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PROLOGUE
TEN YEARS AGO
Two strangers arrived on a midautumn morning, as if swept in by the cold wind rustling the drooping branches of the elm trees. Peering through a crack in the folding screen, Jun couldn’t see his mother’s face as she opened the door, but he noticed how her back and shoulders stiffened. She stepped aside and bowed low, speaking in a soft and respectful voice.
“Venerable Aspects, I … wasn’t expecting your visit today. I’m afraid I haven’t prepared any meal to welcome you…”
“No need to trouble yourself.” The man who entered first was tall and stern of face, with a high forehead accentuated by his tidy topknot. The woman who followed after him was younger, with her long black hair in a single plait down her back. Both of them wore the black tunic with yellow sleeve cuffs that unmistakably identified them as Aspects. Even six-year-old Jun knew that the Aspects of Virtue were the most elite of government servants, but what were they doing in his house and why was his mother acting so nervous? Why had she told Jun and Sai to stay in the family’s sleeping room?
The visitors took off their shoes but remained standing near the entryway. “You may call me Compass,” said the man. “This is my sister Aspect, Water.” Jun’s mother bowed again and hurried to bring over clay cups and a teapot, still warm from the hearth after breakfast, but Compass waved aside the hospitality. “Where is your husband, Mrs. Li?”
“He’s … out getting firewood,” Jun’s mother said with a casualness Jun could tell was forced. “He should be back soon.”
Jun pressed his eye to the crack in the screen, trying to get a better look. Sai motioned urgently for him to move aside so he could see, too, but Jun wouldn’t give up his spot. Aspects were trained to be the best fighters in the world, that was what Jun had heard. Compass and Water didn’t look frightening, but they were carrying swords at their waists. Real swords!
Compass looked past Jun’s mother, straight toward the folding screen behind which Jun and his brother were concealed. “Have your children come out, Mrs. Li. There’s nothing to fear. We should all strive to make this process joyful and easy, not sorrowful.”
Jun saw his mother’s face sag with a resignation she tried unsuccessfully to conceal. “Jun. Sai,” she called to them. “Come greet our respected guests.”
Jun scampered out from behind the screen; he was already bursting with a thousand questions and wondered if the strangers might let him touch or hold their weapons. Sai hesitated for a moment, then followed right behind Jun as he always did. Their mother brought them to stand in front of the Aspects. She gripped each of their shoulders with a trembling hand.
“Identical twins.” Surprise lifted Water’s melodious voice. She smiled down at the children. “Which one of you is older?”
Sai straightened importantly, his confidence restored by the question that people always seemed to ask them. “I’m older by eight whole minutes!”
Jun scowled down at his feet. He didn’t see why that was anything for his brother to be proud of. Sai had been the first one born, but Jun had been first to crawl, to walk, to talk. That seemed like a much bigger deal, in his opinion.
He opened his mouth to tell this to the strangers but didn’t get the chance; Compass turned to Jun’s mother and remarked with sharp disapproval, “It is law that a breathmarked child must be presented to the Council by the time they reach six years of age.”
Jun’s mother lowered her eyes and muttered, “Venerable Aspect, forgive me. My sons only turned six last month. I was sick at the time, so we put off the journey to Yujing. I … I thought we might have a little more time. More time for the boys to be together.” Her hand tightened on Jun’s shoulder, and he squirmed, trying to shrug her off.
“The delay was a dereliction of your duty as a citizen and a mother.”
Water touched her colleague on the arm. “Fortunately, Brother Aspect, we’re here now and the child is still well within the age to begin proper training.” She gestured to the boys. “Which one is it?”
Compass brought his attention back to Jun and his brother. “Strange,” he said slowly. “It was easy enough for me to sense the child’s location, but with the two of them standing together, I can’t tell which one we came for. Could it be that both of them are breathmarked?”
“No,” Jun’s mother said quickly. “Only one of them has the mark. Sai, show the venerable Aspect.” She helped the twin on her left shrug out of his plain linen shirt. The boy stood bare-chested, shivering a little under the gaze of all the adults in the room.
Jun frowned and fidgeted. He crossed his arms and huffed. He and Sai were the same height; they had the same face, the same voice. They were indistinguishable in every way except one. In the center of Sai’s chest rested a spearhead-shaped patch of green scales, each one smaller than a pinkie fingernail, bright and iridescent. Jun, on the other hand, had smooth, ordinary skin all over his body.
Jun had asked his parents many times why he and his twin possessed this one glaring difference. “No one knows why Dragon’s blood shows up in some and not in others,” they answered him. When he pouted at the nonanswer, his mother always looked inexplicably sad. “Don’t envy your brother,” she told him. “His path is laid out, while yours is open. Just because you don’t have a breathmark doesn’t mean you’re not gifted in your own way.”
The reassurance had always felt hollow to Jun, now more so than ever, as Compass gazed down at Sai with intense interest in his steady gaze. “Sai, was it?” When Sai nodded shyly, the Aspect said, “Do you know what it means to be breathmarked?”
Sai said quietly, “It means that Dragon gave me a special ability that I’m meant to use.”
“That’s right.” Compass’s smile did not entirely reach his eyes, but it did soften his features, and he spoke to the boy in a soothing manner that suggested he was practiced at meeting and explaining things to children. “I was born with a breathmark as well.” He pulled back the sleeve of his tunic to reveal a line of silver scales running along the underside of his right arm. “I have the ability to find other breathmarked people. My gift from Dragon has led me to many children like you. Those of us with Dragon’s blood have a responsibility to use our gifts for the greater good. We must train to become Aspects, to serve and protect East Longhan.”
Sai wrapped his thin arms anxiously around his mother’s waist. “Will I have to leave Mama, and Baba, and Jun?”
Water crouched down to the boy’s eye level and spoke kindly. “As an Aspect initiate, you’ll live and train in the Sun Pagoda in Yujing. It’s a very special place where the Scroll of Earth is kept. If you work very hard, one day you might even become a Keeper, one of the esteemed warriors who guard the pagoda’s floors. Your instructors will help you identify and hone your natural ability. You’ll receive the best scholastic and martial education the nation can provide. And although you’ll have to give up living with your family in order to devote yourself to the country, you’ll gain many new brother and sister Aspects.”
Sai kept his eyes fixed on the floor. “But I don’t want other brothers and sisters. I have Jun.”
Jun’s mother swiped at her eyes with the back of her hands. She enfolded Sai in a tight embrace before holding him out at arm’s length. “Do you remember the times I talked to you about how this day would come? And how you would make our family very proud?” Her voice was quavering, and she was smiling through her tears.
Sai’s lips trembled and he looked at Compass and Water. “Will my family still get to visit me?”
“Yes. On special occasions,” Compass promised. “The families of Aspects are honored. They’re given a place of residence in the inner quarter of Yujing, where government officials and the families of the Virtuous live.”
“What about me?” Jun broke in, bewildered that none of the adults were including him in the conversation, or paying attention to him at all for that matter. Surely, if Sai was going to go to a special place to be trained as an Aspect, Jun would go as well. No one ever singled one of the twins out from the other. He and Sai were always together. They’d never spent a day apart.
“Do you know what your breathmark ability is?” Water was still speaking to Sai in a friendly and gentle voice. “Don’t worry if it hasn’t manifested yet, but at your age, some children already know.”
Sai hesitated and shuffled his feet. He glanced guiltily at Jun. “Sometimes, after I see someone do something, I can do it, too. I don’t have to practice or have someone tell me how to do it. I just know how.”
Compass and Water exchanged an impressed glance. Water said, “A gift of perfect mimicry is a rare and powerful breathmark ability.”
Jun couldn’t take it anymore. “It’s not that special, all he does is copy me!” he blurted, stamping his foot. “You can’t take him and not me! We’re twins! If Sai gets to live in a pagoda and train in martial arts, then I should, too. I’m just as good as he is. Actually, I’m better! Look at what I can do!”
“Jun, stop it,” his mother ordered, anger and panic flying into her voice. “Go back into the other room right now and—”
With a shout, Jun dropped into his lowest horse stance and unleashed a flurry of punches, snapping them out straight and strong, showing off his very best form. From a standstill, he leapt straight up into a double front jump kick, then followed it with a spinning double smash kick. Grabbing his mother’s broom from the corner, he spun it around his head and body like a staff, then lunged and punched the end of it through the folding paper screen like a spear, demolishing the piece of furniture with all his boyish strength.
Turning back around with the broom held high, he flashed the watching adults a look of triumph. His mother’s hands were clapped to her mouth in horror. The two Aspects were glaring at Jun with very different expressions than they’d been using with Sai mere seconds ago. The grin slid off Jun’s face.
Compass strode over and snatched the broom from Jun’s hand, tossing it aside and towering over him. “Who taught you to do that, boy?” he demanded.
Jun’s mother went very pale. “Please,” she whispered, “I can explain—”
The door opened. Jun’s father came in with a bundle on his back, accompanied by a blast of chilly air that buffeted the room before he shut it out. “Dragon’s piss, it’s getting cold out—” Abruptly noticing the two Aspects standing in the house, his wife’s frightened expression, and Jun posed defiantly in front of the damaged paper screen, the rest of the words died on his tongue. The knob of his throat bobbed in an apprehensive swallow. “What … is happening here?”
At last, someone who would listen to him! Jun rushed to his father and pointed at the two strangers. “Baba, these people say they’re taking Sai away to be trained as an Aspect. It’s not fair! Either he should stay with us, or I should get to go with him.”
Jun’s father placed a hand on Jun’s head but didn’t answer. His eyes were on Compass as the man approached with slow steps.
“Li Hon, one of your sons is breathmarked by Dragon and destined to serve East Longhan. Ordinarily, your family would deserve a place of honor.” The Aspect’s voice and expression turned very grave. “But it appears you’ve been practicing and teaching forbidden knowledge. You’ve been instructing your sons in the ways of violence.”
Compass moved his hand to the hilt of his sword. Jun’s mother let out a muffled, fearful gasp and pulled Sai close. Water remained slightly behind her partner but didn’t reach for her own weapon, though her shoulders were tense and her expression watchful.
Jun looked up at his father in alarm. Too late, he remembered that his parents had always told him never to show off what he learned, not to anyone. Some people would not understand, they said. He’d liked the idea that martial arts were his family’s secret but had never imagined it would get them in serious trouble.
Jun’s mother would often chide him, “Jun, you can’t just do whatever pops into your head! You need to think first.” But then she would sigh, or laugh, or send him outside with his brother. Now, in desperation, he looked to his mother for reassurance, hoping to see that familiar expression of indulgent annoyance, but she didn’t look annoyed with him at all.
She looked scared.
“Drop the bundle you’re carrying,” Compass ordered.
Jun’s father took a single step backward, pushing Jun aside protectively as he shifted his weight. For a heartbeat, it seemed as if he would fight the Aspects. A single man against two of the Council’s elite enforcers. Jun’s heart leapt into his throat, but he raised his small fists, ready with all his childish bravado to fight by his father’s side.
The moment of tension broke. Jun’s father glanced at his wife and sons, then let his posture sag in unresisting surrender. Moving slowly and unthreateningly, he set the bundle on the floor in front of the Aspects.
Water bent and unwrapped the cloth, revealing a long staff, short staff, spear, broadsword, and straight sword—all the weapons Jun had seen his father practice with before. Compass sucked in an appalled breath. “This is strictly forbidden!”
“But you carry weapons!” Jun exclaimed indignantly, pointing at the sword on the man’s hip.
“We are the sworn agents of Dragon,” Compass snapped at him. “Aspects of Virtue are trained to protect the country and preserve the peace so ordinary people can live in harmony. We fight so you do not have to!” The Aspect turned back to Jun’s father with officious menace, his brows pinched together so tightly that a deep, angry groove ran across his forehead. “Teaching children to think about and practice violence promotes aggression and disharmony in society. Skills designed to harm or kill are not meant to be taught and used carelessly by just anyone. That’s what separates us from the vulgar, barbaric West. We must protect ourselves diligently against such base influence.”
Jun’s father pressed his lips into a straight line. He met Compass’s stare for a moment, then dropped his gaze to the floor. “My grandfather was a master martial arts practitioner for decades before the civil war divided Longhan into two countries. I learned from him as a boy and only ever wanted to honor my ancestors by preserving his knowledge. He taught me to use martial arts to improve myself and others in a peaceful way.” He glanced down at Jun with pain in his eyes. “I take responsibility for teaching these skills to my sons. Jun showed talent and interest at such a young age and constantly asked to learn. It seemed wrong to dissuade him.”
The Aspect was unmoved. “Your violations against law and society carry a penalty of three to five years of mandatory repentance through work.”
Jun’s mother let out a stifled sob. It was well-known that people died in the harsh conditions of the labor camps.
Li Hon’s face turned gray. Lowering himself to his knees before the Council’s enforcers, he said quietly but firmly, “I will accept whatever consequence the venerable Aspects decide I deserve. Please don’t punish the rest of my family. They’re blameless and only went along with my foolishness.”
But Jun knew that wasn’t true. Some of his earliest memories were of watching his father train. As soon as he could imitate some of the movements, he’d begged incessantly to learn. So really, it was him, Jun, who was to blame, first for asking his father to teach him, and now for carelessly revealing their secret.
His vision blurred with anger and confusion. Baba, get up! He wanted to shout the words at his father, but they stuck in his throat. Where was Li Hon, the great fighter whose moves Jun admired so much and tried so hard to emulate? The man kneeling timidly on the floor asking for mercy showed none of the pride and strength that Jun had always observed from him as he practiced his forms and weapons. What was the point in all the hours of diligent training if he couldn’t stand up to the Aspects, if he wouldn’t fight when he most ought to?
Jun squeezed his eyes shut. Lady of Many Hands, he prayed to Dragon’s consort, the compassionate goddess, in the way his mother had taught him to on temple days. I made a mistake, but I didn’t mean to. I take it back! If you make these people go away and put everything back the way it was before, I’ll never disobey my parents again. Please!
Sai tore free of their mother and ran to stand in front of their father, glaring up at Compass and Water with tearful betrayal. “You said Aspects use their abilities for good. You promised my family would live in a nice house near the Sun Pagoda.” Sai’s face trembled. “I-I won’t go with you! I don’t want to become an Aspect if you send Baba away.”
“Sai, stand aside. Don’t speak disrespectfully to your elders,” their father ordered, his voice strained beyond recognition.
Compass looked down at the child that he’d searched out and been so ready to welcome into the fold of the Aspecthood. His mouth twisted with indecisiveness, clearly unsure of how to handle such an unexpected and conflicting turn of events. He gave a frustrated grumble in the back of his throat. “Do as your father says,” he warned Sai, his hand still on the hilt of his sword.
Water stepped up soundlessly beside her colleague and placed a hand on his arm. “Brother Aspect, perhaps an unusual situation requires an unusual solution,” she said with calm circumspection. Compass glanced at her with a wary question in his expression as she went on, “We came to find a breathmarked child and bring him back to Yujing. How can we expect him to devote himself willingly and studiously to the required training of an Aspect if we send his father to the work camps, from which it’s possible he might not return, leaving his mother and brother alone and uncared for?”
“Li Hon’s wife and sons enabled him,” Compass pointed out, gesturing at the frightened family. “They overlooked, no, encouraged his unacceptable behavior.”
“Yet Li Hon has committed no acts of violence against his neighbors, no treason against the Council, and even now he is not using his forbidden skills to resist us. Surely, we ought to set an early example for young Sai that Aspects are merciful as well as just.” Her words were soft, but they carried a persuasive weight, an authority that belied her years.
Apparently, they had an effect on the other Aspect. “What do you have in mind?”
“Let the breathmarked child and his mother come to live in Yujing as planned,” Water suggested. “For illegally training in and espousing violence, Li Hon and his other son should be exiled from East Longhan for a period of five years, the amount of time he would normally be required to spend repenting through work. After five years, if they have renounced the practice of violence, they may return to the East to rejoin their family.”
Compass considered Water’s words for a minute that felt like an eternity. At last, he nodded and let his hand drop from the hilt of his sword. “As usual, you speak wisely and are able to see a way through any problem, Sister Aspect,” he agreed grudgingly.
Water crouched down in front of Jun and Sai. “You are both very brave,” she said, wiping the tears from their faces. “As well as young and foolish. You were born with different destinies. But if you each devote yourself to what Dragon intends, you will see each other again.”
It was all happening too fast. None of it made sense to Jun. He wanted to run away and hide, to throw himself into a corner and cry, to scream and fight, but it was as if the muscles of his small, trembling body were paralyzed by the one awful thing he did understand—he was losing everything.
Mornings spent training with his father, his mother’s hugs before bedtime, the four of them passing the rice bowl around the table during meals, the tree behind their home that was good for climbing, the three speckled chickens in their yard, the sunny riverbank where he and Sai would splash and throw rocks. Most terrible of all, he was losing himself, because Jun was half of a whole, and that whole was being sundered.
Sai put his hand into Jun’s and squeezed as if he would never let go.
“Stand up, Li Hon,” Compass ordered brusquely. “Sister Water will take Sai and his mother to Yujing. They will not need anything from here. All will be provided. I will escort you and your other son to the Snake Wall, where you will cross the border into the West tonight. You have two hours to pack your belongings and say your farewells.”






ONE
Jun watched from the shadows as his father faced down the masked man, both of them with broadswords drawn, poised for battle. “This is where it ends.” Li Hon shifted forward, his face set in ferocious determination. “Tonight, I restore my honor by ending your life.”
“Scoundrel, you have no honor to restore.” The man in the white mask rushed forward with a shout and a vicious diagonal slash of his blade. Jun’s father met the attack head-on, and their weapons came together with a ringing metallic clang. The two men grunted with furious effort as they each tried to gain the advantage. Their blades separated and met again in a blur of silver. Swift strikes were deflected by skillful parries, thrusts and cuts dodged and countered. Watching in silence, the heavy breathing of the combatants was the only sound Jun could hear.
He’s still got the moves, Jun noted, watching his father’s confident attacks and swift defense. Li Hon’s masked opponent was at least fifteen years younger than him, but Jun held no doubt that his father’s martial skills were superior.
Li Hon feinted an obvious, simple attack. When his enemy raised his weapon in defense, he snapped a kick into the man’s abdomen, doubling him over, then kneed him hard in the chest, dropping him to his hands and knees. With a shout of triumphant rage, Jun’s father brought his sword swinging down toward the masked man’s neck.
Jun stifled a yawn of boredom.
He knew what would happen next: Before the fatal blow could descend, the masked man spun on the ground, his legs lashing out with a whirling double spin kick that crashed into Jun’s father behind the knees, upending him and sending him sprawling to the ground. He lost his grip on the sword, and it flew up into the air. With perfectly timed reflexes, the masked man sprang to his feet and seized the broadsword. He leveled the blade against Jun’s father’s throat.
Li Hon raised his hands in surrender. “You win, Ghostface,” he wheezed in bitter defeat.
The victor tore off his white mask with a dramatic flourish. “Ghostface was merely a name to strike fear in the hearts of criminals. It was I, Shang, the mayor of the town, all along!”
Applause erupted as the woman on the other side of the stage rushed tearfully into the hero’s arms. “We shall never be apart again,” she declared. The audience cheered as the two of them kissed passionately, and the silk curtains came down on the scene.
Standing by the doors at the back of the opera house, Jun let out a long sigh. His father could handily beat the other actor if this were a real fight, but his father never fought for real anymore. Instead, Li Hon choreographed all the fight scenes for the Cheon Opera Company, which was known throughout West Longhan for its elaborate costumes and sets and dramatic, action-filled stage productions. When Li Hon did perform onstage, he only ever played supporting roles and villains. Sometimes he would don the main actor’s costume to perform the more difficult or dangerous stunts if the lead was unable to, but Jun’s father was never the hero. He never won a fight onstage. And the stage was the only place he fought anymore.
As an usher and security guard at the opera house, Jun watched his father lose every day. And he hated it. He scanned the crowd, hoping he might have to eject a drunken audience member to distract himself from embarrassment. No such luck.
When the curtains rose again, the previous set had been replaced with a plain black backdrop. A blindfolded man sat on a stool on one side of the stage. Across from him stood a young woman in a flowing blue-green silk dress with long sleeves that trailed to the floor. A hush fell over the excited crowd. The blind flutist Chang and his daughter traveled all around West Longhan and only came into the city of Cheon a few times each year, but their infrequent performances were always talked about. This wasn’t part of the regular show, and everyone knew they were in for a special treat.
Chang lifted the flute to his lips and began to play. An audible sigh of appreciation escaped the spectators as the first evocative notes filled the air and Ren, the flutist’s daughter, began to dance. The wordless story that unfolded onstage was one that everyone was familiar with yet was timeless in its significance. As Ren spun and leapt with flawless precision, her feet soundless on the wooden stage, the backdrop changed, switched out by clever stagehands and illuminated by expert lighting. The blue of ocean waters rose behind the performers; vibrant green evoked grass and trees erupting in growth; shadows resolved into the silhouettes of animals and people. This was Longhan’s oldest legend: Dragon breathing the world into being.
Chang’s music soared in a poignant crescendo as Ren sent her long, weighted sleeves twirling through the air in time with her movements, each balanced pose and athletic leap drawing impressed gasps from the audience. From within the maelstrom of bright spinning silk, the flutist’s daughter drew out two wide ribbons of pale yellow gossamer that rose up into the air, twisting in white light, pulled from overhead by thin threads invisible to the audience. She danced the part of Dragon’s consort, the Lady of Many Hands, ethereally graceful, her face perfectly composed in a mysterious, benevolent smile as she brought the Scrolls of Heaven and Earth down to guide humankind.
The last strains of music faded into silence and Ren dipped into a low bow. The opera house erupted in thunderous applause as the curtains came down for the last time that evening. Many in the audience dabbed tears from their eyes.
Jun found himself clearing a lump from his throat. Ren had played the part of the beautiful goddess perfectly. Dragon was all powerful, but the Lady of Many Hands was compassionate. The last thing Jun’s mother had said to him, as she knelt at the crossroads and took his face in her hands, had been “Be good to your father, Jun. Pray to the Blessed Consort and she’ll listen. She’ll bring us together again.”
He wanted to believe her. He’d prayed for intervention that day and many days after, yet never received it. Even the Lady of Many Hands couldn’t turn back time, couldn’t undo a life-altering mistake once it was made. The last thing his mother had ever told him was a lie.
After ten years, childhood memories and a deep, familiar ache, as if from a permanent injury, were all Jun had left of his mother and his twin brother, Sai. That early part of his life felt unreal, like a different life altogether.
Jun held the door open for the chattering theatergoers as they filed out of the opera house in merchant’s robes and scholar’s hats, snapping open ivory-boned fans and fanning themselves as they stepped into waiting sedan chairs. When the doors closed behind the last of them, Jun went down the aisle and behind the stage, navigating the narrow backstage corridor to his father’s dressing room. Li Hon had taken off and hung up his costume and was washing off his stage makeup in a copper basin. In a plain tunic, linen pants, and sandals, his hair loosened from its stiff topknot, Jun’s father bent over the wash basin and coughed badly, a deep, wet sound. He seemed nothing like the posturing antagonist in the play.
“Baba,” Jun said. “You ought to see a doctor.”
“I’m fine, it’s just a lingering cold,” his father said, not turning around as he dried his face on a washcloth. “We should save money for what’s important.”
That was what Jun’s father had always said over the years, back when their plan was to save enough money to pay the right officials and guards to smuggle Jun’s mother and brother over from the East—a plan long since abandoned. But the frugal habit persisted, even when the goal was now little more than an impossible dream.
“If it’s about the money, you should ask for a raise,” Jun told his father. “Or a starring role.” In the hallway outside, Jun could hear the lead actor who’d played Ghostface chatting and laughing with what sounded like a trio of female admirers.
“The goose with the longest neck is the first to be chopped,” Jun’s father reminded him with a grumble. Standing out was what had gotten them exiled in the first place. Li Hon sat down on a stool and began to sort and clean the prop weapons lying in a stack on the ground. The dressing room was cramped and drafty; the one window didn’t close properly, and because the room doubled as a storage closet, there was barely enough space for the two of them to move around between the racks of costumes and trunks of stage equipment. Jun’s father had had the same dressing room for as long as he’d been working at the opera house.
If only he’d demand more for himself, Jun thought. Or retire. His father wasn’t even old, but the weak illumination from the single oil lantern hanging overhead carved shadows into his face and made him seem aged beyond his years. It was impossible not to wonder, as Jun sometimes did, how much happier and healthier he might’ve been had things been different.
“I’m going to be home late,” Jun said. “There’s extra sparring practice tonight.”
Jun’s father pursed his lips and continued wiping the old, dulled stage swords with a cloth and placing them in a wooden trunk. “Who is Master Song sending to the Guardian’s Tournament this year?” Li Hon asked the question casually, but Jun noticed the apprehensive slowing of his father’s hands.
“He’s planning to send Yin Yue.” Jun fought not to grimace.
Li Hon’s shoulders came down imperceptibly and his movements became brisk again. “Good choice. That young man is talented. He stands a good chance.”
“He’s no better than I am,” Jun said heatedly.
“Jun.” His father looked up at him with the familiar tight expression that preceded a lecture. “I know you like to fight, but if you focus on your studies, you can make a living using your brain instead of abusing your body the way I do. I’ve let you continue to train with Master Song because it’s a good outlet for your overabundant energy, but I want you to make a better life for yourself.”
Li Hon was adamant that his son study to take the imperial exams in two years. If he did reasonably well, he could hope to get an entry-level civil service job, perhaps work his way up to becoming a minor official or local administrator—stable, respectable jobs that didn’t involve martial arts, which, Jun’s father suggested, he should confine to a side pursuit.
Jun shuffled his feet sullenly but didn’t answer. They’d had this argument so many times that it was pointless to have it again. When the two of them had first arrived in the West with barely anything but the clothes on their back, Jun’s father hadn’t let him train in martial arts at all. It was a terrible irony that they were now in a country where the fighting arts were not only allowed but celebrated, yet Jun’s father refused to teach him.
Those first two years in a new country, unmoored and adrift, separated from Jun’s mother and brother and all they’d ever known, had been miserable. Jun remembered mostly long stretches of dull loneliness punctuated by emotional meltdowns. His father was often silent, withdrawn, and depressed. Despite the fact that they were poor, Li Hon used their meager funds to send Jun to school, hoping he would settle down and make friends. Instead, the children there bullied him mercilessly for his Eastern accent, and he was constantly in trouble for fighting.
Every time Jun came home bruised and sullen, his father would show him letters from his mother, saying that she was living in Yujing, that Sai was showing great promise in his training as an Aspect, and that she missed them and couldn’t wait until they could be together again. “Your brother is being a good student back home,” Jun’s father would lecture pleadingly, brandishing the paper in front of Jun. “You need to work hard and pay attention to your teachers and not get in trouble. You want your mama to be proud when you see her again, don’t you?”
Jun did want that very much. He tried, with occasional success, to obey his father, to ignore the bullies at school, to not complain about being hungry or his shoes being too small, and to think of when they would finally go home and he could eat all he wanted of his mother’s cooking and talk to Sai about everything, the way they could only do with each other and no one else. It seemed worth any hardship to make sure that day would come.
Then, disaster. Political tensions between East and West Longhan escalated and the Snake Wall closed, practically overnight, shutting down the border. Both countries withdrew their ambassadors and banned commerce and travel. Letters from Jun’s mother arrived months late, and when they did arrive, sections were blacked out by censors. Jun’s father suspected that their reply letters weren’t reaching her either. They certainly weren’t being delivered to Sai, who was ensconced in the Sun Pagoda, training to become an agent of the Council of Virtue.
At first, Jun and his father believed the restrictions would be temporary. After all, East and West Longhan shared a long history and culture; their people were the common descendants of Dragon. Surely the diplomatic crisis would be resolved. Li Hon stashed away every spare coin he made from working each day from dawn to dusk as a laborer, until Jun’s mother insisted in writing that they not live in poverty for the small chance of smuggling her across the border. She explained that Sai was committed to his Aspect training and would not leave the East. And Jun was in a country where he could do what he most loved and make a better life for himself. It was for the best that they all stay where they were for now. The Snake Wall would one day reopen, she assured them optimistically, but until then, she urged them to live their lives to the fullest.
That was the last letter they received.
Heartbroken, but acceding to his wife’s wishes, Jun’s father dusted off his martial arts training and landed a job as a stuntman at the opera company. Their income and conditions improved; they went from living in a single drafty room in the poorest part of Cheon to a small home with its own cooking area and outhouse. The Snake Wall remained closed. As the years went by, Jun lost his accent and any real hope of ever reuniting with his mother and the twin he’d been separated from so long ago. But looking at the distant expression on the face of the man hunched in the chair before him, he knew the same could not be said for his father.
He didn’t want to argue, though. Not tonight, of all nights, when he had another fight on his mind. Maybe you don’t want a starring role anymore, Baba. But I do.
He turned to leave.
“Jun,” his father called after him wearily, “don’t be out too late.”






TWO
Outside, the city was draped in long evening shadows. Dust stirred from the dry roads by horse’s hooves and pedestrian traffic hung in the motionless air. Dusk had brought down the temperature, but it was still unseasonably hot, even for late summer, and the red clay tiles on the roofs of the nearby buildings were dusted gray with ash. Jun had heard people saying it was from the wildfires to the southeast, the worst in decades, which were responsible for the yellowish haze in the sky that obscured the distant but constant sight of the Snake Wall, looming on the forested hills beyond the city, its wide ramparts divided down the center and patrolled day and night by soldiers of opposing armies who prevented anyone from crossing from one nation into the other.
Jun paused on the steps outside the opera house. A covered traveling wagon stood outside the double doors, two harnessed horses waiting patiently. Ren, having shed her beautiful blue-green silk costume in favor of unadorned traveling clothes, was guiding the blind flutist Chang with a hand under one of his elbows. She tapped the special metal rail on the side of their wagon and helped him up onto the bench.
Jun called out to them, “Goodbye, Uncle Chang. Travel safely!”
The man turned toward Jun’s voice and waved to him. “Stay out of trouble, young man!”
Jun leapt down the remaining steps and skidded to a stop in front of Ren as she was closing up the back of the wagon. “You danced well tonight,” he said. He cleared his throat. “As usual, that is.”
Ren dusted her hands and turned to face him, pushing a stray strand of hair off her cheek. “Thank you.”
“So … I suppose that was the last show you’re doing here for a while?”
She nodded. “We’re spending the night at the Phoenix Inn and then heading out of town tomorrow morning. Sifu wants to take our time getting to Xicheng.”
Even though the flutist had raised her since she was a small child, Ren called Chang her sifu because he was not her father by blood. Ren never spoke about her birth family, saying only that she was lucky Sifu Chang had taken her in as his daughter. Jun glanced up at the flutist, who was snacking on a meat bun while he waited for Ren to finish her conversation. It didn’t seem safe for a blind man and a young woman about the same age as Jun to travel alone through West Longhan—they would be easy targets for bandits—but the last time Jun had mentioned this concern to Ren, she’d chuckled and told him not to worry; she and Sifu were used to taking care of themselves.
Jun ran a hand through his hair. “If you’re going to be in Xicheng next month, that means you’ll be seeing the Guardian’s Tournament, right?”
“Of course. The biggest crowds in six years will be gathered there, eager to spend money after the matches are over each day.” When Jun rocked his weight back and forth on his feet and said nothing in reply, she arched a slim eyebrow at him. “Aren’t you planning to go watch the tournament? You used to talk about it all the time when we were younger, remember? You said it was your dream to compete.”
Jun hesitated. He didn’t see Ren very often or spend much time with her, but she and Chang had come through Cheon regularly for years, so he’d known her since they were twelve. In the last year, however, it seemed she’d changed dramatically. She’d always been tall and graceful, even as the girl who used to run around with him backstage during his father’s performances. Because she assisted the blind flutist, she’d always struck Jun as older and more responsible than other children their age, certainly more mature than the neighborhood Cheon boys. Ren was worldly, too, traveling all over the country in a wagon and having been to so many places he had never seen. On top of all that, however, it seemed to him she’d developed an air of adult confidence that Jun secretly wondered if he would ever have. Onstage tonight, she and Chang had seemed less like father and daughter than artistic partners.
And when she had danced the part of the Blessed Consort, it seemed no one in the opera house could take their eyes off her.
Jun rubbed the back of his neck and glanced over his shoulder, as if expecting his father to emerge from the opera house behind him. He desperately needed to confide in someone. Leaning in toward Ren, he lowered his voice. “I barely make the age cutoff to enter the tournament this year.” He’d turned sixteen a week ago. “I know it’s unlikely I’ll get to compete,” he added in a rush. “The Iron Core school only sponsors one entrant, so Master Song will probably send one of the older students. But there are sparring matches at the school tonight so Master Song can evaluate all the contenders before he makes his final decision. If I manage to come out on top…” He spread his hands and shrugged, trying to seem nonchalant and confident even though he felt jittery with nerves even talking about it.
He pushed to the back of his mind the fact that he’d already lied to his father earlier that evening, and in the event he was chosen, he’d have a hell of a time explaining himself, to say nothing of convincing his father to let him go to Xicheng.
Jun bit his lip. He’d cross that bridge when he got there. Li Hon did always say that he wanted what was best for his son. Jun simply had to convince his father that what was best wasn’t some safe government job in the future but to aim for greatness right now. It was long past time for his father to move on from the regret and guilt that had dogged him for ten years. In West Longhan, there were hundreds of schools teaching the fighting arts. Martial prowess was celebrated, and at no time more so than the Guardian’s Tournament, when the youth of the realm vied for the honor of being named Guardian of the Scroll of Heaven. The Guardian was recognized as the best warrior in the West because he had to defeat all rivals in the arena. A contender didn’t train for years simply to back down when it mattered. And he certainly didn’t perform fake fights on a stage for coin. The Guardian fought for real, and he fought to win.
Ren tilted her chin up and studied his face, as if sizing up his odds. Jun felt a warm flush creeping farther up his neck the longer her large, evaluative eyes rested on him. “I would like nothing more than to say I know the Guardian,” she declared. In one smooth motion, she pulled herself up into the driver’s seat of the wagon and took the horses’ reins. “Good luck tonight, Li Jun. I hope I’ll see you in Xicheng.”






THREE
“The last match tonight,” Master Song announced, “is between Li Jun and Yin Yue.”
A murmur of anticipation ran through the dozens of watching students. Jun got to his feet, bowed to his teacher, and went to stand across from his opponent in the center of the training hall. His hands and feet tingled with the excitement he’d been bottling up all day. It’s too bad Ren isn’t here to see this, he thought—then felt foolish to be thinking that right now.
At Master Song’s prompting, the combatants bowed to each other, right fist to left palm. “Good job making it this far,” Yin said to Jun, with apparent sincerity. Jun would’ve preferred if the other student had been sarcastic or condescending; that would’ve meant they had a real rivalry, not merely one that existed in Jun’s head. Yin Yue was nearly three years older than him, taller, with longer arms and a body chiseled by years of dedication to the rigorous Iron Core style. Yin had been training at the school since before Jun had even arrived in the country. He was Master Song’s star pupil and had recently taken on assistant teaching duties. All the junior students looked up to Yin, not just because of his undeniable skill but because he was friendly and encouraging toward others. If Yin Yue walked around with an air of confidence that smelled to Jun like straight-up arrogance, it was hard to argue that he didn’t deserve it. No wonder he assumed he would be the one going to the Guardian’s Tournament. It was what everyone else assumed, too.
Jun set his teeth. You’ll have to get through me first. Jun had spent hours surreptitiously watching Yin, analyzing the way he fought, his strengths and weaknesses. There was no chance that Yin paid anywhere near that amount of attention to Jun in return. Hopefully tonight that would give Jun the advantage he needed to come out on top. Stay overconfident, he urged Yin in his mind. Right up until I land your ass on the floor.
“You have five minutes,” Master Song reminded them, “to score as many hits as you can. No strikes to the eyes, back of the head, or groin are permitted. Exercise control but put in your best effort.”
“Go, Yin!” shouted one of the other students from the sidelines. All the trainees between the tournament-eligible ages of sixteen and twenty-four had stayed past their own earlier matches to watch the final contest. Some older and younger students had shown up just for the last fight and to see Master Song announce that Yin Yue would be going to Xicheng to represent the Iron Core school. In total, there were nearly fifty people standing or sitting against the walls of the long chamber.
“Don’t go easy on the Easterner!” someone else called. Their tone was more teasing than mean-spirited, but Master Song silenced the speaker with a glare. Jun had often been shunned and ridiculed as a child, but Master Song hadn’t tolerated such behavior in his school. “Do you think the people on the other side of the Snake Wall are any different from us?” he’d scolded his students. “Anyone who wishes to train in the Iron Core school is welcome.” Fortunately, he didn’t need to defend Jun once the boy began to surpass all his peers in martial ability, regularly besting children much older and larger than him in sparring.
Jun might be respected well enough in the school now, but there was no question whose side the crowd was on tonight. All the eyes on him, expecting him to fail, made his stomach dip. Focus, he reminded himself. This is nothing compared to what it’ll be like in the arena at Xicheng.
The two fighters assumed classic Iron Core opening stances: slightly angled, knees loosely bent, weight evenly distributed, arms held close to the body but forward and ready. Yin looked relaxed and poised, despite having already sparred five times earlier that evening against opponents who weren’t much of a challenge to him but who were honored to help the top student get ready for the big tournament.
Master Song stepped back and clapped his hands together sharply. “Begin!”
Jun exploded forward like a rock out of a slingshot, crossing the gap to Yin Yue in an instant and unleashing a volley of rapid-fire strikes: vertical fist punches to the face and torso with the speed of a woodpecker hammering a tree. He’d watched the older student enough to know that Yin rarely made the first move in a fight. He would wait to see what his opponent did and measure his ability before deciding how to react. Yin’s other matches tonight had been easy; he wouldn’t be expecting such an overwhelming offense right out of the gate. The first minute of the match would be Jun’s best chance to land several hits and rattle the presumed champion so badly that he couldn’t recover.
It worked. Yin retreated in surprise, his eyes widening almost comically as he gave ground, fending off the barrage of strikes with quick blocking and nimble twists of his body that caused the punches that got past his guard to glance off his torso rather than connect with force. His defenses weren’t perfect, though, not against Jun’s speed and aggression. As Yin sidestepped to get out of the direct line of attack, Jun managed to slip a punch low, planting it in Yin’s navel, then drove an uppercut under his opponent’s chin.
Yin jerked his head back quickly; the punch only grazed his chin as it went shooting up past his face, but the onlookers gasped with astonishment. No one in the school had fought with the intention of knocking Yin out in the first minute. After all, sparring matches were meant to help the candidate practice.
Dragon’s piss, I almost had you. Still, I hit you twice before you could even—
Jun’s burst of self-satisfaction was short-lived. Yin Yue wasn’t the top student at the Iron Core school for nothing. Before Jun could reposition from the failed attempt, Yin dropped a rock-hard shin kick onto the top of his opponent’s thigh. Jun’s leg wobbled and went numb. Yin planted a thrust kick into his stomach. As Jun staggered backward, wheezing, he glimpsed the look on the other man’s face: his mouth no longer relaxed but set in a determined scowl, his eyes blazing with a confused anger that Jun couldn’t remember seeing at any previous time.
Now you’re paying attention, Jun thought, smiling to himself even though his leg and stomach throbbed with pain. Now it’s a real match.
This time, when Jun advanced, Yin met him with equal speed and power. The Iron Core school emphasized fitness and body conditioning along with tight, efficient movement focused on protecting the fighter’s center line. Yin and Jun had spent years running, standing motionless in low stances while instructors battered their torsos with flexible bamboo sticks, doing upside-down curl-ups, and toughening their arms and legs by striking wooden training dummies and posts. Yin’s back and shoulders, his forearms, shins, and abdominal muscles were like rock. The few early blows from Jun hadn’t hurt him, merely annoyed him. Jun might possess more explosive speed, but Yin was unmatched when it came to dogged, precise fighting. He wasted little movement, and it was clear that he wasn’t holding back anymore.
Jun attacked with a combination of strikes to the head: quick jabs, a cross, a sneaky ridge hand to the temple. Yin slipped out of the way of each of them with the barest motion necessary, avoiding the impact by a hair’s breadth of distance, as if he knew exactly where Jun’s fists would land. In frustration, Jun overreached with the next blow, compromising his guard. Yin snapped a jab into his cheek, rocking his head back, then kicked him in the same spot as he’d kicked him before, doubling the bruise on Jun’s thigh before gracefully sliding aside. The watching students, initially stunned into silence by Jun’s early control of the match, burst into excited shouting.
Yin didn’t seem to notice them. His eyes were fixed on Jun.
Shake it off, Jun urged himself, his face and leg throbbing. He’s good,
you already knew that—but you’re better. He launched into a hurricane of kicks, pummeling Yin in the ribs, left and right. Rather than retreat, Yin pressed into Jun’s space, jamming him up, and dropped the tip of his elbow just above Jun’s knee before punching him in the sternum. Jun wheezed but didn’t collapse; he drove a punch into his opponent’s side hard enough to make even Yin buckle under the impact, but he was unable to follow up on the momentary victory because Yin caught the high kick aimed for his head, hooking Jun around the knee with the crook of his arm. He pivoted hard and sent Jun flying across the scarred wooden floor.
Jun tumbled and rolled but was on his feet again in an instant. Sweat dripped off his face and down his bare chest. At least Yin was breathing hard as well, both of them fighting at their limit for the first time that evening. As they circled each other warily, the crowd quieted, sensing that the tide had finally turned unmistakably in Yin’s favor. Jun had surprised them all at first, but Yin was back in control. For every three or four of Jun’s moves, Yin made one, but nearly every one connected. He was the more experienced trainee, a more patient and disciplined fighter.
“One minute,” announced the student who was keeping time with a burning joss stick.
The anger was melting out of Yin’s expression. He knew Jun had to be exhausted, and Yin had won many a fight, within the school and outside it, by outlasting his opponents while they tired themselves out.
I’m going to lose. The realization filled Jun with panic. In a flash, he saw the future: Master Song commending him on a good effort and declaring Yin the school’s representative to the Guardian’s Tournament. Yin being cheered as he went off to Xicheng, all expenses paid, to fight before the emperor for the highest honor in the land, while Jun went back to work at the opera house escorting rich people to their seats.
A wave of heat rushed into Jun’s head. Desperate energy poured into his limbs. As Yin pressed forward, everything seemed to slow tenfold. Jun saw the angle of the other man’s stance, the tightening of the muscles in his left hip, the transfer of weight to his right side. He saw the flicker of Yin’s eyes, the barely perceptible tell. Like a fortune teller reading tea leaves, he saw precisely how Yin would attack his injured leading leg. He gave Yin the opening, edged the bruised limb farther out, an irresistible temptation. Yin feinted a head strike—just as Jun knew he would—then drew his leg up and whipped it back down again with wicked speed, aiming for the red center of the bruise the way an archer would aim for a target.
Jun was ready; at the last possible second, he switched his stance and let Yin’s kick fall on empty space. For an instant, Yin was on one leg and vulnerable. Jun moved in. Pivoting sharply, he lined his hips up in front of Yin’s, and the moment the man’s leading foot touched the floor, he swept his heel into the other man’s instep, unbalancing him and sending him sprawling forward.
Yin would’ve regained his footing in a second but Jun was ready for that, too. His body was moving with a will of its own and no conscious thought on his part. He kneed Yin in the chest, dropped an elbow into his back, square between the shoulder blades, and punched downward, connecting with Yin’s face. Yin went down on his hands and knees.
“Stop!” shouted the timekeeper, holding up the joss stick, burned down to the five-minute mark.
With a snarl no one in the school had ever heard from him before, Yin staggered to his feet, his eyes rolling with astonishment and rage. He looked as if he would leap on Jun and pummel him into dust.
“The match is over!” Master Song bellowed. Even the head instructor sounded stunned. No one else in the hall made a sound. The master cleared his throat with pointed authority. “Yin Yue and Li Jun, you both fought commendably. Show respect to each other for a worthy contest.”
Yin Yue touched his swollen face. With tremendous visible effort, he straightened up and composed himself. “Well fought, Jun,” he said, bending in a stiff bow. Jun felt addled with adrenaline and his blood was still roaring in his ears as he bowed back, his mind unable to form a coherent reply.
Now was supposed to be when Master Song declared the school’s representative to the Guardian’s Tournament. Everyone was supposed to cheer and congratulate Yin Yue, and they would go off to a tavern to celebrate.
Master Song raised his voice. “That’s enough for tonight. It’s late and you should all go home.” He turned an unreadable look on Jun and Yin. “Except for the two of you. You stay behind.”






FOUR
The other students filed out of the training hall reluctantly, muttering to one another and casting backward glances. A few nodded or smiled at Yin Yue supportively. Others glared angrily at Jun.
Yin stepped up to Jun and spoke in a harsh whisper. “What in Dragon’s name was that for?”
Although they’d been trading blows only seconds ago, Jun now found it hard to look Yin in the face. “It’s nothing personal,” he muttered, even though if he was being honest with himself, maybe it was a little personal. Yin Yue annoyed him, seemed to highlight Jun’s flaws simply by existing. “I want to compete in the Guardian’s Tournament, same as you, and only one of us can go.”
“You’re barely sixteen,” Yin exclaimed. “And you’ve only been training here for what, seven years? I’m the senior student. I’ve been training in Iron Core style since I was six. When the next Guardian’s Tournament comes around in six years, you’ll still be eligible to compete. I’m almost nineteen; this is my one and only chance.”
“That doesn’t mean you’re entitled to be the one to go,” Jun retorted.
“I have a better chance of winning and bringing respect to Master Song and the Iron Core school.”
“I disagree,” Jun replied through gritted teeth, “and I made my case tonight.”
Yin’s face darkened threateningly. He appeared ready to fight Jun again on the spot, but Master Song barked, “Yin Yue, come into my study.” Pointing at Jun, he said, “You wait out here.”
Yin bowed to Master Song and followed him obediently but with obvious trepidation into the instructor’s private study at the far end of the training hall. The wooden door slid shut behind them.
Jun was left alone in the now cavernously empty room. He wondered what time it was. Nearly midnight, he guessed. Outside, Cheon was about as quiet as it ever got, the nighttime peace interrupted only by the occasional clopping hooves and rumble of passing wagons or the drunken shouting and laughter from men stumbling out of inns or taverns. Jun’s father would be wondering why he wasn’t home yet.
Jun slid down to the wooden floor and sat cross-legged with his head resting against the wall. Now that the match was over and all the adrenaline had drained out of his body, exhaustion was taking over and he could feel acutely all the places Yin Yue’s fists and feet had bruised him. Gingerly, he prodded the growing purple lump on his thigh and wondered what Master Song was saying to Yin. He strained to overhear their conversation, but they were speaking too quietly for him to make anything out.
A few minutes later, the door slid open, and Yin Yue walked out. The expression on his face was confusing; he looked neither pleased nor upset, but his mouth was turned down in a pensive frown and his body language as he strode for the exit suggested relief. He glanced at Jun but passed him without a word.
“Li Jun, come in here,” Master Song ordered. Jun got up and glanced over his shoulder, still wondering what had happened as he watched Yin put on his shoes and leave the school.
“Jun!” Master Song barked.
Jun hurried into his instructor’s study and bowed apologetically. Master Song was an intimidating figure to anyone meeting him for the first time: tall and thickly built, with bushy eyebrows and a beard that reached almost to his chest. Decades of Iron Core training had made his limbs as strong and lumpy as ancient oak, and he could probably crush a watermelon with his abdominal muscles. He seemed to fill his study, which was small and orderly. A pool of melted wax shone in the bronze lamp on his desk, which was covered with papers containing detailed martial arts writings and diagrams—the manual of the Iron Core style that he’d been working on for years. The single window was closed against the smoke and ash outside.
The master leveled an impassive stare at Jun. “I’m sending Yin Yue to the Guardian’s Tournament.”
“But I won the fight!” Jun blurted. “I know Yin’s the senior student, but I came out stronger in the beginning of the match, and even though he got some hits on me in the middle, I took him out with that sweep, and I would’ve knocked him senseless in another second if the fight had—”
“Jun,” Master Song snapped. “Be quiet and listen before you speak.”
Jun bit his tongue and bowed his head. “Sorry, Sifu,” he muttered, seething and trying to hold back his overwhelming disappointment. He’d pinned all his hopes on that match. It should’ve paid off.
“I’m sending Yin to the tournament,” Master Song repeated firmly. “He’s the more skilled and experienced martial artist, the best representative of the Iron Core style, and if any young man would make a worthy Guardian, it’s him. But…” Master Song paused and tugged on his beard. “The Guardian’s Tournament is not won by effort or character. It’s an unpredictable spectacle, and there’s a lot to be said for raw talent, drive, and luck. In all my years as an instructor, I’ve never had a situation like this come up before, where I have two equally strong candidates. I’m willing to send both of you to compete in Xicheng.”
Jun dropped to his knees and pressed the top of his head to the floor, barely able to believe what he was hearing. “Master Song, you won’t regret this, I promise I won’t let you down, I’m going to win and—”
“What did I just say about listening before you speak, you blathering monkey brain?” Master Song sighed. “Stand up, for Dragon’s sake, I’m not done. You might not be so thankful when you hear what else I have to say. Between the entry fee and travel to Xicheng, it’s costly to send a competitor to the Guardian’s Tournament. Schools usually send only their top candidate. After sponsoring Yin Yue, the Iron Core school can only fund half the expense to enter a second competitor. You and your family will have to raise the other half of the money.”
Jun swallowed hard. His father didn’t earn a lot at the opera house, but how much had he saved up over the years through his relentless frugality? Would it be enough? The tournament was only a month away. Could Jun quickly find some other work that would allow him to make up the difference?
One thing at a time, he reminded himself. The most important thing was that Master Song had been impressed enough by his performance tonight to send him to the Guardian’s Tournament with the blessing of the Iron Core school. All other obstacles could be tackled starting tomorrow morning. Jun touched his forehead to the ground again before standing back up. “I understand, Sifu. I’ll find a way.”
Master Song gave a nod. “I hope you can count on your father and other relatives and friends to help with the funds, because you won’t have time to work for money. You’ll have to devote yourself entirely to training for the tournament. Simply because you were able to do well against Yin Yue tonight doesn’t mean you’re ready to face the arenas of Xicheng. Between now and then, you’ll need to focus on—”
“You’ll be doing no such thing!”
The half-open door to Master Song’s study slammed open all the way. Jun spun around to see his father in the doorway, his expression set in a furious glare directed straight at Jun.
“Baba, wh-what are you doing here?” Jun stammered.
“You’re late. And you lied to me.” Li Hon glowered with accusation. “You told me Yin Yue would be going to the Guardian’s Tournament.”
“He is!” Jun exclaimed. “We sparred the last round this evening and that’s why I’m late getting home. Yin’s going, but so am I. Master Song can send two candidates. Well, that is, if we can pay for some of the—”
“You are not going to the Guardian’s Tournament,” his father declared with finality.
Jun felt as if he’d been punched in the chest harder than any of the blows he’d taken from Yin earlier that evening. “Baba, please,” he begged, “I’m a good fighter. I have a chance of winning and becoming the Guardian. This is what I’ve wanted all my life, please.” He glanced with embarrassed appeal at Master Song, who’d come out from behind his desk toward the arguing father and son.
“Mr. Li,” Master Song said, “I apologize for keeping your son out so late. I didn’t realize you were unaware of his plans. Perhaps we ought to speak privately. Jun, step outside.”
Jun opened his mouth to argue but, seeing the unforgiving expressions of both his father and his sifu, he shut it again. He stepped out of the study into the main training hall. Master Song shut the door firmly behind him.
Jun paced back and forth like a tiger in a cage, then stood right outside the door and tried to listen in. Unlike Master Song’s conversation with Yin Yue, this time he could clearly hear the raised voices of the men on the other side.
“Master Song, I’m the one who ought to apologize,” Li Hon said stiffly. “Jun must’ve given you the impression that I approve of him going to the Guardian’s Tournament, but I do not. There’s no need to expend any of the school’s funds on him.”
Jun’s heart plummeted into his stomach. Master Song replied, but as he was speaking more quietly, Jun had to press his ear to the door. “I didn’t know you were opposed,” the teacher said. “Jun has always been a committed student of the martial arts. I assumed that was due in part to your example and influence.”
Jun could almost hear his father flinch. “He’s always been the sort of boy who needs to constantly be moving. I’m willing to allow him to continue training here, but with no offense intended toward you or your school, Jun can do more with his life if he takes up a trade that doesn’t involve fighting.”
“No offense intended toward you either, Mr. Li,” Master Song replied, a touch gruffly, “but I’m not sure he can. Your son is exceptionally talented in martial arts. I would go so far as to say he’s a prodigy, one of the best I’ve seen and trained in more than twenty years. Even Yin Yue, the top student who sparred him tonight, agrees we should send Jun to the tournament as a second competitor and double our chances of the next Guardian coming from the Iron Core school.”
Jun reared back from the door in surprise. Yin … had supported him going to Xicheng? And he’d said so to Master Song? Despite how angry he’d been after Jun had beaten him in front of the other students, on the night he’d expected to be the sole celebrant? If the roles had been reversed, would Jun have done the same? An odd mixture of confusion and shame made Jun frown.
“The Guardian’s Tournament is dangerous,” Jun’s father said. “Competitors have been badly injured, even killed, in past tournaments. I’m not risking my son’s life for your school’s glory and reputation.”
“It would be your family’s glory and reputation as well,” Master Song reminded him. “Most fathers would be proud if their son brought the honor of being Guardian of the Scroll of Heaven to their family name.”
Li Hon made a disgusted, choked noise in the back of his throat. “I’ve had honor promised to my family before, back in the East. It didn’t turn out well. A son bringing honor to his family and country is just another way of saying he’s not coming home.”
Jun’s chest clenched, as if squeezed in a giant fist.
Li Hon coughed painfully and took a few seconds to gather his breath again. “Master Song, I’m appreciative of all you’ve done for Jun. Martial arts has kept him disciplined, active, and out of trouble. But that’s as far as it goes. I absolutely forbid him from competing in the Guardian’s Tournament.”
The words rang in Jun’s ears as loudly as if his father had struck him hard across the face. Li Hon wouldn’t do that; he rarely punished his son harshly. Jun realized that he’d mistaken his father’s gentleness for lenience, had believed that it meant he wouldn’t actually put his foot down. Of all the times for Li Hon to take a stand, why did it have to be now? Of all the people to stand against, why did it have to be his own son? The injustice of it brought a surge of heat to Jun’s head that burned the backs of his eyes. It was so damned unfair—to be forbidden what he most wanted because of his father’s old wounds and fears.
There was a long pause from behind the door of the study. Then Master Song said regretfully but with understanding, “Of course, you’re his father. I wouldn’t oppose your parental authority when it comes to what you believe is right for your son. I apologize if I encouraged him in ways you disapprove of. Yin Yue will be a fine representative of the Iron Core school at the Guardian’s Tournament, and as for Jun, I hope he obeys you and seeks out a future you’re both happy with.”
Jun had heard enough. Wheeling from the door, he bolted from the training hall and out into the ash-choked night.






FIVE
His father was finally asleep.
Jun lay awake, listening to the long, soft snores from across the room and unable to calm down enough to drift off himself. After sprinting all the way home from the training hall in a red haze of furious disappointment, he’d bashed the wooden training dummy until his forearms were swollen and his knuckles bleeding; then he’d thrown himself into bed and lain motionless, feigning sleep when his father had finally walked into the house.
Jun’s father had stood over him for several minutes, looking down at his son as if debating whether to wake him to talk about what had transpired back in the school. Instead, he’d sighed sadly and gone to bed himself.
Tomorrow, Jun knew his father would try to explain. “When I was a young man, I devoted myself to martial arts, and where did that get us? I wish someone had encouraged me to use my time more wisely.” The son ought to learn from his father’s mistakes. Jun would thank him in the long run. And so on and so on.
Jun ground his teeth at the thought of having to sit through the lecture.
“The boy was born under Dragon’s star,” Jun’s teachers used to say.
For seven weeks every two years, the Red Star, also called Dragon’s Eye, shone at its highest point in the sky. Children born during this time were said to be especially energetic, passionate, and driven. Usually, these were seen as positive qualities. But Jun’s first teachers in Cheon had pointed out these traits to his father with disapproval and exasperation.
“He gets into fights, he’s impulsive and defiant, doesn’t sit still, doesn’t follow directions. He turns every stick he finds into a sword, whittles the end of his calligraphy brushes into pointed darts, and cuts up his ink blocks to use as slingshot projectiles.”
“He’s going through a difficult time,” Li Hon had explained apologetically, trying to soften his Eastern accent, wringing his callused hands before the schoolmaster after his son had been administered five strokes with the thin rod for the third time in a week. “Being separated from his mother and brother is hard on him.”
Sai had always been the calmer twin, the one their parents expected to keep the boys out of trouble. Without him, Jun was like a runaway cart with missing wheels, careening down a hill.
The schoolmaster had been sympathetic but firm in his declaration. “The boy needs an outlet for his energy. Martial arts training would be good for him.”
Li Hon wouldn’t hear of it. At that time, he was determined to return to the East and prove to the Aspects that he’d forsaken his past activities and was ready to be reunited with the rest of his family as a good citizen. “Martial arts is not the way,” he insisted.
Even after the Snake Wall closed and they could no longer go home, Li Hon resisted, perhaps out of stubborn principle. Jun had begged his father constantly. He argued that if Sai was learning martial arts back home, why shouldn’t he? When his father remained unmoved, Jun began sneaking off to secretly train with the older boys. One day, he followed a boy named Yin Yue who everyone said was the best fighter in the neighborhood and found himself standing in the entryway of the Iron Core school.
Master Song had taken one look at the longing in his eyes and waved him onto the practice floor without a word, accepting him as if he’d been there all along.
After that, his father finally gave in on certain conditions: Jun could train so long as he kept up with his studies and caused no more trouble for his teachers or other students. “And when you’re eighteen, you’ll take the entry-level imperial exams.” If he didn’t agree to these stipulations, there would be no more training.
Jun rolled over, kicking off his blanket. The night was warm and stuffy, and the small house felt claustrophobic. It didn’t use to feel that way. It had seemed empty with only two people.
As little boys, he and Sai used to sleep next to each other on the same mat. For a while after settling in Cheon, Jun would wake up in the mornings and reach over automatically to shove Sai awake, only to find himself alone. During the day, he would start talking, expecting his brother to answer, because Sai was always right behind him—until the deafening silence or the bewildered stares of scornful classmates shut him up. He would fall asleep at night hugging a rolled-up blanket to his chest, desperately missing his mother’s comforting embrace, and whispering all his thoughts and feelings as if Sai could still hear him. Sometimes he swore he could hear his brother’s voice in his head, answering him from across thousands of li.
In place of an imaginary friend, Jun had an absent twin.
He hid his tears of loneliness from his father. He didn’t feel entitled to complain about their situation when it was his fault they had been exiled in the first place. At times, Jun caught his father looking at him with such a forlorn expression that he knew his very presence was a reminder to Li Hon of the wife and other son he’d been forced to leave.
Once, when Jun was burning with a childhood fever, he’d woken half-delirious in the middle of the night to see his father sitting beside him, wringing out a cold cloth. “Mei,” Li Hon wept, whispering the name of Jun’s mother as his tears dripped into the water basin. “I don’t know what to do. He needs his mother. I don’t know how to make things right.”
He’s too soft, Jun thought now, still angry as he tossed and turned in bed. Li Hon was skilled in the fighting arts, but he had too peaceable a soul. In his situation, some men might become angry or spiteful. Exiled for training in martial arts, they would defiantly embrace it all the more. Separated from family by the closure of the Snake Wall, they might rail hatefully against unjust rulers, take to unlawful behavior, or sink into depression.
Jun’s father was sad but accepting of their fate. No matter the hardships they endured, he went through each day with humble doggedness. He didn’t fall into gambling or drink, he didn’t take another wife, and he never beat Jun, even at times when Jun knew he probably deserved it. He was a kinder father than he needed to be toward the boy whose foolishness had ruined their family.
That doesn’t mean all his decisions are right. Jun sometimes still imagined he was talking to Sai, even when he was talking to himself. An old habit that he didn’t think would ever completely go away. What our baba wanted was to bring us back together and now that he’s given up trying, he doesn’t have other dreams. But you do, don’t you, Sai? I bet you moved on long ago.
The twin in Jun’s head didn’t always answer, but he listened.
Li Hon stirred and broke into a coughing fit. Jun winced as he listened to the racking sounds, which worsened at nighttime and sometimes woke him up as well. Sometimes, he felt like everything wrong in their lives was his fault because it all went back to That Day.
Jun often thought about the moment his father had knelt before the two Aspects. He was old enough now to realize that it hadn’t been fear or cowardice that had made him kneel, but a need to protect his family. That one decision had been costly. It had changed Li Hon’s relationship to his art. All the years of training, all his skills with fists and weapons—they had come to nothing. He’d set them aside because in that moment, fighting hadn’t been worth the risk of losing those he loved.
The coughing eased and stopped, faded back into the pattern of sleep.
“I don’t know how to make things right,” Li Hon had lamented years ago.
Jun stared at the ceiling, fists clenched. But I do.
Martial arts had been Li Hon’s downfall. But this was the West, not the East. Here, a talent for fighting was rewarded beyond measure, not scorned and suppressed. Jun could reverse their sad trajectory, write a better story for himself and his father. Jun’s one great mistake, his lasting shame, could be turned around. He didn’t think he’d ever fill the yearning hole left by That Day, but unlike his father, he had youth and ambition, and if he made good on them, then it meant their exile, with all its grief and difficulty, contained some larger meaning after all.
I can be someone without you, he said to Sai. Someone great.
Sai’s voice answered with what felt like a brotherly dare. Prove it.
Careful not to make a sound, Jun got to his feet and looked down at his sleeping father, the hump of his shoulder rising and falling in the dark. Don’t you see, Baba? One of us can still be a fighter.
He turned away, treading silently for the door.






