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The Servant’s Grace

A tyrannical ruler. A hidden heir. Can a simple handmaiden save her realm from doom?

Lady’s maid Shan works for a privileged family, though she longs to see all servants treated fairly. But when she’s caught with equality propaganda, no favours can keep her from execution. With no other way to save herself, Shan reveals her ability to turn invisible and agrees to a risky mission spying on the emperor.

Slipping through the palace corridors to collect evidence of the callous monarch’s plans, Shan discovers the true heir to the throne may be alive. But with attempts on her mistress’s life and the emperor determined to root out any plot against him, even her power to vanish might not be enough to save her.

Can a lowly servant become the key to saving an empire from a bloodthirsty despot?

The Servant’s Grace is the thrilling conclusion to the Emperor's Conspiracy fantasy series. If you like determined heroines, high-stakes espionage, and epic power struggles, then you’ll love Claire Leggett’s action-packed finale.

Buy The Servant’s Grace for the final battle against tyranny today!
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Good leaders must first become good servants.

Robert K Greenleaf


Chapter 1

“You will be my bridal companion.” 

Lady Daiyu’s words jolted Shan from her contemplation as she brushed her mistress’s hair. “Me?” The uncertainty of where she would work when Daiyu moved to Bonam had plagued her in the days since it had been announced that Daiyu would marry Prince Kun, the heir to the Bonamese throne. “But my lady, I thought you weren’t allowed to take a maid with you.”

“I am not, but I would be lost without you.” She smiled. “However if you come as my bridal companion, the emperor can’t refuse. It is one of Chungson’s most important wedding traditions.” A lovely tradition which enabled a new bride to take a friend with her when she moved into the new household, but the companion only stayed a year. “I can’t bear the thought of training another maid.”

Yet Daiyu had given no thought to how difficult it might be for Shan to move. The imperial palace was in a whole other country, far from the lord’s residence and Shan’s family’s village. What would happen to her after the year? Would she be left to fend for herself in Bonam? Would she ever see her family again? Even as her thoughts whirled, Shan inclined her head. “As you wish.” No other response was acceptable. As the lady’s maid of the sister of the ruling lord of Chungson, dissension could lead to death. “When do we leave?”

Daiyu’s shrug was delicate. “When my brother tells us. There are still many things to organise before the wedding, but I hear the emperor would like to meet me beforehand. I believe he wants to ensure I am a suitable bride for his son, and to be the future empress.”

That was something Shan hadn’t considered. When her mistress married Prince Kun, she would be in a position of power. Perhaps she would be able to whisper in the heir’s ear, change things for Shan’s family and other poor people like them. 

“You will make a fine empress,” Shan said. “All who look upon you will fall in love and praise your beauty.” She was truly pleased Daiyu had been given such a good marriage and prayed the prince was kind.

Daiyu’s laugh tinkled like a bell. “You are sweet, Shan. What would I do without you?”

Shan placed the hairbrush on the dresser and fetched Daiyu’s nightgown, the pink silk soft to her touch. Daiyu lifted her arms and Shan slid the outfit over Daiyu’s head. 

Someone knocked on the door.

Daiyu frowned. “It is late for a visit.” She waved at Shan to answer it. Few people visited Daiyu’s bedchamber, and even fewer at this time of night. It had to be Lord Anming. 

Sure enough, when Shan opened the door, the lord stood before her, his posture erect, the crisp line of his vest meeting the well-pressed crease of his pants. She bowed. “My lord.”

“Leave us.” He walked past her and greeted his sister. “I have had word from Bonam.”

Shan hesitated. This sounded important, and it related to her future. She checked no one was looking at her and focused her gift inward, visualising its golden glow and embracing the tingle on her skin as she willed herself invisible, and then closed the door. It was a gift she’d discovered while training. Servants, even ladies’ maids, were meant to be invisible—on hand to see to every whim, but unnoticeable at all other times. One day, when Bingwen, the man she’d been sold to, had furiously berated her for a minor mishap, she’d simply disappeared. 

She shifted towards the bed. Her gift had landed her one of the most prestigious serving positions in all of Chungson, so that Bingwen could monitor the ruling family.

Daiyu’s attention was on her brother. “And?”

“The emperor wants you at the palace within a half moon,” Anming said. 

“That’s hardly enough time to have all my wedding outfits sewn,” Daiyu complained.

“You can have them made there,” Anming replied. “We must leave tomorrow.” He scanned the room, his gaze passing over Shan. “Do you remember the secret code we created as children?”

Daiyu laughed. “Of course. I haven’t thought of it in years.”

“Good. You must not tell a soul what I am about to tell you.”

Shan froze. She should leave. What she didn’t know, she couldn’t report back to Bingwen. But it could be equally dangerous if Anming noticed the door open. 

Daiyu frowned and then immediately smoothed her expression to one of serenity. “It shall be our secret.”

Anming paced the room, restless like a tiger. “I put my life in your hands when I tell you this,” he said. “To inform another will mean my death.”

Nausea welled in Shan’s stomach. 

Daiyu placed a hand on her brother’s arm to stop him moving. “You’re scaring me, brother. I swear whatever it is, I will tell no one.”

Anming ran a hand through his hair. “Prince Kun is unlikely to ever be emperor.”

“Why not?”

“There are rumours that Kun’s cousin, Prince Bao is still alive.”

“Bao? But he died over eighteen years ago with his parents.” 

