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When the Dragon soars and the Phoenix dances, the people will enjoy happiness for years, bringing peace and tranquility to all under Heaven.

—Ancient Shi proverb
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Before
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The boy clung tightly to his sister’s hand when they fled the palace, afraid that if he let go he might lose her forever. Their home was no longer safe—not with their father dead and the stench of betrayal in the air.

Into the night, they followed their mother through the streets of Beishou and toward the western border, hoping to find refuge in the last place anyone would think to look for them.

The desert.

It was no place for a royal family, but Empress Odgerel prayed to her gods that the shifting labyrinth of sand might keep them hidden.

They followed the nomadic trails and slept in a different place each night. Sometimes in tents, sometimes under a blanket of stars. They changed their names, their appearances, the way they spoke.

But eventually, the soldiers came.

And with them, a man clad in a shroud of black smoke and red fury. The man who would not rest until the royal family was dead.

Against all odds, the boy survived.

A passing caravan of nomads found him a few days after a massive sandstorm. Motherless. Sisterless. Dehydrated and feverish, he teetered on the edge of death. Nails torn off completely, dried blood crusted over his fingers.

The nomads asked no questions of this strange boy.

The boy who hated the desert with every fiber of his body yet was forced to remain in its protection. The boy so broken inside that they thought he might never smile again, that his eyes would never see the light. The boy who could not or would not speak. And when he finally did with a voice full of gravel, he uttered only one word. Again and again.

A name he would repeat in his sleep. Sometimes murmuring, often screaming.

Sarangerel.

The name of his beloved twin sister. The sister he had failed to protect.

He scared the nomads in the early days, but they kept him alive. They healed his wounds, fed him, and taught him their language and ways. Despite their kindness, the boy thought it would be his fate to wander the sands forever, lost in nightmares.

But the crafty gods had other plans.

One day, someone came for him. A man loyal to the dead emperor. He shepherded the boy from the desert and across the waters, bringing him to distant lands in the warmer colonies of the south. Slowly, that broken boy began to stitch himself whole again, though the tears would never align perfectly. A cavernous hunger grew in him. Deep and bitter, it would only be sated when wrongs were made right.

It is said that the gods test a man for a purpose; that they would never place on him a burden he could not bear. But the boy held a different view. The gods were cruel, and men were merely puppets in a grand play staged for the amusement of bored immortals.

He vowed to snatch his fate from their hands.

So, he bided his time, waiting for a sign.

One dawn, an unusual call was heard in the misty mountains of Wudin, and some villagers claimed they had seen the elusive fènghuáng circling its rugged peaks. It was a rebirth—the Phoenix had not been seen for over a century.

Something was reawakening, and the boy was ready.
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1

Ahn

One silver coin.

The difference between life and death.

Between having a grandmother and being alone in the world.

My heart races and my mouth turns desert-dry when the healer barely glances at my stack of coins. Copper, not silver. He doesn’t have to count them. We both know the stack is the wrong height and color. Too short and lacking the most important thing—more precious metal.

Funny how something pulled from the earth can be so deadly. Mined and forged into swords. Fought over in war. The reason some of us can’t fill our bellies.

With a dismissive snort, the healer’s attention snaps back to the wooden drawers lining a wall of the apothecary. Pulling one open, he extracts a few strands of cordyceps with a thin pair of tweezers. Carefully, he places the brown worm-like fungus on a round metal saucer tied to a slim wooden rod. Beady eyes squinting at the numbers carved onto it, he shifts the counterweight at the other end accordingly to measure the amount. Not once does he look at me.

It’s as if I don’t exist.

“Please,” I implore despite the fire rising in my chest. “I’ll pay you the rest of the money in a week—it’s just one silver coin. My grandmother’s fever hasn’t subsided in days. Let me have the medicine first.”

He pretends not to hear me. Putting his scale down, he moves to a large glass jar of macerated liquid, russet-colored and filled with crooked floating roots.

My nails bite crescents into my palms as I force down the cauldron of curse words bubbling in my throat. Maybe a few tears would soften this man’s shriveled heart.

“Please.” My voice wobbles and I blink rapidly as I heave a few breaths. “My grandmother delivered your son, didn’t she? It was a difficult birth and she saved your wife’s life—”

“And Grandma Jia was paid well for her services! I’m sorry she’s still sick, but I have my own family to feed. You think your life is hard? Shout it out in the streets and see if anyone cares. The desert’s no place for sentiment.”

“But—”

“I’ve shown you enough kindness, Ahn. Don’t forget you owe me for last week’s medicine. Why don’t you ask the innkeeper for an advance? That bastard’s the only one making some money in this wretched town.”

“I did, but it isn’t enough,” I lie, a knot twisting in my stomach.

I lost my job two weeks ago at the only place that would hire me. The innkeeper’s a stickler for punctuality and I was late for work a few times this month. I kept missing my ride from our village into Shahmo after staying up through the night caring for Ama. It’s impossible to sprint the entire distance in the oppressive heat. I’ve tried, but sometimes, trying isn’t enough.

The healer gives me an odd look. “How old are you? Sixteen?”

I nod, self-consciously tugging the two braids that run down to my waist. Girls my age normally keep their hair pinned up and secured by a fāzān—the ceremonial hairpin that shows they are of marriageable age. Ama wanted to get me one; she felt it was an important rite of passage. I don’t see the point. Marriage is the last thing on my mind and money is better spent on food or fixing our run-down hut.

The healer averts his eyes, mumbling, “I hear Madam Liu is looking for new girls for her establishment. The bazaar is finally coming back this weekend, and she expects a crowd. Even with that scar on your cheek, a girl like you wouldn’t have a problem.”

The knot in my stomach tightens. “Are you suggesting that I work at the brothel?”

“There is no shame in what those women do. It’s an honest living,” he says quickly, a hand raised to smooth the tension between us. “My wife’s second cousin works there as a cleaner. She could help arrange a meeting with Madam Liu.”

“I’ll think about it,” I manage.

Something like sympathy crosses the healer’s face before he turns back to his herbs, narrow shoulders hunching. I grab my pathetic stack of coins and stumble out of the apothecary, nausea fermenting in my stomach. I know he’s right. The old silvery scar on my left cheek is faint, hardly noticeable except under harsh light, and I have youth on my side.

