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      “Sein Yazana.”

      An unfamiliar voice, deep and melodic, filled the air.

      “…”

      The girl spun around, wondering who was calling her. Behind her stood a tall, willowy man. His presence was far too close for comfort.

      Seriously! I did not need a close-up view of his nasal hair, she thought, reflexively taking a step back to distance herself.

      With caution, she peered up to meet his gaze. What struck her was his striking features: an elegant nose, high cheekbones, and dark eyes. He was regal and refined, his smile kind yet unreadable.

      The saying, “A golden papaya may still be rotten inside,” flitted through her mind. She studied him closely, seeking to discern friend from foe.

      Despite his youthful and handsome appearance, his eyes told a different tale. Within them lay wisdom and experience only gained from a life well-lived.

      However, beneath it all, she sensed something more, a quiet, unshakable melancholy that lingered, deep and unresolved.

      “Sein Yazana?” the man repeated, his head tilting slightly.

      Sein snapped out of her thoughts and responded, “Yes, my lord.”

      She bowed her head as a gesture of respectful greeting. Her eyes landed on his feet.

      What extravagant shoes! she noted.

      Her instinct to address him with formality had been correct. He was obviously of royal or noble lineage, dressed in traditional attire: a long, silk-woven sarong, an ornate collarless jacket, and jewel-encrusted boots that could trigger shoe envy. In one hand, he held a sandalwood fan with a handle carved from jade.

      Who dresses like this anymore? Sein mused.

      Even the King had adopted the modern style.

      “So young. And so fair,” the man observed, sighing a little to himself.

      A gentle breeze stirred, causing his sumptuous sarong to sway briefly. Sein hesitated, not entirely sure whether it was a compliment.

      She responded nevertheless, “My lord is too generous and kind with his words.”

      He chuckled, waving her comment off with his fan, emitting the gentle scent of sandalwood into the air.

      “No, no, no. You are far too young and far too fair to be at the end. That simply will not do. You must carry on. Indeed, you must persist, ensuring the playing field remains fair.”

      Sein was desperately trying to recall the etiquette required when addressing people of importance.

      “I… ur…,” she mumbled. “Sein does not understand, my lord.”

      At least she remembered that, when in doubt, it was best to refer to herself in the third person and avoid addressing the other person as ‘you’.

      He flicked the fan shut; his intricately embroidered sleeve caught the light, glinting and sparkling as the tiny jewels reflected it.

      “Allow me to make this known,” the man proclaimed, “I am granting you spirit-hood.”

      He lightly cleared his throat and continued, “You shall be Spirit of Cloth.”

      She saw a glint of mischief in his eyes.

      Isn’t there a spirit for that already? Sein wondered.

      She never paid much attention to her elders when they spoke of spirits. She was aware of the three supreme spirits as there were numerous temples built on their behalf. And it was generally believed that many spirits existed in the world.

      “Forgive me, did my lord say Spirit of Cloth?” Sein asked, brows furrowed.

      “Correct.”

      “Cloth?”

      “What is it you do not understand? Spirit of Cloth. Fabric. Material. Textile.”

      The man paused, thinking for a moment, a slender finger resting on his sharp chin.

      “What is it called in the mortal realm these days? I may be a little out of touch.”

      “Pardon me, my lord. It is still called cloth. Sein wishes to be absolutely clear.”

      Wait, he’s telling me I’m a spirit. A spirit? she pondered.

      It seemed too ludicrous to be true.

      “Are you absolutely clear now?”

      He reached out and patted her shoulder with his slender hand.

      “Yes, my lord.” Sein nodded, though still a little baffled.

      How could she be a spirit? Why, of all things, cloth? And what did he mean by playing field?

      He beamed another dazzling grin, leaned forward a little as though to share a secret.

      “Might I suggest, as Spirit of Cloth, perhaps you should start with your own attire.”

      “…”

      Sein raised an eyebrow as she questioned herself: What’s he alluding to?

      Then realisation struck, causing her cheeks to flush. She was wearing her house clothes: a long, simple teal skirt and a cream-coloured embroidered blouse. They were made from the finest cotton and silk fabric, tailored to fit her perfectly.

      However, it was not something to be seen in public, especially by someone of importance. How shameful. Why had she not listened to her mother, who was always telling her to dress as a lady should?

      “Sein, do not go outside wearing your house clothes,” was something she heard a thousand times and ignored. Thank goodness, at least, she was wearing shoes rather than slippers.

      Feeling a dryness in her throat, Sein remained silent and smiled weakly, while the man continued.

      “There are certain standards we spirits must adhere to. After all, we are descended from the ranks of royalty and nobility. You may possess the purest of hearts, granting prayers with boundless generosity, but do not forget, mortals are creatures of perception. They will judge you, not by your virtues, but by the way you present yourself.”

      “Yes, my lord.” Sein bowed her head, hiding her embarrassment. “Sein totally understands.”

      “Consider it this way,” he continued to point out. “Who among us would desire their carved likeness or statue to reflect anything but their finest form? You, fortunately, are graced with the face of a true goddess. Indeed, it would be wise to embrace this and dress accordingly, particularly as Spirit of Cloth. If you wish to inspire devotion, it is not enough to merely act the part; one must embody it entirely, in both presence and appearance.”

      Now Sein felt as though she were a child again, enduring another lecture from her mother on the finer points of etiquette.

      “Sein understands, my lord,” she responded in an apologetic tone.

      “Excellent, is there anything you wish to ask?”

      Her mind was a hive of thoughts, buzzing with numerous questions. However, Sein was a good judge of character and she could gather that despite the calm demeanour of the spirit standing before her, he would not tolerate an onslaught of inquiries.

      She simply asked, “Why has Sein been chosen to be a spirit?”

      “Why? A good question.” The man paused, choosing his words carefully. “In fact, you should rather ask, who?”

      He took a deep breath as if calming himself before he continued, “I shall say that you have the favour of a supreme spirit because someone of significance…,” he trailed off, nodding to himself before revealing, “Someone of importance thinks highly of you.”

      Someone of importance thinks highly of me!

      Sein was flabbergasted. She could not think of anyone who would fit that bill. Come to think of it, she could not recall anyone specifically. There was a feeling of a loving family, her mother and father, but beyond that, her memory was fuzzy. Every time her mind tried to grab a wisp of the past, it was being elusive.

      “You are free to do as you wish.” The man gave a quick head bow, his eyes a little sly.

      “Much appreciated, my lord,” Sein said, biting back the questions that wanted to spill out.

      When she peered up again from her head bow, he was gone. She had intended to ask one last question, but it was too late. She had never even learnt his name.

      Am I dreaming? Sein questioned.

      No, she felt awake. In fact, she felt as if she had woken from a restorative sleep; the best sleep of her life.

      Her body felt relaxed: light and fluid without any twinges of discomfort. Her mind was calm, clear and centred. Her thoughts were grounded; not a drop of rain or wind to disrupt the surface of the tranquil waters.

