s early evening when I enter the prince’s study. The audit in the archives took longer than I’d hoped, but I promised the prince I’d come. I bowed to Chen, who’d announced my arrival, lingered for a moment, eyeing the documents on the desk, then strode from the room. Prince Jun stood against the far wall, his nose buried in a book. He hadn’t even looked up at me yet. He looked less like a royal and more like a man drowning. The fierce eyes and knit brow, he was desperate about something. He squinted in the dim, flickering candlelight; he was likely to go blind in this lighting.

I didn’t know what to do. It’s likely rude to interrupt him. I walked over the desk covered in old, dusty books and scrolls. The lighting was better over here near the oil lamps, but only slightly. I glanced over the books. Most of them would tell him nothing I didn’t already know. Whatever he was looking for, it was much more serious than a simple fever.

“Ah, Master Li. I didn’t see you there.” I turned to see him walking toward me.

“Your Highness,” I said. I bowed to him. “I’m sorry to interrupt.”

“No, no. I need you here. I need someone here. Someone who can help me.”

“How can I help, Your Highness?”

“My wife,” he said. “She’s very ill and pregnant with what I hope
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