An honest living.

For the desperate. And I am desperate.

But I don’t know if I’m desperate enough. I brush those thoughts away. I can think about that later. Right now, I can’t go home empty-handed.

The dreadful sound of Ama’s rib-rattling cough echoes in my mind. She doesn’t know I lost my job. I’ve kept up my act, waking at dawn each day, hitching the same ride into town and back again, spinning tales of my days at the inn during our evening meals. Meals that have gotten increasingly meager as money runs out.

Time to fix this.

I lower the brim of my old straw hat and drape my linen scarf across my chin and nose. Even though most of my time in Shahmo is spent in the inn’s kitchen and not many people would recognize me at first glance, it’s best to be cautious.

It helps that an Imperial decree went up in the town square a week ago: we are to dress in white robes for the next forty-nine days as a sign of respect for our dead emperor. But new robes cost money and white robes are hard to keep clean. Most of us wear the cheaper but well-woven pale linens the desert nomads trade instead. It’s against tradition and an imperfect substitute, but the Imperial troops pay little attention to this far-flung outpost of the Shi Empire and its surrounding villages.

As a town that was formerly part of another country, and more important, one that doesn’t fill the Imperial coffers, we aren’t worth the effort.

I blend easily into the milling crowd of beige, with the occasional dot of creamy white, and skim past the open food carts. My light fingers pick up some yóutiáo and a couple of mántou. By the time I get home, the crullers will be a soggy mess and the fluffy steamed buns as hard as rocks. But they’ll have to do. The food disappears into my robes with practiced ease, honed by years of not having enough.

The cart in front of me has some chuàn’r, grilled meat that would be a treat for Ama. But I’m not sure if the sharp points of the skewers would tear my patched-up robes. As I loiter, instinct turns my head.

A hulking man is walking toward me, his forehead scrunched into a deep frown. Did he see me stealing the food? Pulse quickening, I move to the next stall and examine the display of rough-spun cotton handkerchiefs with feigned interest. Dull and poorly embroidered, they are pitiable imitations of the silk handkerchiefs carried by the ladies from the great eastern cities of the Empire.

My shoulders loosen as the man passes me by without incident. Just to be sure, I watch his retreating back. He can’t be from around here. Unlike the men in the Shi Empire who keep their hair long because of tradition, his is razored close to his scalp. His coarse, ruddy skin hints of a southern lineage or too much time in the sun. Showing no regard for the official decree, he’s dressed in a dark gray cotton hànfú with no embroidery or decoration on his tunic or pants. Civilian clothes of a lower class. A trader from the Nandah nation in the south, maybe.

Or a soldier on leave, I remind myself. Best to stay away. Besides, I need to get the food back to Ama.

“I saw what you did.”

I spin around and find a cheeky grin. Li Guo eyes the lumps around my waist.

“What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be at work?” I say to the strapping boy in front of me. He has a laugh that makes you think his life is easy. But Li Guo has a leanness we all share here. A leanness that tells you how often we go to bed with empty stomachs.

“I’m done with today’s shift and was on my way home when I saw you.”

“How’s everyone?” I ask as we walk side by side. I was working at the inn for almost a year; Li Guo’s been there for two after moving from our village to Shahmo. He’s probably my only friend, but the other workers at the inn were at least civil to me.

“Yingma says she misses you. I spoke up, you know, told Old Pang your grandmother was sick.” Li Guo’s smile vanishes. “But he wouldn’t listen.”

I didn’t expect him to. The innkeeper became the only successful businessman in this shanty town from his shrewd attention to profit, not through concern for his workers.

Li Guo presses something into my hand. Copper coins. I shake my head and hand them back. He opens his mouth but closes it once I give him a look. We’ve been friends long enough for him to understand. I won’t take his money. Not when he and his father need it just as much as I do.

He sighs and drops the coins into his trouser pocket before pulling out a red apple and offering it to me. That I snatch immediately. Apples are my favorite and fresh fruit is hard to come by in the desert. Juice dribbles down my chin as I bite into it, the sweetness rich on my tongue. This would have cost him a fortune, but I know he probably stole it from a passing merchant.

Truth is, when you live in a dry husk of a place with nothing to offer but shelter for the night at the sad little inn, you learn other ways of getting by. I’d give anything to run from Shahmo’s endless heat, its flatness, its bland expanse of beige with hardly any green in sight. Only Li Guo knows of my desire. I can’t tell Ama. After all she has done for me, I would never be so ungrateful.

We make our way toward the communal wells at the edge of the town. The streets empty out, and my thoughts go as dismal as the faded shop fronts around me. I think back to when we were children in our tiny village. When we stood shoulder to shoulder reveling with laughter, cloistered in our bubble of naivete, safe in the knowledge that we had nothing to lose.

We were wrong. There was everything to lose.

Two years ago, that bubble burst. Li Guo’s brothers returned from the wars in urns, one after the other. The Empire didn’t even have the decency to send bodies. His mother died of grief, never knowing if the ashes in those burnished ceramic jars belonged to her own children or their fallen comrades, wondering when her last son would be sacrificed for another man’s ambition.

And Li Guo was left alone, struggling to find a way to keep himself and his father alive.

“Do you think the war with Honguodi is truly over?” I say.

Shahmo nestles on the safest route west between the barren desert and the toxic salt lakes. Even though we’re hundreds of miles away from the capital, we get news from travelers cutting through. And recently, all everyone can talk about is the new peace treaty that was brokered between the two nations.

Li Guo replies, “Seems so. All the trade routes are open again.”

“For now.” This peace won’t last. Seems to me we are always at war with some nation or another. “What do you know of the new crown prince? Is he as blood thirsty as his father?”

“He’s young, barely sixteen, I hear.”

I roll my eyes. “To think our fates are to be decided by some spoiled brat on the Dragon Throne.”

“The empress dowager will probably rule in his stead until he comes of age. Can’t say I’m glad about that. We need an emperor, a firm hand at the helm, not someone soft or a pushover—ow!”

Li Guo rubs the spot on his arm where I punched him.

