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Praise for The Celestial Kingdom Duology

‘This vivid, unputdownable debut effortlessly whisks us into the celestial realms of Chinese high fantasy. Tan magnificently conjures the romantic yet dangerous dazzle of this immortal world, but never loses track of the shining human heart of her tale. A captivating treat for lovers of Chinese fantasy dramas and newcomers alike’

Shelley Parker-Chan, No.1 Sunday Times bestselling author of She Who Became the Sun

‘Sue Lynn Tan has written a breathtaking debut novel that will sweep readers away to the moon and back. I can’t remember the last time a book surprised and delighted me as much as this one. Epic, romantic, and enthralling from start to finish. I love this book’

Stephanie Garber, No.1 Sunday Times bestselling author of the Caraval series

‘A lush, dreamy gem of a novel’

Shannon Chakraborty, Sunday Times bestselling author of The Adventures of Amina al-Sirafi

‘An absolutely delightful and enchanting read! Daughter of the Moon Goddess takes a beloved Chinese legend and reimagines it into a gorgeously-spun romantic fantasy. I can’t wait for the sequel!’

Elizabeth Lim, Sunday Times bestselling author of Six Crimson Cranes

‘Enchanting and immersive, Sue Lynn Tan’s Daughter of the Moon Goddess is everything I want in a fantasy novel. From high-stakes action and adventure, to slow-burn romance, to found family and everything in between, the visually evocative prose pulls readers straight into the Celestial Kingdom (and beyond) and leaves you longing for more once the final page is turned. I can’t believe this is a debut – this is definitely an author to watch!’

Lynette Noni, No.1 bestselling and award-winning author of The Prison Healer Series

‘A stirring romantic fantasy set in a richly realised world inspired by Chinese mythology. I loved it!’

Zen Cho, bestselling author of Black Water Sister

‘Strikingly evocative, tense, and heartfelt, Daughter of the Moon Goddess … floats you into the Celestial Kingdom, introduces you to monsters both literal and figurative, and leaves you dreaming of dragons’

Andrea Stewart, Sunday Times bestselling author of The Drowning Empire series

‘With all the beauty and heartbreak of a Chinese fantasy drama Daughter of the Moon Goddess is an enchanting joy from start to finish’

Tasha Suri, award-winning author of The Jasmine Throne

‘I dare you not to be entranced by this magical book’

Ava Reid, No.1 New York Times bestselling author of A Study in Drowning

‘Truly unputdownable’

Voice Magazine

‘Much more than a conventional fantasy’
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To my father who taught me to look up at the skies, and to my mother for keeping my feet on the ground.
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NOTE

Dear Reader,

When I finished writing Heart of the Sun Warrior, I found it hard to leave the characters and wanted to spend a little more time with them—imagining their lives in the future, and what might have prompted their decisions in the past. I never dreamed these stories would become a book, accompanied by such beautiful illustrations.

All my personal proceeds from Tales of the Celestial Kingdom will be donated to charity, and I hope in this way to be able to give something back. Thank you for your support of my stories, and for the chance to share them.

With love,

[image: Signature image]
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

When I wrote Daughter of the Moon Goddess, I never imagined the incredible and emotional journey the books would take me on, that this treasured compilation would exist. The first few stories in Tales of the Celestial Kingdom were written during a break between the duology, and there was no real plan for them. Since then, I’ve added to the tales, drawing upon certain moments across the books to shed a little more light upon the characters and their relationships.

As there are spoilers for the duology within, I wanted to share a little about the arrangement of this compilation. The three stories in “Dusk” are reimaginings of the original legend that inspired the books, a prequel in a way, reinterpreting the myth in the world of the Celestial Kingdom—and these can be read without prior knowledge of the duology. The first two tales in “Twilight” explore blossoming relationships in Daughter of the Moon Goddess, expanding upon moments as the ginseng root that was gifted to the Celestial Empress, and the monster recounted by Xingyin upon her return to the Jade Palace as the First Archer. The remaining stories, including those in “Dawn,” would ideally be read after Heart of the Sun Warrior as they contain major spoilers.

In this compilation, we explore multiple viewpoints of different characters—Chang’e and Houyi, Liwei, Wenzhi and Shuxiao—and the epilogue is the only story told from Xingyin’s point of view. It was exciting to write from other characters’ perspectives, giving voice to their thoughts and delving deeper into who they are. Within their pages, there are some differences given the narrator, and reflecting who the character is at a point in time—what they know and what they’ve gone through. While many of the characters have changed over the course of the books, some undergo greater transformation than others.

The tale of Chang’e and Houyi is one I have always loved, a Mid-Autumn legend that I grew up with, that has stayed with me over time. Many variations of the myth exist, and I always wondered if there might be more to it—for Chang’e to take the elixir and leave her beloved husband. While I wanted to honor the existing legend in Daughter of the Moon Goddess, I also wanted to take it in a new direction of a heroine whose path was yet uncharted.