SIX
Jun hunched motionless as footsteps approached the wagon. Lying wedged in the narrow space behind two storage trunks for the past hour had turned his legs numb, and the tarp he’d thrown over himself was stifling and smelled of wet horse. Moving his head slowly and infinitesimally, he peered past the corner of the tarp through the tiny crack between the two trunks. The blind flutist, Chang, was standing behind the back of the open wagon, wearing a wide straw hat and munching on a rice ball wrapped in lotus leaf.
“I think that’s it. Sifu, did we forget anything?” Ren’s voice called from out of sight.
Chang turned his head toward the wagon. For a moment, it seemed as if he stared through his blindfold directly at Jun’s hiding place. Even though Jun knew the man couldn’t see him, his pulse quickened, and he held his breath. Had he accidentally made some noise to arouse Chang’s suspicion?
Chang turned away and took a final bite of the rice ball. “No, daughter, I think we’re ready to go.” Tapping his long bamboo cane in front of him, he walked out of sight around the wagon. Minutes passed with Jun still peering through the crack; then Ren appeared briefly and shut the back of the wagon, plunging Jun into darkness. Voices and other sounds became muffled. The wagon began to move.
Jun let out a breath of nervous relief, throwing the tarp off himself and shifting around in the cramped space, trying to find a less uncomfortable position. He untied the cloth bundle on his lap that he’d stealthily packed before sneaking out of the house in the early hours of the morning. He ate a strip of dried pork and washed it down with a swallow of water from his flask. Along with a day’s worth of food, he’d brought with him two sets of clothes and two strings of copper yun, all the money he had. What he didn’t possess was the sponsorship of the Iron Core school or his father’s blessing, but the important thing was that he was on his way to Xicheng.
I’m sorry, Baba. Right around now, his father would be waking up and heating water for tea. Li Hon kept a stage performer’s late hours, so Jun was ordinarily out running and doing morning training before his father awoke. It would be many hours before his father noticed him missing. When he eventually checked Jun’s bed, he would find the note Jun had left on the pillow, rebelliously declaring that he was leaving Cheon to find a new school and master, so that in six years, he would have another chance to compete in the Guardian’s Tournament. It was yet another lie, but one so plausible and drastic that hopefully it would start Li Hon searching nearby instead of following Jun to Xicheng. The thought of how his father would feel upon discovering that his son had run away would’ve filled Jun with guilt if he weren’t still so angry.
You’ll feel differently once I’m the Guardian, Jun promised his father silently. Once he returned home victorious, his father would see that he’d been wrong all along, and he would forgive Jun for leaving. Jun would make sure his father moved into a nice house in Xicheng near the Guardian’s Residence. Or maybe a home in the country where the air was better. His father could retire from being beaten up onstage every day at the opera house. He would be nationally celebrated and honored as the father of the Guardian of the Scroll of Heaven, and then he would be glad Jun had disobeyed him. Our fortune won’t be snatched away this time. It won’t be like when the Aspects came to get Sai, Jun vowed. You’ll see that I have a destiny, too.
He was getting ahead of himself again. One thing at a time. First, he needed to get to Xicheng. He couldn’t remain a stowaway in the wagon for long, but he wanted to get far enough away from Cheon that Chang and Ren wouldn’t turn around and drive him straight back.
After what must’ve been several hours, the wagon stopped. Jun blinked and sat upright; he’d been dozing, his head nodding to his chest. He heard the muffled sound of Chang and Ren’s voices as they moved around outside. They must’ve stopped to eat lunch and rest the horses. Jun got to his feet slowly, hunched over because there wasn’t enough room to stand upright. Pins and needles shot through every part of his body that had lost circulation and he stifled a curse as his knee banged into one of the storage trunks.
The back of the wagon opened and Ren reached inside.
“Hi,” Jun said, squinting into the onslaught of sunlight.
Ren leapt backward with a shriek.
“It’s only me,” Jun called out quickly, belatedly realizing that she probably didn’t appreciate the shadowy figure of a man emerging from the back of her wagon.
“Jun?” Ren gaped at him in disbelief, lowering her raised fists as he climbed awkwardly over the storage trunks and other obstacles in his way. “What in Dragon’s name are you doing in there?”
Jun jumped down from the back of the wagon and spread his hands, giving her what he hoped came across as a rakish, winning smile and not an awkward pleading grimace. “I needed a ride to Xicheng.”
Her mouth fell open. “You … couldn’t have just asked instead of scaring me half to death?”
Jun lowered his face apologetically. “Sorry. I couldn’t let anyone see me leave. I didn’t tell my father.”
“Ah, our stowaway has finally decided to show himself!” Chang came up beside his daughter, grinning at Jun. “I’ll bet it feels good to be out of there. It can’t have been a comfortable ride.”
Ren spun toward her sifu. “You knew he was there the whole time but didn’t say anything!”
Chang shrugged. “Our passenger seemed very determined not to be discovered. He held his breath and went still as a mouse when I passed by this morning. It didn’t seem charitable to undo all that effort.” Chang scratched his chin. “Besides, I was curious to see how long he would last back there.”
Jun’s face warmed with embarrassment, but he bowed politely and gratefully toward the flutist. “Uncle Chang, I’m sorry I tried to deceive you. I don’t mean to cause any trouble. Please let me travel with you to Xicheng. I don’t mind the back of the wagon. As long as I don’t have a tarp over my head, I’ll be fine.”
Chang’s smile grew. “And what do you intend to do once you get to Xicheng?”
Jun straightened importantly. “I’m going to compete in the Guardian’s Tournament.”
Ren crossed her arms and gave him a skeptical look. “So you didn’t win the match yesterday.”
“I did!” Jun exclaimed, his face growing hotter. “I almost knocked out the top student. Master Song was going to make an exception and send both of us to compete, but my father won’t let me go.”
“So you’re running away instead of respecting your father’s wishes,” Ren inferred bluntly. “Why should we give you a free ride all the way to Xicheng just so you can be a disobedient son?”
Jun winced. “My father doesn’t understand how important this tournament is to me. And to him. He came from the East, where martial arts only ever brought him misfortune, so he doesn’t see that if I win the Guardian’s Tournament, things would be so much better for us.” He turned to Chang, hoping for more sympathy. “My father’s been suffering from a cough that hasn’t left his lungs for months, but he doesn’t rest or spend money to see a doctor. If I was Guardian, he wouldn’t have to work or worry about money.”
“You’re talking as if you’re going to win the tournament when you can’t even get in,” Ren pointed out incredulously. “Without the sponsorship of your school, how’re you even going to pay the entry fee?”
Jun untied his cloth bundle of belongings and took out the two strings of coins—all the payment he’d earned in the last few months from working at the opera house, plus the extra money his father kept stashed in an urn behind the woodpile in case of emergencies. “I know it’s not enough, but…”
Chang took the strings and counted the money, his quick musician’s fingers deftly skipping over the hanging coins. “Young man,” he said with a regretful shake of his head, “it costs six hundred copper yun just to register for the Guardian’s Tournament. This is barely half of that, not even accounting for the cost of food and lodgings along the way.”
Jun’s spirits sank at the unsurprising verdict, but he’d climbed into the wagon knowing full well he’d have to earn, beg, or borrow more money over the coming month. Jun dropped to his knees in front of the flutist. “Uncle Chang, you’ve known me—well, at least you’ve known of me—for years. I’m a friend—or, ah, good acquaintance of your daughter. In an entirely respectful and appropriate way,” he added hastily, his ears burning as Ren gave him a narrow-eyed look. “What I’m saying is, you can trust me. Please let me work for you. I’ve been helping my father at the opera house for years, so I’m an experienced stage assistant. I can pack things, lift heavy items, clean and mend props—anything you need.”
“We’ve been traveling and performing without help for years,” Ren reminded him.
“Even more importantly,” Jun went on in an inspired rush, “I’d be your security guard. The roads to Xicheng are going to be packed with thousands of people going to the Guardian’s Tournament. There are bound to be bandits and highwaymen and unscrupulous villains hoping to prey on vulnerable travelers.” He jabbed a thumb back toward his own chest. “I’m a good fighter, the top student of the Iron Core school. With me around, you won’t have to be concerned for your safety while journeying.”
The flutist and his daughter regarded him with amused expressions. Jun waited in suspense; did they not believe him? Chang chuckled. “I like this fellow,” he abruptly declared to Ren. Turning back to Jun, he said, “Thinking ahead clearly isn’t your strongest suit, but I admire your initiative. The truth is, although she denies it, Ren and I could use an extra hand. And the crowds along the way to Xicheng and in the city itself will be so large that I expect we’ll make enough coin to pay an assistant.”
Jun leapt to his feet in grateful excitement and began to thank the flutist, but Chang cut him off with a raised hand. “However! If you’re to be our security provider, I need to know that your martial arts skills are all that you claim. So it’s only fair that I ask you to pass a test.” He drummed his fingers thoughtfully against the handle of his bamboo cane. “You can join us if you’re able to pull the blindfold off my face.”
Jun blinked. “What?”
“You heard me,” said the flutist. He handed his cane to Ren and gestured Jun forward casually. “You only have two minutes to do it, though. Ren, would you kindly light a joss stick to keep time?”
“Sifu,” she exclaimed, “why should—”
Chang cut off her protest. “Let the young man have his chance.”
“Wait,” Jun protested, bewildered. “How is this a test of my fighting skills?”
“An adept martial artist would have the speed and agility to do it easily, no?” Chang took off his wide straw hat and tossed it aside, then made a slight adjustment to the blindfold to ensure that it was secure around his eyes. Jun wondered morbidly what they looked like under the cloth, whether they were scarred or deformed. He’d never asked whether the flutist had been born blind or had lost his sight due to an accident or disease. He glanced over at Ren questioningly and mouthed, Is he joking?
“Oh, he’s serious,” Ren assured him out loud. She sounded both amused and exasperated, as if her father had told a witless joke that she’d already heard twenty times.
“So…” Jun said to Chang. “If I can grab your blindfold, you’ll hire me and take me to Xicheng?”
“On Dragon and his Blessed Consort,” Chang promised, hand on his heart.
Jun’s excitement won out over his dubiousness. “All right,” he said.
Ren sighed and stalked to the front of the wagon, which was parked in a flat clearing bordered by elm trees along the side of the dirt road, affording plenty of room for Chang’s unusual test. Returning with matches and a joss stick, she sat down in the shade on a nearby rock and lit the incense. “Two minutes.”
Jun took several steps toward the flutist, who remained exactly where he was, relaxed and waiting, hands open at his sides, his head slightly cocked and smiling. Jun circled to the man’s left, then lunged.
His grab for the trailing tail of fabric closed on air; Chang pivoted swiftly out of the way in the final moment. The flutist struck Jun on the side of the head with the heel of his hand, making Jun’s ears ring.
“Hey!” Jun protested, rubbing the sore spot on his head indignantly. “You never said hitting was allowed.”
Chang snorted. “I never said it wasn’t.”
Jun shot a wounded glance at Ren, who gave him an apologetic look, as if to say, Sorry, he’s like this. She folded her arms with a sigh; it seemed apparent she didn’t think much of Jun’s chances.
Fine. If the blind man wanted to show off his apparently excellent hearing and reflexes, then Jun would have to be sneakier. Crouching down, he picked up a rock from the field. This time, he approached the waiting man quietly, like a stalking cat. When he was within reach, he tossed the rock behind the flutist. It landed in the grass with a distracting thud, and Jun made his grab.
Chang didn’t turn toward the sound of the rock, not for an instant. He slid his head out of Jun’s reach, then jabbed stiff fingers into Jun’s side, right into a pressure point under his smallest rib.
Jun had trained for years in the Iron Core style and had taken plenty of impact in sparring and conditioning, but he folded over, clutching at the radiating pressure-point pain. “Dragon’s flaming balls,” he wheezed.
“No need for that kind of language,” Chang admonished him. “You’re not giving me much reason to be confident in your abilities, if you can’t even beat an old blind man.”
Chang wasn’t even that old—no more than forty-five, Jun guessed—and Jun was beginning to doubt if he was even blind. He’d moved so quickly and nimbly and struck so precisely. No degree of sensitive hearing could allow him to do that. Was the blindness actually an act that the flutist had been keeping up for all the years that Jun had known him? But why?
Ren held up a finger and called out, “One minute down.” Remembering that she was watching made Jun wince harder than he had from the jab to his ribs. He didn’t think he could live down the humiliation of Ren seeing him fail at her sifu’s whim and being sent unceremoniously packing back to Cheon.
No more time for subtlety. Jun dove for Chang straight on, aiming to tackle him around the waist and take him to the ground. The man wasn’t going to be able to dodge if Jun was pinning him to the dirt.
Chang leapt away from Jun’s headlong rush with the spring of a cat. He seized Jun’s reaching arm by the shoulder and elbow and let the younger man’s momentum send him stumbling forward. For good measure, the flutist snapped a whiplike kick into Jun’s chest as he went past.
The impact knocked the air out of Jun’s chest and any remaining doubt from his mind. Chang was no mere blind traveling performer. He was an expert martial artist, and he was toying with Jun. Not only did he seem to know where his opponent was at all times, he anticipated where Jun was going to be, casually exhibiting the sort of hyperaware fighting instincts that Jun had summoned during the most intense part of his match against Yin Yue. Except that Chang wasn’t even trying hard.
Jun backed up and drew in a deep breath. No more holding back. He’s a fighter, so fight him.
With thirty seconds remaining, he attacked Chang with his single greatest weapon: explosive speed. Ignoring the blindfold completely, he let loose a cyclone of hits that turned his fists and feet into blurs. He wasn’t trying to hit hard, just fast, delivering a flurry of blows as if Chang’s torso were the wooden training post he battered every day at home.
The flutist’s face lost its mild, unconcerned smile as he was forced onto the defensive for the first time. He gave ground, retreating down the field as he expertly parried and blocked Jun’s attacks—but not all of them. Chang grunted, no longer fighting without effort, as several blows connected. Although the older man countered immediately with swift knuckle punches and palm heel strikes, Jun barely felt their impact. He was soaring on adrenaline, his energy roaring like a furnace, the fear of losing pushing him more deeply into his own body, as it had in the final minutes of his fight the previous night.
Jun saw, again as if it were happening in slow motion, Chang’s weight tilt back a fraction too far. The opportunity yawned open. He drove his shoulder into the man’s chest, snaking his arm under Chang’s armpit. His fingers closed on the edge of the blindfold from behind.
As expected, Chang tipped backward and the cloth slid off his head, but to Jun’s surprise, the man threw his legs up and wrapped them around Jun’s waist like a monkey. Chang twisted violently in the air as they fell together and, when they hit the dirt, the force of the rotation flipped Jun over onto his back like a tortoise. Chang landed on Jun’s chest, his fist flying toward his opponent’s face.
“Time!” Ren shouted, leaping up from her place on the log and brandishing the burnt joss stick.
The fist stopped an inch in front of Jun’s face, which was turned aside in anticipation of the blow. Jun shot his arm up into the air triumphantly, clutching the cloth in his hand. “I got it,” he panted. “I got it in time.”
Chang huffed. “You cut it awfully close, but a deal’s a deal,” he agreed with a pleased, if grudging, tone to his voice. He rolled off Jun and got to his feet, holding out a hand to help the younger man up.
Jun didn’t move. Instead, he stared up at the flutist’s face in astonishment. Chang’s uncovered eyes were indeed sightless—milky and without focus. But surrounding them were small scales, running up to his temples and meeting over the bridge of his nose, as black as the man’s hair but shiny with an iridescent olive-green hue. They would give Chang’s face the masked look of a raccoon dog, if the effect weren’t so reptilian.
“Great Dragon.” Jun gaped. “You’re breathmarked.”






SEVEN
They retreated to the shade of the wagon to rest and have their midday meal. Ren unwrapped steamed buns, dried fish, and a tin of pickled vegetables procured from the kitchen of the Phoenix Inn earlier that morning. Although Jun protested that he had his own rations and it wasn’t right for him to take any of their food, Chang insisted he fill up. “After the amount of energy you expended last night and today? You need to eat, young man. I can also tell you didn’t sleep well last night.”
“Is that your breathmark ability?” Jun asked. “You can see things without your eyes?” He didn’t want Ren to think he was being rude, but he was finding it hard not to keep staring at the scales on Chang’s face.
“In a way.” Without the blindfold, the flutist’s face looked younger and more expressive. He smelled the fresh white bread appreciatively before taking a big bite. “The dragonskin damaged my eyes at a young age, so I can only see light and color and vague shapes. But I can sense the energy of living things—people, animals, plants. Anything with Dragon’s Breath flowing through it.”
“So that’s how you could tell I was in the wagon, and how you’re able to fight so well,” Jun said. “But why wear a blindfold to hide your breathmark? And why keep your martial abilities secret?”
In the West, children were not recruited to be elite Aspects of Virtue as they were in the East, but being born with dragonskin was still a sign of great fortune and destiny, and most breathmarked people were proud of their gifts. Even those with very minor breathmark talents—such as the ability to attract butterflies—liked to think of themselves as closer to Dragon than the average person and weren’t usually shy about showing off the mark of divine favor. Depending on their abilities, many with Dragon’s blood achieved high positions in the imperial government, medicine, trades, and the fighting arts.
At his level of martial skill, Chang could easily be a master running his own school.
The flutist and his daughter turned toward each other, as if sharing a brief but silent conversation. Chang faced Jun again and ran a thumb thoughtfully over the thickened ridge of scales where his right eyebrow would normally be. “Have you ever met anyone else who’s breathmarked?” he asked.
A surprisingly strong tug of emotion made Jun swallow. Even after all these years, it was hard to be reminded of Sai. “A long time ago,” he said slowly. “When I was a boy.”
Chang nodded. “Dragon’s blood used to manifest more often, but fewer breathmarked children are born each year. As we become less common, we become less normal and accepted. Sometimes our abilities even arouse suspicion.”
Ren picked at the yellow grass, brittle and brown at the end of a long summer. Half a day’s journey northwest of Cheon, the skies were clear and blue, and the impenetrable Snake Wall was barely visible, merely a shadowy line along the horizon. “Remember the old legend? Supposedly, only those marked with Dragon’s blood can possess both the Scrolls of Heaven and Earth and use their wisdom to govern Longhan. With the Scrolls now divided in two opposing countries, and the emperor’s health in question, that’s … not always seen as a good thing.”
Jun crinkled his brow in confusion.
“Since the Snake Wall closed eight years ago and relations broke down with the East, there are people who want to keep anyone breathmarked away from power, and there are also those who would like to recruit people with breathmarks for their own purposes,” Chang added as he finished the last of the steamed buns and smacked his lips. “Me? I’d rather not be so recognizable. Better to be known only as Chang the blind flutist.”
“But your martial arts skills,” Jun exclaimed, unable to conceive of being as good a fighter as Chang and keeping it entirely to himself. “No wonder you were laughing at the idea of needing me for security. I’m not much use to you after all.” Jun’s shoulders slumped; he tried and failed to stifle a huge yawn. He was exhausted.
Chang grinned as he stood and picked up his bamboo cane. “We might not need a security guard, but who wouldn’t find it useful to know the next Guardian?” Jun couldn’t tell if the man was being sincere or teasing him.
Jun glanced sideways at Ren. She was shredding the lotus-leaf wrapping from their lunch into bits, and her lips were pressed tight together, as if she were trying, with difficulty, to swallow a large beetle that had crawled into her mouth. Jun’s heart sank. Was the idea of traveling with him really so distasteful to her?
When she caught Jun looking at her, she recomposed her expression. Wiping her hands and getting to her feet, she said tersely, “We’d better get back on the road.”

THEY rearranged the back of the wagon, tying some of the lighter items to the roof so there was enough space for one person to lie down. Jun fell soundly asleep, as Chang had predicted, lulled by the enclosed afternoon warmth and the swaying movement of the wagon.
When he awoke, it was to the sounds of an argument.
“You shouldn’t have agreed to bring him.” Ren’s voice was lowered but he could still hear it from the front of the wagon, indignant and insistent. “We don’t need him. We’re running enough risks as it is, and I’d rather not see him get killed.”
“You have too little faith, daughter,” Chang replied. “Perhaps his appearance is a last-minute gift from Dragon meant to help us, no?”
Ren fell sullenly silent for a moment before blurting with surprising heat, “Do you really have so little faith that I’ll be able to step up?”
“It’s not about my faith in you or anyone else.” Chang sounded much sterner with his daughter than Jun expected. “Who knows what will happen before or after we reach Xicheng. I trust my instincts when it comes to people.”
“Even after last time?” she demanded.
“Yes,” he replied sharply. “When I haven’t listened to my intuition, I’ve regretted it.” Abruptly, Chang raised his voice and called into the back of the wagon, “Ah, our new assistant is awake. Feeling better after a nap?”
Jun no longer had any doubt that the flutist could sense more about him than just his presence. “Much better, thanks,” Jun called back, stretching and sitting up. When he pulled back the flap, Jun found himself gazing upon dry yellow countryside bathed in the rose light of the descending sun. The quiet serenity of the landscape made it hard to believe the talk that this year had been the worst one for natural disasters in recent memory—not just drought and wildfires in the south, but earthquakes in the north and flooding on the western coastal plain.
Ren had fallen silent. It was hard not to feel hurt by how obviously she didn’t want him around. True, he hadn’t exactly asked permission to come along, and they didn’t know each other well, but they weren’t strangers either. He would’ve said they were friends.
It seemed she didn’t feel the same.
They’d turned off the main road and the wagon’s wheels were bumping down a dirt path overlooking a sluggish stream at the bottom of a wide, rocky creek bed. A town emerged: roughly twenty buildings, some of them large but no longer impressive, the paint of their lintels cracked and faded, the glaze of their clay roof tiles dirty and darkened. Mottled chickens pecked the ground, scattering reluctantly as Ren guided the wagon’s horses into what appeared to be the center of town—a modest market square bordered with cracked brick, the incursion of weeds kept in check only by regular trampling.
Curious children of various ages gathered around the wagon as it pulled to a stop, some of them dragging adults along in their wake. “Good evening, and may Dragon’s fortune find you!” Chang called out cheerfully from the front of the wagon. The blindfold was back in place, concealing the scales around his eyes. “In one hour, set aside your chores, bring your families, and enjoy music and dance that will lighten your soul and transport you from the worries and suffering of daily life.” An excited murmur arose from the townsfolk.
Jun was taken aback. Last night, the blind flutist and his daughter had performed in a grand opera house, its rows of cushioned seats packed with the city of Cheon’s wealthiest theatergoers. Surely, they needn’t stoop to entertaining a few dozen villagers in … whatever ass mole of a place this was.
Ren jumped down from the driver’s seat and began pulling out trunks and boxes from the back of the wagon.
Jun hopped out beside her and hurried to help. “No, not that one,” she exclaimed. She glanced at him impatiently and blew out a noisy breath that made it clear she thought his presence was throwing her entire pre-show routine into disarray. “Just get out of the way for now. Actually, no, here, take these folding backdrops and lanterns outside. Sifu will tell you where to set them up. Then stay out of the wagon so I can change and put on makeup.”
Ruefully, Jun did as he was told.
When Ren emerged in front of the gathered audience an hour later, it was as if a stranger had taken her place: a young, bearded man in a soldier’s tunic and leather armor, his hair stiffly tied underneath his helmet. Jun’s eyes were drawn to the emblem on the soldier’s breastplate—not one of the symbols of the twelve divisions of the Imperial Army, but a white chrysanthemum.
The image seemed deeply familiar to Jun even though, racking his memory, he couldn’t place where or when he’d seen it. As the townspeople fell silent and Chang lifted the flute to his lips, the answer finally came to Jun, jerking his spine straight with surprise.
The white chrysanthemum was the symbol of the province of Lushin. Jun had seen the floral design on road markers and on banners hung outside the offices of local magistrates, but only when he’d been a child and never after he’d moved to Cheon. Lushin Province was in the East, on the other side of the Snake Wall.
Why was Ren portraying a soldier from the very place Jun’s parents were from?
Music floated up into the open air, the clear, high notes a soaring call to glory. Ren danced the young soldier through an epic but ultimately tragic journey: the proud but sad departure from his family, a long march, cruel weather, and desperate, frenetically danced battles against invisible foes, until he lay onstage wounded and dying, reaching longingly toward his faraway home.
Ren was as talented an actor as she was a dancer; every expressive movement and the emotions that played across her face drew her audience into the story so convincingly that, for the time being, Jun forgot about the white chrysanthemum, his heart aching for the fictional soldier.
Chang’s flute played three final notes, each quieter than the next, before falling silent.
Jun blinked and shook his head, as if waking from a reverie. He’d seen Chang and Ren perform before, but never from so up close, in such intimate surroundings, under a darkening sky with stars flickering into view. How do they do it all? he marveled. Actors in the Cheon Opera House had assistants who handled their makeup and costumes, choreographers to direct their performances, and stuntmen like Jun’s father to do the dangerous physical work. Chang and Ren had only each other and the equipment out of their wagon. But it didn’t matter to the villagers that the show lacked theater acoustics or lighting. It seemed every man, woman, and child had come out in their plain homespun clothes to sit on the ground or on hastily arranged stools around the makeshift stage, and he saw them wiping away tears with the hems of their shirts and the backs of their hands, just as the rich patrons had done with their perfumed handkerchiefs.
“Good people of River Maiden, we pray you’ve found our humble skills diverting tonight,” Chang called out, rising from a deep bow. “If you enjoyed what you saw, speak well of us to everyone you meet. If you didn’t, remember that silence is a gracious virtue.”
Applause and laughter broke the last of the spell, and minutes later, before Jun could even finish putting away the props, the townsfolk brought out food: a pot of vegetables and fish stewed in a thin broth, bowls of rice, a basket of late-season peaches. Humble food, but enough of it for Jun to eat his fill. They refilled the travelers’ water flasks and handed Ren supplies for the road: salted meat wrapped in cloth, a warm blanket, lamp oil. Night had fallen; high above them, Dragon’s star burned fiery red in the sky, as it did every second year in the week before and the six weeks after Jun’s birthday.
“It’s good to see you again, Chang.” An elderly man with a long face and longer beard, whom Jun took to be the town leader, came over to Chang and greeted him by touching the back of his right hand to his lips, then his fist to heart. “What news do you bring?”
“Some good, some bad, my friend.” Chang returned the unusual gesture and the two of them stepped away to talk privately. Jun watched them for a minute, until Ren prodded him to help take down the stage and stow everything back in the wagon. The crowd of townsfolk began to thin as meals were finished and reluctant children were coralled back to their homes.
“We can stay in the barn tonight,” she explained. “The mayor offered his house, but he barely has room for his own family, so Sifu said we’d be fine so long as we have a roof over our heads.” She picked up a lamp and began to lead the way across the nearly empty town square.
“Shouldn’t we wait for Sifu Chang?” Jun asked. He’d never seen Ren leave Chang unattended. In Cheon, she was always by the flutist’s side, guiding him through doors, up and down stairs, across streets.
“He’ll be talking for a while,” Ren said, unconcerned.
Jun began to follow, then paused and glanced over his shoulder. Chang was sitting and speaking with the mayor and a small group of remaining townspeople gathered on benches and stools around the glow of a cookfire burning through its last logs. The flutist was leaning forward and nodding intently at the conversation. Nothing about him seemed tentative or incapable, and he didn’t give off the air of a traveling performer casually chatting with his audience after the show. It looked, from a distance, as if Chang were leading a serious meeting with the town leadership.
Only a few hours ago, Jun had been astonished to learn that the mild, friendly blind musician that he’d seen over the years was actually a breathmarked martial arts master. Now he was certain there was yet more to Blindman Chang and his daughter that he didn’t know.






EIGHT
The barn was drafty and smelled of goats, but it was dry and had been swept as clean as could be expected. The townspeople had furnished three pallets, which lay against the back wall, along with sheepskin blankets that Jun didn’t think they’d need, as the nights were fortunately still warm. Two low tables had been brought in as well, one with a basin of water for washing, the other with a small brazier.
Ren put down the lamp and set the water warming over the brazier. She glanced over her shoulder at Jun, still standing silently near the entryway. “What?” She snorted. “The traveling performer’s life not as glamorous as you thought it would be? Not every stop is like Cheon, you know. You’re only a day’s ride away if you’ve changed your mind and want to go home.”
“I haven’t changed my mind,” Jun muttered, stung by her tone. It wasn’t as if he were unaccustomed to hard living; he could clearly remember the times earlier in his life when he and his father had been poor.
His father. Jun grimaced. Li Hon would’ve discovered his son’s absence by now, as well as the note he’d left behind. Jun could imagine his father’s reaction—the same look of angry exasperation and bewildered concern he used to give Jun every time he came home with fresh bruises or bad grades. “Why are you this way?” Li Hon would moan, pressing his forehead.
The worst part of it was that his father usually seemed more upset with himself than with Jun. Li Hon blamed himself for their circumstances and for Jun being who he was. He’d be furious with Jun for running away—but he’d be furious with himself, too.
Jun pushed aside the guilt-ridden thought.
“I know you don’t want me here,” he said to Ren. “I’m sorry I tricked you into giving me a ride, but I promise to do my best to help, or simply stay out of your way if you prefer.”
Ren whistled a resigned sigh through her teeth as she knelt on the mat in front of the water basin. She’d already changed out of her stage costume and taken off the false beard, but the makeup had given her face hard, masculine lines and strong shadows. As she washed off the paint, the softer, elegant curves of her face reemerged. Jun remembered how the previous night she’d been effortlessly convincing as the Lady of Many Hands, draped in silk and wearing a beatific smile that could make anyone in the theater believe she meant it just for them.
“It’s not about you,” Ren said without looking at Jun as she dried her face. “I just don’t like changes that I didn’t see coming.”
It was a strange thing to say, Jun thought, for someone always on the move, who slept in a different place every night. Jun dropped onto the nearest pallet. “Sometimes change strikes as a disaster,” he admitted, thinking of how That Day had turned his life upside down. Yet his father’s stagnation wasn’t a good thing either. “On the other hand, sometimes embracing change is the only way to get where you want to go. I didn’t expect to be sleeping in a barn tonight, but I’ll welcome anything that gets me closer to Xicheng.”
“Why do you care so much about becoming the Guardian?” Ren snapped.
Jun blinked at her, stunned. What an absurd question.
The Guardian was the best warrior in the country. He lived on a grand estate near the imperial palace in the center of the capital city. He was a personal advisor to the emperor and the unofficial leader of the martial arts community throughout the realm. Martial artists from all over the West traveled to train at the Guardian’s Residence. His school and fighting style would be preeminent during his tenure and attract thousands of new students. The Guardian was respected and revered as the keeper of Dragon’s wisdom, the one person who protected and controlled access to the Scroll of Heaven, one of the two sacred texts that had guided leaders and philosophers throughout history.
Who wouldn’t want to be the Guardian?
Jun had been ten years old when the previous Guardian’s Tournament had taken place. Even in Cheon, far from where the action was happening in the capital, it had seemed to be all anyone talked about for a week. Messengers arrived with news and images of the competitors sketched by artists who’d seen them in person. Jun’s schoolmates all had favorite candidates they were rooting for. When Yama won the title, the entire city celebrated because he was a southerner—not from Cheon, but Jinhai, thirty li away—close enough to be one of them.
What Jun remembered most, however, was that for a short while, his father had been in love with martial arts again. Li Hon might only have been a stuntman at the opera house, but he’d trained all his life and could not resist getting caught up in the excitement of comparing fighters and debating the relative merits of their styles, eagerly waiting with everyone else for news of wins and losses. Every day, Jun would rush to read the latest bulletins that were posted on street corners, then hurry home to discuss the results with his father over dinner. “Yes, of course, even with the gift of speed, she couldn’t win against a much better grappler,” Li Hon would say, or he’d laugh and declare, “If I were fighting him, I’d go like this,” as he wrestled his son to the floor.
For once, it hadn’t felt like they were missing anything. The two of them had been enough.
That was the power of the Guardian. To bring people together—martial artists and nobles and common folk alike, even if it was just for a short while—and inspire them to be their best.
It lightened Jun’s heart to think of his father coming alive like that, acting like the energetic warrior he’d once been—as he surely would again, if his own son was triumphant.
“Being the Guardian is the next best thing to being the emperor,” Jun insisted to Ren. “Better, actually, because emperors are born into their position, but Guardians earn their place.”
Just as some children were gifted by Dragon, but others made their own way.
The East had many Aspects, but in the West, there was only one Guardian.
“I wouldn’t want to be the Guardian or the emperor,” Ren replied, unimpressed. “Think about what it would be like every day. Ceremonies, and servants, and people constantly currying favor and wanting things from you. Never a moment of freedom or peace. No, thanks.”
Jun countered skeptically, “You’re telling me you wouldn’t want an enormous house with servants, the best clothes, the best food, the chance to make life a whole lot better for you and your father?”
Ren gestured around them derisively. “I’d be happy with any house. Staying in one place for more than a week would be an unimaginable luxury.” She waved a hand toward him with exasperation. “You have a home, a job, a school where you train every day, and a father who wants you to make a good life for yourself. Isn’t that plenty? Why would you want to leave all of it behind?”
Jun set his teeth. Because what she’d described was the path of mediocrity. Of bowing one’s head and kneeling in acceptance of what others decreed. Not fighting. Not destiny. I wasn’t meant to have that life. He came from a long line of master martial artists. His family had been meant for something else, something better—before That Day. Jun was sure of it.
Sai’s voice came into his head, sounding a bit smug. At least, it was how Jun imagined his brother would sound now, at their age. His voice was an awful lot like Jun’s own. Deep down, you’re still that little boy trying to show off to the Aspects that you’re just as special as I am.
Easy for you to say, he shot back, when people assume you’re Dragon’s chosen.
Jun crossed his arms and gave Ren a searching look. “Let me ask you a similar question. You and your father are obviously good enough to be hired on permanently by a big theater in Cheon or another city. Why travel all over the country and perform in poor little towns like this when your life could be a lot easier?”
Ren frowned but didn’t answer. She was silent for enough time that he wondered if he’d managed to really offend her now. At this rate, it was going to be a very long journey.
“Your point is taken,” she muttered at last. She looked pensive, not angry, as if she’d pondered his question before but hadn’t expected anyone else to pose it to her aloud. “I shouldn’t judge your decisions any more than I’d want you judging mine.”
Jun relaxed a little. “I’m not judging. I was being honest about you being too good for places like this. I’ve watched a lot of shows at the opera house, and you’re the best dancer and actor I’ve seen. You could be making a lot more money as the star of a proper theater. Though, personally,” he added with a cautious smile, “I prefer when you play a woman.”
Ren snorted, but with amusement instead of exasperation. She came to sit, cross-legged, on one of the other pallets, leaving an empty sleeping area—Chang’s—conspicuously open between them. A nervous thrum went through Jun’s chest. This was the first time he’d shared a sleeping room with a girl his age. Even though it wasn’t actually a room, just the floor of a barn, warmth rose into his face. He leaned back on his arms, trying to seem casual.
Ren picked distractedly at a loose bit of straw at the corner of the pallet, oblivious to Jun’s thoughts. “Proper theaters are found in big cities,” she said. “Life would be too difficult for Sifu. Being out in the countryside is much easier for him. There aren’t as many obstacles to deal with, and with Dragon’s Breath in nature all around us, he can see clearly in his own way.”
Chang did seem far more independent out here. Was he still meeting with the town leaders? What could they be discussing so late into the night? Jun didn’t want to ask any nosy questions that would draw Ren’s ire anew, not when she had begun to act less unfriendly toward him, but he decided to chance it. “Does your sifu have some connection to this town? He seems to know the mayor and townspeople pretty well.”
“We’ve come through here before,” Ren said, “but it’s been awhile. Whenever we stop by, Sifu brings them the news and advises them on any issues they’re having.”
Her answer didn’t entirely satisfy Jun, but he got the sense she wasn’t about to elaborate. Instead, he asked the other question heavy on his mind. “When you played a soldier onstage tonight, you wore the emblem of a white chrysanthemum.” When Ren gazed at him with steady expectation, waiting for him to go on, he said, “I’ve only ever seen that symbol when I was very little, back in the East.”
Ren nodded slowly. “I played a soldier from Lushin Province.”
“Why?” Did she know that he was from Lushin as well? She’d heard his father’s accent so she must know his family came from the other side of the Snake Wall, but they’d never talked about it. Now Jun felt as if their conversation were treading on oddly unsteady ground.
“You mean, why would I portray a soldier from the East when it would make more sense and be more patriotic for him to be wearing the sigil of one of the twelve divisions?” Ren shook her head. “That’s not the message Sifu and I want to send to our audiences. Especially not now, with political tensions as high as they are and the military agitating for war. We wouldn’t want our performances to lend support to General Cobu and the Imperial Army.”
Jun didn’t keep up much with current political happenings. The way he saw it, he couldn’t do anything about what the emperor or any other leaders chose to do. Hoping for some diplomatic breakthrough that would reopen the Snake Wall had only brought him and his father disappointment. It was better to focus on what he could control—his own training. He’d worry about bigger issues when he could do something about them.
But he knew the name of General Cobu—everyone did. Cobu was the country’s most prominent military leader and reputedly the emperor’s closest advisor. From the way Ren spoke his name, as if she were muttering a curse, it was obvious she didn’t think well of the man.
“Why wear the chrysanthemum emblem at all, though?” Jun asked, puzzled.
He’d learned from personal experience that most people in the West didn’t want to think about the East. When they did, it was with a mixture of curiosity and deep unease. Easterners didn’t look any different, but their society had been shaped by decades of rule by the rigidly dogmatic and secretive Council of Virtue. Much of the bullying and suspicion Jun had endured from other children when he’d moved to Cheon sprang from the fact that the rebels remained a vague threat. Even though there hadn’t been an active military conflict for a long time, there was always the possibility they might attempt to invade and overthrow the emperor, as they’d tried to do half a century ago. Unlike that first attempt, the East now had a feared cadre of breathmarked warriors, established in the years after the separation to maintain the Council’s power. Jun had suffered through cruel schoolyard comments calling him a “rebel spy” and a “yellowsleeve”—the derogatory term for Aspects—barbs that stung extra hard when it was the hated Aspects who were responsible for him being in the West at all.
It was better, Jun had learned quickly, to avoid any mention of the East.
“The tragedy of war isn’t unique,” Ren asserted. “The soldier from Lushin might’ve gone to fight for the Virtuous Rebellion, believing it to be a worthy cause. Or maybe he was conscripted and had no choice. In any case, he wasn’t all that different from anyone on this side.”
She turned her gaze fully on Jun for the first time that evening, her eyes reflecting the glow of the brazier coals. “That’s what we want to leave the audience with, at the end—the reminder that we’re all human, we all feel joy and pain the same way, in the end we all die and join our ancestors. If we can make people feel that way about a fictional soldier who lived in the East fifty years ago, then maybe we can all become more compassionate.”
“Like the Blessed Consort,” Jun added quietly, meeting her gaze. Ren really was different from anyone else he’d known, far different from all the boys in Cheon he’d had to earn respect from with his fists. It would’ve meant a lot to him to have heard such words eight years ago, when he’d felt as if the world were against him. “You’re spreading a good message.”
Though he still didn’t think that was all Chang talked about with the town leaders afterward.
“It’s another reason why we have to live like this,” Ren said, casting a resigned glance around the barn. “Sifu wants to travel to as many parts of the country as we can. He’s always said that the only way to reach people—not just physically, but in their hearts—is to go to where they are. Staying in a place like Cheon, we’d only be performing for aristocrats.”
“True. Aristocrats pay a lot better, though.” As a guard and usher, Jun had to deal with rich people’s whims all the time, but at least they tipped him when he aided them to their seats, or fetched wine, or delivered notes or gifts to their favorite performers.
Before going onstage that evening, Chang had instructed Jun in his duties as their new assistant, including how to keep the ledger that recorded the income from their performances. The earnings hadn’t been much tonight. The meager collection of coins amounted to less than what Jun typically made in tips at the opera house on a good night, though it was undoubtably still an extravagance for these families. Above that, a meal and shelter for the night were about all the people of River Maiden could offer.
Chang’s voice came from the open door to the barn. “There used to be an inn in this town, a nice one. It shut down a few years ago, after the water dried up.” Tapping his bamboo cane along the ground, he came over to them, moving briskly and with assurance, rolling around one of the remaining peaches from dinner in his other hand. He didn’t seem as though he’d come from anything important; he was as blithe as Jun usually knew him to be. “River Maiden used to be a major trading hub on the river, but now…” The flutist gave a sad shrug and bit into the peach, sucking its sweet juice. “You can see what’s left.”
Jun tried to imagine the ramshackle town as a bustling port, back when the buildings were newly constructed from the logs and brick carried on barges down the busy waterway. River Maiden would’ve been the last supply stop for travelers heading upriver from Cheon, and thus a growing borough in its own right. “Why did the water dry up?” he asked.
Chang turned toward Jun as if surprised he didn’t already know. “The Dengu River starts in the Black Turtle Mountains in East Longhan,” he said. “When the Prosperity Dam was completed eight years ago, it severely cut the flow of water to farmlands in the West. Many towns like River Maiden lost their livelihoods, and the lack of water has meant terrible drought and wildfires. This year’s been the worst yet.”
Eight years ago. Jun frowned. “Is that why the Snake Wall was closed?”
Chang took another slow bite of the peach. “The Prosperity Dam was one of the main reasons relations broke down, yes.”
That was why his father’s dreams of reuniting their family had become impossible? Why he was unlikely to ever see his mother and brother again? Because the Council in the East had built a dam? And the smoke that irritated his father’s weak lungs all summer—that was also because of the East?
“There were other reasons, too,” Ren added as she laid out the blankets. “West Longhan was already reducing shipments of food to the East over their unjust treatment of martial arts practitioners. The Council approved the building of the Prosperity Dam to increase arable land so the East would be self-sufficient. Also, the West launched military incursions along the northern border in response to reports of the East refusing safe passage to refugees.”
By now, Jun wasn’t surprised that Ren had a much stronger grasp of recent history than he did. All Jun remembered from that time was how he had felt. Sadness when his mother’s letters stopped arriving. Excitement that his father was at long last letting him train again. He looked away, embarrassed by his ignorance and wondering if Ren was judging him for it.
“It isn’t just people like the townsfolk of River Maiden who’ve suffered over the last fifty years. Ever since the Scroll of Earth was taken to the East and the realm divided, the energy of the land itself is different. Dragon’s Breath is declining with every passing year.” Chang’s voice quieted. “I can tell.”
A gloomy silence fell in the barn. Jun stared pensively into the lamplight, recalling unhappy talk he’d overheard recently in the opera house and on the streets of Cheon. People muttered that all the natural disasters were a sign of Dragon’s displeasure. Heaven was punishing the people for sundering the land and separating the Scrolls, and it was all the fault of the traitorous East, or so many believed. Something had to be done, but no one expected the emperor and his court to reconcile with the Council of Virtue. Dragon’s anger would surely intensify, and meanwhile conditions would continue to worsen for the common folk of the realm.
The possibility of the Snake Wall reopening seemed further away than it had ever been. As much as Ren said she and her father strived to use their artistic talents to send a message of understanding, it seemed nearly impossible that their efforts could have any effect. What could a little song and dance accomplish in the face of political tides far above them?
But this was a special year. A year of the Guardian’s Tournament. The Guardian of the Scroll of Heaven was an influential and celebrated public figure, one of the few who could command an audience with the emperor himself. Unlike a lowly opera house usher, the Guardian was someone who had a hope of making a difference. All it took was one person in the right position to move a great lever.
Jun laid back on the pallet, hands laced behind his head, staring into the rafters of the barn. “When I’m the Guardian, I’ll come back to River Maiden,” he decided aloud. “They probably won’t remember a lowly stage assistant, but even though I can’t make the river rise, a visit from the Guardian always brings attention. Maybe I can convey their plight to the emperor. Or set up a martial arts school here to attract people to the area. I could do something.”
Guarding the Scroll of Heaven was a singular honor and responsibility. Jun had spent years envisioning what it would mean for him and his father. He hadn’t considered what it might mean for others.
A surge of renewed purpose filled Jun’s head and limbs with tingling warmth. His reasons for winning the Guardian’s Tournament were now even greater than he’d already imagined. He’d come from the other side of the Snake Wall and understood the East better than most. Ren could fill him in on history and politics. He could help the emperor make the right choices.
He was exactly the right Guardian for this important time in history. It all fit.
Chang stood over him, and even through the blindfold, Jun felt as if the man’s unseeing gaze rested on him for a long, curious moment. Then the flutist laughed. “Our assistant is an impulsive fool and a big dreamer. I like it!” He spat out the peach stone, which he’d sucked as clean as a dog could work a bone. “Enough melancholy for tonight. Time to train.”
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“Training?” Jun repeated with hopeful confusion. “You’re … going to train me?”
“If we’re taking you with us all the way to Xicheng, it had better be worth our while,” Chang declared. He tapped his cane on Jun’s shoulder. “I made you take that test this morning because I wanted to confirm something. You have the most innate energy I’ve ever sensed in a fighter. Dragon’s Breath flows through you like whitewater rapids down a fast river. But you’re not fully harnessing or controlling it. When you become emotional or stressed, it surges and overflows for a few seconds, but you can’t call upon or sustain that level of intensity, am I correct?” Chang took Jun’s open-mouthed silence as an affirmative. “I can teach you to control your Breath. That is, if you’re actually serious about winning the tournament.”
“Sifu,” Ren interjected as if she were going to protest again, but she didn’t go on.
Jun scrambled to his feet and bent into a low, grateful bow. “Sifu Chang, I don’t know what to say. You won’t regret this, I promise. I’ll train hard, and I’ll help you and Ren in any way I can, before I’m Guardian and afterward.”
“We’re agreed, then.” Chang’s smile grew. “I’ve no doubt you’ll keep your word.”
Jun shrugged out of his shirt and threw it aside onto his pallet. The nap in the wagon earlier that afternoon had refreshed him, and despite the fact that the sun had gone down at the end of a long day, he didn’t feel the least tired; he could run or spar or do whatever Chang had in mind.
Chang handed him paper, a brush, and an inkstone. “What’s this?” Jun asked.
“For writing, obviously,” his new instructor replied. “From now on, record everything you eat and when you eat it. Write down when you go to sleep, when you wake, and how many hours you slept. Also, make notes about how you feel each day: any pains or injuries, upsets of your head or stomach, and your state of mind, whether it’s good or poor.”
“Why? Why do I have to do this?” Jun exclaimed.
Chang smacked him on the arm with his bamboo cane. “Do you always question your masters so rudely? No wonder you weren’t the top student at your old school.” He sounded stern, but his mouth was curved up in good humor. “Do as I say. You can start right now.” He pointed at one of the low tables. Jun noticed that Ren was busily arranging a blanket on her father’s pallet and not looking at them but biting her lip as if stifling the urge to laugh.
Reluctantly and with great skepticism, Jun knelt on the mat in front of the table. He inked the brush and recorded what he’d eaten for dinner, and then, because he knew Chang couldn’t read what he wrote, he added, I was in a good mood until I was forced to do this.
“Dragon’s Breath is never static,” Chang declaimed. “It’s constantly ebbing and flowing, day to day, even minute to minute, all around us and inside each person. Even small details like what time you wake in the morning and what you ate for your first meal will affect your body and mind, and thus your effectiveness as a fighter. The first step toward understanding yourself is observation.” The flutist paused, evidently satisfied with how wise that last bit had sounded, even to himself. “Are you done writing? Good! Get up.”
Jun leapt back to his feet, hoping they would begin training for real now. Chang asked Ren to fetch something from the wagon for him, which she did quickly and without hiding her amusement. She returned with a thick, dented plank of wood, which Jun had seen them use earlier that evening, slotting it perpendicular into a crosspiece to stabilize one of the large painted backdrop screens. Chang took the plank and held it up. “Break this board.”
Jun smiled and took a ready stance, hands closed into fists. The intense body conditioning of the Iron Core style involved plenty of exercises like this; he’d had to break boards and clay tiles with his shins and elbows and head before. It was a bit worrisome that Chang was starting at such a basic level, though. Was he underestimating Jun’s abilities? Did he actually have anything new to teach him?
“Ah, but not like that.” Chang took hold of Jun’s right arm and straightened it. He made Jun open his hand and hold it out, fingers pointed straight ahead of himself. The flutist gripped the plank and positioned it so Jun’s outstretched fingertips rested lightly against the worn wood. “Now, don’t move your feet,” Chang said. “Break it from there.”
“But…” Jun frowned. Standing upright with his hips and shoulders sideways, his posture open and his arm nearly straight—it felt wrong.
Chang grinned at his confusion. “You’re thinking you can’t generate enough power standing like this, and from such a short distance to your target.”
“Short distance? There’s no distance,” Jun pointed out. “I’m touching the board.”
“Not true. There’s the distance to be crossed when your hand goes from being open to being closed. A distance that’s the length of your fingers.” Chang lowered the board for a moment and stepped forward to tap Jun in the center of his chest. “As for power, it’s in there, that beautiful, shining reservoir of Breath you showed me earlier. All you have to do is summon it and unleash it into this wooden plank.” Chang repositioned himself as he had before.
Ren was sitting on her pallet but leaning forward, watching him with a doubtful interest that made Jun feel like a poor student called up to the front of the classroom.
Jun pressed his fingertips skeptically against the rough wooden grain. He focused on a spot ahead of him, visualizing where his fist would land, on the other side of the barrier, right in front of Chang’s chest. He took a deep breath, settled onto his back heel, then drove forward, closing his hand and slamming his knuckles into the wood.
Jun winced as the impact reverberated up his arm. The board shuddered but remained undamaged. From the corner of his eye, he saw Ren wince along with him, though her smile was too smug to be entirely sympathetic.
“Good try, good try.” Chang patted Jun on the shoulder. “You used perhaps ten percent of the energy you’re capable of summoning from a standstill, not bad for a first attempt.” He held the board out for Jun to try again.
Jun gritted his teeth and pressed his fingers to the wood. He envisioned shoving against the ground through his back heel, channeling all his force up through his hips and shoulders, into the motion of his closing fist. With a determined shout, he struck the board again. The impact rocked Chang back slightly, but the thick board stayed offensively intact.
“What do you think has more Breath flowing through it?” Chang asked. “You, or this piece of dead tree? You do, of course! Your energy is alive and in flux. The strength of the board is fixed and unchanging. But it doesn’t get tired or angry, it doesn’t fear pain or anticipate failure, it doesn’t have a mind or organs that must be kept healthy.”
Another two attempts left Jun sucking furiously on his knuckles and scowling. “How is this going to help me in the Guardian’s Tournament?” he complained. “None of my opponents are going to stand still in the arena and let me punch them from an inch away.”
Chang set the board aside. “You’ve trained for years to be stronger than most men. Yet I’ve heard stories of peasant women lifting an overturned horse cart to save a child pinned underneath. Even among the best fighters, very few can access all the power they possess, much less control it when they do.” The sifu tapped his temple. “I can see all the Breath you’re not using yet. Imagine what you could do with it.”
With Ren’s assistance, Chang made his way over to the middle pallet and laid down, settling his head on the sheepskin blanket with a satisfied sigh. “That’s enough for tonight. We practice again in the morning.”
Jun scowled at the unbroken plank of wood beside his pallet, then at Chang’s back turned toward him. His own voice and Sai’s spoke as one. Just what have you signed up for?






TEN
Unsurprisingly, Jun’s right hand and arm were miserably sore the next morning.
The mayor’s wife and children brought them warm millet cereal and goat’s milk for breakfast. Jun dutifully recorded the meal in his new log, along with his fresh aches and pains. When Chang called him outside, he rose and went out with trepidation, rubbing his bruised, scabbed-over knuckles. What esoteric training exercise did Chang have in mind for him this morning. Slapping water? Catching chickens?
“Sparring,” Chang declared.
Jun’s shoulders came down in relief.
“Daughter,” the flutist instructed, “please give our assistant a friendly beating.”
Jun’s shoulders rose again. The Iron Core school had a few women students who endured Master Song’s hard physical conditioning to become as lean and chiseled as the style demanded, but they usually sparred with one another or the smaller men. He wasn’t surprised that Ren had been trained by her father, and she had never struck him as delicate—he’d seen her acrobatic moves onstage, leaps and handsprings that spoke to her athleticism—but he didn’t like the idea of punching her, especially since she was already opposed to having him around.
He bowed to Ren reluctantly. Their eyes met as they assumed ready stances. Ren’s flicked down for a moment. “Must you strip off your shirt every time you fight?”
Fighting bare-chested was customary in the Iron Core school, to further toughen the body. Ren was already dressed for traveling, in plain trousers and a belted tunic.
Jun raised his eyebrows. “Do you find it distracting?”
She shot a whip-fast jab at his face. When Jun jerked back, startled, she seized his wrist and dropped to the ground, pulling him down with her and unbalancing him as she spun low, her rear leg shooting out in a wide, precise sweep that caught him at the back of the ankle and sent him sprawling onto the grass behind the barn.
“Don’t overestimate the appeal of your pectorals,” she advised, standing over him.
Jun got back to his feet and began to spar properly. Training with Ren was strange, nothing like practicing with his fellow Iron Core disciples. She couldn’t match his strength or speed; Jun could easily overpower her if he was really trying. But she was light-footed enough to avoid going head-to-head against him in any exchange of blows, and she could act on any opening she saw with nimbleness and precision, snapping short, controlled kicks at his knees and groin, making him flinch with stiff finger jabs at his ribs and toward his eyes and throat, unbalancing him with cleverly timed shoves and sweeps, then rolling or spinning or darting out of reach.
Chang pointed at Jun. “Try to spar at sixty percent of your energy. Notice when you’re tensing up and exerting yourself more than necessary. Or when you’re becoming sluggish.”
Jun backed off and reassessed. The Iron Core style had taught him to relentlessly attack his opponent’s center line while defending his own. Ren didn’t play that game. She didn’t try to break down his formidable defenses. She was obviously Chang’s protégé—both of them compensated for their disadvantages with a slickness that made Jun feel like a bear trying to pin down a darting weasel. She couldn’t beat
him, exactly, but she could defend against him, and he had no doubt she could incapacitate a clumsier aggressor.
Jun tried to anticipate her moves, to look for patterns and subtle tells. The next time she began to feint a low kick, he stepped in and jammed the high kick he knew would follow. Scooping an arm beneath her unstretched leg, he pivoted sharply and sent her sailing into the ground. Ren fell smoothly into a back roll and was up on her feet again in an instant.
Chang clapped his hands. “Good! That’s enough for now.”
They’d been merely practicing, feeling out each other’s moves and not trying to do any damage, but Jun wiped the sweat from his brow. Ren bent over to catch her breath.
Chang came over to them. “Dragon’s Breath is like a deep river that can be channeled into a raging waterfall. You rouse it by fueling yourself with rest and good food, by working your mind and your body to its peak, and by connecting your physical capacity with your willpower.” Chang picked up the wooden board and held it up to Jun as he had the previous night. “Try again. This time, don’t think about the movement of your body. Think about the Breath you’re going to project.”
Jun masked his displeasure and touched the fingertips of his right hand to the board, then reconsidered and switched to his uninjured left hand. He settled into his stance and tried to picture himself the way Chang had described—as a flowing reservoir of Breath—and he imagined gathering all the invisible heat and light from the center of his body and hurling it forward through his arm, through the solid barrier in front of it.
Jun closed his eyes and took a steadying breath, then smashed his hand closed, driving his fist into the wood.
The board shuddered again, more violently, but remained in one piece. Jun’s shoulders drooped in frustration and disappointment, but Chang grunted as his stance was broken and he was sent stumbling backward three paces.
“Better!” Chang exclaimed. He handed the board to Ren, picked up his bamboo cane, and walked toward where the wagon stood ready and packed, the horses harnessed. “Come along,” he called over his shoulder cheerily. “I want to reach the next town by midday; there’s a teahouse there that serves the best tea eggs in the province.”

THEY reached a larger, more prosperous settlement that evening, one where they could take a hot bath in a proper inn after Chang and Ren had performed in the town square. Their earnings were also much better this time around. Jun calculated his share of the take to be twenty-one copper yun. Not bad. Only two hundred seventy-nine to go.
The following two nights, however, were spent outdoors, sleeping on bedrolls next to the wagon. Jun was surprised and impressed when Chang walked out into the field with a bow on the first night and shot a rabbit, which Ren skinned and cooked over a fire for their dinner.
When he could utilize his breathmark ability, the flutist was remarkably capable. At other times, however, he needed a lot of assistance. Every time Ren laid out her sifu’s clothing and belongings, it was always in the same order. At every lodging they stayed in, Ren would walk him around the room, orienting him to the location of all the items—the bed and chairs, the washbasin, the chamber pot. Once shown, Chang’s memory was impressive, but because many inns had similar but slightly different room layouts, on several occasions Jun heard the flutist cursing after bumping into a piece of furniture or missing a step on the stairs.
Ordinarily the journey from Cheon to Xicheng, for someone traveling on horseback at a reasonable but unhurried pace, would take twelve to fourteen days via the wide Imperial Road, which crossed the Dengu River and arrowed northeast through the flat, fertile center of the country toward the gleaming capital.
Chang and Ren intended a much longer and less direct path, one that wound through the countryside on provincial roads, regularly intersecting back with the Imperial Road but incorporating numerous detours that took them to towns where they could perform. It would take them more than twice as long to reach Xicheng, a fact that made Jun anxious.
“What if I miss registration?” he fretted. Was Yin Yue still training in Cheon, Jun wondered, or was he already on his way to Xicheng so he’d have time to settle in? “I’ll bet my classmate from the Iron Core school will be arriving early to prepare.”
“Don’t worry, my impatient young pupil, we’ll get you there in time to register,” Chang assured him. “What’s the use of getting to the capital early if you don’t have the money to enter the tournament?”
The flutist had a good point, Jun admitted as he tallied the coin added to their cashbox each evening. Chang was paying him generously for a traveling stage assistant, as well as covering his food and lodgings, but based on their small troupe’s average earnings per show, they needed to perform roughly every second night right up until their arrival at Xicheng if Jun was to be sure of having enough money to cover his tournament expenses. Considering that he’d started the journey as an unwanted stowaway, he was determined to put in the work for every copper yun he was paid.
He quickly learned to load and unload the wagon, set up the stage and tear it down again, and store everything in its proper place. He cleaned and mended props, managed their supplies for the road, and kept the ledger of their earnings and expenses. He fed, watered, and brushed the two horses, Po-Po and Smelly, whom Ren admitted she’d named when she was twelve years old.
Considering how many tasks Jun took on, it was a wonder that Chang and his daughter had managed to travel by themselves for as long as they had. There were some responsibilities Ren wouldn’t surrender to him; she always handled her own large trunks of dresses, costumes, wigs, and hairpieces. She did her own makeup, and she was always the one at Chang’s side when he needed help. But she seemed to thaw toward Jun. Or, at least, she’d accepted she couldn’t convince her sifu to get rid of him, not after that first night in River Maiden when the flutist had taken him on as a student and begun training him. And from Ren’s occasional glances and nods of thanks, Jun knew she was secretly grateful for the help.
Whatever time and burden Jun lifted from his companions, he knew he added back to their schedule in the form of the twice-daily training sessions that Chang oversaw each morning and evening. Often, Jun would spar Ren or Chang, or both of them together. The only weapons in the wagon were a staff and a couple of knives, but Chang had him practice with them. Sometimes the flutist would make Jun do specific exercises, or work on breathing techniques, or review the log he was required to keep. Jun couldn’t help but find some of it boring. He’d hoped that Chang would teach him more combat skills, but his new instructor didn’t seem either able or interested in increasing Jun’s repertoire of moves.
“Fighting is simple,” the flutist said. “You hurt the other person until they stop hurting you. You already know how to strike with your fists and feet, your knees and elbows and shins. You can use all sorts of weapons. You know how to grapple a person to the ground and immobilize them, choke them, or break their joints.”
“Sure, but I could always use more of that,” Jun pointed out.
They’d passed an orchard that morning, after two weeks of traveling together, and the flutist was in a good mood as the farmer had given them a sack of ripe persimmons. “The problem is that there are plenty of other people who also know how to do those things. So the question becomes, who can do them better? More efficiently? Two fighters can be taught to punch in the exact same way, but they will still throw different punches. One punch will be faster, stronger, or more accurate. Which one?” Chang sliced a persimmon and savored a wedge of the sweet fruit. “That’s why fighting is complicated.”
Chang spoke of awareness, both of oneself and one’s opponent. He said that many talented fighters were so focused on overcoming their enemy that they blunted their abilities in the chase for victory. They overtrained and suffered injury, they became anxious and forgot what they knew, or they let anger or desperation drive them to foolish actions in the moment. Jun agreed that he’d seen it happen before, but he’d always viewed levelheaded discipline as an advantageous trait some people like Yin Yue possessed naturally in abundance. Chang spoke of control as something to be trained, just as a muscle was strengthened by effort.
In order to achieve this conditioning, Chang would sometimes push Jun unreasonably—forcing him to fight harder and faster and longer, taunting or aggravating him during sparring, making him train when he was tired or hungry. He would point out when Jun began to overexert himself, lose intention and precision of movement, grow hasty or careless the more his frustration mounted. “Your energy is all askew, you’re losing it!” Chang would shout. He meant losing control of one’s state of mind, one’s action and reactions, one’s very breath.
“Your breath,” Chang said, taking a big inhale and letting out a sustained exhale, “is the most basic connection to the deeper energy of Dragon’s Breath. Master the first and you’ll be better able to harness the second.”
In nearly every place they stopped to perform, Chang spent time meeting with friends, just as he had in River Maiden. The man had a vast network of connections, and Jun quickly surmised that these people were aware of Chang’s abilities and that several of them had trained with the flutist before. Sometimes, Chang would bring someone he knew over to meet Jun. The acquaintances varied—mostly men, a few women, some older and some younger. One enormous fellow stood a head taller than Jun and probably weighed twice as much. A short, elderly man who’d watched the show from the front row and laughed and clapped enthusiastically turned out to be a legendary, undefeated knife fighter.
“This is my new stage assistant,” Chang would say, cheerfully introducing Jun to his friend. “He’s going to compete in the Guardian’s Tournament. I would be humbled and grateful beyond measure if you would spare some time to help him prepare so that he doesn’t shame me in the arena.”
They all agreed. Not only because they respected Chang and were willing to do him a favor, but because in the event that Jun won, they could brag about having met and trained with the new Guardian on his way to Xicheng. Jun found himself matched against strangers of different types and styles, some of whom would offer specific advice about an area of expertise—hip throws, pressure-point strikes, stick fighting.
Jun questioned the need to train with weapons; since the matches in the Guardian’s Tournament were unarmed, shouldn’t he be focusing all his time right now on empty-hand combat?
“Are you only trying to win the tournament, or to actually be the best fighter?” Chang had demanded.
Both, Jun resisted the urge to reply cheekily. Both would be good.
“As much as you’d like to believe otherwise, those are not necessarily the same thing,” Chang proclaimed. “If you want me to keep training you, it will be as I see fit.”
One evening during their fourth week on the road, Jun fought a champion wrestler who was a retired soldier from the final years of the old emperor Caixuan, the current monarch’s grandfather. Now a humble shepherd in his fifties, the man still had huge hands and thighs like tree trunks. Through fifteen grueling minutes that felt like sixty, Jun managed to avoid being pinned, tossed, or choked, and battled the man to a standstill.
The old soldier finally held up a hand in defeat and wheezed to Chang, “Old friend, I don’t know how this boy ended up as a stage assistant, but I wish I could be in Xicheng to watch him fight.” He clapped Jun’s shoulder with a meaty hand. “You’re ready for the arena, boy.”
Jun wasn’t so sure. Chang’s training regimen was unlike any he had ever undergone. A lot of it was novel and interesting, but would it actually pay off in the tournament arena? He was used to comparing his progress against his fellow students, Yin Yue specifically. But Chang and his daughter fought very differently from the Iron Core trainees, and Chang’s methods were entirely different from Master Song’s. Jun wouldn’t even call it a method so much as an applied philosophy developed as a result of his own unique breathmark ability. It was almost as if he were battling himself rather than an opponent. He suspected anxiously that all the other Guardian candidates’ training programs were focused on perfecting the skills they had developed over many years, not trying something completely new for them that they might not learn in time.
They’d been traveling and training for twenty-three days. According to Ren, they would reach Xicheng in eight more, just in time to register for the tournament. He was accumulating the funds he needed for the entry fee, but he was still a hundred copper yun short. It felt like he was cutting everything worrisomely close and placing all his faith in Chang’s methods and promises.
And that damnable wooden plank remained unbroken.
Every once in a while, Chang would pull it out and have Jun try to break it with only the force of the Breath he could muster from his outstretched position, just as he’d first attempted in the barn at River Maiden. The scarred hunk of wood taunted him every time he faced it. Jun had damaged it badly and sent Chang flying backward, but he didn’t appear any closer to achieving the seemingly impossible. “What if I’m not able to break it before the tournament?” he groaned.
The flutist shrugged as if it didn’t matter one lick. “It’s the process that matters, not the result.” He held up the hated wooden slab and gave it an affectionate pat. “Mr. Dented Board is no enemy, merely a training partner here to help you prepare for the tournament.”
Yin Yue has the entire Iron Core school to help him prepare, Jun mused resentfully. As much as he’d been training this month, his old rival was no doubt training more. Yin Yue was already Iron Core’s top student. How much better was he now? And Yin was merely the known threat; all the other competitors from the rest of the country were a mystery. Some would be as good as, or even better than, Yin Yue. Older, stronger, more experienced, more skilled.
Some would be breathmarked, with gifts he couldn’t match.
Just like Sai.
Sai had been Jun’s very first training partner. Jun was always the first to learn the moves their father taught them, and Sai would mimic him—but then do it better. Every time he saw his breathmarked twin effortlessly copying him, Jun would see something he could improve, and with brotherly competitiveness, he’d go back to their father and demand more. Sai was the reason Jun had advanced in skill so quickly as a little boy. Not only in martial arts, but in everything they did: climbing trees, swimming, learning to write their names.
They had once been a self-reinforcing cycle, taking every step together. Many times, Jun had wondered how much better he could’ve been at just about everything if they hadn’t been separated and robbed of their years together. You would’ve been a perfect sparring partner, he grumbled to the Sai in his head. Hell, I bet you would’ve broken that damn board by now, too.
But he didn’t have Sai, or his father, or Yin Yue and the Iron Core school to help him now. He merely had Chang and Ren and his own stubborn ego. He could only hope it was enough.