“What makes you think the empress dowager is a pushover? Besides, maybe that’s exactly what the Empire needs: a woman’s touch. Measured and thoughtful, none of that war mongering nonsense,” I retort.

“Maybe,” he concedes. A wistful look crosses his face. “Remember how we used to talk about going on an adventure? About exploring the world beyond this town?”

I shrug like I don’t care. But try as I might, I can’t stop the images of paintings flitting through my mind. Paintings I’ve seen at the inn and along the streets for sale. Paintings depicting cities of vibrant color, impossibly tall mountains cloaked in mist, snowy caps touching the sky, valleys where meandering rivers run through narrow rainbow-colored canyons. Images that whisper of untold adventures, of wondrous creatures, of new lands to explore and delicious food to eat.

I remember the conversations I’ve eavesdropped on at the inn, how my ears perked up whenever they revealed something about the world outside this pathetic town, how my heart lingered on what-ifs.

“Now that the war has ended, we could leave,” says Li Guo. “I know you want to.”

“Only if war doesn’t return. Besides, where would we go? I can’t do anything,” I mutter. “Can’t even keep a job.”

He drapes an arm around my shoulders, his other hand sweeping the horizon. “We could go anywhere—west, south—try our fortune in the eastern cities or even the capital. I’ve learned some carpentry skills from my father. I could get a job, and you could learn a trade, too. It’ll be fun. An adventure, like we always said.”

The gnawing at my chest changes from worry to longing. But I can’t abandon the woman who saved my life.

It is a blood debt I must pay.

“I can’t leave Ama,” I say in a small voice.

“We can wait until Grandma Jia gets better.” Wild hope shines in Li Guo’s eyes, like it did when he was a child. I want to protect it, to keep it from extinguishing. But I tell myself the sooner he accepts the truth, the easier life will be for him.

“I don’t want to leave anymore. If you do, then you should. Don’t wait—because if you wait, you’ll spend your whole life exactly where you are now.” I hold Li Guo’s gaze, hoping he can’t read my lies as well as he used to. Telling myself that the sooner I accept the truth, the easier my own life will be.

“But—”

“Not now, Guoguo.” It’s been a while since I’ve used his nickname and it brings a grin to his face.

He squeezes my arm lightly. “I’ll convince you one day.”

I find myself smiling back. His hope is infectious, even if it is naive.

We stop by the communal well and I untie my waterskin from my belt, heart heavy as a stone. I drop the bucket. The wait before it hits the water feels longer than usual. How long before the groundwater runs dry? How long before Shahmo turns entirely into a ghost town? And if Shahmo goes, what will happen to my village? The fraying rope burns my palms as I haul the bucket back up. Maybe the only way to survive is to grow thicker skin.

Something grabs my leg.

I lurch back with a scream, spilling precious water.

A woman stares up at me. Her short, dark hair is matted in knots, and she’s lying on the ground, swathed in rags. She lets go of my ankle, her fingers gnarled and shaking. She’s missing a leg, and I smell putrid, decaying flesh. She must have been hiding behind the well. I want to look away, but my eyes latch onto the mark on her forehead.

Despite the dirt smeared on her face, the Shi character branded onto her skin remains an obvious, painful scarlet.

Traitor.

I stagger back into Li Guo. “We should go.”

The woman makes an awful sound. A distorted, hoarse gurgle. I know she can’t speak. None of the traitors can. Not without their tongues.

Instead of leaving, Li Guo crouches down beside her.

“What are you doing?” I whisper, glancing around furtively. There’s nobody and nothing but shuttered shophouses. But the fear of the Diyeh priests is so ingrained in my mind that my heart pounds at the mere thought of them.

Li Guo is unafraid.

“Give her your food,” he says.

“No! What’s wrong with you? We can’t help her. What if someone sees us?” I cringe at how heartless I sound.

Best to be cautious, even if you must be callous, I remind myself. It’s a saying the people of Shahmo have.

Li Guo shoots me a look of disdain. “Don’t be a coward. She’s hungry and she’s going to die if we don’t help.”

But she’s going to die anyway, I want to say.

“What if the priests catch us?” My words ring hollow in my ears as the woman makes that frightful sound again and gestures at the bucket. A dim light pleads from those empty eyes.

“If you don’t want to help, get out of my way.”

Li Guo pushes me aside as he drops the bucket back into the well. He drags it up and stoops, ladling water into his palms. Greedily, noisily, the woman drinks, half choking with eager relief. I see now that she’s young, barely older than me.

Traitor.

That red character on her forehead seems to yell at me. I wonder who the girl tried to protect. A mother? A brother? Or maybe a friend. Either way, her crime was painfully simple: she harbored the Tiensai, people who are cursed with magic. The priests raid the towns and villages for them, burning them at the stake in a public display while their family members are forced to watch.

Anyone who helps the Tiensai suffers a different fate.

Like this girl, their tongues are cut out, their hair shaved off. They are marked. Branded. A physical punishment you can’t hide. Shunned for life because no one dares to help them. Because everyone knows what the repercussions of helping are.

She must’ve gotten injured and lost her leg because no one was brave or kind enough to aid her. Again and again, Li Guo offers her palmfuls of water. She drinks gratefully.

You think your life is hard? Shout it out in the streets and see if anyone cares.

The mántou is tucked inside my robes, still warm and fresh. My hands fumble. I pull out a bun and press it into the girl’s hands. I can’t tell if she’s smiling at me—her lips are too ruined.

But I know she’s crying.

Li Guo looks up at me, eyes flashing with indignation. “Do you know why the priests cut off their tongues instead of killing them?”

I have no answer.

“They do it to take away hope, to create despair. They know the rest of us will ignore these so-called traitors to save our own skins.” His fists clench. “And they are right.”

I blink away an image seared into my brain. A memory I haven’t been able to forget even after ten years. It scares me to this day, and it reminds me to watch myself. I shouldn’t have helped the girl; I can’t afford to get into trouble.

“She helped the Tiensai,” I say. “She should know that magic is banned in the Empire and for good reason. The priests say the Tiensai’s magic created this desert and it’s causing the drought in the southeastern village where rice can’t grow, and—”

“Are you saying she deserves this?” Li Guo cuts in coldly.