      Sein wandered through the forest, comforted by the blanket of contentment. Feeling one with the earth, time flowed swiftly. She saw nature’s never-ending dance as flowers flaunted their brilliance, grass flowed like waves in the wind, rivers meandered seductively through the land, and mountains stood proud against the ever-changing sky.

      Within a single breath, seasons came and went as she continued to drift peacefully. Before she realised, four years had passed.

      One day she became aware of the myriad of creatures sharing her forest. With wonder and amusement, she watched peafowls shimmer in the dappled sunlight, muntjacs silently tiptoe between ancient roots, and dragonflies flit playfully in the breeze.

      Her attention then shifted to the people in a small village nestled at the forest’s edge. She observed the villagers going about their daily lives. Though their existence seemed simple, taking care of their families, growing crops and crafting tools, their days were full of joy and laughter as children played along the dirt road, friends chatted over a cup of tea, and elders told stories of the past.

      Something flickered in her consciousness as she watched the lives unfold before her.

      Who am I?

      The question came softly at first. Then others followed, louder, harder to ignore.

      Why am I a spirit?

      How did I die?

      But it was the final question that pressed on her most, the one that surfaced unexpectedly from the depths of her heart.

      Who was he?
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      On an ordinary day, the village of Sagyo hummed with a familiar rhythm: mornings were bustling with activity, while afternoons were reserved for retreating indoors during the hottest hours, napping, or relaxing in the shade. These idle hours were spent catching up on news and strengthening family bonds.

      As evening fell, the village centre came alive once more, with neighbours mingling and children playing together. It was a lively and vibrant community.

      Today, however, the village followed a different tempo. The sun had just crested the mountains, its rays bathing the rooftops in gold and amber light. With the wet season drawing to a close, the rice paddies glimmered with a sheet of water, reflecting the clear sky.

      A steady stream of people made their way towards the village square, where a pavilion had been set up between two ancient camphor trees. The men cut sharp figures in crisp white shirts tucked into slim, tailored trousers, while women glided gracefully in ankle-length skirts, paired with delicate silk blouses trimmed with lace or embroidery, their hair swept up and pinned with fresh flowers.

      By mid-morning, a crowd had gathered, waiting with anticipation for the start of the Harvest Festival. Sein paused by the main road and observed a group of passersby. There appeared to be a family with two adults and three children, followed by a large band of young people.

      While the children eagerly anticipated the feast and the special sweet treats on offer, the adults were more focused on how they compared with their neighbours. Had they brought enough donations? Had they dressed appropriately to show off their wealth and status?

      The young people, on the other hand, were carefree and full of zest for life. They chatted and joked with each other. However, trailing behind this group was a solitary figure, a girl of about thirteen, walking quietly on her own.

      Sein was instinctively drawn to the lone girl, understanding all too well the chill of isolation that numbs the soul. The lone girl, in contrast to the others, wore old, tatty clothes that were too small for her, revealing a great deal of her skinny legs.

      Around this awkward age, girls typically transitioned to wearing long skirts that covered their calves and ankles. Those who failed to conform to societal expectations of modest clothing were not only frowned upon but also unfairly labelled as unrefined or, worse still, presumed to lack virtue or morality.

      The lone girl was lost in her own thoughts as she ambled along, head downcast. Abruptly, she paused as she was passing Sein and turned towards her. She raised her gaze, dark eyes squinting against the glare of harsh sunlight, searching for something unseen. Finding nothing, she let out a soft breath and moved on.

      A long-forgotten sensation awakened in Sein. Filled with compassion, she wished to alleviate the girl’s suffering. But what could she do as Spirit of Cloth? What power did she have?

      Surely, I can manipulate fabric, Sein thought. Why not? Let me see what I can do.

      That notion planted itself in her mind, and with it came a flood of energy, fuelling her newfound sense of purpose.

      Sein rushed after the lone girl, stirring up the ground behind her. Glancing back, she was surprised. How could her movements affect the dust if she was a spirit? Pushing the thought aside, she focused on the silhouette of the lone girl.

      In her mind, she visualised mending the tears in the seams, lengthening the skirt, and renewing the fabric to a pristine state. She added a few tweaks to make the simple clothing more refined. Seeing the change she commanded, Sein was rewarded with a rush of satisfaction and fulfilment.

      A teenage girl walking ahead accidentally dropped an orange and chased after it as it rolled back towards the lone girl. When she glanced up, she was startled by the transformation she saw. She blinked several times to ensure her eyes were not deceiving her.

      Before her stood a girl wearing a full-length skirt with a delicate floral pattern, its colour as bright as the sun. Her cream blouse was immaculate, with lace-edged sleeves and frog fastenings featuring elaborate loops and knots. The change had been so subtle that the girl herself had not noticed, but she looked truly polished.

      “What happened to you?” the teenage girl asked, her curiosity getting the better of her.

      The lone girl looked puzzled and repeated, “What? What happened?”

      “I mean your clothes. You’ve changed your clothes. When did you do that? And where did you get those clothes from? They’re really nice.”

      The lone girl looked down at her legs and felt the silkiness of her long skirt flowing and caressing her ankles as the breeze picked up. She gasped in disbelief.

      “I dunno. It’s… I dunno,” she stammered, then ventured uncertainly. “It must be down to Spirit of Clothes or something. I was praying for better clothes this morning.”

      Another girl from the group ahead, who was waiting for her friend, overheard this and spoke up, “Do you mean Spirit of Style? Wait, that doesn’t sound right. I guess it must be Spirit of Clothes then.”

      “No, there’s no such spirit. There’s probably one for cloth though. What do you reckon, Thuza?” Someone else joined in the discussion, as a few more young people retraced their steps towards the lone girl.

      Thuza, having been asked for her opinion, nodded.

      “Yes, you’re right. My grandma is always telling me to never throw clothes on the floor or it’ll anger Spirit of Cloth. But she never told me this spirit can make your clothes look good.”

      She eyed the lone girl with keen interest before declaring, “I’m going to pray to Spirit of Cloth. I want pretty clothes too.”

      After the initial success of using her cloth power, Sein began receiving prayers from various people in the village. She granted the wishes generously. And with every joy and pleasure she brought to her devotees, a deep sense of accomplishment nourished her.

      As the weeks slipped away, Spirit of Cloth accumulated more and more followers. Within several lunar cycles, the spirit’s growing popularity led to a small altar being erected, just outside the village square.

      A group of girls had initiated this, eager to provide the spirit a recognised 'home' for devotees to leave offerings. Though modest, a simple wooden shelf raised to chest height, it held a glass of water, smouldering sandalwood incense, and an assortment of fresh fruits.

      Sein was amused and touched to see her altar. She felt her power grow within her, like a water jug filling drip by drip, each drop, each devotee, steady and gratifying.

      One late afternoon, cool air descended from the mountains, signalling a shift in the seasons. The fresh breeze tiptoed through the village, carrying with it the earthy scent of wood smoke from the cookers.

      After dinner time, several children came out to play in the streets. Sein noticed two young boys, who had the same wiry dark hair and bright, mischievous eyes, obviously brothers. They held wooden swords, crudely made out of branches, and engaged in an energetic pretend sword fight. Kicking up plumes of dust, the boys fiercely competed to knock the sword out of each other’s hands.