Anming shook his head. “He didn’t. The rumours are true. Bao plans to oust Emperor Xue and retake the throne Xue stole from him.”

Shan’s mouth dropped open, her heart pounding. Such talk was treason. 

Daiyu’s hand shook as she clutched the front of her gown. “How can that be? Brother, what you say could get you killed.”

Anming nodded. “It is the truth. Bao’s parents were murdered and he only just escaped with his life. Emperor Xue was behind the attack, which is why Bao couldn’t reveal himself. Bao hopes his uncle will relinquish the throne, but we do not believe it likely. I need you to be my eyes and ears at the palace. You must send me word of any rumours, any information the emperor might have.” 

Shan pressed her lips together to stop from speaking out. The lord was asking his sister to do the impossible. Daiyu was far too sweet for such a task. She was a musician, a dancer, a patron of the arts. If she ever needed to scold a servant, she sent Shan to do it for her. If she ever fibbed, she blushed a deep red.

“Use our code and write to me every moon,” he continued. “I must know what is happening inside the palace.”

Daiyu shook her head. “I cannot. It will get us both killed.”

“You must. My life is in your hands.”

What a horrible thing for the lord to ask of his sister. If the emperor thought Daiyu was a spy, she and all of her servants would be killed. 

Unease skittered along Shan’s skin. This would not end well for any of them. 

“I dare not tell you anymore. The less you know, the better. Simply report any rumours of a revolt, any mention of Bao, or if the emperor appears to be preparing for battle.”

“I imagine I will be in the women’s quarters or the guest quarters,” Daiyu said. “I doubt I will hear anything.”

“You will spend time with Prince Kun,” Anming said. “You may hear things through him. Become his confidante. It makes perfect sense as you will be his wife.” He strode to the door. “I have much to prepare for your departure. We will talk again before you leave.”

Shan waited until the door closed behind him before she exhaled. 

Daiyu wandered to the window and peered out at the darkness beyond. Shan waited a few moments and then reappeared and walked to the bed to adjust the thick layers of quilts.

Daiyu gasped and whirled around. “Shan, you scared me. I didn’t hear you return.”

Shan smiled at her. “That is how it is meant to be. Would you like me to light a fragrance for you, my lady?”

“Please. Something soothing. I’ve had some distressing news.”

Shan went to the wooden cupboard by the dresser and removed an oil burner and some oils. She combined a mixture of fragrances and lit a small candle under the bowl. When she finished, Daiyu was already in bed.

“What may I do to help?” Shan asked.

“Nothing. My brother tells me we must leave for Bonam tomorrow.”

“Shall I pack your things?” Shan suggested. “In the morning you can see that I have what you need.”

Daiyu sighed. “Yes, please. I don’t know what I would do without you, Shan.”

Shan turned the lamp on the dresser down low. “Then sleep well, my lady. I will take care of everything.” Was there any way she could protect her mistress from the task the lord had asked her to do?

She left the room and went next door to Daiyu’s music room and library, putting what she had heard firmly in the back of her mind. She had a job to do and it was none of her business what the ruling class was planning. Except she was supposed to report rumours like these to Bingwen. Would moving to Bonam mean she was finally free of the hold her former master had over her? She prayed it would be so and then studied the room.

She needed perhaps a dozen chests for packing. 

She moved through the servants’ passages to the storeroom. The old storeman was snoring, slumped over the table. She smiled and rapped on the wooden top to wake him. 

He snorted and sat up, almost losing his balance and falling off the chair. He blinked a couple of times. “What can I do for you, Miss Shan?”

“I need a dozen chests delivered to my lady’s music room immediately,” she said. “We are leaving for Bonam sooner than expected.”

The man got to his feet. “You’re going with her?”

She nodded, her chest tightening. Away from her whole family and into the home of the man who had taken away their freedom.

“I’ll deliver a trunk to your room as well,” he said. 

“Thank you.” She would only need one for her possessions.

“Who else is going with you?” 

“No one.” 

The storeman frowned but didn’t comment. “Is there anything else you need?” 

The desk contained blank parchment and some ink. “May I have a few pieces of parchment? I won’t have the chance to say goodbye to my family, so I’d like to send them a letter.”

“Of course.” He pushed the items towards her. “If you write it now, I’ll make sure it gets sent with the morning mail.” He shuffled off to fulfil her order.

Shan sat at his desk. What could she say to her family? They relied on her income and the last she’d heard, they were frantic because the rice harvest had been infected by weevils. They would have little money for close to a year, and her wages would take far longer to travel from Bonam—if they made it past the robbers on the main highways.

She would speak with Daiyu in the morning. Perhaps she could arrange an early payment to tide them over. 

Quickly she dashed out a letter to her family, pretending she was enthusiastic about the move. It wouldn’t do to worry them. Then she wrote a shorter letter to her little sister, Zan who was twelve. Her heart squeezed. Zan’s birth had been a pivotal day for Shan. She’d been thrilled to finally have a sister after having five brothers, but her father had been disappointed to be stuck with another girl. It was then Shan had vowed to do everything she could to support her sister.

Two years later Shan had been sold to Bingwen. Though she only had the chance to return home once a season, and only for a day, she adored the time she spent with Zan. She was such a lively spirit who loved to learn. Shan always slipped her an extra coin, took her books—books she’d saved up to buy or others that Daiyu no longer wanted. 

How was she going to support Zan from Bonam?