“No! I’m saying that we shouldn’t help her anymore. The priests—”

Li Guo raises an angry hand to silence me. “We’ve had this conversation before, and I don’t want to have it now. Leave. I’ll find another way to help her.”

I see the naked hope in the girl’s eyes as she looks at Li Guo. She thinks he’s her savior. I know better. I wish I could tell him the truth about myself. But he will be safer if he doesn’t know. I turn away from them, willing one foot ahead of the other. Willing myself not to think of that night, ten years ago, when I was wandering the dusty streets of Shahmo, scared and alone.

Willing myself to forget that image of myself: an abandoned child with nothing but the clothes on her back and the shoes on her feet. A jade ring in one hand and a snowflake in the other.

A snowflake that would not melt, even in the summer heat.

After an hour’s walk, I arrive at my village. The sorry sight in front of me brings a familiar pang: sunbaked houses made of hard clay and rough-hewn stone, each sitting in an enclosure of short stone walls demarcating the limits of property. East of the diminishing oasis, the land here is so parched my feet kick up steady clouds of dust as I walk.

I have little memory of arriving here ten years ago, but I know it wasn’t the desert village then that it is now. It was a thriving place full of life. There was green in the landscape and crops grew on patches of arable land. I loved to listen to the rush of water streaming down the ancient irrigation channels, to feel its cool bliss at the end of the day when we would wash.

But the years went by, and the desert crept closer and closer. The land turned to dust and the topsoil never returned. I can count on one hand the number of neighbors I have now. Most have moved in search of healthier land.

If I could, I’d have left, too.

I walk through the gap in the old stone wall of the farthest and smallest property, hands taming my hair and tidying my clothes. Plastering a smile on my face, I push the wooden planks back.

Now that we have sold most of what we own, the house is sparsely furnished with a table, two old beds, and a few flimsy chairs. Spare, but it’s the only home I’ve ever known. And in this home is a welcoming and familiar face. Ama lies in bed, surrounded by a heap of threadbare blankets.

“Ahn, you’re back early,” she says, lifting her head up gingerly.

I drop what remains of my stolen food on the table and go to her. “Old Pang was kind enough to let me come home early. He knows you’re not feeling well, Ama.”

It hurts to lie to her, but it would hurt her more to know the truth. Her wavy white hair falls across her face as she struggles to sit, and I fluff up the pillows for her to lean back on. Even in the desert warmth, the fever radiating from her skin is noticeable.

“How are you feeling, Ama?”

“I’ve been better,” she says wryly. She brushes loose strands of black hair off my face. “I’m more worried about you, waking so early every day and working so hard.”

“I’m fine. I don’t need much sleep.” I force a smile back to reassure her. “I’ll get dinner ready.”

I wash the last of our rice and coax out a thin gruel over the fire, adding more water so that it will last more than a meal. I share tales from my day as we eat—all lies, but I’ve grown so good at telling stories I almost believe them myself.

We go to bed, and after waiting for an hour or so, I get up and tiptoe back into the kitchen. There, I pry open a floorboard as quietly as possible and grab the small leather pouch hidden underneath.

“Ahn?”

I freeze on the spot. “I thought you were asleep, Ama.”

“What are you doing?” she asks, shuffling closer.

It’s too late to hide what’s in my hands. I open my palm and the jade ring gleams in the light of the lamp. My thumb runs over the silver etching of a fènghuáng—the mysterious Phoenix that is said to dwell on the peaks of the Wudin Mountains in the north. The metal is tarnished; the long train of plumage splitting into several curling tendrils has turned dark. And there’s a notch on the ring near the bird’s feet with a faint mother-of-pearl sheen. A missing piece must have broken off. Still, it’s the most beautiful thing that belongs to me.

Ama settles onto the floor, wrapping her blanket around her. “Are you thinking about selling your ring?”

I nod.

“No,” she says firmly. “It is an heirloom, the only thing you have from your parents.”

“Parents I don’t remember,” I remind her. Parents who might have abandoned me. Parents who are probably dead. All I have is a hazy memory of them: a voice and a blurred face. My father and my mother.

“My dear child.”

Ama’s milky gray eyes meet mine. Her smile is so kind and so warm, like a beacon guiding me through the murky depths of an ocean. She pulls me into an embrace, and even though she has become weak and thin, I feel safe. Hers is a love that shields me endlessly.

“Why did you save me? Why didn’t you give me up to the Diyeh priests?” I ask, nestling into her arms. “Why weren’t you scared when you found out that I have magic?”

“Because every life is precious—”

“And every child deserves a fighting chance,” I finish.

Ama strokes my hair. “You were only a child, not a demon or a monster, no matter what the priests say.”

“But sometimes, I feel it inside me. I don’t want magic, it scares me. It . . .” I trail off, shuddering. I’ve tried to suppress my magic all these years, for fear of getting captured by the priests or getting Ama into trouble for harboring me. It was easier when I was younger. All I had to do was not think about it. To forget it exists. But lately, something feels different and I’m not sure why.

Just the other day, when I was still working at the inn, I accidentally froze the tea in a cup because Old Pang was yelling at me again. I was so angry that I forgot myself. Thank Heavens he didn’t notice.

“I don’t know anything about magic, but I know the granddaughter I raised. You won’t harm anyone.” Ama straightens her back with purpose, a look on her face that can only be gained from the pain of experience. “I have lived long enough to remember a time when our world was green—greener than what you may remember. There was life, not this vast nothingness you see around us now. Why would the desert still spread if those false priests keep killing the ones they call the Tiensai?”

Calling the Diyeh false priests is an invitation for trouble. But Ama soldiers on without a care. There’s a spark in her eyes as she speaks, as if she has wanted to say all of this to me for a long time.

“There was a time when things were different. We don’t speak of him now because it is forbidden. But the emperor before Gao Long didn’t believe that the Tiensai were monsters or demons. He was a good man. May the Heavens bless his soul.”

I’ve heard of the peacefulness of Ren Long’s reign, even though I remember little of it. He died when I was six years old, before Ama adopted me.

She tries to speak again but a coughing fit overwhelms her. It’s clear she needs her medicine. The healer’s suggestion darts across my mind and I start to feel sick again.

