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	To my grandma, Alice Hsueh Mai Lee.  May I live up to your name in everything I do. And to my grandpa, Theodore Yu Hsi Lee. Your lives tell the story of the American dream and the Asian American experience. Without you, there would be no me.
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Chapter 1

	•  •  •  •  •  •  •  •  •  •

	I hurried along the beach trail on my way home. A spasm pulled at the back of my leg. I winced. Five miles to and from the harbor every day. Would I ever get used to it? At least my eight-month pregnant sister-in-law wasn’t making the trek herself. Thank Old Grandfather Heaven I’d finally convinced her to let me take over her job at the sea market.

	A commotion of voices drew my attention down to the shore. Dozens of village girls and their mamas were gathered on the beach. At the sight of them, a shiver coursed through my body.

	Your voice is powerful, and that makes it dangerous, Rilla.

	My mama’s warning echoed in my head. It must be that time of year. The palace scouts were probably in the village. But why hadn’t I seen any notices of their arrival?

	I continued down the path toward the crowd on the main shore. Someone there should be able to tell me what was going on.

	The group of young ladies lounged on soft towels in the sand, taking cover under pastel parasols. They wore black knitted bathing suits that came over their thighs but clung tight to their bodies, flaunting their curvaceous figures. Behind them, their mamas stood baking in the late afternoon heat. The dedicated mamas wore ankle-length, black and white kipa, the formal close-fitting dress. The closed collar fastened around their necks must be stifling. I couldn’t imagine wearing one in this heat. Yet the mamas dabbed the sweat from their sunburned faces and made no move to shield themselves. Instead, they readjusted the parasols to ensure the shade fully covered their precious daughters’ delicate moon-pale skin.

	The mamas’ excited chatter carried like the clucks and squawks of squabbling hens.

	“If the scouts see my daughter’s magic, she is guaranteed to secure a spot in the showcase,” one mama said. With one foot, she nudged her daughter’s shoulder. “Show these aunties what you can do, dear.”

	The slender girl rolled her narrow, tawny eyes and let out a longsuffering sigh, but she rose on her knees and sat back on her heels. She leaned forward and stroked one finger through the sand. The shapes she outlined slowly lifted from the ground. Vibrant color poured from her hands into her artwork until painted flutterflies rose off the sand, drew breath, and soared into the sky.

	Another mama smirked. “What an adorable tin-chai. Might be enough to get you through the palace gates, but certainly not into the emperor’s harem. The key to becoming one of the emperor’s beloved faela is seduction.”

	She yanked her daughter by the arm and forced the tall, full-figured girl to stand. I recognized her. I hadn’t seen Galai Cresta since we both turned sixteen a few months ago and were no longer permitted to attend the village school.

	Galai covered her plump chest, but her mother swatted her hands away. “Stop that. You need to show off your figure.”

	My mama, if she were still alive, would never parade my assets in front of the entire village. I cringed, imagining how mortified Galai must feel.

	Her mama slid the straps of Galai’s top so they fell loosely off her rounded shoulders. “Rehearse your water dance for these aunties, and remember to smile.”

	She pushed Galai toward the surf. With a reluctant groan, Galai tied up her chestnut brown hair into a bun. Then she dove into the water and twirled across the surface of the sea, her toes pointed in perfect parallel lines. Her curvy body shifted into water and fused with the waves as she danced and flipped like a dofei fish.

	I waited until Galai came out of the surf. She saw me, so I waved. Hesitating, she looked at her mama, who was busy talking to the other women, before she approached me.

	“Are the palace scouts coming?” I asked.

	“I can’t talk for long,” she said. “But rumor has it the tryouts for the Faela Showcase start tomorrow.”

	“Tomorrow? But the palace usually posts a notice a week ahead.”

	“This year the scouts decided to arrive unannounced, but one of the village aunties heard from her cousin, who is a Supervisor Madam at the palace.”

	I had to make sure I was far away from the main shore when the tryouts took place.

	“You should try out this year,” Galai said. “Sixteen is the favorable age for being selected as a trinket. Everyone says you’ve got the most beautiful big eyes. I would die for your double eyelids. And I wish I had your petite frame. You’ve got curves, but you aren’t fat like me.”

	“You aren’t fat,” I said. “You just have a taller, curvaceous figure. Besides, you have a tin-chai. I don’t. The scouts rarely choose girls without tin-chai.”

	“The emperor has koong faela in his harem,” Galai said. “He even has non-Shyan faela from distant kingdoms. Besides, all the girls who don’t win the showcase stay on as serving trifles, and they get a monthly allowance of at least five hundred Seran. That’s more money than my mama and baba make in a year.”

	I played with the ends of my long, black hair. I had no interest in anything the emperor had to offer. Not if it meant I had to leave home and give up my dream of becoming a healer. “I don’t think palace life is for me. I’d miss my family too much.”

	Galai squirmed, looking behind at her mother. “Honestly, I would, too.” She lowered her voice. “Don’t tell anyone I said this, but I’ve always wished I could marry for love. Make no mistake, His Majesty is handsome and rich, and I’m sure I’ll be able to fall in love with him. But what if he doesn’t like me? What if I become a serving trifle and never know what it’s like to be kissed? Or worse, what if I become a faela, and His Majesty never visits my bedchamber?”