My dearest Zan,

Though I am travelling far from you, you will always be close in my heart. I will write when I can. Study hard, take care of yourself and let me know if you need any help. 

Your sister, Shan

Finally she scribbled a note to Bingwen, informing him of her travels, hoping it was the last time she would ever have to write to him. 

She sealed the letters and addressed them, leaving them on the storeman’s desk as he returned. 

“The chests are on their way,” he said. 

“Thank you.” She pushed the letters to him. “Could you see these go with the first mail?”

“Certainly.”

Shan returned to the music room as servants carried in the trunks. After they left, Shan surveyed the room and sighed. This would take all night.

~*~

The sun blushed below the horizon as Shan wrapped the last lute and placed it gently in the final chest. The room was finished. She hadn’t packed everything, leaving the guzheng which was too large to pack and the things Daiyu had never shown an interest in. 

She completed the inventory and left it on the table for Daiyu to examine. If Shan was fast, she had time to pack her own things and have something to eat before she would be required to wake Daiyu.

She passed several other servants in the halls and nodded greetings. Some of the higher ranked maids ignored those under them, treating them with as much disdain as their masters treated them. But not her. She could have easily been one of them. If Bingwen hadn’t seen her turn invisible, she would have been trained as a scullery maid, or a courtesan. She rubbed her arms, remembering the calculation in Bingwen’s eyes.

She entered her room. The benefit of being a lady’s maid was having her own space. It was small in comparison to Daiyu’s chamber, but bigger than the one her sister shared with their brothers at home. The chest the storeman had delivered was in the centre of the floor. She worked quickly, folding her clothing and placing it at the bottom to pad the trunk. Her collection of hair pins was next. As was habit, she depressed a small button on the side of the long chopstick-like needles and a thin blade rasped out. She checked its sharpness and then clicked it back into place, removing a lone strand of her long, dark hair from around the pin. She’d never used them, but Bingwen had insisted she learn how to fight. It was her duty to protect her employer at all costs. Shan practised weekly to make sure she could extract the pins from her hair quickly. She’d perfected clipping back her hair with smaller pins and clips so the daggers were decorative only. 

Next was the chest of drawing supplies Bingwen had given her. If others saw it, she could say it enabled her to practise her art, but in reality Bingwen wanted her to send him reports about the lord and his family. He held her family’s livelihood in his hands, and she daren’t disobey him. Inside the box was the precious drawing she had done of the village and the weeping willow by the pond. Sorrow crept over her. She shouldn’t think of it as home. It was almost two decades since she’d lived there, and yet the picture gave her peace. She examined the other drawing, that of her mother and Zan, so lifelike it was as if they stared back at her. It was all she had to remember them.

Finally, she lifted a loose floorboard under her bed. The papers in there were dangerous, the headlines enough to have her lashed. Ban Indentured Servitude! Equal rights for all! Stop child slavery! She should have never held on to them, but if she was caught disposing of them, she would be in just as much trouble. They were pamphlets peasants had handed her when she’d been in the town. Shan agreed with much written in them and had managed to source the writings of several scholars who spoke of change. 

The lure of a society where parents didn’t have to sell their children into servitude just to survive was strong. There had to be a better way. 

Carefully she folded the sheets as small as possible and placed them in the drawing chest. She would find some way to dispose of them on her journey. Perhaps she could leave them in an inn or bury them in the forest. 

Shan scanned the room. All her possessions were contained in a single box. She was lucky to have that much. 

She splashed water on her face, hoping to wash away the fatigue hovering over her, and changed into a fresh outfit. Already the birds were singing their greetings to the day. Daiyu would sleep until later if her brother let her, but Shan had to be ready for anything.

She hurried into the kitchen and greeted the old cook with a deferential bow. “Good morning.”

“Miss Shan, you are up early today,” he said.

She smiled. “I have not been to bed. I had to pack my lady’s things.”

“I heard you were leaving soon.” He gestured to the pot he was stirring. “Rice porridge?”

“Yes, please.” She sat at the long wooden table where the servants were permitted to take their meals, sighing as the load left her feet. She helped herself to the tea nearby.

Perfect.

The cook placed a bowl in front of her. “Enjoy.”

“Thank you.” She ate slowly, savouring the food. It was a privilege to be served, to eat food she didn’t have to cook herself. Her mother had taught her never to lose sight of that.

She closed her eyes as the painful memory struck her. Her parents too poor to keep her, needing the income her sale would provide in order to survive. Her mother’s tearful goodbye and her father’s stoic disinterest. Girls were never worth much.

But she’d proved him wrong. The money she sent home regularly had helped them greatly, had brought in almost as much as a good harvest.

“You can’t do that!” The screech shocked Shan’s eyes open.  

Two grey-clad servant girls ran into the kitchen, Mei resolutely ignoring Chen who clutched at her sleeves.

“Please don’t tell. They’ll throw me out.” Chen seemed to realise where they were and wailed.

“Shut up,” Mei snapped. “You are not worthy of working here.”

Shan sent a prayer to her ancestors for strength. She had heard similar arguments too many times over the past sixteen years. “Girls.” She barely raised her voice, but the girls whirled around to face her.

“She ruined the dowager’s dress!” Mei yelled.

“It was an accident. The berry slipped from my hand.”

“You shouldn’t have been eating while you worked.”

“It was my breakfast.”

Shan held up a hand. The cook snorted and turned back to his pot, muttering something about useless little girls. His comment stung. Why were females always considered useless? “If I understand correctly, Chen spilt berry juice on the dowager’s dress and Mei is going to report her?”