I fetch a cup of water. “Rest, Ama. We can talk tomorrow.”

Ama goes to bed, and after she falls asleep, I sit in the dark, remembering the dirty little thing I was, wandering around in Shahmo all those years ago. How my feet had ached, how tightly I clutched this ring in my hand. How everyone ignored me and walked on. Until a midwife chanced upon me on her way back to her village. The snowflake in my palm was a sign that I had magic. Anyone else would have left me alone or hauled me to the Diyeh priests for a reward.

But not her.

I remember the warm crinkle of the woman’s eyes as she bent over and asked for my name.

Ahn, I said.

What a pretty name, she replied.

Ama’s heart is big, though her money purse is not. Her children and grandchildren died from a devastating plague that spread across nations years before, and she raised me like her own granddaughter. She is all the family I have now. And selling this ring will save her life.

But it also means I will lose the only connection I have with my birth parents.

A warm prickle of tears traces the edges of my eyes. I blink them back fiercely. Li Guo might know of my desire to leave Shahmo, but he will never understand what I owe Ama. I can’t leave her, and I won’t watch her suffer. I run my thumb over the ring again before stuffing it into the pouch and under my pillow, burying the emotions rising in my chest.

The desert is no place for sentiment. Here, you learn not to shed tears.
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Altan

“Run, Altan!”

Mother’s face contorts with effort, one eye swelling shut from where the man hit her. Blood drips from her nose.

I see panic on her face. Terror. But I can’t move.

The man pulls her head back by her hair, slowly slicing her cheek open with a knife. She shrieks as red rivulets stream down her face.

He looks at me. He wants me to watch. His lips curl into a twisted smile, and something savage lurks in his eyes.

His face. There is something wrong with it.

It is melting.

The face of a demon.

I know the demon-man is coming for me next. For my sister. I want to run, but my feet are lead.

The demon-man knees Mother so hard in the stomach that she buckles to the ground. He kicks her as she trembles. The soldiers join in with their metal-toed boots, again and again, laughing as she tries to crawl away.

One, two, three . . . each kick is a number involuntarily counted in my mind.

The demon-man is not a soldier. He is clad in a shroud of black smoke and red fury. He reaches out a hand, cajoling like a father would. But he is not my father. His cruel smile widens and his palm flares open.

A flame extends from his hand. Curves, like a snake dancing to a vicious tune. The serpent bares its fangs and a tongue of fire and smoke slithers out.

Again, I want to run. But fear has wrapped its tendrils around my legs and rooted me to the ground. It is only when my sister lets out an inhuman howl that I find myself.

Something pulls from within me, vibrating.

Wind rushes from all sides, knocking the soldiers off their feet. Sand shoots up everywhere, guided by an unknown force, blinding the men.

I see Mother’s one open eye amidst the fog and flurry of sand. I hear her voice in my head.

Run, Altan.

I grab my sister’s hand, pulling her along, running mindlessly into the abyss of hurtling debris and shadow. Her hand slips but I hang on.

There’s too much sand. It scratches my face. Gets into my eyes, my nose.

Can’t breathe.

A tug.

My sister pulls me back.

No—keep running, I try to yell. But sand fills my mouth, and nothing comes out.

Another finger slips. I must not let go.

I must not.

A yank.

Our fingers tear apart, and she is gone.

I bolt awake, drenched in sweat, shaking as a silent scream dies in my throat.

For a moment, I forget where I am. Who I am.

Then it all comes charging back.

I’m no longer eight years old, running away from the soldiers, fleeing from the man with the melting face and terrifying raven eyes. I’m no longer dragging my sister along as she kicks and screams, wanting to go back for our mother. I’m no longer blinded by the sand that envelops us. Crushes us.

Buries us.

No longer digging, shouting my sister’s name over and over again. Digging until my fingers bleed. Until my nails tear off.

And then it hits me . . . I no longer have a sister.

The inn is quiet, and the shadows in my room play tricks with my mind as I try to center myself. Outside, the night is silent—a silence I know too well. I drop my head into my hands, listening to my ragged breaths, counting them slowly, trying to forget that I’m stuck in a town being eaten alive by the desert.

Sand.

Tiny, trifling motes that make me feel like a scared eight-year-old boy again. Insignificant specks that make me remember what I want to forget. A decade has passed since I escaped, but my fears still stalk me in the shifting sands.

I muffle the sounds of my mother’s screams, bury the moment when my sister’s fingers slipped away from mine. I promised myself a long time ago I would not shed any more tears for them. A promise I struggle to keep now that I’m back in the land in which my nightmares were born.

I reach for the amulet at my bare chest. Seeking comfort. Seeking the will to do what I must. Even in the desert heat, the jade is cool to the touch.

Eventually, I get up to push the lattice windows open and stare into the night. The moon hangs high in the sky, her ethereal light creating a landscape of strange silhouettes.

“Sarangerel.”

I haven’t said my sister’s name in a while. She would have been eighteen by now, the same age as me. Even as children, we stood apart from everyone else, our skin and hair a rich golden brown like our mother’s people from the north instead of the pale faces and black hair of the Shi. And for that, we were thought by some as less royal despite the fact that our father was the emperor.

“Sarangerel,” I say again, voice cracking. “I’m so, so sorry.”

I forgive you, the wind seems to whisper.

A laugh, too loud and skittish, comes from my throat. These sands may be full of ghosts, but that was a message from my own guilt-ridden imagination looking for absolution.

“Letting your guard down, eh?”

I pivot and flick my wrist. Metal flashes, but it doesn’t connect with flesh or bone.

“Relax, it’s only me.” A figure glides out from the darkened corner with my dagger in her hand.

“Ten Hells. What are you doing here?” I breathe out and flex my hand. A small flame flickers to life at the end of my fingertip, and I light the lamp.

Tang Wei’s heart-shaped face appears as the room brightens. She flips her hair and stabs my blade into the wooden tabletop with such force that the teacups rattle. With a smirk, she puts a foot on the seat of the chair and leans an elbow on her knee, her own recurved dagger spinning casually in her hand.

“You lost. Again.”

