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Author’s Note

	I know maybe not everyone has had the same experiences as me, but the following note comes from observations I’ve made in my life. Take them as you will.

	There are a lot of things I love about my culture. The food, dramas, fashion, history, etc. After all, the stories I write are heavily influenced by all of this. That being said, as with all cultures and belief systems, while there are pros, there are also cons.

	Filial piety comes to mind. Respecting one’s parents is a positive value. I think it’s a great thing to be close with your family, and you should be respectful and show gratitude for the sacrifices your parents/the people who raised you made. But extreme filial piety can become a problem when you blindly obey at the expense of your own personal freedom and happiness. Like when they tell you to become a doctor, not an artist. When they tell you where you should live, how you should live, what you should wear, and what you should be. When they make you feel obligated to never leave them or guilt you into doing as they say, their excuse being that they raised you, and therefore they get to control your life. And in an effort to please them, you silence your own voice.

	Another cultural belief is that we should just keep our heads down and not rock the boat, stay in our safe jobs and not follow our dreams, keep silent even when we’re facing some kind of injustice. Rilla’s mama had this belief, and it’s sad that she died not using her tin-chai to help more people in her world. These self-limiting beliefs are what cause us to lose our voice and to never use the tin-chai that Old Grandfather Heaven gave us.

	I feel the need to bring this up not because I’m trying to attack anyone personally, but because the pen is my personal scepter. Words are my superpower, my tin-chai. I hope to create helpful dialogue through my writing that might challenge some of the unhealthy ideas we grew up believing and inspire us to grow into healthier people. Because by doing so, maybe I can help some people reclaim the power in their voice.

	And so, throughout the Nightingale Songs trilogy, it should come as no surprise that the recurring theme has been finding your voice. In Under the Lavender Moon, Rilla discovered the power in her voice, despite growing up with her mama’s voice in her mind telling her it was too dangerous to use it. Ballads of Shadow and Light had Rilla overcoming her self-doubt and self-sabotage that threatened to stifle her voice. And in ’Til the Last Ember of Starlight, both Aiden and Rilla needed to reclaim the voices they lost due to being drowned out by louder voices surrounding them.

	In Last Ember, Rilla had to relearn the power of her voice when the battles got tougher and she didn’t have Aiden to lean on for emotional support as she had for the first two books. For Aiden, on the other hand, I realized despite all his wittiness, he never seemed to have found his own voice, having had others tell him what to do his whole life. First, as a child with his parents, who did everything for him, then in the shadows as Carrick’s bodyguard, unable to speak for himself, and finally back with his parents, who still spoke for him, despite him being a grown man. Even Rilla told him what to do as she was the planner, and he just went along for the ride. In writing Aiden’s character development, I thought about the times we can lose our voice in relationships. With friends, co-workers, family, romantic partners.

	Throughout writing this series, life imitates art imitates life. Book 3 was the hardest of the bunch to write. I was going through some tough times filled with grief, and as a result of this dark period, I’d lost the voice I thought I’d found in Book 1. But through the fog, I picked up my pen and I wrote, inserting my experiences and feelings into the lives of my characters. It was here that I was able to fall in love with writing again and learn how to sing again.

	And so, with whatever power I have in these words I write, I want to encourage everyone else out there who feels like they’ve lost their voice. We all have people in our lives who try to stifle us. From well-meaning parents who never want to see us hurt or fail so they speak on our behalf and never let us make our own decisions (my friend calls them lawnmower parents, always clearing the way for their children, including all potential hardships), to the narcissistic boss who only knows how to criticize you but never gives any praise, to the friend who gives unsolicited advice on how to live your life and why everything you do is wrong in order to make him/her/themselves feel better. It’s not your fault that your voice was drowned out by these louder voices. However, it’s your responsibility to reclaim your voice and to use the tin-chai you have. It’s your choice whether or not you become the hero/heroine and live out your purpose or simply remain the victim, blaming everyone around you for your circumstances and making excuses for why you can’t take charge of your own story.

	I may or may never become a best-selling author or a world-renowned person of the year on the cover of Time Magazine, but I will always still have a voice. I will always choose to use my voice to encourage each and every one of you to use your tin-chai. Because you never know who you might help heal by doing so. And at the end of the day, we all learn from each other.

	Much love,

	Christina Mai Fong
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	For Nate. I pray you’ll find the courage to step out of the shadows and into the light so you can show the world your tin-chai and be a reflection of your name, a God-given gift to those around you. May Old Grandfather Heaven grant you the faith to choose to create your own happiness, the strength to find and use your own voice, and the desire to answer the call to living out your true passion and purpose. I believe in you. ’Til the last ember of starlight . . .
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Chapter 1

	•  •  •  •  •  •  •  •  •  •

	Across the courtyard from where I sat reading, the ivory birdcage hung on the bough of a newly planted cherry tree. I couldn’t stop looking over at it. The pink clusters bloomed like fireworks around the cage. Its metal bars glinted under the light of the Lavender Moon that streamed through the glass windows of Linlang Palace and reflected off the frozen lake that ran throughout Water Crystal Courtyard.