ELEVEN
The landscape changed as they traveled north. Fields and fruit orchards gave way to stands of oak and poplar on rolling hills dotted with sheep and goats. They left behind the dry, smoky heat of the southern valley and faced cooler weather. As the month drew to a close, spending the night outdoors, even with a fire and wool blankets, grew too uncomfortable, and they began to stick more closely to the Imperial Road and its reliable access to posting inns.
Jun’s anticipation became more difficult to bear the closer they got to Xicheng. Smaller roads fed into the Imperial Road, which grew wider and busier with each passing day. The middle lane was reserved for messengers and for the military. A few times, contingents of armored soldiers on horseback galloped past, bright pennants snapping smartly behind them, the dust and thunder of their passing blowing over the slow-moving traffic in the outside lanes. “Make way, make way,” the bannermen shouted.
“Where are they all going?” Jun wondered aloud.
Ren aimed a scowl at the backs of the passing soldiers. “To the capital, like the rest of us. Those are soldiers of the Sixth Division. You can tell from the red flags. They answer to General Cobu. No doubt he’s summoned them to make his presence known in the capital during the tournament.” Ren’s words were tight with disdain. She flicked the reins over Po-Po and Smelly. “Anyone and everyone who’s important will want to be there—and be seen being there—when the next Guardian is chosen.”
That fact became apparent as the population of travelers swelled in the week before the tournament. Well-appointed carriages rolled past, carrying wealthy aristocrats and regional officials. These were invariably followed by an entourage of additional carriages carrying household members and staff. Chang’s heavily laden wagon trundled alongside merchants transporting their goods to market and better-off commoners riding horseback, their belongings carried behind them on pack mules or carts. Those with fewer means trudged on foot, lugging their possessions on their backs, willing to brave the cutthroat dangers of the big city for the chance to work, to beg, or even to steal from the well-heeled crowds that were sure to throng its streets.
Jun tried to identify other fighters on their way to the tournament. No doubt many of the competitors were already in the city, having trickled in over the past week or two. Candidates were arriving from all directions of the country into any of the eight major gates of the capital.
Jun saw a man with a shaved head, dressed in the black robes of a monk, riding a handsome horse and carrying two swords on his back. The other travelers on the road moved curiously but respectfully out of his way. Jun wanted to call out to him, to ask him his name and whether he was a Guardian candidate, but the man didn’t look like the conversational type. He soon pulled ahead and disappeared into the flow of traffic.
The next day, a procession of riders galloped past, shouting, “Make way, make way for the top Guardian candidates of the West!” Riding in the lead was a trio of tough-looking young men wearing white silk headbands and black tunics embroidered in gold. The man in the front carried an orange banner on a pole that fluttered dramatically behind him and read TIGER SPIRIT COMBAT SCHOOL. Behind the three candidates came an entourage of a dozen others. Jun studied them as they rode past proudly without giving Chang’s wagon a glance and forced foot travelers to hurriedly step off the sides of the road into the drainage ditches. A few glares followed the riders, but no one did more than grumble under their breath. The Tiger Spirit Combat School was obviously a large, prestigious school, wealthy enough to send three candidates to the tournament with an accompanying support staff. None of their three top students looked like the sort of person one would want to get into a confrontation with.
Jun chafed at the slow pace of Chang’s wagon, but it couldn’t be helped. To pay for Jun’s tournament entry fee and expenses in the city, they needed the money from every performance opportunity before they reached their destination. Near the capital, there were plenty of outlying towns and large, luxurious inns with pavilions and courtyards that gladly hosted performers who could attract and entertain guests. Chang and Ren played to packed audiences happy to spend money on rich food, fine wine, beautiful women, and good music.
Two hundred and sixty-seven copper yun. Jun felt like one of those miserly tax officials hunched over an abacus as he checked the ledger twice to be extra sure of his total earnings. He added the three hundred and six he’d taken with him from his father’s house. He needed six hundred yun for the entry fee and perhaps an extra twenty or thirty to get by in the city.
So close. One last good show is all we need.
At last, on a clear morning, they rounded a gentle curve in the Imperial Road and the wooded hillock they’d been skirting fell away from view like a curtain being pulled from a stage. Xicheng appeared as if summoned from the landscape, its massive rammed-earth walls rising four times the height of a man, the climbing sun dramatically lighting the red-and-gold banners flying over the watchtowers as the wide road unfolded toward the city’s tall gates.
With a shout of elation, Jun bolted to his feet from his seat beside Ren, swaying heedlessly and precariously with the moving wagon. “We’re almost there!”
“So, you can see the walls, eh?” Chang grumbled from the back of the wagon where he was resting. The flutist didn’t seem quite himself; there was a weary cloud over his usual energetic good humor. Last night, he’d played the flute as skillfully as ever but had lain down and gone to sleep early. For the past few days, he hadn’t sparred with Jun himself, merely watched and commented.
“People call Xicheng the brightest city in the world, but where there’s stronger light, there’re darker shadows,” Ren said quietly to Jun. “The capital is a dangerous place, especially for outsiders. It’s … not safe or comfortable for Sifu.”
Big cities were where he and Ren could play to the largest, wealthiest audiences and bring in the most income, but for Chang, urban spaces were overwhelming, a constant cacophony of noise and restless Breath, full of physical obstacles to impede, frustrate, and harm a blind man. Chang’s difficulties meant a greater burden on Ren in turn.
Jun wished there was more he could do to help. Over the past month, he’d picked up a number of habits from Ren—giving clear directions such as “the table is two paces to your left,” issuing warnings such as “the stage drops off five paces in front of you,” describing the food on Chang’s plate for him, “the spoon is on your right, the plate of pickles on your left, and the fish stew in front of you is very hot,” and never moving chairs or Chang’s belongings without alerting him. But there wasn’t anything Ren or Jun could do to dull the flutist’s powerful headaches when they came on, as they sometimes did when his uncommon senses were overtaxed.
“The Gate of Flowers Inn is only one li outside the walls,” Ren said, clearly keen to get them settled into comfortable lodgings for the night rather than attempt to make it through the city gates before the curfew drums sounded. “We can spend the night there and enter tomorrow morning.”

THE courtyard of the inn was bustling with guests, and the gardens that wound between the pavilions were fragrant with blooms of flowering orange trees and beds of peonies and lilac. The Gate of Flowers Inn was where travelers with money in their purses stayed if they arrived too late to enter before the drums signaled the closing of the city gates an hour after dusk, or if they wished for a night of diversion before facing important business in the capital the next morning. Those who couldn’t afford rooms, or who arrived after the inn was full, camped along the road in the fields nearby; after sundown, the smoke from dozens of cookfires rose between parked wagons and canvas tents.
Chang and Ren performed in the inn’s largest pavilion, with Chang playing a fast, rousing tune to accompany Ren’s acrobatic kicks, flips, and leaps in a show meant to celebrate the upcoming tournament. Her costume was striking—one half of it stark white, the other midnight black, divided straight down the middle. At the end, she spun free of the silk, dramatically emerging in a dress of shimmery silver that caught the light from the courtyard’s torches, winking like coins in the sun as she settled into a final elegant pose.
Jun watched from a corner alcove, applauding along with everyone else. Ren’s graceful moves and enthralling stage presence, paired with Chang’s stirring flute music, still tugged on his heart every time, no matter how often he saw them perform. There was something especially poignant for him about tonight’s performance—the last one before he entered the capital and seized his destiny in the tournament arena.
“Let’s hope we get just as impressive a show from this year’s Guardian candidates,” Jun overheard one official in blue robes exclaim enthusiastically to another.
The second official followed Ren’s exit from the stage with a disquieting frown, tugging on the end of his silver goatee. “There need to be more rules about politically subversive messaging in entertainment,” he grumbled.
“What are you talking about?”
“That dancer’s costume was obviously a political statement favoring appeasement and unification,” sniffed the official with the goatee. “Entirely inappropriate, given the times we’re in. The military has warned us against tolerating unpatriotic thoughts and behaviors that could weaken our national resolve and embolden the enemy.”
“Can’t you just relax and enjoy yourself for once, Gao?” the other, younger official replied, waving down a serving girl to refill their wine cups. “You talk as if the East is going to send their hypothetical breathmarked army surging across the wall tomorrow.”
Gao scowled in disappointment at his carefree colleague. “It’s complacent people like you who’re the problem and need to be reminded to take danger seriously.” He pointed to a notice stuck to one of the pavilion’s large black support pillars. In the rush to help Chang and Ren set up the stage and get ready for their performance, Jun hadn’t spotted the sign earlier, but now that the official pointed it out, he saw two more such notices in the pavilion.
BE ALERT! YELLOWSLEEVE SPIES OF THE EAST WALK AMONG US! Big, bold characters stood out above the picture of an evil-looking man with a face covered in red dragonskin, wearing a black tunic with yellow sleeves. The demonic villain’s eyes bulged over a mouth of sharp teeth and a spiked collar with a tag that read “Dog of the Council.” IT IS THE DUTY OF ALL LOYAL CITIZENS TO REPORT SUSPICIOUS ACTIVITY TO MILITARY AUTHORITIES, the notice concluded in smaller brushstrokes.
Jun had no love for the Aspects, but he knew they didn’t look like the inhuman caricacture on the sign. In fact, there was one Aspect out there who looked exactly like him. Cruel classmates had called Jun a yellowsleeve spy enough times as a child that the sight of the words made him want to rush over, tear the notice down, and rip it to shreds.
Not important, he told himself, and not worth it. Certainly not tonight, when causing trouble at the inn might delay them getting to the last day of tournament registration. Besides, he had work to do right now; he needed to take down the stage, pack up the equipment, and tally their final earnings. The audience tonight had been large and well-heeled. With any luck, he would at last have all the money he needed, and a little to spare.
Jun strode away from the two officials, back to where Chang sat on a stool next to their cashbox. Behind him, he heard Gao’s colleague end their argument with a dismissive laugh. “You’re overthinking things as usual. All I saw tonight was a beautiful woman dancing.”
The beautiful woman in question was at the moment being approached by an overly interested audience member, a young man with a crooked nose who cajoled, “Lovely miss, come sit next to me. My friends and I have a table with a spot waiting just for you.”
All thoughts of the officials and the distasteful posters fled Jun’s mind. “I’ll handle this,” he said to Chang, and stepped into the admirer’s way before the man could get near Ren. “Don’t bother the lady,” he suggested firmly.
“Or what?” the man retorted, looking Jun up and down irritably.
Jun shrugged. “Or I’ll bother you back.” He was half a head taller than the other man, and a month of physical work and hard training had only bettered his Iron Core style physique. He wasn’t worried, not unless the man brought half a dozen of his friends over.
The shorter man scowled and took a grudging step backward, apparently coming to an unfavorable conclusion about his chances of getting past Jun. “Relax,” he said, opening his hands placatingly and changing his tone, “I didn’t mean anything untoward. I only wanted to express my appreciation for the performers.”
“You could do that with coin,” Jun reminded him.
“Of course, of course.” The man pulled a string of copper yun from a pocket of his tunic and, without even counting it, handed it to a stooped, gray-haired stranger standing nearby in a long traveling coat. “Kind sir, will you please do me a favor and place this in the cashbox up there next to the flutist? Tell the lady it’s from a devout and honorable supporter.” He watched the elderly man shuffle up and bend over the cashbox, then turned back to Jun and sneered widely, as if to say, There, happy? before wandering off through the courtyard.
“I’ve told you before, you don’t need to do that,” Ren said, coming up to Jun after the man was gone. “I’ve sparred with you and put you on your back before, remember? If any of the guests gives me trouble, I can handle the situation. And they’ll be tossed out of the inn.”
“Sure, but why risk damaging your dress?” Jun said, indicating her fine silk costume. “I did promise I’d be your security guard, and the main purpose of a guard is to make assholes think twice before they try to do anything foolish.” It wasn’t the first time a suspicious man had come up wanting to see Ren after her performance. Usually, the presence of Sifu Chang deterred them, but when it didn’t, Jun figured it was his job to do so more convincingly.
At least this most recent one had apologized in the most useful way possible—with money. Jun took the satisfyingly heavy box and walked Ren to her room. Despite her assertions that it was unnecessary he escort her, she always let him do so. “Don’t worry about Sifu, I’ll help him back, too,” he promised.
When Jun turned around, she called out to him quietly, “Jun, look.” Ren pointed up into the sky, where the fiery light of the Red Star shone twice as bright as any other. “It’s your star.”
Dragon’s Eye, gazing over the walls of Xicheng. Heaven was watching the Guardian’s Tournament. Watching him. A nameless pang of emotion and yearning stole any reply Jun might’ve made. The tempestuous influence of the Red Star had often felt to him like a curse, something that adults in his life faulted him for and that he could never escape.
But Ren saw it as a blessing. A sign of fortune and greatness that could be. Her smile warmed him from head to toe before she shut the door.
Jun went back to the pavilion to dismantle the stage and complete his other duties. The two officials had departed so he was spared more of Gao’s pontificating, although the ugly posters still bothered him—he hadn’t seen them in Cheon or earlier on the journey. Had they gone up recently, he wondered, or were people near the capital more fearful of the East?
“Something bothering you?” Chang asked, perhaps noticing his silence.
He thought to mention the notices to Chang, but the flutist couldn’t see them, and Jun didn’t feel like describing them in detail. Besides, his instructor looked hunched, as if he wanted to be in bed an hour ago. “Nothing,” Jun replied. “Just hard to believe we’ve come all this way.”
Chang put a hand on his shoulder. “I won’t be much help to you from now on,” he said apologetically. “But you know everything you need to know.” He patted Jun’s shoulder tiredly. “And whatever you don’t know by now wasn’t that important anyway.”
Jun helped the weary flutist to his room, stowed their equipment back in the wagon, fed and watered Po-Po and Smelly, and returned through the courtyard, gazing thoughtfully up at the stars, thinking of tomorrow. When he brought his head back down, he saw Ren standing outside the door to his room, her face a mask of misery.
“What’s wrong? What happened?” Jun exclaimed, rushing up and taking her by the arms. He thought instantly about the man with the crooked nose.
Wordlessly, she led him into her room next door and showed him the open cashbox. Jun stared in appalled disbelief. Earlier in the evening, the box had contained all their earnings from the past month of performances—the money they needed to live off of, that Jun needed to be able to compete.
Now it contained a pile of smooth gray rocks.






TWELVE
It took them half an hour of asking around among the staff and other guests of the Gate of Flowers Inn to learn that the man with the crooked nose was named Tzu, a local who was known for being a gambler and con artist. He’d left an hour ago with the older, hunched gray-haired man. The two apparent strangers were actually partners, Jun now understood. Tzu had distracted Jun and Ren, made himself out to be a boorish potential problem. His accomplice, the supposedly considerate bystander, had approached the cashbox and stolen all the money from right under the blind musician’s nose.
If it had been possible for Chang to detect some noise or other sign of what was happening, it had been obscured by the bustle of the inn and the fatigue that plagued the flutist in large crowds. The thieves had replaced the stolen coin with an equal weight of pebbles—no doubt concealed under the older man’s long coat—so no one noticed the sleight of hand until Ren opened the box in the safety of her room.
“Should we wake Sifu Chang?” Jun asked.
“He’ll feel terrible that he didn’t notice. He’ll think it was his fault, that it’s a bad omen.” Ren dumped the pebbles out and stared at the bottom of the empty cashbox as if willing the money to rematerialize. They weren’t completely penniless; as a precaution, they regularly transferred some money into smaller bags, but the box had contained the bulk of their earnings.
Without it, Jun wouldn’t be able to pay the tournament fee.
There was no time to earn any of it back. Tomorrow was the last day to register. They’d worked up until the final evening to make enough money and now it was all gone.
A howling wind seemed to fill Jun’s head. He wanted to scream and put his fist through a wall. To come all this way only to be robbed right outside the gates of the city—was the universe playing some kind of cruel joke on him?
“I’m going to get our money back,” he said, and walked out.
Ren came with him. He thought about insisting she stay behind— he didn’t really have any coherent plan, just an enraged determination that might result in either a fruitless waste of time or deadly violence—but from the hard look on her face, he didn’t think she could be dissuaded. She’d changed out of her stage costume earlier, and now she stuck a sheathed skinning knife into the belt of her tunic as they left the warmth and light of the inn and crossed the three wide lanes of the Imperial Road to the field of tents and wagons on the other side.
In the dark, the shelters formed an irregular maze of dark shapes lit only by the orange glow of dozens of campfires. It would be easy to get lost in the jumble. Smoke and food smells wafted over islands of travelers huddled together for warmth and conversation.
“I’m looking for Tzu,” Jun said, stopping at the first campsite he came across. “Thieving bastard with a crooked nose. He was working with an older man with gray hair and a long coat. Do you know who I’m talking about? Have you seen them?”
The three men who looked up from their fire shook their heads, regarding him with suspicion as he studied them closely for a moment before moving on. Jun didn’t know that he would be able to find Tzu out here, but he suspected that the con man and his partner hadn’t gone far. It had been fully dark by the time Chang and Ren’s performance had ended. All the nearby inns were completely full. Tzu’s partner was elderly, and neither of them looked like formidable fighters; traveling the Imperial Road by night, they would be risking having their stolen money stolen from them in turn. If they stayed nearby, they could hide among the travelers in the encampment and maybe rob a few more of them before the night was out.
At least, that was what Jun was counting on. Ten campsite visits later, he wasn’t so sure. No one knew Tzu, or at least they claimed not to. “Give up, you’re not going to find your money,” one woman said, shaking her head at them pityingly. “My advice? Next time, hire a good fighter to act as security.”
The woman was right, Jun thought, looking despairingly out at the dark field filled with flickering pinprick firelights. There were still dozens more campsites and hundreds of people here. Even if Tzu was among them, what were the odds they would find him before dawn broke and everyone packed up and left?
“This is going to take too long.” Ren spoke Jun’s thoughts out loud. Before he realized what she was about to do, Ren jumped on top of a nearby pile of firewood and shouted, with a voice trained to project from the largest stages, “Crooked Nose Tzu! We know you’re here somewhere. You wanted my attention back at the inn, well, now you have it. Do you feel pleased with yourself, stealing from a blind man? Come out and face us, you cowardly little shit!”
Jun gawked at her in disbelief. “Ren, what are you doing?”
Everyone nearby was staring at them. Conversations stopped. In the dark, Jun couldn’t make out people’s expressions, but he heard derisive chuckling from more than a few.
He wasn’t used to having hundreds of eyes on him, but Ren was. She waited for a few suspenseful seconds, then pleaded, in a voice that cracked with convincing despair, “Please, can anyone help us get my father’s money back? The Lady of Many Hands would surely bless you. We’re not wealthy nobles, we’re humble performers. We’re traveling to the tournament with one of the best Guardian candidates in the country. The money was for his entry fee.”
Someone pointed to Jun. “Is he really a Guardian candidate?”
“Yes,” Ren declared at once, causing many more heads to turn. “His name is Li Jun,” Ren went on, before Jun could talk her off the woodpile. “He’s the best fighter in the South, but he’ll never get his deserved shot at the Guardianship unless we find that dog Tzu.”
Why in heaven is she doing this? It was not going to work. A crowd of strangers who had nothing to gain from helping them was not going to just spontaneously offer up the answer.
“Maybe he’s with Old Man Zhang,” said a scrawny boy sitting on the end of an open wagon.
Ren turned toward him. “An old man with a long coat?”
“Nah, that can’t be him,” drawled a man sucking on a lit pipe. “But no one dares thieve around here unless they cut in Old Man Zhang.”
“Where do we find this man?” Ren asked.
The smoker pointed down the road with the long end of his pipe. “A couple li down the road at the Dancing Goat Tavern. That’s where his crew usually meets.” He shook his head and puffed a gray ring at them. “Don’t expect going there will do you much good, though.”

THE Dancing Goat Tavern was bustling even at the late hour. The atmosphere inside was markedly different from that of the Gate of Flowers Inn; no covered pavilion or fragrant gardens, no scholars drinking wine and reciting poetry, no high-class courtesans or servants bringing out food on painted ceramic platters. Instead, a raucous drinking game involving knives crowded one side of the warm, stuffy confines. A few bored women in clingy dresses with plunging necklines attended the dice table, where a cluster of men with callused hands and dirty faces were steadily losing their meager income. No one except the muscled bartender looked up when Jun and Ren walked through the door.
“Looking for someone?” He sounded amused; they clearly weren’t regulars.
“Old Man Zhang,” Ren said.
The bartender’s eyes narrowed; he looked them over as if they were stray animals he wasn’t sure whether to feed or give a swift kick out the door. “In the back,” he said, apparently deciding to let them dig their own graves. “Let me guess. You owe him money.”
“The other way around,” Ren said, already pushing her way through the tavern. Jun followed closely, every nerve taut, wondering if he was going to have to fight his way back out.
The adjoining room at the back of the building contained a heavy circular wooden table around which half a dozen men were seated, drinking and playing cards. No one seemed to be going in or out; the rest of the customers at the Dancing Goat all seemed to understand that the private party was to be left alone. When Jun and Ren entered, the occupants looked up with surprise, as if no fool in recent memory had dared to interrupt them.
Crooked Nose Tzu and his accomplice were two of the men at the table. Tzu’s eyes went comically wide. The thief began to push back in his chair, apparently intending to stand up and make a quick exit, even though there was nowhere to go. His older partner blinked slowly, as if seeing an apparition.
Ren didn’t hesitate. “Where’s our money, you bastard?”
Tzu composed himself and painted an unconcerned leer on his face, spreading his hands innocently. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, lady. I already paid for your show.”
“You know full well,” Ren snarled.
“Would someone explain what in the eighteen hells this is about?” The man who spoke up from the other side of the table had a dark complexion and a smooth, shaved head. He regarded Jun and Ren with curious scorn before speaking to his men with the leisurely cadence of someone accustomed to others listening and obeying. “Tzu, Wang, how exactly did you fuck up?”
“We didn’t!” Tzu exclaimed, incensed. “We pulled it off perfectly.”
“Usually,” Zhang intoned, “a perfect robbery does not result in the aggrieved party showing up to demand their money back. Either you should be gone, or they should be gone.”
“We couldn’t cut their throats, there were people everywhere,” complained the gray-haired thief who must be Wang. “And soldiers, too. We have no idea how they could’ve found us.”
“You know there are rules around here,” their leader said, “about who you may steal from.”
Now Tzu looked nervous. He edged away from Ren’s glower, wetting his lips. “The place was filled with officials and rich nobles,” he explained defensively. “The money went straight from them into the collection box, so really, it was the same thing. Zhang, we didn’t break—”
“Wait, you’re Old Man Zhang?” Jun exclaimed before he could think better of it. Even though Zhang’s face was square and hard-lined, the man couldn’t have been more than twenty-five.
Apparently, it wasn’t the first time the gangster had seen such an incredulous reaction. He released a long sigh through his nose and turned toward Jun slowly, like a pit viper toward heat. “And you are?” he intoned with manifest disdain. “Besides obviously not from around here.”
Jun looked around at the men in the room. They were a motley bunch and he thought he could probably defeat any of them in a one-on-one contest, but he didn’t like his odds against all of them together. Especially when he could that see some of them had weapons—knives mostly, a hand axe, one rusty sword. But he’d come this far; he’d be damned if he walked away now and let his dream die before it had even really begun, not after everything Chang had done for him and after Ren had miraculously gotten them here.
He lifted his chin and met Zhang’s stare. “I’m Li Jun from Cheon. I’m traveling with the renowned flutist Blindman Chang and his daughter, Ren. Your men stole our whole month’s earnings.”
Zhang smirked. “And what possessed you to come here thinking you could get it back?”
Jun had no good answer to that. So he gave the flimsy but honest answer. “I need the money to enter the Guardian’s Tournament. My friends took a chance by hiring me on, and I won’t let it be for nothing. I’m not leaving until I get back every copper yun that was taken from us.”
His words landed resolute, an undeniable challenge. The men around the table shifted menacingly. Some of them began to push back from their seats and reach for their weapons. Ren’s eyes darted around the threatening circle, but she didn’t move from her spot next to Jun.
Zhang leaned back in his seat. Only now did Jun notice that one of his legs was propped up on a stool, and the knee was supported by stiff leather braces buckled with metal clasps. The gang leader’s right hand moved to rest on the top of a carved wooden cane. In contrast to his tense associates, he seemed unperturbed by Jun’s declaration.
“So you’re a Guardian candidate.” Zhang studied Jun with heightened interest, as if he were a new type of beetle. “What sort of breathmark ability do you have?”
“I’m not breathmarked,” Jun said.
Zhang snorted, disappointed. “Then you don’t have a chance.”
“That’s not true,” Ren shot back. “Breathmarks aren’t a guarantee of anything.”
During Jun’s time traveling with Chang, every time the subject of breathmark abilities had come up, his instructor had downplayed their importance in the arena. “They’re like any other trait, like long arms or large lungs. Not all of them are an advantage in fighting, and those that are must be developed and trained to be useful.” Chang pointed out that there were other innate talents that did not come from Dragon’s blood. Jun was a remarkably fast learner when it came to combat. He had extremely high levels of stamina and energy, and he healed quickly from injury. Were those not also gifts?
“Having a breathmark doesn’t guarantee you’ll win,” Zhang agreed, “but going into the arena without one is a sure way to lose. There will be fighters who have advantages you can’t match.”
“What would you know?” Ren scoffed.
Zhang tapped the end of his cane against the leather braces on his leg. “They used to call me Baby Zhang. I was the youngest competitor in the tournament, six years ago.” He smiled, a bit wistfully—a strange expression for so hard a face.
Tzu, Wang, and the rest of Zhang’s crew exchanged glances of resignation and settled back into their seats as if they’d heard their boss reminisce before and knew they were in for a wait before they could get on with the business of killing the intruders.
Jun stared. “You … were a Guardian candidate?”
“I’ll bet you’ve spent your whole life imagining what it would be like to win,” Zhang said. “What do you think happens to those who lose? Not all of us go back to having normal lives. Some are heavily indebted or permanently injured. We fall into drink or end up on the wrong side of the law.” He spread his hands in smug self-indication. “This could be you in a few years.”
Jun tamped down the dread that Zhang’s words stirred. Even if he lost in the arena—and he would not lose—he could go back to Cheon, to his father’s house.
Or could he? If he lost, how could he face his father, after what he’d done? He hadn’t even written home. He’d thought to do so but hiring a messenger from a posting station cost money, and Li Hon would find out which station the courier had ridden from and deduce what Jun was up to. How had his father fared for the past month? Did he wake up each morning cursing Jun’s name? Would he even take Jun back in?
“I made it to the semifinals.” Zhang was clearly enjoying the effect his words were having, even though they dripped with bitterness. “I’d injured my knee during childhood but thought it had healed completely. Do you know of Yama’s breathmark ability?”
Jun knew. Everyone knew, but Zhang leaned forward as if sharing a secret. “He detects weakness—no matter how small or well hidden. A bad shoulder, a weak heart, an old pain. It would be a useful gift for a healer, no? When I met Yama in the arena, he shattered my kneecap into three pieces.”
Despite himself, Jun winced.
“None of the doctors I saw could fix it. I went from being Baby Zhang to Old Man Zhang like that.” The gangster snapped his fingers. “A mean joke, of course, because of—” He gestured to himself—the shadow of an already receding hairline visible on his shaved head, his prematurely lined face, the weak leg that forced him to hobble on a cane.
“What happened to you was awful,” Ren said, not without sympathy, “but we just want our money returned. You once aspired to be the Guardian, and you still have some honor. That’s why you have a rule about stealing only from the wealthy. We’re not nobles; we can’t afford to lose what we’ve earned.”
Zhang chuckled condescendingly. “Instead of letting these fellows kill you, I’m doing you a favor. If you had all that money, your friend here would only waste it on a hopeless cause.”
A prickling heat was climbing Jun’s chest and neck. He’d stormed out into the night expecting he might end up in a fight. He hadn’t expected a washed-up fighter turned gang boss to attack his resolve with words instead of weapons. Zhang was echoing all the self-doubt he struggled with.
“I may not have a breathmark,” Jun ground out, stepping forward and leaning over Zhang’s table, fingertips pressed against the wood. “But I have something better.”
According to Chang, breathmarks fell into two categories: outward and inward. “All breathmark abilities come from concentrating and manipulating Dragon’s Breath,” he’d told Jun. Outward breathmark abilities enabled a person to affect the Breath around them or in other people. Those with outward abilities had been known to cause plants to grow faster, to summon animals to come to them, or to soothe the emotions of others.
Inward abilities, on the other hand, affected their owner. A person with an inward gift might be able to go without sleep or food for an unusually long time or have an unnaturally good sense of smell or hearing, or be able to run much faster than an ordinary person. Chang’s ability was an inward one, because he perceived the world differently from others. Yama’s ability to sense weakness was similar.
But Dragon’s Breath was everywhere and in everyone, not only the breathmarked. Chang had spent the past month training Jun to recognize and harness it within himself.
Jun turned his attention inward, searching for what Chang always spoke of—the Breath of his body, the steady pulse of life within his blood and veins and organs. It sat deep inside him like a still pool. He tugged on it, stirring it from stillness into motion, cool restfulness into steady boiling heat. He inhaled as he reached deep into the reservoir within himself, sucking it up like a wave pulled by the force of a tsunami.
Jun’s open hand rose slightly over the table and became a fist before he could finish his next thought. Then he was catching himself from falling forward as the wooden tabletop buckled and cracked inward with a bang.
Zhang’s men let out startled yells. Tzu jumped out of his seat; Wang grabbed his cup as everything that had been on the table slid toward the center, drinks and food, cards and betting chips tumbling into the valley and onto the tavern floor.
Jun’s fist was still trembling uncontrollably. It felt disconnected from his body, as if he’d somehow infused it with so much of his own will that it had run away and not yet returned. With effort, he forced his clenched fingers open.
Ren was gaping at him. She snapped her mouth closed and faced the gangsters triumphantly, arms crossed as if to say, See? What did I tell you?
“I’m going to be the next Guardian,” Jun declared to Old Man Zhang, who stared at him but hadn’t moved from his seat at the ruined table. “Give me the money to get into the arena, and I’ll prove it. I’d rather fight opponents in the tournament than a bunch of gangsters in a tavern, but I’ll do both if it comes to it. What do you say, Old Man?”
The unhurried scorn on Zhang’s face shifted into an odd mixture of annoyance and grudging admiration. He folded his arms. “I can’t give you the money back,” he said. “What sort of message would that send? That Old Man Zhang offers refunds? No chance.”
His men hastened back into some semblance of fighting readiness, kicking aside spilled items and going for their weapons. Jun tensed, coiling his weight as he shifted to stand in front of Ren, who reached for her knife.
“However,” Zhang said, “I’m willing to offer you a … loan. A sum equaling what your unfortunate financial losses were earlier this evening.”
“Hey!” Tzu protested, “What about me and Wang? That’s our—”
“Shut up.” Zhang leveled a glare at the crooked-nosed man, who did as suggested.
Ren was no less offended. “You’re going to loan us back the money you stole?”
“With certain repayment conditions. I’ve heard that there are breathmarked healers in Xicheng who can treat ailments and injuries that no one else can cure. Only the emperor’s family, the wealthiest nobles, and the Guardian have access to them.” Old Man Zhang pointed to Jun. “I want your word that if you become the Guardian, as you say you will, you’ll have your doctors do what they can about my leg.”
Jun looked down at Zhang’s knee, held in place by leather straps, a constant source of physical and mental anguish. The man might be a thief and gangster, but he had once been just like Jun—a young tournament hopeful. “All right. I agree,” he said, “I swear on the Blessed Consort.”
“And what if he doesn’t win?” Tzu demanded angrily.
“In that case,” Zhang said, “we’ll hunt them down and take back the full amount with interest.” He gave Jun a flinty smile. “He can always join us and work off the debt.”






THIRTEEN
By the time they got back to the Gate of Flowers Inn with the sack full of recovered copper yun and returned the money to the cashbox, half the night was gone. Despite the hour, Jun couldn’t fall asleep. He felt jittery with residual adrenaline. When he lay down and shut his eyes, his thoughts churned in ceaseless, turbulent circles, like leaves spun in a whirlpool.
He’d done it. He’d summoned Dragon’s Breath and channeled all his force into one shattering blow. The memory of Ren’s astonishment and pride warmed the back of his neck. If only more people had been there to witness the feat. Sai had always been excited and impressed whenever he showed off a new skill.
Well, yeah. His twin’s voice popped unbidden into his head, with an imagined mixture of brotherly pride and grinning superiority. But once you did anything, I could do it better.
A curl of unwelcome anxiety rose, dampening Jun’s elation. Chang’s training had changed him after all, but would it be enough?
He climbed out his window and onto the flat roof of the inn, where he could sit and look upon the walls of Xicheng. They were so close that he could see the figures of the guards moving around high up on the watchtowers above the city’s tall, closed gates. The night was not dark or quiet; torches blazed in the inn’s courtyard, and Jun could hear music, singing, and laughter coming from the pavilions where moneyed travelers drank wine flavored with pomegranate and lychee, listened to pipa music and spoken poetry, and paid for the attention of the inn’s courtesans.
“Can’t sleep either?”
Jun looked over the edge of the roof. Ren stood on the balcony beneath him, her head tilted up. She’d thrown a robe over her nightclothes and her hair was unbound. Before Jun could overcome his surprise, she climbed up onto the balcony’s railing in her bare feet and jumped up to grab the edge of the roof. He hurried to help her, but Ren pulled herself up onto the roof with an acrobat’s ease, dusted her hands as she stepped lightly across the tiles, and sat next to him. She let out a long sigh. “I can’t believe we actually pulled that off.”
Relief made him laugh. “Me neither. It feels like we bluffed our way through the whole thing.” He nudged her with his shoulder. “Thanks to you. You were fearless.”
Ren smiled shyly, the remaining tension sagging out of her. “I’m an actor. I bluff for a living. It’s about projecting confidence. Showing strength when all eyes are on you.”
Jun nodded. As a poor, scrappy exiled boy in Cheon who regularly got into street fights, he’d learned the same lesson early on and internalized it. The first one to show doubt loses. Most fights were won or lost in the mental struggle before the physical one. Jun would rather be tested for being arrogant than targeted for being weak.
Ren nudged him back, her smile growing. “You do it better than me. The look on those gangsters’ faces when you broke their table with a single short punch. That was incredible.”
Warmth rushed through Jun’s chest. He glanced at her, then away again, reluctantly trying to keep his eyes from going places they shouldn’t. Traveling together for the past month, he couldn’t help seeing Ren in nightclothes and with her hair down sometimes. When they were hosted by wealthy patrons or lodged in well-appointed inns, they had their own rooms or quarters with screens separating each sleeping area. On other occasions, camped outside or in modest shelters, there was no such privacy, but Chang had always been present, sleeping between them.
Being together alone on a rooftop at night was uncharted territory.
Perhaps sensing a change in the air between them, Ren drew her robe close, tucking her bare feet under the hem. She pulled her hair up and coiled it, securing it in place with two silver pins. If the intent was to appear more proper, Jun would have to say the messy bun with strands of black hair tumbling loose around her face had the opposite effect.
She said lightly, teasing, “I guess all that time you were trying to break that miserable wooden board, you just weren’t motivated enough. Turns out we only needed to face down a bunch of gangsters who wanted to rob and kill us, and then it was no big deal.”
Jun snickered, but then he admitted, “I didn’t even think about what I was doing at the time. What Zhang was saying got to me.”
“About how you need a breathmark to win the tournament?” Ren scoffed. “That’s what he believes because he lost to Yama.”
“It’s not just him,” Jun said sourly. “A lot of people believe the same thing.”
It had always been that way, throughout the history of Longhan, centuries before the Snake Wall existed. Only those with Dragon’s blood were allowed to rule, because it was said only they could comprehend the complete wisdom of the Scrolls. The belief persisted: In the West, only a breathmarked descendant of the emperor could be heir to the throne; in the East, only children born with dragonskin could be trained as Aspects of Virtue and allowed to study the martial arts at all. Those with breathmarks were admired and sometimes feared, because they were the descendants that Dragon chose to recognize over others.
Jun had learned that inviolable distinction early in life and could never forget it.
Ren turned toward him. A crinkle formed on her brow between her luminous eyes. “Li Jun, you ran away from home and stowed away with the intent to compete, unsponsored, in the biggest tournament that exists. If that doesn’t take an offensively large amount of self-confidence, I don’t know what does. Why should it bother you what other people think?”
Jun rubbed his forehead. Being out here with Ren, just the two of them … Something seemed to shift inside him, like an unstable rock shelf sliding into the ocean. “I had a brother. Have a brother,” he confessed. “A twin, back in the East where we were born. When we were six years old, a man and a woman came to our house and took my brother away to be trained as an Aspect of Virtue, because even though we were identical, he was breathmarked and I wasn’t.”
The words felt heavy, as if they resisted being spoken; he had told so few people in his life about this hurtful part of his past. Saying it to Ren now felt as if he were opening up his chest for her to peer inside. He couldn’t say why he was doing it. “My mother was allowed to stay with him, but my father and I were exiled to the West for secretly training in the martial arts. I was the spare twin, the one without Dragon’s blood, without any special destiny.”
Ren had gone still and quiet, listening.
“I guess … that’s why competing in the Guardian’s Tournament means so much to me,” he went on slowly, staring at his hands. “Of course, I want the honor of winning, but … more than that, I want to prove all of them wrong. The Aspects, my father, everyone. Maybe even Dragon himself. Because he made me and my brother identical except for one tiny thing, and that thing made all the difference.”
Ren was silent for so long that Jun began to wonder with mounting worry if she would react at all. What did she think of him blurting out his guts to her like that?
“Have you seen your mother or your brother since you left them?” she finally asked.
Jun shook his head, too uncomfortable to keep speaking. Ren sat back thoughtfully for a moment. “I want to show you something,” she said, with a seriousness that made him look up at her in concern. Ren untied her robe and began to lift her nightshirt.
“Wait, wait, don’t we need to talk about this?” Jun’s voice came out comically high. Heat rushed into his face and other parts of his body in a way that made him grateful it was dark.
“Don’t get the wrong idea,” Ren said with calm amusement. She lifted her nightshirt only far enough to bare her flat stomach. At first, Jun had no idea what she was trying to show him, other than her smooth, pale, creamy skin, faintly lit by moonlight. He gulped.
“Look closer,” Ren told him.
Still unsure of what he was doing and why, Jun leaned in closer, his face alarmingly and enticingly close to her body. Then he saw it: a tiny cluster of three pearly white scales, so small and flat that someone else seeing them but not staring in close examination might mistake them as minor discoloration of the skin above Ren’s navel.
Jun reared back. “You’re breathmarked?”
First Sai, then Chang, and now Ren? Great Dragon. People with breathmarks were rare and getting rarer. Why did he seem to keep finding himself among them? All this time he’d been traveling with Ren, she’d never told him. He’d been honest and vulnerable with her, thinking she would understand his feelings, but she, too, was one of Dragon’s chosen.
“What’s your ability?” Accusation scraped across his voice.
Ren dropped her nightshirt back down and pulled her robe closed. “I don’t have one.”
“Of course you do. You have Dragon’s blood.”
“Yes,” she remarked sourly, pulling her elbows close to her body and meeting his glare with her own. “That’s why I was forced to leave my family in the East, just like you were.”
Jun opened his mouth, then closed it again. “What?”
Ren’s pale throat bobbed in a hard swallow. “My parents were opposed to the Council of Virtue’s policies of isolationism and its nationalization of martial training. They refused to allow me to be taken to the Sun Pagoda and made an Aspect. So they sent me away instead. They paid bribes to have me smuggled across the Snake Wall to their friends in the West.”
“You’re … also from the East?” He realized he was just repeating what she’d already said, but he was having a hard time reorienting. He could believe Ren was breathmarked, but he’d never suspected she was an immigrant like him. She’d never had an accent, never seemed to be ill at ease in her environment; she must’ve come over at an even younger age than him. Most people simply assumed she was the flutist’s daughter by blood. “Why didn’t your parents come with you to the West? Why would they send you alone? You must’ve been just a child.”
“They couldn’t leave. They had four older children to think of and important work to do and their livelihoods were in the East. Getting one little girl across the border was a lot easier than a family of seven.” She picked at the hem of her nightshirt, shoulders sagging. “Besides, times were tough. They probably didn’t mind having one less mouth to feed.”
Jun tried to think of something to say and failed.
“The irony is that they sent me away for nothing.” Bitterness sharpened her words. “I have the mark, but I don’t have any ability. There’s nothing special about me. I’ve heard that many breathmarked children just know what their gift is, but that was never the case for me.”
“But you are gifted,” Jun said. “The things you can do onstage—”
“I didn’t take naturally to dancing or acting or any stage skills. I had tutors who drilled me relentlessly all day, every day. I would’ve given up long ago, but I knew I had to succeed as a performer in Sifu Chang’s company because I couldn’t return home, and I had no one else to take me in. I kept praying for my breathmark ability to finally show itself to me, but it never has.”
Jun shook his head incredulously. “Is it possible? To be missing a breathmark gift?”
“I don’t know.” Ren blew out a loud breath of frustration. “Maybe if I had been taken to the Sun Pagoda, the Aspects of Virtue would’ve tested me. Maybe they could’ve identified my gift, if I even have one. But Sifu was the only other breathmarked person I knew.” She touched her stomach, as if it pained her. “I used to be so angry, to have a mark that had gotten me sent away, but that did nothing and meant nothing. I tried to pull off the scales. When I was thirteen years old, I even managed to cut one of them off. It hurt like the eighteenth circle of hell, like trying to remove your own fingernails. It doesn’t work, by the way. They just grow back.”
Jun fought a shudder.
“You said your brother has a destiny, because he was born breathmarked and you weren’t.” Ren took Jun by the shoulders and turned him toward her, gazing into his face with an intensity that made him go completely still. He felt as if he couldn’t move—that Ren had locked him into place as surely as if she’d immobilized all his pressure points.
“If there’s one thing I’m certain of by now, it’s that a breathmark alone isn’t a guarantee of anything.” Her words were low and insistent. “It took me years to realize this, and even longer to accept it: The abilities that matter the most don’t come from Dragon’s blood. They’re gained day by day, through sweat and tears. Marked or not, every one of us has Breath enough to will our own destiny into being.”
She sat back, letting go of him, though her eyes did not relinquish their hold. “Do you think Sifu would’ve spent time training you if he didn’t think you could win? I’ll admit that at first, I thought he was being foolish to bring you along. But now I see what he knew from the start. It’s what Old Man Zhang and his crew found out tonight. The Guardian’s Tournament is a stage, too, a very big one. Only a few actors can play the hero when all eyes are on them.”
Jun felt as if Ren’s words filled his head, sank through his body, settled into his bones. He remembered thinking that worldliness and responsibility had made Ren wiser and more adult, but now he knew that hardship and doubt had shaped her even more than they had shaped him.
He had nothing else to say. They sat together side by side, gazing at the sky. This close to the outer sprawl of Xicheng, the view was not as crisp and clear as he’d seen it on nights out in the countryside. Smoke from cooking fires and the blazing light of thousands of torches and oil lamps rose up and blurred the bright-red pinprick of Dragon’s star.
Jun moved closer to Ren, studying the lines of her face. He wanted to kiss her. It wasn’t the first time the thought had occurred to him, but the desire now was sudden and almost irresistible.
Ren turned to him with a soft smile and touched his cheek with her fingers, tilting her chin slightly as if she could hear his rapidly beating heart, her wide pupils aglow with reflected light. Her nearness transfixed him, drawing him in like a boat tugged by the tide. Jun’s face dipped toward hers.
Wait. He paused, as if catching himself on the ledge of a precipice. Not yet.
Tomorrow, they would enter the capital, where he had a tournament to fight. Chang had trained him and brought him this far; it would be disrespectful to get involved with his daughter right before he was supposed to fight in the arena. He couldn’t be distracted, not right now, not before the biggest contest of his life.
But after he won, after he was the Guardian … he could offer her anything she ever wanted.
Ren paused, sensing his hesitation, her fingers still hovering against his skin. Then she drew back, opening up space between them, the embarrassed flush on her face visible even in the dark. Jun’s ears were burning hot, but the roof felt suddenly cold.
Ren scooted to the edge of the roof and dropped back down to the balcony with graceful ease. “I’m going to try to get a few hours of sleep. You should, too. We’ll need to leave early if we hope to beat the rush into the city tomorrow.”






FOURTEEN
There was a crush simply to enter the capital. It was still dark when Jun and his companions arrived at the gate, but people had already been gathered outside for an hour beforehand, many of them day merchants vying to be the first inside to set up on the best street corners and claim the busiest spots in the market before the city came fully awake. During the week of the Guardian’s Tournament, the competition for business would be especially fierce.
At the first glimmer of dawn, the drums began to beat, signaling the opening of the massive gates—eight of them, one facing each of the eight points of the compass. Jun felt wide awake despite the early hour and the fact that he’d only slept for three hours. Exhilaration alone would probably get him through the day, but he would need a full night’s rest tonight if he was going to be able to compete the following day.
As the tall gates opened, Ren kept her attention on moving the wagon forward along with the rest of the crowd, but Jun craned his neck up to gape at the multistoried tower above the gates, a structure taller than any building in Cheon. Torches were fixed to the walls at regular intervals and watchful soldiers lined the sides of the entryway, maintaining order amid the morning rush. The three-feather emblem on the chest plates of their leather armor identified them as White Phoenix Guards, the city’s watch.
And then they were inside. Jun’s breath caught in his chest, a warm rush of excitement surging over him along with the overwhelming flood of sights and sounds. He didn’t know where to look; everywhere he turned, he saw architectural grandeur and ceaseless activity. Horses and carts rumbled down the wide street in both directions, compet- ing with the muscled bearers of sedan chairs shouting at people to make way for their important and highborn clients. Juniper trees bordered the main traffic arteries and hid the drainage ditches, while narrower paths veered off into districts packed with shops and crisscrossed with narrow alleys. The road they followed led past a market square where flower and fruit vendors plied the edges of the crowd gathered to watch the morning’s whippings and executions.
Ren explained that Xicheng was divided into sixty wards, each with its own distinct character. There were entertainment districts with theaters and music halls, apothecaries’ wards where one procured herbs and tinctures, areas where students lived while studying for the national examinations, and aristocratic neighborhoods containing the city mansions of generals and court officials.
When Jun had moved to Cheon at the age of six, he had found the change overwhelming. The bustle of people, the dirt and noise and movement had been such a far cry from the sleepy village where he’d lived with his parents and brother. Nevertheless, he’d grown accustomed to Cheon, grown to love the city, to swim in its currents.
Cheon, he realized now with wonder, was a little hamlet like River Maiden in comparison to Xicheng. The shining capital of West Longhan, one of the greatest cities in the known world, was incomparable to anything else, no matter how the Easterners tried to promote Yujing as its equal. Xicheng was the jewel of the continent. Until the Treaty of Separation, it had been the home of both Scrolls for millennia.
Jun’s neck ached from swiveling his head around, trying to take everything in. “I need to find out where to register for the tournament,” he said anxiously.
“Warrior’s Park,” Ren said. “That’s where all the matches will happen. On the Island.”
The Island occupied the heart of Xicheng. Nearly the size of a city in its own right, it contained Warrior’s Park as well as the wealthy and famed Thirty-Seventh Ward where the Guardian’s Residence was located along with the homes of the highest-ranking court officials. In the center of the Island was the Pearl of Wisdom—the walled palace of the emperor and his court and the fulcrum around which the rest of Xicheng revolved.
Jun leaned out of the wagon seat as far he could to get a better look as Ren guided the wagon deeper into traffic and then clattered onto a massive stone bridge wide enough to accommodate three lanes of carriages. Four such bridges connected the Island to the rest of the city across a great man-made lake stocked with colorful carp. On summer nights, the pleasure boats of aristocrats sailed leisurely on the still waters, music playing from their cushioned decks.
Once they were on the Island, it wasn’t hard to find the tournament site; all they had to do was follow the conspicuous stream of people. Warrior’s Park was the largest public space in the city. It would take a person an hour to walk across its entire length, from the lakeshore at one end all the way to the gates of the Pearl, which opened only for those granted a direct audience with the emperor. Imperial processions, public festivals, and military parades were regularly held in the long plaza, but its most important function, once every six years, was as the site of the Guardian’s Tournament.
The park bustled with activity. Vendors lined the green on either side, shouting out their wares. Spectators had already claimed the best viewing spots and appeared to have been camped out on the grassy slopes for days. Workers were busily spreading and raking sand into half a dozen large square arenas outlined by red sandstone pavers and marked with corner flags of different colors.
Directly outside the gates of the Pearl, a massive platform had been erected and draped in silk of royal yellow—the emperor’s viewing pavilion, from which he could see the central arena, twice the size of the others, where the final match would be fought.
A thrill went down Jun’s spine. All the years of dreaming and anticipation couldn’t compare to actually being here. He turned excitedly to Chang, but the flutist’s brow was pinched, his fingers pressed to his temple as if he were suffering from a powerful headache.
“Are you all right, Sifu?” Jun asked.
“It’s loud here,” Chang complained. “So much aggressive energy everywhere. It’s been a long time since I was in the capital, and every time I come back, it’s only gotten worse. Stop the wagon here.”
Jun and Ren exchanged a concerned glance. Ren steered Po-Po and Smelly to the side of the street and drew them to a halt. Chang pulled their cashbox into his lap and counted out money. “Three hundred and twenty-eight copper yun for the total of your services on our journey together, young man.” Chang slid the coins onto the full string, tied it off, and handed it to Jun, adding it to the savings he’d brought from his father’s house.
A lump rose in Jun’s throat. “I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you.”
“Nonsense. You earned every coin with your hard work. To be honest, I don’t think Ren and I could’ve managed without your help. I may have … underestimated the difficulty of this trip.” Chang paused, his drawn brow wrinkling the fabric over his eyes. “Ren told me about what happened last night.”
“We had it under control,” Jun lied.
It was hard to read Chang’s expressions under the blindfold. Jun didn’t know how to parse the flutist’s unexpected look of apprehension. Chang shook his head as if clearing it. He tapped Jun on the chest and smiled a bit wanly. “I always suspected it was Dragon’s will that brought you to us at just the right time.”
Jun let out a soft, awkward laugh to hide the affection that swelled in him. Or maybe it was Dragon’s will that brought you to me as a teacher at just the right time. He shouldered his satchel, swung out of the front seat, and dropped to the ground. “I’ll find the registrar and pay the entry fee,” he said to Ren. “You should take Sifu Chang to an inn where he can rest.”
Ren glanced uncertainly at Jun, then at the long park with its crowds, then back at her adoptive father. Her expression suggested that she didn’t like the idea of separating, but she nodded. “I’ll come back for you in an hour,” she said. “Just stay by the registration area. Otherwise, we won’t be able to find each other. There are a dozen inns in this ward alone.”
Jun would’ve also preferred they stay together, but he could see a line forming at the registration table and couldn’t wait any longer. “Don’t worry,” he said, giving Po-Po’s flank a pat. He pointed to the largest of the arenas, the one in front of the emperor’s pavilion. “You know where I’ll be soon enough.”
That got Ren to smile. She flicked the reins and drove off.
Jun hurried up to the large table, where a pinch-faced man with a long mustache was flanked on either side by four armored soldiers holding halberds. No doubt they were there to discourage and, if necessary, deal with competitors who thought themselves tough enough to have the rules bent for them and tried to shirk the entry fee or otherwise argue or cause trouble for the registrar. Jun approached the table and stepped into the line of people behind the rope that indicated where to wait to be called.
The entrant in front of him was a willowy woman in a pale blue robe with long hair cascading down her back. Jun thought she didn’t look like the sort of person he would’ve expected to find at the Guardian’s Tournament. Then she turned around and he was startled to see a face crisscrossed with fine white scars and bony, powerful hands that ended not in fingernails but in bright-red scales. Jun tried not to stare as she walked past, but the crowd loitering nearby to watch the arrival of the competitors made no such pretense at politeness.
“That’s Savage Ma,” Jun overhead a man nearby saying to his friend, “of the reclusive Bird Island Sect. They say she can crush bricks with her bare hands, and she got those scars on her face from wrestling with eagles.” There was awe and more than a little revulsion as he spoke of the woman’s breathmark. “I’m putting two hundred copper yun on her making it to the semifinals.”
Jun would put an equal amount of money down on the probability that the man’s description of Savage Ma was exaggerated, but nevertheless, he glanced back over at the frightening woman as she made her way back through the crowd, which parted for her nervously.
“Next,” the sharp-faced registrar called impatiently. Jun approached the forbidding table, glancing at the watchful soldiers on either side. These men did not, Jun noticed, bear the emblem of the White Phoenix Guards, but one of them carried the red-and-gold banner of the Sixth Division. Jun tried to remember why that was significant. Then it came to him: He’d seen these men on the Imperial Road. General Cobu’s troops.
Jun cleared his throat. “I’m here to register for the Guardian’s Tournament.”
“I gathered as much,” the man intoned dryly. “Do you have the required entry fee?”
Jun opened his satchel and handed over his strings of coins. The clerk counted the money quickly but thoroughly, then dropped it with a clink into the open money chest next to him. He inked his brush and poised it over the large book that lay open in front of him. “What is your name, where are you from, and what school do you represent?”
“My name is Li Jun, and I live in Cheon,” Jun said.
“Li Jun of Cheon,” the clerk repeated as he wrote the characters. “That’s it? No martial name? Everyone seems to have them these days.” He glanced back up his list of previous entries. “Savage Ma. Mr. Chen the Indomitable. Mantis Wu. Leopard.”
It hadn’t occurred to Jun that he would need a stylish name to impress the crowd and intimidate opponents. His mind raced, trying to think up a moniker for himself on the spot. Lethal Li. Young Jun. The Best in the West. Jun cringed; Great Dragon, he was bad at this.
“I don’t have a martial name,” he admitted.
The clerk shrugged. “Just as well. In my experience, the fighters with the most boastful names get knocked out in the first round.” He looked back up at Jun. “And your school?”
Jun opened his mouth, about to say the Iron Core school out of reflex. But even though he’d trained there for years, he wasn’t a representative of his old school any longer; he’d run away and was here without Master Song’s approval or sponsorship. Sifu Chang had been training him for over a month and was the reason he could enter the tournament. But Chang didn’t operate a real school and his methods didn’t have a name.
Before either Master Song or Chang, there had been Jun’s father. That was whom he’d first learned from as a child. And Jun’s father had learned from Jun’s great-grandfather, a martial arts master from a long lineage that came from the East.
“Uh … I don’t have a school either,” he told the clerk.
The clerk frowned. “Who trained you? What’s their fighting style?”
“It’s kind of complicated,” Jun tried to explain. “See, there’s not just one—”
The man at the desk scrunched up his nose and cut off Jun’s explanation with an impatient gesture. No style, he wrote next to Jun’s name, before handing him a dyed-red leather wristband stamped with the imperial crest. “Tie that around your wrist and keep it on at all times. All competitors are required to be at the opening ceremony tomorrow morning. Be sure to review the tournament rules, which are posted on the wall over there. Next!” He waved Jun aside and motioned the next person in line forward.
Jun left the table and made his way over to the exterior wall of the Pearl that the official had indicated. His nerves were jangling; he clenched and unclenched his fists a few times to calm down. Simply getting through the registration line had thrown unexpected requirements at him; what else was going to surprise him? What else did he not know? If he’d been the Iron Core school’s official candidate, Master Song would’ve prepared him step-by-step on what to expect. He could’ve talked to previous competitors. Candidates from big schools like Tiger Spirit had assistants and junior instructors accompanying them, helping them to navigate all the unfamiliar aspects of the tournament. Jun didn’t have any of that. Everything was up to him.
He read everything on the posted notice carefully. The tournament would proceed through double elimination bracket matches. Contests would involve unarmed single combat until surrender, submission, or knockout. If there was no clear winner after fifteen minutes, the match would be decided by the arena judge.
Jun relaxed; nothing out of the ordinary there. He turned away, then stopped in his tracks.
Yin Yue saw him in the same moment Jun’s eyes landed on his former schoolmate. There was no avoiding each other. Yin’s face stiffened for a moment, then he recomposed it as he walked up to Jun. “I had a bad feeling I would see you here,” he said.
Yin was wearing a sharp-looking black high-collared silk shirt embroidered with the logo of the Iron Core school. The bruises on his face from their contest in Cheon were long gone. Jun had to admit that Yin looked good: fit, healthy, muscular, ready to fight. Every bit the shining prodigy.
Jun said, “Funny, I had the same feeling.” He wanted to add some additional sarcastic comment, but then he remembered the last conversation he’d overheard between his father and Master Song. Yin Yue had spoken in Jun’s favor, when he had no reason to do so.
There was no sign of friendly support on the older student’s face now as he shook his head in slow disbelief. “How did you even get here? How did you get in?”
“You’d be amazed by what a little ingenuity can accomplish,” Jun boasted. “I did say I was going to compete in the Guardian’s Tournament, didn’t I? I’m not easily dissuaded.”
“After you vanished, your father showed up at the school, demanding to know if we’d helped you to run away. It was an embarrassing scene, for your family and for the school.”
The smile dropped off Jun’s face.
Yin took on the tone of a senior student giving concerned advice. “I don’t much like you, Jun, but both Master Song and your father would be upset to see you get hurt or shamed in the arena. How do you expect to put in a good showing when you haven’t been training for the past month?”
“I have been training,” Jun retorted. “I’ve been studying under another master, and I’ve learned things in the past month that have prepared me even better than the Iron Core school.”
Yun’s head jerked back, as if from an unexpected and offensive smell. “You’re representing another school?”
Jun shook his head. “No school. No style. I’m representing myself. And I’ll use everything and anything I’ve learned, from the Iron Core school and elsewhere, to beat you in the arena.”
Yin’s eyes narrowed as incredulous anger gathered on his face. “You would disrespect our—”
“Jun!” Ren called, hurrying up to him. “Did everything go all right with registration?” She looked breathless, as if she’d run across Warrior’s Park.
“Yes,” he said. “You got back here quickly. Where’s Sifu Chang? Did you find a place to stay?”
“All the lodgings nearby are overflowing, but fortunately Sifu has a friend in town who set aside a room for us at the Golden Gate Inn.” Ren stopped and looked between Jun and Yin Yue, confused by the tense standoff. “A friend of yours?”
Before Jun could say anything, Yin bowed to Ren in polite greeting. “I’m Yin Yue, a Guardian candidate from the Iron Core school in Cheon.”
Ren’s eyebrows lifted in understanding and interest. “Ah. So you’re the top student at Jun’s old school.”
Jun sputtered. “That’s debatable.”
Yin straightened with a smile. “And you, miss? Are you friends with this arrogant former classmate of mine?”
“I suppose I am,” Ren replied. “He stowed away in my sifu’s wagon so I’ve been forced to spend a lot of time with him over the past month.” Her tone was lighthearted and teasing, but Jun could feel his face turning red. “My name’s Chang Ren,” she said, inclining in a short bow.
Yin Yue blinked in recognition, then took an eager half step forward. “You’re the famous flutist’s daughter. I’ve seen you dance. At the Cheon Opera House.” An admiring smile spread across Yin’s face. Jun had never actually seen Yin Yue look so amiable before. “Your father plays magnificently, and you’re the best dancer I’ve ever seen.”
Ren looked abashed. Jun didn’t see why; hadn’t he said the exact same thing to Ren before? In the barn at River Maiden, after their very first day traveling together?
“Well, if you’re not too tired in the evening after your matches,” Ren said, “you can come see us perform in the main courtyard of the Golden Gate Inn.”
“I’ll certainly do so,” Yin promised at once. “Ever since the one time my family went to the opera house and I saw you dance, I’ve wished I could see another of your performances. I was jealous my classmate here worked at the opera house and could watch as much as he liked.”
Jun almost choked on his own saliva. Yin Yue had certainly never mentioned anything like that to him. Though why would he? It wasn’t as if they were friends at the school.
“Is your family here as well, to watch you compete?” Ren asked Yin. “You could bring them to the Golden Gate with you. I’ll find a way to get all of you seated at the front.”
Yin Yue gave a regretful shake of his head. “Sadly, no. My mother has my four younger brothers and sisters to care for on her own, so they’re not able to travel to the capital to see me fight. Now I wish even more that she was here, because she would’ve loved to see you and your father onstage—probably more than she would’ve enjoyed watching the tournament.”
“I’m sure that’s not true,” Ren said, laughing and waving a hand as if to ward off Yin’s compliments. “She must be very proud to have her eldest son in the Guardian’s Tournament.”
Yin Yue rubbed the back of his head bashfully. “My father was a better fighter than me, so I think she’s hard to impress. She’s supportive but worried, more than anything.”
Great Dragon, were the two of them going to stand here for the rest of the day sharing their life stories? Jun had known Yin Yue for years and never learned how many siblings he had or that his father had been a martial artist. “Come on, Ren,” he said, “I’m done here, so we should get back to the inn and check on Sifu.”
“Oh, he’s fine, he’s resting in the—” she began, but Jun took her arm and began walking away from Yin Yue back through the crowd gathered near registration. He glanced back briefly to see Yin watching them go.
“Good luck tomorrow!” Ren called over her shoulder to Yin before roughly extricating her arm from Jun’s grasp. “What’s wrong with you? Yin Yue seems like a nice person. You shouldn’t hold a grudge against him just because he was sponsored to compete in the tournament instead of you.”
“I don’t … have a grudge against him,” Jun insisted. “It’s just that he’s so…” He moved his hands around, helpless to explain. “As long as I’ve known him, Yin Yue has been the one everyone expected to go to the Guardian’s Tournament, the person my whole school thought had the best chance of becoming the Guardian.”
Ren crossed her arms. “And you thought that ought to be you instead.”
Jun ground his teeth. It sounded shallow the way she said it. “I can’t stand it when people act as if someone is destined to succeed. It’s what we were talking about last night. No one is more entitled to a special destiny than anyone else.”
Also, the long, appreciative way Yin had looked at Ren made Jun want to take his former classmate into the arena right now and give him new bruises. Yin Yue didn’t have any lack of female admirers back in Cheon, but everyone said he was singularly focused on his goal of becoming the Guardian.
Last night, on the rooftop, with Ren in her nightclothes and the stars overhead, Jun had convinced himself that the tournament had to take priority for now. Eighteen hells.
Ren’s expression softened, but her arms remained sternly crossed. “I can make up my own mind about people. Whatever history you have with Yin Yue was back at your school in Cheon. You’re at the Guardian’s Tournament now. The two of you are equal to each other and everyone else in that arena until proven otherwise. You’ve no reason to resent him.”
She walked past him, leading the way to their parked wagon.
Jun followed at a bit of a distance, scowling and thinking that she was wrong, that he had more reason than ever to resent Yin. It seemed they were fated to keep wanting the same things.
Nothing had changed since their match back in the Iron Core school a month ago after all. Only one of them could come out on top—in the arena and outside it.






