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For my family,
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I think of you far away, beyond the blue sky,

And my eyes that once were sparkling

Are now a well of tears.

… Oh, if ever you should doubt this aching of my heart,

Here in my bright mirror come back and look at me!

— Li Bai (701–762 AD), “Endless Yearning II”






AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is a work of fiction, set in a fantasy world. While inspiration has been drawn from various historical and cultural elements of Imperial China, it should not be considered an accurate representation of the history, politics, social order, spirituality, philosophy, or customs of those eras.
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The sky was strewn with pepper-pot stars, reflected in the pond below. On the water’s surface, the mirror image of Ying Yue’s face floated, pale and moonlike, distorted by ripples.

“My lady,” a voice behind her said. “Shall I fill the bath?”

Ying was at the edge, on her knees, bent over the water. It was an unusual position for a noblewoman, but she had never been one for following rules. She didn’t turn around or get up. Instead, she raised a hand, dismissing her handmaiden. “No thank you, Li Ming. I will bathe myself tonight.”

Li Ming retreated, silent as the wind.

Ying sighed. She was supposed to be preparing for tomorrow, but her stomach was in knots.

She forced herself to breathe in, then out. You’ll be fine.

Frustrated, Ying flipped her long hair over one shoulder to keep it from getting wet. Then, reaching down, she cupped her hands together and dipped them in the water. It was icy but crystal clear. Bending close to the pond’s surface, she drew her hands up and sluiced water over her face.

Something caught her eye: a splash from the far side of the pond. Ying jumped and sat back on her heels. Her heart sped up. The back of her neck prickled.

She wasn’t alone.

The ripples radiated outward until the water lapped at the edge of the pond. It was lucky the ground was paved with stones, else Ying would have been kneeling in mud.

She rose to her feet in one fluid movement and adjusted the skirt of her hànfú, its golden embroidery scarlike against the red satin of the robe. With her eyes trained on the water, she listened, heart fluttering like a caged bird.

The ripples faded. The pond became smooth again; reflective, like glass. Ying exhaled. Just a fish, she thought. Earlier she’d seen carp milling about at the surface, clamoring for food, their huge, muscular bodies glinting silver in the moonlight. Surely it was one of them that had caused the splash.

The pond was an ornamental feature in the expansive gardens wrapping around Ying’s private quarters. On the morrow, she was to wed the emperor’s only son, Prince Shan Zhang Lin, in an elaborate three-stage ceremony. As the future crown princess and, eventually, empress of the powerful Shan Dynasty, she was afforded certain privileges.

The garden was one. She’d always loved nature, and when she had first arrived at the Imperial Palace three months prior, she had been delighted to find her own private oasis. Her first day had been spent trailing her hand through the swinging willow branches, breathing in the lush fragrance of the abundant exotic blooms, and watching the colorful carp swimming in lazy circles beneath the water. She’d marveled at the pond, its water a delicate green and dotted with lotus flowers. It had been so beautiful. It was so beautiful. At the time, she’d been touched. The prince obviously wanted to make her happy.

It hadn’t taken long for her to realize that that was not the case. Now that she knew better, Ying suspected the task had been delegated to his team of advisors. It is in the empire’s interest, they would have told him, to keep the future empress happy.

He probably hadn’t prepared her lodgings, didn’t know how they looked or where they even were. He certainly never visited. And whereas back home her family was involved in every household matter, she’d quickly learned that the ruling dynasty distanced themselves from everyday, mundane life. The Shan family had servants for their servants’ servants, each tier confined to their own set circle.

No, it would have been a small inner group of officials who’d deemed it prudent to keep Ying happy. But, she thought, if they’d wanted to keep her happy, they would have allowed her family to join her. If they’d wanted to keep her happy, they wouldn’t have confined her to her quarters.

If they’d wanted to keep her happy, they would not have locked her door.