	Deciding to take a break from reading the three-hundred-page book, Helping the Grieved and Distressed: A Guide to Counseling, I set it down on the table. Then I walked across the courtyard to the birdcage. I watched the songbird inside. She’d been a gift from a distant relative for my upcoming marriage to Aiden. She hadn’t sung a single tune since arriving here. It made me sad to think she might have lost her voice.

	She gazed back at me, her expression wistful. Then she turned her head toward the window, looking longingly at the stars of the night sky. I took the cage off its perch and walked to an open window. Then I opened its door. “Goodbye, little songbird. Go live your life the way you wish. I hope you find your voice again.”

	I could have sworn she smiled at me. Then she flew out of the cage and soared outside the window. She finally whistled a beautiful song, flying higher until she disappeared among the stars.

	“I hope my second cousin twice removed doesn’t ask how the bird is doing.” The voice of my future husband startled me. I whirled around. Aiden was so silent and light-footed, I hadn’t heard him approach.

	I winced. I should have thought about that earlier. “Do you think she’ll be terribly offended? I can’t stand seeing any animal in a cage.”

	Aiden gave me a reassuring glance. “Don’t worry, that relative lives on the other side of the kingdom and can’t come to the wedding. I doubt we’ll see her anytime soon. And if she does ask, I’ll say the bird was so smart, it figured out how to pick the lock.”

	“Can we also get rid of the cherry tree?” I wrinkled my nose. “I’m sorry. I know the gardener just planted it, but I can’t stand the smell.”

	“Done,” he said. “I’ll have someone remove it tomorrow. It must have also been a wedding gift.”

	I stifled a yawn and stretched. “What time is it?”

	“Almost midnight,” Aiden said.

	“That late already? Have you been working up until now?”

	“Not sure it can be called work, but I’ve been sitting in on discussions between my father, Welder, and the royal council.”

	I worried my bottom lip. “Any word of activity from Seracedar?”

	A dark look crossed his face, and I knew where his thoughts had strayed.

	“So far, still no. Everything has been quiet. Too quiet. Welder wants us to attack first, but my father and I agree that unless we’re provoked, we should try to maintain the peace for as long as possible.”

	“Carrick must have heard by now that our wedding ceremony is next week,” I said. My stomach lurched with anxiety. “What if that’s the day he starts an attack?”

	“Let me worry about that. Besides, there’s no reason to think he will. All our spies have been on the lookout, and Carrick hasn’t made any moves since we left his borders. In fact, he—” Another dark look slipped on his face before he masked it. “Never mind him now. I don’t want to talk about Carrick or any politics at all. I’ve already spent the whole day doing that.”

	Aiden’s humorless tone was so unlike the man I had known during our journey from Cedar Palace to Emberwood. In fact, ever since we had returned to Emberwood from our last meeting with Carrick, I’d sensed this dark change in Aiden’s mood. I didn’t like it, but every time I tried to ask what was bothering him, he didn’t want to talk about it.

	“All right,” I said. “I should be going to bed soon.”

	“I’ll walk you back to your room.” He took my hand, and I let him lead me across the courtyard. The eternally frozen lake beneath our feet sparkled under the moonlight. Under the water, koi fish swam in circles.

	“How’s work?” Aiden asked. It was obvious he was trying to lighten his tone by switching topics, so we wouldn’t end the day on a dark note. “It’s almost been a month at the clinic now.”

	“I love it,” I said. “Doctor Flamyor is a great teacher, and I’ve been able to help so many patients.”

	Aiden grinned. “I’m excited for you. Your dream is finally coming true.”

	“I hope Doctor Flamyor actually wants me there and isn’t just putting up with me because of my connection to you.”

	“No, of course not. I mean, I’m sure it had something to do with your connection to me, but it’s not the only reason. She really did need an apprentice, and what doctor wouldn’t feel lucky to have you by her side? Bet her job got a lot easier. Why use traditional treatments that take way longer to heal patients when you can sing their ailments away within seconds?”

	I frowned. “But I can’t heal everything. Missing limbs, for example. I can’t recreate what’s already gone. And there are other scars that aren’t physical. Ailments of the mind and spirit. My tin-chai can’t heal those. I’m ready to learn more, and I’ve been reading so many books on mind healing. I want to extend my healing abilities beyond treating common colds and bone fractures and be able to care for people whom my tin-chai can’t help.”