Both nodded.

She sighed. “You should be ashamed of yourselves.” As the girls’ mouths dropped open, she continued. “First of all, some vinegar on the stain will remove it within an hour. As a washing maid, you should know that.” Chen’s eyes widened. “Secondly it does not speak well to your character that you would be so quick to turn your fellow worker in.” She raised an eyebrow at Mei. “We are all fortunate to be working in the lord’s residence and mistakes are occasionally made.” Mei opened her mouth to protest, and Shan cut her off. “I understand your fear of the dowager’s unhappiness,”—it was legendary—“but put yourself in Chen’s position. How would you feel if you’re the one who makes the next mistake, and you are thrown out on the street without a reference?” 

Mei’s face fell. 

She wanted to say they were the many compared to only a few, but that kind of talk would get her arrested. “Now return to the garment and treat the stain with vinegar. Work together to clean it and let there be no more telling tales about mistakes.”

The girls bowed. “Yes, ma’am.” They hurried away.

“Do you think they’ll remember the next time?” the cook asked.

“I hope so.” A servant’s life was tenuous, relying on the whims of their owners or masters. It was hard to think about more than the immediate future, because at any moment your circumstances could change. 

Like her move to Bonam. 

She finished her porridge and cleaned her bowl. “Thank you.” Now to find the lord’s manservant and ask if he knew when they were leaving. She hardened her heart. Still, so many years after his rejection, it was difficult to face Lin. 

He was the only one who made her stomach swirl and wish she could remain invisible, the only servant whom she saw almost daily and each day it hurt as much as the day before, even as she tried to convince herself he was a horrible person. But he was charming to everyone, including herself when they were with others and his charm tied her in knots. 

The way it had when they’d been younger and she’d been in love with him. Had been certain he felt the same way about her. 

And when the breakup had come, she’d been so unprepared, so shocked, she’d said nothing. Over the years she’d replayed the moment over and over again in her head and each time she’d reacted better, had been cold and biting, or aloof and uncaring, or yelled at him and called him an unfeeling pig. The fantasy made her smile and eased some of the pain.

“Why are you so happy this morning?” 

Lin’s voice shocked her out of her daydream, and she gasped. He stood in the dim light of an intersecting corridor, just outside the lord’s personal chambers. Even in shadow he cut an impressive figure, tall and lean, standing with the poise and confidence of a lord, his dark eyes always seeing into her soul.

She would never show him how much pain he still caused her. She embraced all the sweetness she could muster and inclined her head. “I was merely thinking of my tasks for the day.”

“You need to pack. The emperor has ordered Lady Daiyu to be at the palace by the end of the moon.”

“I packed my things after my lady’s music room. When my lady wakes, I will add her clothes and we will be ready to leave.” His eyebrows shot up, and satisfaction swept through her. “Do we leave today or tomorrow?” 

“Tomorrow. The contingent of soldiers to accompany us are late. Anming says they should be here by evening.”

It irritated her that he used the lord’s name rather than his title. He had no right. Then his words sank in. “Us?”

A smile slipped over his face. “Anming and I are to accompany you.”

It was hard enough to avoid him in the residence when the lord and his sister often ate together. On a trip across the country, it would be nearly impossible. “Is that necessary?”

“Anming wants to ensure his sister arrives safely.”

She couldn’t argue against that. “Of course. Shall I send my lady’s trunks to the storeroom for loading?”

“Please do.”

She bowed only low enough that it couldn’t be considered disrespectful and hurried away. She felt his gaze on her all the way down the hall.

 


Chapter 2

Later that day, Shan returned to Daiyu’s rooms after running an errand to discover the lord and Lin there.

Daiyu whirled around to her, distress covering her face. “Shan, perhaps you can reason with my brother.” 

Uncertainty and discomfit crawled onto her shoulders, but she said, “Of course, my lady. What are we discussing?”

“He tells me I may only have nine trunks on my journey.”

Shan’s mind whirled. She’d already packed a dozen and hadn’t begun on Daiyu’s clothes. But she weighed her words carefully. To upset either sibling could cost her her position. “It does seem a low number,” she said. “I am sure he has a reason.”

The lord nodded. “We must travel lightly in order to arrive at the palace in time. You will have the funds to purchase additional things in the imperial city.”

“But I have too many favourite things. How will I ever choose?” Daiyu clenched and unclenched her hands.

Daiyu’s anxiety would build if Shan didn’t diffuse it. “Might I suggest we pack what you will need on arrival, and perhaps your brother will be kind enough to send the rest of your things at a later stage.”

“But that will take too long!”

This wasn’t good. Every now and then Daiyu became fixated on an idea and clung to it no matter how ridiculous it was. Shan couldn’t afford this to be one of those times.

“I’ll be expected to look my absolute best,” she said. “They will watch my every move, judge my every outfit and I can’t possibly be seen in the same outfit twice.”

She had a valid point. Daiyu was marrying the heir apparent. 

“I need my musical instruments to show how accomplished I am and my choice of books will prove my intelligence.”

Shan moved to her side. “My lady, we can come up with a solution. Perhaps some of your things can go in my trunk.”

Lin cleared his throat. “The nine trunks include your things.”

Her displeasure at his comment must have shown on her face because his eyes widened, but he said no more.