Ying sighed again. Three months—three long months she’d been kept here. And while the trees and flowers had lost none of their beauty, she now knew them so intimately, so well, that even with her eyes shut, she could trace each detail in her mind. She spent day after monotonous day staring at the garden’s high stone walls, wishing she could take flight and escape.

Pushing her sleeves up to her elbows so as not to trip over the draping fabric, Ying Yue picked up the fāngzhū, a concave mirror designed to collect moonlit dew. It had been sitting in her garden gathering dew every night for a whole lunar month. Considered the nectar of the gods, the dew was to be used to brew her ceremonial wedding tea.

Balancing the large square in both hands, she turned to make her way back to her room. But as she stepped away from the pond, she heard a strange sound.

She whipped around, catching a glimpse of something just slipping below the water. Her knuckles blanched around the edge of the fāngzhū. Once again, ripples marred the surface of the pond.

In the distance, a warm glow spilled from the glass door of her room, but it was too far for the light to reach her. She should be going inside. She should be preparing for her hair-combing ceremony, traditionally held on the eve of a wedding.

But something filled her mind, a silent song, reaching out to her from the pond. She couldn’t explain it. After all, the garden was quiet save for a few chirping crickets.

As much as she tried to ignore it, something was calling her. The lure of the water was strong, too strong.

Carefully, she placed the fāngzhū down on the pebbled path, crept toward the water’s edge, and peered at the surface. It was smooth again, reflecting the stars, the moon, the skeletal branches of the surrounding trees. And once again on the water’s surface was her face, looking pale and drawn and more than a little worried.

It’s nothing. Ying pressed a hand to her chest. Nothing more than her reflection. Surely it was just the stress of the impending wedding, the weight of filial expectations that rested on her shoulders. Her anxiety was getting to her. She was starting to imagine things.

But then she noticed something. Something that made her heart pound, her palms grow clammy, her head throb with heat. Something was wrong—something terrifying.

It was her reflection. Yes, her reflection in the water looked exactly like her. Small, dainty cherry lips. Big, doelike dark eyes. A cascade of black hair tumbling over one shoulder.

But that wasn’t the strange thing. The strange thing was that in the water, Ying’s reflection was smiling.

And Ying Yue was not.
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Ying caught a glimpse of what looked like a ghostly white hand reaching from beneath the water before she turned and ran. She ran and ran, stumbling toward her rooms, panic clouding her vision. She didn’t dare look back. The noises were bad enough; she thought she heard the wet sounds of something emerging, something splashing up onto the shore. In the still, almost-silent night, every sound echoed as loudly as a gong.

As Ying ran, her sleeves dragged down and tangled around her legs. She tripped and fell, palms scraping the paving stones. She heard a strangled cry and was shocked to realize it had been her own. Ignoring the grazes on her hands, she scrambled to her feet and threw a glance back at the pond. Her pounding heart slowed when she took in the surface, still and smooth.

Ying blinked. Had she imagined what she’d seen? Maybe she had been smiling, bent over the lake, studying her reflection. Whatever had happened, she wasn’t smiling now; her face ached, as though frozen in a scream.

Squinting into the dim night, she stared harder at her surroundings. A breeze sighed, ruffling the water’s surface. Was it a trick of the light, or were there arms stretching from beneath the water, glinting white and pale in the moonlight, trying to lure her in?

Ying’s pulse accelerated as she slowly backed away. She’d better not wait to find out. Gathering up her sleeves and skirts, she resumed hurtling toward her rooms. Would she make it? And even if she did, would she have time to bolt the doors? Would the creature try to follow her? What was it?

The creature is me, thought Ying. She forced herself to focus, to think only of the glass doors. She ran, her feet slapping the stone pathway, the cold air cooling the sweat on her brow.

As she passed the fāngzhū, movement flashed within. Ying dodged away from it, gasping, but then paused—the mirror was now empty, her reflection absent. As if she herself had disappeared.