	“Give it time,” Aiden said. “You’ve only just started working there.”

	We reached the door of my bedroom. I slid open the door and stepped in, then turned, giving him a pout. “Can’t you spend the night? We used to sleep next to each other all the time during our travels. I miss it.”

	“No. I told you before, we can’t here. The servants might see and talk, and then my parents will find out.”

	“So what if they do?” I said. “Our relationship is our business. Besides, we’re getting married next week.”

	“And after we get married, I promise to spend all my nights with you,” he said. “Besides, you need to sleep, so you can focus on your work tomorrow. And my parents want to talk to me before I go to bed.”

	“Again? It’s so late already,” I said.

	“I know. They have private thoughts they wish to share with me regarding something I said today. Then my ah-fu will probably make me do more research on our defense before our meeting with Welder in the morning.”

	“It seems like your parents have been scheduling these private meetings with you ever since we returned from Seracedar. Can’t you tell them you’re tired, or that you’re spending time with me?”

	“They’ll just complain that I don’t spend enough time with them and prefer your company over theirs.”

	“It’s not a competition,” I said. Although recently it felt like I was their rival for Aiden’s time and attention. There was rarely a time that I could have Aiden alone to myself without an interruption asking Aiden to join them or help them with something.

	“I can’t refuse them. They’re my parents. I’ve made them go through hell during my ten years away from home. I already feel like the worst son for that.”

	He sounded so stressed again. I didn’t want to say anything rude, but I’d noticed he seemed less like the lighthearted Aiden I knew and more like this anxious stranger whenever he had these meetings with King Ashbel and Queen Leonora. I wondered what they were telling him. And also, why didn’t they ever include me? They had always been nice to me, but I wondered if they still regarded me as an outsider.

	I frowned. “If there’s something bothering you, you know you can tell me about it. If your parents are giving you a hard time or guilting you into doing things you don’t want—”

	“Why would you say that?” A defensive look rose on his face. “They aren’t making me do anything. They’re nice people. They’ve shown you nothing but kindness, haven’t they? Besides, parents have a right to tell children their expectations.”

	I sniffed, feeling hurt. “All right, sorry. They have been kind to me. I didn’t mean to offend.”

	Aiden’s gaze softened. “No, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to lash out. I don’t know what’s wrong with me lately. I don’t feel like myself. I feel like I can’t do anything right. These meetings with Welder and the royal council are stressful.”

	“You’ve been having meetings from dawn to dusk,” I said. “It’s bound to be stressful. If the situation between Seracedar and Emberwood has gotten worse, I want to know. I want to help.”

	“I promise Seracedar hasn’t started anything yet. Even if they had, it would be impossible to keep it a secret from you or anyone else. But I do have work. I need to be prepared to address Welder and the council, or my ah-fu will think I have nothing useful to say.”

	“Are you sure you don’t want me at these meetings? After all, the Sacred Cedar Scepter chose me, too. You shouldn’t have to bear the responsibility alone.”

	“We all need to live as normally as we can for the time being, and for you, that means following your dream and focusing on your apprenticeship with Doctor Flamyor.” He gave me a quick peck on the cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Good night.”

	I watched him leave. Between the upcoming wedding, the situation between Emberwood and Seracedar, and parental expectations, I knew Aiden wasn’t coping well. Part of it was his need to please his parents. I knew he felt guilty about disappearing on them for all those years. I still didn’t know the real reason why he hadn’t returned home when he could have. There was the reason he gave, which was that he wanted to support Carrick’s cause and felt like he could help Emberwood better from the shadows. But something told me that wasn’t the full story.

	Besides that, I didn’t believe that everything was as peaceful as he wanted me to think. There had been so many meetings with the royal advisors and Welder lately, discussing how Emberwood should deal with Carrick and Seracedar. No one outside of them, us, and Queen Leonora knew yet that the Sacred Cedar Scepter had amplified both Aiden’s and my tin-chai, and therefore, given us the Will of Heaven. But we planned to reveal this to the kingdom and the rest of the world on our wedding day.

	Which also meant we’d have to expose Carrick’s lies and declare that we were the rightful rulers of Seracedar. I had a feeling that would not go over well with Carrick or his subjects.

	Tensions were only rising between Seracedar and Emberwood, as well as internally between Welder and King Ashbel. Welder wanted us to instigate war on Carrick first. Force him to abdicate. But King Ashbel was of a different mind. There was no news of Seracedar acting aggressively toward Emberwood, and therefore, no reason to go to war. The king wanted to maintain peace for as long as possible, and he still had the hope that if we spoke to Carrick privately, we could all come to a resolution without resorting to violence. To Welder’s horror, Ashbel had written to Carrick, asking him to concede before Aiden and I married. Ashbel told Carrick if he had any decency left in him, he’d leave Aiden alone after all the years Aiden had devoted to being Carrick’s bodyguard, unable to return home to his grieving parents. Ashbel had asked Carrick how he’d feel if his daughter had been lost to him for a decade. The king truly believed he could guilt Carrick into surrendering.