I groan loudly. Tang Wei will rub this small victory in for a while. We have been sneaking up on each other since we were children. At first, it was because our respective mentors often pitted us against each other to sharpen our pugilistic skills. Then, it became a rivalry of sorts. Mostly friendly. Although she has come very close to putting that blade at my neck and drawing blood.

“How long were you watching me?”

“Long enough.” Her expression turns serious. “Another nightmare?”

I pull on my robes and my eye patch. She doesn’t flinch at the sight of my scars—not anymore. But that thin piece of cloth has become a part of me.

The tea in the pot has gone cold, but I pour myself a cup and down it anyway, avoiding Tang Wei’s eyes as she observes me. I don’t want her tattling any tales of my weakness to Shīfù.

He cautioned me, advised me to stay away from the desert. Told me not to seek this path.

It is your choice. But know this: every choice has its consequence, and you must weigh the consequences of your actions.

I hear Master Sun Tie Mu’s voice in my head, clear as a ringing bell in the still of the night. I want to prove him wrong, to show that I made the right choice.

“What are you here for?” I ask Tang Wei again.

“Babysitting.” She arches an eyebrow. “You.”

“On whose instructions? My shīfù or yours?”

The recurve dagger disappears into her sleeve and she sits on a wooden stool, smoothing out her skirt.

“Both, actually. Master Sun and Elder Hong Feng seem to think that your choice was unwise. No one knows for certain if the Phoenix is alive. The rumor of its cry may have been started by a superstitious farmer or some cunning innkeeper who wants business in his pathetic mountain village.”

“Did Shīfù send you here to dissuade me? It isn’t going to work, and you know that.”

The corner of her lips twitch. “We all know you’re a stubborn water buffalo. They sent me to keep you safe.”

I scoff. “You don’t have magic, and I can protect myself.”

“And yet, I managed to watch you for a good five minutes before that nightmare woke you.” She grins. “Did you know that scowl of yours disappears when you’re sleeping? You look much prettier without it. Keep it off your face long enough and maybe some girl will fall in love with you, Golden Boy.”

“I thought we decided you’re to stop calling me that.” She has been calling me Golden Boy for ages because of my hair, but it is too close to my birth name for it to be safe any longer. Not with what I’m planning.

“Force of habit. Fine, Altan. For the record, I like your real name better.”

“Your opinion means nothing to me.”

“Liar.”

I don’t deny it. Tang Wei and I have been friends since I was eight years old. I met her after Shīfù found me in the desert. Even though she pledges allegiance to the Lotus Sect and my gratitude lies with the Sun Clan who adopted me, we grew up together in the Southern Colonies.

Shīfù is a cultivator and a Tiensai while Tang Wei’s mentor, Elder Hong Feng, is also a cultivator and the leader of the secret society of female assassins. Though not a Tiensai herself, Elder Hong Feng is an old friend of Shīfù’s and sympathetic to our cause.

Tang Wei always had her sect sisters to rely on, to share her troubles and joys with. But I was mostly alone in Sun Manor. She likes to think of herself as my closest friend. That isn’t far from the truth, I suppose. But I’d never admit it to her.

“I guess you don’t want to know what I think of your foolish endeavor—” she starts.

“You just called it foolish—”

“I think you’re brave.”

Her words surprise me so much I can’t think of a clever response.

“Foolish,” she says without missing a beat. “But brave. Legend has it there are only two Soul Beasts in our world. One in the sea and one in the sky. An encounter with either can drive a person mad. How many even survive meeting the Phoenix? Even if I weren’t instructed to accompany you to the Wudin Mountains, I’d still go.” She rolls her eyes at me. “Wipe that sappy look off your face. It’s only because if you do go mad, I’ll be there to say: I told you so.”

I chuckle and pour her a cup of that vile cold tea. “Did you arrive here tonight? Shīfù said you were going to the capital a couple of months ago. Did you see Linxi?”

The smile on Tang Wei’s face broadens at the mention of her girlfriend’s name, and her eyes sparkle. “I got here an hour ago, and yes, I did see Linxi.”

Linxi isn’t part of the Lotus Sect and she isn’t a Tiensai, but she is one of us. Magic does not discriminate. It isn’t passed through a bloodline, nor does it restrict itself by class; both noble and peasant have fallen because of it.

Many years back, Linxi’s father—then a ranked official in the Shi capital—had no choice but to denounce his Tiensai wife and pledge allegiance to Emperor Gao Long to save his daughter from the priests’ scrutiny, even though Linxi showed no signs of developing magical abilities. Subsequently, he was removed from the Imperial courts to the colonies, lucky to escape the gallows with his tongue intact. Linxi shares a personal necessity I understand well.

The need for vengeance.

“How is she doing in the palace? Did she have news for us?” I ask.

“Apparently palace life has been less dramatic than she’d thought it would be. The concubines treat her fairly even though she’s just a lady-in-waiting. But now that Gao Long is dead, I expect they’ll be scheming for survival. Seeing that none of them have given birth to a royal child yet, there’s a good chance the empress dowager may cast them all out.”

“I don’t care about the concubines. Did Zhenxi murder Gao Long?” I ask, doing away with honorifics. Neither my aunt nor uncle deserve their title or status.

“Linxi isn’t sure. The royal physicians couldn’t figure out what was ailing Gao Long, and the official line is he died from an infection. But”—Tang Wei pauses dramatically—“Zhenxi insisted on tending to him in the weeks before his death. Some of the attendants say she sat by his bedside from dawn until dusk and saw to his meals personally even as he deteriorated.”

“Can’t say I feel sorry for the bastard if she did poison him.” The thought of Gao Long dying the same way he murdered Father is delightful.

“I hear the prince has a strong interest in the healing arts. He studies closely with the royal physicians and is known to create medicinal concoctions of his own.”

“Are you suggesting it was him?” I say, a twinge in my stomach. Despite our past, it is hard to believe Tai Shun would have it in him to poison his own father.

“I’m suggesting that Linxi keeps an eye on Tai Shun. Maybe she’ll find a way to get close to him.” Tang Wei doesn’t look pleased with the prospect of her girlfriend engaging in dangerous spy craft. But she has a bone to pick with the Diyeh priests, too, and the only way to get rid of them is to bring down the false rulers of the Empire.