      “What on earth are you boys doing?” Sein exclaimed in frustration, after observing them for some time. “Your stance is all wrong, and your footwork is questionable. You don’t whack at each other like that!”

      Then realising mortals could not hear her, she turned away, agitated. It was too annoying to watch their clumsy movements. A thought occurred shortly afterwards.

      How do I know so much about sword fighting? Sein wondered.

      This question triggered her recollection of her eldest brother, Thura.

      His firm voice echoed in her mind, “Do not grip your sword too hard, or take any extra unnecessary steps, or allow fear to set in. These will drain your energy fast. Be decisive, fluid, and use as little energy as possible to cut down the enemy.”
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      It was early evening and the remaining light outside was fading fast. The shutters had been closed, and numerous ornate lanterns that hung throughout the family sitting room were lit.

      Sein heard footsteps breaking the silence, swift and certain, like someone on a mission. Her hands stilled over the embroidery she had been diligently working on, and her eyes rose with expectation, anticipating her brother’s familiar figure to appear.

      “You’re late today, Thura,” Sein called out, making her brother halt on his way to the dining room.

      Noticing her carelessly drop a small piece of cloth onto the polished wooden floor, he altered his course and approached her.

      “Only a little. I guess I missed supper with the family.”

      Thura pulled off his military jacket and draped it on the back of a low chair. He was like his father, tall and lean, with good looks and a pleasing presence.

      “You didn’t miss much. Just Mama making a huge fuss because cousin Htay announced his engagement today,” Sein said. “Mama was saying you should be settling down, since you’re practically ancient.”

      Thura let out a sigh and crossed his arms.

      “Twenty-two is not ancient. And I’m not in a hurry to get married.”

      His eyes lingered on the object on the floor.

      “Don’t throw your work on the ground. You may anger the spirit of embroidery or some spirit or other.”

      Sein pulled a silly face at him.

      Thura picked up the cloth and sat down next to Sein, propping the silk cushion behind his back. His nose picked up the delicious aroma of home-cooking seeping in from the kitchen as he remarked, “Mmm… smells like curry for supper.”

      Then, turning his attention to Sein, he asked, “What are you working on?”

      “Oh, it’s nothing important,” Sein replied. “Since I’m not allowed to do anything interesting like you. Mama seems to think if my hands are kept busy, then I won’t be so bored.”

      “It looks like a gardenia, your favourite flower. You really have been working hard on it. This is good embroidery, Sein,” Thura offered his praise as his thumb brushed over the bumpy stitches before he laid it on the low rosewood table in front of him.

      Sein shrugged off the comment.

      Stretching his arms and working out unseen knots, Thura continued, “Are you really that bored?”

      “Totally,” Sein replied and leaned back in the chair, pulling her legs up and hugging her knees. “Tell me about your day.”

      Thura scratched the back of his neck and yawned.

      “It’s been a long one,” he said finally. “I’ve been with the Crown Prince.”

      Sein glanced at him, unimpressed.

      “Initially, I thought training the young prince was going to be a chore,” he continued, “but at fifteen, he’s rather impressive. He’s been learning martial arts with his uncle, so naturally he has poise, balance, and technique. But what really stood out was his ability to control his mind. He has excellent focus and self-discipline. His movements are decisive, smooth, and precise. I’m telling you, he’s on track to become an elite swordsman, probably even surpassing me one day. I suppose I completely lost track of the time. We’ve been at it all afternoon.”

      “Sure,” Sein said flatly, “the Crown Prince is amazing. We can only have praises for him. An eternal light shines out of his ar-”

      Thura flicked a stern look at Sein, causing her to stop abruptly.

      “I’m not like other people who praise him because he is the Crown Prince,” he interjected. “I’m truly impressed. How fortunate can a young man be? Status, power, wealth, and even good looks.”

      Sein shot up in her seat at this.

      “Oh please, he may be the perfect darling of this kingdom, dear brother,” she said with disdain, “but I’ve seen him around at the Audience Hall last year. He lacks any personality or warmth. I fear he’s nothing more than an entitled young man, another one to add to the pile of arrogant young lords of the court. You, on the other hand, are ten times his worth…”

      Unexpectedly, Thura burst into a fit of giggles, interrupting her. Sein crossed her arms to express her disapproval.

      “Don’t be so hasty in your judgement of someone you don’t know personally. I see you’re trying to bolster my ego. Seriously though, Sein, don’t let anyone hear you speak harshly of the Crown Prince.”

      “Why can’t I speak my mind?” Sein rolled her eyes again. “Fine, I get it. I shall hold my tongue and be generous with my words. It’s just, I suppose, I’m a bit envious that he gets to learn sword fighting and you’re the one teaching him.”

      “He is the Crown Prince, after all. He gets to do a lot of things, some you may be envious of and others you’ll be glad you never have to encounter. Tell you what,” Thura said, a grin appearing. “If it’s in my power, and when you’re a bit older, maybe in a year’s time when you’re fifteen.”

      He patted her shoulder. “I will teach you sword fighting. You have my word.”

      Before Sein could burst in excitement at her brother’s promise, their mother, Lady Marlar, walked into the room. Her figure was wonderfully ample, yet graceful. She was dressed in a coordinated top and long skirt, with a luxurious train gliding behind her.

      A serving girl followed, tray in hand, her steps careful to avoid the intricate lace and tulle trailing along the floor.

      “You will do no such thing, Thura,” Lady Marlar said, matter-of-factly, observing the brother and sister briefly.

      She had fine features with dark eyes, though her face showed the trials of raising three sons and a daughter.

      “Playing around with a sword is not for a lady.”

      Sein and Thura exchanged a glance, and Thura immediately objected, “Mama, swordsmanship is hardly playing around. I do not see why a lady should not learn to defend herself.”

      Lady Marlar signalled for the serving girl to put the tray on the table and dismissed her.

      Looking agitated, she rested her hands on her hips and responded, “We have martial lords, like you, to protect us. Why would we, ladies, need to train in such physical pursuits? It will completely ruin our figures. Come, Thura, you can take your supper in this room.”

      Her attention now turned towards her daughter.

      “As for you, Sein, all this silly talk. What on spirits is going on in your head! I cannot help but think being constantly around your brothers has done you no good. Perhaps we should send you to a school for ladies since having your own teacher has not worked out.”

      “No, Mama.”

      Sein quickly straightened her back, pulled her knees together, and rested her feet on the floor.

      “I promise I will behave in a lady-like manner. I will do my best to follow all the court etiquettes. Please do not send me away.”

      Her mother was not listening. She was busy arranging a variety of dishes on the low table in front of her son. The air became saturated with the rich aroma of coconut chicken curry, mingling with the smokiness of charred meat and the comforting scent of freshly steamed rice, all blending into a tantalising medley. Thura picked up his cutlery and tucked into the papaya salad, the sharp lime dressing making him squint involuntarily.