	Being in the middle of Welder and King Ashbel’s arguments probably only added to Aiden’s stress and anxiety. Though Aiden had never said so, I imagined even if he disagreed with some of his father’s actions, he couldn’t openly say this.

	I’d gone to the meetings at first and sat with the royal council, but Welder and King Ashbel did most of the talking. The rest of the council interjected once or twice, with the majority remaining loyal to the king. This didn’t stop Welder from speaking his mind.

	After listening to Welder and King Ashbel argue with no resolution after hours of talking, I didn’t care to listen to them anymore. I asked if I could stop attending, and Aiden agreed. He said he would make sure I was involved in important decisions, but unless something significant occurred, he’d just give me a summary of anything I missed.

	“Why waste time listening to two old men argue when you could be working toward your dream of becoming a healer?” he’d said. “Eventually, you’ll have to be involved since we both have the Sacred Cedar Scepter, but for now, there’s no need.”

	Aiden was such a sweet man. He knew I would rather spend my time at the clinic and stay out of politics completely if I could have my way. It had been easy this past month to get used to this new life, where everything felt at peace for the first time. I could go to work and do what I loved, and nobody tried to stop me. My time in Cedar Palace and my adventures with Aiden seemed like they had happened in a past life. Sometimes I even forgot that the scepter was in my possession, still disguised as a pan flute until we were ready to reveal it to the public.

	But I didn’t know how long I could continue living this simple life. As much as King Ashbel wanted to maintain peace, Carrick wasn’t likely to let his throne go without a fight. He wouldn’t forgive Aiden and me so easily for what he believed was our betrayal.

	And with the Sacred Cedar Scepter in my hands, Aiden was right that I wouldn’t be able to stay out of politics forever. Old Grandfather Heaven had chosen both Aiden and me to lead the Shyan, and that meant uniting Emberwood and Seracedar. No, I wouldn’t be able to ignore Old Grandfather Heaven’s call for much longer.

	 

	
Chapter 2

	•  •  •  •  •  •  •  •  •  •

	Early the next morning, I took a short five-minute coach ride a mile down a winding street from Linlang Palace to Linlang Clinic of Healing. Doctor Flamyor was the head doctor at the clinic, and I’d been shadowing her. I admired the woman, who held so much knowledge despite not having a magical tin-chai. Doctor Flamyor had suggested that I apply to university to study medicine, but there was so much uncertainty lately. Aiden and I were about to be married, and not only were we trying to juggle our new responsibilities, but the possibility of war also made it difficult to plan anything. I couldn’t think of furthering my education at a time like this.

	Still, I could dream. It was enough knowing that it had become an achievable goal to attend university when the very notion had been inconceivable back in my hometown village.

	I walked into Doctor Flamyor’s office. She was busy writing something in a file but looked up at me.

	“Always right on time,” she said. “How would you like a different assignment today? Instead of shadowing me, I’d like to introduce you to Counselor Eliza Ponch, who works with female survivors of abuse and trauma.”

	Adrenaline shot into my veins, taking away any lingering sleepiness from waking up so early in the morning.

	She smiled. “I know you’ve mentioned wanting to heal more than just physical ailments. Many of the patients in Counselor Ponch’s group are fugitives from Cedar Palace and from the tribute nations, Ailo and Yao. A few are former baubles and novelties from the previous two Seracedarean emperors. Given your own past in Cedar Palace and with Terran, I think you’d have the empathy needed to be a good counselor. I’ve already told Counselor Ponch about you, and she agrees with me. What do you think?”

	“I’d like to try it,” I said.

	“Good. Then follow me.”

	She took me down a corridor, and we went outside the building. I followed her down a garden path to another building with windows on every side.

	Within the glass building was a garden of stone sculptures. The ground, consisting of evenly-raked pebbles, made a shuffling sound with each step I took. On one side of the garden was a stone archway that separated the sculptures from an open courtyard, where a group of fifteen or so women practiced martial arts movements in unison. Behind the courtyard was a corridor that led to another building.

	“That building is the residence hall where the patients live,” Doctor Flamyor said.

	We came closer to the group of women in the courtyard but remained at a distance so as not to interrupt the martial arts session.

	A woman stood pacing at the forefront of the group. She wore black slacks and a buttoned-up coat. Her hair was tied in a loose, messy bun.