Her heart hammering, Ying leaned closer, not daring to breathe. A moment passed, deceptively calm. Then her reflection slammed against the glass, face up close, hair disheveled, teeth bared. The creature raised both hands as though it—or she herself, or whatever it was—might haul itself right through the mirror.

A scream caught in Ying’s throat as she realized: She couldn’t outrun it. She couldn’t escape.

She had to face it.

She was not supposed to know how to defend herself, was not supposed to know how to fight. As the youngest daughter of the aristocratic Jiang family, she was only supposed to learn to play the èrhú, to embroider silks, and to serve tea. But she’d railed at the injustice of her brothers learning to fight but not her. Her parents, who were accustomed to indulging her every childish whim, allowed her to join in while her brothers trained with their masters. They never seriously believed she’d stick with it, but she did. She would memorize what she’d learned so she could practice by herself, secretly, in her room. Slowly, over the years, she built up her strength and the power behind her kicks. No one but Ying knew about the hours she spent training by herself in front of her mirror when she was meant to be in bed asleep.

She was glad of it now.

Throwing her entire body weight behind the movement, Ying stamped down on the fāngzhū. Pain shot through her foot as the mirror shattered, cracked lines feathering the glass. The creature in the mirror jerked away. With both hands, Ying raised the mirror, then swung it down, smashing it on the ground. Again and again she smashed it, until it was pulverized into a mess of glittering fragments. Tossing away the last two pieces, Ying sank into a defensive crouch. Her sleeves were long—ridiculous, even. Perhaps she could use them to strangle the beast.

With rising panic, she scanned the now-serene scene. The pond was smooth, quiet. But she knew the creature might try to emerge again.

“Lady Ying!” It was Li Ming.

Ying spun around. Her handmaiden was framed by the doorway, carrying a neat pile of underclothes in her arms. “Whatever is the matter?” Li Ming’s eyes widened as Ying Yue sprinted toward her.

“The … water!” Ying cried, her voice garbled. She grabbed her maid’s shoulder. As if in response, she heard a loud splash behind her. “Get out! I’ll fight it off!”

“What is wrong, my lady?” Li Ming craned her neck, trying to see what Ying meant. Then she spotted the smashed mirror and gasped. It was considered bad luck to smash a mirror. Even worse, a fāngzhū mirror. According to the local superstitions, with insufficient dew to make the wedding tea, Ying’s marriage would be cursed forever. “What happened?”

Ying spun Li Ming around and tried to push her back inside. “Never mind that. You need to run!”

“Run?” Li Ming repeated, her eyebrows knotted in confusion, before she twisted out of Ying’s grasp.

“Don’t go near the water!” Ying cried. But the maid was already walking toward it. Clearly, to her, nothing could be as horrific as smashing that damn mirror.

Li Ming edged toward the pond, Ying following. The creature had vanished—as if it had never existed.

Ying, still panicked, surveyed the empty garden. Nothing. The maid was staring at the water, looking puzzled. The pond was calm, the specter of Ying’s reflection having completely disappeared.

“What is wrong with the water, Lady Ying?” Li Ming, clutching the pile of nightclothes, turned back to face her mistress. “Shall I call a guard? Or perhaps the animal keeper? Was it a wild creature that frightened you so, my lady? Did it cause you to drop the mirror?”

Ying shook her head and forced herself to quell her rapid breathing. Perhaps she was hallucinating. Or perhaps this was a nightmare. Perhaps she would wake soon, refreshed, ready to fulfill her obligations, all memory of aberrant reflections lost to the murky world of dreams.

Whatever it was, it was gone. She couldn’t explain it, or tell anyone, not even Li Ming. They would conclude she was of unsound mind and throw her in the dungeons.

Or worse.

“It’s nothing.” Trying to steady her shaking hands, she took the pile of clothes from Li Ming and clutched it to her chest. “Probably just a carp leaping from the water. It gave me a fright, that’s all.”

