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CHAPTER EIGHT

 

“We heard the warning bells,” Jun said when she let me inside Lady Sarnai’s chambers. Her voice trembled. “Is…is the emperor in danger? Has the shansen attacked?”

“Yes,” I replied solemnly, “but he’s retreated for now.”

“Why did he attack?” she asked. “Did he find out that you weren’t—”

She couldn’t finish the words, and I couldn’t bring myself to confirm her fears.

“It’s over now.” I hesitated, hating myself for the lie I was about to tell. “The emperor’s commanded me to take the dresses for safekeeping.”

“Thank the gods,” Zaini said fervently. “They’re cursed.”

She and Jun pointed me to Lady Sarnai’s trunks. “Take them. Please.”

I scooped the dress of the sun and the dress of the stars—still damaged from my cutting it off Lady Sarnai’s body—into my arms and funneled their essence into my pendant.

Then, I heard a hoarse cry from behind the bedchamber’s closed doors.

At first, it sounded more like an animal than a person. Low and reedy, like the whimper of an injured fox. But when I heard it again, I recognized the voice.

Lady Sarnai. The air around her was thick with incense meant to drive away the evil spirits Jun and Zaini were convinced had attacked her.

The sight of her made me shudder. Jun and Zaini had bandaged most of her skin and treated it with salve, but they hadn’t wrapped her nose, mouth, and ears, which were a motley mess of violet and blue burns and ore-colored splotches—the pigments not unlike the blood of stars.

“Demon’s breath,” I whispered. “She looks worse than before.”

Ghosts haunted Jun and Zaini’s eyes. The maids looked like they hadn’t eaten or slept in the past two days. Knowing Khanujin, I bet they hadn’t even left Lady Sarnai’s apartments, on pain of death. The way their voices trembled confirmed my suspicions.

“We’ve…we’ve tried everything, Master Tamarin.”

“No matter what we feed her, she will not wake. And her skin…where the dress touched her—it keeps changing, sometimes blue, sometimes gray. We’ve never seen anything like it.”

The two maids huddled together fearfully. “She can’t be long for this world.”

The calmness of my voice surprised me. “His Majesty hasn’t sent for a doctor?”

Jun and Zaini shook their heads.

No surprise. The emperor probably feared that the royal physicians might divulge the secret that Lady Sarnai was near death. Not that it mattered anymore, after what had happened at the banquet.

I swallowed. I couldn’t leave Lady Sarnai like this.

Darkness crawled in me. Let her be. She’s never been kind to you. Let her die.

I turned to the door, but then Lady Sarnai coughed. The sound was so pitiful, so unlike the fierce princess who had once terrified me.

Think of how she slit the throats of those guards. She wouldn’t have a second thought about leaving you behind.

I had no doubt this was true.

Then leave her.

It would be so easy to listen to the dark reason in my head, to let the demon strip me of my humanity one thought at a time. But the old Maia was still there, for now. You’re stronger than this, she urged. Resist.

Leave her, the demon insisted. She wouldn’t hesitate to abandon you.

Yes, but I wasn’t Lady Sarnai.

I was Maia Tamarin.

I let my satchel slide from my shoulder onto the ground. It landed with a soft thump, and I knelt beside Lady Sarnai, ignoring the relentless whispers buzzing within me.

How could I save her?

Even if they’d been permitted to visit, doctors couldn’t do anything for Lady Sarnai. The only person who could help her wasn’t here.

“Where are the Lord Enchanter’s chambers?” I asked.

Jun blinked at me, her wide-set eyes blank with confusion.

“In the Summer Palace, they were by the Great Temple,” I said impatiently, grabbing a spare sheet draped on one of Lady Sarnai’s chairs. “Where are they here?”

“But the Lord—”

“Yes, I know he’s away. This is urgent.”

They blurted their answer, and I was gone.

 

• • •

A palace-wide search for me had begun. At every turn, I heard the guards shouting my name, “Master Tamarin, reveal yourself! Master Tamarin!”

Under a somber veil of clouds, I quickly fashioned a disguise out of Lady Sarnai’s bedsheet. I pulled it over my head and hurried to the north end of the Autumn Palace.

The entire courtyard was empty. Shadows haunted the path to Edan’s residence, which boasted no celebratory lanterns or flowers or any sign of the earlier festivities. I slipped through the doors to his apartments and slid them shut.

His rooms had been ransacked. Books and scrolls lay sprawled across the floor, having been thrown without care from their shelves. His desk was a mess of inkpots and brushes, his bed an upheaval of feathers and sheets. Dust rose in clouds as I sidestepped a smashed bamboo birdcage and shuffled deeper into his chambers.

I wasn’t sure where to look for something that might heal Lady Sarnai, but Edan’s workspace seemed like the best place to start.

Maps littered his desk. Some pages were yellowed with age and smelled of spices I couldn’t name. There were journals in his careful handwriting, with illustrations of countries I’d never heard of. I thumbed through the top one, pausing over a drawing of a familiar Niwa spider. These must have been the notes Edan consulted before we’d left for the Halakmarat Desert. His writing was in a language I couldn’t read.