	“That is Counselor Eliza Ponch, but we all call her Ponch,” Doctor Flamyor said. “She has a rather remarkable story. She’s from Seracedar. Her family was poor, so they sold her to become an aristocrat’s faela. Unfortunately, the man and his wife were cruel, but she managed to run away to Emberwood, where she trained to be a soldier in the king’s army. She was named the best fighter, known for her abilities in hand-to-hand combat.”

	We watched as Ponch yelled commands, and the group of women answered back as they practiced punches and kicks.

	“Woo! Hah!”

	“Louder,” the leader shouted. “Let out all your emotions. Don’t hold back.”

	“Hah! Woo! Huh!”

	Doctor Flamyor continued. “After becoming a lieutenant, she felt called to become a counselor here, so she went to university and graduated at the top of her class. She now helps women like her, who experienced abuse and trauma. But I should let her tell you more about what she does.”

	Ponch saw us watching. Without missing a beat, she commanded the group. “Counselor Trine, take the lead. I need to speak to Doctor Flamyor, but that doesn’t mean any of you get to stop yet.”

	Another woman ran to the front and continued leading the group. Ponch strode toward us.

	“Ponch,” Doctor Flamyor said. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your session, but I wanted to introduce you to Rilla. As I told you, she’ll be working with you three days a week.”

	Ponch beamed at me. “It’s such an honor to meet you, Miss Rilla. I’ve heard the stories of what you and Prince Langdon faced in Seracedar. How you defeated Terran and rid the world of the cruelest dictator in history. I’ve been dying to meet you.”

	“The honor is all mine,” I said. “Doctor Flamyor told me your story, and it sounds far more inspirational than mine.”

	“Every story is powerful and can be used to inspire others,” she said. “I’m excited that you’re here.”

	“I’ll leave Rilla in your hands,” Doctor Flamyor said. “I should be getting back to my patients.” She took her leave.

	I gestured across the pathway to the stone courtyard, where the group of women still practiced punches and kicks. “Are those all patients?”

	“A mix of patients and former patients training to become counselors,” Ponch said.

	“Former patients? They’re all trauma survivors?”

	Ponch smiled. “You sound surprised.”

	“They all look so strong and lively,” I said. “Like they’re warriors.”

	The counselor’s gaze returned to the group of women in the distance. She watched them practicing their moves, and a look of pride crossed her face. “We are warriors. Some of us may have been baubles or novelties in the past. Others among us were beaten by our husbands or whipped by our mistresses. But we survived, and our trauma no longer defines us. That’s why we choose to train and become stronger. We will never feel helpless again, and we can help others who face similar stories. Those who train with me are further along in their healing journey. There are many others who aren’t at this stage yet.”

	I thought back to the baubles in cages back at Cedar Palace. Some of them had killed themselves. “I mean no offense when I say this, but I never thought it was possible. I knew a faela back at Cedar Palace who experienced such trauma that she couldn’t even get out of bed most days. And another friend of mine tried to kill herself after she was rescued from her bauble cage. I wish they would have had the opportunity to come here. Maybe then they could heal.”

	Ponch’s gaze swung from the women back to me. “I’ve had patients who escaped from Seracedar. Others suffered abuse from their own families. So many different stories, and everyone has a different healing journey.”

	The women had stopped training and were now in a circle, seated cross-legged as a counselor led them in meditation.

	“Training in martial arts is a part of our trauma recovery program,” Ponch continued to explain. “So is meditation. We encourage those who feel ready to join us, but we never force anyone. Some patients can’t leave their rooms yet. Others need to talk out their experiences. And there are those who can’t talk about anything yet. Even those who begin training with us have different reactions. Some cry. Some get angry. We allow them to have their feelings. We try to make everyone know they are in a safe place here and monitor them to make sure they don’t inflict self-harm. Our goal is to help each individual reach the point where they can build a new life, a new identity.”

	She gestured for me to come with her. “I’ll introduce you.”

	We walked across the way into the courtyard. As we approached the group, the women lifted their heads and opened their eyes, a signal that the meditation session was at its end.

	Ponch cleared her throat, drawing the attention of the women. “I have someone I’d like you all to meet. I’m sure you all know her name by now. This is Miss Rilla Marseas, future consort to His Majesty, Prince Langdon. She is working at our clinic as a fellow healer.”

	“I’m glad to be here learning from all of you,” I said.

	“Very good,” Ponch said. “Now is time for sharing. Everyone has a chance to speak whatever is on their mind or heart. Any anxieties or concerns they have. You can also tell your story if you wish, so Miss Rilla can get to know you.”

	Seconds passed, but no one spoke. Some of the women glanced at me, and I saw a glimmer of uncertainty in their faces.