Li Ming nodded. She was a small thing, short in stature, with a pixie-like face. Looking at her made Ying want to cover herself. Compared to the maid’s neat little bun and pale-blue muslin frock, Ying’s shoe, crumpled hànfú and messy hair felt scandalous.

It was not the untidiness of Ying’s dress, though, that caught Li Ming’s attention. It was the blood blooming on the gold silk of Ying’s shoe. “Lady Ying!” She pointed, the whites of her eyes showing. “You’re … you’re bleeding!”

Ying shot a glance at her foot. By now, her shoe was drenched. Seeing it made her dizzy, but she forced her voice to stay level. “It’s just—the glass. The broken glass.”

Li Ming took Ying by the elbow. “Come,” she said with heartbreaking gentleness. “The hair combing starts soon. We should get you cleaned up.”

Allowing herself to be steered back to her rooms, Ying risked one last look at the two remnant mirror shards. It was hard to tell from a distance—but she could have sworn an eye appeared, staring out from the broken glass.

Watching her.
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Ying winced as Li Ming dabbed at a cut on the sole of her foot. Not wanting to distract her maid, she bit her lip, trying not to cry out at the pain.

Assiduous as always, Li Ming bent her head to the task, stopping only to splash more spirit on the wound. She was used to patching up Ying’s various cuts and scrapes. As she worked, she hummed a song, the same one she always sang when she was concentrating.

Previously an underservant at the Jiang family mansion, Li Ming had struck up a close friendship with Ying when they were both children. So when Ying came of age, the girl was raised from obscurity and trained in the arts of hair styling and dress to be Ying’s personal attendant. When Ying’s betrothal to the crown prince was announced, there was no question that Li Ming would accompany her mistress to Jinshan province, seat of the royal family.

Ying, who’d had to leave her family behind, was grateful for Li Ming’s presence. Here at the palace Ying had no other allies, no confidants, no friends. In her lonely existence, she clung to the only person who showed her kindness: her maid.

Shifting in her seat, Ying turned away from the mirror. Now that she was back in her bright, cheery quarters, the idea of her reflection rising out of the water seemed far-fetched. Nonsensical. Still, her palms remained clammy, and her pulse roared in her ears. Had it all just been in her mind? Out there, under the wan light of the moon, it had seemed so real. …

Li Ming finished winding the gauze bandage. “There you go, my lady,” she said, snipping off the loose end. “Hopefully, it won’t make walking too difficult tomorrow.”

Ying groaned, letting the hem of the silk nightgown she’d changed into drop back to the floor. “Please. Don’t remind me of tomorrow.”

The maid gave Ying a sympathetic smile and began busying herself with preparations for the hair-combing ceremony. It was nearing the Hour of the Rat, which meant Ying’s family would be arriving at any moment.

Normally, Ying relished having her hair combed. It reminded her of childhood—of how her mother brushed her hair back home. Usually, it lulled her into a sort of trance. But tonight? Tonight she was dreading it. The hair combing meant two things.

One, that the day had almost arrived—she was well and truly going to be getting married to a most indifferent husband.

And two, she’d have to sit and face the mirror.

She almost jumped at the sharp staccato sound of someone rapping at the door. A eunuch servant swept in, kowtowing low. “Announcing the arrival of Lord and Lady Jiang, of Shuijing He, and their four sons, Jiang Hao Yu, Jiang Hao Qiang, Jiang Hao Zhuang, and Jiang Hao Zie.”

The Jiang family were the rulers of Shuijing He, a southern region crisscrossed by an extensive network of lakes, streams, and rivers. Ying had grown up on the water, had spent her childhood watching the fishing boats—the province’s primary source of trade—as they hauled in nets full of wriggling fish.

Ying’s ancestors had sat on the Shuijing He thrones for millennia. According to legend, they were once demigods who turned carp into dragons and rode them along riverbeds. Of course, Ying knew these were merely fables. Dragons didn’t exist, after all. But the Jiangs had nevertheless adopted a carp as their mascot, maintaining a long tradition of riverboating that spanned centuries.