Nelrat, I supposed.

“Do you not write anything in A’landan, Edan?” I murmured, moving on to his cabinets. From the deep dents in the wood, it appeared the emperor’s men had tried to smash the locks open, but without success. They’d given up, maybe too frightened by what magic still lurked in the Lord Enchanter’s chambers.

Not long ago, I hadn’t been too different. Well, I’d never been frightened of Edan, but I remembered the air of mystery surrounding him during our early meetings. It had taken months before I saw the earnest boy beneath the enchanter’s cloak of arrogance and magic.

I touched the lacquered cabinet doors, tracing my fingers from the strange words inscribed on the surface down to the bronze lock in the middle. There was no keyhole, but the lock was shaped like a hawk, its two spread wings latching either side of the doors.

My curious fingers folded the wings together, not expecting anything to happen. But the metal warmed under my touch, the bronze melting into a black lacquer like the rest of the wood. The doors cracked open, as if they recognized me.

Inside, I found drawers containing glass vials, filled to the brim with liquids of every color imaginable. There were plants and flowers and herbs I did not recognize, most dried and still in their whole form; some were crushed or ground and stored in hemp pouches. I found seeds that bloomed into flowers when I touched them, feathers and scales and molted snakeskins. At the bottom of the cabinet, I found a tray of objects. Talisman boxes inlaid with iridescent shell, a teak comb with missing teeth, an hourglass, a tin cup, an empty inkpot. The bottomless leather pouch that allowed Edan to carry so many books with him during our trip. I quickly exchanged my satchel for it, then picked up a familiar-looking mirror.

A reflection of the truth, he’d called it. When I was pretending to be my brother, its glass had revealed my reflection as my true self. Maia, not Keton.

I swept the dust from its glass and looked at myself. Without powder caking my cheeks and rouge painting my lips, I could see the familiar constellation of freckles on my face, the tired eyes that looked older than I remembered, the chapped lips.

“Still Maia,” I murmured, relieved. For now.

Tucked beside his bed was the little flute he had brought on our journey. I raised it to my lips, but I could not coax a sound out. How forlorn it was, without its master. Longing for Edan flooded over me, and for those carefree days when I could sit by a campfire listening to him play.

You’re not here to relive memories of Edan, I chided myself sternly.

Setting down the flute, I rifled through the books on the ground. Most were in languages I could not read.

A loose page peeking out of one of his journals caught my eye. Edan had brought it with him on our journey. Sand from the desert still spilled from its pages.

With trembling fingers, I picked up the loose page.

Maia. My name jumped out at me in Edan’s elegant script—finally, something written in A’landan.

Knees suddenly weak, I sank into the chair by his desk.

Xitara—my brightest one. Forgive me for leaving you. It is not what I would choose, but I would pay any price for your freedom—for your happiness. You say you will not be happy without me, but I know that is not true. Live your life, xitara.

His writing ended there, unfinished. It was the farewell letter he had intended to give me when he left for Lapzur.

I held it to my heart, the page crinkled from the strained press of my fingertips. I missed Edan so, so much.

“Where are you?” I murmured, reaching for my pendant. The walnut shell was warm, the light of my dresses pulsing within.

I turned back to the pile of books when a chill came over me, a sudden breeze tickling the back of my neck.

“Maia?” a voice called, faint yet near. A voice I dreamed of these nights, so tender and dear was it to me.

Again, “Maia?”

I trembled. The sound came from the mirror of truth. Was this my demon sight again?

I picked up the mirror and looked within: Edan sat by a tall stack of books, his black hair falling over his eyes. Trees rustled behind him, and the sky above was blue and clear. It was day, whereas here, it was night.

“Edan?” I called urgently.

He looked up and jumped to his feet. “Maia? Maia, can you hear me?”

“Yes.” I reached out to touch him, but my fingers only slid along the cold glass of the mirror.

“Are you safe?” Edan asked. Dark circles bruised the skin under his eyes. He hadn’t been sleeping well. Yet somehow, without the weight of his oath upon him, he seemed more carefree than before. What torture it was to see him so clearly yet not be able to touch him.

I nodded.

“I was hoping you’d find the mirror.”

His smile was infectious even from a thousand miles away. I couldn’t help smiling back, until I remembered why I was here.

“I need your help,” I started. “Lady Sarnai was badly hurt by the dress of the stars—it attacked her, and now she will not wake. Is there something here that can help her?”

His brow wrinkled in thought. “Check the third drawer. In the cabinet with the hawk. The lock will open to your touch—”

“It’s open already,” I said, managing to sound both sheepish and brusque.

“A small glass bottle labeled AN EXTRACT USED FOR THE GRAVEST OF INJURIES. I used it to save the emperor during the Five Winters’ War. A few drops will ease her pain, but I can’t promise it’ll wake her.”

I stared at the array of bottles. “I can’t read any of them.”

“Use the mirror.”

I held it over the bottles until I found the one Edan had described. “Does this mirror always translate ancient texts?”