	Was it because of who I was?

	“May I say something?” I said. “My role here is a healer in training, not future consort or any high title. Please don’t give me any special treatment. You don’t have to call me Miss Rilla. It’s just Rilla. I want to learn how to be a counselor so I can help patients suffering from illnesses that I can’t heal with my tin-chai. Illnesses of the mind like what I watched some of my friends suffer back at Cedar Palace. That’s why I want to know how you were able to overcome your past experiences. I promise whatever is said or happens here will not leave the clinic. Don’t feel the need to refrain from speaking your mind.”

	The other counselor who had taken over for Ponch addressed me. “Thank you, Rilla. I can share first. I’m Counselor Trine. Everyone here has heard about your incredible tin-chai and how you fought to bring down Terran and Limera. Personally, I’m inspired by your story, so I’d like to share mine with you, too. I am from Yao Kingdom. I escaped to Emberwood after witnessing my whole family get murdered by Terran’s soldiers for refusing to send him tribute. I became a patient here four years ago to overcome the nightmares and depression that resulted. I still have days when the grief feels unbearable, but these women here have been my support. I wouldn’t be here today if not for them, and that’s why I became a counselor.”

	The group applauded her. In unison, they said, “We hear your story, and you are seen. May you continue to heal.”

	A middle-aged woman raised her hand. She had several scars on her face. But one of them, I realized, was a brand like my scar. The cursed number four.

	“My name is Felicity. I was a faela to Emperor Yikan. Like you, Rilla, I have a unique voice and was chosen for my tin-chai to cause pain or pleasure whenever I sang. But my time at the palace brought me nothing but suffering. When Yikan died, all his faela were supposed to commit suicide and be buried with him. When we refused, Terran gave us another option. To be branded, then cast out on the street with nothing to our name. I took that option.” She stared me in the eye and smiled. “I see we wear similar battle scars, little sister.”

	Another woman in her mid-twenties spoke up. “Name’s Jun. Terran was a rotten piece of shit. Kept me as an assassin. I can turn invisible, which made it easy. I hated doing his dirty work, but my sister served a faela. They’d have her killed if I didn’t obey.” Her hands were clenched into fists, so tight her knuckles were white. “My sister killed herself to save me. I escaped after that. For the longest time, I couldn’t hold a sword or any blade without shaking or passing out. Then I joined a group of lotuses who worked for Haming. I know you’ve got a history with that dead fool. But I don’t give a shit if you judge me.”

	She flashed me a defiant look as though challenging me to say something against her choice.

	I simply nodded. “Go on.”

	“Haming taught me to be strong again. To fight again. I wasn’t afraid to kill again. But this time, I killed little shits like Nelan. Abusers, rapists, you name it. Once I realized Haming was a fraud, I came to Emberwood. Had a friend in this recovery program.” She pointed at the woman next to her. “If not for Venn, I wouldn’t have stayed in this stupid place for so long. I’d rather be out killing more bastards, but I’ve got no money and there’s free food and lodging here.” She gave me another challenging look. “So if you’re here thinking you can heal me with your stupid songs and useless words, don’t bother. You should go back to the palace and marry your pretty boy prince. You don’t know half of what most of us have been through.”

	Her friend, Venn, slapped her shoulder. “Don’t be rude.”

	“It’s fine,” I said. I thought back to the counseling books I’d been reading, and I tried to choose my words carefully. “Jun is entitled to her feelings about me, and she’s right. I don’t know what most of you have been through. I’m here to learn so I can be a counselor.”

	“So we’ve become your project now?” Jun crossed her arms and glared. “Using us to learn how to become a counselor just to accomplish your goals and dreams. Will it make you feel better about yourself?”

	“Th-that’s not what I meant,” I stumbled. “I just—uhm . . .”

	Reading the books in theory was much easier than practicing what I’d learned in person.

	Thankfully, Ponch came to my rescue. “We’re all here to learn from each other. Thank you, Jun, for sharing your personal story and your feelings. Rilla is a new counselor, so it’s all right if you don’t trust her today. Trust has to be earned.”

	“Yes,” I echoed. “Thank you, Jun, for sharing. I hope we can talk more again if you decide I am trustworthy enough.”

	Jun sniffed. “We’ll see.”

	Some of the other women opened up. I learned about two Fauxhemian women, Wray and Nena. Their blood gave them supernatural abilities like being able to communicate with nature or the dead. They had been used and abused for their blood by their own families and eventually ran away. Then there were the Shyan women, Venn, Yin, and Lina, each with strong tin-chai. Venn, who had been a serving trifle to a cruel faela, could transform a person’s appearance into someone else entirely. Yin had been a caged novelty with the tin-chai to form electric sparks in her hands. And Lina, who had also been a novelty, could amplify sound to an earth-shattering degree. All three Shyan women had been freed after Carrick’s ascent to the throne, and they had come to Emberwood to find a new life and to train to become warriors.