	I shifted my feet in the sand. “How can that be? If the emperor chooses you to enter his harem, it means he likes you. He wouldn’t simply forget you.”

	Wouldn’t he?

	“I’m being selfish by having these thoughts.” Galai brushed at her swimsuit. “It would be an honor to even be selected as a competing trinket. Whether I become a serving trifle or an elite faela, I’ll bring wealth and honor to my family and fulfill my filial duty to my parents. That’s all that matters.”

	Irica Tiders, my neighbor, came up behind Galai. Irica flipped her light, brown hair over her bony, pale shoulder. “Why are you wasting your time talking to her?”

	I suppressed a groan. Irica was my nightmare and constant torment. Why did she hate me?

	Irica’s sharp eyes seemed to pierce into my skin. She sneered. “My mama and baba said that even though you’re the prettiest girl in the village, you’ll always be worthless as a koong without an ounce of magic in your blood.”

	How I wanted to wipe that smugness off Irica’s face. If only I could sing one refrain. Prove I wasn’t a koong.

	But once again, Mama’s words warned me: Your voice is powerful, and that makes it dangerous.

	Irica wouldn’t do anything to me now, but once her mama was out of sight, she’d bring some other girls to find me. Last time, they’d held me down and sheared my hair.

	Irica grabbed Galai’s arm. “Come on. Watch my performance. I’m going to dazzle the scouts.”

	Galai sent me an apologetic look, but she’d never dare stand up to Irica.

	Irica sang. My hands rose to protect my eardrums.

	 

	“Today I dream of glory and fame,

	For tomorrow all will exalt my name.”

	 

	It was Irica’s rendition of the Faela Anthem, Exalted One. The sea danced along to the rhythmic ballad. Jet streams of water leaped and arced in a grand display. Irica stopped singing, and the waves crashed. Applause and shouts of awe broke out among the mamas and girls watching.

	Before she had the chance to sing another refrain, I scurried through the crowd. I fought the flames of anger and jealousy that rose in my chest. Jealousy. How could I be jealous of someone as vindictive as Irica? Yet I was. She had the freedom to use her tin-chai without worrying about the repercussions.

	Meanwhile, I was forced to keep quiet and stay unseen. Mama had always warned me against using my tin-chai. I knew one of her reasons was to make sure the palace scouts didn’t choose me for the showcase, but Mama said even after I turned eighteen and was no longer eligible to compete, it was too dangerous to reveal my gift. Girls could never become healers or doctors. Folks would brand me as an outcast.

	“Forget this foolish dream,” Mama had said. “You may want to help people, but they won’t appreciate it. You’ll only receive criticism. The only way to live a safe life is to do what is expected of you. That is to marry a nice village boy. But no man will want you if your ambitions are greater than his.”

	Yet no matter what she said, I was determined to become a healer. I didn’t care if I was scorned. Not when I could do so much good with my tin-chai. If a man couldn’t accept that, then I would never marry at all.

	I continued along the familiar pebble-strewn trail. On either side of the path, clusters of purple wildflowers pushed out of the ground. The path took me to the whitewashed cliffs, high above the shore, where I usually went to clear my head and heart.

	In the fading light of dusk, fireflies flickered like garlands of lanterns winding through the heavens. A herd of flying seahorses rose from the waves. Their luminous bodies gleamed like meteors. They galloped a short distance across the sea, then dove down, disappearing once more. I closed my eyes and listened to the soft serenade of waves caressing the shore below. Drops of sea foam danced on my skin, and salty spray wafted into my nose.

	Other than a snorting sihai, its glossy gray body sunbathing on the rocks below, I was alone. Breathing in the fresh air eased the tightness in my chest.

	A high-pitched caw drew my attention. My gaze fell upon a white-winged seatern hiding behind a patch of grass. Her wings unfolded and flapped, but she couldn’t take flight. She spotted me and warbled. Kee-yah. Kee-yah.

	“Hello there. I won’t hurt you.” I reached into my pocket for a handful of sunflower seeds left over from lunch and sprinkled them onto the sand. The bird hobbled out of hiding and ate as though starved. Part of her right wing was shredded, and infection had set in, exposing patches of ruptured skin. The poor thing would never fly again.

	Unless I healed the bird. I had secretly healed a few animals before despite my brother’s warning against singing in public. As long as I remained of eligible age for the showcase, it was a risk to use my tin-chai. One never knew who was watching, especially today with the scouts in Cascasea Village.

	But nobody ever came up here. Tryouts weren’t until tomorrow, and the scouts would be focused on the main shore where all the girls gathered. They had no reason to come to the most isolated part of the beach.

	The bird cried out again. I couldn’t look the other way.

	Besides, it was infuriating to be forced to hide my gift when I could be healing the dying and the sick. Infuriating that I had to conceal who I was while Irica showed off her tin-chai and was praised for it despite not helping anyone but herself.

	Without touching the bird, I drew upon my spiritual energy, my wyis, letting it filter through my soul channel and croon low in my throat.

	 

	“Although I no longer a child may be,

	The song of your zither still enters my dreams;

	Soft moonbeams navigating shadowed seas

	Play a timeless refrain of your memory.”

	 

	The seatern’s wings swept open as the bones reset. Down feathers, soft and white, grew back and covered the bare skin in a fine coat of fuzz. The layer of gray flight feathers emerged and spread. The bird’s dull, watery eyes sharpened and cleared. An animated kip escaped from her throat, and with a burst of renewed vigor, she ascended into the heavens.