“Only for you.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“I had a feeling you wouldn’t be able to stay away from my chambers for long,” Edan said with a roguish grin, then his voice softened. “When Khanujin forbade me to see you, I spent the time preparing to leave you. Everything I have is yours now, Maia. My possessions will speak to you, the way your scissors do.”

A flood of warmth crept up in my chest, and I savored it, wishing the cold would never come back. “Thank you.”

Edan started to speak, but I interrupted. He was going to ask about the wedding, or how I was, and I wanted to avoid those questions. “Did you make it to Agoria? Khanujin is looking for you.”

Edan shook his head. “The master I sought never left. He’s at the Temple of Nandun.”

So Edan wasn’t in Agoria at all—but still in A’landi, high in the mountains somewhere, tucked away in a shrine to the beggar god.

I let out a sigh of relief and leaned toward the mirror. “Has he been able to help you?”

Edan’s dark brows knotted, and the color drained from his face.

“Maia,” he whispered hoarsely. “Maia, you said you were free of Bandur.”

“What?” I drew back. How did he know I wasn’t? My eyes weren’t burning, and he couldn’t have heard about what had happened to Lady Sarnai.

“You are wearing a demon’s amulet.”

I looked down and saw my pendant had slid out of its place inside my tunic.

“No, it’s just the walnuts you gave me.” I held it out, showing him. “This isn’t—”

His jaw tensed, his voice thick with dread, with fear. “Don’t go to Lapzur.”

“I have to,” I said. “I have to fight him before…” Before I lose too much of myself.

“You can’t win if you go alone,” said Edan. “Wait for me. I’ll go with you.”

The strain in his voice touched me, but I wasn’t going to change my mind. “I’m getting worse every day, Edan. Soon I won’t be able to resist.”

A grimace tore apart Edan’s careful composure. “Come here, then,” he urged. “My teacher, Master Tsring, can help you. He’s mortal now, but he knows more about magic than anyone, save the gods themselves. He’s dealt with Bandur before.”

“I don’t have much time,” I said in a small voice. “I don’t even know where you—”

“The Tura Mountains. They’re not far from Lapzur. Call for me when you see them, and I will find you.”

“With the mirror?”

“Yes,” replied Edan, “but be careful. The demon inside you will grow stronger every day, and whenever you use magic, you open yourself to its influence. Do not use its power. It will corrupt you, and you will turn faster.”

To that, I said nothing.

“Maia!” Edan had raised his voice, and I flinched. His eyes were so blue, not the blazing yellow they’d once turned when he was angry. “Swear it on my life, Maia, that you will not use the demon’s power. Swear you will not go to Lapzur without me.”

Sudden rage rose in me. It flared white and hot and so dazzlingly intense I could not control it.

How dare he! He does not control you, Sentur’na.

The whispers grew louder, deafening. Edan’s furniture vanished. Trees sprang from the carpets, their branches withered and gnarled. The Forgotten Isles of Lapzur. I shut my eyes, pushing out the hallucination. “No!”

The mirror slipped from my grasp, and I lunged for it, but whatever connection Edan and I had had was broken.

“Edan?” I whispered, clutching the mirror. Only my reflection stared back at me. “Edan, I’m sorry.”

But Edan was gone.

I crumpled onto the ground in despair. My pendant whirled around my neck. I grasped it and forced it to still.

Edan was wrong. It wasn’t a demon’s amulet. The dresses inside belonged to the mother goddess, Amana. There was nothing sinister about them.

Still, a pinprick of doubt stabbed me. Then why is there a crack in the center, like in Bandur’s amulet?

That, I couldn’t answer.

I tucked the pendant back inside my tunic. The dresses inside thrummed softly, a steady pulse against my heart’s. Unlike my scissors’ song, it did not stop when I let go.

I inhaled a deep, shaky breath. At least Edan was safe. That would have to do for now.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

By nightfall, the earth trembled no more. The heavens ceased their weeping, and the sky god painted his canvas the purple-blue of an iris in bloom. But beneath his strokes of twilight, the acrid smell of cannon fire thickened the air, and swords clanged against the wind.

After sundown, the shansen’s army breached the city walls and began their march up the hill to the Autumn Palace. By morning, the war would be at the palace gates.

It was during this eerie interlude, just before dawn, that the emperor summoned me to his war council. He wanted his cloak.

Something told me I might never return to my room, so I brought my pouch, slung over my shoulder. I made it ten paces into the imperial audience chamber before a minister snatched the cloak from my arms and handed it to the emperor.

Khanujin held it up. The hem draped down the wide carpeted steps leading to his throne. The cloak’s creamy marigold silk shimmered in the young sunlight, the bold threads of the dragon I’d embroidered a sharp complement to the black brocade embedded into the fabric—dyed by my demon magic.

“It is done?” he asked me. A hint of precaution colored the question.

“Yes.”

With a grunt of satisfaction, Khanujin stood and tossed the cloak over his shoulders. Almost at once, the wilt in his shoulders squared, his hollow cheeks and sunken figure broadening until he stood tall and full, and his sable hair, swept under the hood, luminous.

