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fought at his side iri her orarn unit. Qreen-General Mi Xuan, pilot
of the Three-Legged Crow,leader of the Iron Widows. His mentor-

"Qrit wasting your energy on talking," she grunted over her

shoulder, her words mufled by her protective leather mask, its

glass lenses fogging up. She was the only one left in his nascent

empire of Huaxia who dared speak to him this way. She shed her

temporary Yellow Dragon armor on the yrn seat like a golden

husk and stood up in her black conduction suit. She'd brought her

usualThree-Legged Crow armor into the cockpit,but she wouldnt
need it for what would come next.

Qln Zheng sprouted thin needles out of his gaundet palms to
let her manipulate the qi flow between him and the Dragon. His
Council of Sages had vehemendy opposed this experiment, but
they had not come up with any alternative solutions. He was

showing symptoms of the most aggressive form of flowerpox. He
had mere days before his organs began liquefying right in his

body. A cure would not be produced within days.

Silently, he cursed the gods. Even after he had resumed tribute
to them, they would not respond to his requests for dialogue. His
sole remaining option was this audacious attempt to freezehim-
self in time.

" Shifu," Q]n Zheng said in a smaller voice than he had used in
years. It pained him to leave Huaxia in the hands of others, but
he could scarcely hold on to his existence, much less his empire.

'Do not let them wake me until a cure is made. No matter how
long it takes."

General Mi's steely eyes glistened behind the glass lenses of
her mask. "'Ihzt,I can promise you."

She pressed her bare palms into the needles on his gaundets.

Her jaw clenched. Blood trickled out between their hands. The

meridians carrying her qi through her body darkened across the
few swaths ofvisible skin on her neck and the backs of her hands.

Water was the qi type she had the least affinity for, yet she wielded
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it like a roaring tide. Its coldness per\';.
Zheng's blood. His instinct was to conrr(l

everything, but for once he let it happen :
of qi could be established through the D:,
downhill, while its primal particles \,r'ere :

Water type into Qln Zheng, this coldne s.

sist indefinitely.
"Xuan-jidjid. . ." he breathed out as ml

over. An improper way for a student to :,
improper as the way she, in turn, never u:

A slight tremor went through her. Q:
more, but could no longer conjure the lvo:
thing he was feeling.

"Get some rest,Zheng'er," she murr--

to you."
Please, he pleaded in the safety of his :

never do so out loud.

The cold closed over him like ice over ,

He swore it was less than a minute ,

through his body again. His eyes stutterei
the dim cockpit. Had General Mi put on

armor? The pressure of her hand on his g.r.

qi into him. He momentarily feared the er;:

but there was someone else with her nou-. ',

let. Some time must have passed. She had

"Where's the cure?" Qjn Zheng croake ,

She and the other person stood in sile r
"Where's the cure?" he repeated, stale ai

his thawing lungs.

Shouts rose in the shadows further aht

they brought more people into the cockpi

General Mi snapped into motion, fumi
her free hand. "Open upl"
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Her voice was wrong, higher-pitched and less raspy. Her qi

felt off as well. And her armor was red and coarse, not black and

form-fitting.
Before he could tell if this impression was the fault of his reviv-

ing senses, he felt a numbness in the right side of his body and a

sagging in half his face. He and General Mi both cried out in

surprise. He shook one gauntlet free to morph a mask of spirit

metal over that half of his face, because, though he knew she

would not care past the initial shock, he did not want her to see

him like this.

As expected, she was dazed for but an instant before she stabbed

a syringe into his neck. A cold liquid he assumed was the cure to

flowerpox seeped into him. Slowly, his vision came to focus.

The sight was not what he wanted to see.

She was not General Mi. They looked remarkably similar, with

the same eyes that promised vengeance and bloodshed, but it was

impossible that General Mi had gotten younger and shorter.

What was going on? How long had it been? Where was the

general?

"Can you pilot?" The girl's question pierced his spiraling

thoughts. She spoke with a strange dialect, one he could not

pinpoint. She detached the syringe from his neck and pressed

down on the bleeding puncture. "I need your Power, your

Chrysalis. Now."