FIFTEEN
The next morning, Jun stood amid the 186 competitors arrayed in neat rows across the largest arena of Warrior’s Park. They had come from every corner of West Longhan and represented every martial school and style in the realm, from the well-known to the obscure. Jun glanced around himself. In front of him was the monk in black robes he’d seen on the Imperial Road a few days ago. On his right stood a massive, grinning bald bear of a man clad in a loincloth. The candidate on his left was dressed all in black except for a snug, featureless white cloth mask that covered his entire head and left only his eyes visible.
What a collection of oddballs, Jun thought. The largest, most important tournament was guaranteed to bring out some eccentric martial arts masters. Jun craned his neck, surreptitiously trying to spot Yin Yue. In comparison to the more unnerving strangers, Jun almost wished for his rival’s annoying but familiar and normal presence. Ah, there he was. Standing in the middle of the front row, of course.
Jun shifted his attention to the spectators, thousands of them pressed together shoulder to shoulder behind the rope barriers erected and monitored by White Phoenix Guards. There was no way for him to tell where Chang and Ren were in the crowd, if they were present at all. The Golden Gate Inn where they were staying was only a ten-minute walk from the tournament site, but Ren had told Jun not to wait for them that morning.
“Sifu needs to rest,” Ren had said, yawning over a breakfast of porridge and eggs. She looked as if she were speaking as much for herself as her sifu, who was still asleep in his room. They had been up late last night, she explained, meeting with old friends in the city they had not seen for some time. It seemed there was nowhere Master Chang did not know people. “We’ll come watch the matches when we can.”
Jun had been disappointed that Chang had not personally seen him off to the first day of the Guardian’s Tournament with any words of wisdom or last-minute advice for the arena. He supposed he shouldn’t have expected any. After all, the flutist had promised to take him to Xicheng, and to train him and pay him for his work as a stagehand along the way, nothing more. At the Gate of Flowers Inn, he’d warned Jun that he would not be of help once the tournament began. The energy of the city took a toll on the blind flutist, and he and Ren had their own performances to think of, now that Jun was no longer available to assist them.
Jun understood all that, but he still felt vaguely abandoned.
Despite the warmth of the late summer morning, the sky was thick with gray clouds that passed in front of the sun, intermittently casting the ceremony grounds into shadow. Jun’s shirt clung to his back; it felt as if the city were wrapped in a damp blanket.
On the enormous raised platform at the front of the largest arena, a dozen high-ranked mandarins in black robes were seated on cushions, fanning themselves, forced to wait just as patiently as everyone else. Posted behind the stern court officials, and surrounding the canopied platform itself on all sides, were soldiers of the Sixth Division in full armor and helmets, carrying swords and halberds.
At some unspoken signal, the gates of the Pearl of Wisdom were unsealed from the inside, swinging open ponderously. Six men walked in lockstep through the gates, bearing on their shoulders the most opulent sedan chair Jun had ever seen. The sandalwood pillars and rods were banded with ivory and gold. Carved floral jade decorations adorned the crosspieces. The heavy silk brocade curtains were royal yellow with a pattern of scales in silver thread that made the subtle movement of the fabric seem like the ripple of living dragonskin.
The litter bearers carried their precious burden up the wide steps of the platform, where it was carefully set upon a tall frame that placed its sitting occupant above all others. At the moment the curtain was pulled aside, a court herald standing at the corner of the platform boomed, “Prostrate yourselves before the gracious and exalted Emperor of Longhan, Tandu, Son of Dragon.”
Jun dropped to his knees and pressed his forehead to the ground along with everyone else, wrinkling his nose at the tickle of trampled grass and dirt against his face.
It was strange, Jun thought, that the emperor was still referred to as the ruler of all Longhan, even half a century after the empire had been divided. At the time, with West and East having battled to a stalemate and each in possession of one Scroll, the emperor and the leaders of the Virtuous Rebellion had acceded to the Treaty of Separation. However, the court in Xicheng never officially recognized the government of the East. As far as it was concerned, the whole area beyond the Snake Wall was under illegitimate rebel occupation. And there were plenty of people in the East who had no idea that a monarch on the other side of the impassable wall still considered them to be his subjects.
“You may rise.” The voice that spoke was young and high and nasal, and the words did not carry far; even the rows of competitors kneeling in front of the platform could barely hear it. The royal herald, a broad-chested, thick-necked man with a long beard and lungs that Jun suspected had been trained for the opera house, repeated the command in a deep, commanding tenor that rang out across the open air of the park.
Jun got to his feet and raised his eyes. He knew the emperor was young, having abruptly ascended to the throne after the untimely death of his uncle two years ago. Nevertheless, it was a shock to see how small he was in person. Tandu was undersized even for a ten-year-old boy; seated in his extravagant mobile throne, he looked as if he were swimming in layers of yellow and red silk. His face was pale and narrow, his cheeks dusted with red powder to give his sallow skin more color. The boy emperor blinked benignly at all the subjects gathered before him.
All the pomp and ceremony was meant to instill a sense of reverence and awe, but Jun only felt sorry for Emperor Tandu. Like all monarchs, he was breathmarked, and therefore proclaimed by the priests to be a direct descendant of Dragon. He lived in unimaginable luxury and his every wish was attended to by a fleet of servants. His word was law throughout the land. But he looked as if a stiff wind could blow him over. The contrast between him and the elite fighters lined up below him could not have been more stark.
When Jun was a little boy himself, living in the East, he’d been told that the emperor of the West was a corrupt and evil despot who ruled the unfortunate people on the other side of the Snake Wall with an iron fist. His overtaxation of the citizenry was why the Virtuous Rebellion had arisen to free the East from tyranny. Jun wondered, with idle amusement, what kind of scary stories the Council of Virtue might now be telling their citizens about a ten-year-old.
Tandu drew a wheezy breath. “When the world was brought forth by Dragon, the first people were brutish and simple. Yet, Dragon saw that they could be much more than animals. So he sent his own children, the four Divine Serpents of the east, west, north, and south, to live among mankind and teach them, and their children’s children became the men and women of Longhan.” The emperor looked straight ahead at his subjects and spoke clearly, but a little too fast, in the way of a child reciting memorized lines in front of a class.
“Dragon dictated his wisdom to his Blessed Consort, the Lady of Many Hands, and she recorded his words in the Scrolls of Heaven and Earth, and brought them to earth, so that we, the descendants of Dragon, would always have his wisdom to guide us.” Every few sentences, Emperor Tandu paused to draw breath and to allow the royal herald to repeat his words in a booming voice that carried across Warrior’s Park to all those gathered. “Our great nation was founded on the principles of strength, courage, and merit. It is our sacred tradition that the best warriors from across our land compete for the honor of protecting the Scroll of Heaven.”
There was no mention, Jun noticed, of the Scroll of Earth being lost to the East.
“For the past six years, Guardian Yama has served with diligence and loyalty. We ask him to come forward, to relinquish his duty to a new and worthy successor.”
A single figure strode toward the platform, down the open middle aisle between the rows of competitors. He stopped three times, at the center of the main arena, at the bottom of the wide steps, and again at the top of the steps, each time kneeling and prostrating himself before the emperor, the Scroll of Heaven upheld in his outstretched hands.
Jun rose up on his toes to get a better look at the current Guardian, the man who, six years ago, had shattered Zhang’s knee along with the hopes of all his other opponents. Over the years, Jun had heard many things about Yama, but he’d never seen the man in person. Yama lived in the Guardian’s Residence, an enormous mansion in the heart of the illustrious Thirty-Seventh Ward next to the Pearl. He had wealth, fame, and status second only to royalty. Yet he was dressed simply, in black trousers and a red tunic in a classic, formal cut. He was of average height and build, with a short goatee and his hair pulled back into a stern, tidy topknot. An impassive expression rested on his angular face. Guardians were public figures who not only protected the Scroll but would typically make appearances, teach, speak, and have martial schools and styles named after them, but Yama was said to be a reclusive Guardian. From what Jun had heard, he spent most of his time training and studying alone.
More distinguished in appearance was the Scroll he carried. Twice as thick as most ordinary scrolls, it was housed in a two-piece gilt bronze case of elaborate carved workmanship, the caps studded with gemstones. The Scroll of Earth that resided in East Longhan supposedly contained Dragon’s edicts about the natural world, while the Scroll of Heaven contained divine teachings on governance and society. That was not all; together the Scrolls were said to house knowledge of medicine, science, and martial arts. In West Longhan, learned priests, doctors, scholars, and martial artists were allowed to access and study the Scroll of Heaven only with the approval and supervision of the Guardian. The Scroll was thousands of years old and yellowed with age but supposedly indestructible. It suffered no tears, stains, or fading. Fire, water, and blades could not damage it, and legend had it that even if it were lost at the bottom of the ocean or buried beneath the earth, it would always reappear.
“Great and exalted lord,” Yama declared, in a voice much more robust than the emperor’s, “I deliver the Scroll of Heaven safely back to the empire.” He placed the holy relic on a wooden stand in front of the emperor, where it would remain on display for the duration of the tournament, illuminated by standing oil lamps and surrounded by armed soldiers day and night until it was given into the safekeeping of the new Guardian.
“The nation thanks you, Guardian Yama,” Emperor Tandu wheezed. The young monarch paused, having apparently lost track of what he was supposed to say next. An attendant leaned over and whispered in the boy’s ear, and he brightened at the prompt and continued. “Now the time has come for another warrior to prove themselves a worthy Guardian.”
Cheers and applause began to rise up, but the emperor’s next words, repeated in a bellow by the herald, arrested the jubilation. “Before the tournament is opened, General Cobu, foremost military advisor, has an announcement to make about some changes to the rules this year.”
All eyes shifted to a man in military dress who stepped forward from beside the emperor’s sedan chair. With an apprehensive jolt, Jun rose up on his toes, trying to get a better look at the man. General Cobu was elderly and square-faced, with a coarse beard shot through with silver, broad shoulders, and wrinkled eyes that peered out from beneath bushy, slanted eyebrows that made him look as if he were perpetually furrowing his brow. His back was straight and unbowed by age, and despite the warm weather, he wore a red silk scarf around his neck.
This was the man who purportedly controlled the military, whose name Ren spat with disdain, whom she and her father blamed for the rising antagonism between East and West. Jun remembered the hideous posters he’d seen at the Gate of Flowers Inn and the soldiers he’d seen at the registration table yesterday. Cobu was clearly an influential man here in the capital.
He looked as if he could be someone’s stern but kindly grandfather.
“Citizens.” There was no need for the royal herald to amplify the general’s words, which rang out clear and arresting. “The Guardian’s Tournament is a proud tradition for our nation, but it arrives this year during a time of danger.”
Cobu paused to let the gravity of his words sink in. Jun glanced over the crowd and for the first time he noticed the clusters of people here and there who also wore red silk scarves.
“For fifty years, the threat of the rebels in the East has loomed from the other side of the Snake Wall. The East is the antithesis of what we stand for as a people. Where we value strength, they promote weakness. Where we celebrate our warriors, they suppress and denigrate them. Anyone in the West, regardless of birth or station, can rise to become Guardian, but in the East, they lock away Dragon’s holy words at the top of a high pagoda, and the sinister Council of Virtue brainwashes breathmarked children to be the tools of the state.” The general paused for dramatic effect. “These are not people with whom we can be reconciled.”
An uneasy silence descended at Cobu’s words. Jun’s pulse began to thud in his ears. Confusing, conflicted feelings assaulted him every time he heard the East disparaged. The Council and its Aspects had forbidden the practice of martial arts, separated him from his mother and Sai, and exiled him and his father. He had every reason to hate them. Yet he bristled at General Cobu’s words. He and his family were from the East. So was Ren. The people on the other side of the wall were not so different from those here; they’d merely been born elsewhere. It didn’t make them inherently weak or evil.
“As the emperor’s chief military advisor, I assure you that our army remains vigilant against the East, but their aggression against us has only intensified. They built a dam to deprive our land of water, causing drought and wildfire. They have sent their agents to spy and undermine our government. Let’s not forget that our late emperor, His Majesty’s uncle, died under mysterious circumstances.”
Several spectators with red scarves were nodding in agreement, hanging on Cobu’s every word. It was true that the previous emperor had been struck by a sudden illness, passing away unexpectedly despite being in the prime of his life. Rumors that he had been assassinated by poison had circulated ever since, but there had never been any proof.
“Fifty years ago, the rebels failed to overthrow the emperor. Our army would have defeated them completely, had cowardly traitors not helped them to steal the Scroll of Earth from a weak Guardian.” The general’s dignified, statesmanly appearance belied the malevolence in his voice. “Although our enemies have already taken much from us, they are not satisfied, and their ultimate goal has not changed. They seek to destroy us. They desire to steal the Scroll of Heaven, reunite it with the Scroll of Earth, and bring us under their dominion.”
“Never!” Angry shouts rose from some in the watching crowd, who pulled off their red scarves and waved them wildly. “Dragon will curse the East! Victory to our exalted general!”
General Cobu nodded in agreement with the uproar. “We are at a pivotal juncture in history. Through fire and earth and water, Dragon is showing his displeasure with our shameful past capitulation. Which is why”—he raised a decisive hand into the air—“the emperor has deemed it necessary to make some changes to this year’s tournament.”
Jun had a strong suspicion that the forthcoming changes had not been initiated by the boy on the sedan chair, who was listening placidly. A sense of foreboding prickled across Jun’s skin like the scuttle of a spider.
“Every six years, we test the most martially talented of our nation’s youth to find a Guardian who will spend the prime of their life in service to the country. The Guardian that rises this week must be the strongest we’ve ever had. They must be not only a superlative warrior but an individual willing to lay down their life for the nation and to inspire and lead others to do the same if need be. There are no second chances in war, and victory must be unequivocal.” Cobu’s words landed with ringing conviction. “Henceforth, tournament winners will be decided by single elimination. Matches will no longer be ended by judge’s decision. They will be fought until surrender, submission, or death.”
Shocked and excited murmuring arose from all around. Many of the candidates near Jun looked concerned or angry. The monk in the black robes with the two swords muttered, with thick disgust in his voice, “This is wrong. Merciless bloodshed is not what the Guardian’s Tournament is about.”
But his sentiment was not shared by everyone. A few people seemed even more excited than before. Among the spectators, there was a renewed frenzy and the swift shuffle of money changing hands between eager gamblers.
“For too long,” Cobu went on calmly, “the rules of the Guardian’s Tournament have hampered contestants and thus failed to test the true breadth of a warrior’s ability. We must expect our enemies will use any means of attack at their disposal. Thus, a capable Guardian must be proficient in armed as well as unarmed combat. Weapons will be permitted beginning with the quarterfinal matches of the tournament.”
General Cobu’s earlier pronouncements had been met with exclamations of surprise and excitement. This last one astonished even his own scarf-wearing supporters. A thick silence fell over Warrior’s Park for three whole heartbeats before the crowd erupted in noise.
How can he do this? The confusion and shock on the faces around him mirrored Jun’s own. The new rules changed everything. No judges or restrictions. Weapons in the arena. People were going to die. Was General Cobu trying to turn the tournament into a bloodbath?
Jun looked over to the emperor, but the boy was happily peeling an orange, apparently glad to have gotten through his expected duties, and certainly not contradicting his general.
Guardian Yama’s expression was impassive, unreadable.
General Cobu wasn’t looking at either the monarch or the Guardian, though both of them outranked him. It seemed he already knew that his decision would be unopposed.
Two soldiers took down the rules that had been posted next to the registration desk and nailed up a new banner.
“We must be ready to defend our nation and our way of life,” General Cobu said with finality. “In war, there is no mercy and only one rule: Win. Let a fearless new Guardian rise who will be up to the challenge.”
Cobu turned and bowed toward Emperor Tandu with a deference that did not fool anyone before stepping calmly back into the shadow of the monarch.
A royal attendant gently tapped the emperor on the shoulder and the boy sat up and exclaimed, with loud and enthusiastic finality, “Let the Guardian’s Tournament begin!”






SIXTEEN
The curtains were drawn around Emperor Tandu’s sedan chair and he was borne away, back into the luxurious safety of the Pearl. Guardian Yama and General Cobu followed, Yama walking alone, Cobu flanked by his soldiers. All of them would return after the preliminary rounds had winnowed the field to the top candidates.
As soon as they were gone, the registrar posted the listing of first-round matches on the wall next to the revised rules. The neat lines of people arrayed in front of the platform fell apart. Some candidates rushed over to the wall, crowding up to the board to see the draw. Others turned and strode in the other direction—away from the arena. Jun glimpsed faces blank with shock, others flushed with anger, fighting tears of disappointment as they walked away from a goal they’d worked toward for as long as Jun had, or longer.
Not all martial schools or styles emphasized weapons training. Even among those that did, preparation for the Guardian’s Tournament focused on unarmed contests. Some of the candidates who’d traveled all the way to Xicheng specialized exclusively in empty- hand combat—striking, grappling, attacking pressure points, or locking joints. Even if one of them were to reach the quarterfinals, they wouldn’t be equipped to fight an opponent with a spear or a halberd. Especially not when the new rules all but mandated lethal outcomes.
Jun stood in what felt like the center of movement, his shoulders jostled in both directions. The monk with the two swords shook his head gravely, then turned and joined those who were departing. He clearly had weapons expertise but was leaving anyway. Refusing to take part in a tournament whose spirit and purpose had been so egregiously altered by one man.
Yin Yue came up to Jun. When Yin was concerned, his brows came together and a vein stood out on the right side of his forehead. “This isn’t good,” he said to Jun in a lowered voice. “Changing the rules at the last minute so no one could oppose the decision or prepare for the tournament differently—it’s wrong. People will die in the arena because of this.”
Jun looked around them. About a third of the candidates who’d been present at the opening ceremonies had left. “Look how many fewer people there are now,” Jun pointed out. “The field’s been winnowed down already. We’re lucky we’re among those who can still compete.” The Iron Core school’s curriculum included a robust foundation in weapons use. Jun was grateful now that Chang hadn’t let him neglect that side of his training over the past month.
Had the flutist suspected all along that the rules would be changed?
“Just because we can still compete doesn’t mean we should. General Cobu’s making a play for power and he’s using the Guardian’s Tournament to do it.” Yin paced two steps in each direction, visibly torn. “What would Master Song want us to do?”
At every previous Guardian’s Tournament, there had been a few fatalities. But they were usually accidental. Judges would step in and declare a winner if the fight was one-sided and the life of a competitor was at risk. More importantly, though, the Guardian was supposed to be a paragon of martial virtue and a representative of the entire martial community, not a heartless killer of those weaker than them. Martial schools throughout the country expected their chosen candidates to exemplify their values and bring them prestige, not shame. They sponsored competitors who would not only win, but who would attract an influx of new students to train where the Guardian had trained. People generally wanted to emulate Guardians who were noble and sportsmanlike.
Like Yin Yue.
The Guardian who emerged this week would not only be the country’s top warrior, but one willing to accept General Cobu’s way of doing things.
Was that the type of Guardian Jun wanted to be?
Jun took several firm steps away from Yin and turned around. “There’s no us in this situation,” he reminded his former classmate. “This isn’t a joint decision. I don’t represent Master Song or the Iron Core school. I’ve come too far and given up too much to back out now. Do what you like, but I’ve got to get to my first match.”
Yin Yue’s expression hardened. As Jun turned away, he knew with certainty that Yin wasn’t leaving either. Like Jun, he’d invested too much time, sweat, and pride into winning the tournament to walk away.
Maybe they were alike.
Cobu could change the rules of the tournament, but he couldn’t mandate the outcome. If Jun won and became the Guardian, he would be the type of Guardian he wanted to be. Someone his instructors—Song, Chang, and his father—would be proud of. He would outrank General Cobu and have the ear of the emperor. Yama had avoided getting involved in politics, but his tenure was coming to an end. A new Guardian could challenge Cobu and keep his influence and ambitions in check. No doubt the general feared that happening.
Change the rules all you like. I’ll win anyway.
He imagined Sai grinning the way he used to when Jun took a dare.
Jun shouldered his way close enough to see the posted matches. Six fights were scheduled simultaneously, every thirty minutes. Given the new rules, Jun wasn’t sure how accurate the timetable would be. Fighting until submission, surrender, or death might take a while. Then again, some matches were bound to end very quickly. Jun shoved the chilling thought away before it could swell into fear that would eat away his resolve.
Jun found his name on the board. He was fighting in the very first set of matches. His opponent would be Peng Fu from the Tiger Spirit Combat School. One of the three toughs he’d seen riding past on the road a couple of days ago.
All thoughts about what he’d just witnessed vanished from Jun’s head. He pushed his way back through the crowd, heading for the designated Green Arena.
When he arrived, he saw that the crowd surrounding it consisted almost entirely of Tiger Spirit school attendants and supporters who formed a loud and colorful cheering section, complete with flags in the school colors and drummers to accompany the chanting. Jun’s opponent, Peng, was already at one end of the arena, talking to his two schoolmates. He was taller and older than Jun, with at least a fist’s length worth of additional reach and rippling shoulder muscles that he rolled back and forth as he took off his tunic. Peng glanced over at Jun, assessing him quickly and dismissively before turning back to his friends.
Jun tried to ignore the eyes on him as he claimed the other side of the arena and began warming up. The notes that Chang had made him keep for more than a month had taught him a lot about his own body, including that his energy was naturally higher later in the day. “If you must fight in the morning, eat a small amount—something with meat or fish or eggs—and give yourself plenty of time to warm up,” Chang had told him.
Heeding the advice, Jun kept his shirt on for warmth and took his time stretching, breathing, lightly running on the spot and trying to think about nothing else but the task ahead of him. Unfortunately, it seemed that the more time he took, the larger the Tiger Spirit cheering section grew.
“Who’s Peng’s opponent?” asked an eager bettor with a gap between his front teeth.
“Never heard of him,” said a fan who’d painted tiger stripes on his face. “Some kid from the south who somehow got in without school sponsorship. Odds are six-to-one against him right now.”
“I’ll take that bet,” said the spectator next to him, a middle-aged woman with long hair in a single plait down her back. “I like to root for underdogs.”
Jun glanced over at her with an unreasonable amount of gratitude. The woman gave him a reassuring smile and a nod in return. Jun scanned the spectators, looking for Ren, hoping for another supportive face in the crowd. He couldn’t see her.
Peng finished his warm-up routine by throwing powerful strikes into a straw dummy that his schoolmates held up for him, taking the head off the dummy with a roundhouse kick. He ran a circle around the arena before returning to his side, bouncing on the balls of his feet and waiting impatiently to fight.
Jun took every minute available to him to warm up, waiting until the judge, whom General Cobu had stripped of any decision-making responsibility and reduced to merely an announcer, called them both to the center of the arena. Jun stepped forward, pressed his right fist to his left palm, and bent into a salute. The other young man returned it quickly and a touch distractedly.
He’s already thinking past me.
Jun sank into a ready stance. A gong sounded to begin the fight.
Peng catapulted forward at once with a flurry of strikes and kicks. Jun dodged aside as a blow passed within an inch of his face, then dropped his shoulder and elbow to block a powerful roundhouse kick into his side. The kick slammed into his biceps instead and he hissed as his arm went numb. To his horror, Jun found himself backing up, almost to the arena boundary.
He was ordinarily the one to launch the first attack. An explosive offense was his advantage, as it had been in the match against Yin Yue. Being on the defensive right out of the gate was so disorienting that for several seconds Jun couldn’t recompose himself; it was all he could do just to avoid and block Peng’s onslaught.
He should’ve known this wouldn’t be like sparring in Cheon. This was the national stage, the Guardian’s Tournament, with the best fighters in the country. What had he been thinking, that he would be equal to competitors from bigger schools and cities? The Tiger Spirit Combat School trained its adherents to embody the characteristics of the tiger: fluidity, strength, and unrelenting direct aggression. And it certainly seemed that Peng was a pinnacle example of what the school could produce.
Sensing Jun on the back foot, Peng escalated his relentless offense. His long legs flew at Jun left and right, bruising his thighs and the side of his torso; blows rained down like rocks in a landslide onto his forearms as he fought to keep his head out of range of a knockout blow. If it hadn’t been for Jun’s years of hard physical conditioning under the Iron Core style, he would’ve already crumbled under the sustained impacts.
Jun tried to regain the advantage. He shot a counterpunch like a straight arrow through Peng’s guard toward his face, but the young man batted it away with a powerful swipe. Jun deflected one of the man’s kicks and went in for a sweep, but Peng sprang away with remarkable nimbleness. Jun grabbed for the other man’s neck and for a second, they were clinched together. He began slamming his knees into his opponent’s body, but Peng somehow twisted his lithe body out of Jun’s grasp and elbowed him in the head hard enough that stars erupted in Jun’s vision.
Jun swayed, nearly going down but managing at the last moment to hang on to his footing and pivot away, putting enough distance between the two of them for him to regain his balance and composure. Dragon’s piss, that was close. He’d been seconds away from being knocked out and seeing his long dream extinguished in the first few minutes of his Guardian run.
The Tiger Spirit cheering section erupted at the near knockout. “Tiger Peng! Tiger Peng!” they roared, waving their black and orange pennants. Amid the distracting sights and sounds, from the corner of his vision Jun caught sight of a single spectator standing apart from the flag wavers. Yin Yue was watching the match, his arms crossed, a slight frown on his face.
The sight of Yin jolted Jun harder than Peng’s blows.
What am I doing?
He hadn’t trained all his life and come this far to lose with Yin Yue watching. Peng had more raw power and aggression than anyone he’d ever fought, but he had tools of his own. He’d been training for over a month to improve his awareness and control of Dragon’s Breath. In the heat of the opening minutes of the fight, Chang’s teachings had all fled his mind.
Jun gave his head a sharp shake. The opponent, the setting, the noisy crowd—those things were new. But combat was not. As Chang had said, it was infinitely nuanced and complex in execution, but on a fundamental level, it was simple. One person forced the other to stop.
He wasn’t going to be able to exceed his opponent when it came to ferocity. It wasn’t familiar territory for Jun, to be the one with less strength and speed and aggression, but Master Chang had spent the last month teaching him to regulate himself during a fight. To control oneself was to control the pace of the contest.
Jun found his Breath again. He stopped trying to counterattack. He kept evading Peng’s attacks, but he settled into his body and stopped trying to meet force with equal force. With each of Peng’s blistering strikes, he pivoted out of the way. He slid aside from each whirling kick, responding not with a powerful attack of his own, but with short jabs and nudges, little pushes that redirected Peng’s considerable momentum away from him. He remembered how Master Chang had dealt with him when they’d first sparred, when he’d been tasked with grabbing the blindfold off the man’s face and Chang had effortlessly danced aside, always knowing where not to be, toying with Jun.
Jun followed that example now. He countered straight lines with circles, directness with evasion, and hardness with softness. His breathing came down, his body relaxed. Peng was still attacking him with as much energy as ever, and seemed in no danger of tiring, but Jun was no longer overwhelmed. He could feel the Breath that Chang had taught him to harness swirling, steady and controlled, in his gut, a pot bubbling on a steady boil but not spilling over.
Peng sensed the change but didn’t understand it. He’d nearly knocked Jun out within the first three minutes, but he hadn’t come close to doing so again. Now it seemed that his opponent, a nobody who didn’t have a school to his name, was moving more easily and was less tired than he had been at the beginning. Jun’s refusal to fight back in a meaningful way began to infuriate him. His stamina was superb, but even he couldn’t keep fighting indefinitely against a man who seemed determined to dodge rather than engage. And there was no longer a judge’s decision to rely on. This fight could go on for a long while, and Peng was the one expending more energy.
“Stop running around the arena,” he snarled. “Stand and fight properly!”
“I’m not going to fight your fight,” Jun replied. “You’ll have to catch me.”
The crowd, which was already largely on Peng’s side, began to voice its disapproval. They booed and shouted insults at Jun. “You’re not going to win by dancing, boy!” someone shouted. Others yelled encouragement to Peng. “Finish him off, already! Knock his bobbing head off!”
The noise, which had been such a distraction to Jun at the beginning, started to have an effect on Peng as he felt the pressure of the audience begin to push at him. The Tiger Spirit school emphasized finesse and power, but even a tiger would have a difficult time pinning a slippery fish. With his next exasperated attack, instead of trying to strike Jun, he grabbed for him, lightning fast, intending to pin him in place long enough to finally deliver a fight-ending blow. His hand closed on the front of Jun’s shirt in a viselike grip and he yanked Jun bodily forward, finally prepared to connect his face with a coiled, waiting fist.
Except that Jun’s leading hand closed into a fist and smashed into Peng’s sternum from no distance at all. All the energy Jun had kept at a constant simmer shot through him like the launch of an arrow from a crossbow. The punch that Chang had made him practice against the wooden boards from a fingertip away, the punch that had splintered Zhang’s table, connected with Peng’s chest with explosive force.
Peng went sailing backward several meters. He landed on his back and lay still. For a few seconds, Jun was afraid he’d killed the man, but Peng rolled over, tried to rise, vomited, and lay back down.
“The winner,” the announcer declared, sounding stunned himself, “is Li Jun of Cheon!”
Astonished silence fell over the spectators. Peng’s two schoolmates gawked in disbelief, then ran to his side to help him from the arena. The Tiger Spirit cheering section lowered its colorful pennants and stared at Jun.
A stranger in the audience shouted, “Dragon’s blood! Did you see that?!” and began to clap. The woman who’d put money on Jun smiled and departed to collect her winnings, as if she’d been confident of an underdog victory all along.
Several others joined in the applause as Jun, still stunned, turned and walked out of the arena. He paused only to look back at where Yin Yue had been standing, but the older student was no longer there.






SEVENTEEN
It became apparent where Yin Yue had gone.
As Jun walked to the competitors’ pavilion to find water and shade, he heard an announcer shout, “In the Blue Arena, representing the Immortal Strength Academy, Mr. Chen the Indomitable will face his opponent, representing the Iron Core school, Prodigy Yin!”
Jun stopped in his tracks. Yin Yue has a martial name?
It must’ve been given to him by Master Song and his fellow students before he left for Xicheng. Swallowing down the sour taste of jealousy, Jun shouldered his way into the crowd surrounding the Blue Arena, arriving in time to see the opening of the fight.
Mr. Chen, it turned out, was the huge, grinning, loincloth-clad wrestler who had been standing next to Jun during the opening ceremony. As the gong sounded, he stomped his feet into a wide stance, throwing up puffs of dust from the raked arena floor, and slapped his thick hands on his thighs. With a roar, he charged Yin Yue.
Despite his size, Mr. Chen was fast. He was also considerably larger and heavier than Yin, and Yin Yue was not a small fighter. If he gets knocked down or thrown by that beast, he might be done for. Jun held his breath, unsure of what he was hoping would happen.
As his opponent rushed forward, head down like a thundering bull, Yin Yue leapt straight into Chen with a flying knee. Jun heard the crack of its impact on the other man’s chin.
The clashing momentum of the two fighters brought them both to the ground, Mr. Chen the Indominable on top of Yin, but completely unconscious. Yin rolled his prone opponent off himself and stood up, wiping the dirt off his hands and trousers. A murmur of confusion and then astonishment rose from the spectators.
“And the winner,” shouted the announcer, “is Prodigy Yin, who clearly lives up to his martial name!” Some of the audience made noises of disappointment. The fight had ended too quickly. To many of those watching, the knockout seemed like it could’ve been an accident, simple bad luck for the giant Mr. Chen.
Jun knew it was nothing of the sort; Yin would’ve been well aware that he would have no advantage in a brawl or a grappling match, and he had the absolute precision to make a single blow count against any opponent careless enough to lower their head to where Yin’s long legs could easily reach. Yin had stayed levelheaded and calculating. He certainly hadn’t been thrown off by the newness of the arena.
Yin walked out of the arena, not even breathing heavily, as two attendants bent over the groggy Mr. Chen and helped him to the sidelines. Jun recalled the words of the registrar the previous day. Those with the most boastful martial names were often the quickest to be eliminated.
Jun debated whether to say anything to his classmate as he passed. “You handled that pretty quickly,” he said. “Nice to start out with an easy fight.”
Yin took a towel from the basket of a nearby arena assistant and wiped off the back of his neck—not that Jun could see any sweat on him—before turning to Jun with narrowed eyes. “What was all that dancing around you did in your first match?” he said, disapproval dripping from his voice. “Why didn’t you protect your center line and counterattack the way Master Song taught us to? At the rate that fight was going, you’re lucky you were able to slip in that finishing blow when you did.”
Jun bristled. “It was no more lucky than your flying knee,” he countered. “Iron Core techniques weren’t working, so I used something else.”
“The techniques weren’t working because you didn’t commit to them,” Yin said. “You’ve gotten rusty in the past month. Dodging around in a fight isn’t our way.”
“Our way?” Jun was too surprised to be angry. “How many times do I have to remind you that I’m not sponsored by the Iron Core school? Representing Master Song is your job here, not mine. The only thing I care about is winning, and I’ll use anything that works to do it.”
Yin ground his jaw and looked on the verge of lecturing Jun further, as if they were still in the school in Cheon and Jun was a lower-ranked student in need of instruction, but both of them were distracted by a rush of people pushing past them toward the Red Arena. “You have to see this match!” someone shouted. “It’s Savage Ma fighting Leopard!”
Jun and Yin glanced at each other, agreeing with grudging silence to put their argument on hold, and moved to where the action was. Savage Ma, the frightening woman whom Jun had seen briefly the day before, was walking slowly around a man who was, astonishingly, even more intimidating in appearance than she was.
The man called Leopard stood bare-chested, the corded muscles of his neck, chest, and arms crisscrossed with whip scars. His face was short and flat, like that of a purebred lapdog, but his bulbous nose and ears spoke to how many times his features had been smashed and healed. More disconcerting, however, was his expression, a piercing, feral stare full of contempt.
“I hear he’s an ex-convict that General Cobu plucked out of a fighting den near the eastern border,” muttered a gap-toothed man whom Jun recognized as the one who’d bet against him earlier. “The general is sponsoring him, but no one knows anything else about the man. He doesn’t have a school. He doesn’t even have a family name. Just goes by Leopard. I put eighty copper yun on him.”
Savage Ma didn’t appear at all intimidated by the stranger before her. She wrinkled her nose as she sized him up. She was shorter and lighter than her opponent, but her scale-tipped fingers were stained with blood.
“She crushed her first opponent’s throat,” the first bettor’s companion countered enthusiastically. “This is her second time at the Guardian’s Tournament. She was only eighteen the first time and still made it all the way to semifinals. My money’s on her.”
At the sound of the gong, Leopard stalked toward his opponent with a dark, implacable sense of purpose. Savage Ma did not wait for him to reach her. She attacked without hesitation, flying at him with her hands extended, bloodstained fingers crooked into claws, aiming for his face. For sheer speed and ferocity, she made even the Tiger Spirit students seem like amateurs.
Leopard avoided her first attack; her second tore parallel gashes across his chest, but he didn’t react as blood ran down his bare skin. Leopard caught his opponent’s arm and smashed the extended elbow upward with all his force.
Jun wasn’t the only one who flinched, braced for the joint to snap in a sickening way. Ma only grunted in discomfort, her thin arm as unbent as a metal bar. It seemed her unusual strength wasn’t limited to her hands; she had the gift of bones too strong to break.
In the moment that Leopard stood confused by his unsuccessful effort, Savage Ma launched herself up, spinning around her opponent like a monkey on a branch, wrapping her legs around his torso from behind. Perched high on the man’s back, she seized the sides of his shaved head in her unusually powerful hands.
The gap-toothed man, visibly distressed at how he was about to lose one bet right after the other, cried, “Dragon’s blood, is she going to crush his skull?”
It certainly seemed that way. Jun watched with nauseated fascination as Savage Ma’s sharp red fingertips sank into Leopard’s scalp. A breathmark like that really is unbeatable.
It was just as Old Man Zhang had said.
Leopard grimaced as Savage Ma’s arms began to strain with inhuman strength. Jun caught a glimpse of the man’s small, crooked teeth, two of them missing. Reaching over his shoulder, Leopard yanked his opponent forward by the front of her shirt, pulling Ma down to his face, and sank his teeth into his opponent’s neck.
Savage Ma let out a piercing scream. A collective gasp went up as Leopard threw the woman forward over his shoulder. She landed on her back in front of him and before she could move to spring up again, Leopard stomped straight down on her throat, crushing her windpipe.
Savage Ma writhed on the ground, her hands clutching her neck, eyes bulging, tongue and lips flapping, unable to do more than wheeze. It was a long, grueling three minutes before she lay completely still. Red gashes streaked the sides of Leopard’s head like macabre war paint as he looked down at her body impassively.
The announcer’s stunned voice was much quieter than it had been at the start of the fight, but nevertheless stood out in the silence. “Leopard wins and moves on to the next round!”
Half the spectators began walking away in disgust, but others burst into excited shouts and cheers. The gap-toothed bettor was grinning. Money changed hands. The fact that these people had just seen a woman murdered in the arena didn’t seem to faze them.
Jun felt queasy. Everything had suddenly become a little too real.
“Leopard! Leopard!” chanted half a dozen men wearing red scarves, punching their fists into the air. Leopard stood unmoved, indifferent to their acclaim. Two attendants nervously approached the victor and escorted him from the arena, afraid, it seemed, to touch him even to treat his wounds.
“So that’s General Cobu’s candidate.” Yin Yue’s voice was low, and the cords of his neck stood out beneath his set jaw. “That animal can’t become the Guardian.”






EIGHTEEN
Savage Ma was taken to the competitors’ canopied pavilion, where the head physician declared what everyone knew already. Jun was relieved to see Tiger Peng there as well, sitting up, looking pale and injured, but talking coherently to his schoolmates and not in any apparent danger of dying. One attendant cut the red leather bands from the wrists of the losers, alive and dead.
Jun found some food and water, then sat and rested until the doctor came around to check on him. To Jun’s surprise, Doctor Lim was a stout woman with a triangular patch of bronze scales descending from her graying hairline onto her forehead like a glittering diadem. “You’re breathmarked,” he exclaimed, which caused her to look at him as if he were a simpleton.
Doctor Lim was what Old Man Zhang had told Jun about two days ago: someone with a rare gift for healing, employed to care exclusively for the emperor, the Guardian, and the highest officials. “I didn’t know there would be a breathmarked doctor here,” he added quickly, trying to smooth over his initial reaction. Zhang hadn’t mentioned any special medical treatment from his own time as a competitor.
“It’s a new addition to the tournament,” Lim said briskly. “I volunteered.” She ordered Jun to take deep breaths as she laid her hands on his back, stomach, and sides over the places where Tiger Peng’s blows had left bruises. The palms of her hands were hot against Jun’s skin, as if she were running a high fever, even though she looked perfectly well. Her touch left a prickling, tingling sensation. “You’re fine to continue competing,” she declared crisply, as if she were a mechanic completing an inspection on a carriage. “I’ve encouraged your natural healing. Drink this tea, slowly.” She handed him a cup of cloudy medicinal liquid and walked away.
“Wait,” Jun called, wanting to ask her how her ability worked, but she had already left to treat competitors with more serious injuries—sprained or broken bones, concussions, dislocated limbs. Just because a candidate won their match didn’t always mean they could continue to fight.
Jun sipped the bitter tea, his stomach slowly unclenching. At least he was through the first round, which would take the longest and result in the most competitors eliminated. With the already diminished number of entrants, the tournament would go by faster than it usually did.
Yin Yue had already gone off to fight his second-round match, but Jun had time to wait and think about what his classmate had said about the politics at play. The Guardian was supposed to stand apart from the web of bureaucracy that surrounded the Imperial Court and civil service. As the most accomplished martial artist in the country, their discipline and integrity were relied upon; they were supposed to be a strict but fair judge of who was permitted to access Dragon’s wisdom. As the unofficial but traditionally accepted leader of the entire martial arts community, as well as a revered public figure, they acted as a counterbalancing force to the throne.
If Leopard won the tournament, then General Cobu would be the man in power behind both the emperor and the Guardian. He would be a step away from taking complete control.
If the ploy seemed obvious to Jun, who rarely spent time thinking about politics, then it must be apparent to just about everyone. Why did so many of them—the black-robed officials who’d filled the stage this morning, as well as the citizens of the city—seem to accept it? Were they blindly going about their lives unaware that the scales of power were precariously tipping? Or did they not care? Either way, what did that mean for Longhan?
Don’t think about that now. The admonishing thought came to him in Sai’s voice. Focus on what you can control—winning your fights.
When it was nearly time for his next match, Jun got up and walked out of the pavilion, circling behind it in hopes of finding a latrine. Doctor Lim was standing a short distance away in the shade of a ginkgo tree, presumably taking a break from her nonstop duties. To Jun’s surprise, she was speaking quietly to the man with the gap between his front teeth, the enthusiastic bettor whom Jun had seen losing money on Tiger Peng and winning it back on Leopard. When Jun passed by, he overheard a snippet of their conversation. “He has two broken ribs, but won’t pull out of the match, so I’d say you can safely put fifty—” They broke off until he had passed them.
Doctor Lim had volunteered to work at the tournament, had she? Jun wrinkled his nose. It appeared her motives were not so selfless. Perhaps that was why people were happy for the tournament to continue under Cobu’s new rules even if it ruined the integrity of the Guardianship and threatened the stability of the country. There was money to be made, and bloodshed entertained the masses. It seemed corruption was found at every level, not just at the highest tiers of the government.

KWAN the Rolling Boulder flailed wildly, struggling to dislodge Jun’s grip. Sweat dripped off Jun’s brow as he gritted his teeth and drove his hips toward the ground, keeping Kwan pinned and tightening the choke hold he’d secured across the man’s throat.
Give up. Give up. Give up, he urged.
Kwan heaved desperately for another second before raising his hands in surrender. Jun released his hold and got to his feet as the announcer declared him victorious. Appreciative applause went up from the sidelines, and even Kwan, holding his neck, gave Jun a grudging nod.
As he left the arena, Jun noticed, with a smug smirk, that some of the audience members who had been betting against him that morning were now collecting on his win, including the Tiger Spirit supporter with the face paint and the gap-toothed high roller he’d seen talking to Doctor Lim. The woman who’d declared that she liked to cheer for underdogs had returned to watch his second fight as well. She smiled approvingly at Jun, her curious gaze following him out of the arena.
Kwan had not been as formidable a fighter as Peng, but that wasn’t the only reason the fight had ended so quickly and decisively. Unlike the earlier match, Jun had felt calm and in control the entire time. When the fight had gone to the ground, he hadn’t wasted energy on unnecessary movement battling his opponent’s weight. He’d been patient and defensive, letting the other man tire himself out as he waited for the right opportunity to present itself.
Jun paused to let the moment sink in. A warm sense of satisfaction pervaded his tired body. Against all odds, he’d made it through the first day of the Guardian’s Tournament. Tomorrow, he was sure to face more difficult opponents, but right now he couldn’t wait to return to the Golden Gate Inn for a meal and a hot bath, and to tell Ren and Chang about his success.
Disappointed spectators were dispersing from around the adjacent White Arena. Leopard stood alone as the judge declared him the winner by default. After witnessing what had happened to Savage Ma earlier, Leopard’s next opponent had forfeited and left the tournament.
Leopard scowled and stalked away, not to where all the other competitors rested and were refreshed between rounds, but to his own tent where personal attendants waited on him and a pair of General Cobu’s soldiers from the Sixth Division stood guard on either side. Jun could not imagine what their function was, other than to make it clear to everyone who Leopard’s influential patron was. It wasn’t as if the man needed anyone to protect him or to prevent people from approaching. He did that perfectly well himself.
Most of the attention now was on the contest happening in the Yellow Arena between the fighter in the white mask Jun had stood next to during the opening ceremony and the tallest man he’d ever seen. Jun stopped to watch, fascinated by the unusual matchup. A single solid blow from “the Mountain,” as the words sewn into the back of the tall man’s shirt read, would’ve flattened his smaller opponent, but the masked combatant never gave the seasoned boxer the chance to land a straight punch.
Jun watched with a growing sense of unease. There was something unmistakably familiar about the way the masked man moved with seemingly effortless agility, unleashing high spinning kicks or crouching evasively low to the ground, darting in with whiplike strikes to the face, ribs, or knees before dancing out of reach.
Still, he didn’t seem to be doing much damage, and the fight might’ve gone on indefinitely if the Mountain hadn’t become impatient. He chased after his opponent, determined to finally run him down and pummel him. When he finally appeared to have cornered his slippery rival in one corner of the arena, he lunged, using his superior reach, fist aimed at the other man’s face.
The masked fighter slid in, letting the knockout blow fly past his cheek. Without any hesitation, he seized the extended arm and leapt into a flying takedown, scissoring legs across his opponent’s knees and waist. Both fighters thudded to the ground and the masked man dropped the heel of his top foot onto the Mountain’s chin with a precise and definitive crack.
Jun’s eyes narrowed with mounting suspicion. He knew someone who’d once put him on his back in almost exactly the same way.
“The winner, representing…” The arena announcer glanced down at the paper in his hands uncertainly. “Representing ‘peace and unity of Longhan’ … the hero Ghostface!”
Ghostface? The fictional traveling folk hero whose entertaining adventures Jun had seen recounted in so many stage performances at the opera house? Laughter and bemused applause erupted. “Guardian Ghostface!” someone shouted. Others repeated the cry enthusiastically.
Was this some sort of joke? Whoever was behind the mask had given the registration clerk a false school and false name. Competitors at the Guardian’s Tournament had always proudly declared their family and martial school, but “Ghostface” was hiding his identity by fighting in costume, posing as a well-known character out of legend. It was bizarre and unprecedented, but as far as Jun knew, there weren’t any specific rules against it.
The masked fighter stood dramatically over his unconscious opponent and raised his arm. With the slow, theatrical deliberateness of an actor onstage, he pointed straight at the gates of the Pearl of Wisdom. The compound of the emperor, the seat of government of the whole country.
Coming from “Ghostface,” who battled corrupt villains, the accusation was clear.
Ghostface touched the back of his open hand to his lips, then his fist to his heart.
It was the same gesture Jun had seen in the village of River Maiden weeks ago. Not only in River Maiden, but other places, whenever Chang’s friends had come up to them after performances. A regional custom, Jun had assumed, a special salute for traveling performers.
Yet other people were following Ghostface’s lead, bringing hands to lips and fists to chests. Some of them did not stop there; they raised their arms defiantly into the air.
A woman shouted nonsensically, “When will Zanu’s flute play again?”
“What’s going on?” Jun wondered aloud, but no one answered him. The last fights of the day were still going on in other arenas, but suddenly, all attention seemed to be on the silent masked stranger and the commotion that had coalesced around him. Nearby soldiers from the Sixth Division—four of them standing vigil next to the Scroll, and two outside Leopard’s tent—were glaring at Ghostface with hostility and suspicion. They shifted forward slightly, hands on weapons.
Ghostface walked calmly out of the arena and away from the tournament grounds.
General Cobu’s supporters in red scarves hurled taunts and insults at his back. “How ugly are you beneath that mask? Wait until you meet Leopard, you clown!” No one got in the mystery man’s way or challenged him directly, however, because the red leather band around his wrist was the emperor’s protection, and it applied to every candidate still in the Guardian’s Tournament.
A small but energized crowd fell in behind Ghostface and followed him across the bridge into the city streets of Xicheng. Jun joined the tail end of the procession and found himself in the raucous, bustling corridor of vendor stalls that had sprung up around the Island. Merchants eager to take advantage of the tournament crowds were selling every manner of street food and drink, real and toy weapons, posed wooden puppets that fought one another when their strings were pulled, kites and banners and headbands with the insignias of the largest and most popular martial schools. With the final afternoon matches coming to an end, the street was filling up as spectators spilled off the Island, ready to eat and shop and spend money as they discussed the day’s matches.
The onslaught of food smells made Jun abruptly realize how hungry he was. As anxious as he was to get back to the inn, Master Chang had schooled him in fueling his body with enough of the proper food at a regular, optimal schedule. Now of all times, he needed to stay at his very best, so he slid onto a bench in front of a stall dishing out steaming hot bowls of soup with vegetables and slices of the smoked duck hanging from a row of hooks above the chef.
“Ah, you’re a competitor in the Guardian’s Tournament,” the soup vendor exclaimed, noticing the red leather band around Jun’s wrist. “And still undefeated after the first day? You must be pretty good! Your meal is free, sir, just speak well of my smoked duck if you become the Guardian.” He pushed Jun’s coin back toward him, along with a hefty portion of food.
Jun couldn’t see Ghostface anymore; he seemed to have slipped away completely, but the excitement he’d sparked had been infectious. A man jumped onto a wooden vegetable crate. “General Cobu is corrupting the Guardian’s Tournament,” he bellowed. “We saw it for ourselves this morning. He’s changed the rules to favor the candidate who’s loyal to him. His ambition is boundless. He wants the Scroll and the throne for himself, and he will lead us into war!”
Jun almost jumped up from his place to cheer in agreement. Back in the competitors’ pavilion, he’d wondered if anyone would speak out against what the general was doing.
“No to war!” a woman shouted. The cry was taken up. “No to war!” More hands were brought to lips, fists pressed to hearts and raised into the air. “Zanu’s flute will play again!”
Jun motioned to the soup vendor. “The sign those people are making, what does it mean?”
“You don’t know? You aren’t from around here, are you?” The man wiped his hands on his apron and lowered his voice. “It’s a sign of solidarity with the Silent Flute Society. They’re unificationists. Some would say appeasers. They want the Snake Wall to come down and the Scrolls of Heaven and Earth to be brought back together.”
“They have a lot of support in the countryside,” a diner sitting next to Jun at the counter interjected heatedly. “The Scrolls and the land were separated by misguided and power-hungry leaders, but they’re meant to be together. The Society advocates for Dragon’s intent.”
The soup chef snorted dismissively. “A whole lot of naive and dangerous foolishness from a bunch of idealistic nature lovers, if you ask me.”
“Are you saying you believe the military’s self-serving propaganda that Dragon wants us to go to war?” the diner countered.
The chef held up his hands and shrugged. “Everyone seems to agree that Heaven is displeased and we have to do something about it, but no one can agree on what. Who knows what Dragon really wants? Not me. I just make noodles.”
Soldiers stormed into the street, half a dozen White Phoenix Guards from one end, a squad of the Sixth Division striding up from the other. Alarmed pedestrians scrambled to get out of their way. The outspoken gathering of Silent Flute Society sympathizers scattered. Some of them bravely tried to resist or delay the soldiers by hurling vegetables, random objects, and insults. They were seized, beaten with whipping rods, and thrown roughly into the back of a wagon. Jun flinched at the sound of a heavy stick coming down across the shoulders of the man who’d been lambasting General Cobu from atop of the crate. The man collapsed amid a circle of blows and kicks, and when Jun glimpsed him again, he was being dragged limply away by two soldiers, his face a swollen purple mess.
The Silent Flute Society sympathizer who’d been sitting next to Jun at the soup stall abandoned the rest of his meal and made a beeline away from the commotion.
Jun’s shoulders were bunched up around his ears. His fists were clenched so tightly under the counter that his nails dug into his palms. It wasn’t a remotely fair contest between the soldiers and the unarmed civilians. Bullies were all the same, no matter if they were street toughs or if they wore the emblem of the Imperial Army. An honorable martial artist ought to stand up for the weak against the strong.
But it wasn’t Jun’s place to get involved. He was here to fight in the arena, not in the streets, and getting into an altercation with the military would surely get him disqualified from the tournament.
No one else interfered either. Shopkeepers retreated to the backs of their stalls, deliberately busying themselves with work. Bystanders averted their eyes and hurried away. The wagon drove off with the bound captives and the soldiers followed, nonchalantly waving nervous merchants and customers back to their businesses. Nothing to see here.
Slowly, the apprehensive stillness lifted; noise and motion flowed back into the street. Jun hunched over his bowl of soup. The smoked duck was some of the best he’d ever tasted, but he’d lost his appetite. “What will happen to them?” he asked the whistling chef.
“Hmm? I imagine they’ll be whipped in the market tomorrow and forced to publicly recant their statements. The fellow who spoke treason against the general—he might be cangued for a week, maybe even beheaded. With the Guardian’s Tournament going on, and war possibly on the way, this is no time to be voicing unpatriotic thoughts. So, how do you like the duck?”






NINETEEN
By the time Jun made it back to the Golden Gate Inn, dusk had fallen and the great exterior gates of Xicheng had closed to the sonorous beat of the evening curfew drums. Inside the sleepless city, however, there was no dwindling of activity. Candlelight appeared in upper windows, lamps shone from balconies, fixed torches blazed from either side of the inn’s entrance and all around the courtyard. One of the doormen told Jun that the blind flutist and his daughter had already finished their performance in the main pavilion.
Jun hurried over to see if he might at least help with stage takedown, but he was too late for that as well. Ren was still in costume, wearing the blue-green gown with weighted sleeves that she was so adept at twirling into a maelstrom of silk. She was sitting on a nearby retaining wall with a cup of wine in her hand, deep in conversation with, of all people, Yin Yue.
What is Yin doing here? Jun suffered a moment of deeply annoyed confusion—couldn’t he get away from Prodigy Yin anywhere?—before remembering that Ren had invited Yin to watch her performance when they’d met on the Island yesterday.
Biting back a grumble, Jun walked up to them. “How was the show tonight?”
They looked up at him. The flash of irritation on Yin Yue’s face at having their conversation interrupted gave Jun a petty, momentary sense of satisfaction before the older student smoothly controlled his expression and turned away from Jun back to Ren. “It was flawless,” Yin said simply.
Jun felt his mouth falling open and forced it shut. Yin Yue was one of the most exacting people he knew. As a senior student and assistant instructor in the Iron Core school, he was spare and honest with praise, but he never failed to find the smallest details to critique—just like he had after Jun’s match with Tiger Peng. The other students respected his tough judgment because Yin was good enough not to rub his talent in others’ faces.
Who on earth was this Yin Yue?
“I’m sorry I haven’t come to see your matches yet,” Ren said, speaking to Jun and Yin together. “I’ll try to make it to the Island tomorrow. Today was a hard day for Sifu, so I had to stay with him. I didn’t doubt you’d both make it through the early matches, though.”
Jun tried not to let chagrin show on his face. Even though he wished she’d been there today, perhaps it was better she hadn’t witnessed his near loss in the first round. “No worries,” he said, trying to sound casual. “You have to take care of Sifu and think of your own performances, of course. Sorry I didn’t get back in time to help.”
“That’s all right. Yin Yue was here.”
Jun pretended he hadn’t heard. “I was delayed,” he added quickly. “There was a commotion in the street after the last match of the day. Some people started to protest against General Cobu, but soldiers came and shut it down. They didn’t do it gently either.”
Ren’s expression turned grim, and she took a swallow of wine. “It’s the talk of the city right now—how General Cobu is using the Guardian’s Tournament to cement power.”
Yin said gravely, “Fifty-six candidates withdrew from the tournament today. Three-quarters of those remaining have been eliminated. Only thirty of us are left. This is going to be the shortest, most brutal Guardian’s Tournament in recent memory.”
Jun crossed his arms. “I like the improved odds. Whoever beats Leopard to become the new Guardian will have the ear of the emperor and the respect of the country. He’ll be able to set the tournament right again and stop General Cobu from going on his power trip.”
After what he’d seen that evening, he needed to believe that was true. A man had been arrested, viciously beaten, and might lose his head for standing on a crate and saying in public what Ren had just said in the privacy of the inn’s courtyard. Jun had sat by with everyone else and watched it happen, knowing there was nothing he could do in the moment.
But if he became the Guardian, he could keep the Scroll out of Cobu’s hands.
To Jun’s surprise, Yin Yue nodded in agreement. “What happened today makes it clear there’s a lot more riding on the outcome of the tournament than any of us thought. Anyone who can stay in the tournament has a duty to do so now, for the sake of the country.”
Jun let out an incredulous noise. “You were the one who said we should pull out of the tournament this morning, remember?”
“I didn’t say that.” Yin Yue’s reply was pressed flat with barely contained irritation. “I questioned if we should compete. I decided to stay in the tournament because I felt like I owed it to Master Song and all those who’ve supported me.”
Jun couldn’t help rolling his eyes. “Get off your high horse, Yin. You stayed in because of your ego. You want to win as much as anyone else.”
Yin shot Jun a sharp look. “Of course I want to win. You can pursue a goal for yourself as well as for others. A new Guardian brings national attention to his martial school and style. If I won, I could start my own school with Master Song’s blessing and expand the Iron Core style all over the West.” It was clear, from his accusatory expression, that he was still personally offended by Jun’s disloyalty to their school.
“The title of Guardian and the nice house and servants are just superficial rewards. What actually matters is the lasting difference I could make on the martial arts community.” Yin breathed out tightly, his shoulders curling as he sat forward. His voice softened a touch but remained no less resolute. “Master Song has been like a father to me. I always hoped that one day I could be as influential a sifu to others as he was to me.”
Jun dropped his gaze to the pavers, shamed by Yin’s reply. He’d forgotten that Yin Yue’s father had passed away some years ago and that Yin lived at the Iron Core school even more than he did. Yin’s role as an overly earnest assistant instructor had been given to him, Jun had long assumed, simply because he was the top student and Master Song’s favorite, not because he had genuine dreams of teaching.
He only felt worse when Ren placed a sympathetic hand on Yin’s back and said, “It’s admirable to want to pass on what matters most to you to others and to create something enduring.”
Yin lifted a grateful smile. They were sitting quite close together, Jun noticed. Nearly as close as he and Ren had been on the roof of the Gate of Flowers Inn.
You’re being a jealous prick. Now more than ever, he didn’t appreciate his conscience taking on Sai’s voice. Ren didn’t owe him anything. Last night, he’d been the one to pull away first.
Still. He couldn’t keep down the sour tang of betrayal that rose to coat his tongue.
It wasn’t just Ren’s sudden interest in Yin Yue so quickly after meeting him that galled Jun so badly. There were other things she hadn’t been honest about. Her breathmark, for one. And additional facts were becoming clear—details he’d wondered about ever since that first evening at River Maiden.
Jun cleared his throat loudly, forcing Ren and Yin to look up at him. “The people speaking out against Cobu were part of a group called the Silent Flute Society.” He tried to keep his voice flat, and his eyes didn’t leave Ren’s face. “All of Sifu’s friends, the ones he’s been meeting with at different towns over the past month, who got us rooms at this inn, who trained me along the way—they all used the same salute that the protestors did today.” Hands rising to lips, fists pressed to hearts. “They’re part of the Silent Flute Society, too, aren’t they?”
He didn’t say the obvious part out loud. Yin Yue did it for him. Turning to Ren with an expression full of worry, he lowered his voice below any chance of being overheard. “Wait … You and your sifu are members of the Silent Flute Society?”
Ren’s gaze was unflinching as she shifted it slowly from Yin to Jun, but there was a sadness in her eyes that suggested she’d known he would make the connection eventually. She drained the rest of the wine in her cup in one swallow and set it aside, as if steeling herself for a conversation she didn’t want to have. “What do you know about the Silent Flute Society?”
“They’re unificationists,” Jun said, parroting what he’d heard from the soup vendor.
Yin Yue’s brow furrowed as he searched his memory. “They didn’t use to be. They started out as part of the Virtuous Rebellion, long ago. At least, that’s what I heard from my grandfather.” When Jun and Ren looked at him curiously, he explained, “My family’s mostly from the West, except for my grandfather’s side. His relatives were part of the Virtuous Rebellion. He never saw any of them again after the Snake Wall went up, but he would still tell us about the East sometimes.”
Jun had spent the past ten years trying his best to hide, or at least downplay, the fact that he was from the other side of the wall. He avoided talking about his mother and twin brother, he’d worked hard to lose his childhood accent, and if all else failed, he could shut up school bullies with his fists. He hadn’t imagined that both Ren and Yin Yue had their own connections to the East; he’d simply never bothered to ask.
Apparently, it was more common than he’d thought. A lot of people, it seemed, had lost someone in the separation but didn’t speak about it.
“Your grandfather’s right,” Ren said. “At the time, a lot of people supported the Virtuous Rebellion. They wanted the emperor to step aside for his son, and for future monarchs to have to consult and answer to a Council of Virtue made up of breathmarked representatives from every province. Most people didn’t imagine the country would end up being split apart.”
“That describes my grandfather and his family,” Yin said, nodding. “I remember he used to say the rebellion betrayed its members by negotiating for secession.”
“When the leaders of the Virtuous Rebellion and the emperor decided to divide Longhan in half, an opposing faction of the Virtuous broke away. They called themselves the Silent Flute Society. Some of them fled West before the Snake Wall was completed. Others stayed and tried to oppose the Council from within the East.” Ren’s gaze turned inward and distant. Her voice fell. “Like my parents. When they sent me away, it was to their allies in the West, so that I would be raised to continue the Society’s work from the other side of the wall.”
Jun spun away and paced three agitated steps in each direction. “Why didn’t you or Sifu Chang ever tell me any of this? This whole time?” His voice came out plaintive with bewildered accusation. He’d traveled with them for an entire month, had thought himself part of their troupe—but they’d never trusted him enough to share the true nature of their work.
Ren looked pained. She reached out an arm to him, but then let it drop guiltily back into her lap. “It wasn’t my place. I didn’t want you coming to the Guardian’s Tournament at all, remember? We already suspected that it would be far more dangerous this year. But Sifu said since you weren’t going to be dissuaded from competing, it was better not to involve you in anything that wasn’t your concern and might distract you from your training.”
Yin Yue looked between them, shifting uncomfortably at the rising strain in their voices. “Do you … want me to leave so you can talk about this alone?”
“Yes,” Jun said, at the same time as Ren insisted, “No.” She put a firm hand on Yin’s arm to keep him from going. “We’re all in this together now. I don’t want to keep either of you out, not anymore, not when you’re among the few left standing in General Cobu’s way. You ought to know what’s at stake and what you’re up against.”
She looked back up at Jun. Her eyes swam with an apologetic plea for understanding. “I’m sorry,” she said. “We should’ve trusted you, but it’s hard to trust anyone these days. The military views the Silent Flute Society as a threat. You’ve seen those posters they put up and heard the paranoia about traitors and spies.” She held on to her elbows. “We didn’t want to bring you into our fight. But the whole tournament’s been brought into it now.”
An uncertain silence fell heavy between them. Elsewhere in the courtyard of the inn, guests mingled and conversed and laughed, seemingly without a care in the world, but Jun felt as if the three of them remained in an awkward bubble—each of them at the tournament for their own close-held reasons and painfully unsure of where they stood with the other two.
At last, Yin Yue rubbed his hands down his thighs and said to Ren, choosing his words carefully, “I understand why you’d wish to honor your parents and continue their fight. But after what Jun saw in the streets tonight, it’s too dangerous to be here as part of the Silent Flute Society.” He reached out and took one of Ren’s hands in his own, his lips tight with concern. “As happy as I was to meet you, and as much as I want you to stay, it would be best for you and your sifu to leave Xicheng. At least until the Guardian’s Tournament is over.”
Jun swallowed a hard lump of confusion. He didn’t know how to feel or what to say. He couldn’t decide if he should feel hurt and betrayed by Ren, but he still hated the idea of her leaving. Yet he couldn’t disagree with Yin’s assessment either.
Ren looked back at Yin steadily. “Isn’t fighting in the tournament even more dangerous? Yet you’re both still planning to return to the Island tomorrow.”
“That’s different,” Yin insisted. “We know we might lose. We might be injured or killed by an opponent. But outside the arena, we’re Guardian candidates under the emperor’s protection. And we have so much to gain, for ourselves and others, if we win. What does working for the Silent Flute Society gain you that’s worth risking your life?”
Ren sagged a little as she studied Yin’s large, callused hands gently enclosing one of her own. She blinked hard, swiping at her eyes with the thumb of her other hand. “When I was little, I used to pray to the Blessed Consort every day that the Snake Wall would come down and I could be with my family again. I thought if I tried hard enough, she would listen. Everything I did, no matter how difficult it was, felt like I was working toward that happening.”
Jun’s guts twisted. He might’ve said the exact same thing about himself.
“But then…” Ren looked toward the inn. “Sifu became my family. I believe in what we’re doing. I want to see the country unified. Maybe I really will get to see my parents again, if that happens. But I’m not sure that’s even the most important reason for me anymore.” She smiled sadly. “I just want us to stop moving. To call a place home and live somewhat normal lives. For Sifu to finally be able to rest. That won’t happen until we achieve our goal.”
She squeezed Yin’s fingers, then pulled her hand free of his. “You’re both willing to risk everything for a greater dream, and it’s no different for me. As long as Sifu stays, so do I.”
Yin Yue didn’t look happy, but he didn’t say anything else to argue.
Jun brought his head up. “Where is Sifu?” he asked hoarsely.
Ren pointed to one of the upstairs guest rooms. “Second door on the right. He’s visiting with an old friend right now. He’ll want to talk to you, but…” She bit her lip. “Today was difficult.”
As much as he disliked leaving Ren and Yin alone together, he needed to speak with his instructor. Or rather, to confront him. With a reluctant backward glance, Jun went up the stairs.






TWENTY
As Jun reached the top of the stairs, a woman emerged from Chang’s room and closed the door quietly behind her. Although her clothes were plain and she appeared to be alone, she had the elegant, self-possessed bearing of a noblewoman trying to blend in with the commoners. Jun stopped, recognizing her long plaited hair. She’d been among the spectators at the tournament. The one who liked to bet on underdogs.
Was she yet another one of Chang’s many contacts in the Silent Flute Society? Or something more? She was about the same age as the flutist. Might Chang have a lover?
The woman moved swiftly past, giving Jun a curious smile as she went by.
Jun turned after her and opened his mouth, not sure what he wanted to ask, but Chang called through the closed door of his room, “I know you’re out there. Come in, then.”
Jun opened the door. Chang was lying on his back on the bed with a damp cloth over his face. The shutters on the windows were drawn shut against the light and noise from the inn’s courtyard, the muffled little room lit only by the small oil lamp glowing on the nightstand.
Seeing Chang like this, Jun thought he ought to apologize for the disruption, quietly withdraw from the room, and let the man rest. Instead, he stepped inside and closed the door firmly behind him. He stood at the foot of the bed and looked down at his instructor. “What haven’t you told me?”
Slowly, Chang removed the washcloth from his face and sat up. In the dimly lit room, his eyes seemed to blend into the reflective black mask of dragonskin around them and his expression was unreadable. “So you made it through the first day of the tournament—barely,” Chang said. “I overheard some fans of the Tiger Spirit Combat School talking about your powerful short punch.”
“All thanks to you and that damnable board. Without your training, I would’ve been knocked out of the tournament in my first fight,” Jun admitted. “But don’t change the subject.”
Candlelight glinted off the man’s face. “What do you want to know?”
“There was a competitor at the tournament wearing a white mask and calling himself Ghostface. He won both his matches and caused a big stir afterward.” Jun could clearly recall the nimble, silent fighter and the cheers of the crowd. “He fought almost exactly the way you do, with the same style and control of Breath. He’s your student, isn’t he?”
Chang sighed through his nose but didn’t deny the claim. That was all the confirmation Jun needed.
“Who is he?” Jun asked.
Chang was silent for another moment. “You were bound to notice, of course,” he muttered, rubbing the scales on his eyebrow ridge. “Tell me, what is the story behind the character of Ghostface?”
Jun thought back to the roles his father had played onstage, many of them villains eventually defeated by the folk hero. “Ghostface is a master martial artist who uses a secret identity to fight evil and corruption wherever he travels,” Jun said. “But he probably wasn’t a real person in history because none of the legends are consistent. In some of the stories, Ghostface is a noble prince or lord, in others he’s a poor wandering beggar or monk. I’ve even seen versions where Ghostface is revealed to be a woman, or a shape-shifting spirit, or the emperor himself.”
Chang held up a finger. “Yes, exactly. The point is that anyone can be Ghostface. That’s why the stories are so popular. The person behind the mask isn’t as important as what the mask represents.”
“But the fighter in the Guardian’s Tournament right now is a real person,” Jun said. “He made this sign after he won.” Jun touched the back of his hand to his lips, then his fist to his heart, before remembering that Chang couldn’t see what he was doing. “The sign of the Silent Flute Society, which you and Ren never told me you were a part of. Ghostface riled up a lot of people. Some of them started criticizing General Cobu before soldiers arrived and hauled them away.”
Chang said quietly, “I’m sorry to hear that.”
“But you did train him?”
“I’ve trained a number of fighters. You know that already. You met and sparred with several of them on our way here. I only take on students when I sense in them a powerful Breath and great potential not just as martial artists, but as leaders. Possible Guardians. Including some who are in the Silent Flute Society. Any of them could be Ghostface.”
Jun’s head was already swimming with new information and confused emotions, and talking to Chang was only making it worse. His eyes fell upon the blind man’s flute case, lying in its usual precise spot next to his bed. “Ghostface’s supporters this evening, they said, ‘Zanu’s flute will play again.’ What does that mean?”
“Zanu was a famous breathmarked flutist. At one time, he was the most renowned musician in the emperor’s court, but he sided with the Virtuous Rebellion, writing and performing stirring songs that roused the people in support. When the country was divided, he felt so betrayed by the Council’s decision that he put away his flute in protest and vowed that he wouldn’t play again until the Snake Wall came down and people in the East and the West were reunited with their kinsmen once more. Hence the name of the Silent Flute Society.” Chang’s sightless eyes didn’t move. “Zanu was my teacher.”
Jun sat down heavily on the end of Chang’s bed. “I’ll have to fight Ghostface tomorrow, or the day after,” he muttered. “Why didn’t you tell me that I would have to face another student of yours in the arena?”
“Why would that be important?” Chang reached over and tapped Jun hard in the middle of his chest. “You’re the one who stowed away in our wagon to get to Xicheng. I could’ve refused to train you, so as not to diminish the chances for Ghostface should the two of you meet in the tournament. Whoever he is, he was my student before you.
“But no teacher can hand victory to a student. I’ve never opened a school, never taken a title or adhered to a style, because I’ve placed too much hope in one place before and learned the hard way that it was a foolish thing to do. I don’t have the power to decide the outcome of any contest, or to make someone into a Guardian. All I can do—all I’ve ever done—is show people how to use their own Breath. What they do with it is up to them.”
Chang lay back down and closed his eyes, rubbing his temples in a slow, circular motion, as if to massage the headache out of his skull. “I wish I could see, so I could watch you in the arena. That’s the truth, Jun. You or Ghostface, or that classmate of yours from Cheon that Ren has befriended. Any of you as the Guardian would give me hope and be incalculably preferable to what could happen.” He laid the washcloth back over his face.
Jun didn’t know how to feel about the fact that Chang had lied, or at least neglected to tell him a considerable number of things he wished he’d known. Or had he actually wished to know? At the time, all that had mattered to him was getting to Xicheng. Chang was the one without sight, but how much had Jun simply failed to see?
Despite his vague resentment and mounting apprehension, Jun put a hand on the flutist’s arm. It was troubling how being in Xicheng had affected him, how shut in and dependent he seemed compared to the spry, energetic man whom Jun had traveled with for the past month.
“Be very careful from now on,” Chang said, his voice muffled by the cloth over his face. “Not just in the arena, but outside it. These are dangerous times. I can sense the Breath in this city turning bad, like a winter wind. Win or lose, we’re about to be caught in it.”