I always imagined Xingyin’s tale as a duology, with each book centered on different elements of the mythology, and was thrilled when my editor shared the vision. Chang’e and Houyi each have their own part in the myth, starting from their life together as mortals, to when their paths diverge—one ascending to the skies, the other remaining on earth. Just as Daughter of the Moon Goddess was inspired by Chang’e, I wanted Heart of the Sun Warrior to delve deeper into the legend of Houyi. For those who have not read the sequel, elements of the plot will be revealed below as I share some of its inspiration.

The duology also weaves in other Chinese myths, namely the Four Dragons in Daughter of the Moon Goddess, while Heart of the Sun Warrior features another lesser-known figure of Mid-Autumn legend, that of the woodcutter on the moon. Some believed that after gaining immortality, Chang’e lived on the moon, accompanied by only a rabbit and the woodcutter, who had offended the Jade Emperor and was sentenced to chop an enchanted tree for eternity. The legend diverges into multiple variations, with the woodcutter’s wrongdoing ranging from laziness to killing his wife’s lover. For the latter, I wondered how this crime of passion might twist his heart and mind, how it might shape his future if he allowed it to consume him.

Another source of inspiration is the Terracotta Army, the thousands of clay soldiers constructed to guard the tomb of the first emperor of China. They have always fascinated me, their history and purpose, the intricacy and details of their crafting.

In these stories you will find magical kingdoms, grand battles, cunning monarchs, and noble warriors, yet what lies at the heart of this duology is love—both romantic and familial. I believe love is mysterious, complex, unexpected—far more gray than black-and-white—something that grows and evolves, as do we. And I believe the characters followed the path that was most true to who they were, who they grew into, which may not be who they started out as at the beginning.

Xingyin’s story is perhaps less of a fairy tale than that of a woman fighting for what she believes in as she seeks the answers to her own life, accepting that she might never have them all, learning what makes her happy, being courageous enough to reach for it—and despite the challenges she encounters, remaining hopeful for what tomorrow may bring.

These characters have come to mean so much to me, it is hard to recall a time when they were not part of my life, and I’ve loved writing them with all my heart. I am thankful for everyone who made this possible, and to you for wanting to read more of the Celestial Kingdom, and I hope you will enjoy returning there once again.
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A prequel to Daughter of the Moon Goddess, reimagining the myth of the ten sunbirds, set in the world of the Celestial Kingdom.



[image: line image]

Light filtered through the gauze screens that covered the windows, the wooden frames latticed in a pattern of squares. I blinked, trying to adjust to the dazzling brightness, my mind still sluggish. Slumber had been hard won— I’d slept with the curtains pulled back from the posts, though it did little good. While I did not perspire easily, my silk robe clung to me, damp with sweat. Breathing in, I almost choked on the air, suffused with a brittle heat unusual in the beginning of spring when the days still bore a remnant of winter. My body felt heavy, each movement languorous, as I pushed myself from the bed. I was alone, Houyi’s blanket still neatly folded at the foot of the bed. Had he not returned during the night?

Walking to the windows, I pushed them apart, quickly—before the wood seared my fingers. Through the slender opening, I glimpsed a crack of sky, ablaze with vermilion flame. I dropped my gaze at once to protect my sight. How long had it been this way, the heat intensifying without relief, day blending seamlessly into night until I could no longer tell them apart? The sun never set—if it still existed—like it was a yolk punctured, spilling across the heavens. It had never been like this, not even in the most scorching of summers. Tendrils of premonition curled in my stomach, spiraling unbound like coils of smoke. This strange and terrible phenomenon did not seem to be of our realm.

If only Houyi were here. He would calm my fears, he would know what to do, always so steady and decisive. Even the king sought and treasured his opinion. At times, my husband’s iron assurance and certainty grated on me, particularly in the moments we disagreed—but now I wished I could lean on it, to have him close when danger hovered around us. Yet since the skies had turned to liquid fire, he was often away at the king’s behest. They had sought the counsel of the wisest elders in the land, of soothsayers and fortune-tellers, yet none possessed the answers needed.

I did not know how long I waited by the window; time had lost its meaning with the position of the sun unknown. At last, familiar steps trod along the stone path outside, firm and quick. Hastily, I tucked in the loose strands of my hair and discarded my robe for a fresh one, a green silk embroidered with lotuses.

The wooden door swung open, my pulse leaping as it always did at the sight of my husband, even when streaked with sweat and dust. His black hair was coiled into a topknot, held in place with a band of silver, and he stood as straight as an arrow. His fine gray robe was wrinkled and scuffed at the hem, fastened with a leather belt studded with jade. Many considered his face to be strong rather than pleasing, with those sharp cheekbones, that distinct cleft in his broad chin. Beneath winged eyebrows, his dark eyes gleamed—his penetrating gaze that struck such terror into an enemy’s heart, even as it quickened mine.

He unstrapped his sword, sheathed in a scabbard of gold and ebony, then set it on the table by the doorway—along with a silver bow he unslung from his shoulder, intricately carved, the ends curving to sharp points. I had never seen it before, perhaps it was a gift from the king. Later, I would take his weapons and polish them. A servant might have done it, but there was satisfaction in caring for my husband’s possessions. Particularly those that kept him safe, that brought him home to me each day.