	A peal of laughter broke the stillness, the noise as sudden as a crack of thunder on a cloudless day. My heart pounded, the rhythm pulsing against my throat.

	Hands trembling, I crept low toward the cliff’s overhang and looked below, hoping and praying I wouldn’t see what I most feared.

	Two heads bobbed on the surface of the billowing swell. At first, I thought the heads were detached from their bodies, but then limbs and torsos—translucent and fluid—ascended from the ocean. The bodies of two middle-aged women, one blonde and the other a redhead, solidified. Their skin was covered in a shimmering silver sheen of water, which morphed into bright blue and yellow silk kipa dresses that fit snug against them. The cedar tree emblem of the palace was emblazoned on the back of their dresses.

	Scouts from the palace.

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2

	•  •  •  •  •  •  •  •  •  •

	My heart thudded against my chest. What were the scouts doing here? They were supposed to be in town preparing for the tryouts.

	The scouts waded toward the cliffs and climbed the rocks below me. From their vantage point, they would be able to see me, but for now, their gazes remained locked on the sunset. I was too afraid to move.

	“There’s a lot of talent here in Cascasea Village,” the blonde said. “I like our new strategy. I get a better sense of what the girls are like when they don’t know they’re being watched. We might even discover a girl with a hidden tin-chai if we happen upon her unawares.”

	“I agree, but if you do find one that way, she might not have registered for tryouts,” the redhead said. “Remember to make sure her birth date contains no inauspicious fours. We cannot make the mistake of bringing curses back to the palace. I hope that dancer doesn’t have a four in her birth date. She was stunning. “

	The blonde made a dismissive snort. “Nothing special, if you ask me. She’s got more blubber than an yiwhal. The singer has much more promise. She made the water dance. Now that’s talent.”

	“That girl? She’s all skin and bones, not to mention, she sounds like a wailing water wanpo. She’ll likely end up as a serving trifle, scrubbing a faela’s chamber pot.”

	The blonde sniffed. “Well, it’s not up to us anyway. Madam Yasmina makes the final decision.” She turned to the stack of rocks. “Madam, would you rather represent a chubby dancer or a confident, poised singer who can make water dance?”

	I jolted at the sight of a third woman. Her gray dress camouflaged her against the rocks. I could have sworn a snorting sihai had been sitting where she now lay. She stretched her lazy body, lifting her torso to sit up. “Shh. Both of you are making such a ruckus. A girl was singing the most beautiful song I’ve ever heard, and you interrupted her.” Her gaze lifted toward me. I ducked. “I believe it came from up there. Do you see anyone? Having a lovely voice means nothing if she doesn’t have the looks to match.”

	I pulled the hood of my cloak over my head.

	The redhead pointed. “Look, Madam Yasmina. That must be her.” She waved. “You there, can you hear me? Lift away your cloak and show yourself.”

	I pretended not to hear and stood.

	“Stay right where you are. By the command of His Royal Majesty, you are hereby—”

	I bolted, almost stumbling in my haste.

	“Stop!”

	I propelled myself down the hill away from them.

	“After her. She’s wearing a blue cloak.”

	Their shouts mingled with the roar of the waves. I dared not look back. I tore off the cloak and flung it into the sand. I sprinted to the main shore, my breaths heaving in my chest. The girls and their mothers were still there. The black blouse and white skirt I wore blended in among the kipa the mamas wore, but the scouts could still detect my age if they looked at faces.

	I slowed to a saunter and lowered my head, mingling with the crowd. Footsteps and shouts sounded behind me. I risked a peek at the scouts. The blonde and the redhead were here, but I didn’t see the third woman who had been lounging on the rocks.

	The blonde scout turned to the redhead. “Where did she go?”

	Their blue and yellow kipa dresses stood out, especially with the cedar crest stamped upon them. Perfect.

	I approached a village girl practicing her twirling with her mama’s coaching.

	“Look. Are those the scouts?” I pointed to the approaching women.

	The girl’s mama saw them. Her eyes widened. She murmured to another mother and daughter pair. “They’re here.”

	Whispers spread. Eager mothers and daughters vying for attention enveloped the scouts. I slowly retreated, and when I was sure no one could see me, I ran.

	²

	I returned home, still shaken. Darkness bathed my brother and sister-in-law’s room. He wasn’t back from work, and she was probably resting. A decade older than me, they were my second set of parents, and I was in for a lecture.

	I hadn’t realized the scouts would be spying on us. Perhaps it had been foolish to heal that bird, but I didn’t regret it. No use thinking about what I’d already done. But I needed to make sure the scouts didn’t catch me again.

	If the scouts had been hiding today, then they might do the same tomorrow. I could conceal my tin-chai, but what if they were also looking for koong girls? The village aunties always gossiped about how it was a pity I had the looks but no magic. If the scouts saw me, they might think I was pretty enough to take to the palace anyway.

	Cedar Palace, the emperor’s residence, was based in the capitol, Senlin City. It was so far from home, at least a three-week journey. I didn’t want to leave. I wanted to stay with my family, in the same house where I was born, where it was safe and familiar and comfortable.