Qln Zheng kept his expression neutral. He could not show

vulnerability in an unknown situation.

After feeling for her spirit pressure, he let out a dry laugh.

Who did this little girl think she was? Had no one told her who

he was? Piloting with him would be her death sentence. He

channeled all five types of qi with the fulI force he could muster,

showing her exactly what she'd be getting herself into.

Yet, after a few stunned seconds, she did not relent. She de-

manded he shift to the fn seat-the uomani seat-and threatened

to withhold further medicine if he did :' ,

told her so.

"Do you want to live or diei" the =-:
simple question!"

"You wouldn'1 ls1 ms-"
"Q!n Zheng, I know two hundred ,.:,:

of what's going on than you do, and I .:.-, .
Her tirade continued, but his rri:-; ..

she'd spouted. Ttto hundred and tL!r.:.'.-: ''

Oaer ttoo centuries.

The world seemed to turn on i:. -.,--

around and around and around. T." I . -
times around the sun. Constellall,t:-. --,

falling, lives beginning and endins

His General Mi was dead, alons i',: , :'
else he knew.
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yearc, yet nothing has changed. Th.y continue to lord over you,

making you think of them as divine. Their power has not been

broken."
The Yellow Dragon slows in its flight as more of my focus strays

to Qn Zheng. "Why do you say that like things are supposed to

be different?"
His spirit form looks at mine as if I'm telling him an absurd

storr'. "You know not of the ultimatum I attempted, do you?"

"No,I dont! What are you talking about?"

"Three months ago . . .three months ago from my PercPectrve,

I halted all tribute to the gods, refusing to obey them blindly any

longer.I had always doubted theywere as mighty as they claimed,

so I demanded to see their true faces. I told them that if Huaxia

were to continue offering tribute, we must receive more in return.

The gods responded only with warnings. Then, two weeks ago' I
came down with this blasted pox." I{e touches his face. Flower-

shaped pustules bloom over his skin, the way his body looks in

real life.

I waver on the farthest stretches of my capacity to process what's

happening.Two weeks ago from his perspective'Two hundred and

r\\-enn'-one vears from mine.
"Th.] inf-ected vou?"
"Perhaps. At the very least, they left me to perish, even after I

resumed the tributes." Hatred erupts from him, hitting me like ice

water through our mind link. "Me, the strongest pilot to ever live,

who crafted a plan to end the war. This confi.rms my suspicion that

they have no interest in letting that occur.I would guess the Hundun

husks we offer are much too valuable to them. If we annihilated the

Hunduns, they would receive no more."

My mind spins at the reminder of the Hunduns.

"Zhi.r isn't our planet!"Ytzhi's words scour through my memories

like a phantom wail.
"Did you know the truth about the Hunduns?" I choke out.

"What they really are to this world? Of what we are to it?"

"Yes," Qln Zheng says, chillingly nonctr

them as aggressive invaders and us as embatt

firl fiction that maintains the resolve of tht
Hunduns. Those of us who reach the uppe

know better. We need to, in order to knorr wl

coveries to nip in the bud.It is not difficult for
to stumble upon findings that contradict our

I wrench the Yellow Dragon around in mir

weryone."
"Absolutely not!" Qln Zhetg seizes con

forcing it down from our considerable altin

matter I begrudgingly agree with the gods or

tive. Exposing it would do more harm than p

"What do you mean? How could tellirg t
'Youwish to rule?This is the cost!"He slap

invisible ground. "Do you sincerely belierc

defend the entirety of Huaxia without mrir

sions? Good pilots have always been in shor

that has changed, given how the war has gonr

the truth would do nothing but dampen figh
"So we lie to our entire wodd about whr'

ridiculous!"
"Is it? Look how distraught you are, rEt E

our circumstances? The Hunduns will not ce

we cannot cease to defend ourselves agai-n

creating turmoil in your heart,what practical

ing the truth made to you?"