A miraculous transformation. All the ministers drew sharp breaths and fell to their knees. A small smile curled across Khanujin’s lips. The same smile that had once enthralled me—had made me worship him as the most magnificent ruler of all kingdoms—now made me loathe him.

“Now we are ready for battle,” he said, raising his sword. “Let us claim victory over the shansen.”

The ministers fawned over him, praising Amana. Even the minister of war, who had looked weary and anxious only moments before, declared the battle all but won.

“Master Tamarin, you shall come with us.”

I jerked up, ears ringing in shock. Outside, lightning flashed, and the rain had started again, rattling against the roof tiles.

“Our army is in position. We ride now.”

I didn’t struggle when his soldiers threw an armored vest meant for someone twice my size over my tunic and jostled me onto a horse.

Khanujin, too, was in armor, the cloak I’d sewn draped over his shoulders. Soldiers and servants cheered him as he passed, even as the gates rumbled with the shansen’s men trying to get in.

“Son of Heaven, bring us victory!” they shouted. Rain beat their temples and streamed down their cheeks. “Khagan of Kings, destroy the traitor!”

Red banners flailed against the wind, embroidered dragons flying among the troops. My horse moved so fast to keep up with the others I hardly noticed we were heading toward the gate, and into battle.

When I heard the first explosions of cannon fire, I mistook it for thunder. But thunder did not hurl stones and tiles into the air like fireworks or make trees erupt in brilliant plumes of black and amber smoke. Every subsequent burst rattled my heart.

My demon sight flickered, making my eyes burn as it soared beyond the Autumn Palace to the valley below. A slab of wood, a sign for what had once been an apothecary, clattered from a broken roof. The entire town had been destroyed. Ash rained from the sky, and corpses—mostly civilians, whose brows were still wrinkled with fear—littered the roads.

My head hurt. So this was war—this was why Keton woke up in the middle of the night, screaming and sobbing, after he’d returned home. The ache in my heart, which had dulled since Bandur had claimed me, flared for just an instant. And with it, the old Maia.

A spark of hatred ignited in me.

Outside the palace walls, the shansen’s banner flew, the tiger’s snow-white fur glistening against jade-green silk. With a shudder, I thought of how the warlord had changed on the night of the banquet. How his demon’s amulet had smoldered, smoke billowing in the form of a tiger before it devoured him.

Not it. She.

Gyiu’rak.

Arrows spat up from the palace ramparts, arcing above me in a neat line, so high they looked like dots, and a flock of birds bolted at the approach of the shansen’s army.

The warlord and his men raised their shields and charged through the hail of arrows. Men fell on both sides, and more arrows flew. Then the gates roared open, and the emperor and his legions spilled outside.

The emperor’s soldiers barreled forward at the enemy, horses’ teeth gnashing as they galloped past me. Forgotten, I kept to the shadows of the gates, watching the shansen and his sons cut down every man who dared get in their way, watching Khanujin glow with the enchantment from my cloak as he exhorted his men to fight and die for him.

But it wasn’t the emperor or the shansen who captured my attention: it was a woman among the warlord’s ranks—one whom I had never seen before, mounted on an ivory steed.

A smile graced her lips as she rode serenely into battle. Even on horseback, she appeared taller than was natural, her sinewy limbs bare, a cloak sailing behind her shoulders. Long white hair striped with black at the temples flashed behind her, rippling like the pearlescent armor she wore over her wrists and torso. Like Emperor Khanujin, she was beautiful and strange, so mesmerizing some of the soldiers stopped to stare at her. The bile rose to my throat when I saw the gleaming claws handling her horse’s reins, the sharp teeth behind her smile—more feral than serene as she drew close—and her eyes.

Rimmed with the liquid gold of amber and honey, and red as blood in the center.

A demon’s eyes.

“Gyiu’rak,” I whispered. This was her human form.

With supernatural speed, she struck three of the emperor’s soldiers dead. Bodies fell around her as she darted between swords and spears, too fast for any human hand to touch, her claws sharp enough to slice through flesh—through bone.

I’d seen what Gyiu’rak had done to Khanujin’s soldiers the last time I’d encountered her. It didn’t matter whether she was tiger or woman; all it took for a demon to kill was a touch.

There was no way Khanujin would win this battle.

I spurred my horse forward. At my command, its hooves thundered toward the emperor.

“You cannot win!” I yelled at him. “We must retreat.”

Khanujin brushed me aside with a flap of his sleeves, and two of his guards flanked me so I couldn’t go after him.

Cannon fire drowned my shouts, but then I heard Gyiu’rak’s deafening growl and the slice of her claws against the wind as she hurtled toward the emperor.

Strength bubbled in me with violent potential. You can save him.

I had only a second to decide. I’d already broken my promise to Edan, so why not heed the voice? Why not give in?

Do nothing, and the emperor will die.

I ducked between Khanujin’s two guards and grabbed the emperor by his shield, pushing him off his horse.