As he came toward me, I wanted to press closer to him, to drink in his scent, laced with the spice that was his alone. Already the air seemed less stifling, my mood lighter, my fears less dire.

“Chang’e, sit. The doctor said you must rest, for both you and our child,” he told me gently.

“I am well,” I said. “Lying abed all day would be more of a strain.” My stomach was still barely curved. It was early yet, though he treated me like I was made of porcelain. I was fortunate to be spared the nausea that plagued others, just an occasional fatigue that tugged at my limbs.

He smiled at me, but his gaze remained troubled.

“What’s the matter, Houyi? Why did you not return last night?” Not an accusation but an invitation to speak his cares. He preferred to spare me their burden when all I wanted was to share them.

“I have discovered the source of the calamity that plagues our realm,” he said gravely.

“Have we angered the gods?” What else could these raging skies of flame mean?

His face darkened. “It is the sunbirds.”

“Sunbirds?” I frowned, trying to recall the stories I had heard of them.

“Yes. All ten have risen at once.”

“Ten?” I gasped. “I thought they were just a myth.”

He shook his head. “They are real. Down here, you can only see their fire, but higher in the mountains is where you can make out their forms.”

One sun sufficed to light the world, already causing famine and drought during the worst seasons. How might we escape the destruction of ten?

“Can’t we tell the sunbirds to stop? Maybe they do not realize the harm they are causing.”

“I tried. Either they did not hear me, or they did not care.” He glanced out of the window, his expression grim. “Yet how can they not know? The devastation is impossible to ignore.”

Despair gripped me. “We can’t survive this heat for much longer,” I whispered.

He reached out and laid his palm over mine. Even after these years together, his touch still thrilled and comforted me. I turned my hand over and threaded my fingers through his—roughly callused, yet more slender than one might have expected of his warrior’s form.

“I will face the sunbirds. I will stop them.” He spoke with unflinching resolve as though it were a trivial matter.

“No.” My refusal came swiftly, so harshly spoken it startled me as much as him. I was no novice to danger, its constant shadow looming over our marriage. A demanding mistress, prying my husband from my arms in the form of terrifying beasts, great wars, and violent uprisings. Each time, I had embraced him and sent him off with a warm smile to bolster his spirits, swallowing my tears until he had left.

Not now. This danger was greater than anything he had ever faced. The sunbirds were said to be divine creatures, the children of an ancient goddess who dwelled in the heavens. Even if my husband could defeat such powerful beings—victory would come at a steep price, for whose wrath might he incur?

Terror flooded me, relentless and cold. “Why you? Why not another?” A selfish sentiment but an honest one. I asked it even as I knew his mind was made up. No matter the danger, Houyi would never shirk his duty. Moreover, who else could face the monsters that plagued our skies? He was a hero of the people, a legend of our realm … but for today, I just wanted him to be my husband.

“I must do this.” He spoke gently but firmly.

His gaze rested on the tea set before us, of porcelain rimmed with gold. Our cupboards bulged with sacks of rice, beans, dried fish, cured meats—provisions against times of misfortune. A servant had laid a meal on the rosewood table: a whole chicken braised with herbs, a plate of jade-green stalks, and silken bean curd so soft, it seemed to quiver beneath our breath.

The foremost commander of the king’s army wanted for nothing.

“We are lucky. For now,” he said in a low voice. “But the rivers have run dry, the fields are barren. Famine is already upon us, and it will reach here soon. As I rode across villages, the cries of the people rang in my ears, the sunken cheeks of their children tore at my soul. The poor are the first to suffer, but death hovers over us all.”

I longed to cry out: What about your wife and unborn child? What if something happened to you? But I let the words fade upon my tongue even as tears pricked my eyes. I was used to locking my fears within, rather than burdening another.

He plucked a crimson peony from the vase—the last unwilted bloom from our garden—snapped off part of its stalk, and slid it into my hair, as he had often done during the early days of our courtship. Sometimes, when he was away, I would tuck a flower there to remind myself of him. But there were no flowers here anymore, just their withered stalks.

“Chang’e, I will be safe. I will return. I promise I will never leave you and our child alone in this world.”

I tried again. “But the sunbirds are beloved by the gods.”

His lips lifted into a small smile. “Maybe the gods favor me, too.”

A gold chain gleamed at his neck, one I had not seen before. Was it a good-luck charm? Something he had bought from the market to ward off evil? I would drape him in them, if only they would bring him back to me, unharmed.

He continued, “I do not intend to attack the sunbirds; I still hope to reason with them.”

What if they will not listen? But I said no more; it would do no good when he was resolved. I would not spoil our time together, fighting a battle I could not win. Nor would I be his weakness, weighing him down when he needed to be strong in body, mind, and heart. And so, I smiled and nodded, serving him the choicest parts of our meal, keeping my tears within me as we went to bed. And if I held him a little tighter that night, he did not remark upon it.

The next morning, I rose early, my skin already slicked with sweat. Houyi had covered our windows with thick cloth, stuffed into the crevices
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