I press my knuckles to my forehea4 punir
keeping myself from unraveling. "The tru&.

arent mindless invaders. It means there's ho1

'Peace?" Qln Zhenglets out a bitter laugh

peace with metallic bugs who cannot undes
"Who says they cant? Didn?,vou hear

speaking in our heads?"
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" Spare us . . . Please. . ." I remember it pleading as we drained it
of qi with the Yellow Dragon near the end of our counterattack

on the Zhou province.

"I heard no such thing," Qln Zheng says, though a trace of
uncertainty slows his words. I think he genuinely never experi-

enced anything like it in his era. But two hundred years is a long

time, and we humans mrght not be the only ones who've Srown
and evolved.

"Your brain was still thawing!" I Point out. "Befote I woke you

up, my army fought a Metal-type Emperor, too. Fly back and ask

any pilot who was there. They'll tell you they heard it speak in

their head."

tere's no way any of them could forget that eerie voice stab-

bing into our minds, accompanied by a shrill melody, sending us

all into unnatural panic. " Get out!" it said." Leaoe us alone!"

I couldnt comprehend what was happening then, but now it
makes sense. So much of myworld is making more sense.

Qln Zheng's eyes flit side to side like he's reading something-

"Even if these extraordinarily rare Emperor-class Hunduns some-

how developed this ability, did you manage any Proper dialogue

with it? Have any other Hunduns demonstrated the same capacity?"

"We didrit know it was possible to try! But now we do, and

surely we can figure out a way to communicate with-"
"The Hunduns will not indulge your delusions of peace! From

their perspe ctive, we are the invaders. The only way we can battle

them with equal vigor is if we believe the same of them. This war

has raged for cenfirries. How it started no longer matters. Many
Rongdi tribes have folktales that tell of being 'cast from the

heavens as divine punishment.'This suggests our ancestors were

criminals exiled to this planet.We would not be accepted back to

wherever they originated."

A sickness crawls over me.Ancestors. Criminals. How deep and

ugly does the truth go?
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I can barely think.I am so tired of these lie

from those in power. The last thing I lyant 1

one maintaining them.

"Besides," Qln Zheng adds, "so long as d
theywill not allow any prospect of peace . Hor
and drops his voice, "if you attempt to publi

not wait for the gods to end you.I will do it
ensure your words are remembered as hYsteri

I flinch from his piercing gaze, though the

when I remember who I'm dealing with. fte
on coundess enemies before watching them

It's honesdy laughable that I brought up the

him. This is Qln Zheng. Qln Fucking Zho
believe he's alive before me, resurrected out o.

transcending time and death.

But this is no longer the world he ruled-

"I'd like to see how youd pull that oft-wt
how the modern wodd works," I say, rehr-.i-nr

"I have perused enough of your memori

masses would believe my word over vours, In

The Yellow Dragon hits the ground in a he

ing, having been descending by his will tht
trembles at my core at the reminder tlat men

a mind link. How much has he learned of m'

'You're really willing to bet on thati" I I

pn-ydng realm despite the icy nausea creqri

After a lengthy silence, he cocks his head

'r'ou not wish for your partner back?"

I wince as an image flashes in a deeper la

ness, that of a partialbody suspended in a t
I cant admit it's . . . it's . . .

"The gods are bluffing." Words tumble or

way, just no way, that someone can come hac
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"The gods are capable of more than we can comprehend. The

technological information they throw to us in exchange for our

tribute is no doubt a mere fraction of their knowledge."

"Then how did you thinkyou could bargain with them?"

"Because I would rather die fighting than languish in servitude.

Is that not why your first impulse upon receiving their message

was to hunt for them?"

Through the Dragon's eyes,I glance around the desolate land-

scape we've landed in, utterly different from the forests on the

other side of the Kunlun Mountains. Wind sweeps up curls of
sand like glimmering stardust under the full moon. An unknown

territory I entered out of a sheer, seething desire to confront the

gods, despite knowing logically I cannot win.
"I wont find the gods by wandering like this, though, will I?"