      “Really,” Lady Marlar muttered, “surrounded by boys all your life. That will be why you are turning into a tomboy. Sword fighting and martial arts. Ludicrous. If only you had a sister, but no, it was not meant to be. But why none of your cousins are girls is beyond me? There are simply not enough girls in our family.”

      “Mama, please have faith,” Thura began after swallowing his food, then winked at Sein. “Your only daughter will turn out to be the picture-perfect lady. She will have many suitable lords to choose to marry.”

      “I’m not just good for marrying off, you know,” Sein protested under her breath as Thura continued to eat his supper.

      Thura kept his promise and secretly taught Sein how to wield a sword. She cherished the hour she spent with him each week, at the training grounds.

      Over many lunar cycles, he taught her the basic techniques and guided her practice until he felt Sein was ready to move forward. To the impatient young lady, it was frustrating to repeatedly practise footwork, handling, blocks and strikes on her own.

      “Have patience, Sein,” Thura coaxed. “Everything you’ve learned must surface fluidly, flowing automatically and with absolute confidence.”

      When Sein was proficient enough, Thura allowed her to practise the exercises with him, simulating combat, first moving slowly, then building up to varying speeds. Occasionally, a few men from Thura’s training group lingered after their session ended, staring in astonishment at the slender girl dressed in men’s clothing, fencing with her brother.

      Thura focused on teaching his sister techniques that would ensure she could adequately defend herself in any situation.

      “The important thing is, make sure you’re the one alive at the end. That can mean pulling dirty tricks and not fighting fairly.”

      “Fabulous, that’s what I want to learn,” Sein insisted in a playful tone. “Teach me the dirty tricks!”
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      The thought of Thura filled Sein with a glowing light expanding in her chest. He was someone who understood her well, and supported her when the storm of conflict raged with her mother. She imagined Thura with his wife, and by now, surrounded by children, living happily in the capital. She wondered whether she had nieces or nephews.

      As time pressed on, Spirit of Cloth’s altar became crowded with offerings as most households became devotees. Sein often found a variety of fruits and rice cakes left out, but after several days would go off in the heat of the dry season.

      By this time, Sein was aware the locals did not have an abundance of food and, seeing this as wasteful, she started to consume the fruits, despite feeling no hunger. Occasionally she tasted the sharp tang of oranges or the sweetness of very ripe bananas.

      The more she ate, the more her taste buds returned. The more her taste buds returned, the more her past life grew clearer. What struck her was the stark contrast between her mortal life and the simple existence of these villagers.

      From what Sein could recall, her family lived in one of the prestigious apartments in the royal palace compound. Her father, Lord Hein, descended from a noble lineage of warriors and oversaw the training of the King’s men. His impeccable reputation for honour and skill commanded respect among the royal family and the lords of the court.

      Her mother, Lady Marlar, was a social whirlwind who tirelessly visited various prominent families, forging connections and strategic acquaintances at every opportunity. She was driven by her concern that her only daughter might remain unmarried. This was the result of a prediction made by a renowned astrologer at Sein’s birth.
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      “I am at the end of my tether,” Lady Marlar complained to her older sister, Eindra. “Whatever am I to do with this, sister?”

      She handed over a delicate roll of parchment. It was a cosmic schedule for Sein’s future.

      In the Central Plains, such forecasts were a common practice for many people, and the paper one’s future was written on was considered a person’s most prized possession.

      There was a strong belief that “the journey is steepest when the destination is veiled, but with a clear view, even mountains shrink.”

      Yet, in Lady Marlar’s case, seeing the future only enlarged the mountains.

      “What is all this?” Eindra questioned, furrowing her brows.

      She was an influential figure in Lady Marlar’s life since their mother died of an illness when they were little girls.

      “Sein’s forecast is not entirely clear-cut. I am told there are many ambiguities clouding her prospects for love and marriage,” Lady Marlar pointed out.

      “It is rather odd,” Eindra commented, her dark eyes scrutinising each word on the parchment.

      “It is a puzzle indeed,” Lady Marlar sighed. “Only half a man is seen in her married life. How can that be, sister?”

      “Ridiculous! I do not like your astrologer. This is proof he has no idea what he is doing,” Eindra grumbled, leaning back in the chair. “You must consult my astrologer, Myint. He will not only give you an accurate forecast but will guide you in what can be done. There are many ritual acts that will drive away any evil spirits that are obstructing the path to Sein’s marital success.”

      “I think you are right, sister. I must take action.”

      “Indeed, you must before she is old enough to be presented in court. How old is she now?”

      “Twelve, next new moon.”

      “Gracious, already? Let me have a look at her. Where is my niece? Sein!”

      Sein had been quietly working on her calligraphy practice, drifting in and out of their conversation. Her brush strokes had become smudged on the pristine page as her concentration shifted to a book on the table. She was drawn to the page of text, which described battle strategies used in previous wars.

      How brutal, Sein thought. It was one of Thura’s books.

      “Sein!” Lady Marlar’s shrill voice interrupted Sein’s musing. “Come along and greet your aunt.”

      Sein lightly jumped up from her low seat and rushed over to the lounge area by the windows. The harsh sun stretched its fingers, trying to claw at the table where the ladies were seated.

      “Hello, Auntie Eindra,” Sein greeted with amusement on her face.

      Thura is right, she thought. Our Aunt is a little like a battle axe. I wouldn’t want to mess with her.

      “Sein, how are you?” Eindra asked, but without waiting for a reply, she turned to her sister and continued, “I shall organise an urgent meeting with Myint. I am certain he will be able to help. I see she is already blooming into a beautiful lady. She has your fine features and her father’s slender figure. She will have no trouble securing a lord from a prestigious family. Perhaps even the young prince.”

      Hearing this last sentence, Sein’s eyes flicked upwards in a wordless expression of annoyance. All the ladies of the court were rolling up their sleeves, elbowing each other out of the way, all in pursuit of the Crown Prince for their daughters.

      “Much appreciated,” Lady Marlar smiled, her usual straight back relaxing into the soft cushions. “Indeed, but sister, there are rumours the Crown Prince is to be betrothed to a princess from the South.”

      “How unfortunate!” Eindra exclaimed, her face twisting as though she had bitten into an unripe fruit.

      After a consultation with Myint, Sein found herself dragged from one shrine to another each week, most often to the one dedicated to Spirit of Love and Marriage. Despite all the merit-making rituals she had been compelled to perform over the years, she concluded nothing had altered the course foretold in her predictions.
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      Even now as a spirit, she felt a deep sense of emptiness, a void she dared not examine too closely. She quickly shifted her focus to her surroundings, watching the people of Sagyo go about their lives. She marvelled at the simple and straightforward nature of village life in contrast to the complexities of court society.

      Gradually, she discerned the familiar faces of the locals from the anonymous passersby. Some were curious and stopped at her altar to peer at it. It was not obvious which spirit this shrine was for. There was no statue, only a folded-up piece of red cloth among the offerings. Others paid no attention at all.

      A woman who appeared to be middle-aged paused in front of her altar. It was the hottest part of the day when most villagers were indoors. Sein studied this stranger who showed signs of having been on the road. The bottom of her long skirt was travel-worn and her hair was cloaked in a veil to protect her from the sun.