	I studied my childhood home. The four sections of our cozy house encircled the courtyard on each side of the quadrangle. My brother and sister-in-law’s quarters lay on the east side, and my own bright bedroom was opposite theirs on the west side. The sign of our family surname—written in the ancient Shyan characters—hung above our front door. Beyond the entryway, the stone bench sat in the center of our courtyard. Lion sculptures and bright coral peonies surrounded it. When my parents were alive, we sat there to stargaze during the warm summer nights and listened to Mama play folk tunes on her zither. If I left, I’d never see any of this again.

	No, I would make sure the scouts found me thoroughly disgusting if we met again.

	I set to work and boiled onions and garlic with a special fermented thousand-year-old bean paste. It was called thousand-year-old paste for a reason. The whole kitchen smelled like something behind the walls had decayed and molded. I dipped the hem of the dress I planned to wear to work tomorrow into the nasty concoction.

	I mixed clay, water, and red paint in a bowl. I took this into my room and used the hardening cement to create tiny globules. I applied this to my face, plastering my skin with fake boils and bulging red nodules.

	Nia, my sister-in-law, wobbled into my room, round belly first. My future niece or nephew would be popping out any day now. “What have you done to the kitchen? I’m burning three candles in my room just to tolerate the smell. How am I to make supper?”

	“I’ll make it when I’m done here. Sorry if it’s causing you to feel nauseated.”

	She saw what I’d done to my face and folded her arms across her chest. “All right, explain.”

	“The palace scouts are in the village, and they heard me sing.”

	“Oh no.” Nia plopped onto the edge of my bed. The bedsprings groaned under her weight.

	“Don’t worry,” I said quickly. “I managed to outrun them, and they didn’t see my face. I don’t think they saw me heal the bird either. They just heard me. I’m taking extra precautions to make myself look ugly when I go to work tomorrow.”

	“You’re not leaving this house until tryouts are over and the scouts have left the village. I’ll tell Auntie An that I’ll return to work until then.” She struggled to stand, but her ripe belly impeded her movements.

	“No. You can’t be trekking up and down those beach cliffs. What if the baby decides to come early?”

	“Both of us will stay home then. I’m sure Auntie An won’t mind.”

	“Auntie An is too kind to say anything. She has no one else to help her.” Auntie An had been my parents’ closest friend when they were still alive, and she had no children of her own. Her fiancé had been killed years ago in Terran’s war against the Miyu, and she had never been able to forget him. She’d never had the desire to marry if not for love. She was getting older, and if she didn’t have her sea market booth to support her financially and us to help her run the business, she’d be living in poverty. There was no place in this kingdom for an aging, unmarried woman.

	“I promised to work until you’re able to return. I won’t break my word.” I looked into the mirror. “Do you think this is enough to keep the scouts away from me?”

	Nia pinched her nose. “Hmm. Smell’s an overkill in my opinion.” She fanned the air with one hand and studied me a second time. “I hate to say it, but no amount of dirt will hide your beautiful brown eyes, among other things.”

	Her look acknowledged my ample chest. She reached for something in the closet. “I can’t do anything about your eyes, but I think I can solve the other problem.” She handed me a long strip of cotton cloth. “You need to bind your breasts. The flatter, the better.”

	She opened the back of my dress and wound the strip around me, tightening the bindings until they constricted my airflow. The material chafed my skin. I inhaled, and my ribcage felt on the verge of shattering. A sharp pain gathered in my chest.

	“It’s too tight.”

	Nia rebuttoned my dress. “Don’t whine. You chose to sing where anyone could hear you, and this is the consequence. Your brother will want to talk to you about this.”

	Footsteps echoed in the courtyard outside my room and stopped outside the door. I heard my brother say, “You sang in public?”

	Nia opened the sliding door to let him in. “It gets worse. The scouts heard her.”

	Rell regarded me and scrunched his brow. “What do you have on your face?”

	I smoothed out my dress. “It’s a disguise. The scouts didn’t get a good look at me, but I want to be sure they overlook me in case we cross paths again. I didn’t know this year they started spying on girls before tryouts.”

	“This is serious,” Rell said. “If they discover your gift, they’ll take you.”

	“I know. I’ll be more careful next time.”

	“If you really understood, you wouldn’t have opened your mouth at all.”

	I was taken aback by Rell’s sharp tone. He rarely lost his temper. But this went deeper than anger. This was fear.

	Nia’s gentle gray eyes met Rell’s, and they exchanged a knowing look.

	“I’ll go clean the kitchen and make supper,” she said. “The two of you should talk.”

	I followed Rell to the main house. As we always did in the evening, following the commandments in the Analects of Heaven, we approached the mantel to burn incense and pay respects to the emperor and our parents.

	Emperor Terran’s massive portrait, mounted in a solid oak frame and gilded with gold leaf trimming, hung on the wall. Three summers ago, Terran had gifted it to all of his subjects for the celebration of his fortieth birthday. All subjects were required to display the current emperor’s image in our homes.

	Though he was a little past his prime, he had aged well. Despite some extra weight around his waistline, he still had chiseled features, a strong jawline, and deep, brooding eyes. He maintained a full head of hair with no sign of balding. His dark hair, kept long to signify wealth and power, was tied in a topknot that didn’t hide the few strands of silver, the only sign Wise Grandmother Time spared no one.