I remark, more to myself than to Qln Zheng. I feel like I aged a

decade in this one day. How was it just this morning that I was

charging out from the SuilTang frontierwith the cautious hope of
retaking the Zhot province and leveraging it against the govern-

ment? Now neither the SuilTang command center nor the central

government exist anlrmore. I crushed them both to rubble.

Skies, did I really do that? How am I supposed to clean up this

mess?

"This is folly indeed." Qlt Zheng's eyes fall shut. "fhe wiser

move would be to return to Chang'an and abide by the gods'com-

mands for now. Ifwe are to challenge them, we ought to formulate

a mofe concrete plan."

W.Theword catches at my mind like a thorn.

Tltere is no "we," I want to insist.

Yet...isnttherei
I study Qln Zheng's spirit form, sitting like he's deep in medi-

tation, shockingly composed for someone who woke up to find he

overslept for two centuries. He is undeniably the most powerful

co-pilot I could have. While we disagree on revealing the truth of
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the Hunduns,we have the same goal of chel

not sure I can physically activate the Yellow I
him. He's also notwrong about goingbacktt
find the Heavenly Court by blindly ft.ving-

movements, plan a proper trajectory somed

When Qln Zheng's eyes stay shut and

remains on the ground, I realvx. he's leatinl

offto me.Why? He cannot be someone uso

Or is he? M^yb. he's still too dazed frou

properly.What do I really know about himi
His accomplishments. Butwho is he bevond

titute's son who united seven war-ring nation

no clue besides what I experienced in his r
igui,hnngry ghosts, clawing through afivz
that? What did he go through that the st

How did he get those streaking scars o\Er

Who did he leave behind in his centun-i

I dont know.

I dorit know.

I dont know.

No matter how hard I reach, I cant accs:

Whatever.
I propel the Dragon into flight again. I

around doing nothing.

He makes no effort to influence the Dn
I fly over endless stretches of sand, I elrns'=-

Now that I've lost my momentum and ad

the Dragon forward is a strenuous endearr

moving for much longer. I cant wait to setd

When we finally approach the Kunlur
string of pings inside the Dragon's cockpit ,

Crap. We mustVe flown out of range of
mitters in the trucks I placed around tle mt



palorrsap p(I'surzlunou eqt punoJe perzld I $llnr] aqt ur sJeDrur

-suEJ] eAE,r\ orprJ erll Jo a8ue; go lno u./\.rog el.lsnru a16 .drr3
'eLu selutls tldlcoc spo8u;q eqt eprsur s8urdgo 3urrr.

z 'urr8r sur?]unotr\l unpn) eqt qceorddr ,,(grug e,,'a. ueq1\
'tsal pu? u^\op eplas ot trr,&r tprr I 're8uol qf,ntu JoJ Sur,rou

daal urc I lqnop I'Joluapua snonuerls E sr pJE^AJoJ uoSurq ag:

Surqsnd lsnl'eurpuaJpE pu? urnJuaruolu fu; 1so1 eA.I ler{l ^\o_\
'd1eq pporn arl qsr,tt tsourlz 1 'purs Jo seqf,le4s sselpua relo .\E I
sv 

. 
sru e ru e^ou sposrr q a q] ar u enuu, * 

;:frTJ ;:]JI':T",.
Suqlrs uErlt re]]eq s,]1 'urr8r tg8rg otur uo8rrg eqr lado-rd 1

're^elBqA\
'selrotueur srqgo lur ssef,f,E ](uEJ 1'qczar I pruq 

^\oq 
Je]ltur oN

,e\ou)I ],uoP I
,&\ouT l,uoP I
.&,torDl r,uoP I

q&n1uac srq ur puqaq e Eel eq p1p oq,\\
ialtJ srq Jo eprs euo JaAo srucs Suryrarts esoq] ra8 eq p1p 

^\oll
i;o >1zads t.uop serrots erl] lzr{r g8no.rqr oB eg prp }Er{A\ ;rlr.-
a)r1 ]r sr lq16 'eas uezoJJ u g8norqr 8ur,r,tup ,slsog8 lr8unq !2,q,.

