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            The God of War was famed for three things:

            His unrivaled might. His devotion to the immortal queen.

            And his heart of ice, devoid of all mercy.

         

         *  *  *

         Fire raged through my home, devouring the mahogany pillars and moss-green roof, the scroll paintings and silk carpets. In
            the gardens, magnolia trees, bamboo, and jasmine went up in flames, smoke lashing the air.
         

         
         The God of War’s heart might be formed of ice, but fire was his weapon of choice. The immortals had turned against us, and
            I did not know why.
         

         
         My grandfather was the Lord of Tianxia, and until now a trusted and loyal subject of the Queen of the Golden Desert in the skies. Long ago, our kingdom was pledged to serve the immortals who protected us from a fearsome enemy, and they’d built a wall around Tianxia with their magic. Beyond these borders, the rest of our world was said to live in ignorance of the immortals—while we were the custodians of their secrets. Some might imagine we were favored to serve them. But though we lived in the shade of the gods, we felt no closer to them. 

         
         Tonight was meant to be one of triumph. After all these years, Grandfather had finally secured the precious treasure the immortal
            queen sought. And though many were eager for a glimpse of it, he had refused, keeping it safely locked away.
         

         
         “Such a treasure is more trouble than it’s worth. Greed turns too many honest men into thieves,” he’d confided in me, adding
            darkly, “The immortals are not known for their mercy.”
         

         
         These last words echoed through me as cries of terror rang out from behind, accompanied by clattering footsteps and the frantic
            neighing of horses. As the thick scent of smoke clouded the air, I coughed loudly. My sweat-slicked hand was tucked in my
            grandfather’s grip as he pulled me through the hallways of our palace. We ran, my chest squeezing tighter until I thought
            it would burst, but I dared not falter.
         

         
         I was not strong—possessed of a weak constitution, or so the physicians had claimed. When they thought I couldn’t hear, they
            speculated at my condition in puzzled tones, unable to pinpoint it to any known illness. Grandfather hired private tutors
            so I could study at my own pace, though my best friend Chengyin often accompanied me. I wasn’t ill, yet I never felt well
            either—constantly tired, a step behind the others. Nothing seemed to dispel the chill in my flesh, how it always felt like
            winter. After my parents had died, many urged my grandfather to marry again, or to adopt another heir—one stronger—but he’d
            refused.
         

         
         “My granddaughter is not replaceable,” he’d told them.

         
         The court whispered behind my back, those crueler placing bets on the number of years left to me, while some wiser but no
            less malicious bided their time in silence, eager for a rare chance at the throne. And maybe . . . one of them had tried to
            hasten my departure.
         

         
         I remembered when the poison sank its claws into my body, just weeks ago. It struck like lightning, sapping what little strength I had, my joy, my will to live. I became a shadow of myself, slipping in and out of consciousness. A lock of my hair turned white overnight—not the purity of snow, but the glitter of starlight. It didn’t matter what tonics I drank, the medicines the physicians fed me, increasingly bitter and foul. Nothing helped, a relentless fatigue bearing down on my body until it felt like I was wrapped in a shroud. On the worst days, pain burrowed through my flesh like a vicious fever. 

         
         It was a soothsayer, an old crone, who claimed my condition was caused by drinking the waters of the Wangchuan River in the
            Netherworld. She’d pointed to my hair, nodding sagely as she said, “The waters of death are not meant for the living. There
            is no known cure.”
         

         
         Most scoffed at her; impossible that such a thing could be found in our kingdom, if it existed at all. Grandfather was the
            only one who believed her . . . perhaps because no one else had an answer. Despite the grim prognosis, he kept searching for
            an antidote, offering a vast reward, though nothing had worked.
         

         
         As we hurried along, I shivered, unable to recall the last time I’d felt warm. Grandfather’s eyes darted around frantically,
            so different from his usual calm self. I wanted to ask what had sparked the immortals’ anger but was afraid of distressing
            him further. His heart was weak; the physicians had warned him against straining it. As my anxiety spiked, I struggled to
            rein it in. Fear was a contagion that if left unchecked, would taint every spirit.
         

         
         “Liyen, are you all right? Can you keep up?” Grandfather’s voice was hoarse with urgency.

         
         I nodded, though we both knew it was a lie. My breathing was ragged, pain puncturing my chest as I pushed myself onward. When we rounded a corner, I stumbled into an unknown courtyard. A wall ringed the garden, blades of grass grazing my knees, the branches of withered trees splayed wide. Neglect clung to the place like a fog. Grandfather fumbled along the wall, tearing away a curtain of vines to reveal a small door, latched with a rusted iron bar. A key gleamed in his hand that he slid into the lock. As it sprang apart, he tossed away the bar, pulling the door open to reveal the forest beyond. 

         
         “We need to run,” he said.

         
         “Yes, Grandfather.” My voice was steady though my legs shook, light speckling my vision. “I . . . I just need a moment.” I
            willed myself to move, even as I sagged against the wall.
         

         
         Grandfather seemed to wilt as he reached into his sleeve and drew out a small flower. A shining lotus, its iridescent petals
            glittering like sunlit ice. “I was going to wait, Liyen—but I must give this to you now. Take it.”
         

         
         Something in his tone made me hesitate when I should have obeyed unflinchingly. “What is this?”

         
         Grandfather clasped my shoulder, looking into my face. He did this whenever he had something important to say, when he wanted
            to be sure I was listening. “Liyen, you are dying. The waters of the Wangchuan are fatal to us mortals.”
         

         
         I recoiled from his words, shaking my head instinctively. While I’d heard this warning from the healers before, for Grandfather
            to say it extinguished any last flicker of doubt . . . and of hope. Death stalked us from birth, stealing even the strongest
            through its reaping—and though this was our fate, few went willingly.
         

         
         As he blinked, his eyes suspiciously bright, my own grief spilled over. “I did as the physicians asked. I tried everything.
            I don’t want to die, Grandfather. I don’t want to leave you.”
         

         
         “This was not your fault, Liyen. Life is not fair. We cannot help how the dice fall, but it’s our choice whether to keep playing.” Grandfather looked old and gray in this moment, worn out. “The lotus is the antidote to what you suffer—the only one of its kind. Only this can counter the waters of the Wangchuan, as long as you want to live.” 

         
         “Who wouldn’t?” An ache swelled in my chest until it hurt, of wanting something so much yet fearing it was out of reach. Hope was an indulgence I rarely allowed myself. When your days are dark,
            you forget the existence of dawn.
         

         
         Grandfather stroked the top of my head. “Accept the lotus. We’ll flee then, returning here once it’s safe.” He spoke with
            the rhythmic cadence of recounting a tale.
         

         
         A crash erupted in the distance, the roof of a nearby hall caving in. Grandfather didn’t waver, pushing the lotus toward me.
            I hesitated, yet there was no one I trusted more. What did I have to lose? I was dying anyway.
         

         
         I took the flower from him, cradling it in my hands. Warm to the touch, soothing the bitter chill in my body. The petals quivered,
            disintegrating into shining flecks that trailed toward me, vanishing into my chest. Warmth flashed, morphing into a feverish
            heat that surged through my veins. I buckled over, feeling as though the seams of my body were coming undone. A cry hovered
            but I bit my tongue, afraid to alert those we were fleeing from. One breath, then another. All the while, the blistering fire
            raged inside, followed by an icy numbness that left me unable to move or speak.
         

         
         “Liyen!”

         
         Someone called my name, Aunt Shou rushing into the courtyard. Part of her gray hair had unraveled from its coils, a jade hairpin
            dangling askew. Aunt Shou was one of my grandfather’s trusted confidantes, my mother’s closest friend—and another guardian
            to me after my parents’ death from illness. Though I’d been too young then to fully comprehend my loss, the memories of my
            father and mother still hazy like a half-formed dream, it always felt like something was missing from my life.
         