	There were others, too. I could sense their strong wyis, but they were quiet and didn’t volunteer to share their stories. Maybe one day they would.

	Ponch cleared her throat. “Does anyone else want to share?”

	There was a moment of silence.

	Ponch’s ears twitched. “Oh, wait. Someone’s about to join us.”

	Seconds later, I heard footsteps approach behind me. Ponch had very good hearing.

	I turned. A young lady was walking down the corridor from the residence hall.

	Her familiar face had me doing a double take. It was Galai, my childhood friend, who had grown up with me in Cascasea Village, and who had been taken to Cedar Palace with me.

	 

	
Chapter 3

	•  •  •  •  •  •  •  •  •  •

	“Sorry I’m so late,” Galai said. “May I still join?”

	“Of course,” Ponch said.

	Galai stepped forward, and her gaze fell upon mine. She stopped, a look of surprise on her face. Back in Cascasea, we’d been good friends until Irica, my neighbor who hated me, pressured Galai to choose her over me. Though we hadn’t been as close after that, we’d still enjoyed an amicable relationship, and Galai had talked to me in secret when she thought Irica wasn’t looking.

	My eyes teared up to see her. She was a reminder of home, and I never thought I’d see her again after escaping from Cedar Palace.

	Ponch saw our eyes connect. “Do you know one another?”

	Galai’s eyes were shadowed and sadder than I remembered. “Yes. Rilla and I are from the same village.”

	“Oh. Then I’m sure the two of you want to catch up,” Ponch said. “We’re about done here, but I’d like to make sure everyone has had a chance to talk. Any other concerns or comments?”

	A few other women spoke about some of their struggles recently. I forced myself to remain attentive. But all I wanted was to talk to Galai. That was, if she wanted to talk to me. Who knew what she had gone through and if she would want to confide in me at all? I might be too closely associated with some of her bad memories.

	“All right, that’s the end of sharing time for today,” Ponch said. “We’ll have an hour of free time before lunch.”

	Ponch came up to me. “I should have realized sooner that you and Galai were sent to Cedar Palace for the same showcase. Galai came here two months ago with another girl from the palace. Galai hasn’t talked much to anyone, and the other girl hasn’t even left her room. We haven’t forced either of them to do anything they aren’t ready for, but it’s a big step for Galai to join us. Maybe she’ll open up to you. I’ll give you some privacy to reconnect.”

	She touched my shoulder briefly before walking away with the other ladies.

	Two months. Where had she been before then? It had been four months since Carrick had become emperor and ordered all novelties and baubles to be free, and for Terran’s faela to be given the choice of leaving the palace. Why hadn’t Galai gone home to Cascasea Village?

	Galai came up to me. “Hi Rilla. I’ve been keeping up with your whereabouts, so I know you’re about to marry the crown prince. I didn’t expect you to be here, though. It’s kind of a nice surprise to see you.” A smile flickered on her face.

	We sat in a private corner of the garden on a stone bench. I stayed quiet, unsure how to proceed. Galai and I had always been friendly, but I had so many questions and wasn’t sure what to ask first.

	She gazed up at the trees. “I’m glad these aren’t cherry trees.”

	“Yes, me too.” I paused again, then asked, “What happened these past few months? How did you end up here? That is to say, I don’t want to pry if it’s difficult to talk about, but—”

	Galai interrupted me. “Look, it’s not as gruesome a story as you think. There’s no need to pity me. I’m comfortable sharing. After Terran died, I became Nelan’s novelty. He said I had to use my tin-chai to entertain him. Fortunately, I only had to spend one night in his bed, and he lost interest in me and my tin-chai.”

	“That’s a lot to endure,” I said. “I’m sorry that happened.”

	She shrugged. “Not as bad as what other women have been through. I’ve got no reason to complain. I just sat in that cage until he died, and Carrick became emperor and freed us all. I wanted to return home, but when I wrote to my family, I received a letter from the chief magistrate. My parents were killed days before Carrick granted my freedom. Pirates.”

	“I’m so sorry, Galai,” I said.

	“Yes, they pillaged several houses in the village. Killed Irica’s baba, too.”

	“That’s awful.” I couldn’t help but feel relieved that my brother and his family had moved to Fauxhemia. They might have been killed as well.

	“There was nothing left for me, but the empress knew I was from your village.”

	“Empress? You mean, Radi.” I still had yet to think of her as the empress, a role that had previously been filled by cruel Limera, who hated us all.