Shan calculated how long it would take to procure more dresses and items after they arrived in Bonam. The cost made her heart stutter. “Perhaps if we knew what funds you will have, we can better decide what to leave behind.” It wasn’t a question she could directly ask her lord.

“But I don’t know how much things cost.”

“I can help you,” Shan said.

“Oh.” Daiyu turned to Anming. “Brother? How much will I have?”

Anming named an amount which had Shan stifling a gasp. It would feed her entire village for five years. “The capital has everything you could want. The seamstresses will be dying to supply the new princess.”

He was right.

Daiyu glanced at Shan to confirm it would be enough. Shan nodded. 

“Fine. Nine trunks it is. Shan and I will repack.” She waved her hand to dismiss her brother, and both men left the room.

“My lady, shall I cancel your tea with Lady Zi?”

Daiyu sighed. “No. I am far too upset to deal with this mess. I trust you to pack while I’m gone.”

When the door shut behind Daiyu, Shan let out a deep breath, fatigue already circling her. It was going to be a long day.

~*~

It was late by the time Shan had reasoned, cajoled and manipulated Daiyu into agreeing to the final contents of the nine trunks. She arranged for them to be taken to the storeroom and went to find her own things.

When she arrived at the storeroom, Lin was inside. She turned to go, not wanting to deal with him, but the storeman saw her and called out, “Miss Shan, you have two letters.”

Her heart jumped and she hurried in, nodding a greeting at Lin. “Thank you.” The writing on the first envelope was her sister’s. 

“Courier said that one was urgent, said he was made to wait while they wrote it.”

Unease curled around her stomach like smoke. She slipped the letter out and read. 

She swayed as her head went light. No. They couldn’t do that. 

Firm hands gripped her arms. “Dire news?”

It took her a moment to register what Lin was asking, to realise he was holding her, his hands steady. She longed to step forward into his arms and seek comfort like she had when they were younger, but instead she nodded and stepped out of his grasp. 

The money she’d sent wasn’t enough to pay her family’s debts. Her sister was about to be sold to Bingwen as Shan had been all those years ago.

She wouldn’t let it happen. Then she spotted the second letter—from Bingwen.

Nerves crashed with fear as she slid her finger under the flap. She braced herself as she read. He wasn’t happy about her leaving, though he was looking forward to receiving Shan’s sister. He had a man who needed a concubine. But he also had a place for a scullery maid if Shan was willing to send him information from the imperial palace. 

The chains tightened around her neck. She would never be free. But she wouldn’t let her sister suffer the same fate as her. There had to be a way to pay the debt. 

“My trunk.” She faced the storeman. “Where is my trunk?”

“It’s with the rest of the things going to Bonam.” He pointed to the room next door. 

Quickly, she located it. She had little of actual value except her clothing, and she could persuade Daiyu to buy her a couple of outfits when they arrived in Bonam. She separated her possessions into piles; clothes to sell, items she had to take with her. When she finished, her treasured box of drawing equipment was all that remained. Her heart ached. It would get some coin, maybe enough to tip the balance of fate. She moved it into the sell pile.

“What are you doing?”

She whirled around. How long had Lin been watching her? 

She hesitated. She’d once confided her secrets to him and though she hated to make herself vulnerable again, she needed to sell the things quickly, and he had contacts she didn’t. “There is only enough room for me to take these items.” She gestured to the pile to her right. Where were Daiyu’s trunks? She spotted the one she wanted and quickly added her clothes and hair pins to it. She faced Lin. “I would like to sell the rest. Do you know of anyone who would buy them?”

Lin moved closer, examined the items. “You do not need to sell them. There will be room in a later wagon.”

She swallowed hard. “My family needs the money now.”

“Your things won’t fetch much. How much do they need?”

Far too much. She hesitated, not wanting him to know how bad it was. But what did it matter? She told him.

He shook his head. “You’ll be lucky to get half that with these.”

Shan gritted her teeth. “It is all I have.”

His eyebrows raised. “Where are the rest of your clothes? You understand your move to Bonam is for a year?”

“I am no imbecile.” She glared at him. “You have seen everything I own.” She gestured to the chest. “Every extra coin I earn goes to my parents.” She’d confided that to him back when they still shared such things.

“Was the drawing chest a gift?”

She closed her eyes, praying for patience, drawing on her training, her grace. Bingwen would be appalled at the way she let Lin rile her. He’d taught her better than this. She folded her hands in the proper submissive position and acknowledged his truth. “You are right. My fealty to my parents isn’t absolute. I indulged, keeping a copper or two each pay to save for the equipment.” Lin couldn’t know the truth. To have two masters was forbidden. Better he think her less pious than to realise Bingwen had given her the chest and still controlled her.

Shan turned to the storeman. “Do you know of anyone who would purchase these things?”

He shook his head. “They are far too fine for my pocket, though my wife would love one of your gowns.” He hesitated and then said, “Perhaps I can ask around, see if anyone can help.”

There wasn’t enough time, and she knew how little the other servants earned. She was rich in comparison. What other options did she have? “What time do we leave in the morning?” she asked Lin.

“At first light.”

She might make it home and back in time, but what was the point? She didn’t have the money to stop her father selling her sister into a life of servitude. 

Shan blinked rapidly to stop the tears, the ache in her chest pulsing throughout her body.  

“Here.” Lin held out a hand and she automatically reached for it. He dropped a handful of coins into her palm. 

Far more than she needed. Her mouth dropped open. How did he have so much? “I can’t accept this.” She thrust it back at him.