         
         As Aunt Shou pressed a cool palm to my forehead, her son, Chengyin, joined us. He crouched down beside me, his brown eyes clouding with concern. Aunt Shou had adopted him as an infant, abandoned, possibly due to the birthmark across his temple. “Unlucky,” the soothsayers had proclaimed him, but Aunt Shou had ignored them all. Chengyin was my best friend now, despite our contentious childhood when he’d pulled my hair and laughed at me without an ounce of respect for my position. Only later did I realize what a gift this was, that he’d always seen me for myself. 

         
         “What’s wrong with Liyen?” Aunt Shou demanded. “Why can’t she move or speak?”

         
         “I gave the Divine Pearl Lotus to her,” Grandfather said heavily.

         
         The fine lines around Aunt Shou’s eyes creased deeper. “I thought you were keeping it for Queen Caihong,” she whispered. “Her
            Majesty is here for the lotus. She’s furious that you ignored her summons and is waiting for you in the main hall with the
            God of War. The immortals won’t cease their attacks until the lotus is surrendered.”
         

         
         I stared in mute horror at my grandfather, remorse clawing me. While I’d suspected the lotus wasn’t of my world, maybe of
            magic forbidden to us . . . still, I’d taken it. I wanted to live. But I never expected it to have been stolen from the immortal
            queen.
         

         
         Grandfather pressed a hand to his forehead. “Shou-yen, you’ve lost a daughter; you know the pain. Back then, if there was
            a chance of saving Damei—would you have hesitated?”
         

         
         Aunt Shou closed her eyes. “I would have done anything I could.”

         
         “As I did,” Grandfather said steadily. “I only learned about the antidote too late; the queen was already on her way. If I
            didn’t take the Divine Pearl Lotus, the immortals would—and Liyen would die. She is the last of my line; I couldn’t lose her
            too.”
         

         
         “Why didn’t you ask Queen Caihong?”

         
         “When have the immortals ever weighed our desires more than theirs? Queen Caihong’s command was clear; the lotus is precious to her. Moreover, her temper is volatile of late. If I’d asked, she would have refused, even been angered—and the chance to take it would be gone.” 

         
         Aunt Shou clasped her hands, her body drooping. “The immortals will show us no mercy. Their God of War will burn Tianxia to
            the ground.”
         

         
         Grandfather lifted his head, silvered by moonlight. “I will confess and ask that the punishment fall on me alone. I was going
            to do so, after bringing Liyen to safety.”
         

         
         No! Mine was a cry with no voice; I was a ghost in this moment, a shell. It was like my mind was awake but my body pinned down,
            leaving me helpless.
         

         
         Aunt Shou gripped Grandfather’s sleeve. “You must be careful. What if they hurt you?”

         
         “Then that is the price I’ll pay for my theft.” He patted her arm, then drew away. “I brought this calamity upon us. I will
            bear the penalty, even if it’s my life.”
         

         
         “I spoke in haste. The gods will forget. They might forgive—”

         
         “They will do neither.” Grandfather’s smile was so bright and resolute, it hurt. “You spoke the truth, my friend. You have
            always spoken the truth to me, even when no one else dared to—which is why your words bear weight.”
         

         
         “What of Liyen?” Aunt Shou was pale. “You have to think of her, too.”

         
         “I think of her always. It’s why I did this—to give her a chance,” he replied.
         

         
         I flinched where I lay sprawled on the ground.

         
         “What will happen if the immortals find her?” Aunt Shou asked. “What will they do to her if they discover the lotus?”

         
         “You must hide Liyen until the Divine Pearl Lotus has merged with her body. Only then will its presence be concealed, and she can safely return here. Once the lotus has bonded with another, it cannot be seized—only gifted through a willing heart.” My grandfather touched Aunt Shou’s shoulder. “Can I count on you to look after her?” 

         
         I wanted to tell him to stay with us, that I’d gladly let the immortals pry their prize from my flesh if they’d let him go—but
            I had no voice to claim my thoughts, weeping tears that would not form.
         

         
         “Yes.” Aunt Shou’s voice broke with emotion. “I will treat her as my own.”

         
         Grandfather nodded. “Take her with you. Now. A safehouse has been prepared, south of the wall. I will delay the immortals
            to give you time to flee.”
         

         
         As he folded me into his arms, a gray anguish clouded my heart. If I closed my eyes to this nightmare, I could almost imagine
            I was back in bed and he was bidding me good night—if not for the salt of fear that clung to his skin and the tears wetting
            the cheek pressed to mine.
         

         
         Hate engulfed me at the gods who demanded our obedience yet did not answer our prayers, who threatened our lives for the slightest
            offense, lashing our world with misfortune when they were displeased. I cared not whether the rules were on their side this
            time, that their actions were deemed justified—
         

         
         If they hurt my family . . . they would pay.

         
         Grandfather bent to unfasten an ornament that hung by his waist, then tied it to mine. The imperial seal, the yellow jade
            carved with a round shield, said to be a sacred relic of our kingdom. My grandfather had never been without it, and for him
            to yield this now broke my heart.
         

         
         “Live a good life, Liyen. Don’t waste yourself in grief or vengeance. I want no regrets for you.” Grandfather’s words rang
            clear. “Watch over Tianxia: seek peace and happiness for our people, rule with compassion and strength. Serve the immortal
            queen loyally and maybe you can secure what I failed to—our people’s freedom. We can’t live behind these walls forever. The
            world beyond is part of ours too.”
         

         
         He hugged me tight, and when he released me and strode away—such pain pierced me, worse than any poison. How I willed myself to break free to stop him, my pleas buried in the silence of my mind.
         

         
         Aunt Shou took my hand in her papery one. “Liyen, you must be strong. Your grandfather knew the risks of stealing from the
            gods. If you offend the Queen of the Golden Desert, you will condemn not just yourself but your people too.” She closed her
            eyes briefly. “I hate this, but the price must be paid. Your grandfather accepted it, so must we. Whatever happens, I will
            honor my promise to your grandfather to keep you safe.”
         

         
         As Chengyin clasped my hand, my gaze beseeched him for aid. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “It’s too dangerous here. We must get
            you to safety.”
         

         
         Aunt Shou nodded to Chengyin, and he hoisted me upon his back with ease. I had lost weight over the past weeks, my body frail.

         
         “The Eastern Gate is closer,” he suggested with a glance at me.

         
         Hope flared, mingled with gratitude. We had to pass the main hall to get to the Eastern Gate. Chengyin was trying to help,
            bringing me to where my grandfather would be. As we hurried through the courtyard, I recoiled inwardly from the screams throttling
            the air, the drift of ash, the flames devouring the wooden beams—and most of all, from the gleam of the immortals’ armor as
            they stalked through my home.
         

         
         Closer to the main hall, Chengyin’s steps slowed as he lagged behind Aunt Shou. He shifted so I might see within, to catch a glimpse of my grandfather. A tall immortal stood in the center of the hall, his black armor edged in gold, a cloak falling from his shoulders. The hilt of a large sword protruded from his back, carved of white jade and gold. Danger emanated from the tautness of his form, the weapons he bore—not just the sword, but the bow slung over his back, the daggers tucked into his waistband. The God of War, the one who’d set my home afire. And seated behind him, upon my grandfather’s throne, must be Queen Caihong, the ruler of the Golden Desert. Her shining headdress reflected glimmers of the flames outside, her dark-red lips pulled into a hard slash. 

         
         Grandfather knelt before them, his forehead pressed to the ground. Gray hair poked from his topknot, his robe wrinkled and
            stained. As he rose, he said something I couldn’t hear. The God of War raised his hand, alight with a crimson glow—my heart
            quailing—but his magic streaked through the doorway, settling over the flames beyond, that extinguished as suddenly as they’d
            flared to life.
         