The demon slammed into me instead, the impact so brutal I flew off my saddle, landing hard on my back.

My horse collapsed, dead. Gyiu’rak pulled her claws from its flank and sprang to her feet, ready to launch herself at the emperor again.

“Run!” I shouted to Khanujin.

Before Gyiu’rak could leap after him, I caught the hem of her cloak and yanked to hold her back. She spun, lashing at me with her tiger claws.

I was a tailor; I had no warrior’s training. Dance as I did to avoid her attack, I felt the swipe of her fingertips bite my flesh.

Were I human, her touch would have killed me. But my leg bore no wound. Not even a mark.

Gyiu’rak’s scarlet pupils constricted. “Impossible.”

The emperor forgotten, she circled me, ignoring the battle raging around us. Her movements were slow and languid, meant to make me feel like prey.

We both knew I couldn’t run away. She was faster than I was, and far stronger.

I reached for my dagger, hidden in the back of my tailor’s belt.

Gyiu’rak seized my arm. “You,” she rasped, recognizing the weapon as the one I’d wielded against the shansen in the Autumn Palace. The demon looked at me, realization darkening her features.

“You don’t belong here,” she said into my ear. She hissed, “Sister.”

A chill raced up my spine. I shouted, “Jinn!” and unsheathed the blade, then stabbed the glowing meteorite into the demon’s chest. Gyiu’rak’s mouth stretched into a scream, her white hair billowing around me as her flesh blistered and burned. I shoved the dagger deeper, watching the demon’s red eyes darken to cinder—until she finally shriveled into a cloud of smoke.

The cloud took on the form of a tiger as it drifted across the battlefield, seeking its home—the shansen’s amulet.

I didn’t watch for long. My pulse was a martial thrum, the dagger’s blade still singing in my hand.

Around me, the god of death reigned. There were barely any of the emperor’s soldiers left. If I didn’t do something, all would be lost.

I wove my way through the battlefield, up to the ramparts where Khanujin’s remaining archers frantically rained down arrows upon the shansen and his men.

But no matter how many arrows pierced the warlord’s back, he only grew stronger. Soon he’d be at the gates of the Autumn Palace.

Let us help you, Sentur’na. The ghosts of Lapzur will win this fight for you.

Tempting. So tempting. All it would take was a word. A thought.

No.

Drawing on my demon magic would bring dire consequences.

I clutched my pendant. Its warmth radiated uncomfortably against my chest, making me aware of how cold my skin was.

Earlier, when I’d worked on the emperor’s cloak, the pendant had been silent. Amana wouldn’t come to my aid. But now it trembled, faintly aglow with the light of the sun.

The laughter of the sun would overpower the shansen’s army and force him to retreat. It would win the battle for Khanujin.

But did I dare call on Amana?

The power of her dresses was with me, locked tight in my pendant. Before, I hadn’t hesitated. Now I remembered what had happened when I made Khanujin’s cloak, how the darkness had spilled across the pendant, briefly painting it black as a demon’s amulet.

My dresses were the only shield I had against my demon self. If I called upon Amana’s magic—if I sacrificed the dress of the sun to save the emperor—then I risked weakening my own defenses.

The only alternative is far worse, I realized grimly. I trusted Amana more than I trusted any demon, even my own.

Taking the pendant in my hand, I released the dress of the sun. It spilled out like shimmering sand, its wide skirts flaring over my legs, the bodice tightening against my waist. My tailor’s clothes vanished under the magnificent power of the dress, and the strength of the sun filled me, silencing the whispers from Lapzur that haunted me.

Arrows arced toward me, but the dress of the sun swallowed them all. Flames burst from the seams of my dress, flaring whenever anyone dared get too close.

The heat scorched me and yet imbued me with incredible strength; the power was irresistible. But did it come from the dress of the sun or from the demon blood flowing in my veins? Or worse yet, from both?

I’d soon have my answer.

Shadows gathered at the hem of my skirts, slowly slinking into the folds of my dress. The laughter of the sun fought them off, flaring brighter than before, but my demon was strong. She knew how to play on my fears.

The dress of the sun won’t be enough, she whispered huskily. What can it do, blind the shansen’s army? You’ll need more to save your emperor from Gyiu’rak, but Amana will not heed your plea. I am here. The ghosts of Lapzur are at your command. By the power of the sun and moon and stars, they will obey us. They will decimate the shansen’s army. They will defeat his demon.

She was right; I did need her. But at what cost would she win this battle for me?

Deep inside, I already knew. Edan’s concerned face bubbled up in my memory. Baba’s and Keton’s too.

The cost was me—Maia.

I lowered my arms. No. I refused to twist Amana’s powers.

I tore at the dress, but it would not come off. My fingers fumbled for the scissors.

I cut and cut, ignoring the pain bursting inside me from my mutilating the wondrous creation I had labored over for so many months.

But I had created a living force, and as I stepped out of the dress, its broken seams began to come back together again.

I didn’t need Amana to help me. I had the laughter of the sun, the tears of the moon, and the blood of stars with me: three pieces of magic as old as the world itself. I just hadn’t known how to use them—until now.

