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PROLOGUE

Ten Years Ago

[image: ]

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.”
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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
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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
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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.”
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