         
         As the cries outside subsided, my grandfather’s voice carried from where he knelt on the floor. “Thank you, Honored Immortal.”

         
         “You have surrendered. The people have done no wrong,” the god replied, his voice resonant and clear.

         
         Anger flashed. This was no mercy but to gild the image they wanted to portray, to parade the immensity of their power that
            we were helpless against. For the gods desired to be seen as great and wise, thriving on worship and admiration. And they
            cannot bear insult or defiance, to be thought of as weak, infallible . . . or mortal.
         

         
         “Zhao Likang.” The queen enunciated each syllable of my grandfather’s name. “Where is the Divine Pearl Lotus? When it bloomed
            on Kunlun Mountain, I ordered you to bring it to me. As the ruler of Tianxia, you are the only mortal who can enter there
            to harvest the flower, so it was you who’d plucked it. Yet now we can no longer sense its presence.”
         

         
         Kunlun Mountain? I’d wanted to go with Grandfather before, and now I knew why he’d refused. It was our kingdom’s most important duty to watch
            over this place, as Kunlun was once the sole pathway to the heavens and to the Netherworld—though the immortals had sealed
            the way there.
         

         
         “Your Majesty, I harvested the Divine Pearl Lotus as commanded and brought it here. It was closely guarded . . . but was stolen.” Grandfather bowed his head. “I have failed you, and will endure any punishment you impose.” 

         
         Grandfather lied so flawlessly, more in what he concealed than shared. While he disliked deception, it was a vital skill when
            dealing with the court. Once, he’d told me: “There are lies of necessity and those of malice. Those you choose to tell will
            define your character.”
         

         
         And now he’d done this to save us all, to ensure none suffered the immortals’ wrath but him.

         
         “Stolen? How did that happen?” Queen Caihong’s voice sharpened. “Rise, and come closer so I can read the truth in your face.”

         
         Grandfather pushed himself slowly to his feet. He was afraid, of course he was. The immortal queen’s displeasure had borne
            bitter fruit in the past, not just of fire but harsh storms, torrential rain, relentless floods. But his pallor sent a rush
            of unease through me, his movements uneven and halting as he walked toward her. A gasp tore from his throat as he collapsed—his
            hand pressed to his chest like it hurt.
         

         
         His heart!

         
         Terror choked me. I tried to cry out for a physician, struggling to move, to go to him. The God of War stalked forward and
            laid his hand on my grandfather’s chest. As his fingers glowed like the burning tips of incense, I wanted to shove him away.
         

         
         “Can you help him?” Queen Caihong asked.

         
         “This injury can’t be healed by us. It is bred by time, formed of the mortal body,” the God of War said coldly, like it meant
            nothing to him.
         

         
         “Find one of the mortal physicians,” the queen ordered.

         
         Aunt Shou was hurrying toward Chengyin and me. Her eyes rounded at the sight of my grandfather in the hall, a hand pressed to her lips. As she started forward, Chengyin caught her arm. “Mother, if they find us—they’ll find Liyen. We must send a physician, then go.” 

         
         Before Aunt Shou could reply, a frail cry slid from within the hall. Grandfather’s head had fallen back, his body jerking,
            then going terrifyingly still. The God of War bent to pick up his hand. After a moment he shook his head, his palm brushing
            down my grandfather’s eyelids.
         

         
         “He is dead.”

         
         Grief wrung me, twisting my heart apart. I was screaming inside, though no one could hear.

         
         The God of War rose as he raised his voice to his warriors outside. “Seal the gates. None are allowed out until we find the
            Divine Pearl Lotus.”
         

         
         “Chengyin, hurry!” Aunt Shou tugged at him, tears running down her face. “We must go now.”
         

         
         Chengyin carried me away, following her. I didn’t want to go, but there was nothing I could do now—whether to weep, rage,
            or even mourn.
         

         
         As we slipped out the gate, a gong was struck, the bleak sound reverberating through the night. Four times it clanged, plunging
            through the stillness left in its wake. The end of a reign. A blink, a breath—a lifetime gone.
         

         
         I would never see my grandfather again. All that remained were his words to me, unfinished lessons, unfulfilled dreams . . .
            those the immortals had crushed. Something hardened in my chest. I would not go the way Grandfather had, kneeling before the
            immortals, dedicating my life to their loyal service, fearing their merciless justice. He deserved better, as did our people.
            And I would forge a new path for us, to set us free of these ruthless gods.
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         The stillness of the forest was startling after the chaos of the palace. Above, the trees loomed like shadows of giants, blanketing
            the night. The darkness was eased only by the curve of the moon, the lantern of the skies.
         

         
         I was crying, my tears soaking through Chengyin’s robe. Tonight, the pillars of my life had vanished as though the earth had
            split apart and swallowed them whole. All that was left were fragments I was trying to pick my way through: heir to an uncertain
            throne, descendant of the dead.
         

         
         I missed my grandfather—a bitter realization dawning, that I would miss him for the rest of my days. For so long, I had leaned
            on him, and now I was truly alone. It didn’t feel right leaving his body behind, though we had no choice then. If we’d been
            caught, everything my grandfather had sacrificed would be in vain. The moment I returned home, I would prepare the offerings
            that would pave his journey to the afterlife, build him a great tomb, and lay his memorial tablet with our ancestors.
         

         
         A drawn breath slid from me. At last, the effects of the Divine Pearl Lotus were wearing off; I could move a little. But what
            use was this now?
         

         
         “He’s gone,” I whispered brokenly, my heart brittle with pain. If I said it again, would it hurt less?

         
         “I’m sorry,” Chengyin said quietly, shifting me upon his back. “I will miss him. He was stern but always fair. Kind too, especially to those less fortunate.” 

         
         “We all loved him.” Aunt Shou’s eyes were red, her voice raw with weeping.

         
         “Grandfather is dead . . . because of me.” Such heaviness sank over me, my grief bound with guilt.

         
         “You can’t blame yourself for being poisoned, you might as well blame the Divine Pearl Lotus for flowering,” Aunt Shou said
            fiercely. “Your grandfather didn’t do this because of you, but because he loved you.”
         

         
         I closed my eyes, unable to stop my tears. Aunt Shou stroked my head, brushing the lock of silvery hair from my face—the one
            some recoiled from, the mark of the waters of death. Most days, I preferred to tuck it beneath the rest of my hair to hide
            it, but nothing mattered anymore.
         

         
         “I know it hurts. It will take time. Though the pain won’t ever go away, it does get easier.” Her eyes were haunted, as whenever
            she thought of her daughter.
         

         
         “Does it still hurt when you think of her?” I asked haltingly.

         
         “Every day,” she admitted. “But it would hurt more if I didn’t. And I’m fortunate to have another child.” She took Chengyin’s
            hand, brushing her thumb across it.
         

         
         Grandfather used to hold my hand that way, during those feverish nights when I’d been clasped in the poison’s grip. “If only
            I could trade my life for yours,” he’d whisper when he thought I couldn’t hear.
         

         
         And now he’d found a way.

         
         I closed my eyes, trying to breathe through the tightness in my chest. It would be easy to spiral into despair, festering
            in anger and regret—but I would not waste the life Grandfather had secured for me.
         

         
         Live a good life . . . I want no regrets for you.

         
         His last words were a comfort, except the thoughts in my mind were not those he’d have wished. I would find my peace after I’d secured our dream for Tianxia, after I made those who’d wronged him pay.
         