TWENTY-ONE
Four additional competitors dropped out overnight, so there were only twenty-six candidates remaining when Jun arrived on the Island on the morning of the second day of the tournament. Although there were far fewer fighters, with matches scheduled in only two arenas instead of six, the number of spectators had swelled; even with the sky overcast and a chill in the air, every available patch of lawn in Warrior’s Park was occupied by people who had laid out blankets and brought food to enjoy between watching the matches. The Scroll still rested on its stand, guarded by soldiers. But the cushioned seats on the raised platform were no longer empty.
General Cobu and Guardian Yama sat watching the proceedings from either side of the empty space where the emperor’s sedan chair would be placed tomorrow. Even out of military uniform, Cobu remained straight-backed and attentive, his gaze as fiercely scrutinizing as if he were inspecting assembled troops. His signature red silk scarf was a spot of vibrant color against his stern black robes. An attendant brought the general tea and a trio of lotus buns on a delicate ceramic plate. Cobu took a sip from the porcelain teacup and nodded appreciatively.
One wouldn’t think this man enjoying his refreshment with such apparent blitheness had ordered the public whippings of two dozen people and the beheading of a man—the fellow Jun had seen atop the vegetable crate yesterday. Jun had heard the news proclaimed from a street corner by a town crier that morning, on his way to the Island.
He’d gritted his teeth, quelled his disgust, and hurried past.
In contrast to General Cobu, Guardian Yama reclined in his seat and looked to be faintly bored and impatient, as if there were more important things for him to be doing this morning than observing the selection of his successor. He didn’t look at or speak to the general, and he waved away the food and drink that was offered to him. Jun studied the man, wondering what was going on behind his inscrutable expression. Yama was only twenty-eight years old, but he seemed much older than his years, and not just because the tiny silver scales that began at his temples and disappeared behind his hairline gave him the appearance of premature graying. The Guardian exuded an air of impassive equanimity, as if nothing that happened today would or could excite him.
Why didn’t Yama seem to have any objection to Cobu taking over the Guardian’s Tournament and changing the rules to suit his own agenda? As the current Guardian, Yama had the ear of the emperor and was in a position to oppose Cobu’s warmongering and abuses of power, but he hadn’t done so. Did he not care what happened to the Scroll and the country after he was no longer the Guardian? Or had he struck some self-serving alliance with the general?
As if sensing Jun’s attention, Yama turned his head and looked down into the crowd, his gaze sliding over the remaining candidates, his expression detached but evaluative, as if he were gauging whether any of them would’ve stood a chance against him six years ago.
Jun dropped his eyes and made his way past the platform.
“Ghostface is out!” The gap-toothed bettor ran past, shouting the news.
A chorus of disappointed exclamations. “He lost?” someone exclaimed. “To who?”
“No, he won the fight, but his arm’s broken. No way he can wield a weapon in the coming matches.” The bettor sounded far too gleeful in his pronouncement. Perhaps he was on the side of the Red Scarves, but more likely he’d simply made some money out of the masked man’s misfortune. Jun wondered if he’d gotten the grim news straight from Doctor Lim.
He knew he ought to be preparing for his own match, but Jun hurried to the competitors’ pavilion. The masked fighter wasn’t inside. He didn’t seem to be anywhere else in Warrior’s Park either. Apparently, after winning his match, he hadn’t gone to Doctor Lim to seek treatment for his injury but had instead left the Island, disappearing as quickly and mysteriously as his namesake.
Whoever Ghostface was, he was Chang’s student. A candidate fielded by the Silent Flute Society to oppose Leopard and General Cobu’s bid for power. And now, despite going undefeated, he was out of contention. Leopard would have one fewer obstacle to the Guardianship. The field was being ruthlessly winnowed down; it wouldn’t be long now before the quarterfinals, when weapons were brought into the arena and the contests became even more deadly.
Had Chang anticipated the likelihood of this happening? Was that why he’d agreed to train Jun in the first place, so that in the event Ghostface failed, another of his students might win?
Focus. Sai’s voice in his head snapped him back to the moment.
Jun breathed deeply into his stretches, trying to put the swirling questions out of his mind and concentrate on his own warm-up routine. It was still early in the day, and he needed extra time to prepare his body, but right now it was mental steadiness he needed to reclaim more.
When his match was announced, Jun stepped into the Red Arena—only Red and Blue remained—and found himself facing a tall, ropy bare-chested man that the announcer introduced as Dauntless Wan of the Lightning Hands school. The man was a head taller than him, but what drew Jun’s attention right away was the patch of metallic bright-blue scales covering the top of Wan’s left shoulder.
Jun took a ready stance with his guard up, thinking hard. Wan was the first breathmarked opponent he’d faced in the tournament. What might the man’s ability be? His martial name was too generic to offer much of a clue.
“You don’t have a chance.” Old Man Zhang’s words leapt to Jun’s mind unbidden, as did the memory of the gangster’s ruined knee. “There will be fighters who have advantages you can’t match.”
He would’ve liked Sai’s voice to pop into his head to disagree or at least offer some encouragement, but it didn’t.
The gong sounded to begin the match. The beginning of the fight was typically Jun’s best chance to seize the advantage with speed and aggressiveness, but this time, he paced slowly around Wan, waiting for the other man to attack first. Would Wan use his breathmark ability right out of the gate in the hopes of ending the fight quickly? Or would he use his special gift only at an opportune moment to catch Jun by surprise?
As Jun was running possibilities through his mind, Wan threw three startlingly fast attacks to the head in a row. Jun evaded the first two jabs but Wan’s speed and impressive reach forced him onto his back foot; the cross shot connected with his cheek. A bright burst of pain exploded in Jun’s head. He reeled, and Wan planted a powerful kick square into his chest.
Jun was thrown stumbling halfway across the arena. He fell, landed on his rear, and rolled backward, clambering quickly but unsteadily back to his feet. He couldn’t hear the noise of the crowd through the ringing in his head, but with shock he glimpsed Ren’s face among the crush of spectators along the sidelines.
She was here today, as she’d promised, watching him.
All the confusion and resentment that had strained their conversation the previous evening fled his memory like water out of a bucket. Whatever soreness remained from her secrets and his anger, it wasn’t enough to change how he really felt about her. Her presence here now jolted and calmed him at the same time. She was leaning slightly forward, quiet, but her expression was urgent and intense, as if she were trying to tell him something.
“Breathmarks aren’t a guarantee of anything.” Her words, raised in defiance to Zhang, and again as a confession as they sat on the roof of the Gate of Flowers Inn outside the city walls. She’d cleared his mind of doubt that night and seeing her now did the same. “Marked or not, every one of us has Breath enough to will our own destiny into being.”
Chagrin flooded into Jun, and with it, angry determination. What was he doing? He’d ceded the initiative out of fear.
Wan had an advantage in height and reach, that much he knew and could adjust for. The Lightning Hands school, from what Jun had heard, was a boxing academy known for its rapid battering chain punches and kicks. In combination, Wan’s physique and his training gave him the formidable ability to deal multiple hits on opponents while keeping them at a safe distance.
Buoyed by how quickly he’d gained the initial momentum, Wan advanced, crossing the arena and closing the gap between them in a few strides. Jun didn’t give him another chance to go on the offensive. Staying at the outer range of his own reach was too dangerous; he needed to be either farther away or, preferably, much closer, where Wan couldn’t use his fists and feet to their full devastating effect.
As Wan’s first jab shot toward him, he dropped low and barreled forward, letting the attack fly over his head. Wan’s second blow grazed the top of his shoulder, but by then Jun had already closed in on him. Being shorter than his opponent had its advantages; Jun’s fists were at the perfect height to land two solid blows into the kidneys and then a low uppercut to the abdomen.
Wan’s long body folded forward with a grunt of pain, bringing his head down to Jun’s level. Jun seized the taller man around the back of the neck in a viselike clinch, preventing him from rising again to his full height. Wan swung heavily for Jun’s head and body; his knuckles smacked into Jun’s ears and his ribs, but Jun clung as tight to him as a baby monkey; his opponent didn’t have the space or angle to land a damaging enough blow to make him let go.
Exhaling and contracting his torso with each impact, Jun began slamming his knees into Wan’s sides, going for the lower ribs. Their locked bodies heaved with effort, but Jun’s hits were accomplishing more than Wan’s. He knew from Master Chang that he didn’t need to constantly expend full effort in order to keep fighting. He didn’t allow his grip to slacken, but he remained aware of his Breath and kept it burning at a level he knew he could continue for a long time.
Wan could not say the same. Worn down by Jun’s sharp knees pounding his sides, he tried to escape by bodily lifting Jun from his feet in an attempt to throw him. Jun hooked his legs around Wan’s waist and fell backward, dragging them both to the ground. Wan pushed upward, trying to get enough space to rear up and pound Jun in the face, but his stiff resistance was his undoing. Jun grabbed his arm, dragged it across his own body and swiveled hard on the ground, pinning his opponent’s locked arm between his legs and bending it backward.
Wan struggled mightily, cursing and trying to extricate his trapped limb. He even tried to bite Jun’s leg but couldn’t quite reach it with his teeth. His chest heaved with desperate exertion. Jun gritted his teeth and applied more pressure, threatening to break the man’s arm.
If Wan’s breathmark ability could spare him from defeat and reverse the trajectory of the fight, now would be the time for him to use it. Was it possible, Jun wondered, that Wan had unbreakable bones, like Savage Ma? What then?
“I yield,” Wan panted. Again, louder, so everyone could hear, “I yield!”
Jun released him and got to his feet. Amid shouts of elation and groans of disappointment from the packed sidelines, the two opponents bowed respectfully to each other and Wan turned away unhappily to leave the arena.
“What is it?” Jun asked. When Wan looked back at him in confusion, Jun pointed to the blue scales on the man’s shoulder. “Your breathmark ability. What is it? I never figured it out.”
“Ah.” Dauntless Wan rubbed the back of his neck and looked down at the ground with embarrassment. “I can fall asleep immediately, whenever I want, and for exactly as long as I want. And I only need about three hours of sleep a day. It’s a useful ability, because I have more time for training, but it’s not of any help in the arena. I fight bare-chested because the sight of dragonskin intimidates people.” He gave a despondent shrug. “It doesn’t always work.”
“It almost did today,” Jun admitted. “Your breathmark is a gift that anyone would be happy to have, but it was your fighting skill that got you this far.”
Another round of applause erupted from the audience as Wan exited the arena—appreciation of a far different tone from the bloodlust after Leopard’s victories. Other competitors standing outside the arena brought their fists up and bowed in salute to the contestants for a battle well fought and fairly won.
The arena announcer was a stout, ruddy-faced man in a courtly, ostentatious winged hat that artificially added a head’s worth to his height. “The victor, moving on to the next round, Li Jun of Cheon!” he bellowed with raised arms.
“What’s his martial name?” The shout came from the gap-toothed man, who’d starting betting on Jun instead of against him. “He ought to have a proper martial name!”
“I don’t have one,” Jun admitted. Fighters were usually bestowed their monikers by instructors or peers. Calling oneself “invincible” or “fearless” seemed too boastful, even for Jun. He bowed and began to leave the arena.
Ren’s voice rang out behind him as clear and arresting as it did from the stage during her performances. “We should give Li Jun a martial name,” she declared to everyone still in the vicinity of the arena. Jun turned around to see her walking to the spot he’d just left, turning to face the crowd for support. “After the way he’s fought, he deserves a bold name he can proudly take all the way into the finals!”
Nods and shouts of agreement followed Ren’s public suggestion. Just as he had been in the field when Ren had leapt atop the woodpile, Jun was too astonished to know how to react. Ren seemed able to turn on her magnetic stage presence at any moment, to instantly command attention. She was facing away from him toward the other spectators, encouraging them to shout out suggestions.
“The Pride of Cheon!”
“Fist of Fury!”
“Young Star Warrior!”
Jun’s face grew hot. It was flattering to see the growing excitement on his behalf, but he didn’t like any of the ideas. Perhaps he really should have chosen a martial name for himself beforehand; thanks to Ren, he was about to be saddled with something ridiculous.
Ren nodded in agreement with the last person who’d spoken. “Li Jun is only sixteen, born under the Red Star. He’s the youngest competitor at the tournament, and even though he doesn’t have a breathmark, he fights as if divinely inspired by Dragon himself.”
What in the name of the Blessed Consort is she doing now? Jun tried to catch Ren’s eye and cut her off before she got too carried away, but it was too late; Ren strode up next to the announcer and swept an arm out dramatically. “Call him … the Little Dragon!”
It was staggeringly lofty, even by the ostentatious standards of typical martial names. Jun opened his mouth to protest, certain that he wouldn’t be the only one to do so and that Ren’s preposterous suggestion would be rejected with derision. Instead, dozens of people pumped their fists and shouted approval. Jun had seen Ren transfix an audience many a time, but never like this. It seemed that she had somehow uncorked their emotions and loosened their tongues.
Jun glimpsed, over the heads of the crowd, General Cobu watching the unfolding scene with unnerving intensity, his stare heavy on Jun. Even Guardian Yama was sitting forward, his interest roused like that of a sleepy reptile opening its eyes.
The announcer blinked in befuddlement at the young woman who’d appeared next to him, but buoyed by Ren’s encouraging smile and the energy of the crowd, he turned back to the arena and pointed to Jun. “The victor, Little Dragon Li!”






TWENTY-TWO
Jun caught Ren as soon as she stepped away from the arena. Taking her by the arm, he steered them both away from the hubbub and behind the competitors’ pavilion.
“What was that about?” he demanded.
She gazed at him calmly. “Don’t you like your new name?”
“I … Yes, but…” He frowned, not sure if he should be thanking Ren or getting angry at her. He couldn’t manage to stay incensed, not with her smiling at him as if she were amused by his reaction. “It’s … a lot, don’t you think? Why did you make a scene? I was fine not having a martial name.”
He did like the name, though, the way it sounded so grand and intimidating when shouted out by the announcer. It made him feel as if he were walking on air and breathing sunlight as he left the arena. It also made him distinctly uneasy, as if he’d suddenly been given a crown without asking for it, one that sat heavy on his head no matter how rare and shiny it was.
Ren gave him a skeptical look that suggested not only that he was being ungrateful for what she’d done, but that he was missing the point entirely. She leaned in. “Leopard and Ghostface are the two competitors people are talking about the most right now. If you’re going to be a contender, you need to stand out.”
“The Guardian’s Tournament isn’t a popularity contest,” Jun countered. “It doesn’t matter who the crowd favors or who has the best name. It only matters who wins in the arena. Besides, Ghostface was injured and hasn’t been seen since.”
“If he’s gone, people will look for another contender to support,” Ren insisted. “When I’m performing, I can feel the energy of those watching. Not to the extent Sifu can; I don’t have his ability to see Breath. But every actor knows the Breath of the audience matters. It affects what happens onstage. You want them on your side.”
“This name paints a giant target on my back.” Claiming a personal connection to Dragon was tantamount to declaring oneself a god on earth, akin to royalty. Taken in the wrong way, it might even be interpreted as a treasonous overstep. Only the emperor was allowed to call himself the Son of Dragon.
“You didn’t give yourself the name. Your supporters did,” Ren reminded him. As if that was going to be a viable defense if Cobu and the Sixth Division decided to make an issue of it. Ren stepped closer to him, taking his arms. “The people need someone who inspires them. Someone who they can imagine as the Guardian.”
Jun kept his arms limp. “What about Prodigy Yin?”
Ren let go of him. “I can support both you and Yin Yue.”
“Not for long. In the end, only one person can be the Guardian.”
A group of men in red scarves sauntered past on their way to Leopard’s match. Ren drew Jun aside and waited until Cobu’s supporters were past. “If you and Yin Yue meet in the finals, it would be the best outcome for the country. It would mean whoever becomes the Guardian will preserve the integrity of the position instead of enabling the man who wants to drive the West to war.” The glare Ren gave him was stern and uncompromising. “That’s the outcome I’m rooting for. I don’t need to choose between the two of you for it to happen.”

SUPPORTERS of the Tiger Spirit Combat School were out in full force, chanting and waving orange and black banners. Jun jostled his way to the sidelines of the Blue Arena in time to see Leopard emerge from his private tent, bare-chested, prowling toward his first fight of the day like a hungry animal at feeding time. The glare of contempt he turned on his opponent’s cheering section was so murderously frightening that for a second the drummers and bannermen faltered in their noise and movement before bravely resuming. “Tiger Shu! Tiger Shu!”
Jun felt an odd desire to run over and join the Tiger Spirit crowd and cheer alongside them. Considering he’d eliminated one of their candidates yesterday, he didn’t think he would be welcomed. Still, he respected the Tiger Spirit students and was glad to see Peng sitting outside the arena and shouting encouragement to his classmate. They came from a big, arrogant, rigid school, but it was hard not to admire their strength and support of one another. They truly did live up to their school name, in physical ferocity and mental toughness.
Shu walked into the Blue Arena to face Leopard with his head held high, his stare proud and fearless. When the gong sounded, Leopard leapt at his opponent with vicious roundhouse punches and flying knees, a snarl issuing from his lips. He was met and buffeted back by an equally furious storm of rapid counterpunches and blistering shin kicks. Shu was, astonishingly, even more impressive a fighter than Peng, with the same explosive speed and power but even greater reach and strength.
Jun tried to pay close attention to Leopard. He was here, instead of standing with Ren on the sidelines of Yin Yue’s match, because he needed to learn as much as he could about General Cobu’s pit fighter if he was going to face him later. But it seemed he might not have to bother. Shu was minimizing Leopard’s attacks with tight blocking and doing damage in turn with relentless but patient body blows. No doubt he’d seen or heard what happened to Savage Ma yesterday and wasn’t about to rush into the same fate by being heedless and giving Leopard a chance to get too close.
It all went wrong in an instant.
One of Shu’s powerful roundhouse kicks connected hard and knocked Leopard to one knee; seeing the perfect chance to end the fight, Shu went in for the finishing blow.
Leopard scooped up and flung a handful of gravel and sand straight into Shu’s face. Startled, Shu reared back. Leopard sprang up, seized the other man’s head by a fistful of hair, and, with a guttural bellow, jabbed his first two fingers into Shu’s left eye socket.
Shu screamed. The entire audience, even the ones wearing red scarves in support of General Cobu, sucked in a horrified gasp. Shu stumbled back, a hand clapped to his face. Blood streamed down his cheek.
Leopard flicked pulpy gore from his fingers and came in with a high kick on Shu’s blind side, dropping the maimed man to the ground.
Shu threw his free arm over his head in a clear sign of surrender. “Enough! I yield!”
Leopard’s momentum didn’t change; his next blow came down just above Shu’s elbow. Unlike Savage Ma, Shu’s bones were those of an ordinary man, easily broken. His arm buckled like a practice board, caving in at the joint with a sickening snap that Jun heard from the sidelines.
Shu fell, clutching his broken limb to his body, his one remaining eye wide with pain and fear. “The victor is Leopard, by surrender!” exclaimed the arena announcer, desperately and with no apparent effect, as Leopard took another step forward, eyes alight with murderous savagery. Against the rules, Shu’s two Tiger Spirit classmates ran shouting into the arena to defend him, but they were too far away to make it to the fighters in time. Jun braced himself to witness the worst.
Leopard hesitated. He glanced up at the platform, like a dog cocking its head at its master.
From where he was seated above the arena, General Cobu gave a small shake of his head.
With reluctance, Leopard lowered his arms. No one could doubt that even with his opponent helpless in surrender, he’d meant to take Shu’s life. Only his sponsor’s wishes kept him in check. Leopard wasn’t fighting simply to win. Perhaps he didn’t even care about becoming the Guardian. He was in the arena to kill.
“You fought well, but you are not a real warrior,” he rumbled to Shu in disdain. It was the first time Jun had heard the man speak. A deep, hoarse rasp, as if his throat had been damaged long ago and never fully healed. “For a real warrior, there is no surrender. Only victory or death.”
Shu’s teammates rushed to pull him away before Leopard could change his mind, but Cobu’s fighter had already turned to leave the arena. As he passed Jun, their eyes locked for an instant.
A shiver traveled down Jun’s spine, but he refused to look away. He gazed back with challenging calm as Leopard assessed him briefly, making note of him as future prey. Up close, Leopard seemed somehow more human and less human at the same time. Jun could see his many scars, the knobby nose and fingers that spoke of previous breakages, the hunched posture of a man who’d survived hard labor for years and kept his head down to avoid unwanted attention from those more powerful. Yet his outsized presence at the tournament was dark and magnetic, and it was impossible to forget how easily he killed.
I’m going to beat you, Jun vowed. You’re an animal that needs to be put down.
Leopard walked back to his tent. The two attendants Cobu had assigned to him quickly pulled back the flap and the man disappeared from view.
“Li Jun from Cheon?”
Jun turned at the sound of his name. A servant boy in unfamiliar livery bent over, catching his breath, having apparently run all throughout Warrior’s Park. “I have an urgent message to deliver to the Guardian candidate Li Jun,” the boy insisted.
“What is it?” A spike of worry made Jun’s heart jump. “Did Sifu Chang send you?”
The messenger shook his head, still breathing hard. “Your father is here.”
“He’s what?” Jun spun around, half expecting to see Li Hon appear behind him, his weathered face set in a glower of scathing parental disapproval, intent on seizing his son by the ear and dragging him out of Warrior’s Park and back to Cheon. “How did he find me? How’d he get here?”
A defensive speech began to rapidly assemble itself in Jun’s mind. Even if his father hadn’t been fooled for long by the letter he’d left behind, he hadn’t imagined that he would actually come all the way to Xicheng.
Baba, please. I was wrong to disobey you, but look, I’ve won all my matches so far. I can’t leave. I won’t. Baba, you don’t understand, this is the most important thing to me. And for the country! Just give me a chance and I’ll show you what I can do.
“I came straight from the Tranquility Boarding House. Your father was brought there this morning.” The messenger boy’s voice turned grave. “He’s very ill.”






TWENTY-THREE
As soon as Jun stepped into the room, he could smell sickness. It was unmistakable—pungent and cloying. Sweat, blood and vomit, medicinal herbs, incense and stale air. Jun swallowed, dread ballooning in his stomach as his eyes adjusted to the dim confines.
His father lay on a cot, shivering under a pile of blankets despite the heat. Jun stifled a choked noise of disbelief and dropped to his knees next to Li Hon’s prone form. His father’s face was tinged gray and filmed with sweat. He looked much thinner than he had been just a month ago, the sharp outline of his collarbone jutting from underneath loose, papery skin. His lips were faintly blue, his eyes closed. Jun cringed at his father’s breathing: strained, liquid-clogged wheezes that sounded as if Li Hon were struggling to suck swamp air through a thin, hollow reed.
A tumult of questions crowded into Jun’s head. What happened? Why are you here instead of back in Cheon where you’re supposed to be? What’s wrong with you, and will you be okay?
All that came out was a whisper. “Baba?”
“He may not be able to hear you,” came a regretful voice behind him. Jun turned to the doctor, a long-limbed man grinding an acrid-smelling poultice, his back to Jun. “Are you the man’s son?” he asked, without stopping the rhythmic stone scraping of pestle against mortar.
“What’s wrong with him?” Jun exclaimed.
“His lungs are failing,” the doctor said, making no attempt to break the news gently. “The travelers who were kind enough to bring him through the city gates this morning said that he’d been traveling for weeks before he collapsed. He insisted that he had to reach the capital.”
“He walked from Cheon?” Jun could not believe this was happening.
“At his age, and in poor health, with all this smoke in the air from the wildfires,” the doctor said, shaking his head. “Someone should’ve warned him against such foolishness.”
The doctor knelt on the other side of the cot, pulled down the blankets, and rubbed the paste he’d prepared onto Li Hon’s neck and chest. The strong vapor made Jun’s nostrils sting.
“Will that make him better?” It was hard to even put two thoughts together.
“It will ease his breathing and hopefully lessen his pain,” said the doctor, “but that’s about all I can do for him at this point. His fever is worsening, and there’s too much fluid in his lungs.”
“What do you mean?” Jun’s voice sounded confused and childlike in his own ears. He said the words without thinking, as if feigning a lack of understanding would change the answer.
He’s dying.
Jun felt as if the room were tilting. If he hadn’t run away, his father wouldn’t have left Cheon to follow him. If he hadn’t taken all the money in their house, foolish, determined Li Hon could’ve paid for a carriage and lodgings instead of traveling on foot and sleeping outside.
“Please, there must be something you can do,” Jun insisted.
The doctor pulled the blankets back up and gave Jun a long, paternalistically compassionate stare that communicated his dire conclusions more clearly than any words. “I’m a physician, not a god.” He glanced down at the red leather band around Jun’s wrist. “Since you’re a Guardian candidate, I’ll only charge you half my usual fee for coming out here. You can settle the bill with the innkeeper along with the room charge after you’ve made final arrangements.”
The doctor gathered his supplies and departed with heartless finality.
Bubbling panic clutched Jun around the throat. That can’t be right. His father was tough. He’d been the first to teach Jun to fight. He’d earned a living by taking more blows and getting up from more falls than Jun could remember. He couldn’t possibly die like this, struggling to breathe.
Doctor Lim. Jun jerked upright, his mind racing. Just because one doctor had given up didn’t mean that a better healer—one who was breathmarked—couldn’t save his father. Doctor Lim was the head physician at the Guardian’s Tournament for a reason. Jun had seen and felt her ability to manipulate Breath just by laying hands on a person. She could do what others couldn’t. Even Old Man Zhang had believed so.
Li Hon stirred, his eyelids cracking open. “Jun,” he rasped, reaching out a trembling hand. “You’re here.”
“Baba.” Jun leaned forward. He wanted to throw his arms around his father’s frail shoulders and hold him tight; he wanted to scream at him and shake him for being such a reckless fool, coming to Xicheng for no good reason. “Don’t worry, I’m going to find a doctor that can make you better. I know where to go. Just wait here and rest. I’ll be back soon.” He started to his feet.
“Jun, wait.” Li Hon grasped his son’s hand, his grip still startlingly strong. “I’m sorry I held you back. All this time, I only wanted to keep you from making my mistakes. If I hadn’t put martial arts first, I wouldn’t have risked our family. You wouldn’t have grown up without your mother and brother.” Tears gathered in the corners of his eyes. “I couldn’t lose you as well.”
Li Hon’s breathing caught, and he coughed—a deep, wet, painful sound. He turned on his side, hacking into a sodden cloth speckled red and yellow with blood and clotted phlegm.
Jun shook his head adamantly. “I was coming back. I’m sorry that I left the way I did, but I would’ve come back, I just needed to—” To make everything we’ve gone through worth it. To be the best at what they tried to take away from us. He squeezed his father’s hand. “It doesn’t matter. We’ll talk about it later. The tournament doesn’t matter. Just get better so we can go home.”
“I should’ve told you … about … Sai. His gift…” It was getting harder for his father to speak; each word took a whole breath that sounded as if it were forced through a stranglehold. “The two of you belong together. My fault … And your mother … You need to … find them, Jun.”
His father was getting delirious. Jun couldn’t waste any more time. He loosened his father’s grip and whispered, “Hang on, Baba. You stubborn old fool, you can take a cane to my backside for being a disobedient son later—after I save you. Just please … keep fighting.”






TWENTY-FOUR
The carriage was still waiting outside. Jun had paid for the driver to speed from the Island to the Tranquility Boarding House, a cheap eight-room inn where his father had been settled in one of the outer wards of the city. Now he paid nearly double for the driver to rush him back. By the time he sprinted back into Warrior’s Park, he’d been gone for less than two hours. The afternoon matches were in full swing, the eager crowds at peak numbers.
Jun pushed his way through a tide of people headed for the central Gold Arena, the only one remaining. Each contest between the ten remaining contenders was being fought before the emperor’s pavilion and the entire park full of spectators.
“Ghostface is back! He’s in the quarterfinals!” an eager boy yelled to his friends. “I knew he wasn’t done!” Jun didn’t stop to see what was going on, but he registered surprise at the sight of the masked fighter stepping into the main arena to face an opponent brandishing a monk’s spade. Ghostface nimbly spun the long staff he carried and dropped into a dramatic ready stance. The crowd went wild with cheers. Their favorite folk hero come to life didn’t seem as if he’d broken his arm. Or been injured at all.
He did, however, appear to be a couple of inches taller than he’d been in the morning.
Unlike the spectators, General Cobu did not appear pleased by the mystery fighter’s unexpected reappearance. He waved away the nervous servant who offered him wine and sat forward, his scowl aimed down at the arena like the menacing stare of a hawk.
Everything happening around Jun dropped out of his head like sand through a sieve. He hurried on without slowing to watch Ghostface or to wonder about how any of the other matches had concluded in the time he’d been absent. What the hell did any of it matter anymore? All he could think of was how quickly he had to get back to his father with help.
When he reached the competitors’ pavilion, he found Doctor Lim walking around, checking on fighters injured earlier in the day and imperiously dispensing first aid to patients and orders to her underlings. Jun ran up to the breathmarked healer. “Doctor, I need you to come with me, please.” The candidate whose broken fingers Lim was splinting glared at him for barging ahead of those waiting, but Jun barreled on, heedless. “My father—he’s here in the city and very sick. His lungs are failing and another doctor wasn’t able to do anything. You have to help him.”
Lim didn’t look his way. “My job is to treat the Guardian candidates, not their families.”
“Please,” Jun begged. “He’s dying and you’re the only breathmarked doctor I know.”
“Hey, you,” slurred a competitor behind him with a broken jaw, “wait your turn.”
Doctor Lim waved Jun away impatiently. “As you can see, I’m busy. Even if I could help your father, leaving the tournament while the matches are still going on would be a quick way to lose my position as a royal physician. Not to mention probably earn me a dozen lashes with a thick rod.”
“When do the matches end?” Jun asked, not moving aside.
Lim sighed as if he were a persistent but dim-witted child. “The quarterfinal matches just began, and they’re occurring one at a time. An hour at least, maybe two.”
“How are we already in the quarterfinals?” Jun exclaimed in disbelief.
Lim shrugged. “Three winners from this morning were too injured to continue. The general gave the word to move straight into the next round.”
“Can you come afterward?”
Lim shook her head. “Even if I could, you can’t afford my fees.”
“I…” Jun cast about desperately for a reply. “I’ll win you the money. Today.”
The doctor finally looked at him. She frowned, the wedge of bronze scales on her forehead drawing down like an arrow. “Candidates are forbidden from betting on the tournament.”
“So are the attendants and staff, including the doctors. Isn’t that true?”
“Ssssh.” Doctor Lim took him by the elbow and pulled him into a corner of the tent, away from the protests of waiting patients. “I haven’t broken any of the rules, understand?” she hissed.
Jun barreled on. “The young man who’s been betting big and winning—is he your son? Nephew? Or just a partner of convenience who’s going to split the winnings with you?” Doctor Lim was certainly in a position to provide valuable inside information about the physical condition of the fighters.
Doctor Lim drew herself up with an indignant intake of breath. “I use Dragon’s gift to treat every single patient to the best of my ability,” she insisted. “If you think you can threaten or blackmail me just because I occasionally drop a hint to—”
“Who am I supposed to fight this afternoon?” A few hours ago, Jun’s next match would’ve been all that was on his mind. He would’ve hovered over the posted results, waiting to find out who his next opponent would be, then stalked about the arena strategizing on how to beat them.
None of that mattered anymore. Not unless it could save his father.
Being one of the most gifted and sought-after doctors in the country apparently didn’t put Doctor Lim above the common greed that surrounded the biggest tournament in the West. Or perhaps she had an addiction to gambling that she could indulge better than most. Lim took a step back from Jun, thin lines compressing around her eyes as she regarded Jun with a suspicious scowl. “You’re scheduled to face Hsu the Boss. He’s rumored to be the best knife fighter here.”
Right. They’d reached the quarterfinals. Weapons were now involved. Jun had missed whatever announcement or fanfare had preceded the especially large and excited crowds.
“What are the gamblers saying about my chances right now?” Jun asked the doctor.
Lim glanced back and forth as if she weren’t allowed to be talking to him about this, which she probably wasn’t. She drew Jun even farther away from the handful of grumbling people still waiting impatiently to be seen. “Hsu is practically uninjured after the preliminary rounds, and he hasn’t even had a chance to use his famed skill with weapons yet. Two-to-one odds he beats you in under ten minutes.”
Despite everything, Jun had the temerity to be insulted. Two to one? After the whole “Little Dragon” spectacle? By the Blessed Consort’s tits, fans could be so mercilessly fickle.
“I’ll beat him in under three minutes,” Jun said. “Have your friend put money on it.”
Lim looked at him askance. “Why would anyone risk money on your overconfidence?”
Jun’s mouth seemed to be spraying out words before his brain could agree, but he didn’t try to stop himself. “There won’t be any risk to you. Have your friend place two wagers. Either I’ll win in under three minutes, or I’ll lose just as quickly. Either way, the two of you walk away with a nice payout.”
The breathmarked physician must’ve seen all manner of ailments in her career, but she stared at Jun as if he’d suddenly manifested a new and unique type of derangement. “You would fix a bet by throwing a match in the Guardian’s Tournament? That’s madness. Completely illegal. If you’re found out, you’d be publicly caned to within an inch of your life, maybe even executed.”
“I’m not going to throw the fight,” Jun said. “But my father doesn’t have the time for me to play it safe out there. Either I beat the Boss quickly, or it’ll end badly for me just as quickly.”
If only there were another way. One that didn’t run headlong into possible death. But if the emperor’s own breathmarked physician couldn’t save his father, then he didn’t know what else to do. Winning the match didn’t even matter, not so long as she did as he asked.
“If I make you a lot of money and get you out of here early, will you help me?”
Lim hesitated. Despite her opportunistic side hustle, Jun’s desperate scheme must’ve moved whatever innate compassion she possessed as a healer. She muttered, “You’re a good son, I’ll give you that.”
Jun felt as if he’d already been stabbed.
“Tell me where your father is,” Lim grumbled. “So I can find him if you get killed first.”






TWENTY-FIVE
Jun was brought before a rack of short bladed weapons—knives, dagger-axes, tiger hook swords, crescent blades, wind-and-fire wheels with wickedly sharp spikes. An officiant explained to him that each round of the tournament going forward would feature a different weapon category, so as to test each candidate’s overall proficiency. If Jun made it through this match, he would have to choose a different weapon for his next fight.
There would be no next fight, not for him. Win or lose, he had his father’s life to think of. Jun’s mind swam with indecision. Simple is better. Don’t overthink it. The knife wasn’t flashy, but he knew how to use it well. If Hsu knew better than him, so be it.
Ordinarily, he would eat a little, hydrate, and rest on the cushioned seats, doing some of the breathing exercises Chang had taught him before beginning his prefight warm-up routine. Now, he couldn’t eat or sit still or think about anything other than his father burning with fever and struggling to draw in air. Jun paced back and forth like a trapped animal.
What if his gamble failed? Or if Doctor Lim didn’t fulfill her side of the deal? Even if she was good for her word, what if she couldn’t do any more than the other doctor?
Outside, a collective gasp went up from the crowd. A multitude of voices screamed along with the victorious fighter in the arena. “And once again, the indisputable winner is Leopard!” bellowed the announcer.
Two arena attendants hurried past the competitors’ pavilion, carrying Leopard’s opponent on a stretcher slung between poles. The man was quite dead, one side of his head bloody and deformed by a skull-cracking blow from a spiked club. Jun’s eyes passed over the grisly sight without registering its import.
The result of the match was a stark contrast to the one that had gone before. Jun had heard from Doctor Lim that Yin Yue had won his fight against a high-kicking adept of the Whirling Leg Sect by landing a solid but nonlethal blow of the tonfa to his opponent’s chin. Jun had heard the crowd roar their approval for noble Prodigy Yin.
They cheer for honorable men and sadistic bastards alike, Jun thought. He didn’t know where Yin had gone after his match, but it was just as well he hadn’t come back to the competitors’ pavilion. Jun wouldn’t have known what to say, and the last person he wanted to break down in front of was Yin Yue.
Where was Ren? Was she with Yin? He thought about trying to find her, to beg her to go to the inn and look after his father until he got there, but searching for her when it seemed as if half the city was packed into Warrior’s Park felt impossible. No time.
An attendant came to escort Jun to his fight. He glanced over his shoulder at Doctor Lim, holding her gaze, reminding her of their bargain. The doctor blinked nervously and gave him a short nod of assurance.
The Gold Arena was situated directly in front of the emperor’s raised platform and the gates of the Pearl. All the other arenas behind it now sat empty, and the watching crowd was arrayed in rows upon rows of raised benches that had been erected on all sides. Jun didn’t pause to take in the crowd or raise his face to the platform where the Scroll rested, waiting for a worthy Guardian. He strode straight across the bloodstained ground, the knife in his hand steady with grim, impatient purpose.
Hsu the Boss stepped into the arena. The man was lean and sinewy, and his slanted eyebrows and sharp nose gave him the look of a bird of prey. He twirled his hooked blade expertly before falling into the light-footed stance of an experienced knife fighter.
Jun didn’t hear any of what the announcer said to introduce the match, nor the chanting of the crowd. The cacophony of noise was a meaningless white hum echoing in his head. He glanced to the side of the arena where a scribe sat at a table, ready to record the details of the fight so they could be copied and conveyed by messengers throughout the land and preserved for posterity. A row of unlit joss sticks stood waiting upright in a rectangular pot of sand, each one marking one minute of the fight.
Should he try to throw the match quickly? Win Lim the money with his immediate defeat? Even as Jun turned the once unthinkable idea around in his head, he rejected it. And not only because the idea of giving up without even trying was anathema to every fiber of his being. Other people in the competitors’ pavilion had seen him talking to the doctor before the fight. If he surrendered to Hsu too easily, it would be suspicious. He couldn’t help his father if he and Lim were arrested for bet fixing. And if he allowed himself to be badly injured or killed, how could he be absolutely sure the conniving doctor would keep her word?
No, he would have to win this. And fast.
Without seeking, his eyes found Ren, not seated on a bench but standing right at the sideline. She gave him an encouraging smile, but at the sight of his grim expression, the smile wavered and fell off her face, replaced with confusion and concern.
The crowd shushed in eager anticipation as the gong sounded.
The Boss slid forward with smooth efficiency, left leg and hand leading, his knife held poised behind his guard, ready to dart into any opening with a slash or stab. He circled Jun patiently, staring straight into his eyes with an intense squint of concentration. Hsu was clearly waiting for Jun to make the first move.
Jun had intended to strike as soon as the gong sounded, but seeing Hsu confidently anticipating his attack, he hesitated. When blades were involved, any foolish opening move might be one’s last. If he acted recklessly, Hsu would cut him down before he knew what had happened.
A spike of fear raced through Jun’s limbs, locking them in place. His throat went dry. What a fool he was, to gamble his father’s life on something as unpredictable as a knife fight.
The spectators voiced their frustration as seconds dragged on without movement from either fighter. Hsu’s supporters shouted, “Cut him up! Show that boy who’s the Boss!” Others jeered, “What a whole lot of nothing from someone who calls himself the Little Dragon.”
Do something! Jun screamed at himself, as if willing his feet to step off a cliff. Before time runs out and you fail Baba like you’ve been doing your whole miserable life. Without thinking, he glanced over at the scribe’s table and the first lit joss stick, already burned down by a third.
Hsu chose that moment to attack. He sprang forward with four swift cuts in a row, his knife flashing too quickly for the eye to track: slashes forehand and backhand, thrust to center line, another crosswise slash. Jun barely managed to evade being stabbed in the chest, and Hsu’s last move sliced through his shirt and opened up a cut across his midsection. It wasn’t terribly deep, but the stinging pain preceded the frightening sensation of blood streaming down his belly, soaking into the tops of his pants.
He’s too good, Jun thought in a panic. I can’t win.
Hsu pressed forward, coming on fast and hard with another flurry of knife attacks, flowing smoothly from one move into the next. Jun evaded and countered, using his left hand to block and deflect the onslaught of cuts while throwing slashes and thrusts of his own with the right, but he seemed unable to break out of being on the defensive. It was all he could do to keep up. His pulse skyrocketed and sweat broke out on his face. When he was too slow, Hsu slashed him across the right arm, cutting through his sleeve and narrowly missing his elbow.
Jun cast about frantically for a way out of the worsening situation. There was no escape from the arena and from the bind he’d put himself in. There was only one thing to do: drop the knife and yield. Lose the fight, but do it quickly enough for Lim to win the bet and agree to save his father. He had to do it now, before the three minutes were up.
A roar built in Jun’s head, blotting out all other thoughts. The knife shook in his hand.
Hsu the Boss paused, weapon poised, for just a second, as if he’d been watching and waiting to see the moment of defeat come into Jun’s eyes. As if he’d been expecting it and was giving Jun the opportunity to surrender.
The unsettling revelation hit Jun like a thunderbolt.
Hsu’s narrowed stare was far too perceptive.
He’s doing this to you. A whisper in Sai’s voice.
At times during the past month of training with Sifu Chang, whenever Jun was sluggish, when he was too tense, when he became rushed or careless in his impatience to win, when he became frustrated or tired, or, most of all, when he was burning his energy too fast and hard and thus sacrificing control, efficiency, and stamina, Chang would stop in the middle of a sparring exercise and ask, “What’s happening with your Breath?”
Jun took several quick steps backward, out of Hsu’s range. He drove his awareness inward, sought out his own Breath, found it curled inward and cooling, gloomy and listless, not his usual energy. He seized it with his will and roused it, as if physically giving himself a hard shake.
A veil seemed to lift from Jun’s eyes. His focus returned, and with it, a single overriding thought: I will not defeat myself.
Jun gripped the knife, fixed his gaze on the Boss, and attacked.
Hsu seemed to realize that something had changed. He curved his spine away from Jun’s first three confident slashes, but the fourth one opened a gash across his collarbone, drawing blood. Hsu countered with a thrust, the blade darting for Jun’s face, no restraint, a bald attempt at a killing blow. Jun knocked the man’s knife hand upward with his wrist and snapped a kick into Hsu’s stomach, pitching him forward.
Hsu turned his momentum into a lunge, aiming to slash Jun across the inside of the thigh, opening a main artery and watching him bleed out. He didn’t get there fast enough; as soon as he went low, Jun kicked him in the head, clipping him across the temple and sending Hsu sprawling to the ground. The crowd roared. Before Hsu could scramble dazedly to his feet, Jun was on him, stomping his heel down on the man’s right hand. The knife spasmed from Hsu’s grip and he howled as the bones of his hand broke.
With a jolt of vindictive satisfaction, Jun kicked Hsu’s weapon far out of reach, then kicked him again in the ribs and the head. The Boss swayed on his knees, barely conscious, but somehow grabbed Jun’s arm with both hands. “You haven’t won yet,” he slurred through a mouth filled with blood. “It only ends with surrender or death, and I’m not surrendering.”
The entire crowd was on its feet, shouting encouragement. Jun could feel the air over the arena vibrating with energy. Time was running out; any second now, this would all have been for nothing—unless he ended the fight. He pressed the tip of the knife to Hsu’s throat. It punctured the skin, drawing a welling bead of blood. He hadn’t killed anyone, not yet, but now he was going to have to. He wanted to. In this arena, you had to be a killer. Like Leopard.
Do it. A voice that didn’t feel like his own, or Sai’s. What are you waiting for?
His father’s face flashed into his mind.
Peaceable, sorrowful Li Hon, who lay dying far from home because of a foolish son—he’d never killed anyone, had only ever wanted to use martial arts to improve himself and others.
Jun drew his left fist back and slugged Hsu across the jaw, knocking him onto his back and straight into unconsciousness. Panting, Jun dropped the knife to the ground at his feet.
“The victor, by knockout … Li Jun the Little Dragon!” bellowed the arena official.
Jun whipped his head around to the scribe’s table. The third joss stick was burned down to a stub. As he stared, the tiny red flame went out, the thin curl of white smoke vanishing.
Three minutes.
A wave of reaction from the stands: cheering from some, disappointed groaning from others. Perched near the scribe’s table, Doctor Lim’s accomplice let out a whoop, his gap-toothed grin filling his face as he collected his winnings. Jun’s eyes traveled past Ren’s bewildered relief and up to the head platform.
To Jun’s surprise, General Cobu raised his hands and clapped.
Hsu the Boss stirred and groaned. Slowly, gingerly, he got to his knees and raised a defeated but resentful glare to Jun. “How did you do it?” he wheezed, bitter confusion dripping from his voice. “No one else was able to shake off the fog I put on them.”
The crushing doubt and panic, the fear and anger and carelessness, and then at the end, the maddened desire to slit Hsu’s throat. In the moment, he’d known something was very wrong, but now, with his head clear, the understanding knocked Jun back a pace. “You were using a breathmark ability on me.”
Hsu sat back and pulled up his left trouser leg to reveal a mottling of orange scales on his calf. He dropped the hem of his pants back down. “I’m not that good a fighter,” he admitted sullenly. “But I’ve always been able to make my opponents perform worse than me. Those who face me lose heart, can’t concentrate, make mistakes. That’s how I was able to get this far.” The man looked Jun in the eye with bitter admiration. “Until you. You came into the arena with more doubt and fear in you than anyone else I’ve fought in the tournament so far. It was easy for me to amplify. But somehow, you shook off my influence. How?”
Jun looked down at the weapon he’d dropped to the ground. If Master Chang had not spent innumerable hours teaching him to recognize when he was out of control and how to rein in and harness his Breath, he wouldn’t have stood a chance against Hsu’s manipulation. If he hadn’t been trying to win for his father instead of himself, he wouldn’t have been able to think beyond his own raging emotions and might’ve given in to the bloodlust of the moment.
“I had a good sifu,” Jun said, “who told me that the only way to master others is to master yourself first.” He gave a slow shake of the head as he stared down at his opponent. “Why, though? Why would you try to make me kill you, at the end?”
Hsu slumped. Blood from the cut on his collarbone was running down the front of his body, staining his shirt and trousers and dripping into the sand. “It’s like Leopard said. You win or you die. I’ve failed and I can’t ever show my face to my master again.”
“You were wrong when you said you’re not a good fighter,” Jun told him. “Even without your breathmark ability, you were the most skilled knife fighter I’ve seen. With it, you were truly formidable. You have nothing to be ashamed of, and if your master is ashamed of you, then you ought to find a new master. Or become your own.”
Hsu looked up at him with grudging admiration. He extended his uninjured left hand and Jun pulled him to his feet. They stood with hands still clasped. “I hope you defeat Leopard,” Hsu said fiercely. “I wanted to fight that monster, even if he killed me. I wanted to see if there was enough doubt in his black heart to turn against him. Now you’ll have to beat him for me.”
Jun swallowed and turned away. I can’t. But he didn’t have time to explain.
Ren was there as soon as he ran out of the arena. She took him by the arm, heedless of staining her hands with his blood. “What’s wrong? Are you all right? You weren’t yourself at all back there.”
Her expression was so acutely worried it was all Jun could do not to crumple and fall against her. “My father,” he whispered. “He’s here in the city. I have to get back to him before it’s too late.”






TWENTY-SIX
Doctor Lim insisted that her first responsibility was to attend to Jun’s wounds, so he was forced to sit and grit his teeth with impatience and pain while one of Lim’s apprentices stitched and bandaged his cuts. “Congratulations, one of the other victors bled out from his wounds while you were in the arena, so you’re in the final four!” the apprentice gushed. Jun didn’t care.
“I’ll find us a carriage,” Ren said quickly, after Jun explained the situation, but that turned out to be unnecessary; as a royal physician, Lim had her own private driver and vehicle. They departed as soon as the doctor deemed Jun sufficiently treated, fighting the crush of traffic on the south bridge alongside thousands of other people trying to leave the Island.
Jun wondered if it might be faster for him to run all the way back to the inn, but he was in no shape to do so. None of his wounds were life-threatening, but a heavy and terrible apprehensive chill was penetrating his bones, and he struggled to keep his whole body from shaking. The interior of the carriage was silent. Ren clasped his hand in support; he hated that she could feel him trembling but was grateful for her comfort. Lim occasionally glanced at Jun with what seemed to be muted surprise and admiration, as if she hadn’t really expected him to pull off what he’d so impulsively promised. When Jun met her eyes, the doctor looked away with awkward guilt.
The awful dread that thickened the silence in the carriage felt unbearable. As soon as they reached the inn, Jun threw back the coverings and leapt out. He took three paces before he saw the corpse wagon parked outside the courtyard, the innkeeper speaking to the driver.
Jun’s legs turned to water. He stumbled to his knees in the street, picked himself up in a mindless haze and staggered into the inn as if powered by something other than his own will. “No. No. No.” The one word issued breathlessly from his lips, as if he could chant away reality.
There were two more people in front of his father’s room—another staff member from the inn and a priest who someone must’ve summoned. Jun shoved past both of them and dropped down next to his father. “Baba,” he whispered. “I’m back, like I promised. I brought a doctor with me. She’s breathmarked, so she’ll be able to help you better than the other one.”
Li Hon did not open his eyes. He looked as if he were dreaming, his brow furrowed with worry at what was happening in his memories. His hand, when Jun took it, was still warm, but his chest didn’t rise and fall. In place of his harsh, laborious wheezing, there was silence.
Jun shook his head in desperate denial even as his vision blurred and a hot, sharp pain started in his chest, threatening to squeeze the breath out of him and stop his heart. “Remember you wanted to tell me something? I’m here now. Wake up, please, Baba.”
Doctor Lim crouched down on the other side of his father’s cot and sighed regretfully. “I’m sorry. Even if we’d arrived earlier, I doubt there was anything to be done for him.”
For half a second, Jun wanted to leap over his father’s body and throttle the greedy physician. Maybe he would’ve lived if only you’d come right away! It’s your fault—
But it wasn’t Lim’s fault. It was his. He’d fought and nearly killed a breathmarked fighter in the arena to try to save his father. It shouldn’t have been for nothing. Yet it was.
When he felt Ren come up behind him and put a hand on his back, the wave of anger and guilt crested over fully into grief and he crumpled, laying his head on his father’s chest like he used to as a little boy, tears stealing away his vision and dripping onto his father’s shirt.
Eventually, Doctor Lim and the sympathetic but impatient innkeeper drew him away so they could take the body and prepare it for burial. Ren spoke to them in Jun’s place, and he felt profound gratitude for her presence because he could do little more than sit and stare at the empty cot where his father had fought to take his last breath.
Ren came and sat down beside him. Her eyes were red, even though she’d only known Jun’s father a little, as the kindly stuntman who used to warn them not to run around backstage lest they get in the actors’ way or hurt themselves. “A wagon will leave from the south gate as soon it opens tomorrow morning, to take your father back to Cheon to be buried,” Ren said gently.
Jun squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them again, trying to pull himself together enough to think. “I’ll leave with the wagon in the morning.” He would accompany his father’s body back home. There, he would settle his father’s debts, pour libations on his grave, and beg his spirit for forgiveness before entering the customary three-month mourning period, withdrawing into the time of austerity and isolation expected of a child who’d lost a parent.
“Thank you for making the arrangements,” he croaked. “And for … for being here.”
“I’ve settled the bill with the inn and paid the wagon driver and the embalmers already.”
“I don’t have the money for all that.” He’d used up nearly all his coin to register for the tournament and had barely enough to buy food and lodgings on the trip back.
“Sifu and I can afford it. It’s the least we could do.”
Jun bowed his head, fighting back a fresh onslaught of guilt and grief. “I’m sorry. You and Sifu Chang did so much for me. All for nothing, in the end.”
Ren jerked, as poked by a sharp stick. “Don’t you see by now?” She spoke almost angrily. “Sifu didn’t train you and bring you here out of generosity. The Silent Flute Society has been planning for years to have one of our own win the tournament and become the Guardian. We almost succeeded six years ago with Yama, but he betrayed us. This time, we had a different plan, but with General Cobu sponsoring his own entrant, we knew Ghostface could fail, too.” She raised eyes wet with apology. “You showed up at the right time. Sifu said you were a gift from Dragon. If you won the tournament, it would stall Cobu’s plan. And we would have a friend in the Guardian’s Residence, someone who might help us. You were our backup plan, Jun.” She laughed, with irony rather than mirth. “You don’t owe us anything.”
It was just as he’d suspected, right after he’d heard Ghostface had been injured. It still stung, though, to hear her lay it out so bluntly. “I guess it goes to show what a fool I am, then,” he blurted, his voice rough and twisted. “Just like you said I was from the start.”
“I didn’t say that,” Ren mumbled.
“My father was right. He knew I wasn’t cut out to be the Guardian, that I should’ve stayed where I belonged.” Jun’s head pounded; he wished a hole would open beneath him and suck him into the earth. “And now he’s dead because of me, and I never did make him proud of me, not once, not ever.”
Ren said, “Your father loved you. And I don’t think that he needed you to be the Guardian to be proud of you.”
Jun turned his face away, not wanting Ren to see his tears. No matter how skilled a fighter he was, he didn’t deserve to be the Guardian. Someone who didn’t even care for his own father couldn’t be trusted to care for the Scroll of Heaven and for the entire nation. He’d justified his disobedience by promising he’d make it up to his father tenfold later, after he became the Guardian. But his father hadn’t wanted another son with a great destiny—only a son who stayed.
“We can’t stay here,” Ren reminded him. “Let’s go back to our rooms at the Golden Gate Inn. You need to get a full night’s rest and pack supplies before you go.”
Jun let her coax him to his feet and lead him out of the room. In a gesture of compassion, or perhaps guilt that she’d profited so handsomely off Jun’s performance in the arena without being able to do anything for him in return, Doctor Lim had sent her driver back with the carriage and instructions to transport Jun wherever he needed to go for the night. The sun was descending below the city walls as they rode sorrowfully back to the Golden Gate Inn.
Jun roused his attention enough to ask, “Where’s Yin Yue?”
“After his match, he went to look for a posting station,” Ren said. “He wanted to send a message to his master at the Iron Core school, explaining everything that’s happened at the tournament in case…” She bit her lip. “In case things don’t go well tomorrow.”
Tomorrow. The final day of the tournament. By the time the sun set again, a new Guardian would be named. Jun felt a pulse of dull regret. It would’ve been better for all concerned if Hsu the Boss had cut his throat. At least then there would be three remaining finalists to oppose Leopard instead of only two.
“Leopard won’t win.” Without a bit of envy, he assured her, “Yin Yue is the best fighter from the South. And Ghostface has Sifu’s training on his side. Their side. There’s more than one person behind the mask, isn’t there?”
Ren nodded. She, too, must have seen how the masked fighter had returned in the afternoon, perfectly healthy, and a little bit taller. “Anyone can be Ghostface.”
“Multiple fighters competing under one name,” Ren agreed. “It’s not technically against the tournament rules because no one has ever thought to try it. Who would? Anyone who’s ever fought to become the Guardian has done so for themselves and their schools and families. Ghostface stands for an idea. No one knows his face, and any one of Sifu Chang’s other students could take his place. If Ghostface wins, he won’t betray the Silent Flute Society.”
Something else Ren had said itched at his numb brain. “Unlike Guardian Yama—that’s what you said earlier. Was he one of Sifu Chang’s students as well?”
“I’ve placed too much hope in one place before.” Chang’s words last night.
“Yes.” Ren looked as if she had something sour in her mouth. “I remember watching him train with Sifu when I was just a little girl, and he was a much older, promising candidate. Yama was recruited and trained by the Society, but once he became the Guardian, he did nothing to advance our goals. He stayed in his residence, studying the Scroll by himself and not speaking a word of protest while General Cobu became more and more powerful.”
The carriage arrived at the Golden Gate Inn. Despite the fresh grief weighing down his every step and thought, Jun wondered what to say to Chang in parting. He owed the flutist so much—yet now he understood that he’d never been special, just a tool. A means to a political end that the Silent Flute Society had been working toward for years.
What little anger he could summon was dull and lifeless. How could he blame Chang for not entirely trusting him, when he hadn’t shown any interest in the history or politics of the role he aspired to so badly? When he hadn’t cared for anything other than his own victory? When he’d already disobeyed and run away from his previous instructor and his own father?
The miserable thoughts hurt, but they fled Jun’s mind as he and Ren entered the courtyard. The ordinarily tidy, welcoming entryway of the Golden Gate Inn was a scene of violent disarray. Decorative vases and potted plants had been knocked over and shattered on the stone pavers. Three of the inn’s cleaning staff were on their hands and knees with wet rags, washing the floor clean of the dark, splattered puddles that Jun suspected were not spilled red wine.
“What happened here?” he exclaimed.
No one answered him. A dozen of the inn’s guests were clustered at the end of the courtyard, murmuring worriedly and not heeding the agitated innkeeper who was trying to urge them back to their rooms. Jun looked up, following the crowd’s gaze to one of the guest room doors on the second story, hanging askew on its frame, having clearly been smashed open.
“Sifu!” Ren bolted for the stairs. “Sifu!”
A horrible sinking sensation chilled Jun from head to toe, freezing him in place for a long heartbeat. Then he dashed after Ren, calling after her and pushing through the gawking guests, barreling past the innkeeper and ignoring the man’s shouted protests. He took the stairs three at a time, catching up with Ren just as she charged through the broken doorway into Chang’s room.
The small space was wrecked: the lamp, thankfully unlit, overturned and dripping oil off the displaced table, the chair by the bedside broken, the flutist’s trunk flung open and his belongings scattered. Chang’s bamboo cane was lying across the threshold, snapped in half.
Ren collapsed in the middle of the disaster, picking up an object from the floor and clutching it to her chest with a moan. When Jun dropped to his knees beside her and grasped her arms, he saw that it was Chang’s flute, remarkably still intact. “They took him,” Ren choked out.
“Who took him?” Given the wreckage, Chang must’ve fought furiously, and had no doubt been outnumbered. Jun was thankful the destroyed room didn’t contain the flutist’s body.
“We didn’t think they’d find us so quickly,” Ren went on, rocking back and forth. “We didn’t think Cobu would dare to parade his soldiers around and use force within the city while the tournament was still going on. What complete fools we were. Those miserable fucking Dragon-cursed pieces of shit!” She beat her fists against her thighs, tears of fury streaking her face. “And I wasn’t here to stop them. I wasn’t here when he needed me.”
A thick lump formed in Jun’s throat, Ren’s despair an echo of his own. “Why would Cobu come after Sifu Chang now? Does he think arresting him will stop Ghostface?”
“Yes.” Ren lifted her face, her expression bleak. “He’ll torture Sifu for the identities of all the Silent Flute Society members in the city. Then he’ll have them arrested and executed.”






TWENTY-SEVEN
Jun coaxed Ren out of the ruined guest room and back down to the inn’s courtyard. The other guests and the staff of the Golden Gate Inn backed away and avoided eye contact with them, possibly out of awkward pity, and more likely because no one wanted to be seen associating with the compatriots of a man who’d been publicly dragged away by soldiers. Criminal status could be a contagious disease, and no one wanted General Cobu’s soldiers to make an encore appearance.
The innkeeper, who must’ve felt some obligation and sympathy toward them considering that Chang and Ren’s popular stage performances had kept his guests entertained all week, had blankets and cups of warm wine brought out before reluctantly informing them that unfortunately, he had no other room for them at the inn and they would have to leave as soon as they were able.
Ren’s hands shook so badly that she sloshed wine over the rim of the cup before she drained it and set it down. Jun didn’t dare pick up his own cup; he sat down hard, his legs folding as if they were made of bean curd. His father had died only hours earlier, and now this … He couldn’t string thoughts together at all; his head was filled with helpless howling silence.
Yin Yue burst through the inn’s gates. “Ren!” he shouted, voice strained with panic. “Ren, where are you?” Spotting her and Jun sitting hunched together on a bench, he ran over and gripped Ren’s hands, dropping to his knees in front of her and shaking with worry as he looked into her face. “Are you all right? Did Cobu’s soldiers…” Rage and terror raced across his face.
Yin Yue’s arrival pierced the fog of Jun’s shock. In all the years they’d known each other, Jun had rarely seen Yin’s poise crack, and never had he seen the older student as agitated as he was now. Yin didn’t look so good either; he hadn’t emerged from his quarterfinal win unscathed. One side of his face was bruised and puffy, the left eye black and swollen.
Ren pulled her hands out of Yin’s grasp. “I’m fine,” she snapped. “I got here too late.”
Because of me. The one thought bubbled up through Jun’s mind. Ren had been with him for hours, trying to help him and his father. That was why she hadn’t been with Chang.
“The news is all over the city.” Yin barely glanced at Jun. “Cobu’s soldiers have put up notices in all the plazas and markets. The famous flutist, Blindman Chang, a leader of the Silent Flute Society, arrested for spreading subversive political propaganda with his performances and inciting treason against the emperor. I came as soon as I heard.”
“Cobu was clever.” She took Jun’s wine cup and drank it in a few swallows. “He did this while everyone was on the Island watching the matches, so fewer people would notice him sending soldiers into the entertainment quarter. All the Guardian candidates are under the emperor’s protection for the duration of the tournament”—she pointed to the red leather band on Yin’s wrist—“so he couldn’t publicly arrest or kill Ghostface. But he found another way to strike at the Silent Flute Society. Between the arrests last night and Sifu being taken, this is pure intimidation against anyone who dares to stand up to him.”
Yin glanced around nervously, noticing the innkeeper and hotel guests still staring at them suspiciously from a distance. “We shouldn’t be talking here,” he said. “We need to leave. If Cobu’s soldiers come back, anyone here could point you two out as Chang’s associates.”
“Where can we go?” Ren asked. “Every other nearby inn is full.”
Yin stood. “Come with me.”