ssellunof,:urper purru srq ur pecuerradxe I tzr{.\ seprsaq enlJ o-
e Er{ I iErxEnH o}ur suor}Bu Surr:e,&\ ueles pe}run oq,&\ uos s(eJn-tr_

-sord u;o pua8el erlr puolaq eq sr oq^\ lng 'stueurqs{duorcz sr11

'.rerntod srH 'eurEu slH iluFl ]nogE /\ .ou>I lluar 1 op rzq11 dl.rado:c

lopd o1 Suutrgt sq ruo5 pezvp oot IBS s,eq eg&141 iaq sr rO
';a,rtod Surplall ot pasn euoeuros ag ]ouuuf, eH ilql 

.atu 01 JC
aIE] o] uorsrf,ep aq] Surutrel s(ar{ azrFeJ l,punor8 eql uo surt[rr:
uoSe.rq .&4.olle1 eql puB lnqs lzls se,{a s 3ueg7 uifi uaq7u1

'aroru Surqleuos'&olce[z-q rado-rd z ueld,s]uerue,roLr-

str >lrerl ol eAEq e16'3ur..{g f1pr{q dq rrno3 ,(1ua,rra11 er{t pu;
tpo { e1yut,Suug3 ot >lrzq Suro8 lnogu Suoran 1ou osp s(eH .Lur;

]noqtl /r ure8u uo8rrq r\olle1 ar{t e}"Arlru llpcrslqd uut I erns to -
ru,1 'spo8 erlr Sur8uelzgc 3o po8 eruzs er{} eABq a.&r ,sunpun11 aqt

Jo I{}nJ} aql Surpe,rer uo aer8zsrp Jri r- , ,i"_

p;;erwod tsoru oql ,,(lqeruapun sr elf .>- ,,_
Jq pug o1 dn a>1oa,r orl,t\ JuoJruo: - _ : :. - .

-lpeu ur deap s,eq e>l{ Surllrs,ur:c,: -.::,.. ,

.]srsur ot 1u",
'uJoql 3 a)III Prmx -llu tE s3

eltlnturoJ o1 lg8no eu.,ruaqJ a8uelpgr o1 arr
-ruoc,spo8 egrlq eprge puz uz,8wg3 o:r rurt
resr r erll, 'lnqs IpJ sala s,8uag7 uJ} .p*

s1r1r dn uEeIf, ot pasoddns I rrrE 
^.roH alzrp op

'elgqnr ot qtoq tueqt peqsruf, 1-arorrri
IuJluef, arp Jou JelueJ prrBurrrrof, 8ur1_p5 ag
-urazr.o8 egl lsup8u 1r Sur8u;eaal puz sutror
go adog snorlnuJ arp rllr,v\ raDuorl Buel-pq e
szl{ I lzrp Sururoru srrp }snf lI sEtt 

^\oH 
--rrl

e pa8e I eTI IeeJ 1-2uey7 uh or urqrqarir
,,eI UIlv\'q8nogl 

(srgl a111 8ur:apu:..,. .-: .
.ur,rl louu?l J -\r_: I _: - -

eql ]uor3uol o] eJrsop Surqlaas ,JaiL-: . :,
ur\ou>lun uv'uoour IInJ aql Jepun t!::-1-l
Jo slJnr dn sdeearr.s pul^ .surEtunoJ\- _ 

-

aql uo slseJoJ Jr{t ruoU tuaJe$rF .i.-._-
-puul elzlosep er{} punore eruz18 1 'se.,,_ . -

a8zsseru rraql Sur,taca.r uodn as1nd,.u. _,:_
'epn-ulres ur qsrn8url urgl Surlq8g ar: ;: __

((ar.ueql rpyn urr8rug plnor no_i >- _ _ -

,,'e8pe1,rou1 ner{} Jo uoTt.rr_-- r- -

5r

Jno JoJ a8uugcxa ur sn ol rrloJrp r(atp uoouu
eql'puer{eJdruoc uuc e,/$. uBrIJ a-rotu.lo alqzd

il