         
         Yet a small voice inside me whispered that the immortals were not wholly to blame. My grandfather stole the lotus, and his
            heart was already weak when he faced them. They hadn’t killed him . . . though it was easier to blame them, easier to hate
            than to bear the unadulterated sorrow. Still, his fear of them had caused his death; they weren’t without guilt. A god’s anger was far more dangerous than a mortal’s, capable of inflicting
            far greater suffering. It shouldn’t be this way; such power should be used to protect the weak instead of to harm them.
         

         
         The immortals might not have been Grandfather’s enemy, but they were mine. I did not possess my grandfather’s calm temperament,
            his steady patience and devotion—only broken once through his love for me. Despite the misgivings of the court, he’d raised
            me to rule, entrusting the kingdom he loved into my hands. Our dreams were the same: for Tianxia to be released from the immortals’
            service, to bring down the walls that kept us in—yet our minds followed different paths.
         

         
         What the gods did not give us, I would take.

         
         My fingers curled, my strength returning in a rush, like falling headlong into a lake. My body tingled, my senses alive, the
            fog in my mind clearing. Something burned in my chest, searing against my skin. I rubbed it to find a hard ridge the size
            of a coin—a pale scar, newly formed. What did this mean? Had the lotus bonded with me?
         

         
         Chengyin’s pace was slowing; he was tired after bearing my weight all this while. I tapped his shoulder. “You don’t have to
            carry me anymore. I can walk.”
         

         
         When he lowered me down, I weaved on my feet. Aunt Shou caught my arm to steady me, her gaze searching. “How do you feel?”

         
         “I’m all right, Aunt Shou.” I paused, trying to decipher these changes. It was like a shell around me had broken, and I was
            just beginning to emerge. The fatigue, the cold, my aches, were gone. This should have been a moment of joy and relief, but
            it was rife with bitterness. I would trade it all back for my grandfather, but death struck no bargains once its victory was
            sealed.
         

         
         “Liyen, what do you want to do now?” Chengyin asked. “Rest here a while, or head to the wall?”

         
         I straightened, raising my head. “We must go on. We can’t risk being found yet.” I wanted to delay the moment when I had to
            face the immortals, not just because of the lotus but until I could safely leash my anger and grief.
         

         
         “Will we be safe by the wall?” Chengyin wondered. “There are only a few guards posted there.”

         
         What need was there for guards when none could get in or out?

         
         “Maybe that’s why Grandfather told us to go there,” I replied.

         
         We made our way as quickly as we could, and for once I did not fall behind. A gift, but at what price? In the distance, the
            wall towered, the red stone flecked with gold. If the heart of Tianxia was Kunlun Mountain, the wall was its body, fitted
            to the contours of our lands. It was said to be crafted by the immortals, for who else could have polished the stone until
            it shimmered like copper, enchanted to withstand any weapon, attack, or attempt to scale it. Nor was there any hope of tunneling
            beneath, for the magic of the wall seemed to extend into the very foundations of the earth—cleaving us from the rest of the
            Mortal Realm. The only way it could be brought down was if the immortals chose to do so.
         

         
         Grandfather had told me the wall was built to conceal us from the outside world, to protect us from those who desired our
            secrets. But I was starting to believe it was also to keep us in.
         

         
         It was quiet here, not even a single guard present. Were they all asleep? Had they become lax in their duties, dulled by peace? Shrines were built along part of the wall, the largest of which was painted bright ochre, the roof tiles gilded. A small statue carved in the supposed likeness of the God of War was housed within, wielding a spear in one hand and a sword in the other. While all gods were immortals, only those worshiped by the mortals were deemed a “god.” The God of War was revered by those who strove to excel in his arts, warriors praying for his favor before any battle or skirmish. Offerings had been laid out of roasted meats, fruit, and small cakes. Before it lay a brass burner crammed with incense sticks, wisps of smoke spiraling to the heavens. The God of War reaped the finest of offerings, for the fear of death opened the purse strings of even the tightest miser. 

         
         The statues in the temples seemed so cold and distant, but as a child, it had comforted me to reach for them in times of need—when
            there were fears and wishes I dared not share with another.
         

         
         “Do you pray, Aunt Shou?” I asked numbly.

         
         “Not since my daughter died.” She gestured toward the shrines, her lip curling. “The gods ignore these humble, well-intentioned
            offerings, those desperate for their favor. It is the slights to their pride that snare their attention, causing them to strike
            us with misfortune.”
         

         
         She faced me as she continued, “It was not prayers that saved you today but your grandfather’s sacrifice, his bravery in defying
            the immortals’ wishes. They would have killed him, had his heart not given out first.”
         

         
         My chest clenched, her words resonating. “They didn’t deserve Grandfather’s devotion. Why do we still serve them, all these
            years after the war?”
         

         
         Aunt Shou sighed, shaking her head. “Who will dare refuse? The immortals are selfish, showing little compassion or mercy when we falter—as they did with your grandfather today. They terrify, demand, and bend us to their will.” 

         
         “Devotion should be earned, not demanded,” I said bitterly.

         
         “Yes, my child,” she said sadly. “But it’s far easier to demand it than to earn it.”

         
         Aunt Shou led us toward a small building, the tiles chipped, paint peeling from the walls. Yet the courtyard was newly swept,
            sacks of provisions stacked within.
         

         
         “I hope we don’t have to stay too long. I must see to Grandfather’s burial. The court will be in chaos.” Already the burdens
            of duty weighed a little heavier. Though I’d been the heir, I had not liked thinking of ascending the throne, imagining my
            grandfather’s death.
         

         
         “We’ll stay as long as we need to. As your grandfather said, we must be sure the lotus has bonded with you,” Aunt Shou advised.

         
         I touched the scar that had formed, the intensity of the heat mellowing to a soothing warmth. “I think it has.”

         
         Chengyin was staring at the skies, frowning as he gestured to me. A fragrance wafted in the air, sickly sweet with a sourish
            undertone like rotted plums. It was growing darker, like the moon had been swallowed—unease prickling across the back of my
            neck. Had the immortals found us? Tall forms appeared on the horizon, drawing closer with the velvet steps of a cat. Their
            faces were like ours, though I recoiled from the sharp points of their teeth and the waxy sheen of their skin. Claws arched
            from their fingers, and small gray wings flared from their backs, something bright shining from their foreheads like a yellowish
            gem.
         

         
         “Who are you? Why are you here?” A tremor broke my tone.

         
         “Why are you here, Lady of Tianxia?” one of them asked patronizingly, a glint in its eyes. “Are you fleeing from your new mistress?”
         

         
         The title jarred . . . as did the realization that they knew who I was. Terror surged, even as their contempt seared me. “Our land is under the protection of the Queen of the Golden Desert,” I declared. “Leave now.” 

         
         Bold words, yet meaningless when we had little means of defending ourselves against such beings. We were a kingdom of warriors,
            trained to serve—yet mortal blades could not shed immortal blood, whether god or monster. The queen was reluctant to arm us
            with the tools that could wound them too, relinquishing just a few weapons to us, barely enough to outfit a single troop.
            Grandfather had given a dagger to me and a sword to Chengyin, and I never imagined I’d see them used.
         

         
         “What is the Queen of the Golden Desert’s protection worth? Where are her soldiers?” The creatures grinned as they closed
            around us at a languid pace. No need for haste when we were trapped.
         

         
         Chengyin moved in front of Aunt Shou, his sword drawn. My hand shook as I grasped my dagger. I was no warrior—unable to train
            as rigorously as the others in my childhood, with neither the appetite nor inclination for battle, the sight of blood turning
            my stomach. Life in the palace surrounded by guards and attendants had draped me in an illusion of safety—one that had been
            swiftly ripped away tonight.
         

         
         The creatures glided closer. Five, when one would have sufficed to end us. Light flickered in their eyes, the stones in their
            foreheads—was it the excitement of the hunt? The prey within their grasp?
         