	I understood why many of the girls wished to become his concubine despite his age and knowing they’d have to compete with other women for his affection. If his policies hadn’t been the reason my parents were dead, I might find him attractive. Handsome even. If one had to be bound to an older man, Emperor Terran was a better option than a decrepit man with no teeth.

	But if I had any desire to marry into royalty, I would rather marry a prince closer to my age. I wondered if Terran’s sons took after him. The older princes must be of marriageable age. Did it bother them that their new stepmothers were younger than them? I never paid much attention to the latest gossip regarding the princes and had lost count of how many were still alive. It seemed every few months brought news of either a new prince’s birth or a prince’s tragic demise, killed in a hunting accident, perhaps, or by sickness.

	My attention turned to the two modest frames that hung on either side of Terran’s portrait. My father, Baba, was on the left. He looked like an older version of Rell. His straight, black hair was cut above his ears, styled in short spikes. His grin swept wide across his face, and his deep, dark brown eyes—the part of him I’d inherited—twinkled with humor. Right by his side was Mama with her tawny eyes and long, honey locks. She was unsmiling, as serious in the portrait as she had been in reality.

	I reached for an incense stick, lit it, and raised it above my head. I knelt by their portraits and bowed my head to honor their memory. Cinnamon and frankincense drifted from the end of the burning stick, forming a wave of smoke that rose to the ceiling. I set the stick in the censer that lay before Mama and Baba’s portraits. Rell did the same. Then we knelt on the floor, sitting back on our heels, and watched the incense burn.

	Rell glowered and pointed at the emperor’s portrait. “If the palace scouts catch you, you will be forced to serve him as a slave or a faela. We’ll never see each other again. Do you want that to be your fate?”

	“Of course not.” I looked upon Mama and Baba’s faces, and a rush of emotion caused tears to rim my eyes. “I dislike Terran as much as you do.”

	“Then how could you be so foolish to use your tin-chai where anyone could see?” Rell slammed a hand down on the wooden floor. “Didn’t you pay any attention to Mama’s warnings? She told you revealing your tin-chai is dangerous.”

	“That’s only because she feared the villagers would disapprove of my ambition to become a healer, and no one would ever want to marry me.”

	“No, it’s also because she knew if the palace discovered your gift, you could be forced to compete in the showcase,” Rell said.

	“I get it,” I said, feeling a surge of exasperation. “I made a mistake today. Won’t happen again. I won’t use my tin-chai until I’m no longer eligible for the showcase.”

	Rell glared at me. “Are you naïve enough to believe age will stop the palace from taking you?”

	“What do you mean?” I frowned. “The law states that when a girl reaches eighteen years she no longer meets the requirements of the showcase and is free to marry the man she chooses.”

	“Emperor Terran considers himself above the law. That would never stop him if he desired you and your tin-chai,” my brother said. “That’s why Mama was so insistent for you to hide it. She told me once that she would prefer death than life in the palace.”

	“Mama must have been exaggerating. How could she know about the palace when she was never there?”

	Rell swept a hand through his hair. “You don’t understand. She was there. Mama was a showcase trinket.”

	My mouth fell open. “Mama was a trinket?”

	Why hadn’t she ever told me? And how had she escaped? I thought all competing trinkets were never permitted to leave whether they won or lost the showcase.

	“She competed when Emperor Yikan was still on the throne,” Rell said.

	The current emperor’s father.

	“Mama saw Emperor Yikan use his tin-chai to turn his older faela, trifles, and trinkets into terracotta statues if they refused his advances.”

	I knew Yikan had been a terrible and abusive man. He had cared more about bedding women than running the kingdom’s four provinces. He had ruined the economy, and many had died under his rule.

	“None of the girls wanted to become Yikan’s faela, knowing of his abuse. They were forced to the palace anyway. Mama tried to run away. She was caught and imprisoned, but a princess helped her escape by hiding her in the compost bin. She was so afraid the palace would find her that she never returned to her family. Instead, she came here, the village furthest away from the capital, and she took on a new identity.”

	I stared at Mama’s portrait. What other secrets had she taken to her grave? I didn’t even know if she had a tin-chai. I’d asked my brother once, but Mama had never told him either. Perhaps she would have told us everything if she hadn’t been killed.

	“Why didn’t she ever talk about it?” I asked.

	“You were still so young when she was alive. The only reason I know is because Baba and Mama caught me eavesdropping, and I was old enough that they had to explain everything to me.”

	I returned my gaze to Terran’s portrait. A golden headdress, rectangular and decorated with twelve strands of jade beads, crowned his head. His right hand held a long staff, the Sacred Cedar Scepter. Carved in its head was the emblem of Seracedar, a cedar tree extending its branches as though offering prayers to Old Grandfather Heaven. The Sacred Cedar Scepter symbolized that Terran possessed the Will of Heaven, and the scepter’s power had amplified his tin-chai, granting him the ability to command numerous natural elements. He could summon fire and lightning, bend the earth and trees to his will, even control the wind and water.

	Terran’s tin-chai was another reason women found him desirable. Though it frightened me to imagine what he could do with such powers if he were as corrupt as his father.

	“Mama was in the palace during Yikan’s reign,” I said. “But Old Grandfather Heaven interfered by removing Yikan from power and granting Terran the Will of Heaven. Surely Terran treats the showcase trinkets and his faela better than Yikan did.”

	Witnesses said the moment Terran touched the scepter, his tin-chai had amplified, and Yikan died from a heart attack.