Ying hurriedly kowtowed to her parents and elder brothers as they filed in one by one. As soon as she had completed the formal greeting, she rushed into their arms, hugging each one tight. The royal family, being fiercely protective of the palace precinct, had not allowed the Jiangs to accompany Ying to the palace. Her parents and brothers had arrived earlier that day, ushered in through a secret side gate, specifically to attend the wedding festivities. Tonight was the first time she had seen any of them in months. Hugging them felt incredible.

It felt like home.

“Little one,” her mother said, holding Ying at arm’s length and scrutinizing her features. Her eyes misted with tears. “I cannot believe you will soon be—”

“Mā.” Ying cut her off. She did not want to be reminded of her marriage. She thrummed with nerves, terrified of the new life she would soon lead. Tonight, she didn’t want to think of princes and weddings and her future duties producing heirs. All she wanted was to soak up the limited time she had with her loved ones.

From tomorrow onward, Ying would officially be part of a new family. It was likely that after the wedding she would never see her parents or four brothers again.

Her mother led her to the dressing table, upon which sat Ying’s considerable collection of combs and brushes, as well as the room’s only mirror. Ying fought the urge to pull away but allowed Lady Jiang to guide her onto the plush seat of the chair.

The sooner she got this over with, the better.

Ying closed her eyes, trying to clear her mind. But visions of the horrific water creature flashed behind her eyelids. Trying not to hyperventilate, she opened her eyes, gripping the edge of the dressing table, her fingers splayed upon the lacquered wood.

In the mirror, Ying’s face was pale, her eyes wide. Otherwise, though, everything looked normal. When she moved, her reflection moved. When she blinked, her reflection did, too. All utterly, boringly normal.

She flinched when she felt her mother’s fingers on her scalp.

“My, Yiyi,” Lady Jiang said, using Ying’s pet name. “You are skittish tonight. What is wrong?”

“Nothing,” Ying lied. “Just wedding nerves.”

For several minutes, the only sound was that of the comb pulling through Ying’s hair.

“Māma?” Ying said eventually, chafing her fingers in her lap. Her eyes drifted to her mother’s reflection. Lady Jiang had a look of intense concentration, her deft fingers partitioning the hair into sections before giving each a pass with the bone-handled comb. “Do you ever imagine something so strongly it seems real?”

The comb faltered for half a second before Lady Jiang resumed her steady pace. “Whatever do you mean?”

“I mean, you can see it. Really, truly see it. Right in front of you, even though you know it isn’t there.”

Ying didn’t miss the silent look that passed between her mother and father. Ying knew that look. It said, Here she goes again. “No, Ying Yue,” her mother said. “Why do you ask?”

Ying paused. “I thought I saw something.” She stretched out a finger and placed it delicately on the cool glass. Her reflection did exactly the same. “Out there.” She gestured to the garden with her eyes.

“Saw what?”

“My … my reflection.” Ying’s eyes met her mother’s. “It chased me.”

Her mother stared at Ying for a long moment, then shook her head. “It’s just your fancy, bǎobèi. You’re stressed due to the wedding—”

“No, it isn’t that, it’s—”

“The wedding,” Lady Jiang said firmly, refusing to listen further. “Li Ming tells us you’ve been having nightmares. It seems your imagination is running away with you.”

That much was true. Every night for the past few weeks, Ying had dreamt about lying in an open grave. In the dream, her future husband stood over her, his skin glinting silver in the moonlight. He’d smirk, then toss a shovelful of dirt over her face. She’d wake screaming, heart thumping, absolutely drenched in sweat.

But tonight was different. She hadn’t been asleep. She’d been very, very much awake.