      She pressed her hands together and murmured something under her breath. It was a prayer to find her son. She gazed up just where Sein happened to be standing. Her pale green eyes were glistening.

      Those eyes caused Sein to gasp.

      Zeya!

      Memories of him flooded her mind. Wave after wave, it threatened to pull her under.

      From the very first glance, his pale green eyes, luminous and clear as polished jade, captivated her. As if those eyes had whispered a silent enchantment, that took hold of her heart entirely.
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      When Sein turned sixteen, she was introduced to many lords from her mother’s portfolio of potential husbands. After the tenth, the limit of Sein’s tolerance was reached.

      “No, Mama, I did not like Lord Myat or Lord what’s his name. The guy with light hair. He looked to be ancient,” Sein said, her face full of disdain. “They prattled on endlessly about their family lineage, noble titles and the so-called heroic accomplishments of some distant relatives, as though I’d have the slightest interest!”

      The lords, in her opinion, were pompous and spectacularly boring to converse with. She was much like her father and eldest brother, who shared a disinterest and dislike for court society, with its strict etiquette and rigid expectations of social rank.

      Lady Marlar continued to persist. Her relentless efforts were met with Sein’s defiance. She had endured long enough and pleaded with her father, “Papa, I do not wish to meet any more lords.”

      “I see, fair enough,” Lord Hein responded, feeling like he was walking on a tightrope, delicately treading to ensure he did not displease his wife or his daughter.

      “Hein, tell your daughter she must think about her future,” Lady Marlar said, trying to muster her husband’s support. “I am merely concerned for her welfare. She must see that.”

      “Do not worry yourself, my dear. I am certain Sein will capture the heart of a worthy man when the time is right,” Lord Hein remarked, his eyes full of affection for his only daughter.

      His strong, imposing figure was tempered by a calm and gentle demeanour, making him a reassuring presence to those around him.

      Then, in a quiet tone, he assured his wife, “And I daresay, she will be willing to meet these young lords you have singled out when she is ready. Be patient, my dear.”

      Over the course of the year, Sein found herself spending more and more time alone. Her three older brothers were engaged in full-time training and were in the service to the crown, while her cousins were much older, already married with families of their own.

      Everyone had a busy social schedule, and she rarely saw any of her family. She had not made any real friends, only acquaintances, and she preferred solitude over spending time with the lords and ladies of the court.

      Seeing his daughter’s self-isolation was clearly impacting on her wellbeing, Lord Hein waded in.

      “Sein, you must at least dress for the day,” her father gently encouraged.

      “Papa, I’m perfectly fine dressed in my house clothes. No one will see me,” Sein reasoned.

      “That’s precisely the point. It’s unhealthy for a young lady to be alone. You need to engage your mind. Go out and make friends with the ladies of the court. You will have much to discuss with people of your own age.”

      Pushed into socialising, Sein met other young ladies. She was invited to tea with one of the daughters of a notable family, who had been in service to the Crown for many generations.

      Lady Gawa was a year older than Sein, yet she already had many admirers. Even Sein’s third brother, Naing, often spoke about her. With high cheekbones, a delicate nose and voluptuous lips, she was considered a beauty. She would certainly be married by eighteen.

      “Lady Sein, how delightful to see you,” Lady Gawa said, seated perched on a gilded chair in the Tea Hall. “I have also invited Lady Meena for tea. I believe she will make a good addition to our gathering.”

      Sein offered a warm smile.

      The room exuded an air of exquisite elegance, with several wide doors opening out into the palace formal gardens, allowing a flow of fresh air to circulate. Sein noted the numerous wooden tables, each intricately carved and polished to a high sheen, were occupied by ladies similarly gathered and in animated conversations.

      She sat down, making herself comfortable on the velvet cushion, embroidered with floral patterns.

      “Lady Meena, may I introduce you to Lady Sein. She is Lord Hein’s daughter,” Lady Gawa began when her friend arrived at the table.

      “I am delighted to meet you, Lady Sein,” Lady Meena greeted, taking a seat next to Lady Gawa.

      Sein acknowledged politely, following social etiquette.

      Lady Gawa looked up to Lady Meena, who was a few years older than her. Her experience in the art of marrying the right lord was much admired.

      Lady Meena, on the other hand, took advice on the latest fashion from Lady Gawa. She desired recognition for her status as the eldest daughter of a prominent lord of the court.

      “Lady Gawa, I appreciate your advice on the latest fashion,” Lady Meena let out a giggle as she began. “Not only did my lord compliment me, but many others admired what I wore to the Autumn Moon celebrations. The bodice certainly shows off the figure.”

      She styled her hair, piled high, almost like a hive, decorated with scattered flowers and jewels. Her beauty was striking, with alluring eyes and red-painted lips that contrasted sharply against her pale skin.

      “I am delighted to hear it,” Lady Gawa responded. “You wear the new fashion with perfect grace.”

      She smiled brightly at the young man who brought over a tray of bone china cups and a teapot.

      “Only under your guidance, of course. You are truly talented in your sense of style,” Lady Meena returned the compliment.

      “You have an exceptional eye for detail and a wonderful knack for choosing the perfect colours.” Lady Gawa countered, hitting the compliment back over the net.

      As the tea was poured, the air filled with the delicate aroma of fresh-cut grass, mingled with a hint of sweet seaweed. The infusion served at the Tea Hall was freshly brewed from the Queen’s own supplier and was a brilliant emerald green. It was neither bitter nor sweet, but full of rich umami, and Sein noticed how the liquid coated her tongue and mouth, a mark of an exceptionally good cup of green tea.

      “Lady Sein, the new fashion will suit you very well,” Lady Gawa said, pausing to eye Sein up, then continued, “You have a tiny waist and assets worth displaying. No lord will be able to resist you in the latest fashion. You must wear a bodice for the Lighting Festival, with a skirt that has just the right length of train to gracefully glide behind you.”

      “Indeed, Lady Sein. A skirt and train, with a cropped jacket rather than the usual cape, is perfectly respectable,” Lady Meena encouraged. “I would be delighted to help you select the best colours for you. You do have a fabulous complexion. A man certainly appreciates delicate pale skin, and the more you show it, the more he will be enticed.”

      “I am grateful,” Sein said, shielding her irritation. “I’m quite settled with my clothing as it is, though I do appreciate the thought.”

      She was trying to politely turn down their suggestions. Really, there was no way she would be baring skin and showing off her cleavage to anyone. Since having developed appealing curves, she was already attracting attention. She loathed the scrutiny from the lords’ wandering eyes.

      There was a moment of awkward silence as the ladies awaited Sein to continue.

      What are they expecting? Sein wondered in alarm. Am I supposed to compliment them in return?

      She remained silent as she had none to offer, and lying was not her forte. Then she berated herself for not following social etiquette.

      Lady Gawa picked a different topic and began, “There are so many delicious young lords. Are we not fortunate, Lady Sein?”

      A snigger escaped her lips.