Once more I activated the dagger and, biting my lip through the searing pain, with one, precise slash, I stabbed the dress of the sun in its fiery bodice, drawing the blade down, down to the edge of the skirts until I had ripped the gown in half. Then I threw the dress, the first of Amana’s legacy, into the sky.

Let the laughter of the sun aid my people, I prayed, watching it burn brighter and brighter. Let the power of Amana save them and bring hope for another day.

In a single burst of light, the dress exploded into the clouds and was no more.

Darkness swept across the Autumn Palace, silencing the arrows and the swords and the spears. As the weapons burned into ashes, the shansen hollered for his army to retreat.

My pendant knocked against my chest, sending a surge of agony rocking my mind from my heart, my heart from my body. Somewhere in the back of my consciousness or in the hollow chambers of my soul, I saw my own blood-red eyes gleaming at me amid a fury of smoke.

And I screamed.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

The storm followed us. Ribbons of lightning streaked across the darkened sky, and thunder boomed in long, shuddering rolls. It was hard not to think of Bandur’s laughter as Ammi and I wove through the clouds, but I had other concerns. We had little money and no food. Worse, both Khanujin’s soldiers and the shansen’s were looking for me.

Ammi slept, curled into a small ball on her side of the carpet.

I left her alone, grateful she was finding rest, while a part of me envied her peace. Even if I were able to sleep, my mind wouldn’t let me rest. I couldn’t stop reliving my last conversation with Edan.

Meet me in the forest with the poplar trees. I’ll find you.

The forest wasn’t much of a detour on the way to Lapzur. I could easily stop there with a few days to spare—as long as the magic in my carpet didn’t run out.

So why did I hesitate? I wanted to see him. Gods knew I did.

And yet…Bandur had agreed too easily to let me bring Edan. Far too easily.

I gripped the ends of my sleeves tight, twisting their burnt edges with my fingers.

Who would I even be by the end of the fortnight? Someone who couldn’t feel love? Someone who couldn’t be loved?

I felt more of myself slipping away. No matter how hard I tried to hold on to my memories, they were like water, leaking through the seams of my fingers. When I thought of Edan, I remembered how my name on his tongue would send a rush of warmth and joy surging through me, but I couldn’t remember how it felt to touch him. I couldn’t even remember what his voice sounded like.

It wasn’t just Edan. Baba and Keton, too. Soon their drawings in my sketchbook would not be enough to remind me how much I loved them.

Dawn touched the threads of my carpet, its misty rays illuminating the world below. The rain was finally abating, and I lifted my cloak to glance at Ammi. Her eyebrows pinched together in a restless sleep, her cheeks flushed in spite of the cold.

I laid my palm against her forehead. “Demon’s breath,” I muttered. She was burning up. “Ammi?”

She rolled her head to the side, shivering under her damp cloak.

“Hmmm,” she slurred. “Let me sleep.”

I had to get her somewhere warm and dry. But where?

We were flying over a cluster of sandstone pillars; the mist-covered landscape extended for miles of gorges and ravines, the cascades of rushing waterfalls so far below they looked like a painting. I squinted, making out a large city ahead, not far away. From the unusual landscape, I guessed it was Nissei, one of the richest cities in A’landi.

Nissei sat on the south bank of the Changi River, surrounded by the famous Sand Needle Forests. Although it wasn’t along the Spice Road, many merchants came to trade for its famed porcelain. It was said that the secrets of bone china rivaled the secrets of silk, and certainly, since porcelain was so valuable, every child in Nissei learned to paint china before learning to write.

I was wary of stopping in such a busy city, but there was no time to search for a better option. The storm had relented, but more dark clouds gathered on the horizon. And Nissei was in the Bansai Province.

“Master Longhai’s home,” I murmured to myself. He had always been kind to me, even though we’d been competing against each other to become His Majesty’s tailor. He would take us in.

If I could find him.

It was early enough that fishermen were still coasting the river, so I landed the carpet near an empty part of the port.

“Ammi,” I said, hoisting her arms around my neck. “Ammi, I’m going to take you to see Master Longhai.”

I dragged her to one of the side streets and yelled for the first wagon I saw, pulled by two mules and driven by a boy with a straw hat and dirty fingernails.

“What’s wrong with your friend?” the boy asked.

He wouldn’t take her if he knew she was sick. Big cities feared plague, and with winter near, people were bound to be more vigilant.

“Too much to drink,” I lied, forcing a
















































































CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Sunlight dappled the bamboo window frames, patches of cerulean blue seeping through between the clouds. The storm had finally lifted.

For the first time since I’d attacked her, Ammi arose from her bed. The floorboards creaked under her steps as she tiptoed toward the door. I started to sit up in my bed to call out to her, but she stilled at the sound of my rustling.

I stilled, too. After what felt like a long time, she let out a quiet breath and closed the door behind her. I heard her footsteps rush down the stairs.

Nothing had ever made me feel so wretched. Was she avoiding me?