         
         Something sparked inside me. It wasn’t over yet.

         
         I dove down, snatching up a handful of soil, then flung it into the faces of the monsters. A screeching erupted, their wings
            flapping wildly.
         

         
         “Run!” I yelled to Chengyin and Aunt Shou.

         
         We raced back toward the forest, hoping to lose them there. These creatures could outpace us at any moment. In the distance,
            moonlight glinted over the roof tiles of the shrines. A rash idea flashed through my mind.
         

         
         It is the slights to their pride that snare their attention.

         
         I turned sharply, running toward the shrines as fast as I could. The monsters were gaining on me, one swiping at my legs with its claws. As I stumbled, I collided with the incense burner by the God of War’s shrine. It teetered, then crashed onto its side—incense scattering like twigs, ash spilling like powder. 

         
         My insides twisted. This was the best and worst one to ruin. Dangerous, to summon the God of War—but choices were sparse when
            faced with imminent death. Yet the god didn’t know I possessed the lotus they sought, and he wouldn’t kill me without cause.
            As the Lady of Tianxia, I could claim the immortals’ protection. Wasn’t this why we served them?
         

         
         I lunged toward the offerings laid out by a devout follower. As one of the monsters leapt at me, I swung aside at the last
            moment—the creature losing balance and crashing into the plates of food. Cakes crumbled, pears rolling away as the cups tipped
            over, spilling wine upon the earth.
         

         
         Claws curled around my wrist, nails digging into my flesh. Blood oozed, leaking into the soil, forming a paste with the ash.
            As the creature’s lips parted, a tongue slid out, the shade of a ripe bruise. A scream erupted from my throat, shrill with
            fear. Chengyin fought his way toward me, hacking at the monsters, but he was too far away. I was trembling as I raised my
            dagger, slashing wildly at the one that held me, but it struck my arm aside with ease.
         

         
         “Halt, or the old woman dies.” A sibilant hiss. I turned to find one of the monsters holding Aunt Shou, a claw pressed to
            the vein in her neck.
         

         
         I froze at once. “What do you want from us?”

         
         A taunting laugh from the one who’d seized me. “Relinquish your weapons. Come with us; don’t struggle, and you’ll be safe.
            Fight back, and we’ll dine on mortal flesh tonight.”
         

         
         The urge to retch crested. A hateful thing, this helplessness—to be at the mercy of these creatures. Could I trust them? I
            didn’t want to; my instincts screaming, but was there a choice?
         

         
         As I began to nod, Chengyin shouted, “No, Liyen! Don’t believe them.”

         
         The monster beside him snarled, striking the side of his head. As he cried out, rage flooded me. With a burst of newfound
            strength, I swung my dagger at the creature restraining me, driving the blade into its neck. The skin gave way to a quivering
            softness, rust-hued blood oozing forth.
         

         
         Monsters bleed as mortals do.

         
         The thought gave me heart, even as the sight sickened me. As its hold on my wrist slackened, I tore free—but another grabbed
            me around the waist, lifting me until my head swam.
         

         
         “You’ll pay for that,” it rasped.

         
         I kicked wildly, trying to yank free. Grandfather hadn’t saved me to be killed by these vicious beings. But they stilled abruptly,
            their heads darting up.
         

         
         Fire carved the skies, seething and hissing. A blazing bolt hurtled down, plunging into the monster. Its shriek was like the
            shattering of glass, a hole gaping where its chest had once been—ragged flesh, quivering and wet. I wrenched away, my body
            slamming against the ground, the breath knocked from my chest. The creature collapsed on the ground beside me, its blood muddying
            the soil.
         

         
         The heavens blazed, molten flame now raining upon us. I crouched down, shielding my head with my arms—but nothing struck me.
            All around, the wind billowed stronger, tearing my hair from its coils. Loud cracks ruptured the air as shafts of crimson
            light speared the ground, caging the monsters. Above, a cloud swept from the skies, bearing a single figure upon it clad in
            black armor, a sword of white jade and gold slung over his shoulder.
         

         
         The God of War.
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         The immortal’s face was like winter, chiseled from ice and snow. At the sight of him, my body tensed, relief and dread so
            tightly entwined I couldn’t pick them apart. I hated him, the memory he evoked of my grandfather kneeling before him—even
            though he’d just saved my life.
         

         
         The god was watching me, his eyes alight as they traveled my length, pausing at my sash where the imperial seal hung. Ash
            and blood stained my robe, my hair spilling across my shoulders. I should be afraid of him—terrified, even—yet anger sparked
            at his intrusive stare.
         

         
         “Why are you looking at me?” I demanded, like there was nothing to hide, even as I feared he could somehow sense the Divine
            Pearl Lotus. Fortunately, he’d given no sign of it, his expression unchanged—almost indifferent.
         

         
         His mouth curled. “Curiosity, nothing more. Who are you?”

         
         Was this a test? After all, the god had seen the seal. I dared not lie; the truth would emerge soon enough. “Zhao Liyen, the
            Lady of Tianxia—the last descendant of Zhao Likang.” I claimed the title that was now mine.
         

         
         “Lady of Tianxia?” he repeated slowly. “I thought the heir was dead. I didn’t realize there was another.”

         
         “My father passed away. I am his only child, granddaughter to the Lord of Tianxia.” Except Grandfather was no more. I swallowed, holding the god’s gaze. It was no surprise that few outside the palace knew of my existence. Most didn’t think I’d survive to claim the throne, and Grandfather was cautious with what he shared with the immortals, as were most of the people here. 

         
         “Why aren’t you in the palace? Why are you here?” he asked.

         
         “When my home was attacked, my grandfather ordered me to leave for my safety. Only later did I learn of his death.” I tried
            to push down my grief and—far more dangerous—my rage. The god hadn’t struck Grandfather, yet not all weapons were crafted
            of metal; not all wounds were of the flesh.
         

         
         He said nothing, not even offering words of condolence. Immortals had no comprehension of death, of what it meant to lose
            a loved one. Maybe all of them were cursed with hearts of ice. As light flickered at the god’s fingertips, Chengyin cried
            out in warning, rushing to shield me—but a shimmering barrier sprang up around him and Aunt Shou, keeping us a distance apart.
            The god didn’t look their way as he caught my arm with surprising gentleness. A soothing warmth rippled from his fingers,
            healing the punctures gouged by the creature’s claws.
         

         
         I pulled away, stiffening from his touch. His eyes narrowed as they swung to my face. Was I being ungrateful? Rude? In the
            silence, I opened my mouth to thank him, then shut it again. He didn’t deserve gratitude, not after what he’d done to my grandfather
            and my home.
         

         
         “Who hurt you?” Softly spoken, yet rife with menace.

         
         “They did.” I nodded at the monsters still trapped in the god’s fiery cage. Four left, one dead.

         
         He unslung his sword, setting its point on the ground. “This land falls under Queen Caihong’s domain. Winged Devils have no
            place here.”
         

         
         They bowed in unison. “We were mistaken, Great Immortal. We will obey Queen Caihong’s command, and leave.”

         
         The God of War tilted his head back as he studied them. “Do you still do the bidding of the Wuxin?”

         
         I flinched, the word enough to make my blood run cold. It was the Wuxin who had invaded Tianxia, descending from the skies
            through Kunlun Mountain, causing great devastation and suffering. The Golden Desert immortals had helped my people drive them
            away, which was why we served them now.
         

         
         “How could we, when the Wuxin are sealed in the Netherworld?” one of the Winged Devils replied, a little too quickly.

         
         “Then why are you here?” As the God of War’s voice dropped, a chill glided through the air.

         
         “To search for my friend,” one said smoothly, gesturing at the body on the ground. “He wanted to visit this realm. We meant
            no harm.”
         

