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      Note: The family name comes first for characters who have both given and family names listed. I.e. Bai Huang has a given name of Huang and a family name of Bai.

      Bai Wei-ling	-	Known as Wei-wei. The only daughter of the Bai family. Protagonist of The Liar’s Dice and The Hidden Moon.

      Gao		-	A street-smart informer who has worked with Bai Huang in the past. First appeared in The Lotus Palace.

      Secondary Characters

      Yue-ying	-	Former servant in the Lotus Palace pleasure house. Bai Huang’s wife and Mingyu’s sister. Protagonist of The Lotus Palace.

      Bai Huang	-	Wealthy and handsome aristocrat, known for being a playboy. Yue-ying’s husband and Wei-wei’s elder brother. Protagonist of The Lotus Palace.

      Mingyu	-	Former courtesan in the Lotus Palace pleasure house. Married to Wu Kaifeng. Yue-ying’s older sister. Protagonist of The Jade Temptress.

      Wu Kaifeng	-	Former head constable of Chang’an known for his exacting and intimidating demeanor. Mingyu’s husband. Protagonist of The Jade Temptress.

      Zhou Dan		- 	Servant in the Bai family mansion.

      Bai Chang-min	-	Wei-wei and Huang’s seventeen-year-old half-brother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Tang Dynasty China, 849 A.D.

      

      I’ve always lived in a world of books. The feel of paper beneath my fingertips is as warm and familiar as a mother’s embrace. I could barely walk before my father put a brush in my hand. It didn’t matter that I was a daughter instead of a precious son. Ours was a family of poets and scholars. Learning was what bound us together, from this generation to the last and the one before.

      It was unfortunate that life didn’t unfold as it did on the page. For instance, I had studied every line of the tale of scholar Liang and maiden Zhu. From the start of their ill-fated love to the moment their spirits were transformed into butterflies. Two lovers finally reunited as they circled one another in the sky.

      In the story, maiden Zhu dons the robes of a scholar and ties back her hair. Immediately she is transformed. No one questions or discovers her identity, even though she studied side by side with male students. She convinces everyone, even those closest to her, that she is a young man.

      Yet here I was, wearing one of my brother’s discarded robes, and I couldn’t even convince myself. I ran my hands over the material, straightening and tugging and straightening again while I stared into my bronze mirror.

      It was dark outside. No one would notice, I kept on telling myself. I gave my sleeves one final tug before extinguishing the lantern and slipping out into the courtyard.

      I fidgeted all the way to the stable. I had been waiting for months for a chance like this. Huang, my eldest brother, had informed us his duties in the imperial archives would keep him late into the night. He’d been appointed assistant collator shortly after passing the imperial exams. The rest of the household would be occupied Yue-ying. Huang’s wife was with child and in her eighth month.

      Mother hovered anxiously by Yue-ying’s bedside while our maidservants took turns rubbing Yue-ying’s back and offering special soups and herbal remedies. We were all anticipating the arrival of the next member of the Bai family. “It will be another son!” the servants proclaimed, because that was the highest blessing one could give. Mother’s eyes would shine proudly at the thought of a grandson.

      The Bai family was notorious for producing strong, capable sons. And here I was, like maiden Zhu, born so tragically a daughter.

      At twenty-five, I was practically a forgotten woman, unmarried and overlooked. My family still called me Wei-wei, my childhood name. A milk name. I didn’t mind so much most days. Fate was what it was and I’d never been anything but Wei-wei, a daughter among sons. But still I wondered what it would be like to know the freedom of being a man, even for one night.

      With Huang gone and the household distracted, I reached the stable without incident. Zhou Dan had prepared the horse and carriage in advance, just as we’d agreed.

      The manservant lifted his lantern as I approached, revealing a scowl on his youthful face. Zhou Dan had been born a year after my brother and one before me.

      “Just for a few hours,” I assured, straightening my cap once more before climbing in back.

      His scowl deepened, but he made no argument. We had already discussed this earlier. Zhou Dan had turned a blind eye on Huang’s exploits many a time. He had also collected a few indiscretions of his own, indiscretions I was well aware of, but the master and mistress of the house were not. And I made certain Father and Mother remained unaware.

      Yes, we had discussed all this days ago.

      Zhou Dan drove the carriage forward, with the horse plodding at a slow and steady pace. Zhou Dan left his seat to shut the stable door and then we were away, down our lane and onto the main avenue.

      I breathed in the cool night air, willing myself to remain calm. To not waver. Whenever my father or Huang addressed anyone, they did so with confidence.

      The city of Chang’an enforced a curfew after sundown, but my brother Huang moved between the gated wards at night without being challenged. It hadn’t been too difficult to seek out a night pass. I’d made a copy, matching each character brush stroke for brush stroke.