	“I thought to spare you from knowing the full extent of Terran’s oppression and what Mama witnessed. I wanted to preserve your childhood and make you feel safe. I wanted you to continue believing you could be a healer without crushing your dream, at least for a little while. But I can’t protect you from reality anymore.”

	“I know our family hates Terran because his politics were responsible for killing Mama and Baba, but what makes you think I will still be in danger of being taken to the palace after I turn eighteen? Why can’t I be free to be a healer and use my tin-chai? Terran is the one who set the age requirement for the showcase. He wouldn’t break his own rules. At least in that way, he isn’t like his father.”

	“No. He’s worse,” Rell said.

	“No one could be worse than Yikan.” At least that’s what I’d learned in school. “Even Terran apologized for his father’s wrongs. He vowed to restore prosperity to Seracedar and to treat all his subjects with respect. Besides, why would Old Grandfather Heaven have given him the Will of Heaven if he wasn’t sincere?”

	Rell’s glare could have burned a hole through Terran’s portrait. “Terran may have started his reign determined to right his father’s wrongs, but he never put those promises into action.”

	“What about when he expanded our kingdom to bring more resources to Seracedar?”

	Terran had conquered the kingdoms of the rock-dwelling Ailo and shapeshifting spirit creatures called Yao, two nations that produced gold and precious gemstones in their mountains. They provided tribute to Terran, and in return, our kingdom’s army protected them from invaders.

	Rell made a sound of disgust. “Terran forced the Yao and Ailo to give him all their assets. They’ve been left with nothing. The only threat to them was us. They pay tribute to Terran so our army won’t slaughter their people anymore.”

	I had never felt so ignorant. My fists clenched. “Then why did the newspapers say all three kingdoms have benefited, and the economy is growing stronger?”

	“If you believe everything you’re told without question, perhaps I have coddled you too much.” Rell rubbed his temples as though it hurt him to think. “Did the palace come to our aid after the tidal wave devastated the harbor? It has been seven years, and Terran has yet to offer the finances needed to rebuild the port.”

	“Then where is all the money going?”

	“Financing all of Terran’s ridiculous wars, of course,” Rell said. “If he truly cared about his people, he would not have sent our men to be slaughtered by the Miyu.”

	I could not disagree with him on that point. Our men didn’t stand a chance against the Miyu, creatures who were half fish and half woman. They had powerful hallucinogenic magic and were said to be demigoddesses, descendants of the sea goddess Mi, but unable to have sons. Sailors and fishermen told tales of how the Miyu women trapped men and used them to breed.

	But Baba had told me that the Miyu never attacked a ship or seduced a man unless they were threatened first.

	“Terran should have surrendered long ago instead of hiring those vulgar pirates.” Rell’s gaze lingered on Mama and Baba’s pictures again, and a sadness that I knew all too well filled his face. Even Wise Grandmother Time had no power over grief.

	Mercenary pirates had offered Terran their services to hunt the Miyu, but they had also plundered fishing villages. The pirates who killed my parents had never been found.

	“There are also talks of that rebel group called the Zhynites stirring up trouble again,” Rell said. “Rumor is they are trying to convince the Embers to help them overthrow Terran. Though I’m sympathetic to their cause, I’m afraid another war would only devastate the kingdom further.”

	My brother closed his eyes. A crease formed between his brows, and he lowered his head. I knew he was talking to our parents, saying a prayer, as he often did when something troubled him.

	When he looked at me again, his eyes had a glassy sheen. “I must make you understand. You and others like you, those with powerful tin-chai, must not fall into Terran’s hands. He could use your gift as a weapon to further his political agenda and conquer the world. Your tin-chai would heal all of our soldiers and create an invincible army to crush the opposing side.”

	A tin-chai used as a political weapon? The thought was so horrifying, I would never have even dreamt it. “Terran wouldn’t be that evil, would he?”

	“All I know is what Mama told me. When she was imprisoned, another girl was charged with murdering a prince. Her tin-chai allowed her to liquefy people with her stare. Terran promised to set her free if she helped him kill his enemies, but Terran’s fiancée, the current Empress Limera, begged him not to use the girl as a weapon. Terran agreed. But a day later, Terran came for the girl. He blinded her, then gifted her to a powerful nobleman in exchange for his allegiance.”

	My stomach twisted into knots. No wonder Mama lived in such fear. If Terran had committed such evil back then, he was sure to have crossed more lines since. What other terrible deeds might he have executed behind the palace walls? And what if he did find out about my tin-chai? I didn’t want to become his puppet.

	“I know it is your dream to become a healer,” Rell said. “But right now, you must think of your safety first. Then maybe one day you’ll be in a position to help with no risk to yourself. Sometimes we need to lose a battle to win the war.”

	Lose a battle to win the war.

	Baba had always repeated the adage, though I wasn’t fond of it. He believed evil people would receive justice one day, but we could do nothing for now except stay alive.

	“One day, things will get better,” he always said.

	But how could a war be won if soldiers refused to fight? And why couldn’t “one day” be now? Rell’s warning did scare me, but I couldn’t just hide from the palace my whole life.

	“I know you’re worried the scouts will find me,” I said. “But I can’t let them stop me from fulfilling my promises. Auntie An has no family to help her. She only has us.”