         
         Convenient, as the dead could not speak. “A lie,” I said at once. “They attacked us together.”
         

         
         The God of War stepped closer to the Winged Devils. “Why did you attack the girl and her companions? Tell me now, else I will
            show you no mercy.”
         

         
         “You are not entitled to our answers.” Gone was their respectful demeanor, their false subservience.

         
         The four remaining creatures lifted their hands, a grayish mist swirling forth. As the god’s barrier that held them broke—they
            circled us, eyes bright with malevolence.
         

         
         Terror gripped me, but the god appeared unshaken. “Stay behind me,” he commanded, with an almost infuriating calm.

         
         “What of my friends? You’re still holding them. Release them so they can escape.”

         
         “I will protect them.”

         
         Such confidence . . . I did not share it. Yet in this moment, the God of War that I loathed and feared was the only thing
            standing between us and death.
         

         
         Without warning, one of the Winged Devils lunged toward us. The god unsheathed his sword swiftly, thrusting the blade into the creature’s side—then drew back seamlessly to stab another Winged Devil. One sprang at me but I scrambled back, the god’s sword arcing over my head, moon-bright, carving the creature’s neck. Blood sprayed, warm droplets scattering across my face. I would have screamed if I were not half-frozen with fear. The god moved with deadly grace, dealing each blow with iron control yet unrestrained brutality. His expression betrayed neither strain nor fear, not even triumph or bloodlust. As the last remaining creature charged at him, the god lashed out, plunging his sword into the monster’s chest. It reared back, staring at the blood that flowed forth, swiping curved talons at the god’s face. But the immortal swung back, bolts of flame arcing from his palm to strike the creature, burning rivulets along its flesh. The creature shuddered in a grotesque rhythm, finally collapsing upon the ground. 

         
         Were they dead? One still writhed, a soft groan slipping out. The God of War crouched down, turning its head toward him. “Answer
            my questions and I will spare your life.”
         

         
         The Winged Devil bared its teeth as it raised a shaking hand, dragging a claw across its neck. Blood spilled, its body jerking
            violently and then going still.
         

         
         I fell to my knees and vomited. Sourish and acrid, my throat raw, my stomach churning as I sank upon the grass. Reaching for
            the waterskin, I lifted it to my lips and took a long drink, then poured the rest over my face to wash the blood from it.
            When I looked up, the god was staring at me. Humiliation seared me at being seen this way. Did he scorn my weakness? I pushed my chin out as though
            daring him to mock me.
         

         
         Instead, he sheathed his sword, his breathing a little uneven, his eyes pinched with strain.

         
         “Are you hurt?” I asked, though it seemed impossible.

         
         “No,” he replied, his tone clipped.

         
         “I see why they call you the God of War.” It wasn’t a compliment; it was no gift to possess an unsurpassed talent for killing.

         
         “I don’t like that name,” he replied, though another might have reveled in the power the title conferred.

         
         “Why?” I shouldn’t have asked, I shouldn’t care.

         
         The eyes he turned to me were blacker than coal. “What is war if not suffering and death? Who would want to be the harbinger
            of such strife?”
         

         
         “Doesn’t the God of War thrive on power, fear, and glory?” I asked bitterly.

         
         Dark flames leapt in his pupils. “You think there is glory in this? You think I feel triumph?” His voice was harsh as his
            eyes flicked across the bodies on the ground. “You speak from ignorance.”
         

         
         “Ignorance?” I repeated, fury seeping into every part of me. “How am I ignorant? Because I don’t possess your infinite years?”

         
         “Not quite infinite.” His smile was vicious. “Your ignorance stems from the fact you don’t know me, yet are content to judge.”

         
         As remorse flashed through me, I stifled it. “I know that you burned my home. I know my grandfather is dead.”

         
         As he glanced at Aunt Shou and Chengyin, restrained a distance away, I was glad they couldn’t hear me. Aunt Shou would have
            rebuked me for speaking to the God of War in this manner. My emotions were making me careless; I needed to guard my words
            better.
         

         
         “I did not kill your grandfather,” he said bluntly. “If you were told otherwise, you’ve been misled.”

         
         I couldn’t tell him what I’d seen; it would lead to too many questions. “Then why did my grandfather die after earning the
            displeasure of your queen?” I said instead.
         

         
         “Those who fail Her Majesty cannot be allowed to go unpunished—yet mortals are rarely sentenced to death,” he replied curtly.
            “Your grandfather’s passing was unintended, caused by an existing illness of his heart.”
         

         
         “Should I be grateful that he was frightened to death?” My voice choked with anger.

         
         “I’m not asking for gratitude,” he said tightly. “Just don’t misplace your hate.”

         
         I fell silent. Maybe he believed he’d done nothing wrong, but he had. Still, I reined in my temper; he held my life in his
            hands. Nothing would bring Grandfather back, but my actions could invite harsher reprisal on me, on my kingdom. And I didn’t
            like speaking of my grandfather to him. My grief was my own, not for a stranger’s speculation. It was too raw, too sharp . . .
            it hurt too much.
         

         
         Stepping back, I found my shoes damp with the blood pooling from the Winged Devils’ bodies. My skin crawled. “Why did he kill
            himself?”
         

         
         “Perhaps they fear the consequence of betrayal more than death.”

         
         “What could be worse than death?” I asked.

         
         “Many things.”

         
         “Only an immortal would think so.” I smiled to conceal my scorn. “Immortals never fall ill or age. You’ve never been held
            back by the frailty of your body, the health time steals. You are the masters of your destiny, the keepers of your fate. No
            wonder you disdain death.”
         

         
         His eyes flashed. “We don’t suffer from illnesses, but I have borne more wounds on my finger than you have in your lifetime.
            What do you know of the dangers of our realm, what we suffer?”
         

         
         I looked at the creatures sprawled around us. “They come into our world too, except we can’t fight them as you do.”

         
         A brief pause. “What did the Winged Devils want with you?” he asked then.

         
         “I know as much as you, Honored Immortal.” I forced out the honorific reluctantly. “There were a few rumored sightings close to Kunlun, but our soldiers found nothing. How are they connected to the Wuxin?” 

         
         “They were allies once, switching to our side when it was clear the Wuxin would lose the war. Since then, they’ve lived quietly
            among us—or so we thought.” He frowned. “They can’t be trusted, but Queen Caihong allowed them to keep their home in the Golden
            Desert, as long as they don’t break the peace.”
         

         
         “What of tonight?” I asked. “What of this attack on us?”

         
         “I will discuss it with Her Majesty. We will investigate the matter.”

         
         My hands clenched but I held my tongue. Mortals were dispensable, after all. If the Winged Devils had attacked the Golden
            Desert, Queen Caihong would have struck them all down without hesitation, without mercy.
         

         
         “I am new to the throne, but always believed it was the immortals’ duty to protect our kingdom against such enemies from the
            skies,” I said carefully.
         

         
         The god’s gaze narrowed. “What of your duty to guard the Divine Pearl Lotus, the one your grandfather so carelessly lost?”

         
         “He was not careless.” I didn’t dare say more, though it was a relief he hadn’t disregarded my grandfather’s claim. “If I
            don’t know my duties, it’s because Grandfather didn’t have a chance to teach them to me.”
         

         
         “You are an adult. You should have learned your responsibilities by now.”

         
         How dare he lecture me? I wanted to strike this unfeeling immortal. But I was no longer a child—I was the Lady of Tianxia. I no longer acted for
            myself alone. Inhaling deeply to suppress my anger, I looked away, letting the god think I’d been rebuked.
         

         
         “Did you know your grandfather was ill?” he asked.

         
         “Yes. But he was still strong. He should not have died tonight.” My chest ached. “You are fortunate that your people know
            little of such loss.”
         