“How about the one they call the Emperor’s Shadow? What do we know of Zhao Yang?”

“What we already know: decorated war hero who rose to power in recent years, the key strategist in Gao Long’s wars, no family we know of. Nothing we can use as leverage.” She narrows her eyes. “Yet. Don’t worry, Linxi will get us the information we need.”

“Good. Shīfù thinks the truce with Honguodi may be a ruse.”

“But the truce has been on for less than two weeks. The people won’t be happy about it if there’s another skirmish. Wouldn’t Zhenxi want to keep the peace?”

A razor-edged memory scrapes at my back as my aunt’s face appears in my mind. “She has the priests at her disposal. Why bother to gain the people’s love when you can rule with fear?”

“Great. We now have a new sovereign who may have killed her husband for the crown, which makes her just as bad if not worse than him. And we have to worry about the Emperor’s Shadow in case he’s helping her start a new war.” Tang Wei pinches the bridge of her nose. “The gods. I’ve heard the new head priest is even more vicious than the last. That’s why the raids on the Tiensai are getting more frequent. They’re hell-bent on getting rid of all of you.”

“Gao Long was making up for my father’s peaceful reign. No surprise that Zhenxi is following his lead,” I say bitterly.

The Diyeh priesthood is loyal to the Dragon Throne, bound by a solemn oath to serve it. They were culling the Tiensai for decades before Father stepped in and called a halt to the atrocities. It was a benevolent act that earned him enemies.

Tang Wei sighs. “The palace says it’s the cursed ones’ fault the rains haven’t arrived this year. But you and I know the truth. The dark magic is spreading, isn’t it?”

I nod solemnly. I have seen remnants of my great-grandfather’s evil on my travels. Forests—some completely bare—with knotted tree trunks an unusually stark white. Stiff and cold, they looked like deformed statues in a graveyard littered with the corpses of leaves. Water bison plows left to rust in the middle of what once were bountiful rice fields. Abandoned farmland, dry and yellow, like nothing could or would grow on it.

Everything looked like death.

It makes it easy to blame the Tiensai because only magic could be responsible for so much damage to the land. And the priests and the palace have done too good a job erasing the true history of the Empire. Pages can be burned; words, erased. Scribes can be persuaded to write new tales, new books. A new past to suit the agenda of those in power.

History is never written by its victims.

My hands squeeze into tight fists. My great-grandfather, Yuan Long, was the one who caused such devastation to his own land and the lands he conquered. Such anguish to the people. To families. To children. My blood did this. And like Father, I must find a way to atone for the sins of my ancestors.

“Do you have the name of the head priest?” I ask.

“Not yet. He’s elusive, doesn’t flaunt his power publicly like the previous one.”

“Smart. Safer for him to work in the shadows,” I say with no hint of admiration. By all accounts, the last head priest was assassinated. No one knows who did it. Maybe it was a power grab.

Tang Wei sniffs at the cold tea and pushes her cup away with a disgusted face. “Since we’re catching each other up, any word on the Life Stealer?”

I shake my head solemnly. “Shīfù is using all the resources he has, but we are still far from knowing who exactly this person is.”

Frustration rises in my chest. The Life Stealer is key to our plans to overthrow the Diyeh and restore the rightful heir to the Dragon Throne. Some think he is legend, but even legends have their truths—the last Life Stealer who was known to exist was my great-grandfather, the man who cursed the land.

And the new Life Stealer is the only one who can stop the desert from spreading.

“Shīfù still thinks he’ll be able to convince the Life Stealer to join our side when we find him.”

Tang Wei cocks her head. “But you disagree?”

A kernel of doubt rattles in my mind. The last Life Stealer picked a side in a war and it was the wrong one. No doubt it was the winning side, but it was a choice that led to a century of battles that ravaged entire nations and left affliction on the land.

“I know our history.”

“What will you do when you or Master Sun find the Life Stealer?”

“What Shīfù wants me to do. Work with him to recover the sword of light.”

“Wouldn’t that be giving a tiger wings?” muses Tang Wei. “The Life Stealer is already powerful. With the sword, they’d be capable of untold destruction.”

“I don’t see much of a choice,” I say, and she falls quiet. I need the Life Stealer’s help to find the White Jade Sword, an ancient Tiensai artifact said to repel the darkest of powers. That is the only thing that will drive away the dark magic in our land, and only the Life Stealer can wield it.

“Is that why you seek the Phoenix? A wish granted by a Soul Beast is said to be unbreakable. Are you going to ask for the Life Stealer’s identity or location?”

“No, I’m going to ask for immunity from the Life Stealer’s magic. I’ll track him down and I’ll need an advantage against him should anything go south.”

Tang Wei nods slowly, eyes fixed on my face.

I wonder if she believes me or if she knows I’m lying.

I want that immunity for another reason. I want to kill the Life Stealer.

Sleep doesn’t return after Tang Wei leaves. I open the windows, wincing when one of the rusty hinges gives a muted squeak. The narrow ledge looks firm enough. Stepping out completely, I grab the eaves and pull myself up easily, boots gripping the terra-cotta tiles of the hip and gable roof of the inn.

As a child, I used to climb up to the roofs of the Imperial Palace. Out of sight, I could observe the attendants and other palace officials going about their business. It was a steep and hazardous climb for a chance to be left alone.

But it was worth it.

Thinking back, I only managed to get up each time through sheer grit and a naive lack of fear. Children are not born with the fear of falling. It is life that conditions them to be afraid.

I lean against the roof of the inn now, my mind a riot of thoughts. This knife-edged guilt is a frequent visitor of the night. The number of lives my ancestors and uncle have ruined, the number of families torn apart, the dying land . . .

I sigh and stare up into the indigo sky.

Son of Heaven.

That is what we call our emperors. And that is the reason why the troops don’t hesitate to follow the emperor into battle or to carry out his whims and desires. To many of my countrymen, the emperor’s word is the holy truth, and the Diyeh priests do their best to bolster this myth.

Father sat on the Dragon Throne before his brother, Gao Long, for many years. During that time, Shi was at peace with its neighbors. The Tiensai lived without fear, and the Diyeh priesthood was removed from its pedestal of power. Father never saw it as his divine right to rule over everyone in the world, whatever the old traditions say.