      “Though none as good-looking as the Crown Prince. He is utterly divine. Oh… what I would do to have a private audience with him.”

      Sein faked a smile, cringing inwardly.

      “Indeed, but he is off-limits, dear sister,” Lady Meena chided, replacing her teacup on the table. “Do not choose a mango that is out of your reach. Why tempt yourself?”

      “I am well aware,” Lady Gawa interrupted, pressing a hand against her chest where a ruby pendant rested just above her cleavage, “he is to marry Princess Nanda when she is sixteen, but that is a long time away. Perhaps he might fall in love with a lady from his own people before that. If only I could capture his attention and persuade him otherwise.”

      Lady Meena shook her head. “My father has journeyed to the Southern Delta. He speaks of Princess Nanda, who, despite being only fourteen, is already a renowned beauty. It is said she has simply stolen our Crown Prince’s heart. Have you not observed how he shows little interest in other ladies at social gatherings? He has no need to seek someone when he already has a jewel in his possession.”

      Lady Gawa did not seem the slightest bit deterred. Her attention turned to Sein as she asked, “What is your opinion of the Crown Prince, Lady Sein?”

      “He is…,” Sein hesitated, unprepared.

      Remembering Thura’s words, she thought it best not to reveal her real opinions on the Crown Prince.

      “He is… a… true prince.”

      She managed to string a sentence together, then inwardly winced at how pitiful she must have sounded.

      “A true prince indeed!” Lady Gawa agreed, her hands clasped together. “And are you acquainted with Lord Tin? I had the fortune of meeting him yesterday. He is also delish, but not as handsome as the Crown Prince, naturally.”

      “No.”

      “Shame,” Lady Gawa continued, sensing the conversation stalling, and smoothly pivoted to a new subject. “Ladies, we must discuss what to wear to the Lighting Festival. It is only a mere two weeks away.”

      Sein smiled politely, nodding to various comments, but her mind had zoned out. Their conversations dwelled on: how to dress in the latest fashion, what accessories were deemed appropriate, and how to move with elegance.

      Then it moved on to what flowers were suitable for decorative hairpieces, and how to apply makeup to enhance natural beauty and a youthful glow.

      It was all dull, dull, dull.

      Tea with the ladies was a lukewarm experience, neither delightful nor dreadful. Their subsequent conversations, fixated on the art of pleasing a lord, left a bitter taste in Sein’s mind. The idea that a lady must bend like bamboo to accommodate every whim of her lord was something she could not swallow.

      As far as Sein was concerned, both parties stepping into the arena of marriage should bear the weight of responsibility equally.

      Whenever Sein met with Lady Gawa, the focus eventually moved onto how to make Sein more alluring to men, as if Lady Gawa was colluding with her mother to ensure she was married off.

      From then onwards, Sein feigned various women’s ailments to decline any further invitations to meet.

      Perhaps her mother was right. Having grown up surrounded by boys, she did not think like a lady. Her interests lay in acquiring knowledge, sword fighting, and martial arts.

      She was more suited to befriend a lord, but that door was firmly closed. In the eyes of society, any connection with a man would be twisted into the guise of romance.

      Once again, Lady Marlar grew concerned that her daughter spent too much time indoors. This left Sein with little opportunity to be noticed by a potential suitor. Unlike her husband, she lacked patience and could not leave the matter be.

      Desiring to create an opportunity, Lady Marlar said one morning, “Sein, do you remember Lord Lwin? That good-looking young lord we met last year?”

      “Not really,” Sein answered flatly, inspecting her nails.

      She noted her mother brought up the subject of meeting new lords whenever her father was away.

      Sensing a storm brewing, the three brothers quickly finished their breakfast.

      Thura, being the eldest, spoke up, “Pardon me, Mama. May we leave the table? We would like to start training early today.”

      “Ah… yes, that’s right,” Phyu backed his brother. “Good thinking, Thura. Best to fit in a decent run before it’s too hot.”

      Once they had received a nod from their mother, the men vacated their seats.

      “Have fun, Sein,” Naing said as they left.

      Lady Marlar’s eyes softened with pride as she watched her sons filing out. Then, they sharpened again as she turned to Sein.

      “Well, you have a chance to get to know Lord Lwin better.”

      She pierced the egg on her plate with a spoon, its vibrant yolk spilling out over the white rice.

      “He will be visiting us tomorrow afternoon. Make sure you are dressed appropriately.”

      “I do not wish to get to know him. I have no interest in meeting any more arrogant young lords.”

      “Arrogant young lords!” Lady Marlar exclaimed, dropping her spoon on the plate. “What are you talking about? Lord Lwin is not only good-looking but also charming. His manners are refined and elegant.”

      “I am not interested, Mama!” Sein declared, feeling impatient.

      She clenched her fists, her nails digging into her soft palms.

      “Such a headstrong young lady,” Lady Marlar said, exasperated, and she threw her hands up in a gesture of frustration. “No man will want to marry you!”

      “Perhaps I do not want to marry any man!” Sein retaliated.

      “What in the spirits do you mean? What are you going to do with your life?”

      Unable to tolerate anymore, Sein immediately rose from her chair and stormed away.

      “You will meet Lord Lwin whether you like it or not. Do you hear me!” Lady Marlar shouted after her.

      Her mother did raise a good question. Sein had not thought beyond her youthful years. It pained her to think, one day, she might have to settle on a marriage.

      Perhaps by her early twenties, she would have no choice but to marry one of the lechers she had been introduced to. Those lords appeared refined and proper, yet their fingers would linger a little too long on her shoulder, or their hand would slip down to her waist ever so briefly.

      She shuddered at the thought of these unwelcome physical contact.

      I’d rather die than be married to one of these vultures, she admitted to herself.

      To avoid any more confrontations with her mother, Sein found herself walking around aimlessly that morning. Away from prying eyes, she meandered through the lush gardens towards the compound which housed various official buildings. She walked past these stark structures, with their shutters closed, and could not help but wonder what secrets they held within.

      Eventually she arrived at the palace Archives, a quiet place where not a soul was in sight.

      Perfect, I don’t have to see and speak to anyone, she concluded.

      The Archives, with its lofty ceiling, made the room even more grand and airy. On all walls, there were scrolls and books meticulously arranged, layer upon layer, reaching beyond eye level.

      Curious as to what the Archives had to offer, Sein picked up a few scrolls and briefly read the titles. These were mainly about the history of the Gin Empire before the Kingdom of Arkar. She had no particular interest in history, so she moved along, picking rolls at random.

      A scroll on the healing properties of plants. That was a little more interesting.

      She went to the other wall and pulled out another one. There was a scent that suggested aged paper, mingling with a faint hint of dust. It was a little crumpled compared to the previous scrolls she had looked at. The title read: The Complete Art of Needlework.

      Mother will approve of this one, Sein chuckled to herself.

      Her eyes caught a few lines that had been hurriedly written in the midsection.