As usual, the practical-minded Lady Jiang did not want to talk of ghosts and monsters. From childhood, Ying had always had a morbid fascination with horror stories. Even back then, she was intrigued by the Shan family and the rumors surrounding them. Ever since they’d conquered the noble kingdoms and founded the empire, the ruling family had completely closed the palace gates to outsiders. No staff members, except a few of their closest guards, were permitted to leave the precinct. Thousands upon thousands of Shan family servants, soldiers, guards, and bureaucrats were born, lived, and died all within the confines of the palace walls.

From that had sprung whispers: whispers about strange happenings, tales of secrets, witchcraft, disappearing women. … People whispered to each other that the Imperial Palace was cursed. Ying loved to speculate about the royal family, to gossip, to discuss rumors. And her curiosity had only burned brighter when she received the summons to wed the prince.

But her mother had always quickly shut down talk of anything supernatural. Lady Jiang’s mind lived firmly in the present. She dealt with the touchable, the tangible. To her, Ying’s interest in the occult was nothing more than a passing fancy. Of course Lady Jiang would dismiss Ying’s story.

I know what I saw, dammit, Ying thought. It was real. It was real.

Or was it? a more sinister voice whispered within her mind. Ying fiddled with the cuffs of her sleeves, her mind racing. Since she’d arrived at the royal palace, she’d felt jumpy. Off. The truth was, this wasn’t the first time she’d noticed something strange. For months now, she’d sometimes catch an odd movement, or a fluttering shadow, always just beyond the edges of her vision. Occasionally, she’d see colorful lines across her mirrors; she’d just assumed it was light hitting the glass in a very particular way.

Even she had dismissed it, because every time she’d turned to look, the movements had disappeared. How could Ying expect her mother to believe her when she wasn’t sure she could believe herself?

“You’re right.” Ying kept her tone light. “It was probably just a hallucination. A vision. My nightmares have become so vivid they’re happening while I’m awake.”

“Very good,” murmured her mother, and continued to comb Ying’s hair.

After Lady Jiang had recited the last of the Four Litanies—May you both be blessed with longevity—the family took their leave. All except Hao Yu, Ying’s eldest and most beloved brother. Hao Yu was the one who had taught her the most about fighting, the one who’d never complained when she tagged along on the brothers’ adventures.

The one who once, long ago, had saved her life.

“Sister,” he said, wrapping her up in an embrace. “I suppose this is where we say goodbye.”

Ying’s heart contracted for a beat. She blinked, her tears refracting, hazy, in her vision. But she couldn’t cry. Would not cry. Crying would just waste the precious few moments she had left with her brother. Instead, she clutched his forearms and stared up at his face, trying to imprint it on her mind. She wanted to be able to recall it in detail when her loneliness became overwhelming—which would be often, if the past three months were any indication.

Hao gave her a faint half smile. “I have a present for you,” he said, pulling something from the sleeve of his hànfú. “Although”—he raised an eyebrow in warning—“you’re not to tell anyone what it is.”

“Oh?” Ying’s curiosity burned, momentarily distracting her from grief. It was so characteristic of him. He’d always loved indulging her with sweets and small trinkets, even when they were children. As they’d grown, his gifts had become more sophisticated, but the sentiment behind them had remained the same.

Tonight’s gift was a silver ring set with a glittering black opal. “It’s beautiful,” Ying whispered, sliding it over her middle finger. Its cool tones contrasted with the warm gold of her betrothal bracelet—her old life and her new, side by side.

“It’s not just a pretty ornament,” her brother said, and one corner of his lip turned up in a grin. “Go on, press the stone.”

She did so and gasped as the opal swung open to reveal a hidden compartment holding a small measure of fine gray powder.

“Essence of the Living Dead,” Hao Yu explained at Ying’s questioning expression. His voice dropped lower, and he took a step toward her. “Listen, if that husband of yours tries anything funny—and I mean anything—let me know. But give him some of this first, and it’ll knock him out cold.”