It was a belief that brought him more enemies than admirers.

We were told that an assassin from Honguodi had murdered him in his own bed. Shi pride called for retaliation: the alleged assassin was executed, and Shi troops marched onto the flame-colored soil of Honguodi tinged ruby like blood.

But it was a lie.

There was no assassin from Honguodi—only some poor fool who took the fall. Father’s death was merely a convenient excuse to invade those iron-rich cities of the west.

Father died by the hand of his own brother. A brother whom he loved and cherished, and whom he treated as his equal. A brother who put himself on the throne right away, claiming to be a mere seat-warmer ensuring the safety of the nation during the transition.

Another lie.

My uncle was thorough when he took the throne.

The only way a lion can take control of a pride is to get rid of his rival’s cubs. Those loyal to Father were either executed or exiled, and my uncle sent killers after us.

Killed by our mother out of grief before she took her own life. That was the official word from the palace about the disappearance of my sister and me. Somewhere among those royal tombs lies my empty coffin, sized for a child.

The world thinks I’m dead. And I want to keep it that way.

The last of the waning moon’s gentle light caresses my face, and soon, the sun peeks from the far horizon. I stretch my limbs, intending to climb down, but movement from below catches my eye.

Clad in rust-orange robes that glow ominously in the dawn light, a group of people enter the town, striding purposefully down the empty main street.

The Diyeh are here.
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Ahn

At last, there’s color and life in this miserable place. Unlike the usual carts selling quick bites, local produce, and sundries from the region, the bazaar brings together merchants and traders from all over the Empire and other nations in an exchange of goods and information. Shahmo used to be a fixed stop on the route, but the war and the desert changed that. It’s been a few years since the town has been this busy and filled with excitement.

Despite the early hour, the bazaar is in full swing. Rainbow-hued silks drape beautifully around the clothing and fabric stalls. A melody of different dialects and accents buzzes in the air, mingling with the scent of fragrant spices and food. Merchants jostle each other, peddling their wares as locals and travelers browse and barter. One hand gripping the jade ring in my pocket, I wander around the town square, looking for an opportunity to sell.

There’s a vendor with crates of luscious-looking fruits, probably harvested from the north or across the Straits of Nandah in the south where the land is still fertile. Golden apricots, pale yellow pomelos, large spiky fruits I haven’t seen before, and little purplish ones, too. Curiously, I pick one up. It’s the size of a small orange, with a hard rind and reddish splotches on its skin. The scrawny vendor is busy with another customer. He won’t notice if I slip it into my pocket.

But just as I do, a gravelly voice behind me says softly, “I saw that.”

I spin around, half expecting to see Li Guo. Instead, I’m met with a boy who looks a couple of years older than me.

He glares with his one eye, dark brown with a tint of gold. A black eye patch rests where his right eye should have been, and a brutal web of scars radiates down to his cheekbone. But it doesn’t take away the rugged beauty of his face.

His hànfú is the color of pewter, with swirly silver patterns on the cross-collar lapel, and his outer robe is pitch black with burgundy trimmings—a complete violation of the Imperial mourning decree. Either he is foreign or he doesn’t care. Fitted through the arms and wrists, his sleeves are bound by leather cuffs crisscrossed with metal beads and thread the color of blood. Nobility flaunt their wealth with long billowy silks, while common merchants and peasants like me have sleeves of a modest range, made from hemp or cotton.

Only pugilists or cultivators wear their sleeves narrow like this boy.

Sure enough, I spy a pair of dāo crisscrossing his back and a quiver of arrows hanging from his belt. His bow hangs over his shoulder like it’s part of his body. I can’t guess why he’s armed to this extent. Whatever the reason, he feels like trouble. There’s a fierce leanness to him. Like a tiger coiled up, ready to pounce. I’m standing in the open street, but I feel cornered like prey.

Don’t be silly. Armed or not, he’s just a boy. I haven’t left the stall yet. I could put the fruit back and walk free. I stare back, defiant.

“Saw what?” Thank gods my voice comes out steady.

Still staring at me, he steps back, a slight crease between his dark brows.

“Well, what exactly did you see?” I say.

Ignoring my question, he reaches for another purple fruit and clears his throat. “Try this one. Look at the color. When a mangosteen is deep purple, it means it’s ripe.” He speaks Shi with a strange accent, somewhere in between the pleasing lilt of those from the eastern cities and the more rounded vowels of northerners. “Here, feel it.”

He places the fruit in my hand, fingertips grazing my palm with a feathered touch. My flinch brings a scowl to his face and he turns abruptly to the fruit vendor.

I skim his profile, taking in the strong cut of his jaw. He’s handsome, I guess. Nothing extraordinary. Nothing that should make my chest stir.

The fruit vendor points at me. “You buying that?”

I smile awkwardly. “I don’t have any money—”

“Then keep your filthy hands off my goods,” snaps the man.

He reaches to snatch the mangosteen back, but the boy catches his forearm. He flips the vendor’s hand palm up and drops some coins into it. Just like that the man is appeased. He bows a few times, urging the boy to take more fruit. The boy collects his bag and starts to walk off.

My throat burns with irritation. I don’t know why he is being so generous. I don’t want to owe him anything.

“Hey!” I call out, jogging after him. “This is yours.”

I try to give the mangosteen back to him, but he waves me away. “Keep it.”

“You paid for it.”

“Ever heard of a gift?”

“But we’re strangers.”

He shrugs. “There’s no law against giving gifts to strangers.”

I want to protest, but Ama would enjoy this new fruit, so I say nothing and keep walking. I don’t know if I’m following him or he’s following me, but somehow, we fall in step.

Now that his scowl is gone, he looks less intimidating. Tall and broad shouldered, he’s much better fed than everyone in my village or Shahmo. I think he might be from the Mengu nation. His skin is a warm golden brown, and his hair is worn in that distinctive northern manner: short on the sides and back with the length on the top tied into a curt ponytail with a red ribbon. I wonder how he lost his eye. But it seems rude to be asking a stranger such questions.

He catches me staring. I fiddle with my braid and blurt out the first thing that
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