      It read, “My beloved prince, the rightful heir to the throne, is lost, not by nature’s design, but by the treachery of men. His passing was made to look natural, yet I know it was betrayal that took him. He was slain as he slept, his peaceful appearance a cruel mask for the crime committed. Though proof eludes me, I know well who is to blame. Justice must be served. Will you lend your aid?”

      “What on earth is this?” Sein said out loud.

      She unravelled the document fully to see who its author was. There were two initials, G. G. Her eyes scanned the rest of the text. It discussed different techniques of needlework.

      How bizarre!

      She placed the scroll back where it was wedged and pulled out the one beside it. This one detailed the intricate art of gold leafing. The kingdom was renowned for its craftsmanship and culture, and this wall of ancient texts reflected such knowledge.

      Sein backtracked and drew out the crumpled scroll again. Something about this mystery fascinated her.

      “A prince that was murdered in his sleep,” Sein pondered, a finger pressing on her chin. “Which prince? I can’t think of any others except our current one. I don’t know anything about our history.”

      How tragic, she thought, to be talking to myself. If only I had a friend to share such discoveries with.

      Letting out a quiet sigh, she returned to the wall lined with historic manuscripts. She picked a handful, then walked to one of the four grand teak tables that dominated the room, each surrounded by high-backed chairs, inviting visitors to linger.

      The room was serene, bathed in the warmth of the morning sun streaming through. The picturesque view of ancient trees and the garden beyond was perfectly framed by the window.

      Sein settled into a seat and leisurely read through the scrolls. This was not a bad way to spend a day.

      Her head was buried in a document when footsteps and voices were heard. She was sitting with her back to the door and could not see who had entered.

      The voice speaking sounded like it belonged to an older male, and, by the accent, a high-ranking lord of the court.

      He said, “Your Highness, while I am aware of your fondness for the rigorous study of martial arts and the intricate nuances of battle strategy as detailed in these esteemed codices, it is incumbent upon me to reiterate the paramount importance of your comprehension of our renowned history. As the Crown Prince, it is not merely a matter of preference but a duty of the highest order to be thoroughly versed in the chronicles of our land, for it is through such knowledge that Your Highness shall be truly prepared to lead with wisdom and foresight.”

      Disaster! It’s the Crown Prince and his master, Sein concluded. I need to escape.

      Unfortunately, she could not. The men were blocking the doorway as the master rattled on.

      Was she meant to curtsey in the presence of the Crown Prince? She could not quite recall the proper etiquette. Better to sit still until they leave.

      Maybe they won’t notice me, she hoped.

      The Crown Prince and his master did not leave. Instead, they seated themselves at the table beside hers. She winced, realising she would have to endure their company.

      Forcing herself to read on, she tried to remain composed, but the master’s voice, loud and insistent, disrupted her calm like ripples on the surface of the water. As she listened, she could not help but find his words overly verbose. It was a torrent of unnecessary speech.

      “To what extent has Your Highness immersed himself in the profound annals of our venerable history?” Master enquired after his lecture on the importance of history.

      A brief pause, then a gentle yet firm voice answered, “I must admit, history has not been a priority of my studies. Yet.”

      “What? Not studied history yet?” Master was amazed. Then, sounding more collected, he asked, “Is Your Highness well-versed in the illustrious origins of the esteemed Gin Empire?”

      “Not yet, Master.”

      At this answer, Sein swiftly glanced over at their table.

      The Crown Prince had grown up since the last time she saw him in the Audience Hall. He was slender and tall. Seated opposite his Master, the sun gently caressed his face. It was a striking face. Even Sein had to admit he was handsome. His profile was well-proportioned; his dark hair contrasted with his fair complexion.

      With status and good looks like that, his ego must be as large as this room, Sein thought smugly.

      “That shall be precisely where we, with all due reverence, initiate our profound scholarly journey in pursuit of historical enlightenment.”

      The master stood up, and the various chains and ornaments on his clothing jingled. He was a middle-aged man with greying temples and black-rimmed spectacles.

      “Alas, it is with the deepest sorrow that I must inform Your Highness that our esteemed Archivist, the very custodian of our cherished histories, has departed from our midst. In the absence of one, it falls upon us to unearth the necessary texts by our own fair hands.”

      “What an absolute delight it shall be to become intimately acquainted with the Archives,” the Crown Prince responded.

      Sein sensed a hint of sarcasm.

      Master nodded. “Ah, indeed, an unmitigated joy, is it not? I shall personally retrieve the very first scroll.”

      Seeing a young lady sitting poised at the table, the master paused in his movement towards the shelves. He noticed that some of the history scrolls had been removed from the shelf. Scanning the rolls of parchment scattered in front of Sein, he addressed her.

      “My lady, might I inquire if you have by any chance completed your perusal of the first history scroll of the Gin Empire?”

      He indicated the scroll Sein had only skimmed before setting it aside to read properly later.

      However, she replied, “Yes, my lord,” and offered it to him, holding it with both hands as a gesture of respect.

      “Ah… much appreciated,” Master said, studying the young lady with curiosity over the rim of his glasses.

      Sensing the Crown Prince glancing her way, Sein bowed her head politely, but then wondered again whether she should stand up and curtsey. When she looked up, their eyes locked for a moment.

      His pale jade-green eyes, gleaming with an intense clarity, caught her in a spell, leaving her momentarily disarmed.

      Her cheeks coloured slightly as she swiftly diverted her eyes. She tried to focus on the text in front of her, noticing her pulse racing. Her mind was a turbulent sea now, with thoughts crashing like waves against each other, leaving her adrift and unable to grasp a single coherent thought.

      She rose from her chair, quickly returned the scrolls to the shelf, and made a hasty exit as the master barked out a lecture in the background.
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      Even as Crown Prince, Zeya could not escape history lessons. Not even his title could shield him from his master’s dry lectures, especially now that his father had decreed the importance of studying the past.

      For years, Zeya had enjoyed a more flexible, self-directed education under the guidance of his uncle, Lord Ray, the King’s younger brother. But now that freedom had vanished and his treasured morning training had been rudely pushed back an hour to make room for history.

      Reluctantly, Zeya strode through the lush gardens, cutting across the manicured lawn to reach the compound where the official buildings stood. As promised, his master was waiting outside the Archives.

      The figure looked as though he belonged to another era, his slender frame nearly swallowed by the folds of an elaborate jacket heavy with medals and gold chains. It was a striking contrast to the austere lines of the modern structure behind him.

      Seeing the young prince approach, the master stood to attention, clicking his heels together before folding into a stiff, creaky bow.

      Then straightening up, he began, “Your Highness, it is of the highest honour to be summoned in service of such a noble task. To partake in the shaping of a mind destined to lead is a privilege beyond measure, and gratitude is owed for the trust bestowed in this calling.”

      “Master,” Zeya greeted, wishing to divert the onslaught of overblown gratitude. “It truly is an honour to be under your guidance once again. I do hope you’ve been keeping well? And your good lady, is she in equally fine health?”

      “Very well indeed, Your Highness,” Master responded.

      Zeya offered a swift smile before stepping lightly up the steps and entering the building.