	Rell hesitated another moment, then sighed. I had won this point at least. “If it wasn’t for Auntie An’s sake, I wouldn’t allow you to go. Just promise me. No matter what, do not use your tin-chai again. Stay unseen and unheard. It is the only way to survive.”

	 

	 

	


Chapter 3

	•  •  •  •  •  •  •  •  •  •

	On my way out of the house the next morning, I glared at Terran’s portrait hanging over the mantel. I wished I could warn the other girls against trying out for the showcase and tell them what Mama had seen Terran do.

	Yet Rell had warned me against interfering in anyone else’s affairs and to look out for myself first. I understood his point. Those girls were intent on becoming showcase trinkets. They might think I was competing with them and tell the scouts what I was saying about Emperor Terran. I didn’t want to be punished for trying to help them. I already had enough to worry about with hiding my tin-chai and keeping out of the scouts’ sight.

	Would I really never be able to freely use my tin-chai without fearing the palace would capture me? Why had Old Grandfather Heaven given me this gift if it was safer to bury it away?

	I still remembered that wonderful feeling of healing a lullapiper’s crushed wing the first time I’d discovered my tin-chai. My family members all had varying reactions.

	Mama’s stern expression had pinned me down. “You are to pretend to be a koong, do you understand, Rilla?”

	“Atta girl.” Baba slapped his thigh and chuckled. He saw Mama’s glower and sobered. “I mean of course, you must be careful. But you have been blessed with a powerful tin-chai. You must draw your wyis from a different dominant channel than most of us Shyan.”

	“Rilla’s a healer, like me.” Rell’s bright eyes mirrored Baba’s excitement. “Our dominant channel is ha, the soul channel. But her tin-chai is even stronger than mine. I can detect a patient’s illness with a single glance and know what medicine to prescribe, but Rilla can heal them instantly.”

	“What are channels?” I had asked, still too young to understand.

	Rell explained. “There are four channels only Shyan can use to derive the energy that controls our individual tin-chai. Dai, ha, ji, and kai. Body, soul, mind, and heart. Most Shyan use dai, the body channel, so common tin-chai have to do with manipulating the natural elements in the physical world.”

	“For example, I use dai to manipulate the water element for my tin-chai,” Baba said. “This is how I’m able to stay deep in the ocean for hours without coming up for air. Other men use dai to hurl boulders or uproot trees. I had a distant cousin whose dominant channel was ji, which gave him the tin-chai to talk to animals. Also, your grandfather used kai, the most atypical dominant channel. He was an emotional man, and his body temperature changed depending on his mood, which then affected everyone in the same room as him.”

	“I also read about some Shyan who can draw energy from multiple channels to enhance their tin-chai,” Rell said. “Let’s say a man uses dai to summon lightning bolts. Add ji to that, and he can control where the lightning strikes, even if it’s five hundred miles away. If he can use dai, ji, ha, and kai, he can potentially create natural disasters that wipe out entire villages.”

	“Imagine if our little Rilla could use multiple channels,” Baba said. “Her tin-chai is already special. I wonder what other hidden layers her tin-chai might have.”

	“Enough, both of you,” Mama said, throwing an exasperated look at Baba and Rell. She turned to me. “What your baba and brother mean to say is there are terrible people who may harm you because of what you can do. Your voice is powerful, and that makes it dangerous. You must keep your mouth shut.”

	I’d taken Mama’s warning to heart. Whenever I had to sing for the school choir, I’d been able to control and inhibit my tin-chai. But what Baba and my brother said made me wonder. What if my tin-chai possessed other layers? Undiscovered powers? I might be able to heal incurable diseases. Or use my singing to control the elements.

	But I’d never know. Because I didn’t have the freedom to practice my tin-chai without the fear of being caught.

	I sighed. No use thinking about undiscovered powers now. I had to get to work. I checked my disguise in the mirror one more time. I looked and smelled hideous. Perfect. There was no way the scouts would want me as a showcase trinket now.

	²

	It has been said that the sea goddess, Mi, once traveled to the horizon to seduce Old Grandfather Heaven. As punishment, Wise Grandmother Time imprisoned Mi at the bottom of the ocean, her breaths regulating the ebb and flow of the tide. But Mi’s mood swings were unpredictable. On most days, she drew in steady breaths, but when upset, her roars resounded in earsplitting crashes against the shore, drowning everything in her path.

	I looked up at the three moons. The Lavender Moon—seen only during the Spring Equinox—pressed its round face against the sky. The White Moon bared its crescent smile above the Lavender Moon, and half of the Turquoise Moon sat in the shape of a mushroom top to the right.

	Once I saw the moons were far apart, I breathed easier. We couldn’t afford a second mega eclipse. Seven winters ago, the moons had aligned. The resulting tidal wave devastated the port. My family was lucky not to have been there at the time. Others weren’t as fortunate.

	I walked along the harbor and closed my eyes. I could still picture the bustling center it once was. When I was a child, hundreds of fishing dinghies had been lined in rows on the pier. Back then, I’d hear whistles and foghorns sounding in the distance. Boats passed each other, some returning to port, others setting off to sea.

	The market had smelled of fish and the sea, salty and pungent, comforting and familiar like my baba whenever he returned home from one of his deep-sea dives. From one direction, the scent of fresh-baked beechnut bread and blue moon cheese sandwiches would drift to my nose. In the opposite direction, grilled shrimp and roasted black coral skewers were basted in fermented chili sauce and cooked over flaming pits.