He stepped back, his expression fierce. “You can. Consider it a loan if you must.”

Unease stirred. “With what payment terms?” 

“Two coppers a moon.” 

It was incredibly generous, but that meant he wanted something else from her. She’d heard too many stories of the extra payments a girl could make to lessen her debt. Though Lin had made it clear he wasn’t interested in her in that way, there may be others he would offer her to. She closed her eyes. They would be things her younger sister would be forced to do. There was no choice. Her fingers closed around the coins. “Thank you. Let me write a contract.”

“There’s no need,” Lin said. 

“Yes, there is. Please take the things I left out as a partial payment.”

He shook his head. “You will need them in the palace. They wear many outfits a day and it wouldn’t be appropriate if you wore the same things.”

She almost asked how he knew and then remembered he had visited Bonam with Lord Anming on occasion.

Instead, she pulled a chair alongside the table and opened her chest. 

Someone called for the storeman and he left.

Shan searched for a fresh sheet of paper and uncapped her bottle of ink. She dipped her quill in as Lin came to stand behind her. 

“Do you understand what to write?”

She nodded. Her training had been extensive, ready for any position Bingwen might need her to serve in and not much was needed aside from the details of the loan and the repayment schedule. Lin stood behind her for a moment, checking her words, and then shifted to admire the drawing box. It was a beautiful piece of bamboo wood with copper inlays. She wrote the final terms on the bottom and placed her quill in the jar. “It’s ready to be signed.” She glanced at Lin, saw he had a very familiar pamphlet in his hands and was reading it with a deep furrow on his brow.

Her heart lurched and she leapt to her feet, lunging for the paper. “That’s private.”

He held it out of her reach. “It’s addressed to all who are unhappy with the regime.”

Icy fear slid down her back. “It is something I was handed on the street and I thought it wise not to let it disseminate further.”

“Why not destroy it then? Or show it to your Lord?”

Your Lord, as if Anming wasn’t his lord too. “I forgot about it.”

“I don’t believe you.” Lin crossed the room and shut the door, closing them in together. At his dark expression, Shan backed up until she bumped into the table. What would he do to her?

He nudged her aside and signed the contract she had written. Then he pulled the other pamphlets from the chest and read them.

Shan wanted to be sick. This was it. At best she would be lashed and banished, at worst she would die. Neither would help her younger sister. Both would bring additional shame to her family. There was only one thing to do. Pray Lin had a heart, that the moments they’d shared years ago still meant something to him.

“Please, you don’t understand.”

“No? It appears you are unhappy with the emperor. You do not agree with the social structure of the land, you chafe against its restrictions. Is that correct?” His tone was unreadable, and his eyes revealed nothing.

“My twelve-year-old sister is about to be sold into a brothel because my father’s harvest failed. She is less valuable than a son and not as useful as his oxen. Do you think it fair?”

He said nothing.

“My family starves yet our lord and lady can afford to buy new outfits worth five years of food, because our emperor has decided we must arrive at the palace at a certain time. That money could pay my father’s debt and the debts of hundreds of the poor, but they are invisible to the rich. Is that right? Is that just?”

A bang from outside the door made her jump. Lin folded the pamphlets he held and tucked them inside his tunic. “I’ll keep hold of these for you. I suggest you get rid of any others you have.”

He walked out of the room.

Shan collapsed into the chair, her heart racing. What would he do now?

She spotted the signed contract on the table. Would he have signed it if he was going to turn her in? He’d never get his money back. She carefully folded it and packed it in her chest. Her muscles tight, skin tingling, she added the box and the rest of her clothing to Daiyu’s trunk and tucked the money Lin had given her into a pouch. She would deliver the money to her family.

Then she would worry about Lin.


Chapter 3

A knock on her bedroom door woke Shan before sunrise. She yawned, fatigue sitting heavily over her as she called out, “Just a moment.”

“Time to rise,” Lin said.

She tensed. He hadn’t said anything to the lord about the pamphlets he’d found—at least not that she knew. Maybe this was it. Maybe he was planning to ambush her while she was sleepy and unprepared, but at least she’d sent the money to her family. “I’ll be right there.”

She lit a lamp and washed quickly before dressing and placing her hair in the simplest design with her hair pins. She wrapped her ribbon garrotte around her wrist and took a final look around her room to make sure she had left nothing behind. It was empty aside from the bowl of water on the table. One of the other servants could deal with it.

She opened the door to find Lin waiting for her. Would he say anything about yesterday? She inclined her head. “Good morning. Is our Lord ready?”

“Yes.”

Curse it. That meant they would all be waiting for her and Daiyu. Not the impression she wanted to give them. “My apologies. I will see to Lady Daiyu now.”

“There is time for that. Anming wishes to see you.”

Her footsteps faltered. “Now?”

Lin nodded. 

Nausea rose in her. What had Lin told him? She swallowed. “Where is he?”

“Follow me.”

They moved through the hallways of the manor house, passing only a few servants who were preparing for the day. Shan’s steps slowed and she glanced at the man she had once loved. Would Lin really betray her after all they had been through together? It could be his way of getting her out of his life for good. 

Lin knocked on a door and entered without waiting for a response. Anming turned from the window. “Thank you for coming, Shan.”

Shan bowed low, clenching her teeth.

“I have something to ask of you and it is imperative you tell the truth.”

“Of course, my lord.”

“Did Bingwen teach you the art of defence?”