YIN Yue was staying twenty minutes away at an inn called the Fragrant Spring. It was as full as the others, but thanks to Iron Core school funds, Yin’s room was large enough for all three of them to stay, albeit in close quarters. Yin gave up his bed to Ren and had the innkeeper bring up sleeping rolls for him and Jun, along with a folding screen to partition the room for Ren’s privacy.
“What do we do now?” Yin asked, as if there was anything they could do at the moment, standing in the middle of Yin’s room with the few belongings they’d brought with them. Jun and Ren gave him blank, exhausted looks. “We can’t allow Cobu to get away with imprisoning Ren’s father and silencing all dissent to this power grab,” Yin insisted, his jaw set with determination.
Jun couldn’t believe that only twelve hours ago, he’d been warming up for his match with Dauntless Wan, still focused only on his goal of winning the Guardian’s Tournament. For so many years, his life had revolved around his personal ambition to be the best possible martial artist. All of it had been upended in a single day. His father was dead, Sifu Chang captured. Winning the Guardian’s Tournament seemed distant, meaningless, the fanciful dream of a selfish boy.
Ren closed her eyes for a moment, then looked at Yin. “You have a semifinal match in the morning. You need to eat something and go to sleep so you can fight well tomorrow.”
Yin Yue smacked a fist into his palm. “That’s not as important as stopping Cobu.”
“Winning the tournament is the way to stop Cobu,” Ren reminded him. “Otherwise, Leopard becomes the Guardian, which means that the Scroll of Heaven falls into the hands of the military, and General Cobu has no one to stand in his way. The emperor is a child being manipulated by his advisors. The Guardian has his own power, independent of the Imperial Court or the military. He has a household staff, disciples who train with him, the ear of the emperor, and the tacit support of the martial arts community throughout the country. Most importantly, he possesses the Scroll of Heaven, and no one, not even Cobu, can rule without the Scroll.” Ren gently touched Yin’s bruised face. “The best thing you can do for all of us is to win.”
Yin rested against Ren’s touch and nodded slowly, then turned to Jun. “That goes for you as well. We don’t know who’ll have to face Leopard first, but between the two of us, we can defeat him.”
Jun wanted to look away from his former schoolmate’s resolute expression, but he forced himself not to. His words came out as if dragged from his throat. “I’m not fighting tomorrow, Yin. I’m … dropping out and going back to Cheon.”
Yin Yue blinked at Jun with the startled anger of someone who’d been slapped in the face. “You’re what? After all your pigheaded arrogance, coming here and entering the tournament without any blessing or sponsorship, betraying the Iron Core system, and getting this far—”
“It’s not his choice.” Ren cut Yin off. “His father died this afternoon.”
Her words hit the room like the thud of a falling boulder. Jun wanted to smash his head against a wall. He wanted to sink into the ground and disappear. Grief and shame rose like a tide sweeping in, mingled with worry and rage. He looked away as Ren explained for him, not wanting to see any of Yin Yue’s astonishment, disappointment, or sympathy.
“I’m leaving first thing in the morning to take my father back to Cheon.” Jun could barely recognize his own muted voice. “It’s up to you now, Yin.”
Yin Yue stared at him. For once, Jun wished for the older student’s lecturing scorn, for Yin to tell him what he already knew, that he shouldn’t have disobeyed his father and Master Song to begin with, that if he hadn’t been so stubborn and impulsive, the tragedy wouldn’t have happened.
“I’m sorry, Jun,” his schoolmate said. “Your father seemed like a good man. A caring father.” Yin closed his eyes for a moment, and his voice roughened. “I … I know what it’s like to lose a parent. It’s the worst feeling in the world.”
It was all too much. He couldn’t bear kindness and understanding, not from Yin Yue, of all people. Jun put his back against the nearest wall and slid down to sit on the ground, burying his face in his hands. “My father deserved a better son.” His words were muffled. “I’m not upset that I’m giving up my chance to be the Guardian. You’d think I would be, but I’m not. Not anymore. You always stood a better chance of winning the tournament than I did, anyway. And you’d be a better Guardian than I would.”
Admitting this to his old rival felt like the final defeat. Or perhaps it was a small personal victory.
Judging by the gloomy expression on Yin’s face, Jun’s newfound humility brought the older student no satisfaction. He looked as if he wanted to say something else to Jun; instead, he turned back to Ren. “What about you? We can’t just leave you alone here. It’s not safe. Cobu’s men will be looking for anyone connected to your sifu and the Silent Flute Society.”
Ren went to the small single window and looked out into the street. Night had fallen completely and the drums had signaled the closing of the city gates hours ago, but there was still much noisy merriment outside. Torches burned in wall brackets and on poles in front of shops still doing brisk business. Sedan chairs and carriages passed one another, and the smell of street food wafted over from a nearby night market, reminding Jun that he hadn’t eaten much all day. Not that he had any appetite. He’d barely forced down a couple of meat buns from the kitchen of the Fragrant Spring Inn before it had closed.
On the evening before the final day of the Guardian’s Tournament, all of Xicheng was abuzz with festive anticipation. Most ordinary citizens weren’t ruminating on the danger posed to the country if Cobu controlled the Guardian and thus the Scroll. They were excited to find out who would emerge as the best warrior in the West. The fact that, this year, the fights were almost certain to be resolved with lethal bloodshed made it all the more exciting. In years to come, they could tell their friends and their children about having seen the Guardian win in the arena.
“Don’t worry about me,” Ren said quietly, still gazing out the window, perhaps wondering where her father was being held in the city, what was happening to him at the hands of Cobu’s soldiers. “Sifu has friends in the city, other members of the Silent Flute Society. He gave me instructions on how to contact them, in case something went wrong and we were separated. By now, they’ll know what’s happened, and they’ll be looking for me, too. I’ll go to them tomorrow.”
Yin looked uncertain, but there wasn’t much else he could say or do. He was as out of his depth as Jun was. They’d traveled from Cheon simply to compete, not knowing anything of the real danger or the true stakes.
Ren had known. She had information and connections they didn’t. Jun thought of the woman with long plaited hair he’d seen coming out of Chang’s room at the Golden Gate Inn the previous evening, the one who’d been watching his matches. Surely she was one of Chang’s Society friends, someone who would help keep Ren safe.
The thought made Jun feel a little better. But not much.
Ren drew the shutters and turned around. “We should all get some sleep,” she said. Jun and Yin both nodded in agreement, but no one made a move toward their beds. Despite being exhausted, none of them wanted to lie down and close their eyes first. In the morning, they would each go their separate ways toward awful tasks, and they might never see one another again.
A metal chain seemed to be wrapped around Jun’s heart, squeezing mercilessly.
“I’ll come back,” Jun said fiercely, climbing to his feet. “After I’ve done what I need to do, I’ll come back to Xicheng and find Yin Yue in the Guardian’s Residence. I’ll join as a disciple and whip Yin’s new school into shape.” Jun forced one of his arrogant old grins, pretending, just for a moment, that he was still the confident competitor he’d been only yesterday. “We’ll join up with Ren, free Sifu Chang, keep the Scroll away from Cobu, and restore the peace between East and West.”
Jun was used to people smirking a little at his boastfulness. Ren and Yin Yue merely nodded the way people did when they said “It’ll be all right” or “Dragon’s mercy,” or pretended that a wound or deformity didn’t look as bad as it did. It was easier on the mind to cling to hope than to give in to despair.
“For once,” Yin Yue said, “I hope you’re right.”






TWENTY-EIGHT
Sheer physical exhaustion enabled Jun to fall asleep for a few hours. When he awoke, it was still dark, but the sky was paler, presaging the arrival of dawn. For a minute, he didn’t remember where he was or what had transpired the previous evening. Then it all came back to him at once. He shut his eyes tight, curling into a ball on his side, clenching his fists, as if by shutting out the world for a few seconds, he could pretend none of it had happened.
Quietly, he dressed in the dark and packed his few meager belongings. Better to leave now and be at the city gates when they opened, before the streets filled with people going the other direction, when he might be recognized and questioned for leaving. He paused before opening the door, looking back at the single bed where Ren slept shielded from sight by the folding screen.
Jun took a few silent steps to the side and peered around the edge of the screen. Maybe it wasn’t proper, but all he wanted was a last glimpse of Ren, in case he never saw her again.
The bed was empty. Jun whirled around; Yin Yue’s sleeping roll was also unoccupied.
Jun threw open the door to the room. Yin was sitting on the curb of the covered walkway in front of the inn, his back to Jun, long arms draped over his knees. “She left already,” he said without turning around. Before Jun could ask: “I didn’t see her. She was gone when I woke up.”
“You managed to sleep, at least.”
“Barely.”
Jun walked over and stood next to Yin. The sky was just beginning to lighten, the weather starting to cool. The first leaves to fall from the elm tree overhanging the guesthouse littered the walkway and the tiles of the clay roof. The smell of bread rolls fresh out of the steamer wafted from the kitchen. It seemed, deceptively, like a normal morning.
“Ren can take care of herself,” Jun said. “She put me on my back more than once while sparring. I wasn’t going easy either. She can disguise herself well, too. She’ll be fine.”
Yin nodded slowly, as if doing his best to believe Jun’s assurances. “You know her better than I do. You worked at the opera house and traveled with her here all the way from Cheon.” The note of resentment in Yin’s voice would’ve been amusing to Jun under other circumstances. Yin hesitated. “Were you … Was there anything…”
It occurred to Jun that he could ruin Yin Yue’s day by lying, but he couldn’t find in himself any desire to do so. “No,” he said. When Yin responded with skeptical silence, Jun added, “Look, Yin, I’m not blind, or a eunuch, but Sifu Chang is like a father to her, and he was there the whole time. And I was concentrating on getting ready for the tournament. She obviously had things on her mind, too. Silent Flute Society plans that I didn’t know about. She wasn’t impressed that I invited myself along.”
Yin Yue’s shoulders came down slightly. “I didn’t have anything else on my mind besides the tournament either. It’s all I’ve thought about for months. I didn’t expect … all this to happen.”
“That makes two of us.”
Yin stared pensively into the distance at nothing. “When my father died, it was completely unexpected.” There was a rough quality to his voice, as if he didn’t really want to be talking but was doing it anyway. “I was twelve, and my youngest sister was just a baby. My father was training as usual with a group of best friends, including Master Song, when he just … collapsed. It was a very hot day, so at first they all thought he’d fainted from exhaustion, but he didn’t get back up. He was the strongest man I knew, a martial artist in the prime of his life, but it turns out he had a heart defect no one knew about, and it killed him suddenly.”
Jun was aware that Yin’s father had died several years ago, but he’d never heard how, and he’d never bothered to find out. Now he felt like an ass for not knowing, and he couldn’t think of what to say, how to respond to someone sharing an old grief when his was so fresh.
“I didn’t know that” was all he could come up with.
Yin finally turned over his shoulder to look at Jun. “I understand why you have to go,” he said. “And I know it doesn’t feel like you can do anything right now. Even after the mourning period, I felt like I couldn’t get through the day, much less go back to training. But then I realized … I couldn’t afford to waste time. None of us know how long we have to live. We have to do what’s important while we still have the chance.”
It was strange, Jun thought. If he’d known that family tragedy drove Yin Yue to become the top student and compete in the Guardian’s Tournament, that Yin was loyal to Master Song and the Iron Core school for such personal reasons—would he have been as jealous and resentful of the other student all these years? Would he have trained so hard every day to overtake him?
With an odd pang, he realized he owed as much to his rival as he did to his instructors.
Yin Yue met Jun’s eyes with an expression that was solemn and searching. “You could stay and fight,” he said. “Men have deferred their mourning periods before due to military service, extenuating circumstances, or extraordinary hardship. This situation would seem to qualify.”
The irony of Yin Yue trying to convince him to fight in the tournament was so great that Jun felt the urge to laugh and cry at the same time. “Our situations aren’t the same, Yin,” he replied harshly. “You obeyed your father’s wishes and followed in his footsteps. It’s not your fault he died. In my case…” His face contorted, and he turned away so Yin couldn’t see.
When he could speak again, he said, “I’m not sure I even want to be the Guardian anymore. I wouldn’t have believed I could ever feel this way. I wanted so badly to win the tournament and prove that I was the best martial artist in the country, but now … I think there are more important things to be than a good fighter. Like a good person. A good student. A good son. I … didn’t figure out that part first.”
He walked past his old schoolmate, pausing for a moment. “Good luck today, Yin. I mean it. I hope you become the Guardian.”

EACH step that Jun took toward the gates felt heavy, as if he were climbing uphill, his steps dragged down as if by invisible sandbags heavier than the ones Master Song used to make him carry during training. Soon he was going decidedly against traffic, as streams of early risers made their way toward the center of the city, eager to secure prime viewing spots on the Island for what would be the last and most exciting day of the Guardian’s Tournament.
A little boy ran smack into Jun’s legs. He looked up, startled and frightened. Jun smiled to reassure the boy. The child grinned back. “Are you going to see the Guardian’s Tournament?” he asked. When Jun shook his head, the boy said, “Why not?! The Guardian is the strongest, bravest, best warrior in the whole country! He guards the Scroll of Heaven and keeps the land safe. I want to be the Guardian when I grow up.” Without waiting for Jun’s response, he ran off after his family.
Jun watched the boy hurry away with no idea that he might soon be witnessing General Cobu’s mad henchman brutally and publicly murdering someone in the arena so his master could take control of the West. That someone could be Ghostface or Yin Yue.
Suddenly, Jun felt as if he needed to sit down.
His stomach reminded him that he hadn’t eaten yet, so he slid onto the stool in front of the nearest food stall and ordered a large bowl of congee with chives and egg. He ate, mechanically shoveling the food into his mouth and barely tasting it.
“You must be the Little Dragon.” The diner who’d taken a seat on the stool next to Jun pointed excitedly to the red leather band still tied around Jun’s left wrist. “You’re not Leopard or Ghostface, and I saw Prodigy Yin, so you must be Little Dragon Li.” Jun put his other hand over the band, covering it guiltily, but the man said cheerily, “Good luck today! I hope you win.”
Jun had no wish to get into a conversation, and he certainly didn’t want to explain himself to a stranger. “Uh, thanks,” he muttered, glancing over. He was surprised to see the young man take off a helmet and set it down beside him before loosening a leather breastplate with the emblem of three white feathers. “You’re … one of the White Phoenix Guard,” Jun said.
“I work the night shift at the southern watchtower right over there,” said the man, pointing at the gates that Jun was intending to exit after breakfast. “Normally, I’d be going to bed now, but not today. Going straight to the Island. A friend of mine went there yesterday afternoon to save us a good spot near the front of the arena.” He scratched the bit of stubble on his jaw that barely counted as a beard. “Some folks are saying we shouldn’t go watch the tournament this year because it’s not right that they changed the rules at the last minute, but there’s going to be a new Guardian whether we like the rules or not, so I might as well see who it is, don’t you think?”
The city watchman looked as if he expected Jun to agree with him. Jun concentrated on finishing his meal so he could escape the conversation as soon as possible, but his silence didn’t discourage the man. “I was really hoping Ghostface would make it to the final,” he said. “He’s everyone’s favorite, so far as I know. No offense, though! I think you have a lot of people cheering for you and your short punch. Bam!” He punched the air an inch in front of himself.
“Ghostface could still make it to the final,” Jun pointed out. “He’s undefeated so far.”
“Not likely,” said the man. “The Sixth Division did a sweep of the city last night, seizing people they said were part of the Silent Flute Society. First they picked up that musician they called Blindman Chang. I saw the notices about that. Rumor this morning is that they captured Ghostface. Or a few people that might’ve been Ghostface.” The watchman grimaced and jerked his chin toward a couple of Cobu’s soldiers standing on a street corner. “I don’t like it. Soldiers taking over the capital, stepping all over the White Phoenix Guard like we’re second-rate.”
All the moisture left Jun’s mouth. Had Ren’s friends in the Society been picked up in Cobu’s crackdown? Where was she now? Was she safe? There was no way to know.
As for Ghostface … Jun held up his wristband. “Ghostface has this, just like I do. It’s the emperor’s protection. General Cobu’s soldiers can’t harm him as long as he’s in the tournament.”
His fellow diner shrugged. “The rules have been changed already; what’s to say that hasn’t been changed, too? If Ghostface is detained somewhere, he’s not showing up to fight today, so he forfeits his match, and then he’s out of the tournament, right? They can do whatever they want to him, or them, whoever they are.” He sighed. “Like I said, it’s a real shame we won’t see him in the finals, but I suppose that could be good for you, right?” He tucked into his bowl of porridge.
If neither Jun nor Ghostface appeared for their fights, there would be only one match to decide the next Guardian. Yin Yue alone would fight Leopard. The result could seal the fate of Sifu Chang and Ren and the Silent Flute Society members and sympathizers. It would determine the integrity of the Guardianship. One fight was the difference between peace and war.
Jun got up and began to walk away. The guard called after him, “Hey, you’re headed the wrong way!” but Jun ignored him, putting one foot in front of the other without looking back.
As the first rays of dawn broke over the wall, the drumbeats began, ten seconds apart, signaling the imminent opening of the city’s gates. Carriages, wagons, and foot travelers were already lined up along the bottom of the watchtower. Jun saw the corpse wagon, conspicuous with its white painted sides and the fact that other vehicles and people kept well away from it.
The sight of the wagon and the aura of morbid finality around it made Jun stop in his tracks in the middle of the street. People flowed around him like water around a stone.
His father’s body was on that wagon. Along with other corpses, wrapped, preserved, and perfumed against the stench of decay, destined for their final resting places. Ahead of him was a long journey with only the company of his grief and the silence of the dead. At the end of it, there would be … What would there be?
Jun tried, for the first time, to wrap his head around what would come next. After he laid his father to rest, he would pass three long, lonely months of mourning, then have to emerge and figure out how to atone and put his life back together in a way that made some semblance of sense. Even though he’d left without any notice, maybe if he begged, the director of the opera house would take pity on him and give him back his job. Maybe he could work his way up to stage assistant or maybe a stuntman. Or he could set aside martial arts and study, try to make a different life for himself, one Li Hon would approve of.
Whatever he did, though, he would be doing it alone.
After the Aspects had broken up his family, he’d been devastated. But there had been somewhere to go, a next step to take, and the hope of a better future to hold on to. He’d still had his father, still had a family. He had none of that now. He’d already lost his mother and his twin brother, and now his father. If he went through that gate, he would lose Ren. Despite his forced optimism the previous evening, he knew in his gut that it was true. The tournament had brought them together, and in leaving, he was leaving her and Sifu Chang to their fates. And while Jun had never considered Yin Yue a friend, they had been schoolmates for a long time, and Yin had asked him to stay—because he knew he might die today. And Jun realized, suddenly, that he very much did not want Yin Yue to die.
The drumbeats quickened. The line shuffled forward as White Phoenix Guards began to draw the massive gates open. On the other side of the arch, Jun could see the press of people, all of them waiting to rush into the city. The wheels of the corpse wagon began to move.
A tremor started in Jun’s legs and traveled up his spine and into his shoulders. He felt as if he were shaking apart, a single stalk of bamboo caught in the violence of a typhoon.
Going back to Cheon would not bring his father back. It would only, over time, alleviate his own guilt. And if he left his friends to fight and possibly die on their own, he would add more shame on top of what he already carried. An inarticulate moan rose and stuck in his throat.
Blessed Consort, give me strength. I don’t want to lose anyone else.
Jun approached the corpse wagon as it rolled slowly forward. He pressed his fingers to his lips and touched them to the place where his father lay enrobed, offering up a fervent, silent prayer for forgiveness.
Then he turned back around and began to run. As he passed the food stall where he’d eaten breakfast, he heard the White Phoenix Guard shout, “See you on the Island, Little Dragon!”






TWENTY-NINE
Jun ran all the way to the Island, weaving between pedestrians, dodging litter bearers and mule-drawn carts, and bypassing the traffic on the south bridge by leaping onto the stone parapet and dashing down its length, the entire time one misstep away from tumbling into the lake below. He was clutching an ache in his side and wincing from the pain of his stitched wounds when he arrived at Warrior’s Park, just in time to hear the gong sound on the start of the first semifinal match.
Jun shoved his way toward the main arena, the only one remaining. The colored flags had been removed from the corners of the other fields, which had been filled with benches to accommodate additional spectators. Over the heads of the crowd, Jun could see the raised pavilion, as fully occupied as it had been during the opening ceremony three days ago: the diminutive figure of the emperor nearly buried in bright layers of fabric, General Cobu and Guardian Yama, and, behind them, rows of court officials in black. Armed and armored soldiers stood at all four corners, watching over the Scroll of Heaven on its ornate stand.
“Let me through,” Jun shouted, pushing through the dense crowd near the sidelines of the arena. “I’m a Guardian candidate, I’m the Little Dragon, let me through!” When he made it to the front he found himself, to his horror, in a cluster of Red Scarves cheering for Leopard.
Jun sucked in a breath at the battle unfolding in the arena. Leopard, wielding a broadsword as thick and mean-looking as he was, was going after Yin Yue with ferocious hacking blows. Yin stood his ground, pivoting and expertly deflecting each of his opponent’s attacks with the edge of his straight sword, an agile weapon built for finesse and precision. Every time Leopard swung his weapon with power enough to decapitate his foe, Yin parried and counterattacked, slashing at any part of Leopard’s body left unguarded: his ribs and shoulders, calves and ankles, wrists and elbows. Leopard was too quick to be caught by many of the cuts, but Yin Yue, as Jun well knew, was as deliberate, dogged, and steady a fighter as any the tournament had ever seen.
Leopard took a slice to the thigh and another to the chest. Blood ran off his body and mingled with the sweat already glistening on his skin. Both men were heaving with effort after less than a couple of minutes; in their expressions it was clear they knew any wrong move would be their last. Leopard’s lips were drawn back over his crooked teeth, his eyes alight with the familiar, unnerving hatred that he’d carried into every fight thus far, yet on top of that darted a desperation that Jun hadn’t seen before. None of Leopard’s other unfortunate opponents had been as calm and skilled, as confident and persistent, as Yin. No one else had drawn as much blood. If Leopard didn’t win the fight soon, his wounds would accumulate, and he would bleed out in the arena.
Others had been afraid of Leopard, the way anyone would be afraid of a rabid dog. But Yin was not afraid; he was fighting with businesslike determination. Someone needed to put down the dangerous animal, and he would do it. Anyone else watching the fight would’ve thought Yin Yue was in perfect control, but Jun wasn’t fooled. He could see the strain in his old classmate’s face, the tension evident in his body even as he moved with enviable agility, never faltering, always protecting his center line and maintaining stability as Master Song had taught him. Yin Yue was fighting with all he had and his stamina was impressive, but he’d never fought such an unpredictable, uncontrolled opponent under such deadly circumstances with such high stakes.
With a frustrated snarl, Leopard brought his broadsword whistling down again; Yin Yue again parried and deflected, pivoted left, snaked his sword into the space below his opponent’s right arm and sank the tip of his blade into Leopard’s side, sliding it between the two bottom ribs like a knife into fruit. Leopard roared, lashing out with a furious side kick that caught Yin Yue in the hip and sent him staggering backward before he could drive his sword all the way into the body of his foe. Leopard stumbled away, blood running down the side of his torso, and for a moment, both men panted on opposite ends of the arena, looking as if they would like to call for a mutual time-out if only they could have one. Jun wanted to shout encouragement to Yin, but anything he might’ve said was drowned out by the angry exhortations of the Red Scarves.
“Come on, keep going, what’re you waiting for?” they shouted at Leopard. They had cheered Cobu’s fighter in all his previous matches, but now that he was weakened and bleeding, clearly outclassed by a better-trained martial artist, they were indignant, scornful, demanding.
Leopard’s nostrils flared. The provocations of the crowd seemed to madden him and fill him with a surge of inhuman energy. Heedless of his wounds, Leopard hefted his broadsword and ran at Yin Yue, bellowing with rage, in what seemed a last-ditch, all-or-nothing suicide charge.
Yin’s sword arm was poised; he stood his ground, eyes narrowed, ready. Jun was reminded of Yin’s first match, when he’d met the sudden rush of Mr. Chen the Indomitable in the same resolute fashion, knocking out the charging titan with a single precision kick to the chin.
A terrible foreboding seized Jun. His instincts screamed that this fight was nothing like that other one. Leopard was no wrestler. He wasn’t running at Yin to tackle him to the ground and pin him into submission. He was a dirty, inventive, merciless scrapper who’d escaped from an Eastern labor camp and survived the fighting pits in the borderland. It won’t work! Jun wanted to scream at Yin. You’re doing what he expects. Get out of the way! But his words seemed frozen, his voice in his own head muffled by the excited shouting all around him. All he could do was watch.
Yin Yue waited until Leopard was almost upon him, with no chance of stopping his headlong momentum, before he flicked his sword hand deftly, bringing the straight blade around in an overhead arc and sending it forward and down in a deadly piercing thrust straight for the hollow of Leopard’s throat.
At the last possible second, Leopard dropped to the ground from a dead sprint and slid feet first, left leg tucked, right extended, like a cuju player slide-tackling an opponent to kick the ball into the net. Yin’s blade stabbed through empty air above his enemy’s head an instant before Leopard’s legs slammed into his. Yin, having already committed to his attack, pitched off-balance; Leopard’s right heel hooked Yin’s back foot, and Yin tumbled, landing hard on his shoulder.
“Get up, Yin!” Jun’s cry was only one of many, a crowd chorus of suspense and terror.
But Leopard was on his feet faster, weapon in hand. Yin rolled and managed to get to one knee, bringing his sword up to defend against the impending blow. Leopard’s heavy blade smashed down from above onto Yin’s weapon with a clang of ringing metal. Again, he brought it up and smashed it down, like a chef hacking at a duck leg with a cleaver. The straight sword was a finesse weapon, intended for slashing and piercing, not built to withstand extreme, repeated edge-on-edge impact. Yin had to brace against the onslaught with his left hand supporting his trembling right arm just to keep his sword arm from buckling.
Get away from there, Yin! Don’t try to fight his force with more force.
But Yin Yue had never met an opponent he could not defeat in an equal frontal assault. With a surge of effort, he pushed off his knee, trying to regain his footing and force Leopard back onto the defensive. For a split second, he had to shift to his left to steady himself, and his sword arm wobbled.
Leopard’s broadsword came thudding down again, but this time not against metal. Instead the thick, sharp blade chopped through the joint of Yin Yue’s wrist with the sickening thunk of a butcher’s blow. Yin Yue’s severed hand, and the straight sword attached to it, dropped to the ground between the two fighters.
“No!” Jun’s raw scream was not the only one that went up from the sidelines.
Yin Yue didn’t seem to register what had happened for a second. Then shock hit him, all at once. He fell backward, clutching his exposed stump to his chest, blood streaming down his shirt and pants. His face was a mask of fear, pain, and terrible understanding.
Leopard kicked aside Yin’s weapon and his hand. He raised his broadsword in an executioner’s swing.
Jun tried, vainly, to push through the people in his way, to jump the barricade around the arena, even knowing he could never make it in time. Yin raised his eyes, not to Leopard but to the crowd. Looking for Ren. When he didn’t find her, he closed his eyes, lifted his chin, and took his final breath.
The broadsword didn’t descend. To everyone’s surprise, Leopard paused, looking down at Yin Yue with an incomprehensible mixture of contempt and curiosity. As if, out of everyone he had fought in the tournament so far, only Yin had managed to really command his attention.
“What’re you waiting for?” exclaimed one of the Red Scarves.
From the emperor’s pavilion, General Cobu leaned forward.
Yin, his shoulders trembling with pain, but his expression calm before death, waited another whole two breaths before cracking his eyes open in confusion.
Leopard smiled the smile of a terrifying little boy presented with a bauble. “You are a real warrior. Ready to die in defeat.” He lowered his broadsword. “Not being able to fight will be worse for you than death,” he decided. “I will leave you like this.”
He turned and left the arena. Cheers and boos from the Red Scarves followed him.
General Cobu sat back in his cushioned seat, his expression unreadable.
Medics rushed into the ring and got to work on Yin. They wrapped a tourniquet around his stump and pulled him out of the arena on a canvas stretcher between two poles. As the people standing around the arena parted to let them through, Jun rushed to the side of the stretcher. “Yin,” he said, and stopped, unable to think of anything else that could be said. Yin Yue’s eyes were half-closed, his face taut with pain. He turned his head slightly and, seeing Jun, his eyes widened.
“I…” Jun hurried alongside the medics. “I couldn’t leave,” he said.
The small muscles around Yin’s eyes and mouth slackened slightly: a glimmer of relief. He looked as if he wanted to say something, but he was carried away too quickly and whatever words he might’ve spoken were drowned out by the enthusiastic arena announcer.
“Leopard moves on to the final round of the Guardian’s Tournament! Who will face him in the arena this afternoon? Find out in the next match between the Little Dragon and Ghostface!”






THIRTY
In the competitors’ pavilion, Jun leaned unsteadily against the nearest wooden post. He felt as stunned and disoriented as a bug violently shaken in a jar. He tried to focus himself and summon the calm he needed, but his mind kept returning to the stomach-churning image of Yin’s severed hand falling to the ground, and the look on Yin’s face in that moment.
It made him regret every jealous, unkind sentiment he’d ever harbored toward his old rival.
With a surge of determined anger, he pushed away from the post and straightened. Leopard’s sadistic smile, General Cobu’s heartless disregard, the Red Scarves and their bloodthirsty glee—it was all sickening. For years, he’d pictured the Guardian’s Tournament as a bright, shiny fantasy, a noble and thrilling celebration of martial arts. He hadn’t known of Old Man Zhang’s ruined leg. He hadn’t yet seen anyone maimed or killed for the enjoyment and profit of others. He hadn’t known that he would lose people he cared about.
Perhaps he should’ve walked away on that first day after the opening ceremony. But it was too late for that, and avenging Yin Yue had become one more reason to bring down Leopard.
If he got through Ghostface first.
Jun picked out a chain whip from the rack of flexible weapons presented to him—rope darts, nunchaku, three-sectional staves, meteor hammers. This weapon class suited Ghostface’s fluid, evasive style. The mysterious protest fighter was still nowhere to be seen. Would he appear for their match? Jun wasn’t sure what he hoped for. If Ghostface failed to show, then it meant the rumor the White Phoenix Guard had heard was most likely true—Ghostface, or the multiple conspirators who shared the role of Ghostface, was now in Cobu’s custody, and Jun would automatically go on to the final match against Leopard.
If the masked man did show up, then perhaps the emperor’s protection hadn’t been broken after all. But then Jun would have to fight and defeat a fellow student of Sifu Chang—the one remaining candidate who had as much reason to want to beat Leopard as he did.
When the time came, Jun entered the arena amid uncanny silence. Perhaps the spectators were still as shaken as he was by what they’d witnessed half an hour ago.
“Fighting for a spot in the championship final,” bellowed the announcer, his ruddy face flushed with excitement, “the youngest competitor in the tournament, the upstart phenom from Cheon, Li Jun, the Little Dragon!”
Jun came to a stop and waited. He could feel the weight of the crowd’s expectation on him, bearing down on all sides of the sloping grounds of Warrior’s Park, and from the emperor’s raised platform, the scrutiny of General Cobu, Guardian Yama, and the row of silent court officials. All of them waited in suspense with him.
Will he show?
A minute passed. Jun rolled out his shoulders, trying to stay loose and warm even though everything was sore. Even someone accustomed to the most rigorous martial arts training wasn’t meant to fight at peak level for three days in a row, with increasing intensity and accumulating damage along the way. Jun had heard stories of Guardians who were so badly injured from the tournament that they were secretly in constant pain afterward.
The arena announcer cleared his throat. Jun glanced up at the royal pavilion; General Cobu leaned back with a small, satisfied smile. “It seems,” the announcer said regretfully, “that the other competitor is not—”
“Wait.” A lone voice, clear and resonant.
Jun jerked his eyes away from watching Cobu and back to the other side of the arena. The crowd parted as Ghostface entered, looking the same as before: loose black trousers and tunic, and a white cloth mask covering his entire face with only the eyes showing beneath the stern topknot. In his right hand, swinging by his side, he carried a slingshot of cloth and rope, loaded with a heavy metal ball; in his left, he rolled another three metal shots.
Murmurs of relief and excitement rose up from all around Warrior’s Park. General Cobu leaned forward so abruptly that he nearly came off his chair. With effort, he settled back down, his mouth downturned in furious disbelief. Obviously, he hadn’t expected Ghostface to appear today.
“The last remaining contender, an audience favorite—the enigmatic, riveting mystery man straight out of legend—Ghostface!” bellowed the enthusiastic announcer.
Jun’s mind raced as Ghostface approached, that blank white mask unnerving in its expressionlessness. Whichever one of them won would have to face Leopard in the afternoon. Jun didn’t want to lose, but becoming Guardian was no longer his main goal. It was more important that Cobu’s pit fighter not win. A pitched battle between Jun and Ghostface would leave the winner too exhausted and injured to defeat Leopard.
Was there a way, Jun wondered, for the two of them to work together? Did Ghostface know what had happened to Chang? Had he been in contact with Ren? If only Jun had had the chance to speak with the masked fighter ahead of time. He pressed fist to palm and bent into a respectful bow, fixing his gaze on the white-masked face of his opponent. We’re on the same side, he tried to communicate with his eyes.
Ghostface stared back at him steadily, the covered face impossible to read. Very slowly, he nodded, even as he began swinging the heavy ball in his slingshot in faster circles.
Jun frowned; there was something strange about Ghostface. This isn’t the same man from yesterday. He was slighter, had a different gait and narrower shoulders than the person who’d fought yesterday. Jun was sure of it. This was yet another different Ghostface.
The announcer raised the mallet to strike the gong. “Let the match begin!”
“Wait!” Ghostface raised an arm high into the air. The other kept the slingshot going in a steady whirl at his side. “I’m not Ghostface. Ghostface is only a name. An idea. A hero who appears when needed, to stand up for the people and to stand against the corrupt and unjust.”
General Cobu’s scowl was a frightening mask of his own. His soldiers shifted forward, their hands on the hilts of their swords, ready to act at their commander’s signal. The vast audience was silent. The only thing Jun could hear was his own heart, pounding in his ears with panicked realization. That voice! Why would she—
Ren yanked off the white mask. She pulled off the band securing her topknot and let her long hair fall. She raised her chin and gazed at Jun with warmth and apology in her eyes, but before he could say a thing, she turned her back and spoke to the audience, dropping the deepened stage voice she’d used a moment earlier in favor of her own, loud and clear.
“Ghostface came to the Guardian’s Tournament because the future of all Longhan is threatened by greed and ambition. One man would corrupt the tournament to raise himself up and to stoke the flames of war between the children of Dragon in the West and the East.” She pointed to the emperor’s pavilion. “General Cobu and his Red Scarves will lead the country to ruin.”
“Arrest that woman,” General Cobu ordered. A dozen of his soldiers rushed forward.
“Stop,” countermanded the high, wheezy voice of Emperor Tandu. Everyone on the platform glanced over at the emperor in astonishment. “Let her speak.”
“Your Excellency,” Cobu sputtered, “this woman is disrupting your—”
“I love Ghostface’s stories,” the emperor declared. “I want to listen.”
The emperor was the divine Son of Dragon and publicly disobeying his unequivocal command would be treason. General Cobu bowed his head, vibrating with suppressed fury.
“I am the daughter of the flutist Blindman Chang,” Ren shouted. “Yesterday, he was arrested by soldiers of General Cobu’s Sixth Division. He was violently seized without cause or trial, for being a member of the Silent Flute Society. Ghostface, the fighter you were all hoping to see today, disappeared on the same night, despite the emperor’s protection afforded to all Guardian candidates. So today, I am Ghostface. If we’re to save our country from the villain and scoundrel you see sitting on that stage next to the emperor, we must all be Ghostface!”
Ren loosed the metal ball she’d been spinning in the slingshot as effortlessly as she kept her silk scarves in the air onstage. Jun flinched, but the shot was not aimed at him. The ball flew out of the arena with unerring accuracy toward the emperor’s platform, straight for General Cobu.
Soldiers leapt forward to protect the emperor and the general, placing themselves in the path of the speeding projectile and throwing up their shields. The metal ball crashed into the wall of shields and exploded with a shocking bang as a cloud of dense black smoke filled the royal pavilion. The emperor, General Cobu, Guardian Yama, all the court officials, the soldiers, and the stand with the Scroll of Heaven disappeared from view amid shrieks of alarm and confusion.
“Ren!” Jun ran for her. “What are you doing?”
Ren ignored him, her mouth a grim, fierce line as she filled and loosed her slingshot again and again. Two more metal balls went sailing out of the arena. One hit the ground in front of Leopard’s tent, engulfing the structure and the soldiers outside it with another expanding ball of black smoke. The next ball went into the nearest cluster of Cobu’s red scarf–wearing supporters. In every direction, people ran from the spreading noxious smoke clouds, pressing hands or shirts to their faces. Some collapsed to the ground, gasping and coughing, faces red and eyes watering.
Furious Red Scarves surged forward, hurling verbal abuse at Ren and looking as if they would tear her limb from limb. They didn’t get far; a mass of Ghostface’s supporters and Silent Flute Society loyalists crashed into them like a counter tide. Arena attendants, White Phoenix Guards, and Sixth Division soldiers scrambled futilely to try to force the maddened factions apart as fists, rocks, and random items began to fly. The sloping lawn surrounding the arena roiled with noise and movement as ordinary spectators fled the violence, smoke, and screaming.
Jun grabbed Ren by the arm, stopping the spin of her slingshot. She turned to him with a smile that was steely and humorless. “You stayed to fight. I knew you would.”
“Why are you here?” he cried above the commotion. She’d said she would take refuge with the Silent Flute Society, that they would keep her safe. That had been yet another lie. She’d kept him in the dark again, and his bewilderment and anger was eclipsed only by dread at the sight of soldiers plowing toward them. “We need to get out of here.”
She shot him the briefest glance of withering skepticism. “I have to get out of here. You have a championship match to fight.” Before he could get in another word, she clamped her free hand on his wrist, twisted his arm into an S lock, and kicked him in the chest. Jun lost his grip and bent over, coughing.
“You wouldn’t want to be seen as an ally of Ghostface,” she told him. “See you back home, Little Dragon.” With a swift yank, she pulled the Ghostface mask back over her head and sprinted away from him into the cloud of smoke at the arena’s edge, her slingshot whirring.
“Stop that woman! She attacked the emperor and deserves death!” General Cobu had descended from the pavilion, holding his signature red scarf over his nose and mouth. His eyes were bloodshot and his beard quivered as he bellowed for his soldiers. “Seize anyone who aids her!”
Behind him, the first cloud of smoke was starting to dissipate from the platform. Court officials were stumbling away, wheezing into handkerchiefs and into the sleeves of their black robes. Royal guards hurried the emperor away in his covered litter, racing for the safety of the Pearl. Guardian Yama, looking more annoyed than alarmed, followed after, carrying the Scroll.
Ghostface loosed her final shot into the path ahead of herself, sending everyone in her way fleeing as the fire powder went off in another sharp bang and a cloud of smoke erupted on the hillside, drifting on the wind down the slope toward the arena. “Ren!” Jun tried to follow but managed only a few steps before the smoke hit him. Instantly his eyes and throat began to burn. He staggered back into the arena and found he had nowhere else to go; in every other direction, people were still clashing in support of Cobu or Ghostface, as if a madness had overtaken them.
Ren nimbly dodged two soldiers, dove into a forward roll under the cloud of smoke, and vanished from sight. Soldiers raced to cut off her escape, surrounding the bridge off the Island, but Ren did not emerge from the smoke. When the cloud cleared, Ghostface was nowhere to be seen. Cobu yelled at his soldiers to search under the bridge, along the banks of the lake, everywhere.
A harried but diligent arena attendant had the wherewithal to strike the gong. The ringing sound didn’t stop all the fighting or the commotion, but it did cause people to look over at where Jun still stood, alone.
“Ghostface has forfeited the match!” the announcer declared, his flamboyant hat askew on his sweaty brow, valiantly trying to make it seem as if the tournament were still going on normally. “Henceforth, having threatened the personal safety of his exalted and divine Imperial Highness, Emperor Tandu, the woman posing as Ghostface is declared a traitor and dangerous political radical to be arrested and executed on sight, per the orders of General Cobu.” The announcer coughed, frantically waving away a remaining wisp of smoke. “The final match to decide the Guardian of the Scroll of Heaven will be between Leopard and Li Jun, after … ah, a short break!”






THIRTY-ONE
Jun sat alone in the deserted competitors’ tent, surrounded by soldiers who were ostensibly there to protect him. It had taken more than thirty minutes for Cobu’s men to restore a tenuous sense of order. Fighting between Red Scarves and Silent Flute supporters had spilled off the Island and into the streets, where Jun couldn’t see or hear it any longer. Cobu’s soldiers were clearly on the side of the Red Scarves, so some dissenters had foolishly attacked them as well. There had been many beatings, indiscriminate arrests, and several deaths—some due to the fighting, some accidental as people were trampled in the chaos. Anyone who didn’t want to get caught in the middle had fled.
A legion of White Phoenix Guards now stood defensively around the gates of the Pearl, preventing any of the disorder from spreading to the emperor’s personal estate. The bridges had been temporarily closed and notices posted that the Guardian’s Tournament had been delayed by five hours. The arena would reopen for the final match to take place just before dusk.
Jun was told all this by attendants, as he was not allowed to leave. Food and water were brought to him. Doctor Lim reappeared to check on him and make sure he hadn’t suffered any acute harm from smoke inhalation. He hadn’t; the effects appeared to be temporary, designed to create confusion and alarm but not severe harm. Jun was assured that he was still fit to fight. Nothing, it seemed, would be allowed to stand in the way of the final match occurring before the day was out. The people, and General Cobu, would not be robbed of a new Guardian.
The midday sun baked the empty arena. In the aftermath of the mayhem, a strange stillness had descended. Scattered belongings lay all over the lawn where people had left them in the rush to escape.
“You must rest, so you can fight well tonight,” Doctor Lim said. She seemed anxious, checking up on Jun frequently and treating him with more respect than he’d seen her display with any other patient. He wasn’t sure if she was worried he might hold his father’s death against her and reveal her questionable moneymaking schemes, or if she’d been specifically tasked with making sure he remained in good enough condition to provide an audience-pleasing finale.
Jun felt like a prize pig, shaded and well fed before slaughter. He desperately wanted to know if Ren had escaped. If Yin Yue was alive. Where Master Chang was being held. He felt as if he would go mad not knowing. For years, he’d imagined the excitement and elation he’d feel if he made it to the final match of the Guardian’s Tournament. He was on the cusp of achieving a dream he’d had since he was a boy, and yet it was meaningless if everyone he cared about was gone.
A messenger arrived and spoke to the soldiers standing guard in front of the tent.
“Li Jun,” one said, “come with us.”
They escorted him out of the tent to a waiting sedan chair. With some misgiving, Jun climbed into the covered litter. A curtain dropped down, enclosing him in warm darkness and hiding him from view. Four strong men bore him up on their shoulders and began to move.
It was not a long journey. When they stopped, Jun drew back the curtain and saw that he’d been brought to a great manor house with a grand central courtyard in the center of three single-story buildings with ornate carved red pillars and green tiled roofs. He was in the Thirty-Seventh Ward, the neighborhood of Xicheng’s wealthy and powerful—court officials, advisors, generals, and the Guardian himself. Somewhere nearby would be the Guardian’s Residence and the Scroll Hall that it contained.
The litter was set on the ground. A servant pulled back the curtain and bowed low, gesturing Jun toward the main hall. Jun stepped out and followed the man, passing rows of snowberry shrubs and a pond filled with beautiful red-and-white carp. A set of sliding wooden doors led into an audience hall with enormous blue-and-white porcelain vases, each as big as a man, standing in each corner. On one wall was an enormous painting of a snowy valley landscape across which a great army marched. Stands throughout the room displayed suits of armor and helmets, and mounted on the walls were swords of the finest make. Jun suddenly felt very meager, wearing only plain brown pants and a white linen shirt. Even the courteous servant leading him was better dressed.
Two receiving couches faced each other across a low table in the center of the room. Lying on one of the couches was Leopard.
It was an incongruous shock, after the serene beauty of the courtyard, to see brutish Leopard here. Like spotting a reptile in a bed of flowers. The man was stretched out, chest down and shirtless. Two women were massaging his muscled back and shoulders. He groaned contentedly as they worked, his scarred body limp and relaxed, his lumpy face turned to the side and slack. The cuts Yin Yue had inflicted on him had been bandaged, so despite his injuries, Leopard looked more than capable of fighting again.
At Jun’s entrance, Leopard opened his eyes and sat up, shrugging off the two women, who bowed nervously and retreated from the room as fast as decorum permitted. “What are you doing here?” Leopard got up off the couch in one smooth, liquid motion and in another second he was standing in front of Jun, his coarse features inches away from Jun’s face. Jun fought the urge to lean away from the hot breath before introducing his fist to the man’s squashed nose.
“I invited him to my home.” General Cobu appeared from a door at the side of the chamber. “I wish to talk with the talented young man they’re calling ‘Little Dragon.’”
Jun expected to hear sarcasm or scorn, but there was none.
Leopard sniffed, his face still much too close. “What’s there to discuss?” Contempt and menace rolled off him. “I’ll smash him like I did the others. What does he have that they don’t?”
“A good question.” Cobu ordered, “Leave us.”
Leopard made a noise of disgust. He spun around and strode from the room. The servant who’d escorted Jun followed silently after and slid the doors shut, leaving Jun and Cobu alone.
“I apologize for his barbarous manners.” General Cobu was dressed in simple but well-tailored black trousers and a high-collared shirt with pearl buttons. His red scarf was in place around his neck, his hair perfectly pinned and his beard impeccable. “He’s never been properly civilized, you see. Over in the East, they punish the strong. Only the breathmarked are even allowed to train to fight. In the labor camps, his jailors tried to crush his spirit and turn him meek. Instead they made him stronger and created a fearsome beast.”
“And you decided he would make a good Guardian.” Jun was in Cobu’s house and at his mercy, but he couldn’t bother to pretend politeness. The general might look like a distinguished grandfather, but he’d corrupted the Guardian’s Tournament, he’d arrested and imprisoned Sifu Chang, and he’d watched as his beast had killed people in the arena and maimed Yin Yue.
“What makes a good Guardian?” Cobu inquired mildly, seemingly without taking offense at Jun’s tone. “Yama has spent six years studying the Scroll, and what good has it done for the country?” The general crossed the room, motioning for Jun to walk with him. “With Leopard, I saw right away that I’d found something different. A man who hailed from no school and no style, who didn’t fight for status or fame or honor, but simply to survive and dominate. In truth, the two are the same. We survive only by defeating those who would weaken us.”
General Cobu stopped them in front of the long landscape painting Jun had first noticed upon entering. “This painting,” the general said, “is called The Bitter Return. It depicts the retreat of the Imperial Army from the Valley of Rust in the Eastern province of Gokai.”
Jun pretended to study the painting. While doing so, he glanced sideways at General Cobu, wondering what possible reason the man would have to be showing Jun his home decor when he was a few hours away from having Leopard try to take his head off.
“The beleaguered Seventeenth Regiment held its position against the rebels for six grueling months, but the Treaty of Separation placed the Valley of Rust under Eastern control. The military was ordered to cede its hard-fought gains and return to the West, chased by the enemy across the Black Turtle Mountains during one of the cruelest winters in memory.” The general’s voice took on a reminiscing tone, solemn and bitter with sorrow. “Many men died along the way. Out of the ten thousand soldiers who set out, less than four thousand returned. I was one of those men.”
A black look came into Cobu’s eyes, an aching resentment etched deeper than the wrinkles around his stern mouth. He turned toward Jun and fingered the scarf around his neck. Up close, Jun could see that it was old fabric. The bright red silk was worn thin and pale in places, and the edges appeared to have been trimmed and patched.
“This scarf,” Cobu said, “was a gift to me from the last true emperor of Longhan. The emperor had his best robe cut into pieces and given to what remained of the Seventeenth Regiment that limped back into Xicheng. He mourned that the country had been torn apart and so, too, had his heart. What remained of it, he offered to us, with the hope that time would mend the wounds of war.” Cobu’s steely gaze softened. “I wear this scarf as a constant reminder of his wishes.”
As a young child in the East, Jun had been taught that the Virtuous Rebellion rose up to liberate the people from the tyranny of a brutal despot. The East was fortunate, he was told, to be free from violence and governed by a wise council instead of a cruel monarchy.
The way General Cobu spoke of Emperor Caixuan, who’d sent so many soldiers to fight and die in the Valley of Rust, one would think the old sovereign had been a paragon of wisdom and compassion.
Of course, it was in the interests of the Council of Virtue to vilify the ruler they’d sought to overthrow and to speak of their controlling policies as social benefits. Just as it served General Cobu’s aims to rally the militant Red Scarves around the story of a great national wound and claim that Dragon wished them to erase the lasting shame of a past generation.
“How can you be sure of the old emperor’s wishes?” Jun asked skeptically. “He signed the Treaty of Separation and built the Snake Wall in the first place.”
Cobu spun on Jun with a swiftness that was startling. In an instant, his grandfatherly demeanor was gone and his expression was as frightening as Leopard’s in the arena. Jun took an involuntary step backward.
“Emperor Caixuan had no choice but to capitulate to the rebels,” Cobu snarled. “It was all the fault of Guardian Shin.”
Shin Ge, the last Guardian to guard both the Scrolls. Jun knew the name.
“In a moment of weakness and poor judgment, Shin Ge entrusted one of the Scrolls to his brother—but he was betrayed. The traitor handed the Scroll of Earth to the Virtuous Rebellion and it was lost to the East.” Cobu’s eyes burned with rage, as if the dreadful event had occurred only yesterday.
Another tidbit of childhood knowledge came into Jun’s mind. In the East, children were told that the Sun Pagoda was founded by the First Virtuous Brother, Shin Di, to protect the Scroll of Earth. Jun had always assumed the hero in the story was called the First Virtuous Brother because Aspects called each other “sister” and “brother”—not because he was in fact the brother of the Guardian in the West.
“May Dragon condemn that traitor to the eighteenth level of hell to be punished for eternity.” Cobu’s lip curled back with a vindictive scorn that time had not diminished. “Were it not for Shin Di, the rebellion would’ve been crushed. The Scrolls are Dragon’s divine word. They are infused with power that we can never fully understand. With one of the Scrolls in their possession, the tide of war turned in favor of the rebels. They demanded that Emperor Caixuan abdicate his throne. The rebels would’ve ended Longhan as we knew it and installed themselves as a ruling council.” Cobu smacked a fist into his palm. “Rather than let the unthinkable happen, the emperor allowed the rebels to secede and wall themselves off in the East. It was better to lose half the country than to lose it all.”
When Jun had moved to Cheon, he’d been surprised to learn that the emperor he’d been told was a monster was long dead and that the West was full of ordinary people, not grasping, bloodthirsty villains who wanted to destroy the East. Jun’s new schoolteachers told very different stories from those Jun had heard from adults in his life thus far. They claimed the Snake Wall had been erected to defend against the extremist rebels and shadowy, malicious Council agents in the East who wished to impose their oppressive, dogmatic way of life on everyone.
Jun hadn’t bothered to question the contradictions. Neither the East nor the West had been particularly kind to his family, and he’d never felt as if he entirely belonged anywhere. As a child, he only wished to get by, and he didn’t especially care who possessed the better part of the truth, if there was such a thing. The leaders of both countries told the stories that justified their own actions and stoked fear in their enemies. People on both sides shared the belief that the Snake Wall was there to protect them from invasion.
“I was seventeen years old, the youngest survivor of that bitter retreat.” Cobu’s flinty gaze grew distant. “Nearly all of my comrades from those days are gone, or not long for this world. Every day, I put on this scarf and look at this painting, and I remember what we lost fifty years ago. A great wrong has been waiting far too long to finally be put right. Now is the time to reclaim what is ours—all the signs are there. Longhan is one people, one land, one destiny under Dragon.”
“The Silent Flute Society would say the same,” Jun pointed out. “They want the Snake Wall to come down.”
Cobu let out a bark of contempt. “The Silent Flute Society originated in the East, among members of the Virtuous Rebellion. It is full of Eastern agents and idealistic fanatics. What they really want is for the West to be weakened, and for reunification to be on their terms. That cannot be allowed to happen. To restore the glory of a unified Empire, the West must have strong leaders who ensure that the Council in the East is defeated and destroyed.”
“And you see yourself as that leader.”
Cobu straightened the sleeves of his fine shirt, his expression calm and self-possessed. “Emperor Tandu is a sickly boy. Upon Dragon’s mercy, I wish him health, but I doubt he will survive into adulthood. His uncle had the same sickness of the blood. It’s a curse, no doubt leveled by Dragon because their family line failed to safeguard the realm. When one dynasty becomes weak, another must rise.”
Cobu’s dynasty. The General was not breathmarked, so could not sit on the throne himself, but he had three sons and seven grandsons. For Cobu to sound so certain of his family’s destiny, Jun was willing to bet that at least one of them had been born with Dragon’s blood.
“Leopard may seem to be an unthinking brute, but he follows me not simply because I took him from the pits and gave him a better life than he could’ve ever imagined. He is one of those men who understands strength. He follows me because we share that regard, and because he has lived through the worst oppression of the East and understands that it must be destroyed.”
“Why did you bring me here?” Jun burst out. “It can’t just be to give me a history lesson before you have Leopard try to kill me this afternoon.”
The general turned away from the wall and its tragic painting to face Jun with shrewd consideration. “I’ve seen your fights so far. Little Dragon. Quite the hyperbole, even by the standards of a martial name. Nevertheless, watching you, I get the same feeling I first did when I saw Leopard in the fighting dens. A sense of discovery. Poetry in motion.”
Jun suppressed a shudder. He wanted no comparison with that murderer.
“I was impressed enough,” Cobu went on, “to do some questioning into your background. You see, I’ve been aware for some time that the Silent Flute Society was planning to use the Guardian’s Tournament as an opportunity to tear down the very institution of the Guardian. I found out, from having my agents ask around, that you traveled into Xicheng with the musician Blindman Chang, a known political radical and leader of the Silent Flute Society.”
Jun felt rage boiling in his head. “What have you done with Sifu Chang?”
“I suspected,” Cobu went on, without answering Jun’s question, “that you, too, were one of Chang’s accomplices, along with his daughter, but now I don’t think you are.”
“What makes you say that?”
“For one thing, you were too easy to find. I had my people ask questions in Cheon. They all told me the same unremarkable story. You live with your father, who is a performer at the opera house. You train at the Iron Core school. You have, as far as I can tell, no prior connection to the Silent Flute Society or any political involvement at all. Although I find it interesting that you came from the East at a young age.”
“My father and I were banished,” Jun said. “For practicing the martial arts.”
“Then you of all people can appreciate why the East needs to be opposed. They espouse poisonous values that, if unchecked, could spread like a cancer infecting our society. In the East, your strength would’ve been ground underfoot. The West, on the other hand, can use every good warrior available. That’s why, when the war comes, we will win. You have great potential, Little Dragon. It would be a shame to waste it.”
The general’s paternal regard made him once again seem like a kindhearted elder. “You wouldn’t have made it this far in the Guardian’s Tournament if you weren’t motivated by some deep and powerful drive. When I changed the rules of this year’s tournament, I intended to weed out the chaff, the candidates who didn’t have the ability or the will to give everything to win. You stayed, and here you are. So what drives you, Li Jun of Cheon?”
Jun didn’t answer.
“Some men fight for the honor of their family name or the reputation of their master. Some wish to promote and spread their martial style. Some fight for wealth, the admiration of women, or the prestige of being Guardian. And some, like Leopard, fight because they know nothing else.
“I believe,” Cobu said, “that you fight for yourself. You have no allegiance to a school or a style or a master. You’ve dreamed of winning the tournament and being Guardian your whole life. The status and fame. The luxury. The restoration of your exiled family pride.”
It was all damnably true, and the fact that General Cobu was speaking it aloud made Jun’s skin prickle hot and his insides squirm.
“But there’s no need to fight for that,” Cobu went on reasonably. “All the things that you would gain from being the Guardian, I can give to you—money, titles, women, an entire martial school in your name, power in the highest places.” Cobu smiled as if pleased by his own generosity. “When you fight this afternoon, put on a good show for the audience. Go out there and be the Little Dragon. And when the moment is right, drop your weapon and concede.”
Jun choked with incredulity. “Your man doesn’t have any qualms about killing someone after they’ve yielded, or at the least taking their limbs. He doesn’t seem inclined to make any exception for me.”
Cobu made a dismissive gesture with his fingers, as if flicking away an invisible fly. “Thus far, I’ve given him free rein to do as he wishes in the arena. But if I order him not to harm you after you’ve surrendered, he’ll obey me.”
Jun’s mind raced through the possibilities. He didn’t believe Cobu would spare his life. But that wasn’t the most important thing anyway. “Would you release Master Chang? And pardon his daughter?”
Cobu gave him a narrow-eyed look of pity. “You were as surprised as anyone this morning when the blind man’s daughter was behind that Ghostface mask. They didn’t tell you about their activities in the Silent Flute Society, did they? Yet you would stick your neck out for them?”
“They’re my friends.”
Cobu chuckled, as if Jun’s naivete was amusing. “Do you know why they brought you with them to Xicheng? The Silent Flute Society has been planning for some time to steal the Scroll of Heaven. They intended to do so here, at the Guardian’s Tournament. One way to accomplish their goal would be to have one of their agents win the tournament outright. That ridiculous Ghostface was their ploy. But there are other ways. If you were to win and become the Guardian, they would’ve stolen the Scroll of Heaven from under your nose.”
Jun shook his head adamantly, but Ren’s words came back to him. “You were our backup plan.” Chang and Ren had seen him as a means to an end. They’d had ulterior motives for supporting him all along, and he’d been oblivious. Everything Ren had said to him, when she promised she believed in him, when she encouraged him, when she gave him his martial name … had all that been deliberate manipulation because she intended to steal the Scroll from him if he became the Guardian?
No, that’s not true! She would never, he wanted to protest. But how could he say that when she’d deceived and shocked him already, including in the arena earlier today? Even after all their time together, how well did he really know her and Chang?
An increasingly familiar sense of bewildered hurt twisted through Jun’s insides.
“You know it’s true,” Cobu said relentlessly. “They befriended another Guardian candidate, a former schoolmate of yours, did they not? They were simply laying additional paths to the Scroll. They deceived you and used you and you still wish to take their side?” The general sighed pityingly, as if Jun were a dog licking the boot that kicked him. “Very well. Do as I ask, accept my offer, and I’ll have the flutist beheaded quickly and mercifully. The usual execution for a traitor is disembowelment. And so long as she renounces her activities in the Silent Flute Society, I will spare the woman. That is more than fair.”
He ought to agree. Doing so might be the only way to save Ren’s life. Even though she and Chang had concealed things from him, he couldn’t forget their kindnesses or ignore the fact that he cared about them. He would gladly give up the position of Guardian to prevent them from suffering the terrible fate that Cobu had in mind.
Jun felt sick to his stomach, but he faced Cobu squarely. “Thank you, General,” he said, “for bringing me here. You wouldn’t have done so unless you truly believed there was a chance that I could beat Leopard this afternoon. So now I’m sure it’s possible.”
Cobu’s expression hardened, the skin around his mouth and eyes pulling taut.
“You asked me why I fight,” Jun said. “What I want out of being the Guardian of the Scroll of Heaven. It’s not the money or the title, the fame or the women, or anything you could give me if I do as you say.”
Jun’s hands shook as he curled them into fists, but his voice remained steady. “Ever since I was a little boy, I’ve wanted to become the Guardian because the Guardian is the best warrior in the realm. The most skilled and also the most honorable and admired. That’s why he deserves to study Dragon’s wisdom. That won’t be true anymore if I stoop to taking your bribes. I came to the tournament to prove to myself and my father and the entire country, and maybe Dragon himself, what I’m capable of. To find out what it means to be the best I can be. That’s something you can never give me.”
Cobu didn’t reply. A storm cloud swept over his features, one that hinted at the terrible fury he was capable of unleashing. But the man merely crossed to the door and slid it open politely. Outside in the courtyard, the sedan chair and its bearers waited patiently to return Jun to the arena.
“I’m an old soldier, and I’ve seen many young men throw their lives away needlessly. I hoped not to have to see another,” General Cobu said with regret as cold as the merciless winter landscape in the painting on his wall. “Enjoy your last few hours, Li Jun of Cheon. I know Leopard is looking forward to meeting you again soon.”






THIRTY-TWO
A strange calm befell Jun as he was borne back to Warrior’s Park in the shaded silence of the sedan chair. Looking down at his hands, he turned them over and admired the way his muscles and skin flexed smoothly over his knuckles, how they did not shake. It was as if a storm had passed through him, wreaking destruction, yet leaving in its wake an unnatural clarity.
He would be lying to himself if he said he hadn’t been tempted by Cobu’s bribe. Yes, he’d wanted all the trappings and rewards of being the Guardian—even when he’d told himself he wanted them for his father. And he was afraid of Leopard, he could admit that. He would be a fool not to be. Cobu had offered a lifeline to Jun and Ren. He could have seized it and been sure to live.
But finishing the tournament was not about him, not anymore. It wasn’t even about saving Chang and Ren. It was much bigger than that—it had been from the start; he simply hadn’t understood. Cobu’s story had made it clear. One Guardian could alter the course of history. Jun was part of a powerful current as surely as every living thing was part of Dragon’s Breath. Win or lose, he had a part to play—he was certain of it. Nothing General Cobu said could change that.
Just as nothing could bring back the dead.
Alone in the competitors’ pavilion, he was able, at last, to eat a proper meal and sleep for two hours. He awoke an hour before the final match to the taste of impending rain in the humid air, the late afternoon sun shrouded by clouds, and the burble of arriving spectators. Fewer than there had been in the morning; Ghostface’s riot had scared some people off, but many, it seemed, weren’t willing to let anything deter them from the final match of the Guardian’s Tournament.
Jun drank water and stretched. A fight later in the day when he ordinarily had the most energy ought to be to his advantage, but his body was so sore and worn down from the past three days that he gave himself plenty of time to warm up, coaxing his protesting muscles into movement. “One more fight,” he muttered in promise. “Just one more fight, and then, either way, rest.”
When the time was near, he went to the weapon racks and picked out the first weapon that spoke to him, a sturdy spear. The spear was called the king of weapons for a reason. Versatile and powerful, wicked fast, effective at short and long range. Most importantly, it was a weapon Jun knew well, having begun training with the staff from an early age as the foundation for spear work. He didn’t know what his opponent would be armed with, but the more space he could keep between himself and Leopard, the better. Things didn’t go well for Leopard’s foes when he got close.
“Ten minutes,” warned an attendant.
Jun sat down cross-legged, eyes closed, spear resting across his lap, and cleared his mind of everything except the task ahead. Thoughts tried to take shape in his mind: His father. Ren and Sifu Chang. Yin Yue. His home in Cheon. His long-lost mother and twin brother back in the East.
He turned away from all of them, centering his attention back on his breath and the unique energy that Master Chang had taught him to recognize within himself. Trust your body, Master Chang had told him. He had no choice but to do so. He opened his eyes. There was nothing left to prepare.
He walked out of the tent and into the arena for the last time. All his life, he’d dreamed of this moment, imagined it in obsessive detail, anticipated the incredible thrill that would lighten his feet as he stepped forward to face his destiny. Instead, he was weighted with tragedy and grim solitude. He was surrounded by people, but he might die this afternoon unobserved by anyone who truly cared for him.
Despite that, he felt no despair. He was about to do what he did best. This week had taught him he didn’t know much about anything, but he knew one thing. He knew how to fight.
The sun was low in the sky and the weak light seemed to wash out even the brilliant colors of the emperor’s silk robes and the faces of the court officials arrayed behind him. The Scroll was back in its stand, Guardian Yama and General Cobu impassive in their chairs. When Jun entered the arena, there was silence at first, and then a chorus of cheers rolled down the slope through the assembled masses, into the hollow of Warrior’s Park. “Little Dragon! Little Dragon!”
Jun closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them. The warm, stirred Breath inside him mingled with the cauldron of Breath surrounding him, the collective anticipation of so many people swollen like a ripe fruit near to bursting. He remembered what Ren had said about the power of a martial name, chanted by thousands of voices, filled with Breath, carrying a wave of energy and hope. His heart swelled with gratitude. He wondered if this was a little bit of what Master Chang felt all the time—an overwhelming amount of life, a sense of wonder and smallness.
Leopard entered the arena carrying a guandao, a metal polearm mounted with a heavy notched blade. He gave the massive weapon a few easy warm-up swings, then set the spiked end of the weapon on the ground with a thunk, staring at Jun with flinty disregard, head tilted as if surprised anyone would willingly show up to fight him by this point. The white bandages binding the sword cuts on Leopard’s arms and legs and bare torso merely accentuated his ropy muscles and made him seem all the more dangerous. The Red Scarves, some of them sporting bruises from the earlier crowd violence, cheered and stamped their feet for General Cobu’s champion.
Considering the disaster of the previous match, it was no wonder the arena announcer seemed nervous, adjusting his hat and patting his brow with a handkerchief as he took the stand and spread his arms. “Citizens of the West, children of Dragon, subjects of his Imperial Majesty, welcome to the final match of the Guardian’s Tournament! The winner of this contest will take up the time-honored position as Guardian of the Scroll of Heaven. Who will prove himself the greatest warrior in the land? Will it be Li Jun, the young talent from Cheon, named Little Dragon for his exceptional abilities in the ring? Or will it be Leopard, a man who rose from poverty and suffering to become as fierce and unrelenting as his namesake? By the time the sun sets on Xicheng, we will know the answer!”
“Oh, good!” From his seat, higher than everyone else overlooking the arena, Emperor Tandu clapped his hands and turned to General Cobu. “I hope this is as exciting as you promised!”
The first drops of rain began to fall. The gong sounded.
The two men clashed before the ringing had even begun to fade, neither the type to cede the initiative to a foe. Jun crossed the arena faster than his opponent, spear held close and centered, his vision tunneled, focus narrowed to a single point. The length of the smooth wood shot through his hands as he lunged forward, the head of the spear flying for Leopard’s face.
Leopard batted away the incoming strike with the back end of the guandao and continued the motion in a vicious arc, the thick blade of his weapon swinging down in a diagonal chop meant to sink between Jun’s neck and shoulder like a cleaver into a chicken joint. Jun pivoted out of the lethal path, deflecting the guandao into the ground with the shaft of his spear and thrusting the butt end into Leopard’s stomach. With a grunt, the man went staggering, but he gave Jun no opportunity to land a follow-up blow; weight on his back foot, he ripped the blade of the guandao upward, forcing Jun to leap backward to avoid being disemboweled vertically from groin to chin.
The crowd was shouting encouragement, but Jun could hear nothing besides the muffling crash of blood in his own ears. Leopard came at him roaring, swinging the guandao like the axe of a deranged tree cutter. There was no technical finesse to Leopard’s attacks, but what he lacked in training he made up for with raw power and ferocity. Any one of the blows would take off Jun’s head if it connected; it was all he could do to get out of the way, ducking, parrying with both ends of the spear, speed fueled by pure desperation as Leopard forced him down the length of the arena. The droplets of rain sprinkling their heads and bare shoulders began to come down harder. The thought of Yin Yue’s severed hand lying on the ground flashed horribly into Jun’s mind.
You’re burning too hot. Can you feel it? Master Chang’s voice came into Jun’s head, pushing aside the rising edge of panic with the tone of wry, scolding observation that Jun remembered so well from daily practices on the road. Energy is wasted on tension, fear, and haste.
A snarl lay twisted on Leopard’s face and his small eyes bulged with murderous determination. He didn’t have the benefit of Master Chang admonishing him to maintain control of his energy and his emotions—he was giving all he had to finishing Jun. The guandao was a formidable weapon, able to chop off the legs of a charging horse, but heavy and difficult to handle even for those with training. Leopard’s next overhead swing was slower and wider, easier to evade. Jun twisted his body and watched the blade pass in front of him like a gleaming steel fan.
Everything seemed to slow; the clarity of the fight emerged. The momentum of Leopard’s weapon told Jun where the man would take his next step. Jun’s body moved without thought, dropping low, whipping the spear around himself, slamming it into the backs of Leopard’s calves.
Leopard went tumbling forward onto his knees, his broad, scarred back exposed.
Now! Jun brought the spear hurtling down.
The spearhead went plunging into the dirt a handsbreadth from its target as Leopard rolled deftly to evade the killing strike. One did not survive years of labor camps and pit fights without an exceptional survival reflex. Before Jun could pull his weapon free of the ground, Leopard posted on one hand and threw his hips and legs up in a side kick that slammed into Jun’s chest.
All the air rushed out of Jun’s lungs as he went hurtling backward, pain exploding in his rib cage. Leopard rolled backward out of the high kick and was on his feet again, lunging for his fallen weapon. Sucking a painful breath through what he was sure were broken ribs, Jun sprinted and grabbed for his upright spear stuck in the ground. Leopard’s wild, low, one-handed swing with the guandao missed Jun’s legs but cut through the pole of the spear, leaving Jun holding three-quarters of the weapon in his hands with the amputated iron tip still sunk into the earth.
A short stick was still a weapon—as Leopard came back around with a big overhead swing, Jun ducked out of the path of the blade and smashed the wood down, aiming for Leopard’s elbow but catching him across the wrist instead. It was enough; the heavy polearm went spinning out of Leopard’s rain-slicked hands and into the ground at the edge of the arena, the metal clanging against the pavers. Jun kicked the bouncing hilt, sending the weapon rolling out of bounds.
Leopard didn’t bother going after it; he tackled Jun around the waist. Jun sprawled frantically, hooking his arms under Leopard’s grip, feet scrabbling for purchase, trying to keep from being unbalanced and thrown onto his back. They clinched, both men panting, heaving, wet from rain and staggering about the arena like two stags with their antlers locked, neither able to overcome the other or free himself. Leopard’s hot breath and sweat filled Jun’s nostrils. His back foot slipped in wet grass and he went down to one knee. Not good. A white flash of blinding pain exploded in Jun’s skull as Leopard’s knee popped up and connected with his falling chin.
The world swam, darkness closing in from all sides. He had the sensation that his teeth had been driven up into his sinuses. The taste of blood filled Jun’s mouth. Feebly, he put his hands up to protect his face, and barely got them up in time to prevent Leopard’s other knee from smashing into his mouth a second time. His head was yanked back hard by the hair, and he was suddenly staring up at Leopard’s merciless face, the last thing he was sure to see before the man’s next blow crushed his exposed throat. His mind emptied of all thought in the heartbeat before death.
A flash of connection—pure instinct took over the body when the brain was out of time.
“How you train is how you will fight.” Master Song’s words over many years of hard conditioning in the Iron Core school.
“Controlling Breath,” Sifu Chang had said, “means knowing how to let go of control when it matters.”
His father, first teaching him how to punch. “Where is your target, Jun? Strike past it.”
Sai, always a step beside him. “Show me what you can do.”
With no time or space to load a blow, Jun’s fist shot straight into Leopard’s side, surging everything he had left into one last shattering short punch, striking the bandaged spot where Yin Yue’s sword had earlier pierced between the two smallest ribs.
“Between the two of us, we can defeat him.” That was what Yin had said last night.
Leopard’s torso caved sideways under the blow; Jun felt the reverberation through the man’s entire frame, the grip in his hair suddenly falling away as Leopard wobbled and swayed as if swooning limply into a waiting embrace. Jun regained his feet before Leopard could recover his balance; he fired a headshot at his foe, then another, both of them connecting forcefully, rocking Leopard’s misshapen face back onto his neck.
Go down, dammit! How could Leopard even still be upright? How was it possible that despite the half-collapsed rib cage and the blood washing down his face with the rain, he was still shaking away the fog, grunting with pain and determined hatred and coming after Jun, step-by-step, like an implacable demon?
Jun bounced two steps back to gain distance, then launched himself forward with a scream of effort that filled Warrior’s Park. Leopard’s body was worn down, his reflexes slow, too slow to avoid the flying sidekick that Jun rammed into his midsection. Leopard was thrown backward, arms windmilling for balance. His heels skidded on the wet grass, and he crashed onto his back.
There was an awful fleshy thud. Leopard’s body froze in space and became rigid as a wooden stake erupted from the front of his bare chest, skewering him to the ground.
Jun was already midstep, ready to throw another strike or pivot away from a counterattack; for a second, he didn’t understand what had happened. He pulled himself up short, staring at his prostrate foe.
Leopard had fallen squarely onto the severed end of Jun’s spear, still lodged tip-first in the earth. The guandao blade, having sliced through the wooden pole at an angle, had left a spike that had punched through Leopard’s back, but the wider bottom wedge of the metal spearhead hadn’t passed through. The man’s body was stuck, staked just slightly off the ground. Jun gaped in disbelief as Leopard wrapped his hands around the bit of wood protruding from his chest as if, through sheer will, he could pull the spear tip out and free himself, even though the result would rip apart his insides.
Jun walked forward slowly. Silence followed him save for the patter of rain on the canvas roof over the emperor’s pavilion. The thousands of spectators and the dignitaries watching from above seemed to be as stunned as he was; Jun felt strangely alone as he looked down at his feebly struggling adversary. Leopard’s eyes lost their focus and also their fierce hatred, leaving only the fear that had animated him through all his hard, bitter life.
Pity rose up in Jun and blotted out even his relief. In another life, Leopard’s superlative fighting talent might’ve made him a hero or a master instead of a killer and a hapless tool. Instead, he’d been a victim, of both the East and the West.
Leopard’s mouth slackened. His bloodied hands fell away from the wooden stake and dangled lifeless at his sides. A final spatter of rain fell on Leopard’s still face, then stopped. A single ray of light broke through the clouds and illuminated his unseeing eyes.
Jun turned away and began to walk out of the arena. He made it half a dozen steps before the adrenaline crashed out of him and he sank to his knees with a strangled noise, his last bit of energy escaping like rainwater running into a ditch. He slumped forward, barely aware of the rising tide of noise from the stands, the building crescendo like an unstoppable tsunami of emotion and sound.
“The winner, and the new Guardian of the Scroll of Heaven … Li Jun, the Little Dragon!”