“Oh, Hao, you don’t think—”

“I don’t know,” Hao said, his expression grim. “I mean, he’s handsome, of course. Just my type. But in my experience, attractive men can still be pigs. And he just seems …” Her brother shook his head. “Plus, you know the rumors about the Shan family. All those empresses disappearing …”

“But, Hao—”

“All I’m saying is be wary. Don’t fall for his pretty face. Or his pretty words.” He cast a dark look at the ring on Ying’s finger. “Just keep it on you, okay? In case you need it.”

Ying clamped her mouth shut and nodded. The women who had disappeared—seven of them, if the rumors were true—had vanished over a span of centuries. Every princess who had married into the Shan family had faded from public view, never to be seen again. Until the current empress, that is.

But then, who was to say that they’d really disappeared? Sure, they had entered the palace and never reemerged. But so had thousands of other people, servants and nobility alike. Perhaps those other women just preferred not to interact with commonfolk.

Seven of them, though? Ying swallowed, squashing the thought. What she knew was true was frightening enough: that she’d be marrying into a proud, aloof family and joining a legacy that spanned centuries. That she’d be giving up her entire known existence for a man who was essentially a stranger.

No. If she thought too hard about the fate of past empresses, she’d crack, and worry Hao Yu even more. He was always worried about her safety. Once, when they were children, he’d almost lost Ying in the river. And although he had saved her, he’d never forgiven himself. Since then, he’d always been somewhat … overprotective.

It’s because he loves me, thought Ying, hugging her brother again, not wanting to let go. Somehow, letting go seemed symbolic, as though her old life was crumbling to ash in her arms. Already her brother seemed less solid, more insubstantial.

But she had to let go. She had no choice. “Goodbye, Brother,” she whispered into his shoulder, suddenly unable to stop her tears from flowing.

Finally, they parted. But as Hao went to slip out of her chamber, he stopped and turned back around. “Ying,” he said, fixing her with his gaze. “One last thing. You won’t go … looking for trouble, will you?”

Ying dried her eyes on a corner of her robe, her sadness replaced by mild irritation. “What do you mean?” she replied. “Of course I won’t.”

“Good. Remember.” He paused, one hand on the door handle. “The lakes feed the rivers—”

Ying finished his sentence: “And the rivers feed the sea.” The Jiang family motto. She’d said it countless times over the years, but this time the words felt so forced, so final.

Giving her a small bow, Hao finally left the room. The door snicked shut behind him. Ying wiped her tears and turned her face toward the window. The crescent moon hung suspended, a sharp-edged sliver in the sky. It was the same moon that had accompanied her, in all its phases, on her long journey to the palace. The same moon she used to watch back home. A reminder, perhaps, that out there, beyond the palace walls, real life still existed.

Even though she’d been locked up here for months, a prisoner in the palace, back in her home province, folk lived and loved and toiled and grieved under the light of the very same moon.

Ying stroked the surface of Hao Yu’s ring with one finger, then closed her fist. It would stay with her always. A talisman; a memento of her brother’s affection. The poison within would protect her if the prince tried anything untoward.

She shut the window, fastening the bolts. Then, drawing a steadying breath, Ying clutched her ringed hand to her heart. She could do this. The vision she’d had earlier … was just a vision. She was stressed out; it had been dark; she’d been spooked by some shifting shadows.

It was nothing, Ying reassured herself. As she climbed into bed and drew the covers up, the dim, guttering light from the candle swooped and flickered, blown by an errant breeze.

Ying froze.

She’d bolted the window. Which meant …

There was no breeze.

As she scrambled upright, she caught sight of her reflection, and the pale, ghostly hand emerging from it.

She screamed. Without thinking, she grabbed a heavy brass ornament from her nightstand and threw it—hard. The mirror smashed; her reflection hissed and yanked back its arm.

Trembling, Ying flattened herself against the headboard, staring. Her reflection, cleaved in half by a jagged line, stared back. Its face was ashen, its chest heaving with apparent fear.

Ying could have almost convinced herself it was another hallucination, were it not for the deep crack that had appeared in her reflection’s arm …

And the rivulets of black blood dripping from it.
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