She blinked. This wasn’t what she had expected. “Yes, my lord.” She’d thought that had been one of her selling points. A maid who could protect her lady was most sought after. 

“Do you still practise your skills?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Show me your weapons.”

She glanced at Lin who stood next to her watching with as much interest as Anming. Slowly she slid the hair pin knives from her hair and presented them to him. Would he use them to kill her?

“Is this all?”

She unwound the ribbon bracelet around her wrist and showed him the thin piece of wire embedded in it, making the perfect garrotte. 

He took the ribbon from her. “Good.” He placed the weapons on the table. “Tell me, when did Bingwen ask you to spy for him?”

Shan held herself rigid, not daring to show her surprise, though her body went cold. Her mind whirled but she could see few options. “Just before I came here to work.” Heat rose in her cheeks. “My lord, please. I never wanted to spy for him. He threatened my sister, said he would buy her and sell her into the worst brothel in the imperial city if I didn’t do as he asked. I never wanted to betray Lady Daiyu or yourself.”

His gaze was hard. “What information have you passed to him?”

Would he kill her family as well as her? She braced herself. “I told him only things I thought were general knowledge; if we were going to the summer residence, or when a dignitary was in town. I mentioned the occasional argument you had with your father, but simply that you were upset with each other, and not the cause of the dispute. I made it seem as if Daiyu was never informed of matters of the state.” She hesitated. Would it be worse or better if he knew she’d heard him tell Daiyu about the emperor?

“Your sister means so much to you that you would betray your ruler?” Lin asked.

How dare he question her? He knew what their lives were like. She bit her tongue. The punishment for what she’d already told them was death. But perhaps she could save her family. And if they were all going to die, at least she would have a chance to have her say. 

“I told him as little as I could,” she said. “I did what I could to protect my little sister who has no control over her life, no freedom to follow her dreams. It is not her fault she was born to a poor family. No one should have their lives dictated because others have more wealth than they do. And the rich are so blind they don’t even see her except for how she can be used.” 

Lin and Anming frowned. 

“If Daiyu was in a similar situation, wouldn’t you do everything you could to save her?”

“She is in a similar situation,” Anming growled.

“You think becoming empress is as bad as being sold into a brothel?” Shan couldn’t keep the incredulity out of her voice. 

“None of us has any power while the emperor is in charge.”

Surprise made her pause. That was incredibly dangerous talk. “Will the new emperor be any better?”

Anming’s mouth dropped open. “What are you talking about?”

“The prince who survived, the one you told Daiyu about. You asked her to spy for you.” She clenched her hands, waiting for him to order her death.

Only a twitch of Anming’s eye showed his surprise. “You were in the room last night. You were invisible.”

She gasped. “What do you know of that?”

“Last night Lin told me what you can do.”

Hurt speared her. After a decade of keeping her secret, why would he betray her now? Lin focused on the wall across from him.

“Show me.”

Her heart raced. This was it. She would not survive the day. But she would not be ashamed of what she had done. She visualised herself disappearing, drawing the golden ball around her, and her skin tingled.

Anming’s gasp told her he couldn’t see her. He stepped closer, hands out and touched her shoulder. “I can feel you.”

She dropped the illusion and stepped away from him. “Yes. I can still be heard and felt, just not seen. A servant’s duty is to be as unobtrusive as possible.”

Anming glanced at Lin. “Do you really trust her?”

Why was Anming asking Lin’s opinion? 

“Yes.”

She gaped at him, unable to believe his words. “You hate me after…” She wasn’t going to mention their past in front of her lord.

Regret fluttered across his face but he said nothing.

“Then we should tell her?” Anming asked.

The lord was being deferential to Lin; it made no sense. It was as if Lin was in charge here. Suddenly everything fell into place. She whirled to him. “You’re the prince everyone thought was dead?”

Lin’s gaze didn’t leave her. He nodded once.

Her mouth dropped open and her head spun. She stumbled to the divan and Lin—no, his real name was Bao—grabbed her arm to hold her steady. He smiled. “I never thought I’d see you rattled.”

Shan couldn’t speak. She’d lived side by side with this man for the past sixteen years, had at one time shared with him all of her hopes and dreams, and he never said a word. He’d let her talk of a future together knowing full well they would never have one. Had it all been a game to him?

The betrayal cut her deeply. He knew the life her family was forced to live and he had the power to fix it.

And he had done nothing.

“Why have you been hiding here for so long?” she demanded. “Why haven’t you taken your rightful place and changed things?”

Anming responded. “It is not that simple,” he said. “Until recently, the emperor had some powerful people at his command. They would have slaughtered any who rebelled against them.”

Surely it couldn’t take eighteen years for Bao to retake his throne. A prince wouldn’t like being forced to do menial tasks the same as her. But he had worked by her side.

Hope blossomed. Would he change things? Could life improve if he were emperor? She remembered the days when they’d been friends and he’d been kind; his raucous laugh when something amused him always cheered her. She stood. “Let me go to Bonam with my lady. I can gather the information you want without Lady Daiyu being involved. I will have access to the servants and the ladies in the palace and with my gift, no one will see me.” 

Bao waited for Anming’s response.

Determination filled her. This was her chance to improve society. “We all know my lady is too sweet for such a task. She would be caught for sure.”

“You’re right,” Anming said. “Daiyu will be a hopeless spy.”

“How do we get the information out?” Bao asked.

“You could teach me the code,” Shan said. “Or I could tell Daiyu what I have learnt and she can write the letters.”