      “Your Highness, while I am aware of your fondness for the rigorous study of martial arts and the intricate nuances of battle strategy as detailed in these esteemed codices, it is incumbent upon me to reiterate the paramount importance of your comprehension of our renowned history. As the Crown Prince, it is not merely a matter of preference but a duty of the highest order to be thoroughly versed in the chronicles of our land, for it is through such knowledge that Your Highness shall be truly prepared to lead with wisdom and foresight.”

      Zeya simply nodded, having resigned himself to what was bound to feel like a very long hour. Still, he knew he must endure the session. Master was a man held in high regard by both his father and his uncle.

      The room was brightly lit by rays of sunlight streaming through the window. He followed obediently to a table and took his seat opposite his master, scanning the surrounding shelves of scrolls and books that towered towards the ceiling.

      The Archives was familiar to him as it was a place where he had pored over accounts of battles fought across the Central Plains. He had no qualms about learning from past greats like General Sayo, who successfully led his men in defending the kingdom from eastern invaders time after time.

      But he could not bring himself to care about the old kings’ personal dramas or their obsessive quest to build an empire. He was living through such ambition firsthand, so why would he need to study it?

      “To what extent has Your Highness immersed himself in the profound annals of our venerable history?” Master enquired after his lecture on the importance of history.

      Zeya was only half listening as his attention shifted to the environment. The lofty interior, usually steeped in the stale scent of long-forgotten stories and the lingering trace of mothballs from the scholars’ robes, now carried a light, refreshing aroma like a spring breeze drifting through an open window.

      To his surprise, a young lady was seated at the neighbouring table. Perhaps she was the source of the delicate fragrance. He observed her discreetly, noting how unusual it was to find anyone studying in the Archives.

      She sat poised, her long copper-brown hair falling in waves about her shoulders as she read intently from a scroll. Judging by how plainly she was dressed, Zeya assumed she must be one of the lower-ranked ladies of the court.

      Curiously, she neither looked up nor turned to acknowledge him. Was she truly engrossed in the scroll, or simply unimpressed by his presence? Zeya could not tell.

      Nearly every young lady of the court he encountered made a point of seeking his attention. It was one of the reasons he loathed social gatherings, where he was forced to engage in shallow conversations while the ladies shamelessly flirted, as though his betrothal to Princess Nanda of the Southern Delta was merely a rumour.

      Why they tried to seduce him remained a mystery. While the court was filled with beauty, he had no desire to stain his honour or give the gossips anything to feed on.

      Realising his master was waiting for a response, Zeya quickly said, “I must admit, history has not been a priority of my studies. Yet.”

      His uncle had always insisted on that word: “yet.”

      “Yet” left the door open and showed a willingness to grow. It turned dismissal into possibility, which pleased most people.

      “What? Not studied history yet?” Master exclaimed. Then with more composure, he asked, “Is Your Highness well-versed in the illustrious origins of the esteemed Gin Empire?”

      “Not yet, Master.”

      Zeya sensed the young lady glance over at their table.

      “That shall be precisely where we, with all due reverence, initiate our profound scholarly journey in pursuit of historical enlightenment,” Master declared as he rose to his feet. “Alas, it is with the deepest sorrow that I must inform Your Highness that our esteemed Archivist, the very custodian of our cherished histories, has departed from our midst. In the absence of one, it falls upon us to unearth the necessary texts by our own fair hands.”

      He brought his gloved hands together, fingertips touching in a precise steeple, a gesture Zeya had often seen older nobles use to project authority.

      “What an absolute delight it shall be to become intimately acquainted with the Archives,” Zeya remarked, the sarcasm barely hidden behind his genteel tone.

      Master nodded. “Ah, indeed, an unmitigated joy, is it not? I shall personally retrieve the very first scroll.”

      His eyes scanned the top shelf of the history section and noticed that several parchment rolls were missing.  His gaze flicked to the young lady at the next table.

      “My lady, might I inquire if you have by any chance completed your perusal of the first history scroll of the Gin Empire?”

      “Yes, my lord,” the girl replied and offered the scroll, holding it with both hands as a gesture of respect.

      “Ah… much appreciated,” Master said with a content smile as he continued to observe her.

      It was a rare sight to see a young person so engrossed in learning. These days, it seemed, the pursuit of knowledge had been replaced by the pursuit of novelty and distraction.

      Zeya’s eyes were drawn to the girl again. There was something familiar about her, yet he could not place her for now. She looked to be similar in age to him.

      Surely, they had met before, or even danced at one of those endless royal festivals. While names often slipped his memory, he never forgot a face, especially one as captivating as hers.

      The young lady turned his way and bowed her head in acknowledgement. Zeya blinked, realising he had been staring for an impolite length of time.

      When she raised her gaze, her eyes caught his for the briefest moment before she turned away, leaving him oddly unsettled. It felt as though she saw him as a man, not the prince.

      He quickly regained his composure and turned his attention to his master.

      “The genesis of the illustrious Gin Empire may be traced to an age lost in the mists of antiquity, more than a thousand years past, when the vast expanse of these lands was but a disjointed quilt of minor kingdoms, each ruled by warlords more preoccupied with their own trifling feuds than the greater destiny that awaited. In the midst of this fractious era there arose a man of extraordinary mettle, endowed with an intellect sharpened by foresight and a will tempered by unyielding ambition.”

      Master rattled on, unrolling a parchment on the table and his finger pointing at the relevant passage.

      However, Zeya was caught in his own thoughts rather than listening. Something about that young lady’s behaviour intrigued him. She was unlike any of the court ladies he had encountered.

      After that fleeting look, she swiftly gathered the scrolls from the table, returned them to the shelf, and ducked out of the Archives without another glance.

      Zeya allowed himself a small, amused smile. Perhaps not every lady in the palace sought his attention.

      The hour of history lesson concluded when Khin Yu, the Crown Prince’s guard, stepped into the room and announced, “Your Highness, it is time for training with Lord Thura.”

      Zeya stood up and gave a quick head bow.

      “Much appreciated, Master, for your time and attention,” he said. “With your permission, I shall continue my studies in history and endeavour to visit the Archives as often as I can. I’d much prefer to guide my own learning rather than take you away from your valuable work with my cousins.”

      This was Zeya’s attempt to avoid any more lectures from the man.

      “I’m certain my cousins will benefit greatly from your wisdom and experience. They’ve not yet had the privilege of learning under your guidance as I have, and I know it will serve them well. In fact, Lord Kin, I dare say, would be positively thrilled to be guided by you. I shall ask him to make himself available here tomorrow morning, if that suits your schedule.”

      Lord Kin, a younger cousin of Zeya, had earned a reputation for his neglect of manners and decorum, making him a natural candidate for the master’s careful instructions.

      “As you wish, Your Highness. Direct discourse shall be undertaken with Lord Kin,” Master replied, rising to his feet with an air of satisfaction.

      Before Zeya could retreat, he slipped in, “Perhaps, then, Your Highness would do me the considerable honour of convening on a weekly basis, that one might reflect upon the knowledge acquired, clarify any uncertainties that may have arisen, and delve further into the deeper meanings
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