THIRTY-THREE
Attendants rushed into the arena. Leopard’s body was matter-of-factly borne away on the same stretcher that had previously carried off his defeated opponents.
Doctor Lim approached Jun with two arena attendants in tow. By now he was used to the doctor’s impassive expression and was surprised to see it replaced with the reverential concern a midwife might have for a newborn prince. “Guardian Li, can you walk?”
Guardian Li.
The words penetrated his mind but were barely comprehensible.
Jun managed to get to his feet. As he raised his eyes, his mind gave a small pulse of surprise to see the many rows of spectators still there, some of them lowering the parasols and blankets they’d been holding over their heads against the rain, others, less prepared, with their hair and clothes soaked through, having endured the wet weather to see the outcome of the fight. Weakly, Jun raised a hand. The packed hillsides erupted with cheering, a cathartic outpouring of noise and movement that made him dizzy.
The roar of the crowd died down as a delighted clapping came from overhead. “Well done! Come forward!” Jun turned toward the pavilion. Emperor Tandu was standing on his cushioned chair, bouncing up and down on the balls of his slippered feet.
Shrugging off the support of the attendants, Jun walked toward the emperor. The rain had cleared, making way for a cloudless evening as the remaining glow of the sun spilled over the berm of the Island. At the foot of the low steps to the pavilion, Jun knelt and bowed low, touching his head to the ground. Every part of his body hurt.
Behind the boy stood all the black-robed court officials, their eyes on Jun. General Cobu seethed quietly, his glower dark and cold enough to summon winter. He looked as if he would like to leap down and kill Jun himself, but there was nothing he could do. Thousands of people, including the Red Scarves, had seen Cobu’s seemingly unstoppable fighter defeated.
“Warrior of the West, you’ve proven your courage, strength, and skill, surpassing all others,” Emperor Tandu declared, with as much rehearsed solemnity as could be expected from a ten-year-old. The barrel-chested herald rushed to repeat the emperor’s words to all those watching. “I name you, Li Jun, Guardian of the Scroll of Heaven, and entrust into your protection the sacred wisdom of Dragon, as recounted to his children and recorded by his consort, the Blessed Lady of Many Hands. May it guide us now and through all future generations.”
Jun walked onto the stage, every step an effort, residual adrenaline alone fueling his limbs. Yama met him at the top step. In his open hands, he presented the Scroll of Heaven in its ornate case, removed from the prominently guarded display stand Yama had set it upon during the opening ceremonies on the first day of the tournament.
“Guardian,” he said. Jun hadn’t heard Yama speak until now. The man had a soft voice, perhaps incongruous for a martial artist of his fame and ability, yet in keeping with his reputation as a reclusive warrior-scholar. “I pass unto you this sacred duty and honor, to keep until the day you in turn pass it on to your successor.”
Jun reached out to accept the Scroll. A dense roll of yellowed paper, as long as Jun’s forearm and as thick as a lamppost, it was larger and heavier than it had appeared from a distance. The parchment must have been many thousands of years old, but there was no sign of any damage on it whatsoever, no tears or stains, only the yellowing of age and the musty smell of an old book.
Yama held on to the object for an extra beat, leaning in and speaking so that only Jun could hear. “So, Chang managed to train up a second Guardian. You have my condolences.” A touch of bitter but amused sarcasm. “My advice? Don’t expect the Scroll to give you answers. There are no answers. Only more questions. Tell that to our master, if you ever see him again. In the meantime, just try to enjoy the job while you can.”
Before Jun could make any sense of the former Guardian’s words, Yama bade him to turn around, leaving Jun standing with the Scroll weighty in his hands. A sea of faces stared back at him, their expressions rapt and curious, but all of them strangers. No one he truly cared about was here at the cumulation of all he’d trained and nearly died for. His father, his mother and Sai, Master Song and the Iron Core students, Yin Yue, Ren, Sifu Chang—every single person who had helped him reach this point was missing. The victory was so unbearably lonely that Jun’s vision blurred with hot tears.
An ebony carriage trimmed in gold and pulled by two fine horses arrived in front of the pavilion. Jun didn’t realize it was meant for him until two Guardian disciples appeared to escort him down the steps. Jun spun back to Yama. “Wait,” he blurted, trying to string two coherent thoughts together, his emotions utterly frayed. This would be his only chance to talk to the previous Guardian, who traditionally left Xicheng once a successor was in place. “Do you know where Chang is being held? How do I get—”
Yama cut him off with a dismissive hand motion. “Wave to the people,” he instructed with a tight, enigmatic smile as the two attendants guided Jun to the carriage. Jun was swept away helplessly, borne along by a program of events that he didn’t seem to have any say in, buffeted by the swell of cheering that grew muffled as the carriage door closed behind him.
The ride out of Warrior’s Park and through the gates of the Thirty-Seventh Ward to the Guardian’s Residence passed in an exhausted haze. Inside the opulently cushioned carriage, the two manservants introduced themselves, but Jun immediately forgot their names. The sweat, rainwater, and blood had dried onto his skin and he began shivering. He held the Scroll on his lap, staring at it, dazed. It was encased in a bronze holder with two gemstone-studded caps on either end, connected by a pair of metal rods that were locked in place with a clasp. When Jun started to open the case, the nearest servant gasped and exclaimed with alarm, “Guardian Li, stop! You are permitted to open the Scroll only when alone or in the company of those you’ve personally granted permission to study its contents. Only the worthy may view Dragon’s words directly.”
Jun let his hands fall away from the Scroll, too tired to care. When the carriage reached his new home, he put one foot in front of the other, climbing ten wide steps up to an expansive mansion with thick black timbers and carved stone pillars illuminated by dozens of red lamps burning bright against the fast-encroaching dark. Twenty servants lined the walkway and bowed low as he passed through a courtyard larger than the one in the Golden Gate Inn.
A tall, thin-faced steward met Jun and brought him to the Scroll Hall in the center of his new house, where his first duty was to return the Scroll of Heaven to its usual resting place on an ornate ivory stand. When Jun stepped back, a reverent hush seemed to follow.
After that, there was a blur of people taking care of him. Kitchen staff brought out enough food and drink for a family of six; even famished, Jun couldn’t finish half the roast duck, the noodles with pea shoots, the steamed fish, the egg soup, the sesame cakes and wine. Afterward, he was undressed and bathed, his wounds cleaned and bandaged. Doctor Lim arrived to examine him. She hovered her hands over his torso, searching out injuries and manipulating Breath to encourage his body to heal, and then gave him medicines to drink that eased his discomfort but made him feel quite drugged. Jun was taken to a spacious bedroom where two women in flimsy silk dressing gowns led him to the most opulent bed he had ever seen and massaged his aching muscles in ways that would’ve been arousing if Jun hadn’t been so staggeringly weary that sleep sucked him under in seconds.






THIRTY-FOUR
Midday sunlight white against the oiled paper of his high bedroom windows awoke Jun with slow, dawning confusion. He was miserably sore, but well rested, and his mind was clear of yesterday’s shock and exhaustion. The women who’d been in his room last night were gone. For several minutes, he lay unmoving, staring up at the silk canopy of the most luxuriant bed he had ever been in.
He’d survived the arena and beaten Leopard. He was the Guardian.
It was remarkable how a person could imagine something every day for years, and yet still have a hard time believing it when it happened. Jun closed his eyes and opened them again, several times, but the room didn’t vanish. He didn’t wake up back in Cheon, in his father’s house.
The sudden wave of grief convinced him, at last, of his reality.
Jun got out of bed. Various body parts made their hurts known as soon as he started moving, but none badly enough to stop him. Doctor Lim’s powerful skills had sped up his healing—he was relieved to see that none of his wounds were bleeding, and his many bruises were less swollen, already darkened to purple and yellowing at the edges.
He would happily take another twelve hours of sleep, but now that he was the Guardian, he had no time to relax and savor his victory. Even with Leopard dead and Cobu’s attempt to take over the Guardianship foiled, the general was still the most powerful man in the West. A war with the East could put him on the throne. And he was well aware that Jun was not an ally. Who knew what Cobu might do now? Sifu Chang was in prison and Ren was being hunted. Yin Yue was horribly wounded. Jun was on his own and would have to keep his wits about him in the coming days.
A pile of garments had been helpfully placed, folded, at the end of Jun’s bed: trousers and tunic of the finest black cloth, the cuffs embroidered with gold thread. Jun was astonished to see that the characters for “Little Dragon” had been stitched into the intricate design of cherry branches and clouds. The clothes were the most comfortable things he had ever worn, and they fit him perfectly. How had his attire been customized for him in such a short time, when he’d only won the tournament yesterday? He wondered if a tailor had gone to work as soon as the final match had ended and had toiled through the night, or if multiple outfits had been made in advance, one for each semifinalist, so that whoever became Guardian would immediately be well garbed.
So this was what wealth and status felt like.
He wondered, briefly, what had happened to the dirty, bloodstained clothes he’d worn in the arena yesterday; they’d probably been disposed of as soon as they’d been taken from him and he would never see them again. The shoes that had been left for him by the door were new and made of soft leather that made his callused feet feel as if they were walking on pillows.
Jun opened the door to his bedroom. Two servants kneeling on either side of the door bowed low, their heads touching the hallway mats. “Guardian Li,” they said in unison.
Startled, Jun failed to form one cogent question out of the many that sprang to mind. Then he remembered what Ren had said to Yin Yue, in the inn two nights ago. “The best thing you can do for us all is to win.” Yin Yue wasn’t here to help Chang and Ren anymore, but Jun was.
“How do I get an audience with the emperor, as soon as possible?” he asked the servants.
“We do not know, Master,” the woman on the right said.
“Have you heard anything about what happened after the tournament?” Jun demanded. “Was Ghostface captured, or did she escape? Is the flutist Chang still alive? The man who had his hand cut off in the semifinals, Prodigy Yin—has there been any news about how he’s doing?”
“We do not know, Master,” the woman repeated.
“What do you know?” Jun blurted in exasperation.
“We know where to take you for breakfast, Master,” volunteered the other.
Jun’s stomach rumbled. After the feast he’d been presented with last night, he wouldn’t have thought he’d be hungry again so soon, but the past three days had depleted his reserves and his body was demanding to be refueled. “Fine,” he said. “Breakfast sounds good right now.”
The servants led him through the house. His bedchamber, he discovered in the light of day when he could properly pay attention to things, was at the end of a long hallway that ran through one wing of the estate containing the Guardian’s private quarters. Jun peered into the rooms they passed: a private study, a small shrine, and an enormous bathing room. The Scroll Hall stood in the center of the Guardian’s Residence, flanked by the library and the receiving room. The other wing of the building held the kitchen, dining room, guest rooms, and quarters for the household staff and the Guardian’s disciples. Walking across the grounds took Jun past an expansive grassy field and a training hall three times the size of the entire Iron Core school.
Jun vacillated between delight and urgent worry, torn between the desire to take in his incredible new surroundings and impatience to find out what had happened to his friends. He was the only person seated at the round ebony table as the cook brought out a heaping meal of congee, lotus paste buns, steamed eggs, and hot tea. Jun was embarrassed not to have remembered any of the names of the staff members who’d introduced themselves to him yesterday, and he was relieved when the lean, stiff-faced majordomo who’d escorted him into the house yesterday evening came into the dining room and bowed low.
“Guardian Li,” said the man, “my name is Steward Tang. For the time being, I will be in charge of your household staff and assisting you in the transition to the Guardianship.”
Jun put his spoon down in his empty bowl. “For the time being?”
Tang gave a curt nod. “I was the steward for Guardian Yama and the Guardian prior to him, Guardian Ing. However, each Guardian may choose his household staff, retainers, and disciples. I am certain that many at your old school will vie for the honor of serving you and having the opportunity to be personally trained in martial arts by the Guardian.”
“I see,” Jun said, trying to wrap his mind around the idea of being master of his own school and smugly imagining the boys in Cheon who’d bullied him as a child all vying to wash his floors. “So I can choose to keep you as my steward, or pick someone else? And same for all the staff?”
“Yes, Guardian,” Tang said.
“What will you do in that case?”
“I may be dismissed and returned to the emperor’s court where I was trained, or put to death, as you see fit, Guardian Li,” Tang said with unruffled equanimity.
“Steward Tang,” Jun said, “how do I get a personal audience with the emperor?”
“As the Guardian, you have the right to request a personal meeting with the emperor at any time, without having to go through onerous layers of approval from his advisors,” Tang said. “However, it is up to the emperor to decide when to grant an audience. As you can imagine, Emperor Tandu has many demands on his time. You may have to wait days, even weeks.”
“Please make a request right away.” Jun had no idea whether, even as Guardian, he could personally persuade a ten-year-old monarch to overrule his top general, but he had to try.
“As you say, Guardian.” Tang bowed again. “Do you wish to send for any of your personal belongings from your home, or to summon any of your relatives to the capital to attend you?”
A surge of suppressed grief made Jun’s head throb. Li Hon’s body was on its way back to Cheon without him. He needed to follow and give his father a proper burial, settle his affairs, and make offerings to his spirit. When was he going to be able to do that? Surely, at least, he now had the resources to be able to travel to Cheon quickly.
Jun closed his eyes for a moment, rubbing his forehead. “I don’t need anything else right now,” he said, “except information. Can you find out if there’s been any news of activity by the Silent Flute Society? Has General Cobu said or done anything? And I need to talk to Yin Yue. Can you find him and bring him here?”
Yin Yue might not want anything to do with him. If Jun had been the one to lose not just a fight but his right hand, the last thing he’d want to do was visit an old rival now residing in the Guardian’s Residence. “On second thought, just tell me where he is, and I’ll go to him.”
Tang’s straight-lipped expression suggested he wasn’t thrilled with Jun’s requests, but he bowed stiffly and departed. Previous Guardians, Jun imagined, hadn’t issued such unusual demands on their first day. If his friends weren’t in danger of being executed and the country wasn’t in a political crisis that might plunge it into war, Jun would’ve been happy to take a few months to enjoy his new station, entertaining guests, choosing trainees, making appearances. It was the advice Yama had whispered to him onstage yesterday: “Just try to enjoy the job while you can.”
Jun finished his breakfast and left the kitchen, wandering the halls of his vast and luxurious new residence. It was the most impressive place he’d ever seen, but without anyone to share it with, it was just a big, empty building that did not feel like home. He would’ve gladly given it up for his father to still be alive and for them to return to their modest two-room dwelling in the theater district of Cheon.
When he went out into the sunlit courtyard, two groundskeepers paused in their work, bowing reverently toward him before returning to their painstaking task of pruning the miniature elms in the landscape containers that flanked the entranceway. Jun paced back and forth, his agitation at odds with the manicured serenity of the garden. What was he supposed to do now?
Yama had lived here for six years. In all that time, he hadn’t done anything to oppose Cobu or get involved in the affairs of the country. He’d been trained by Chang and sponsored by the Silent Flute Society, but he’d turned his back on them, remaining impassive as they became Cobu’s targets and his own former master was imprisoned. A scholar Guardian, that was what people had called Yama, on account of all the time he spent in diligent study of the Scroll. And for what?
“Don’t expect the Scroll to give you answers.”
Bitter words, it seemed, from someone disappointed by his time as Guardian.
Jun went into the Scroll Hall. The two manservants who’d brought him here in the carriage from the arena yesterday were posted by the entryway; they leapt up from their bored slump and bowed as he approached.
“Call us if you need us to bring you anything while you study, Guardian Li,” the one with the goatee said. “I’m Fong, and this is Yan.” He pointed to his younger, acne-pocked comrade. “You may take the Scroll with you to the library or to your private study, if you wish. The Guardian is the only one permitted to remove the Scroll from the Scroll Hall.”
Fong closed the heavy double wooden doors behind Jun, leaving him alone in the solemn, windowless chamber. Torches in mounted wall brackets lit the room at all hours of the day, giving it a warm but claustrophobic feel. A long table ran across the length of the back wall, presumably to allow the Scroll to be unrolled for study. Jun had seen the Scroll of Heaven displayed during every day of the tournament, and he’d held it in his hands yesterday evening, but set on its carved ivory stand in its own special room, Dragon’s divine scripture seemed too sacred an object for him to simply pick up and walk around with.
Jun reached out and lifted the Scroll from its stand.
For a moment, he stood there, half expecting some consequence to occur, for someone to rush in and stop him, for the bronze case to glow and burn his fingers, or a shaft of heavenly light to appear out of nowhere and the voice of the Blessed Consort, the Lady of Many Hands, to speak to him.
None of those things happened. None of them had happened yesterday when he’d taken the Scroll in a fight-addled daze. And of course no one stopped him; he was the Guardian.
He wasn’t the only one permitted to examine the Scroll. Priests, scholars, senior officials, doctors, and martial arts practitioners of the highest levels journeyed to the Guardian’s Residence to study Dragon’s wisdom directly. As Fong and Yan had reminded him yesterday, only the Guardian could grant approval to study the Scroll, only in this room, and only in the Guardian’s presence. Not all petitioners would be given permission. In addition to training his disciples, a major part of Jun’s day-to-day duties as Guardian would be to receive and host esteemed visitors, some of whom might stay in the guest quarters for weeks at a time, often toiling and training alongside the staff and full-time disciples in order to prove themselves humble and hardworking enough. It was up to Jun to review their petitions and determine if they were worthy.
Right now, however, there was no one here besides him. Pulse rising with anticipation, Jun undid the clasp on the bronze holder and twisted the two caps, releasing the Scroll from its case.
What answers had Yama been seeking from the Scroll for all these years? Was there anything in there that would help Jun now? What secrets were known only to the Guardian?
Carefully, Jun set down the bronze caps and laid the Scroll on the long table. He unrolled the first section, slowly and carefully at first, then faster and faster, until he hurled it fully open, the parchment spilling off the table and onto the floor. A strangled noise escaped his throat as he stared down at the paper in disbelief.
The Scroll of Heaven was blank. A damning expanse of unmarred yellow parchment, except for two small lines near the top, written in a precise hand.
Foolish is the rooster that crows at noon.


He heralds half the day and knows nothing of the moon.


“What in the eighteen levels of hell?” Jun seized a section of the parchment and held it up, tilting it back and forth, hoping foolishly that there was some trick to it, that characters would appear when viewed at a certain angle or in a certain light. Nothing happened.
Bewilderment and panic surged together, clashing and combining in Jun’s mind.
Generations of Longhanese had studied the Scroll and promulgated its teachings, using Dragon’s words to guide them in how to live. Jun could quote bits of wisdom, taught to him in school or spouted by elders, that supposedly came from the Scrolls. How could it be empty?
Because this isn’t the Scroll.
The paper slipped numbly from Jun’s hands. “Fuck me,” he breathed.
A commotion arose from outside the room—the sound of many heavy feet and then raised voices. “Stop! Stop in the name of the Guardian!” Fong cried in alarm.
The guard’s jarring wail of pain was followed by harsh pounding on the doors. “Open up!” came the shouted command from the other side. “In the name of General Cobu, open this door immediately!”






THIRTY-FIVE
“Shit, shit, shit. Piss on Dragon and his Consort.” Jun’s hands shook as he hastened to roll up the long parchment. Why were Cobu’s soldiers here? Visitors to the Scroll Hall were required to formally request an audience with the Guardian well in advance; they couldn’t simply barge onto the grounds.
Cobu wasn’t one for following rules. Jun already knew that. Was the general already aware there was something horribly amiss with the Scroll?
Renewed banging. “This is your final warning before we break down the door!”
He was making a mess of the paper, rolling it up askew. It wasn’t going to fit back into the scroll case. Jun spun in a circle, casting about wildly for somewhere to hide or a way to escape. Heavy thuds shook the doors in their frame. They held against the blows but wouldn’t for long.
“General Cobu,” Steward Tang’s voice exclaimed from outside the Scroll Hall, stiff with shocked indignation. “If you wish to examine the Scroll or speak to the Guardian, there are procedures to be followed. This uncouth behavior by your soldiers is disrespectful to the—”
Another shuddering thump on the doors. It seemed the Scroll Hall had been designed to be secure against invasion, but the intruders were clearly not about to leave. There was no other exit out of the chamber, and it was only a matter of time before they broke through the doors.
Jun finished rolling up the Scroll as best he could. Tucking it under one arm, he summoned all the authority of his new station and strode to the doors, throwing them open before the next blow could land. “How dare you interrupt me while I’m studying Dragon’s wisdom?” he demanded.
Half a dozen armed soldiers of the Sixth Division were standing outside the Scroll Hall. To Jun’s dismay, Fong and Yan were lying on the ground, their clothes rumpled and their faces bruised, a soldier standing over them with sword drawn.
Jun let out a bellow of outrage. “What are you doing?”
The two soldiers nearest to him who had been pounding on the doors took a hesitant step back. The young man in front of them might be unarmed and injured, but he was still the Guardian. Trespassing against the Guardian was only a step below offending the emperor.
Unfortunately, the soldiers were not alone. General Cobu strode between his men and into the Scroll Hall, passing Jun without the slightest deference. Quickly recovering their composure, four of his men followed after him, hands on their weapons, in violation of everything Jun had been taught about the sanctity of the Scroll Hall and who was supposed to be allowed to enter.
General Cobu turned and fixed Jun with a steely glare of accusation, pinning him to the spot as if he were a butterfly under the claw of a mantis. The general was in full military garb, boots, riding trousers, leather breastplate over his tunic, a helmet under one arm, sword belted to his hip. Despite his age, he emanated formidable intensity. He looked ready to ride out to war at the head of his troops. In his stately home, before the final match, the general had been upright, dignified, and cordial. Now he was terrifying in his wrath, his weathered face like granite.
“Where are they?” Cobu demanded. When Jun stared back at him in confusion, the general bellowed again, “Did you help them escape? Are you hiding them now? Where are they?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Jun did his best to sound calm, holding Cobu’s frightening gaze and trying not to look down at the partly rolled Scroll in his hands.
“Guardian Li has not left his residence since his arrival yesterday evening, nor has he had any visitors,” Steward Tang corroborated, entering the room, fearless in his disgruntlement.
“Search the grounds and every room in the house,” Cobu ordered his soldiers. Half of them rushed from the building to carry out his command. Cobu stood in front of Jun, eyes narrowed. “Did I misjudge you, baby dragon?” His low voice was full of questioning menace. “Were you part of the Silent Flute Society all along? Did you help the flutist and his daughter escape, and are you hiding them now? No one could’ve broken out of that cell without help.”
Jun’s heart leapt like a startled deer. Chang and Ren had escaped? They were free and on the run? Hope blazed in Jun’s chest. “I didn’t help them,” he told Cobu. “But I wish I could’ve.” If only they’d trusted him from the start. “I was busy winning the tournament, remember?”
Cobu’s lips twisted into a scowl. “A strategic distraction. While everyone in the city was busy watching you, that blind traitor and his conspirators were able to break free and slip out of the city. They won’t get far, though. And if you played a part, I will find out. Don’t think for a second that you can stand against the country. No one is forgiven for treason, not even the Guardian.”
“I’m not the one who’s a danger to the country.”
Nervously and without thinking, Jun shifted the bundle of parchment in his hands so it was less visible. A mistake. Cobu glanced down at the disarranged roll. The wrinkles around the general’s pitiless eyes tightened. Suspicion crawled into his expression. “Give me the Scroll.”
Jun moved away. “As Guardian, I forbid it.”
“You must be joking,” Cobu intoned in contemptuous disbelief.
“You can’t see it without the permission of me and the emperor.”
Cobu sneered. “Who do you think makes the emperor’s decisions?” With a swift grab, he seized the Scroll.
Reflexively, Jun stepped backward and yanked hard in return.
The Scroll tore.
A horrified gasp went up from everyone in the room, even the soldiers.
Jun stared at the one scroll rod in his hands, attached to a tumbling section of blank parchment. General Cobu’s half of the Scroll fell open as rage and disbelief darkened his face.
“What have you done?” His whisper was like a dry, hot wind.
“Nothing!” Jun exclaimed. “It was like this when I opened it for the first time just now.”
Cobu’s eyes fell upon the two thin vertical lines of taunting text. His eyes grew wide with understanding. With a snarl of incandescent fury, he threw the damaged relic onto the stone floor of the chamber. Striding to the wall, he seized one of the bracketed torch lamps and hurled it onto the pile of rumpled paper. Burning oil splashed across the Scroll and it went up in flames.
Steward Tang clapped a hand to his mouth in horror. “A fake,” he whispered.
It was universally known: The Scrolls of Heaven and Earth could not be destroyed. Many stories throughout history had proven this. Though they were ancient beyond memory, the Scrolls did not degrade. They could not be torn or burned. If they were lost, they always reappeared.
The general’s lips parted around one snarled word. Jun knew, with a revelatory sense of certainty and betrayal, the name he would hear before Cobu uttered it as if it were a curse.
“Yama.”
The Scroll of Heaven had been publicly displayed and constantly guarded all week. Only one person would’ve had the opportunity to replace it with a meticulously fabricated replica before the tournament had even begun. The Guardian himself.
General Cobu stomped out the flames violently, scattering ash and bits of blackened parchment under his boots. The first time Jun had seen Cobu, he’d seemed a distinguished grandfather. Now he seemed a vengeful demon, his face flushed and murderous.
“I am tired,” he ground out through a clenched jaw, “of so … many … impediments! I will see to it that Yama begs for death before I give it to him. And you—” He pointed at Jun as if at a rat that had been spotted in his bedchamber. “How do you fit into all this, you pestilent, worthless boy?”
Jun wished he actually knew the answer to Cobu’s question.
“General, I assure you that Guardian Li could not have played any part in the disappearance of the Scroll,” Steward Tang insisted, stepping forward bravely toward the general. “He’s only—”
Cobu drew the sword at his hip in one smooth, practiced motion and thrust it into the steward’s belly. Tang stared, uncomprehending, at the blade in his stomach. Cobu yanked it out, and the man collapsed to the floor of the Scroll Hall, his blood spreading in a pool around him.
“Kill the two sentries,” Cobu ordered his men, pointing to Fong and Yan huddled outside. “Then round up and arrest all the household staff and servants. Put any who resist to the sword.”
Jun launched himself at Cobu with a howl of rage. He had no weapon, only the singular consuming intent of driving his fist through Cobu’s face. Soldiers moved at once to seize his arms and drag him down. Jun kicked one of them in the knee, buckling the joint, and headbutted another in the nose before doubling him over with a fist to the sternum. It didn’t matter; two others took their place, and even Jun couldn’t fight his way free of men with armor and weapons in tight quarters. Through the open doorway, he saw Fong hauled to his knees, eyes wide with terror as his head was pulled back. Steel parted his throat in a crimson bib; his body was dropped to the ground. Yan broke free and tried to run. He made it a dozen paces before one of the soldiers notched an arrow and let it fly, shooting the man at close range between the shoulder blades.
“Why are you doing this?” Jun screamed as he was forced to his knees.
Cobu wiped Steward Tang’s blood off his blade before sheathing it. “Everyone in this house has failed their one sacred duty—to protect the Scroll of Heaven,” he intoned without looking down at Jun. “With the Scroll gone, their lives are worthless.”
Screams began to erupt from the kitchen and the courtyard. The sounds skewered Jun, made him want to cover his ears. He’d been the master of this house for one day, and this was what he had brought to the people who had lined the walkway yesterday to bow to him in welcome. They were being captured and killed and he, their Guardian, was helpless to stop it.
If he’d been a member of a big, prestigious school like Tiger Spirit, he would’ve already had many classmates as his disciples here to defend the house. If he’d had another few weeks to choose his attendants as Steward Tang had instructed him, he might’ve had fighters present to oppose Cobu. But he didn’t have those things. He hadn’t had any chance to be the Guardian.
“Once we’re done here,” General Cobu said to his men, “place generous bounties for the flutist and the girl traveling with him, as well as Yama. Preferably alive, but dead will do.”
“I’m the Guardian of the Scroll of Heaven,” Jun shouted at the soldiers, praying for some of them to oppose what was happening. “I rank above the general, and I demand to speak to the emperor!”
Cobu’s terrible temper had passed like a summer storm and he glanced at Jun with disinterested contempt. “Without the Scroll, there is no Guardian.” He strode toward the doors of the Scroll Hall, then paused as if remembering something; he came back to stand in front of Jun. “I invested a lot of time and money into Leopard,” he said, and smashed a fist into Jun’s face.
General Cobu was a strong, robust man for his age; his blow connected cleanly with the side of Jun’s chin. Jun’s vision exploded white, then snapped to black; he slumped forward limply, consciousness scudding away from him. Before blacking out, he heard very faintly, as if from the end of a long tunnel, the general say to his men, “Keep him alive and locked up until he can be properly executed. Spread the word through the city: the Little Dragon has betrayed Longhan.”






THIRTY-SIX
When Jun came to a few minutes later, Cobu and his men were gone. When he was able to think past the pain in his head, he realized that the heavy banging he could hear over the continuing bedlam was the sound of boards being nailed over the doors of the Scroll Hall, imprisoning him in his own house.
Swaying unsteadily to his feet, he staggered for the doors and pulled on them, panting and groaning, until flashing sparks filled his vision. The heavy wood didn’t budge.
Jun slumped to the floor with his back against the door. The windowless, stone-walled, single-entry Scroll Hall was designed to be private and secure, which ironically made it an excellent impromptu prison.
Jun closed his eyes. Cobu’s blow seemed to have knocked his jaw out of alignment. You’re fucked. Sai had never actually sounded as nasty and unhelpful as the voice in the back of his mind did now. Might as well give up. What else can you do?
Nothing, he agreed. He’d failed as the Guardian. All his years of striving and training, in the end—meaningless. I don’t know what I was thinking. I was deluded all along.
A miserable, gurgling groan made him crack open his eyes. It had not, to his surprise, come from him but from Steward Tang, who was crawling across the floor through the burnt ashes of the fake Scroll, smearing a wide stripe of blood across the floor. To Jun’s astonishment, he leaned against the pillar where the Scroll of Heaven usually rested on its carved ivory stand and pushed, heaving with effort and leaving bloody handprints on the wood. “Help,” he gasped.
“What are you doing?” Jun exclaimed, hurrying over and crouching next to the wounded man. Steward Tang’s angular face was as pale as bleached bone and contorted with pain. His shirt and pants were soaked dark red. Jun swallowed, looking around hopelessly for something with which he might bind the man’s stab wound. There was nothing. “You should try to lie still,” he said, thinking that it likely wouldn’t matter but feeling the need to say something.
“Help … me … move this,” Tang panted. When Jun only stared at him in bewilderment, a little of the man’s decorously forbearing manner returned, and he sighed. “Guardian Li, if you wish to escape, we must move this pedestal. As you can see … I can’t do it alone.”
“There’s … another way out of the room?” Jun didn’t wait for Tang’s response. He wrapped his arms around the thick pillar and began heaving with all his remaining strength. Tang pushed from the other side as best he could, both of them with teeth gritted from the effort and pain. The ivory scroll stand wobbled and toppled off the top, tumbling onto the floor and cracking along one side; they ignored it. Rocking the heavy post, they managed, after several minutes, to scoot it bit by bit off the square area rug upon which it stood.
Steward Tang collapsed, hands clutching his stomach.
Jun rolled back the intricately patterned rug, splotchy with Tang’s blood. Underneath, set into the otherwise uniform stone floor, was a wooden trapdoor about the size of a tea table. Jun grasped the metal ring and pulled; the door lifted with a disused groan, revealing a straight hole with metal ladder rungs set into the stone on one side, the space just large enough to allow one person to fit. The secret passage dropped straight down into pitch blackness; Jun could not see the bottom.
“A tunnel?” he exclaimed. “Who else knows about this?”
“This room was designed to protect the Scroll, including allowing the Guardian to escape with it in an emergency,” Tang wheezed, eyes closed, sweat coating his face. “Only the Guardian and his chief steward are ever told about this other way out.” He gestured down into the dark passageway. “Take a light. The tunnel runs under the Island and lets out under the south bridge.”
“Where would I go?” It was a long way from the Island to the exterior gates—he knew because he’d run through the city yesterday, when he was fresh, relatively uninjured, and not a hunted man. He had nothing with him now, no money or supplies, no allies in the city.
“The Fragrant Spring Inn,” Tang said. “I did as you asked. I found Prodigy Yin. His wounds were treated and he’s waiting for you there.”
Jun seized one of the lamps from its wall bracket, holding it over the tunnel entrance. Firelight flickered over stone. The handholds were worrisomely flaked with rust. Who knew the last time they’d been used, if ever, and whether they would hold his weight or give out and send him tumbling to his death—but what choice did he have?
Jun stood at the lip of the hole, then looked over at Tang. The steward was lying very still, breathing shallowly, his eyes slitted nearly closed. There was no chance he’d be able to climb down, but if Jun left him here, he was sure to bleed to death.
As if sensing Jun’s hesitation, Tang whispered, “Guardian Li, please hurry. I beg you not to make my last act as steward a waste.”
“I’m not the Guardian,” Jun reminded him with a grimace. “The real Scroll was never in my hands.”
Tang struggled to sit up. He was trembling, as if he were very cold. “It’s the Guardian’s duty to always serve the country, and the steward’s duty to always serve the Guardian. You earned the title and therefore the responsibility.” His voice fell until it was barely audible. “Find the Scroll. It rightfully belongs with you and no one else.”
“Did you know?” Jun asked dully. “That Yama would steal the Scroll?”
The steward shook his head sadly.
“Why would he do this?” Yama’s words to him—“You have my condolences”—came back to Jun in the fullness of their dispassionate cruelty. The man had known that as soon as his ruse was discovered, it would be Jun, and Yama’s own steward and household staff, who would suffer. “Was he in league with the Silent Flute Society after all? Has he been biding his time for six whole years before handing the Scroll over to them?”
Tang gave a weak chuckle. “Guardian Yama has no regard for any political cause, nor anyone else who sought the Scroll, including those who sponsored or trained him. ‘Silly games by foolish men—all of it,’ he’d say. The complete word of Dragon…” Tang’s chin sagged to his chest and his bloodstained hands drooped to the floor.
“Steward Tang, stay with me.” Jun gave the man’s shoulder a shake. It felt terribly cruel to rouse a man who was dying before his eyes, but he needed to understand why he’d been set up. “What did Yama mean … the complete word of Dragon?”
“The hidden knowledge contained in the Scrolls,” Tang mumbled, his lips barely moving, “opens the path to … great power … and immortality itself.”
Jun’s hands went still. Yama had shut himself up for years, ignoring most of the outside world, because he was seeking the key to eternal life? “That’s ridiculous,” he said. “Plenty of people have studied the Scroll. None of them have gained special powers or lived forever.”
“The answer cannot be found in half of a whole. Heaven and Earth are one.” Tang’s hand closed over Jun’s arm, staining the sleeve. “You must go.”
Jun could no longer hear any shouting or noise from outside the Scroll Hall. Had everyone already been killed or taken away? When would Cobu return? Jun glanced at the boarded-up doors, then down at the terrifying hole in the ground that was his only way out.
He placed his own hand over the steward’s. “I’m sorry.”
Tang failed to answer. His chest did not rise, and when Jun lifted the man’s hand, it came away limp and lifeless.
Jun picked up the lamp and stood, looking down at Tang’s body and feeling an ache deep in his soul that he could not name. He had only known the steward for a day, and now he was dead, and for what?
All of them—Cobu, Chang, and Yama—were willing to use, deceive, and disregard others for the sake of something that none of them truly understood. If the Scroll was a gift to humanity from Dragon and his Blessed Consort, then why did it cause so much strife and pain?
“I’ll find the Scroll,” he promised Tang, who couldn’t hear him any longer.
With equal parts dread and resolve, Jun lowered himself into the tunnel, holding the lamp with one hand and slowly making his way, rung by rung, down the ladder of metal bars into the cavity below. As his head dropped below the level of the room’s floor, claustrophobic fear crept up his spine, threatening to weaken his limbs. He concentrated on placing one hand and foot at a time, moving as quickly as he could while testing each step to make sure the metal would hold his weight before lowering himself farther.
The lamp shook badly in his hand. How far did this shaft go?
A noise came from the room above: the sound of scraping and heavy things moving. Cobu’s soldiers had returned and were removing the planks they’d nailed to the door of the Scroll Hall.
The top of his searching right foot touched solid ground. He pushed off the rest of the way. Flashes of pain lit up in his sore joints as he landed, and he bit down on a moan of agony and relief. Jun swung his lamp around; the light danced wildly over rough rock walls until the glow of it disappeared into darkness on one side, revealing a passageway barely tall enough for him to pass through without crouching.
The sound of angry shouting erupted from the room above. Heart pounding in his throat, Jun plunged into darkness.






THIRTY-SEVEN
The tunnel seemed to go on forever. Jun felt as if he were running in place, like a fish struggling against a powerful current and getting nowhere. In the narrow passageway, he could hear his own breath, rougher and louder in his ears than even the clamor of pursuing soldiers.
He ran hunched over, lamp held in front of him, afraid of hitting his head on the low ceiling or taking a tumble on the uneven floor. The walls of the tunnel were rock and packed dirt; his feet splashed through occasional puddles that made him think the tunnel sometimes flooded when heavy rainfall glutted the lake around the Island. The oil in his lamp was almost depleted; once the light was gone, he’d be left feeling his way out.
At least he was unlikely to be trapped down here to die; it was morbidly reassuring to know that Cobu’s soldiers would get him first. They could only chase after him in single file and would be slowed down by armor and weapons, but he had no doubt they were motivated. None of them would want to report his escape to the general.
Blessed Lady of Many Hands, help me.
A faint breeze touched Jun’s face. With a surge of hope, he redoubled his speed. Where there was a breeze, there was an exit to the outside. His lamp swung back and forth, then with a final, feeble gutter, went out. Jun stumbled to a halt, cursing, as his vision cut to black.
A minute passed, his eyes straining to adjust as he crept forward blindly. Then the surrounding darkness faded; the pale gray afternoon sky beckoned, the circle of salvation widening as he dropped his useless lamp and rushed forward, arms stretched out to the walls. The breeze grew stronger, tantalizingly cold and fresh. As he drew closer to the exit, the tunnel narrowed until he was crawling on his hands and knees. Jun tumbled out onto a narrow spit of dirt and rocks, nearly falling face-first into the water that lapped up against his toes.
Steward Tang had told the truth; he’d emerged from underneath one of the four bridges connecting the Island to the rest of the city. Glancing back over his shoulder, he couldn’t see the tunnel entrance anymore; it was cleverly positioned so as to be hidden by the bridge’s stone supports and wouldn’t be visible from the opposite bank. The lake stretched calmly before Jun, the dark reflection of the bridge’s arch wavering gently on the water’s surface.
Relishing the bliss of being out of that awful tunnel and in open space breathing fresh air, Jun momentarily forgot his pursuers. The sound of men’s voices behind him made him whirl around. Jun’s mind raced with indecision; he could fight the soldiers here, one at a time as they emerged from the tunnel. But he was in no shape to fight. He had no weapon against the soldiers’ swords and armor, and the commotion might quickly attract attention from the city watch.
Taking a deep breath, he dove into the lake.
Cold water closed over his head, and he was submerged in darkness once again. Fear hit him, worse than it had back in the tunnel. Jun wasn’t a strong swimmer. As children, he and Sai had learned how to swim in the placid river near their home, where his father had sometimes taken them to catch fish. Jun had learned to swim first, of course, but within six months, his twin was faster and more at ease in the water. Afterward, they would lie on the bank in the sun until they dried off, then play games of hide-and-seek until their mother called them in for supper.
Sai had won those games, too. He found Jun no matter where he hid.
That had been a long time ago. Jun had been a city dweller since moving to Cheon; he couldn’t remember the last time he’d needed to swim. He fought the overwhelming urge to push his head out of the water and gasp for breath.
Stay calm, Sai’s voice counseled. He was in a man-made lake; there was no current to take him out to sea or over a waterfall, and no watery creatures that could harm him. He was in far more danger out of the water than in it. Floating still for a moment, he found and centered his energy, took a deep mental breath in place of a literal one. Muscle memory guided his arms and legs. Knowing any splash could give him away, he swam below the surface, kicking for the other side of the lake. His lungs began to protest, then to demand, and then to scream with fiery need. He couldn’t tell how far he’d gone; whether he was near the city side at all, or whether, if he came up gasping for air, he’d be immediately seen by his pursuers, shot down by arrows and dragged ashore like a speared fish.
He held out for as long as he possibly could, chest and limbs burning with agony, until he had no choice but to aim for the surface. Breaking through, he sucked in a deep lungful of delicious air, half expecting it to be his last. Instead, he saw that he was only a few strokes away from the shore. Spinning around in the water to look back at the Island, he could make out moving figures fanning out along the bank and lighting torches, searching.
A shout went up. Lights began to converge on the shore.
Jun dove back underwater and swam the last few body lengths to dry ground as fast as he could, no longer bothering with stealth. Dripping water, he scrambled over slick round rocks to the bottom of the inclined retaining wall that sloped up to the street above. Jun began to climb, hands and feet finding purchase on the jutting stone. Twice, his wet shoes slipped on the slick rocks, and he barely kept his grip, hauling himself up by his arms, thankful for all the conditioning and agility drills the Iron Core school had forced him to do over the years. A splash sounded behind him, followed by a thunk uncomfortably close to his left. They were shooting arrows at him, but in his sodden black clothes, cloaked by the shadow of the bridge and the onset of dusk, he was not as easy a target as he would’ve been just an hour ago.
Jun reached the top of the wall and heaved himself over the edge, rolling and flattening himself to the ground as another arrow whistled across the lake and embedded itself into the wall where Jun had been.
Staying low, he got to his feet and ran in a crouch, darting behind the nearest row of stalls. The sprawling marketplace that had formed for the Guardian’s Tournament had shrunk; merchants from outside the capital were taking down their stalls, packing up their remaining wares, and departing for home, hurrying to make it out of the city before the gates closed for the night. Jun was fortunate that some booths remained, and that the crowds were minimal—people picking up last-minute souvenirs and haggling for steep deals. He jogged, hugging walls and corners, trying to orient himself, at one point running into a dead end and having to double back. He didn’t know the streets of the capital well; he’d memorized how to get to the Golden Gate Inn, but that did him no good. A few minutes of running and he was already winded, his sore body slowing him down. His wet clothes clung to his chilled skin.
“News, terrible news!” A small crowd of passersby paused to listen to the crier on the street corner. “The Scroll of Heaven has been stolen!” A gasp went up from those nearby; more people hurried over to hear the news. “Agents of the East had help from within. Guardian Li—yes, the one we cheered as the Little Dragon—has betrayed the country!”
Exclamations of anger and disbelief rose up at his pronouncement. “Yes, it’s true,” the crier went on, gleeful at the reaction. “Li Jun was born in the East and is in league with the scheming villains who sit on the Council there. He passed the Scroll to our enemies and has fled the Guardian’s Residence. Anyone who sees him must alert the White Phoenix Guard at once. Spread the word throughout the city. Do not let the traitor escape!”
Jun ducked around the nearest corner behind an herbalist’s shop, heart pounding. A bundle of rags stirred next to his feet; an old beggar woman extended a wizened arm, thrusting an empty cup toward him. “A copper yun, a single yun?” she wheezed hoarsely. “Dragon rewards kindness.”
Jun glanced down at her, afraid that she would recognize him and yell for soldiers. But the beggar’s eyes were milky and unseeing, reminding Jun, with a pang, of Sifu Chang, although it was sadly apparent that this woman had no special ability that could compensate for her blindness.
“Do you know how to get to the Fragrant Spring Inn?” Jun asked the beggar.
“Perhaps, perhaps.” She waggled the cup.
Around the corner, the crier was still declaiming. “General Cobu, with the emperor’s blessing, has mobilized the Sixth Division to strike back at the East and bring the Scrolls of Heaven and Earth back to their rightful place! May Dragon and his Blessed Consort protect the great general as he defends our realm!”
Jun tore off the pearl buttons on his sodden embroidered silk shirt and dropped them, clinking, into the outstretched cup. “Please. Tell me how to get there. And give me your scarf.”
The woman rolled one of the pearls between knobby fingers and bit down on it. With a crooked-toothed grin, she pointed down the street behind them. “Go through the entertainment quarter until you reach the theater house, then turn east and go roughly one and a half li into the Twentieth Ward. The Fragrant Spring is the first two-story inn on the Street of Blossoms.”
“And from there, how do I get out of the city?”
The beggar raised eyebrows that were barely there. “The Twentieth Ward is perhaps six li from the southeast gate. Follow the day merchants leaving the city on Meridian Avenue.” She unwound her shawl, a length of ratty fabric in a color Jun could not distinguish beneath the dirt.
“Good luck, young man,” she cackled as he turned away from her. “War is coming, eh? It is a great wind that blows everything in its path sideways and upside down. The high may fall, and the lowly rise, no? You’re wise to leave now. Get a head start before the others who’ll run, yes.”
When Jun peeked around the corner, the crier had moved on to another street, there to repeat his announcements. He’d left behind a bulletin nailed to the nearest wall—a picture of Jun’s face, drawn rather crudely by a hasty artist, Jun thought—and the large characters: TRAITOR. A potent mix of anger and fear surged and boiled in Jun’s belly.
Cobu was wasting no time capitalizing on the Scroll’s disappearance. Yama’s deception had been a boon for the general. All he had to do was twist the facts to pin the blame on Jun, and he was rid of an unwanted Guardian and in possession of a war mandate in one swoop.
“It’s just as the military warned us,” one man muttered to another as they walked away from the wall, angrily shaking their heads. “Enemies hiding among us in plain sight. It’s like the story of Shin Di all over again.” He spat on the ground.
Shin Di, the traitor who’d handed the Scroll of Earth over to the enemy. Cobu and his followers were good at promoting the parts of history that served the narrative they wished to tell. Maybe, Jun thought darkly, he really was just a thread in a repeating cosmic pattern, a mere echo.
Not of Shin Di, though, like the city now believed, but his brother, Shin Ge. The one who’d put his faith in the wrong place and been betrayed. The failed Guardian.
With a grimace and a stifled gag at the smell, Jun wound the dirty scarf around the bottom half of his face, leaving only his eyes exposed below his wet hair. He didn’t look any less conspicuous, but at least his face wouldn’t be recognized. The thought that he was following the example of Ghostface made him smile under his mask at the irony.
Trying to breathe shallowly and move quickly, Jun stepped back out onto the street. Half a dozen people were looking at the posted sign with his face. Two White Phoenix Guards were standing on the corner to his right. As a passing carriage cut them from view, Jun turned left and hurried from the scene as quickly as he could without drawing attention.
You better be there, Yin. Very soon, Yin Yue might be the only one left in all Xicheng who wouldn’t turn him in to the authorities to be disemboweled.
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Jun reached the Fragrant Spring Inn with only two wrong turns and one close call, when he rounded a corner and nearly walked into a gathering of Red Scarves parading down the street, bellowing patriotic chants in support of General Cobu and the valiant Sixth Division. Fortunately, they were too caught up in the excitement of the moment to pay close attention to Jun, who quickly cheered and raised his fist in support along with the others until the procession passed.
When he finally turned onto the Street of Blossoms he was nearly dead on his feet, but the sight of the garden and the covered walkway where he and Yin Yue had conversed at dawn yesterday morning lightened his dragging steps. It was nearly fully dark; lights glowed from the inn’s windows. Stars blinked into existence over the roof. In the distance, the curfew drums began to beat, ten seconds apart, warning travelers that the city gates were closing.
Once he found Yin, he would figure out what to do next. For now, it was enough to know that he would have a safe place to lie down.
He shouldn’t have been surprised when the door to Yin’s room slid open and out stepped two soldiers from the Sixth Division.
Jun spun around; four more of Cobu’s men appeared behind him, detaching themselves from their waiting positions around the street. They approached from all sides, cautiously but purposefully closing in around him like a net pulled around a fish.
Jun dropped into a fighting stance, mind racing, casting about desperately for a way to escape. All six men drew their broadswords with a rasp of metal that caused the few remaining people on the street to hastily depart.
“Don’t put up a fight,” suggested the soldier in front of him, a grizzled old-timer who sounded as if he didn’t relish the idea of killing Jun but would do so without hesitation if necessary. “The general doesn’t want you dead. He wants to talk about how you can help each other.”
Jun yanked the beggar woman’s nasty scarf off his face and threw it to the ground. No point in hiding his identity now. “I already had a nice long talk with Cobu yesterday and we agreed to disagree,” he said. “And that was before he invaded my house and killed my steward.”
“The house and the steward weren’t yours,” replied another, younger soldier, who looked considerably more eager than the first to run Jun through. “You’re a traitor and pretender.”
Jun wished desperately that he had a weapon. “Where’s Yin Yue?”
“What does it matter? He can’t help you.” The young soldier sneered, waving his fist around with crude mockery, as if it were a stump. “Did you think we wouldn’t find out he was a schoolmate of yours in Cheon? That makes him a suspected traitor as well.”
If Yin was dead, then he was well and truly fucked.
The curfew drums quickened. Eight seconds apart. Now six.
Jun raised his open hands slowly. “I don’t have much choice, do I?” he muttered.
One of the soldiers approached from behind. Jun turned his head slightly, watching as the man sheathed his sword and brandished manacles—a piece of wood cut lengthwise, with holes for the prisoner’s wrists and a lock to keep them immobile. “On the ground.”
Jun lowered himself to his knees in the gravel of the inn’s garden path. He put one hand down, as if about to lie flat on his stomach—then twisted and flung a handful of gravel straight into the soldier’s face. The man reared back, throwing a hand up to shield his eyes. Jun lashed out with a low sweep kick that upended the man and sent him tumbling onto his back.
If he’d learned one thing from Leopard, it was the effectiveness of dirty tricks.
All the pain and weariness vanished from Jun’s body in a flood of adrenaline as he seized the nearest available weapon—the fallen wooden handcuffs that the soldier had been ready to slap on him. He smashed the block into the soldier’s face, eliciting a scream and a fountain of blood from the man’s broken nose, then spun and raised it barely in time to block a sword swing aimed at his neck. The edge of the blade sank into the wood and stuck just long enough for Jun to smash his heel down on the startled soldier’s kneecap, buckling the joint. The man went down clutching his leg and Jun threw a kick at the man’s head as if it were a cuju ball, knocking him out cold.
Two down. Those two had been caught by surprise. The other four would not get so close. They would surround him together and hack him to death.
Fight anyway. He agreed with Sai’s suggestion. Better to be killed here on his feet than face the slow, disemboweling death of a traitor that Cobu had in mind for him. No contest.
Jun lunged for the unconscious soldier’s sword. The weapon had fallen next to him and was partly pinned under the man’s legs. He wasn’t able to reach it; another soldier’s swing forced him to dodge away from the broadsword blade that would’ve cleaved his arm at the shoulder. The follow-up attack, a wide horizontal slash, caught the fabric on the front of his shirt and nearly opened his stomach. The old-timer and his younger companion rushed him from the other side.
The first rule of fighting multiple opponents was to avoid being surrounded at all costs.
With an ear-splitting scream, Jun hurled the heavy wooden manacles at one soldier’s head. As the man raised his arms in startled reflex, knocking the flying object away, Jun charged, the loss of his only primitive weapon creating just enough of a distraction that he was able to dodge around the startled attacker, away from the inn, and out into the street.
He had nowhere to run. He had no chance of making it to the city gates before they closed—but he ran anyway, Cobu’s soldiers rushing to fan out and cut him off.
A clattering of hooves and wheels—a wagon barreled down the street straight toward them. Jun dove out of the path of the seemingly runaway vehicle; the soldiers likewise scattered, but not all of them were quick enough; the old-timer was knocked to the ground by a wall of horseflesh and fell beneath the stomping hooves.
Jun looked up with astonishment at Sifu Chang’s familiar wagon, rocking precariously on its wheels as Po-Po and Smelly were pulled to a rough stop, their eyes rolling and their flanks heaving from being driven harder than Ren had ever whipped them.
Jun’s heart leapt as he raised his eyes to the driver’s seat.
Yin Yue transferred the reins he’d been holding with his left hand, hooking them around the crook of his right elbow. The stump of his missing right hand was wrapped in a thick wad of white bandages, and he didn’t look well—his face was pale and shone with sweat—but he moved with his usual assurance, and his eyes burned with grim resolve. He reached down beside the seat, pulled out the hand axe Jun had used many a time to cut firewood, and hurled it at the nearest of the remaining soldiers.
The axe didn’t quite find its mark—Yin’s left-handed throw sent the blade spinning wildly end over end, but it still struck the nearest soldier in the helmet, hilt first, with a resounding clang. The man staggered, momentarily dazed. Yin flung a throwing knife and then a prop sword.
“Get in the fucking wagon!” he shouted.
Jun sprinted. Leaping for the wagon, he grabbed the metal bar that Chang had always used to help himself up into the driver’s seat. Yin didn’t wait another second; he seized the reins in his teeth and whipped the horses, sending the wagon lurching forward. Jun braced himself against the side of the wagon with his feet, holding on for dear life as they hurtled away from the Fragrant Spring at a dead gallop, sending pedestrians, carriages, and litter bearers hurrying in alarm out of their reckless path. The wagon swerved, taking a street corner at high speed, the back of it smashing into a row of streetlamp poles, sending round red lanterns flying and jarring Jun from his teeth all the way down every little bone in his spine.
Then they were on Meridian Avenue; ahead was the southeast gate. The curfew drums grew louder as they neared, three seconds between every heavy beat, an ominous countdown as the last of the foot traffic—day merchants exiting, city residents returning—cleared from the entrance and White Phoenix Guards began to shut the massive wooden doors.
Jun glanced behind. Cobu’s soldiers had mounted horses and were galloping after them in pursuit. Their steeds were considerably faster than Smelly and Po-Po, and they weren’t slowed down by a wagon. “Close the gates,” he heard one of them shout ahead to the guards. “Close them now!”
We’re not going to make it.
Arms burning with effort, Jun swung himself into the wagon, rolling onto the floor in a heap amid jouncing objects. Throwing open the back, he began to push everything out, muttering an apology to Ren as he sent trunks full of costumes and props, stage backdrops, curtains, and anything else he could heave tumbling out into the road. Their pursuers fell back, forced to veer their horses to avoid the cascade of falling, rolling objects. The lightened wagon surged forward.
Startled White Phoenix Guards hurried to react. From high watchtowers all around Xicheng, city defenders could see an enemy army approaching the capital from hundreds of li away and could ready archers, boiling oil, and rock throwers against invaders, but a berserk wagon heading straight for them was not something they normally encountered. An arrow thudded into the wagon; another whizzed past Jun’s head and a third stuck into the driver’s seat less than a hand’s width from Yin Yue, who kept his gaze straight ahead, teeth gritted as he urged every last bit of desperate speed from the poor horses.
“Hang on, for Dragon’s sake,” Yin snarled, and then, suddenly, they were at the doors, flying through the narrow gap between them before they could close. The wide arch of the gate passed overhead and then they were out of the city, galloping past all the other startled travelers as they fled down the Imperial Road and into the night.