         
         His jaw tightened. “We know more than you think.”

         
         I folded my arms across my chest. “Enlighten me.”

         
         “No,” he said. “Not when your mind is set against us, your judgment clouded by prejudice, your heart shadowed with sorrow.”

         
         I didn’t push further. I was tired, hollowed through after tonight. “Then let me go home, if you’ve stopped destroying it.”
            There was no longer a reason to hide here. It was clear he could not sense the lotus; I’d already be in chains if he did.
         

         
         He shook his head. “You should return with me. Every ruler of Tianxia must swear their loyalty to our queen before taking
            the throne. You may have the title, but only after your pledge to Her Majesty will you receive her mandate to rule.”
         

         
         I recoiled, unable to help myself, but concealed it by smoothing down my bloodstained robe. “I’m not ready. This isn’t a fitting
            way to introduce myself to the queen.”
         

         
         When I visited the Queen of the Golden Desert, it would be on my own terms. A chance to visit the realm of immortals was a
            rare opportunity. Grandfather’s last wish was engraved in my heart, my resolve hardening with each moment. Our people should
            not be bound to the skies when our lives were here. I needed to find a way to set us free, or persuade the queen to do so.
         

         
         “Will you disobey Her Majesty’s command?”

         
         “I’m only asking for time to make myself presentable, to set my affairs in order after the turmoil of tonight,” I protested,
            refusing to let myself be daunted by him.
         

         
         His gaze was penetrating. “Until you receive our queen’s mandate to be acknowledged as Tianxia’s lawful ruler, your position
            is vulnerable.”
         

         
         It already was, but not for the reasons he thought. Someone had poisoned me—but if I mentioned this, he might insist that I follow him at once.
         

         
         “There is another reason,” I told him heavily. “I must bury my grandfather . . . prepare the funeral and rites he deserves.
            You may not understand this, but it’s important to me. My last chance to bid him farewell.”
         

         
         Silence fell over us. “I understand saying goodbye, perhaps more than you know,” he said at last, his tone unreadable. Then
            he added abruptly, “One month.”
         

         
         More than I expected, but I’d learned to never take a first offer. As I opened my mouth to bargain for more, he raised his
            hand. “I won’t allow more. During this time, your palace will be placed under my protection, and you must not leave its grounds.
            This is for your own safety.”
         

         
         As I nodded stiffly, he continued, “In four weeks, an escort will be sent to bring you to the Immortal Realm. Any absence
            will be considered a grave insult to our queen. If you hide, I will find you. Run, and I will catch you.”
         

         
         A sliver of fear pierced me. He’d said I don’t know him, I reminded myself. Nor does he know me. I won’t bow before them; I won’t accept the fate they’ve charted for us.

         
         “You have my word that I will be there,” I told him.

         
         The God of War held his hand out to me. A slender sword lay across his palm, its scabbard carved of black jade, wrapped in
            silver filigree.
         

         
         My pulse quickened. “An immortal weapon?”

         
         He glanced at the dagger tucked into my sash. “It will be of more use than that fruit slicer you carry.”

         
         His disdain for my grandfather’s gift angered me. “I stabbed a Winged Devil with this.” I tilted my head up to him, wishing
            he weren’t so damned tall. “Maybe you’d like to be next,” I said lightly, though I meant each word.
         

         
         “I think I might.” His tone matched mine, then hardened once more. “You were reckless to challenge one of those creatures.
            Don’t you know how easily your life could be snuffed out?”
         

         
         “Fortunately, I’m alive.” I was lucky that he’d come, but I would never admit it. “Why are you giving this to me?” I wanted the sword, yet was afraid of the unseen cost. 

         
         “It’s rare for the Winged Devils to attack here. You need to be able to defend yourself.”

         
         He assumed that I could fight, as most of my people could. I didn’t correct him. But while I lacked training, I had always
            tried to learn what I could, even from watching the others.
         

         
         I took the sword from him before he changed his mind. No matter how I felt about him, I wouldn’t spurn this priceless gift.
            Pride could not slay an enemy; it would not keep me alive. As I unsheathed the weapon, a current darted through my fingers,
            the blade seeming to shimmer. A magnificent sword; light yet strong.
         

         
         “Thank you.” It was hard to utter these words, but I had to get used to saying things to him that I didn’t mean.

         
         His gaze was bright as he inclined his head. “Keep it hidden,” he cautioned me.

         
         With a flick of his hand, the shining barrier around Chengyin and Aunt Shou dispersed. A cloud descended from the skies and
            landed by his feet. I watched as he stepped upon it, then soared into the heavens. My hand tightened around the sword. For
            a fleeting moment I imagined plunging it through the god’s chest, how easily it would slide through. What color would he bleed?
            There was little satisfaction in these thoughts. While the God of War was an enemy, he’d also saved my life—an unwanted obligation.
            Yet it wouldn’t change how I felt about him or his kind. Immortals could not be trusted. Their selfishness went deep, their
            rare kindnesses were calculated or accidental. They didn’t care about us; they’d never treat us as their equals. To the immortals,
            we were nothing but tools, tossed aside once we broke.
         

         
         That was why they didn’t deserve our service, why we had to be free of them. And they’d soon learn that mortals don’t break
            that easily, that we are stronger than we seem.
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         Long live the Lady of Tianxia, may she rule for a hundred years,” the court intoned.

         
         Liars, I thought as I stepped up the dais to sit upon the throne. A farce we went through each morning since my grandfather’s death.
            A sea of faces looked back at me, most wearing expressions of bland civility beneath their long-tailed hats, though a few
            could not hide their displeasure. Aunt Shou had warned they were gathering, bickering among themselves to plot the way forward.
            Some were angling for position, seeking my favor—as many plotting my downfall. The more ambitious courtiers resented me, having
            imagined I’d be in a coffin rather than on the throne. Had one of them poisoned me with the waters of the Wangchuan? If I
            ever found out, they’d learn what a grave mistake they’d made.
         

         
         Power bred enmity, the worst kind that kept to the shadows, waiting to strike unseen.

         
         My lips stretched into a thin smile—any wider and it would appear weak, a desire to please. How I disliked having to watch
            myself this way. To be in power was to have a constant light shone over you. While it glittered from afar, any flaws or mistakes
            were magnified tenfold. As the Lady of Tianxia, I had to weigh my words before speaking, to guard my emotions from the eyes
            upon me.
         

         
         Weeks had passed since Grandfather’s death, but his loss was still a nail in my heart. I’d arranged his funeral wearing a mask of calm, breaking down only in the solitude of my room. I wanted to plunge the kingdom into mourning, to command bright colors to be shunned, to cancel the festivities—but my grandfather’s will had stipulated that the rules of mourning were to be waived, for life to continue unhindered. And so I’d honored his wish, though it seemed almost a betrayal that life could go on . . . that it had not ceased the day he died. 

         
         For so long I’d leaned upon him, and now—despite the attendants and courtiers who surrounded me—I was truly alone. For that
            is the real meaning of loneliness, being unable to share your mind and heart freely with another without the fear of being
            judged or found wanting, or that they might seek to use you.
         

         
         I quelled the urge to fidget though my head ached beneath my headdress of sapphire butterflies. Gold was my armor. I gilded
            myself in precious metals and stones not to flaunt my status but to imprint upon others these symbols of power, to rouse awe
            rather than desire. Maybe it was also to suppress my own doubt that I might be unworthy of the position, though I’d never
            admit it aloud.
         

         
         As I stared at the court, I remembered asking Grandfather once, “Why are you so stern to the courtiers? Aren’t you afraid
            they won’t like you?”
         