I dressed to meet her for breakfast. In my mind I rehearsed the three things I needed to tell her. That she’d be safe from me, that I was leaving to find Edan. That I was sorry I’d hurt her.

But when I saw Ammi helping Longhai’s cook knead dough for making steamed buns, I fled before she noticed me.

“Are you not taking breakfast?” Madam Su asked, passing me in the hall.

“I already ate,” I lied. I glanced at the bandages on her tray. “Is someone hurt?”

“Ammi is, didn’t you know?” Worry gathered in the head seamstress’s temples. “She had a bad fall last night. Luckily, it’s just a few scratches.”

Something rose in my chest, strangling my words. “Did she say how she fell?”

“Yes, but I practically had to pry it out of her,” Madam Su said with a laugh. “She said she tripped over a kettle. But, funny, I didn’t leave a kettle in your room.”

My insides churned with guilt. Maybe Ammi would never speak of what happened last night, maybe she would pretend nothing had happened. But in the same way that the old me hadn’t been a good liar, Ammi was not, either.

No wonder she hadn’t been able to look at me last night or talk to me this morning about what had happened.

She was frightened of me. It stung, but I couldn’t blame her.

I was afraid of me, too.

 

• • •

“Is everything all right?” Longhai asked me, later that day. “Madam Su mentioned that you looked troubled, though truth be told, you haven’t been yourself since you arrived.”

I concentrated on my embroidery. Today’s project was stitching a mountain landscape for a nobleman’s scarf.

“Look at me, my friend.”

I clung stubbornly to my work. “I’m sorry, it’s just that I got off to a late start this morning. If I don’t continue, I won’t finish this scarf in time—”

“Oh, damn the scarf. It can wait. What’s wrong, Maia?”

Finally, I regarded him. It was the first time he’d used my real name. Did it sound foreign because I’d never heard it coming from his tongue, or because the name was starting to feel less like my own?

Longhai sighed. “Come with me.”

I put down the scarf and followed him back to his personal studio. This time, instead of drinking in the sight of his paintings and his tools, I took in the rosewood desks and chairs cushioned with expensive brocade, the priceless embroidered scrolls hanging on the walls, the hand-painted vases sitting on scarlet-lacquered shelves. In spite of all the finery around me, what caught my eye was the jacket hanging behind Longhai’s desk.

It was a ceremonial military uniform. Bronze tassels dangled from the seams, the intricate swirls and patterns of the brocade inlaid with coral and studded with jade buttons. Embroidered on the left sleeve—was a tiger.

“Did this belong to the shansen?”

“Yes,” he informed me. “To the twenty-third shansen.”

The current shansen, Lord Makangis, was the twenty-seventh. That would mean this jacket was from the Qingmin dynasty. Little craftsmanship had survived the wars during which the last Qingmin emperor was overthrown. “It must be—”

“Priceless?” Longhai said. “Yes, I spent a foolish fortune on it. But it serves as a good reminder to me of what is lost war after war. Art is lost. Art, and our children.”

He lowered his voice. “These are dangerous times, Master Tamarin. There is good reason to believe that Emperor Khanujin’s dynasty is coming to an end and that the shansen will take his throne, but only the gods know what will come to pass.” He leveled his gaze at me. “You are in a precarious position, wanted by both sides. Not many have the ability to help you, and you would not ask for help even if you needed it.”

Edan had observed that about me during the trial.

Well, I did need help. Desperately.

“The storm has passed” was all I could say. “I meant to leave this morning, but…”

“Ah, I heard your friend had a fall.”

My voice came out hoarse. “Yes.”

“You haven’t told her you’re leaving,” Longhai deduced, reading the guilt on my face. “Will you consider staying on?”

After what had happened with Ammi, nothing would change my mind. She couldn’t come with me to Lapzur, or even to the Tura Mountains to find Edan. I couldn’t risk it. “No, I can’t. I must go alone. The soldiers…no one is looking for her.”

Longhai nodded gravely. “She will be safe here. But you…Maia, you can’t expect to get very far on foot.”

I pursed my lips. “I could use a horse. I…I can’t promise I’ll return it. And any maps you can spare.”

“I’ll have my swiftest steed ready for you by this evening. You will stay for dinner, won’t you?”

“I must leave as soon as my work for you is done,” I said, shaking my head. “Before dusk. I fear I’ve already stayed too long.”

Longhai’s face darkened at my words, but bless him, he didn’t ask any more questions. “May the Sages protect you, young Tamarin. And may the gods protect us all.”

I echoed his words, but I didn’t have the heart to believe them.

 

• • •

Now that the storm was over, the streets outside Longhai’s shop came alive. Carriages scraped along the roads, and I heard Madam Su greeting customers in the front of the store. Not wanting to be seen, I ducked out of the workroom to find Ammi. I’d been trying to muster the courage to speak with her before I left.

I found her in the kitchen, stirring a pot of soup.

“Some soup, Maia? Come, have a bowl before the other seamstresses drink everything up. Longhai’s regular cook has the day off, so it’s just me in the kitchen.”