THIRTY-NINE
They did not get far. Po-Po and Smelly were steady and reliable wagon horses used to long but leisurely days of placid travel; they were neither built for nor accustomed to hard running or the stress of being whipped and chased and careened through busy streets in a madcap escape. Within minutes of being out on the road, the two horses could go no farther; they stumbled to an exhausted stop on the side of the Imperial Road, their heads drooping, mouths foaming, frothy white sweat running off their steaming bodies.
“We have to leave them,” Yin Yue said.
He dropped down to the ground and unharnessed the horses one-handed while Jun gathered anything useful still left in the wagon that they could easily carry—a fire stick, a small stash of coins, a blanket, a small bag of dried meat and rice cakes, water flasks. They worked fast; it wouldn’t take long for General Cobu to have the gate reopened past curfew to send soldiers out after them. Only their head start and speed under cover of darkness gave them a chance of escape.
Jun patted Po-Po and Smelly apologetically on their bowed necks before leaving them where they stood. He and Yin struck off through the tall, dry grass, heading for the cover of the trees. They kept up a brisk jogging pace for some minutes, but both men were as near their limit as the poor horses. Jun could barely feel his own legs and his vision was blurred, but as long as Yin Yue was still going, Jun wasn’t about to be the first to give in and collapse.
Then he looked over at Yin and felt like an ass. Yin was weaving and stumbling, his face ashen and tight with pain as he clutched his right arm to his body, trying to hold it still. Blood was staining the white bandages around the stump; the wound must be giving him terrible pain.
Yin Yue was no longer his childhood rival, the diligent, shining older student that Jun would enviously use as a yardstick to measure the length of his own ability and ambitions. He was a badly injured man who’d already lost nearly everything, yet had nevertheless saved Jun and escaped with him, making himself a fugitive and treasonous collaborator when he had no reason to do so.
“You—we need to rest,” Jun said. “Just for a few minutes.”
They reached the trees and dropped to the ground in the hollow behind a fallen log, where they couldn’t be spotted from the road or the surrounding field. They drank water in greedy sips, resisting the urge to gulp down their limited supply. The only sounds beyond their labored breathing were the hum of night insects and the rustle of a breeze that stirred the first of the falling leaves from the branches overhead and chilled the sweat on their skin.
Jun wrapped his arms around his bruised torso, pulling the ruins of his damp shirt tight around his body. “I thought you were dead,” he said, keeping his voice to a whisper. “When I saw Cobu’s soldiers at the Fragrant Spring, I figured they’d already gotten you.”
Yin Yue shook his head, leaning it back on the log. “The news spread fast, lucky for me. When I heard people saying the Scroll had been stolen and you were a traitor, I figured I’d better get out. We’re from the same city and school and have been seen together during the tournament. General Cobu was sure to send soldiers after me.”
Jun wished he’d thought as clearly as Yin had before he’d shown up at the Fragrant Spring and walked straight into a trap. “You could’ve left,” he pointed out. “You didn’t have to come back to the inn. You’re not the one Cobu wants to scapegoat and execute as a traitor.”
Yin rubbed his forearm below the stump, trying to ease the pain. “I have my own reasons to consider Cobu an enemy.” Bitter vindictiveness was an unsettling thing to hear in Yin Yue’s voice. “Winning the Guardian’s Tournament and starting my own Iron Core school has been my goal for years, ever since I was a boy. Cobu and his warmongering followers didn’t just take my hand, they took away everything I dreamed about and the very meaning of the tournament.”
Jun nodded. That was a sentiment they shared.
“I’ll do anything to stop that bastard from taking over the country.” Yin stared down at his maimed limb. “Whatever I can do, the way I am now, that is.”
“Look, I’m just … trying to say thank you,” Jun muttered, looking at the ground and knowing he didn’t sound the way he felt. “For not leaving me behind.”
Yin turned his head toward Jun with an expression that couldn’t be read in the dark. “I owe you. For killing Leopard.”
“If I hadn’t killed Leopard, I’d be in a grave right now. And the only reason I was able to beat him was because you injured him first,” Jun said. “You don’t owe me anything,”
“You’re the rightful Guardian. That should still mean something. It means something to me.” Yin gave a soft snort. “Besides, if there’s one thing I’m certain of, it’s that you’re not a cunning secret agent of the East like Cobu made you out to be. You’re too self-absorbed to have been a political operative this whole time I’ve known you. If the Scroll was stolen from you, it was because you were manipulated and fooled along with everyone else.”
Jun hunched his shoulders. Yin could still make him feel inferior, even if he was only telling the truth. Especially because he was only telling the truth. “It was Yama.” The former Guardian’s name stung like acid on Jun’s tongue. “He had his own plan all along, and he outsmarted everyone, including Cobu and the Silent Flute Society.”
He told Yin about the counterfeit Scroll, the message Yama had left, and what Steward Tang had told him about the former Guardian’s belief that the Scrolls were the key to unlocking untold powers and the secret to immortality.
“I’ve heard of that theory.” Yin grew thoughtful. “Master Song said that before the Virtuous Rebellion, when the Scrolls were united, people lived longer and more of them were breathmarked. That was more than fifty years ago, though, so who can say if it’s true.”
“Sifu Chang said something similar, about the energy of the land changing for the worse and fewer breathmarked children being born ever since the Scrolls were separated,” Jun said. “That’s still a far cry from what Yama’s imagining, though.”
“The Scrolls are divine documents. Not even the most learned scholars fully understand them, and who knows what they reveal to each person who consults them,” Yin said. “Yama’s studied the Scroll of Heaven more than anyone else over the past six years. No doubt he couldn’t stand the idea that once a new Guardian was named, he’d lose access to the Scroll before unlocking its secrets.”
Jun recalled the first of the enigmatic lines on the fake Scroll. Foolish is the rooster that crows at noon. At first it had seemed like a riddle, one of those proverbs that scholars and wise elders would use to obliquely impart some nugget of wisdom. When he thought about it more, though, it seemed to be a scornful admonition about failing to be on time.
Yama was well-studied in poetry and philosophy; apparently, he couldn’t resist composing a bit of stylish eloquence as a smug taunt. The crowing roosters, Jun suspected, were those Yama held in contempt because they wanted to influence or outright control the Guardianship and the Scroll for political purposes—General Cobu on one hand, Sifu Chang and the leaders of the Silent Flute Society on the other. If they were reading the counterfeit Scroll that Yama had left for them, then they were indeed foolish and too late.
The second part of the message: He heralds half the day and knows nothing of the moon.
Another jeering riddle. The sun and the moon shared the sky, but the rooster knew and celebrated only one. Yama had thoroughly examined the one Scroll he’d taken, but as Steward Tang had said, the answer could not be found in half of the whole.
“Yama’s going to the East,” Jun said with certainty. “To the Sun Pagoda. He plans to reunite the Scrolls. Not because he gives a shit about reunification or who sits on the throne. He wants the secret of the Scrolls for himself. And he doesn’t care if he starts a war in the process.”
Yin took a small sip of water from his flask. He nodded.
“If Ren escaped with Sifu Chang, that’s where they’ll go, too.” Jun had nearly forgotten what Ren had said to him in the arena. Right after kicking him in the chest, before she’d fled the scene with Cobu’s soldiers in hot pursuit.
“See you back home, Little Dragon.”
He’d thought she’d meant Cheon—but that was not Ren’s home. The only “home” they shared was from their childhood. They’d both been born in the East.
Jun pressed his fingers into the cool dirt, breathing in the smell of damp earth and trees, his heart so heavy that it made his chest hurt. He would not be returning to Cheon. The wagon with Li Hon’s body would make its way south, and when it reached its destination, Jun’s father would be buried without him there to burn incense or make offerings to his spirit. The little house they’d worked so hard for would sit empty. He would likely never see it again. He would never even get a chance to see his father’s grave or mourn him properly.
A mountainous sorrow wrapped itself around Jun’s resolve.
“The Snake Wall is nearly sixty li from the city,” Yin said. “Three days of hard travel if we were both healthy and well-supplied, which we’re very much not. We won’t be able to take well-traveled roads either, since Cobu’s soldiers and bounty hunters will be searching for us. If we manage to reach the Snake Wall, we’ll most likely be killed on the spot if we try to cross.”
Jun had to admit it sounded foolish. Impossible.
Yin Yue stood, lips pressed together in pain as he pushed off the log with his good arm. He held it out to Jun and pulled him to his feet. “In other words, we’d better get moving.”






FORTY
At dawn, famished, thirsty, and sore, they came upon a pear orchard and raided it, gorging themselves while walking, taking off their shirts and using them to carry as much fruit as they could. They stayed off the roads but followed the eastward direction of the Imperial Road, twice flattening themselves to the ground amid tall grass or shrubbery at the sound of riders or the sight of peasants and travelers.
At the passing of a thunderous procession, Jun lifted his head slightly, just high enough to see the flags of the Sixth Division, a brilliant flock of flapping red-and-gold fabric, flying over the heads of the soldiers who rode under them. General Cobu was mobilizing the West for war.
Shortly before midday, they found a stream and filled their water flasks, then slept in the shade of a tree until they’d recovered enough to continue. The sun baked Jun’s bare shoulders, but by the time late afternoon rolled around, the temperature was dropping fast. They ate the rest of the pears—their only dinner, as they had already run out of the dried meat and rice cakes from the wagon. Jun ate every last bit of fruit including the stem and seeds. They had nothing to hunt with, and although they possessed a handful of coins, venturing into a town to buy food meant delay, not to mention risking suspicion or recognition. If they didn’t get more to eat, however, they would both soon collapse. Their injuries slowed them down further. Jun’s jaw hurt every time he chewed, his cracked ribs caused him to hiss in pain whenever he twisted or bent too quickly, and the multitude of other bruises and sprains throughout his body made him feel like one giant collection of busted parts barely held together by sheer will.
Yin Yue, meanwhile, supported his swollen stump by the elbow, trying to keep it elevated and as still as possible, grimacing every time it was jostled. Neither of them spoke as they walked, focusing every last bit of their remaining energy on placing one foot ahead of the other.
I think this is a new low. Sai’s voice didn’t disagree.
At dusk, they searched for a place to shelter from the wind and cold. Perhaps the Lady of Many Hands took pity on them, because as the light began to fade, they spotted a barn squatting at the outskirts of a farming village, the circular stone shape of it as welcome a sight to Jun as a fountain in a desert. They waited, crouched in the millet field amid the waving stalks bowed with grain, until it was fully dark and the villagers had all retired to their homes, the smoke of their hearths rising lazily over the handful of low wooden buildings as the moon climbed high.
The inside of the barn was warm and dry, the air having been heated all day by the sun and retained within the stone walls. The circular building was divided into four parts with cross-shaped walls. They found not only grain, stored in bins large enough for a man to comfortably walk around in, but two geese, hung to dry, along with burlap grain sacks to carry them in.
They slept fitfully and in turns for a few hours, hidden behind the grain bins in case any of the villagers made an unexpected late-night trip to the barn, perhaps to meet a paramour. The Blessed Consort’s favor seemed to be holding, though; they went undiscovered during the night, and made ready to leave before the sky lightened, conducting another search for useful supplies.
They needed weapons, badly. It was only a matter of time before they would have to fight again. Unarmed, they stood little chance against men with swords or spears. Jun let out a stifled shout of triumph when he saw a rack of farming implements.
Using a handsaw, he cut down the long handle of a threshing flail, leaving two equal lengths of wood connected by rope. Nunchaku were simple self-defense tools for commoners, but they were easily concealed and effective in trained hands. Jun tucked the modified weapon into his waistband. The reassuring feel of the wood against the small of his back lifted his spirits immediately.
A twinge of guilt clouded the moment. The Guardian was supposed to inspire and serve the people, yet here he was, stealing their tools and their hard-earned food. He had only five copper yun left in his pockets, salvaged from Chang’s wagon, but he placed the coins on the ground.
“Give me a hand with this.” Yin Yue’s lips twisted wryly at his own inadvertent pun. Yin was struggling with a length of rope, trying to tie a three-pronged hand fork to his right arm. “Tighter,” he said, when Jun tried to help him secure the tool in place. “It can’t move around at all if I’m going to use it.” He clenched his teeth, breathing shallowly through the pain as Jun wound the rope through the prongs of the weeding fork and lashed it to Yin’s arm with strong knots. When he was done, Yin held up his arm and grimaced, then laughed, as if he’d never seen anything so pathetic yet couldn’t help but find mirth in the ridiculousness. Where his right hand had been, he now brandished three metal claws.
“Remember not to scratch your nose,” Jun said. “Or your ass.”
Yin laughed harder. Jun chuckled, too, at first, but Yin didn’t stop. He doubled over and his peals of laughter grew high, pained and choked. He leaned heavily against the wall of the barn, shoulders shaking, then slumped to his knees on the floor, his back to Jun. He covered his face with his remaining hand.
“Look at me.” Yin’s voice was muffled, but the misery was easy to hear. “I wish Leopard had had the decency to kill me in the arena rather than leave me like this. So many people believed in me, and I failed. What would Master Song think if he saw me now?”
For a long time, Jun had believed himself to be the top Iron Core student, on par with Yin Yue. Now he understood that even with equal skill, he’d never been a true leader, an example and inspiration to others in the school the way Yin was. He’d never carried the same weight of expectation. Without that, he hadn’t ever really been a warrior on the same level.
“I think Master Song would be proud of you,” he said quietly, walking to Yin’s side. “Someone who doesn’t bend or break, who stays rooted and centered and keeps fighting no matter what. That’s the heart of Iron Core. Losing a match, or even a hand, doesn’t change that.”
Yin didn’t raise his head. “How can I fight like this?” He looked down at his claw hand and his face contorted with disgust. “It ruins all my training, everything I know.”
“Then you’ll learn new ways,” Jun told him. “Sifu Chang is blind but that hasn’t stopped him from using his other abilities and becoming a master of his own style.”
“I’m not like him,” Yin replied sourly. “Ren told me he’s breathmarked.”
Jun held out his hand to Yin. “She also once said to me that the gifts we work for are greater than the ones we’re given. I think it was something like that. I’m paraphrasing.”
With talk of Ren, Yin’s shoulders came down. The despair did not entirely leave his face, but he steadied, and some of his usual resolute composure returned to his eyes. He looked up and seemed to remember where they were and the fact that they urgently needed to leave before the village woke up. Yama had stolen the Scroll, war loomed, and they were on the run for their lives, but he had something, no, someone to live for should they survive.
I miss her, too. Jun swallowed the words rather than speak them aloud. He couldn’t pretend he wasn’t wounded by how Chang and Ren had used him, but he also couldn’t deny that he cared for them more than he could say. They were the closest thing to family he had left.
Yin stood without his help. “Don’t forget the sack with the geese.”

A creek ran through the village, a thin, fast-moving tributary that joined up with the Dengu River farther south. As soon as they were far enough away from the village that they were sure smoke wouldn’t be seen, Jun gathered dry tinder and blew on the fire stick to set it alight. Yin soaked the sack with the millet in the creek, then wrapped the wet grain in broad leaves and laid it on the hot rocks to cook. They spitted, roasted, and ate the geese along with the unevenly steamed millet, and afterward Jun felt full for the first time since his one and only breakfast as Guardian.
It was still early in the morning, a strange time to be eating so much after eating so little, and afterward he felt uncomfortable, heavy and foggy-headed. Sifu Chang would’ve pointed out that he wasn’t maintaining good habits, but he was well past the point of expecting optimal performance out of his body and simply wanted it to remain functional. His eyes drooped shut.
“Someone’s watching us,” Yin Yue whispered without turning his head. When Jun jerked upright, Yin said, “Don’t say or do anything. Just cover up the fire and start walking.”
They kicked dirt over the embers, then scattered the remains of their cooking setup, doing their best not to leave obvious signs that they’d been there. It would only fool a passerby; any competent tracker would know otherwise, but they couldn’t afford much more delay.
Jun’s nerves were taut; he tried to detect their follower without looking around, but whatever Yin Yue had noticed eluded him. They set off again, tramping through dry foliage, still following the river.
After half an hour, Yin said, “At that big rock up there, turn right and keep going.”
Yin fell back and slipped away as Jun continued on, reaching the rock and doing as Yin had said. A minute later, he heard a startled yelp and spun around to see Yin dragging a man by the shirt, his hand fork poised over the stranger’s throat.
Jun raced back, looking around wildly for other threats, but their stalker appeared to be alone. He was a short, wiry man with an unkempt beard and a spray of moles across his cheek.
“Don’t kill me,” he pleaded, staring fearfully down the length of the metal prongs.
Yin pushed the man against the side of the boulder. “Why the hell not?”
Jun emptied the man’s sack, finding provisions, a long-handled dagger, and a piece of crumpled paper that turned out to be like the ones he’d seen posted in the city before they’d fled—the sketch of him with the characters for “traitor,” and beneath it, an edict from the emperor that no citizen was to give Li Jun refuge upon pain of death. A thousand yun was offered as a reward for his capture, eight hundred for proof of his death, and four hundred for any accomplices.
“Doesn’t even look like me,” Jun muttered, tearing the notice into pieces.
“Can’t believe I’m only worth four hundred. A bit insulting, honestly.” Yin Yue turned back to the man, menace in his voice. “So you’re a bounty hunter.”
“No! I was only hired to track you, in exchange for a share of the reward.”
“Who hired you?” Yin Yue demanded.
The man licked his lips nervously. “If I tell you, will you let me go?”
Scowling, Yin released his hold on the man, though he kept the sharp tines of his claw hand raised. The tracker smoothed his rumpled shirt. “Your bounty has attracted the Moon Righteous Sabers.”
“Fuck Dragon’s arse,” Yin Yue said.
The Sabers were the largest and most notorious gang in the West. Petty thieves, gamblers, frauds, bandits, and bounty hunters, they existed in the shadows of society, reliably emerging for the promise of a good payday. Jun had heard of them a little through rumor but more often from the depictions of them in stage productions that he’d seen in the Cheon Opera House. Sometimes the Sabers were shown as honorable criminals, a loyal brotherhood of outcasts who stole from the rich and brought down the corrupt. That romantic notion didn’t change the fact that they were ruthless, relentless mercenaries who would gladly kill Jun for the promise of a handsome reward.
“The stories about them are probably greatly exaggerated,” Jun said hopefully.
“Hey!” Yin exclaimed. The tracker had capitalized on a single second of their inattention to duck and bolt away, evading the awkward swipe that Yin made with his claw hand and sprinting faster than Jun would’ve ever guessed he could, abandoning his satchel and everything in it as he raced back in the direction of the village, shouting at the top of his lungs.
Jun started to take off after him, but Yin grabbed his arm with his good hand and shook his head. “Catching him won’t do any good—not if he alerts the whole village and we lose all the distance we covered this morning. If the Sabers are after us, we need to go, right now.”
Hastily, they scooped up the tracker’s supplies and began running.






FORTY-ONE
It wasn’t long before they couldn’t hear the tracker shouting anymore. Fortunately, no one seemed to be chasing after them either. As students of Iron Core, they were accustomed to running an hour every day as part of their regular conditioning routine; now they barely covered a couple of li before they had to slow to a walk.
As much as they needed to, they simply couldn’t keep up the pace of travel. There was a limit to how far a person could push their body even under the most dire necessity. No one was designed to fight for days on end and then travel, injured, on little food and sleep. Jun thought he’d been tired the day before, but now all he wanted to do was lie down and pass out. Every step on flat ground felt as if it required the effort of mountain climbing. He was still better off than Yin Yue, who looked sweaty with fever as he plodded on doggedly with glassy eyes.
What kept Jun going was the sight of the Snake Wall, looming larger and closer than it had the day before, a forbidding obstacle that had become a beacon. The wall looked different here than it did at its southern end near Cheon, where Jun was accustomed to seeing it as an ever-present silhouette in the distance. Now that he was closer, he could see that the border was not as secure as the rulers of the East and West would like their citizens to believe. It had been built in an unprecedented hurry, both sides eager to hang on to the one Scroll they possessed and to keep their enemies away. Conscripted laborers and convicts had been used to finish construction in only twenty years. Although it stretched from the foothills of the Black Turtle Mountains all the way to the southern sea, it was not as tall as the ancient walls of Xicheng, and there were parts that had obviously been damaged and repaired. It wouldn’t be impossible, Jun thought, for a person with equipment and determination to scale it.
What kept people from attempting to do so were the patrolling soldiers on both sides who would shoot down those who tried to cross. There were exceptions—everyone knew that guards and officials could be bribed, and there were smugglers who did good business transporting goods or people through the waypoints that weren’t officially talked about. The problem was that Jun didn’t know any such methods. He wondered if he could claim asylum in the East, on account of General Cobu wanting him dead, but he doubted he would get a chance to explain himself before one of the patrolmen put an arrow through him.
At dusk, they sheltered in a ravine and ate all the food in the tracker’s bag—two wrapped rice balls, a tin of pickled vegetables, and a flask of wine—and went to sleep cold and hungry, taking turns sleeping huddled in the tracker’s one wool blanket while the other kept watch, not daring to light a fire that might be seen by pursuers. Jun looked for the Red Star, but it was low in the sky and barely visible, a pinprick flame instead of the blaze he’d been born under and that had accompanied him to Xicheng. As if Heaven itself had abandoned him.
The night was unrestful and uncomfortable, but at least it passed uneventfully. At dawn, they were moving again, spurred on by the nearness of the wall and the knowledge that the tracker had by now no doubt alerted his employers.
By midmorning, the growing sound of rushing water quickened their weary steps. They were near the Dengu River, which flowed south here, nearly parallel to the Snake Wall, before cutting west. A winding hillside footpath brought them to a long wooden bridge that spanned the water.
Through a gap in the trees ahead, Jun glimpsed movement. “Get down,” he hissed, pulling Yin off the path. Crawling forward through the shrubbery on their elbows and knees, they spied two men standing guard at the front of the bridge.
“They don’t look like soldiers or bounty hunters,” Yin whispered.
The young men were wearing simple leather breastplates tied over farmer’s clothes. Their feet were sandaled and their heads bare. One of them carried a bow, the other a spear with a rusted head. They paced back and forth, watching for any approach, but they looked bored and not particularly alert.
They weren’t soldiers at all, Jun surmised, but local militia, mobilized from nearby farming villages. As much as General Cobu wanted Jun found, captured, and made an example of, he couldn’t spare his own troops on a manhunt in the countryside when he had a war to prepare for. These peasants didn’t have the quality armor, weapons, or training of the military, but they knew the area and where Jun had to go if he wanted to pass. The reward, if they caught him, would be more money than anyone in their village had ever seen at one time.
Jun chewed his lip as he studied the scene. If they crossed the river here, they could make it to the border by nightfall of the following day. The Dengu River wasn’t as vast as it had been long ago, but glutted with recent rainfall, it was still too cold and fast-moving for them to swim across. The only other option was to follow the river upstream to where the Snake Wall spanned the waterway in five great arches at Honsho Bridge, but that would require another three days of traveling north without food and provisions, during which they might be hunted down by the Moon Righteous Sabers.
“You take the one on the right,” he said to Yin.
They snuck up on the two amateur guardsmen without too much difficulty, their approach aided by the background roar of the river and the inattention of their targets. Jun slipped the nunchaku from his waistband and gave it an experimental spin, then burst out of the foliage behind the guard on the left with a piercing animal cry that made the man jump straight up into the air and nearly drop his rusty spear. The farmer whirled around and made one fearful lunging thrust with his spear that Jun easily evaded before whipping his weapon into the man’s temple with a crack, dropping him unconscious to the ground, a vivid purple lump rising across his forehead.
His quicker-witted companion fitted an arrow to his bow and drew, aiming straight for Jun’s chest at an unmissable distance. Yin flung an arm around the man’s neck from behind and dragged him to the ground. Hooking his legs around the archer’s waist, he locked the choke in place and squeezed, cutting blood flow to the man’s brain and his wildly struggling limbs. The guard’s face turned red, his eyes rolled back, and he went limp.
Yin disentangled himself. “Let’s go. He’s not going to be out for long, and there might be more of them nearby.”
They left the two guards lying where they were and sprinted across the bridge, Jun in the lead, Yin behind, the wooden boards creaking beneath their pounding feet. At one time, when the Dengu River joined rather than separated the halves of Longhan, this bridge must’ve been a busy pedestrian crossing. Over the years, it had fallen into disrepair—Jun leapt over loose and rotted boards, trying not to glance down at the swiftly moving water below. If he put a foot through a hole and tumbled into the river, it would be nothing like swimming across the still waters surrounding the Island or the placid river of his childhood. Who knew how far he would be carried by the Dengu before he froze or drowned and washed up on the bank.
They were two-thirds of the way across the bridge when half a dozen figures detached themselves from the trees on the opposite bank. Jun came to a hard stop; Yin nearly barreled into him. The six fighters who’d been waiting in ambush approached with far more purposeful menace than the two hapless guards on the other side. No member of the crew was like the other; they were dressed in a motley assortment of clothes of different styles and colors. One man was garbed in black robes, another muscled fighter was shirtless and barefoot, and a third wore rags and a peasant’s broad straw hat. They carried a variety of weapons—chain whips and staves, swords and axes, clubs and knives—and from the way they moved and held their weapons, it was clear they were no strangers to violence.
The Moon Righteous Sabers.
Jun’s eyes fell upon the leader with an unpleasant jolt of recognition as the man strode forward, favoring his bad leg and inclining his smooth, shaved head toward Jun. Faint surprise joined the man’s usual expression of scornful indulgence.
“Shit,” Jun said. “Old Man Zhang.”
“So you did win the Guardian’s Tournament, as you said you would.” The gang leader sounded as mildly impressed as he had when Jun had punched through his table. He waved his cane toward the bridge. “Looks like it turned out even worse for you than it did for me.”
Yin had dropped into a fighting stance. “You know this man?”
“I ran into him once. I didn’t know who he was.” Jun raised his voice. “We can talk this through and solve it without fighting, like we did before. What do you say, Old Man?”
“He’s not even old,” Yin noted with bafflement.
“Yeah, there’s a whole story.”
“That’s not going to be an option this time.” Zhang sounded a touch regretful but not in the least willing to reconsider. “You’re not a Guardian candidate. You’re not the Guardian. You’re a fugitive, and you and your friend have very large bounties on your heads.”
Behind them, on the other side of the bridge, six more fighters emerged, stepping over the prone and weakly stirring guards. Jun wondered, stupidly, how he and Yin had managed to get past those Sabers in the first place before realizing that, of course, they hadn’t snuck past the bounty hunters at all. The two peasants had been hired to stand guard, positioned as mere bait, meant to lure Jun and Yin into thinking their path of escape was easy.
Maybe if they’d been less exhausted and hungry, healthier and more alert, they would’ve noticed the trap and wondered why they hadn’t seen or heard any sign of pursuit since they’d encountered the tracker yesterday. Now they were trapped—the river below, the Moon Righteous Sabers ahead of them and behind, blocking off both progress and retreat.
“It’ll go easier for you if you surrender and come along quietly,” Zhang suggested.
“The Moon Righteous Sabers are supposed to be an honorable brotherhood, the bane of the rich and corrupt,” Jun shouted across the bridge, grasping for any leverage. “We’re not traitors. We’ve been unjustly accused by General Cobu, and our only crime is opposing him.”
“Under other circumstances, we would be delighted to hijack General Cobu’s carriage and relieve him of his money,” Zhang said sincerely, “but in addition to the bounty, the general has promised us all pardons from the emperor himself.” He shrugged, indicating that there was nothing Jun could possibly offer, no amusing stunt he could perform, that would come close to matching the reward for killing him. “You’re going to be a great help after all. Some of us, you understand, have quite a few unlawful deeds that we’d like cleared from our names.”
Old Man Zhang twisted his wooden cane. The outer, hollow sheath slid free, revealing a long, metal, dagger-tipped spike hidden within. The effortless way he brandished the unusual but wickedly pointed weapon convinced Jun that despite the gangster’s moniker and his old injury, he was as dangerous a fighter as he’d been in the arena six years ago. And he was far from alone.
Jun kept his eyes on Zhang as he backed up, nunchaku spinning in an anticipatory arc. Yin faced the other direction. “Keep moving forward,” he said to Jun over his shoulder, voice raised above the sound of the water. “I’ll hold off the ones behind us.”
Jun breathed in and then out, filling his lungs with the smell of wet earth and water, his ears with the rush of the river, and his heart with the calm resolve he’d taken into the arena. He’d fought so much over the past week that the fights blurred into one another, but even now, near his limit, his blood rose and sang, his body settled into the familiarity of what it was meant to do. He found his Breath. No spectators were here to cheer him; there was no acclaim or prestige to be won. All his training, in the end, was meant for this, just as Leopard had said. Survival.
This wasn’t such a bad place to make a last stand.
“Come on, then!” Jun ran forward, nunchaku a blur.






FORTY-TWO
The first of the Sabers to reach Jun on the bridge darted forward with a curved fighting knife in each hand, unleashing a flurry of darting stabs and slashes, too fast for Jun to follow with his eyes. One slash caught him across the forearm before he dodged the second instinctively, and luck—or perhaps the Blessed Consort’s protection—came to his aid; the knife wielder leapt forward to finish him off but landed on a rotten bit of board that gave way under his foot.
With a startled yelp, the man’s shoe went through a gap between two wooden planks and stuck fast, momentarily trapping him in place. As he bent forward and yanked his foot free, Jun’s nunchaku came whistling down on his right wrist, sending the knife flying out of his hands, then back up under his chin with a resounding crack, knocking his head backward. The man swayed, making one feeble, half-conscious swipe with his remaining knife, then toppled sideways. Jun shoulder-checked him hard, sending him over the wooden railing of the bridge and tumbling into the river below.
He didn’t pause to watch the knife fighter fall or to see him hit the water. He heard only the faint splash below and, much closer behind him, the sound of a kick connecting with its target and the thud of Yin’s opponent colliding with the ground.
“You idiot, Ling,” Zhang muttered, glancing over the side of the bridge at his fellow Saber now taking a trip down the river. He shouted to the others, “Remember, try to take them alive!”
Good. The bounty notice that Jun had seen in the tracker’s satchel had promised a higher reward for bringing him in alive. That might be the only advantage he had over their assailants. That, and the confines of the bridge—as long as he and Yin kept protecting each other’s backs, they could fight their enemies one or two at a time and avoid being surrounded.
Two more Sabers stepped onto the bridge ahead of Zhang—a mean-looking, flat-faced woman wielding a chain whip and a skinny, mop-haired man wielding a long staff. Jun glanced between them as they paced to either side. They would attack him simultaneously—unless he moved first and threw off their coordination.
With a sharp cry of challenge, he flung a nunchaku strike at the woman on his right. The man on the left reacted, taking advantage of the opening to send the end of his staff shooting toward Jun’s midsection. Jun’s timing had to be perfect; he twisted his body and caught the staff as it shot past, trapping it between his arm and his body. Another twist in the other direction turned the staff into a lever, throwing the man on the other end off-balance and onto his knees.
The chain lashed down across Jun’s shoulders, carving a stinging line of pain across his skin. Metal links flung themselves around his body, pinning his arms to his sides. The bounty hunter grinned triumphantly and yanked, tightening the sharp bite of metal.
The smile fell off her face as Yin Yue hooked the chain on the prongs of his pitchfork hand and wrenched it loose. The bounty hunter blinked, nonplussed by the odd sight. Reflexively, she pulled, trying to tug her weapon free. The chain went taut for a second, until Yin let go, sending the metal links flying toward their owner like a snapped bowstring. The Saber went stumbling backward. The man with the staff regained the grip on his weapon, but before he could fully rise, Jun brought an axe kick down on his shoulder, crumpling him. Two nunchaku blows to the head kept him down.
“Watch out!” Yin exclaimed, pulling Jun aside and pivoting around him, ducking under the swing of an axe blade and slamming a flying kick into the stomach of its wielder.
The dagger tip of Old Man Zhang’s metal cane flew straight for Jun’s chest. Iron Core reflexes alone saved him. Protect the center line! He twisted; his cracked ribs screamed in protest, but the blade scored a shallow gash across his arm instead of perforating his heart. With a bellow, Jun sprang, aiming a kick at Zhang’s weak leg—a feint that caused the gangster to flinch back—before snapping the nunchaku out and catching the man in the jaw with the end of the flail.
The Sabers backed off. Three members of their gang were already down in a matter of seconds—one in the river, two others in an unconscious heap. The chain whip woman and the man with the axe were bent over and grimacing. Zhang had a hand cupped to his jaw. He worked his mouth back and forth and spat out a loose tooth and glob of blood. He looked honestly surprised; it had been a long time, Jun suspected, since anyone had dared to incur the vengeance of the Moon Righteous Sabers by striking Old Man Zhang in the face.
Jun kept his left hand up in a guard, the business end of his nunchaku tucked under his right arm, ready to unleash with a single wrist flick. The back of Yin’s shoulders were pressed against his.
“I’ve come to the decision,” Zhang said with contemplative menace, “that I’m willing to sacrifice two hundred yun in payout for the satisfaction of killing you.”
Yin Yue’s voice was calm with scorn. “You can try.”
Zhang gestured at the lopsided situation: nine remaining fighters against two exhausted, bleeding men trapped on a rotten bridge. “Be realistic. Do you really think you can win?”
So many terrible things had happened to Jun in the span of a short time that Zhang’s question struck him as ridiculous. The sort of thing one would ask a child before a game. Do you think you can win? There was no point in trying to speculate about the future. Nothing he’d imagined about the Guardian’s Tournament had come to pass the way he’d wished for or could’ve predicted. He’d won, but he’d still lost. Winning was no longer important.
He was not the same boy who’d bragged to Old Man Zhang a week ago.
Instead of trying to explain this, Jun merely smiled and pointed a finger straight at Zhang. “Ask yourselves if you can beat Prodigy Yin and the Little Dragon.”
Yin brandished his claw impatiently. “You’re in our way. So move, or fight.”
Everything slowed as the Sabers came from both sides. Jun glimpsed each opponent on the bridge not as they were, but as they would be half a heartbeat later—the man with the axe would shift his weight back to his right foot to heft his weapon; the twitchy, lanky fighter with the dagger would feint to one side, then slide in with his blade held low, aiming for a kidney; the one with a club in his huge ham fists would reach them last but was drawing his shoulder back, ready to knock Jun out with a single massive wallop to the head.
Jun wondered, with some tiny, distant part of his conscious mind, if this was what Sifu Chang saw. The blind flutist had always seemed to know exactly where Jun would be next when they sparred, as if Dragon’s gift gave him not simply a different view of the world as it was now, but as it would be. Dragon’s Breath was not static, it was always flowing. Seeing a person’s inner Breath was like watching a falling drop of water and knowing where it would land.
His body was already reacting, not waiting for a response from his brain—he intercepted the man with the dagger, lunging and shooting his nunchaku straight into the attacker’s face, cracking him between the eyes. As the man reeled, Jun bounced sideways and threw a roundhouse kick into his head, sending him sprawling into the path of the oncoming axe wielder. The Saber with the axe tried to stop his swing as the two gangsters collided; the heavy head of the axe smashed into the floor of the bridge, cracking two planks.
With a bellow, the brawler with the club leapt over the damaged planks and rained blows down on Jun, who staggered, backpedaling, blocking and deflecting the strikes but feeling their impact shudder through his arms and spine. One blow caught him glancingly off the side of the head and everything went muffled for a moment, save for a tinny ringing. Jun threw his shoulder into the man’s chest, jamming up his next blow, and punched the butt end of his nunchaku into the man’s face. As the man dropped his club and clutched his broken nose, Jun swept out his leading leg, sending the bounty hunter sprawling forward.
“Yin!” Jun shouted.
Yin Yue spun and punched the prongs of his claw through the man’s throat as he fell. He shoved the body away; it tumbled over the railing of the bridge and into the river.
Zhang roared in outrage and brought his dagger-ended cane whistling down. The tip ripped through Jun’s shirt, stinging as it parted skin. Another slash followed, scoring a second bloody path across Jun’s chest. Jun felt the wounds without truly feeling them; his mind blurred them together and pushed them into a corner. Zhang was deft with his unconventional weapon—striking with the length of it like a stick, thrusting it like a spear, slashing with the tip like a knife. Jun’s nunchaku was a blur but couldn’t break through the lethal whirlwind. He dropped and lashed out with his feet, scissoring Zhang at the knees and sending him toppling.
Old Man Zhang scrambled to his feet and backed away. The Sabers seethed with frustration but didn’t seem to be in any rush. Their opponents weren’t going anywhere.
Jun pulled himself to his feet, sucking air through clenched teeth. There were too many of them. All the training and resolve that he and Yin possessed could not in the end stand up to sheer odds and the fact that they had been fighting for days. They were bleeding, worn down, low on food and sleep. Even the deepest well of Dragon’s Breath was not an unlimited resource. Jun could feel the fight slipping out of his grasp. His movements were getting slower, less precise, the attacks by Zhang and his compatriots were landing more often. His injuries were piling up and the pain was breaking through his mental wall like floodwater through cracks in a dam. He could smell his own blood, pungent and metallic, could feel it running down his back and chest like sweat, sticking the tattered remains of his shirt to his skin.
He could hear Yin heaving for breath behind him.
This is it. Jun felt no real fear, only anger and regret. He’d been so, so close. The Snake Wall was right there, beckoning to him, a mockery in these final minutes. He would never reach it, just as he would never get a chance to see Ren again, nor to apologize to his father. Jun forced himself upright next to Yin, pinned his unafraid gaze on the nearest foes. All he could do now was go down fighting and deprive General Cobu of the satisfaction of his public execution.
Something was drawing the attention of the Sabers at the rear of the pack. A couple of them were turning around, frowning, their postures tense. Zhang glanced over his shoulder.
A woman was approaching, striding up the path to the bridge as if to cross it.
“Stop!” Zhang shouted to her. “These men are dangerous fugitives and traitors. We, the Moon Righteous Sabers, are bringing them to justice in accordance with the edict of the emperor.”
The woman did not stop or slow down. As she neared the bridge, she threw back the hood of her traveling cloak, revealing a middle-aged face, oval-shaped with thin lips, hair braided in a long single plait that hung down her back.
Jun gaped in astonishment to see a face he recognized in completely unexpected surroundings. The stranger who’d bet on him in the tournament. Chang’s friend.
What was she doing here?
“Didn’t you hear us? Back away, woman.” One of the Sabers moved to stand in the woman’s way. Without breaking stride, she thrust stiff fingers into the hollow of his throat. He clutched his neck, unable to breathe, and with astonishing swiftness, she struck him in the face with a palm heel strike and followed it with a spinning wheel kick to the face.
Jun blinked. That looked like … Tiger Spirit–style fighting.
The bewildered Sabers turned on the newcomer as she continued advancing. The bounty hunter with the chain whip rushed forward, her weapon a whistling silver blur. The older woman weaved like a snake, evading the spike as it shot past her. She stuck an arm into the path of the whip; the metal links wrapped around her forearm. Instead of pulling, she spun into the weapon, her braid flying like one of the strings on a spinning toy drum. The weapon’s owner stood stupefied for a moment; no one had ever willingly tied themselves up. The surprise lasted only for a second before she was knocked out by a tornado of spinning kicks, three of them thrown in rapid succession. Having one’s arms restrained didn’t stop a good fighter from using her legs.
High-flying spinning kicks were a specialty of the Whirling Leg Sect.
The remaining Sabers gawked. Suddenly, the man with the axe staggered backward, an arrow protruding from the side of his neck. He put a hand up in astonishment, staring in disbelief at the blood on his fingers before collapsing.
“Who’s shooting at us?” Zhang bellowed in rage.
Another arrow flew out of nowhere and struck one of the remaining bounty hunters in the arm, passing right through his biceps and into his armpit. The man shrieked, looking about wildly and turning to run. Yin threw an elbow that connected with the man’s face with a crack.
The woman with the braid was nearly at the bridge. The one Saber left in her path intercepted her with a furious, desperate avalanche of punches, each one of which she blocked or deflected, twisting her body nimbly, protecting her center. With a precise step and a low kick she unbalanced him, sent him stumbling forward, and finished him with a knee to the face.
“Iron Core style,” Yin breathed in astonishment.
Only four Moon Righteous Sabers remained on the bridge. One of them glanced at Old Man Zhang. “Not fucking worth it,” he declared before turning and running for the trees. An arrow caught him in the back as he reached the end of the bridge, pitching him into the path.
A bounty hunter wielding twin butterfly knives hesitated too long deciding whether to attack Jun or the implacable woman striding toward them. Jun didn’t give him a chance to make up his mind; he brought his nunchaku whistling down across the man’s collarbone. The Saber let out a cry as he fell—and Jun staggered from a sudden hard blow to the front of his shoulder.
He looked down in shock at the tip of Zhang’s weapon buried where his left arm joined his torso. The pain arrived a whole second later—a lance of agony down his left side.
In one final, lethal effort, Old Man Zhang had hurled his dagger-tipped cane like a javelin. He’d been aiming to skewer Jun square through the chest but had missed—only narrowly. The gangster’s smug grin flashed at him for a mere moment before the other Saber on the ground surged up in front of Jun and planted a solid side kick in his stomach.
Jun fell against the railing. The rotten wood gave way beneath his weight, the beams snapping like dry toothpicks. Reflexively, he put his hands out, grasping. They closed on air. His heart flew into his throat, abject terror taking hold as his body pitched backward into open air.
“Jun!”
He glimpsed Yin Yue’s horrified face, eyes wide, as he lunged, reaching out to catch Jun’s hand. In his panic, Yin instinctively put out his right arm; he gave a howl of dismay at his fatal mistake. Jun’s fingers closed on one of the fork prongs and slid off the bloody metal.
Air whooshed by, the sky and trees and water below spinning in his vision.
He didn’t hear himself scream.
The fall felt like an eternity, death suspended in a frozen heartbeat.
He blacked out when he hit the water. The shock and cold, however, yanked him back into his body. He couldn’t feel his limbs, couldn’t see anything, couldn’t sense any direction. Rushing water filled his mouth and nose, and he struggled in desperate, mindless terror until, through sheer luck, his head broke through the surface and he gasped a lungful of air before he was tossed under again.
I don’t want to die. Not now, not like this.
Baba! Mama. Sai … I’m sorry.
His body collided with something hard; he grabbed for it without thinking. A broken wooden plank that had fallen from the bridge during the fight, caught on a low forked branch hanging in the water. Jun’s weight dislodged it from the snag; the glutted river tumbled the board and the man clinging to it end over end. The end of the makeshift raft smacked Jun in the chin. Water sloshed over his face and muffled everything, and consciousness fled him.






FORTY-THREE
A hard thump spasmed through the center of Jun’s chest as he came awake in a sudden wave of nausea and pain. His eyes flew open, and he sucked in a gasp of air that scalded like hot oil down his throat. Hands turned him roughly onto his side and he vomited violently, emptying a stomach full of river water.
I’m not dead.
The afterlife wouldn’t be so cold and disgusting, surely. After he’d retched so many times that he couldn’t bring up anything more, he was left with a nasty, sour metallic taste coating the inside of his mouth and an intense throbbing in his head. Jun rolled weakly onto his back and lay shivering in his wet clothes, staring up at an unmarred sheet of pale blue sky and breathing raggedly in time to the sound of the river that had nearly killed him.
A face appeared over him. A young woman, about Yin Yue’s age, her hair cut uncommonly short and hanging loose, framing a heart-shaped face with large, wide-set eyes and a mouth pinched with concern and relief.
“Who…” Jun’s voice came out as a raspy croak.
“Move slowly,” said the woman, placing her hands under his back and helping him to sit up. She was dressed in brown trousers, a deep green tunic, and soft leather shoes, all of them sopping wet. Next to her lay a satchel, a bow, and a half-empty quiver of arrows.
The archer. The unseen ally who’d shot down the bounty hunters on the bridge, one after the other, as if they were rabbits in a field.
“You saved us back on the bridge. And you pulled me from the river.” Jun looked down at the aching spot where Zhang’s blade had sunk into the front of his shoulder. Through his torn, wet shirt, the once fine silk mottled with blood, he could see the wound, nasty and deep but clean.
“You’re lucky. The cold stopped the bleeding. That plank of wood you clung to kept you from going under and being dashed against the rocks.” His rescuer dug into her bag, pulling out a container of sticky medicinal salve and white cloth bandages. With swift, sure movements, she treated and bandaged the puncture site and the other gashes on his arms and torso, then used the remains of Jun’s torn shirt to fashion a sling that kept his injured shoulder immobilized against his body.
Jun watched her small but capable hands as she worked. They were speckled with what appeared to be age spots—on someone far too young to have them—but peering closer, he saw that they were tiny brown scales. “Do you have a healing gift?” he asked, thinking of Doctor Lim.
“No, just the usual training in treating field injuries.”
Before he could wonder at what she meant by “the usual training,” it struck him that she had an accent just like his father’s. Words pitched lower at the end, issued from the back of the throat. A subtle thing that Jun, as a child, had strived to eliminate in his own speech.
He drew back, staring at her. “You’re from the East,” he exclaimed.
Not just anyone from the East. A trained, breathmarked fighter. An Aspect.
“Jun!” Yin Yue pushed through a cluster of bushes and stumbled onto the riverbank, his one hand clutched to his side, his clothes muddy and torn, his face blood-streaked and haggard. At the sight of Jun alive and conscious, he sagged with relief against the nearest tree and caught his breath, wiping an arm across his brow before limping across the gravel riverbank toward Jun.
“You don’t look so good, Prodigy Yin.” Jun’s voice still sounded as if he’d swallowed coals, but the midday sun was drying his bare skin and he wasn’t trembling as badly.
Yin gave a bark of slightly manic laughter and dropped to the ground. “You look a lot better than I thought you would. When you fell, I thought you were done for. Dragon’s piss, I figured I’d have to search all the way down the Dengu for your bloated body.”
Jun shuddered, remembering the shock of hitting the water, the cold filling his nose and mouth, the airless dark battering him and pulling him under. It had almost been that way.
“How did you get away?” he asked. “The other Sabers…”
Yin grimaced and looked over his shoulder. “I wish I could say I fought and killed them all, but the ones that were left turned and fled, including the leader, Zhang. After you went into the river, I suppose they decided the bounty on me alone wasn’t worth it. Not when they had to contend with her.”
Jun looked past Yin Yue to the figure that had emerged from the trees behind him. The mysterious yet familiar woman with the plaited hair, the first one to bet on Jun in the arena, the fighter who seemed a master of every style. She walked toward them calmly, as if strolling along the river. If she’d been injured in the battle against the Sabers, it didn’t show.
The young archer got to her feet with a shout of relief and hurried over to meet her companion. Partner? They embraced, exchanged words, and walked back toward Jun.
Yin Yue got to his feet and bowed deeply, the conscientious student emerging from underneath several days’ worth of caked grime and stress. “I am Yin Yue of the Iron Core school of Cheon, and this is Guardian Li Jun, although I suspect you already know who we are.” Yin raised his eyes as he straightened. “I don’t know how Dragon’s mercy brought two master martial artists to our aid when we most needed it, but I am ashamed that I don’t know to whom we owe our lives. May I ask your names and from which school you hail?”
Perhaps nearly dying had shaken Jun’s brain and jostled deeply buried memories to the surface. Something about the older woman had troubled Jun from the moment he’d first noticed her among the tournament spectators, even before he’d seen her outside Chang’s room.
Aspects traveled in pairs. He’d learned that fact when he was six years old.
Jun pushed himself to his feet, his legs and voice unsteady. “I know you.”
The woman smiled kindly, just as she had on that cold autumn morning a decade ago when she’d arrived at Jun’s home to tear his family apart. “It’s been a long time, Li Jun,” said Water. “I had a feeling when we first met that we were destined to do so again.”






FORTY-FOUR
Water.
For a moment, Jun was transported back to his childhood; he remembered the chill, foreboding wind that had accompanied Water and Compass when they’d arrived at his parents’ door. His boyish curiosity and excitement quickly turning to confusion and shame. His mother’s tears, his father’s bowed head, Sai hanging on to his hand for the last time.
The early memories were scored indelibly into his mind. His life divided by that one encounter into before and after.
Perhaps he hadn’t recognized the woman because he hadn’t wanted to.
And she was different from the Aspect of his childhood memory. Water had been a novice back then, a junior partner. Ten years later, she was a master with her own apprentice.
Jun gaped, speechless, but only for a moment. Then he blurted, “My mother. Do you know how she is? Where she is?”
“Your mother, to my knowledge, still resides in Yujing,” Water replied calmly.
Jun’s heart jumped in his chest—She’s alive, she’s out there—and just as quickly, it clenched in on itself like a poked oyster. She doesn’t
know Baba is dead. There’s so much she doesn’t know. So much I have to tell her …
Jun swallowed thickly. “And Sai … Is he an Aspect now? Like you?” He was suddenly desperate to know everything. All the years of accepting their absence, enduring his father’s sadness, locking away hope and moving on, because that was what was necessary—Jun had built a wall inside himself that he’d been sure was strong.
With Water standing before him, it was crumbling, shaking him as it fell.
Yin Yue was looking between Water and Jun, his brows drawn together in suspicion and bewilderment. “You … know each other?”
“Not exactly. Jun was only a little boy when I came to collect his brother for the Council,” Water explained.
Yin swung his head around to Jun. “You have a brother?”
“His name is Mirror,” Water told them. “He’s a highly accomplished Aspect, one of the few breathmarked chosen by the Council to reside in the Sun Pagoda as one of its Keepers.”
Sai, the older twin, the one born with a breathmark and a destiny—of course he’d made something of himself in the East. A strange, nameless mess of feelings—shame and pride, resentment and longing, curiosity and unease—rose up and swallowed Jun’s voice.
I knew you’d move on, Sai. You don’t even have the same name anymore.
“It’s startling.” Water’s straight, thoughtful gaze rested on Jun. “Despite being raised apart, you’re as identical as you were back then. When I first saw you in the arena, I could barely believe my eyes. You look and sound just like him. You move like him as well. Even for a twin, it’s uncanny.”
“You have a twin?” Yin exclaimed. “Who’s breathmarked?”
Water’s partner cleared her throat. “Sister Aspect, perhaps proper introductions are in order.” She swiveled her head, eyes narrowed, scanning the riverbank for pursuers. The current had carried Jun far enough away that the rickety bridge was no longer in sight. The cloudless blue sky overhead and the vibrant forest on all sides made it hard for Jun to believe he’d very nearly been murdered by gangsters in such a peaceful location.
Water inclined her head. “My apologies. Prodigy Yin, in answer to your question, we’re from no school that you would know of. We are Aspects of Virtue, trained in the Sun Pagoda in Yujing. You may call me Water. This is my apprentice, Lure.”
“We’re grateful to you for saving our lives,” Yin said, but his expression had turned wary and he was looking at all of them, including Jun, with trepidation. “But I don’t understand why you’d do so. You’re spies from the East, and you’re in enemy territory. Why would you help us, or trust us?”
Lure gave her mentor a surprisingly arch look and crossed her arms, as if, despite having fished Jun from the Dengu River, she, too, would like to hear why it was worth the effort.
Water’s smile was as mild and enigmatic as it had been years ago. “Because Blindman Chang asked us to.”
Jun sucked in a breath. “I saw you meeting with him at the Golden Gate Inn. How do you know Sifu Chang?”
The Aspect took a moment to straighten her sleeves, as if deciding how to answer. “I was sent by the Council to gather information on the threat from the West,” she explained, “but that’s not the only reason I was in Xicheng.” She looked straight at Jun, touched the back of her hand to her lips, then closed it into a fist and pressed it to her heart.
“You’re a member of the Silent Flute Society.” Jun’s voice dropped to a whisper even though there was no one else nearby to hear them.
“If my superiors and colleagues learned the truth, I would disappear overnight and never be heard from again,” the woman said matter-of-factly. “The Silent Flute Society is even more heavily persecuted in the East than it is in the West. The Council views it as a criminal organization founded by traitors to the Virtuous Rebellion.”
“Sister Aspect,” Lure hissed, grabbing her partner’s arm and shooting Jun and Yin dubious looks, “we shouldn’t speak of this, not to Westerners we barely know. Chang might’ve been mistaken about them, and besides, he’s no longer here to vouch for them. With war coming…”
“With war coming, allies are all the more crucial.” Water took her apprentice’s hand and gently lifted it from her arm. “No one has worked more tirelessly for the Society or sacrificed as much as Blindman Chang. I have faith in his judgment.”
“But—” Lure began to protest further.
Water took her partner by the shoulders and looked into her face with more heartfelt concern and pleading than Jun would’ve thought a senior Aspect was obligated to give any apprentice. “My intuition usually leads me true. Will you trust me on this?”
Lure opened her mouth again, then shut it. She reached up and clasped Water’s wrists for a moment before releasing them with a sigh and nodding reluctantly.
Water turned back to Jun. “Chang told me of his hope that you would become Guardian of the Scroll of Heaven. A young warrior from both East and West, strong of Breath, beholden to no faction, but with a noble heart and good intentions. A Guardian who could inspire the people and forestall the tide of war.”
Yin Yue lowered his eyes to the ground.
Jun fought to keep the grimace of shame off his face. “Sifu Chang was wrong to say that. I wasn’t able to guard the Scroll of Heaven for even a single day. All I did was become the convenient scapegoat General Cobu was looking for to start mobilizing his troops.”
“General Cobu is not the only one hoping for war,” Water said sadly. “Some members of the Council believe in maintaining isolation, but there are others who see the Virtuous Rebellion as ongoing and incomplete until the emperor of the West is overthrown and the Scrolls reunited in the Sun Pagoda. They would be eager to declare hostilities in the name of self-defense.”
Jun felt a chill climb through his battered body. “Is my brother one of them?”
Water hesitated. “Mirror is a loyal and dutiful Aspect,” she said simply, which was all the answer that Jun needed. The chill settled into a cold, apprehensive lump.
He and Sai had once been alike and inseparable.
But the version of Sai that Jun still spoke to in his head, the one that sometimes replied in his brother’s voice—that person was a fiction. A piece of Jun’s identity he couldn’t relinquish.
The Aspect named Mirror was a stranger. Maybe an enemy.
“Guardian or not,” Water said, “Chang saw something in you, just as I did ten years ago. And Prodigy Yin, it appears to be Dragon’s will that you’re as much a part of this as any of us.”
“Or maybe it’s just my own bad luck and lack of good sense,” Yin murmured quietly.
“Do you know where Sifu Chang is now?” Jun took an eager step toward the Aspects. “Cobu said that he escaped. Did the Silent Flute Society get him out?”
Yin Yue’s head snapped up. “And what about his daughter? Is Ren safe?”
Water held up her hands in a calming gesture. “I don’t know any more than you do. I can only hope they’re both free and under protection.”
“You weren’t part of their escape plan?” Yin could not hide his disappointment.
Water shook her head. “I couldn’t take part directly in any of the Society’s actions in Xicheng. The risk was too great that my identity as an Aspect would be jeopardized. My mission was to gather and share information. After the tournament was over, I had to leave the city as quickly as possible, in order to return to the East and report back to the Council.”
“Now that the Scroll has been stolen, it’s all the more urgent we return,” Lure insisted. “Cobu’s supporters are spreading the news loudly and widely that the East is responsible. The Council will say it’s a fiction concocted by the West to justify invasion.”
“Neither side has the whole truth,” Jun muttered, thinking of Yama, out there pursuing his own agenda and fanning the flames of war. “But that doesn’t matter to any of them.”
“One thing I don’t understand,” Yin Yue said, frowning. “How did you find us? It wasn’t a coincidence that you were waiting here at the same time as the Moon Righteous Sabers. Or that Lure was already perfectly positioned to shoot down onto the bridge.”
Water placed a proud hand on Lure’s back. “You have my apprentice to thank for that. She has the ability to track anyone, no matter where they are or how far they’ve gone, so long as she has an item that has recently belonged to them.”
Lure rummaged in her bag and pulled out a piece of ragged brown fabric, handling it gingerly and with some distaste by one corner, so as not to touch the half of the scrap that was stained with dried blood. Jun stared at it, puzzled, for several seconds, before realizing that it was part of the shirt he’d worn in the arena during his final match with Leopard.
“What in the eighteen hells?” he exclaimed. “How did you get that? And why?”
After waking up in the Guardian’s Residence, he’d idly wondered what had happened to his old clothes. He’d assumed they’d been so filthy and damaged, no longer worthy for a Guardian to wear, that they’d simply been tossed out or burned.
“There’s a brisk business in selling souvenirs from the Guardian’s Tournament,” Water explained. “After all, people come from all over the country for the occasion, and they want to bring something back with them to prove they saw the Guardian win the final match.”
Doctor Lim. She’d been brought to the Guardian’s Residence to treat Jun; he remembered her manipulating Breath to heal his injuries before he fell asleep. She sold my clothes?
“These scraps were going for one hundred copper yun apiece,” Lure said. “Locks of Leopard’s hair were going for sixty-five, and a nobleman won an auction for the broken spear you used for six hundred and fifty.” She shrugged. “Sadly for the buyers, I think the items this year lost a lot of value overnight.”
Jun and Yin Yue stared at her and the bloody scrap of fabric she was holding with a mix of wonder and disgust. Lure stuffed the rag back into her bag. “And you wonder why the Council teaches us that the West is crass and vile?”
“The Council of Virtue tasked us with getting into the capital and gathering information about the Guardian’s Tournament and the threat from the West,” Water explained. “That included learning as much as we could about the new Guardian and obtaining something that would enable Aspects to track him down and assassinate him, if and when the Council gave the order.”
Jun took an involuntary step backward.
“Don’t worry,” Water assured him. “Now that you’ve lost the position of Guardian and been branded a traitor, the Council has no reason to want you dead.” She gestured eastward. “If you renounce the West and cross the border under our escort, they would welcome you as defectors.”
Jun gave a pained laugh. Cobu had accused him of collaborating with Eastern agents and placed a hefty bounty on his head for treason. After all those lies, Jun was about to prove the general right after all.
“Without a Guardian or anyone else to stand in his way, General Cobu is in control of the country.” Yin Yue squared his shoulders and closed his hand into a fist. “Anyone who opposes Cobu will be labeled a traitor. So count me as one, too.”
“I’ll be spoken of in the same breath as the traitor brother, Shin Di,” Jun said quietly. “A hero on one side of the wall, a villain on the other.” The words pained his heavy heart. He didn’t want a single sliver of additional fame.
What he wanted was for his father to be alive. For the two of them to be back in Cheon where he would train contentedly by day and watch Ren dance onstage at night.
But that was an impossibility. A life he might’ve chosen before he snuck into Chang’s wagon. He hadn’t known, in that moment, what he was giving up.
Ren had, though. She’d tried to warn him, to make him think of what he could lose.
Yin said optimistically, “The Moon Righteous Sabers saw you fall into the river after being stabbed. With any luck, they’ll report back to Cobu that you’re dead. If his soldiers spend time searching for a body, that’ll buy us time to get to the wall.” Yin turned to Lure eagerly. “Once we’re in the East, can you find Ren the way you found us?”
“Only if I have something that recently belonged to her,” said the younger Aspect. She touched the backs of her scale-mottled hands. “It has to have a lingering hint of her Breath. I can only seek one person at a time.”
Yin Yue shifted hesitantly from foot to foot, then reached into an inner pocket of his shirt and pulled out a tightly folded square of fabric. He let it fall open into a length of gauzy yellow silk and handed it over to Lure reluctantly. Jun realized that it was one of the scarves from Ren’s wardrobe, one of the many that she spun around her body as she danced to her sifu’s flute music onstage in the center of a colorful maelstrom.
“Will that work?” he asked, sounding as if he were trying to suppress his hopes.
Lure held the item carefully for a moment. Jun thought she was going to smell it, or press the fabric to her skin, but the young woman only closed her eyes and tilted her head, frowning a little with her lips pursed, as if she were listening to a whisper only she could hear. “Yes,” she said, opening her eyes. “This will work. I’ll need to keep it.”
Jun shook his head in amazement. Breathmarks were uncommon enough that, other than Sai, he hadn’t personally known anyone with dragonskin until he’d met Sifu Chang. In the past month, however, he’d encountered more people with Dragon’s blood than he could’ve imagined, each of them with unique and enviable gifts.
How different Sai’s life must’ve been from his, to be surrounded by other Aspect initiates, living in a community where being rare and gifted was the norm. What must it have been like, to be effortlessly accepted by classmates instead of taunted by them, to so quickly replace one twin with many other brothers and sisters instead of waking alone?
The thought was like a bite out of a raw bitter melon.
“What about your ability?” he asked Water. “When you fought the Sabers, you used Iron Core style as if you’d trained in it all your life. And Whirling Leg. Tiger Spirit as well.” It was impossible for any person of her age to have trained to mastery in so many disparate styles—there wasn’t time in a single life to do that. Water wasn’t even from the West; she couldn’t be a disciple at all those schools. The only explanation, as unlikely as it seemed, was that she’d acquired a repertoire of techniques simply from watching the Guardian’s Tournament.
Jun knew of only one other person who could do that. “You have the same ability as Sa—Mirror, don’t you?” The question came out flat and sour. “You can learn a skill just by seeing it performed.”
Dragon’s blood was so damned unfair. A few people were gifted with spectacular advantages that others could never hope for. This truth had galled Jun ever since he’d been old enough to understand that he and his twin were different, but it was even worse than he’d imagined, because if the Council of Virtue already had a perfect mimic, why had they needed to take Sai as well?
Water studied him as if sensing his thoughts. A touch of compassion softened the corners of her eyes. “My gift is not the same as Mirror’s,” she said. “His talent is … unique.”
“But how—”
“Dragon’s gifts manifest in strange ways,” she said. “When I was first brought to Yujing, I had no apparent talent. If it wasn’t for this—” She pulled aside the long braid of her hair and turned her head to reveal the stripe of pearly bronze scales in a single line running down the center of her neck. “—I wouldn’t have believed I belonged in the Sun Pagoda at all.”
Water’s words brought to mind what Ren had said to him on the roof of the Gate of Flowers Inn, what felt like an eternity ago. “I have the mark, but I don’t have any ability. There’s nothing special about me.” But Ren hadn’t been taken to the Sun Pagoda and assessed by the Aspects. She’d been smuggled away by the Silent Flute Society, denied a chance to discover Dragon’s gift.
Water’s gaze remained steady on Jun. “Some abilities take more time and insight to manifest in an understandable way. It seemed, at first, that I was simply a precociously lucky child. If something went missing, I would be the one to find it. If there was a problem, somehow I would be connected to the answer. If there was a dispute, others came to me because I always came up with a fair solution.”
Years ago, Water had been the one to propose exile for Jun’s father in lieu of forced labor. It had broken Jun’s family but saved Li Hon’s life and sent him to the West, where Jun had finally been allowed to train in martial arts.
Water said, “I have a gift of unlocking. Adapting. Seeing through what is blocked, and around what is in the way. I’ve studied the principles of fighting common to all the major styles in the East and West. Whirling Leg, Tiger Spirit, Iron Core … they are all merely different languages sprung from the same characters. By knowing the common words, I’m able to build an entire vocabulary. The right action comes to me at the right time. Does that make sense?”
“No,” Jun and Yin Yue said, nearly in unison.
“That’s not how anyone trains. It seems to me that you’d end up with a hodgepodge of copied techniques rather than a coherent fighting system.” Yin Yue rubbed the back of his head. Jun could tell from his frown that Master Song’s top student didn’t appreciate Water lumping the Iron Core school in with all those other, lesser styles. “But considering that your skills saved our lives, I’m hardly in a position to question them. Dragon’s blood is beyond me.”
“Not true, Prodigy Yin,” Water replied. “We’re all children of Dragon, no matter whether it shows on our skin, or where we’re from, or what gifts we each have. The Scrolls of Heaven and Earth were meant to guide all of us.” She turned her warm but inscrutable gaze back to Jun. “That’s why they’ve always been worth guarding.”
Jun bowed his head. His body felt leaden and tired, but his heart thumped with a grim sense of purpose. He’d crossed the wall once before. He’d lost loved ones, had his life upended, rebuilt himself, and risen, one fight at a time.
“See you back home, Little Dragon.”
“I’m ready to go with you to the East,” he said. “But there’s something I need to do first.”






FORTY-FIVE
Jun knelt in front of the pile of freshly turned dirt and the mound of heavy stones he’d piled on top. A breeze lifted the pungent smell of wet earth and brushed the back of his bent neck. It had been difficult to dig into the ground and lift rocks with one arm cradled against his body in a sling, but he’d ignored the admonitions that he should rest, along with all offers of help.
The task was one he had to finish himself.
When he was done, he searched out a flat rock from the riverbank, laid it at the base of the untidy monument, and used a sharp stone to scratch his own name into the surface.
Li Jun. The Guardian who never was.
Jun closed his eyes, letting the sound of the rushing river quiet his mind.
Yin Yue came up behind him. Jun sensed his footsteps slow, then stop. “I’ve heard the expression ‘digging your own grave,’” Yin said, “but this is the first time I’ve seen someone actually do it.”
Jun spoke without turning around. “I should be in Cheon, giving my father a proper burial and making offerings to him in the afterlife. I should be observing the mourning period. I couldn’t even do that for him.” Instead, strangers would put his father in the ground, in a place Jun might never be able to visit again.
He opened his eyes. The false memorial before him was humble, but every stone had been placed by his own hands, their weight carried in his soul. “I’ll never get a chance to atone, but the least I can do is bury the person I used to be. The person I don’t want to be anymore.”
Yin was silent for long enough that Jun assumed he’d left, but when he looked over his shoulder, the man was still there, staring down at Jun’s name on the stone.
No soldier was going to willingly disturb an angry spirit by violating a grave site unless Cobu showed up and ordered it, and that would take time. A little more time for them to get safely across the border.
Yin looked over to where Water and Lure sat together by the river, watching for any danger and waiting for Jun to be done. When they were together, the two women displayed the easy familiarity of a long partnership, appearing to communicate with glances and light touches more than words, dividing tasks with unspoken efficiency and always seeming to know where the other one was. However, while he’d been hauling rocks, Jun had seen them talking in low, heated tones. Lure’s tense body language and impatient pacing made him certain that the younger Aspect wasn’t entirely in agreement with her senior partner’s plan.
“I know they saved our lives,” Yin said, lowering his voice, “but they’re still Aspects of Virtue who answer to the Council in the East. They could be lying to us about their loyalties. For all we know, once we’re on the other side of the wall, we’ll be prisoners.”
Yin had a point. The two Aspects were powerful breathmarked fighters. Water, as they’d already seen, could use any style to overcome her foes, and Lure could hunt down anyone. Yin and Jun were injured, without allies, and knew nothing about where they were going.
Traveling with the Aspects and accepting their help meant being at their mercy. Was surrendering themselves to the designs of the East any better than being hunted in the West?
Jun nodded toward Water. “The first time she showed up in my life, she ruined it. She took my brother away and exiled me and my father. But she also gave us a chance when she didn’t have to. A chance to fix things if we could find a way.” Jun brought his gaze back to the mound of upturned earth, thinking of his father, who’d died without ever being able to make his way home. “If she’s offering that chance again, I’ll take it.”
“Find them, Jun.” His father’s last request of him.
I will, Baba. He should’ve said the words. Given his father this one thing. I promise.
We’ll see each other again, Sai. I don’t know if I’m ready, but I know it’s coming.
“If we cross the Snake Wall, we might never be able to cross back,” he said to Yin. “You don’t have to take that risk. I’m the one Cobu wants to make an example of. Maybe if you were to head south and lie low—”
“I thought you just buried the version of yourself that was a pigheaded fool,” Yin interrupted. “My old dreams are as dead as yours. I can’t pretend otherwise.” His voice was sharp but contained surprisingly little anger. Merely matter-of-fact acceptance. “You were right, back in that barn the other night. I’ve spent my life focused on one path forward. I believed if I worked hard enough, it would open up for me, wide and straight.”
Jun touched the makeshift headstone, running his fingers over the scratched characters of his name. The old Jun had believed the same thing. He would’ve said his way ahead was clear and all he had to do was climb along it to the top, where his destiny awaited.
“I can’t see any path clearly anymore.” Yin rubbed the forearm below his stump and gazed over Jun’s head. “All I know is that I won’t find a new one by hiding and licking my wounds. If Ren is on the other side of that wall, then that’s where I’ll go.”
“I’m glad to hear that.” With effort, Jun got to his feet. “Because there’s no one I’d rather have next to me in a fight than Yin the Claw.” He poked his old schoolmate in the chest. “Besides, if we find Ren, I need to tell her how badly you snore.”
Yin raised his left fist to Jun threateningly, then broke into a crooked smile and placed his hand on Jun’s uninjured shoulder. “For what it’s worth, I thought the old Li Jun was a bit of a prick myself. But I consider this new one a friend.”
Jun cracked a return smile. The fact that he felt the same way about Yin was a marvel that he wouldn’t have believed possible just a week ago. Sometimes fate tore loved ones apart. Sometimes it turned rivals into brothers. “Maybe we’ve been on a path together all along,” he mused. “One we couldn’t see at first but that’s revealing itself with each step.”
Yin groaned. “By the Blessed Consort, don’t tell me you’re going to become an insufferable philosopher now.”
Jun laughed and then winced in pain as together, they walked to where Water and Lure were waiting to lead them eastward.
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