	Merchants sold their wares and pitched their sales. Golden egg-laying chickens roamed free on the streets. Cages with lucky crickets and fire-spitting songbirds hung on wires overhead. Reams of fine starlight-spun silk and fabrics lined the tables for women to touch, and above the food carts, bright red lanterns aligned to become a dancing kaigon.

	The bellowing toy hawker would try to catch my attention. “Miss, you want to buy a lucky maocat? It waves its paw. No magic involved. A new craft from Emberwood.”

	Colorful knickknacks and toys lined his cart, but the lucky maocat figurine had been my favorite. I found it amazing someone could invent such a delightful toy without the use of magic. It raised its paw and waved back and forth as if saying hello.

	I could never linger. The shoppers shoved and pushed against each other, competing to be the first to access the choicest produce and freshest cuts of meat. They would press against my eight-year-old, four-foot frame, urging me forward and forcing me to find holes to fit my body through before they crushed me. I would dodge and dart through waves of people, ducking under sweaty armpits, jumping over wheels of food carts, sidestepping fishmongers and peddlers haggling with customers.

	I blinked and returned to the present. In a moment, all of it was gone. Fishermen and merchants, women and children, all pulled into the sea, never to surface again. Scraps of wood, dead animals, and glass shards had washed up on the shore days later, adding to the debris.

	Now only three shabby skiffs, tied with frayed ropes, remained docked to wooden posts. They nodded to and fro, lost souls letting the waves decide which way to push their hulls. The peddling booths were few and far between. Haggard women in rags set up shop with their meager merchandise. Browned from sun exposure, their skin was as thick and tough as hide, and their faces were scored with lines of worry. Gone were the succulent smells of roasted eel and shrimp slathered in sauces. The only familiar odor was stale fish, lingering like a ghost. Nothing had changed to fix the calamity in the last seven years. My brother was right. This was further evidence of Terran’s failure to make things better for the common folk.

	Some of the women stared at me and frowned. One of them pinched her nose and stepped back as I walked past her. My repulsive disguise was working.

	I arrived at Auntie An’s peddling booth and smelled salt and the sea. Dozens of ribbed seashells, some cone-shaped, others spiraled, lined the booth. An urn filled with seawater sat in the center of the shells.

	“Rilla, is that you?” Auntie An flashed a warm smile. Her tanned face was shiny and coated in sweat and wizened laugh lines. Dimples dotted her plump cheeks.

	I bowed low in a respectful greeting. “Good morning, Auntie.”

	“I almost didn’t recognize you. You look and smell quite . . .” She paused, and her mouth quirked up. “Interesting.”

	“Taking extra precautions. I don’t want the scouts to notice me.”

	“Ah, I see.” She nodded in understanding.

	I slapped my forehead. “I’m sorry, Auntie. I hope I don’t scare off the shoppers.”

	“Don’t worry. I think the customers will be too focused on our merchandise to care about your appearance anyway.” A hovering goldfeng flew toward her, buzzing loudly. Its tiny black and gold striped body lingered above her head. She winced and shielded her face. “Bothersome creatures. Watch that they do not sting you. I know the poisonous ones are rare, but I almost died from a sting when I was a child.”

	“Just ignore it. Hopefully it will go away.”

	“Yes, and we have far too much work today to worry about goldfengs.” Auntie An’s teeth glinted as she beamed and gestured to the booth. “Look what treasures the sea delivered today. Aren’t they beautiful?”

	The ocean bestowed gifts upon Auntie An whenever she stepped into the water. She sold everything the sea gave her, from pure sea salt, to seafood, to pearls.

	Today she had seashells.

	“Seashells bring good luck,” she said. “Charms for young women who want good marriages.”

	Or to become a faela. The words died on the tip of my tongue.

	“Now,” she said, “I’ll handle the haggling and let you manage the transactions.”

	She set to work, calling to the passersby. “Seashells for sale! Get your lucky shells, and say a prayer. Old Grandfather Heaven will surely grant your wishes.”

	Shoppers swarmed the booth, and I collected their money. The hovering goldfeng landed on one of the Seran coins. I swatted it away. Annoying pest.

	A thirty-year-old spinster grabbed several shells—a white ribbed clam shell, a dusky yellow cone, and a burnt orange ear-shaped shell. The woman extended her hands and lifted her red-rimmed gaze heavenward. “Please let this be the year I marry. I don’t want to die destitute and alone. No husband, no children, no honor.”

	She dropped to her knees, prostrating her entire length on the ground. The hovering goldfeng flew around her head, but she ignored it. She rose and then bent down again, repeating the motions until the skin on her forehead peeled and bled. When she finished her prayers, she approached the urn of seawater. The woman poured the water over her shells and pocketed the damp shells in her bodice for safekeeping.

	A group of thirteen-year-old girls gathered behind her, surveying the variety of shells several times before making a selection.

	One girl bent forward in supplication. “Mama says I’m the family’s beauty and

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

cover.jpeg
s o
[

CHRISTINA MAI FONG











images/image-1.png
uncLhweD LAN CCERN
S sty P .

ENY1 OCERN

i
t

OVINCE Ma
PRt

EMBERWIOD

oo
2 Piyu ISLANDS
EXENTRIA s © = EXENTRIA

Qgg






images/image.png