“Best if she write the letters,” Anming said. “There is no reason for you to write home regularly.”

She stilled her expression, biting back her retort. She was poor so therefore she couldn’t possibly want to communicate with her family. He really didn’t understand.

“We’ll do both,” Bao said. “I’ll teach Shan the code in case she can’t speak with Daiyu freely and we can bring her sister to the manor, give her a position here, so that Shan can write to her.”

Shan’s heart expanded, warmth filling her, and she swallowed the lump in her throat. “You would do that for me?” Bingwen couldn’t touch her sister here.

Anming nodded in agreement. “That way if you betray us, your sister will be punished.”

The warmth fled. Of course. It wasn’t something done out of the goodness of their hearts, it was a means of control. She inclined her head, her posture stiff. “I understand. May I go?”

“There’s one more thing,” Bao said. “Prince Kun may be an ally. He knows I am alive and has promised to help me reclaim the throne, but we are not certain whether he can be trusted. He does not know that you and Daiyu are aware of what is happening. Maybe you can confirm whose side he is on.”

“I will do my best.” She was going into a dragon’s lair, where the only person she could trust was herself. Nerves and hope clashed in her stomach. Times were changing and maybe, just maybe they would be for the better. 

“You may go,” Bao said. “We leave in an hour.”

She bowed to Anming. “We will be ready.”

~*~

Shan had little time to think about Anming’s orders as she hurried to help Lady Daiyu prepare for the journey. Daiyu was unhappy about being woken early and grumbled the whole time Shan did her hair. But it wasn’t long before Shan sat next to her in the carriage which would take them to Bonam and the imperial palace. A contingent of soldiers surrounded them and Anming and Bao rode alongside. She was pleased they weren’t starting the journey with Bao in the carriage, the close confines would have been too much. She hadn’t completely adjusted to the news he was a prince, no, the rightful emperor. She shook her head.

Crowds lined the streets out of town, cheering and waving their lady goodbye. Daiyu waved out the window, smiling, ever so gracious, without a hint she was tired. It was an honour to Chungson that their lady had been chosen to marry Prince Kun, though Shan imagined neither Daiyu nor Kun had had any say in the matter. This was a political alliance between the emperor and Lord Anming.

Her lord was sacrificing his sister to put Bao back on the throne. Why did the men of Bonam and Chungson not value their women? When had women become such second-class citizens? She’d heard stories from her grandmother, whispered at night away from male ears, of a time when women were protected and valued as mothers and partners. A time prior to the current emperor. Would Bao bring back those times, or was it too late? Were the men happy with the situation, and not willing to give up the power they held?

She would do all she could to convince Bao to make changes. He said he trusted her—though not enough to tell her the truth about his birth. Now she knew, she understood why he had rejected her—an emperor couldn’t marry a servant.

They travelled all day, stopping only for a midday meal. The road grew bumpier the further they got from the city. She was relieved when they finally arrived at the inn where they would stay the night. Shan helped Daiyu out of the carriage and she winced at the stiffness in her joints. When the door closed behind them in Daiyu’s bedroom, Daiyu groaned and stretched. “I feel as if my joints have been stuck into place. I never realised sitting in a carriage all day could be so exhausting.”

Shan smiled and rubbed Daiyu’s back. “It’s the sitting still,” she said. “Perhaps tomorrow we can ride for a short while.”

Daiyu shook her head. “I cannot. Now that I am betrothed to Prince Kun, it would not be appropriate for me to be seen on a horse.” She sighed. “I envy my brother his freedom.”

Shan glanced at her. “You surprise me, my lady. You always seem perfectly happy with your life.” Her life would be further restricted as wife to the heir.

“I am happy, but that doesn’t mean I don’t recognise that my brother and my servants have more freedom than I have.”

Annoyance welled in her. “I would respectfully disagree.”

Daiyu raised her eyebrows. “Why is that?”

“Your servants have little freedom, my lady.”

“In their free time they may do whatever they like, whereas I am constantly watched and my actions are judged. I must always be the perfect lady. Only when I am alone with you or my brother may I be myself.”

Daiyu had little concept of a servant’s life. “My lady, your servants have no money to do what they like; they also have very little free time. They must watch their actions just as keenly as you, in case someone from a higher class takes offence and they lose their position. Like you, they are only truly themselves when they are with people they trust.”

“Is that so? I never realised.”

Shan hesitated. “It seems as if people in all classes are unhappy, but only the emperor or empress can change things.”

Daiyu gasped. “Do you think I could improve things when I am empress?”

Shan nodded. “The ladies and consorts follow the empress’s lead.” She gestured for Daiyu to sit and began to undo her hair from its elaborate style.

“I will not be empress for a long while,” Daiyu said. “I do not believe the emperor will like such talk, and I do not know what Prince Kun is like at all.”

“He sent you a letter, did he not?”

Daiyu smiled and relaxed as Shan brushed her hair. “He did and his words were sweet, but how do I know he wrote it himself? He may have asked a court poet to write it.”

“We will find out what he is like soon enough.”

There was a knock on the door and Shan answered it to find Bao outside. “We have arranged dinner in the dining room. Anming would like to speak with you both.”

Shan inclined her head. “We shall be there shortly.” She shut the door.

Daiyu sighed. “I should have known he would want to eat with us. You’d better tie back my hair again.”

Shan did as asked, sweeping Daiyu’s dark hair into a simple bun
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