      We reached the ward gate and I held out my pass while my heartbeat raced. But the guardsman waved us on with barely a glance. I was almost disappointed. That piece of paper had taken me hours of work.

      As the carriage rolled forward, my heart beat even faster, but this time with elation. I felt as if I were floating. The adventure had begun!

      I had been preparing for this outing for months. In truth, I had been preparing my entire life in many ways, small and large. First there were the writings. Outside of my family, I spent more time with books than people.

      Maiden Zhu’s story had planted the idea in my mind, but it said little of the actual complications of disguising herself. So I sought out poems and writings about the scholarly life. Scholars seemed to write quite a bit about their youth, usually with a sentimental air. And most importantly, I observed how my father and Huang spoke and behaved around other men.

      Exhaling slowly, I threw back my shoulders and puffed out my chest. My chin lifted to an angle that spoke of status and confidence. No averted gazes, no covering of mouths when I smiled or laughed. From what I could see, it was these few inches and angles that made the difference. Secrets no one mentioned in tale of Zhu and Liang or any other writing.

      The carriage rolled past the outskirts of the northern lanes. Though gates to the main market were closed, the ward was far from asleep.

      I was stunned by the glow of lanterns hung over shop doors and food stands. There was a thriving night market set up along the lane. Benches had been set out and workmen gathered, sitting shoulder to shoulder to have their evening meal. The smell of a rich, savory stew filled the air. The night felt similarly rich, laced with hidden spices.

      At a time when our household had retired, these citizens were just beginning their evening. They were laborers and merchants, I realized. Their leisure time didn’t begin until after the market gong sounded and the streets closed.

      The lanterns became sparser as the carriage rolled on, but they continued to light our way, hanging from the occasional post and entrance way. Our destination was at the edge of the warehouse district. I had never been there, never been allowed, but my brother had spoken of it. Zhou Dan seemed to know it as well.

      The tea house had its opening ceremony a few months earlier. I’d wanted so desperately to attend, but it was out of the question. A daughter from a wealthy family in a common tea house? Scandal.

      Yet drinking establishments were known to be places where scholars went to meet and make themselves known, discussing politics and poetry. Apparently, men went to such gatherings to build their reputations, yet for a woman they meant nothing but ruin.

      Zhou Dan brought the carriage to a halt in the street in front of a two-story building. Light glowed from inside and the faint hum of conversation made my pulse quicken. This is where ideas were exchanged. This is where things happened.

      As I climbed down to the street, Zhou Dan reached for me, his hand just grazing my sleeve. “Lady Bai—”

      “Not a lady,” I whispered through my teeth.

      He sighed, resigned. “Be careful.”

      I ran my hand over the front of my robe once more, as if the action would somehow bring the illusion to life. The robe belonged to Huang, from his more flamboyant days when he frequented the pleasure quarter. I’d mended it myself.

      Zhou Dan stayed outside with the carriage, while I strode inside like I belonged there. That was something else about the way men moved. As if they had a right to be anywhere and everywhere. Even the polite bow upon greeting wasn’t so much asking permission as much as acknowledgment. I am here.

      Well, I was here. The moment I set foot inside the main room, I realized something.

      I had no idea how one walks into a tea house. I had studied the classics and poems about the pleasure quarter. I was certain that for every essay my brothers had read, I had memorized ten. But no father or uncle or cheerful colleague had ever taken me into an establishment like this.

      I froze on the threshold and just stared. The darkness of the night was replaced by the warm glow of lanterns. Every table was full. I had thought the place would be empty. The tea house had just opened its doors as winter faded and the location was far from the popular North Hamlet.

      Then again, this was where Mingyu now served as hostess. She was formerly one of the most celebrated courtesans in the Pingkang li. Now she and her husband, Wu Kaifeng ran this out of the way tea house.

      Mingyu materialized from somewhere within the crowd. She recognized me, as I expected she would. Her eyes brightened and the slight lift at the corner of her mouth told me…I didn’t know what it told me.

      “Young master Bai,” she greeted, playing along.

      “Lady Mingyu.”

      I was actually grateful to see a familiar face. She was Yue-ying’s sister, which made us in some way like sisters ourselves. The two of them had the same willowy figure and elegant features. The most marked difference was that Yue-ying had a dramatic red birthmark along one cheek, while Mingyu’s skin was as smooth and flawless as porcelain.

      Scholars composed poems about Mingyu. I’d come across a few of them long before my brother became enamored with her less famous sister.

      Mingyu was said to have bones of jade and flesh of ice, with a beauty that was so sharp and undeniable that you felt it like a wound to the chest. What it must be like to inspire such dramatic verses.
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