She was prattling on more than usual, and despite how calm she sounded, I knew she was nervous about being around me. “Ammi, I…I’m sor—”

“You don’t have to lie,” she blurted. “I know it wasn’t you. It was the shadow inside you.”

The shadow inside me. That was one way to put it.

Ammi bit her lip to keep it from trembling. “What’s happening to you, Maia? You didn’t even know me.”

I didn’t even know myself, I thought, but I didn’t say it aloud.

It was time I told her the truth.

I asked, “What do you know of demons?”

She hesitated, setting her spoon back in the pot. “I grew up with stories about demons. Our shaman said they used to roam free in the world, creating mischief and spreading misdeeds before the gods intervened. He said magic was wilder then.”

“I came across a powerful demon during my travels with the Lord Enchanter.” I inhaled. “When I sought the blood of stars, the demon who guarded the Isles of Lapzur marked me and claimed my soul as his own. Edan bargained with him to take my place, but because I made the dresses, the demon no longer wants Edan. Now it is I who must assume guardianship of the isles.”

Ammi drew back. “You’re becoming a demon?”

I wouldn’t lie to her. “Yes. Edan is waiting to go to Lapzur with me.”

I stopped there, waiting for Ammi’s reaction.

“Then we must leave as soon as possible. Tomorrow morning at first light.” She touched my shoulder, still hesitant, but when she faced me, some of the fear in her eyes had gone. “Thank you for telling me, Maia.”

I didn’t have until tomorrow morning. I’d leave tonight, as soon as the sun began to set.

“I’ll help you,” she was saying. “The Lord Enchanter will, too. If magic is what got you into this mess in the first place, then magic can save you.”

She truly believed it.

Edan can’t save you, disagreed the shadow inside me. No one can.

I ignored the voices and nodded to my friend. “I hope so. I hope so.”

I wouldn’t lie to Ammi, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t willing to lie to myself.

 

• • •

I was upstairs in our room packing when something knocked at the window. I ignored it.

Another knock. “Strange,” I murmured, going to the window and opening it.

There! I spotted my cloth bird stuck in the latticework. Gently, I eased it through the wooden slats, and it burst inside, circling around me before it landed on the back of my hand, wings still flapping wildly.

“Did you find him?” I asked.

The cloth bird leapt off my hand and fluttered to the window.

“I’m coming. I’m ready.”

My belongings were few. Edan’s flute, my sketchbook, my scissors. My dagger.

There was no time to say goodbye to Ammi, and even if I left her a note, she wouldn’t have been able to read it. So I ripped a page from my sketchbook and folded it into a paper bird like the one I’d sewn to find Edan. At the last minute, I yanked a fiber from my carpet and sewed it into the bird’s wings, then I left the paper bird on my desk.

As I turned to leave, voices outside my window sharpened my ears.

“This is the tailor’s street?”

I glimpsed out the window. A band of men were rounding the corner. At first glance, they did not look so different from any other residents of Nissei, but my tailor’s eyes picked apart their clothes.

The styles were not of this province, and the clothes weren’t those of traders. Traders didn’t cover their belts with coats to hide their weapons, nor did they wear dirt-crusted boots that peeked out from the hems of their robes. Nissei was a clean city, and the streets were paved with stones, not dirt. These men had come from the woods.

The shansen’s spies.

Apprehension bristled in me. These men were clearly looking for Longhai’s shop.

Hurriedly, I threw my carpet into my pouch and went down the back stairs.

As Longhai had promised, a horse waited for me at the back of the shop, saddled and packed with a bag full of food.

The mare reared, frightened by the sight of me. She snorted and kicked when I approached.

“Shhh…,” I said, stroking her mane gently. “Please. It’s Maia. Just Maia.”

I started to hum to her, scratching behind her ears so she’d know I wasn’t dangerous.

That I wasn’t a demon.

Still humming, I pressed my forehead against her neck and waited for her pulse to slow. Once she was calm, I kissed her neck and mounted.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

As we edged onto the street, taking cover under the long shadows from the wall around Longhai’s shop, I heard the shansen’s men at the front door.

“There’s no one by that name here,” Madam Su was informing them. She lifted her head slightly, noticing me creep my way to the front of the shop.

“We know the imperial tailor is here,” one of the soldiers said gruffly, trying to push past the seamstress into the shop. “I warn you to stand aside, woman. I’ve killed for less.”

Madam Su held firm, even when the soldier unsheathed his dagger and held it threateningly at her. But I froze, pulling back on my horse’s reins.

“Looking for me?” I shouted. With a hard kick to my horse’s side, I charged toward the street.

“That’s the tailor!” they yelled, running after me. “Stop!”

Before they could reach their horses, Ammi ran out of the shop brandishing a large iron pan and whacked the back of one soldier’s head, and Madam Su knocked the other to his knees.

I caught my friend’s eyes for an instant. Understanding flooded hers, and she nodded.

I didn’t look back again.

After that, no more of the shansen’s men followed. My cloth bird perched on my shoulder, I raced onward—making for the Tura Mountains on the distant horizon.
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