         
         He had smiled, patting my hand. “Rulers aren’t just meant to be liked. Loved. Feared. Hated, perhaps—but what’s most important
            is doing what is right.” His expression had turned solemn. “Never show your enemy your weakness, Liyen. The wolves are waiting
            to pounce. The only way to stop them is to be the greater monster.”
         

         
         “What if I’m not?” I’d asked.

         
         He’d crouched down to meet my gaze. “Pretend.”

         
         I straightened now, lifting my head. Sometimes it felt like I was assuming a role in a play that was greater than my talent, thrust into an ill-fitting costume. But I wouldn’t shirk my part, though the burden grew each day. I wouldn’t give up, just as Grandfather never gave up on me. 

         
         We cannot help how the dice fall, but it’s our choice whether to keep playing.

         
         Minister Guo sidled forward with a scroll in his hand, an oily smile on his broad face. He was one of the most ambitious among
            the courtiers, and I stiffened instinctively. “Your Ladyship, now the period of mourning has been lifted, we must discuss
            the urgent matter of your betrothal.”
         

         
         He spoke in a blustery manner, more a demand than a request. I shrank back, catching myself too late as the minster’s lip
            curled. I’d heard the nobles were jostling for a hand in selecting my consort. Suitors would soon be lining up, mouthing false
            words of devotion when all they wanted was to rule in my place—to sire a child from my body to secure the succession, with
            no blood spilled but mine.
         

         
         I had few illusions about my marriage, but one thing was certain: I would marry when I chose, not because I was told to. “Minister
            Guo, your timing is inappropriate.” My tone was cutting. “While my grandfather waived the official requirements of mourning,
            I am still grieving for him.”
         

         
         Instead of offering an apology, the minister began unraveling the scroll. “We are discussing the possibilities, not arranging
            a wedding yet. Your Ladyship can use the time to get acquainted with your suitors, of which there are many.”
         

         
         My fingers clenched the armrest of my throne. Did he think I was so easily overruled? I followed the minister’s gaze toward
            the back of the hall, where the “suitors” lounged. Some wore expressions of indifference, a few smiling broadly. Most were
            likely hauled here by their family elders in hopes of whetting my appetite. They were handsome in the forgettable way, dressed
            in fine garments, with the languid air of the prosperous. None had the presence of the God of War—an unwelcome thought that
            I furiously buried.
         

         
         Minister Guo cleared his throat. “Lord Baoshu, the eldest son of the Bao family, is highly eligible. He—”

         
         “Is your godson?” I interjected.

         
         The minster blinked but recovered with admirable ease. “What of Lord Yang? He is capable and virtuous and—”

         
         “Well connected, as your nephew,” I added, grateful to Chengyin for having shared all he knew of the younger nobles.

         
         “Lord . . . Hong?”

         
         I hesitated, struggling to think of something against the handsome and well-liked noble. Minister Guo’s chest puffed up as
            he prepared to push me further.
         

         
         “The same Lord Hong who is in your debt, Minister Guo?” It was Minister Hu who spoke as he limped to the front of the hall.
            He suffered from an inflammation of the joints that had worsened with age. While he was one of the more reserved courtiers,
            I trusted his opinion; his loyalty wasn’t for sale.
         

         
         I inclined my head in silent thanks to Minister Hu. “I will hear no more of suitors. When I choose to hear about this, I advise you to find more suitable candidates—those who will enrich our kingdom and not your
            own treasury.”
         

         
         Minister Guo’s eyes squeezed to slits. “What of your health, Your Ladyship? Your marriage must take precedence over all else,
            as your responsibility to Tianxia is to secure an heir.”
         

         
         As several of the courtiers nodded, a cold fury sank into me. “My responsibility is to the people of Tianxia, to guard their
            welfare and happiness, to keep them safe. I know my duty, do not dictate my responsibilities to me, Minister Guo”—my tone
            was soft yet needle-sharp—“else you will find yourself barred from court.” I resisted the urge to punish him right there,
            still hopeful of securing compliance without drawing blood.
         

         
         Minister Guo flushed, fighting to hold himself in check as he bowed—a triumph I keenly felt.

         
         “There is no urgency to my marriage,” I told the court. “I am in good health and not in need of a spouse. I am strong enough to bear the burdens of the throne alone. If any doubt this, speak now.” 

         
         A gamble, to toss this out. But those who schemed in the dark were often cowards in the open, only moving once victory was
            assured. It was too early yet for any to have gained prominence, too uncertain to stick one’s neck out in case it was cut
            off.
         

         
         The court stirred, a few scowling. They definitely did not like me now, an almost liberating realization, even as I found
            myself tensing. The slightest weakness, and Minister Guo and his cohorts would swarm over me. If I did not assert myself,
            I risked being usurped, relegated to the shadows. By allowing them to speak for me, to dictate my actions—they would undermine
            me at every turn.
         

         
         Once, I might have shied from the palpable displeasure in the room, wary of confrontation. But my grandfather had not sacrificed
            himself so I could lose his throne to another, unworthy and avaricious. If anyone thought I’d choose a life of ease as a puppet
            ruler, they were wrong. Grandfather believed me worthy to rule, he’d taught me against the counsel of his advisors, and I
            wouldn’t let him down.
         

         
         “Is Your Ladyship tired? Perhaps Your Ladyship should retire to your chamber and we can handle the petitions, to ease your
            burdens,” Minister Dao, a grasping courtier, offered.
         

         
         If I did, I’d return to find a third of the kingdom ceded to his sycophants. “Are you asking me to leave my own court, Minister
            Dao?” I said icily.
         

         
         He blanched. “I would not dare—”

         
         “I’m glad to hear it, Minister Dao,” I said darkly. “It would be dangerous for you, if you did.”

         
         Aunt Shou cleared her throat from where she stood by the side of the dais. A sign that I’d pushed as hard as I could today, and I was grateful for her experience. Despite her refusal of an official position, she had been my grandfather’s confidante, her astute opinion bearing as much weight as any minister’s. 

         
         I gestured to the guards by the door, allowing the first of the petitioners in. Some sought aid, others wanting to resolve
            disputes. Hours passed as I listened and passed judgment when needed, at times deferring to the ministers with more experience.
            Part of me kept bracing for my fatigue to return, for my mind to cloud, my body to ache—marveling and grateful when it did
            not. The Divine Pearl Lotus had cleared all trace of my poisoning and more, somehow leaving me stronger than before.
         

         
         As the sun dropped lower, some of the ministers began to shuffle restlessly, except for Minister Hu, who sat comfortably in
            the chair Chengyin had given him. I’d kept the court in session this long to prove I could bear the strain as well as them,
            to dispel lingering rumors about my health.
         

         
         At last I rose, to sighs of relief. “The court is dismissed for today.”

         
         The minsters bowed as I strode from the hall, holding my head up until I reached my room and closed the doors after me. The
            lamps were already lit, hanging from carved bronze stands. Through the latticed window, the sweetness of jasmine drifted in.
            I could almost hear Grandfather’s voice asking me to close it for fear I’d catch a chill. The mahogany desk in my study had
            belonged to him. I sat on the chair, remembering how he used to work here, my fingers brushing the mother-of-pearl pheasants
            and cherry trees inlaid into the wood. It was almost seamless but for the small drawer tucked into the side, one Grandfather
            had never let me open. I tugged at it now, finding just a thin book within, the cover weathered as though numerous hands before
            mine had leafed through it, the characters of Tianxia painted upon the cover.
         

         
         I turned the pages, my fingers creasing the paper in my haste. As I read the first page, my heart leapt—this was written by Lady Zhirong, one of the earliest rulers of Tianxia, describing how the Wuxin had come to our kingdom. 

         
         Long ago, these creatures were little more than spirits, drifting unnoticed through the Golden Desert in the Immortal Realm.
            But over time
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