	“Yes, Empress Radi,” Galai said. “She said I could stay at the palace and serve as a trifle. But then I—” She paused and looked away. “I changed my mind soon after, and I decided to come to Emberwood. My companion and I met a doctor who told us about this clinic. And now here we are.”

	Galai rushed through the last part. Something told me that wasn’t the whole story. Why would she come to Emberwood? Where had she gotten the money to book a passage here? Besides that, as children, we’d been taught that Emberwood was the enemy. Galai wouldn’t have known otherwise unless someone had told her to come here.

	“Did Radi treat you poorly?” My hands clenched at the thought that my friend could have become like Limera.

	“No, no,” Galai said quickly. “She was very kind. I wasn’t even her trifle. I attended an Ailo princess who was to become Carrick’s faela.”

	Faela? Carrick was already accumulating a harem. I wondered how Radi felt about this. Not that she’d have any say in it. Carrick must want to solidify a political alliance with the Ailo.

	Galai sniffled. “It wasn’t anything the empress or my mistress did. It was—” A tear rolled down her cheek.

	“You don’t have to tell me anything further if you’re not comfortable.”

	“I want to tell you, but I don’t want to cause more antagonism. I’ve heard the rumors. How Seracedar and Emberwood are on the brink of war. Emberwood has become my sanctuary. I’m afraid.”

	“Emberwood is strong. We won’t let Seracedar defeat us.”

	She paused, then sighed. “The servants gossip. They say Carrick gets drunk every night. He hasn’t done anything to improve the kingdom, and the noblemen and androgies grumble about how they can’t believe he was given the Will of Heaven.”

	She looked down. “Also . . . he didn’t free all the novelties. I stumbled across some cages.”

	My stomach lurched. “What?” I shook my head in disbelief. “Has he gone mad? What happened after you found those poor girls?”

	“I went to tell Radi and my mistress.” She swallowed as though struggling to speak the words out loud. “But Carrick found me first. He was drunk.”

	She blinked quickly, trying to stop herself from crying. She stood from the bench and focused her gaze on the trees. “Maybe it was because we have a similar complexion and high cheekbones. And I have lost weight since the showcase. But Carrick mistook me for you. He overpowered me. The next morning, I told Radi what happened. She said she believed me, but she still had to send me away. Carrick found me desirable, and if I stayed, I’d become her competition. She was already angry that he had taken the Ailo princess as a faela. She put me on a carriage to the Emberwood border, along with . . . with another girl.”

	“Who is the other girl?”

	“Her name is Miah. She’s . . . I think she used to be a novelty. I’m not sure. We haven’t really talked. Anyway, enough about her.” A slight tremor came into her voice. I could tell she didn’t want to talk about the other girl, so I didn’t push.

	“And what happened when you came here?” I asked.

	“We both got sick. Miah fainted, and I found a doctor. Luckily, she knew of this clinic and told us we would find shelter here. We probably would have died if we hadn’t come here.”

	“I’m so sorry, Galai,” I said.

	“Don’t feel sorry for me,” she said. “Feel sorry for those girls. Carrick abducted them from their homes. What if he starts a war with Emberwood and wins? What if he cages us all?”

	I shook my head. “That won’t happen.”

	“How do you know?”

	I wished I could tell her that Aiden and I had received the Will of Heaven. It might offer her some comfort to know Old Grandfather Heaven was on our side. Even so, I had to remind myself that even with the scepter, there was no guarantee that we would triumph. If we couldn’t prove ourselves to be worthy leaders or allowed the power to go to our heads, Old Grandfather Heaven could still take the scepter away. Let someone steal it from us.

	Galai finally began to weep, unable to stop the tears from streaming down her face. “I don’t want Carrick to win. I don’t want to lose my freedom again.”

	I reached out, offering a hug, which she took.

	Uncontrollable sobs shook her whole body. “My life has been filled with one tragedy after another. Will I ever feel peace again? What if I never find happiness?”

	I had no answer for her. All I could do was continue embracing her and let her cry on my shoulder.

	 

	
Chapter 4

	•  •  •  •  •  •  •  •  •  •

	I marched to the meeting room on the Gold Song Courtyard level of the palace, where I knew Aiden was meeting with the royal advisory council, Ashbel, and Welder. Several royal advisors filed out of the room. Among them were a few middle-aged men I recognized. Captain Kang, Lord Pan, and Colonel Beyling, a highly decorated commander, second only to Welder. They acknowledged me with a nod but didn’t stop, seeming to be in a hurry to get somewhere.

	But behind them was a friendly nobleman, Lord Tu, who saw me and smiled.

	He bowed. “Ah, Miss Rilla.”

	“Lord Tu,” I said, bowing back. “Is the meeting over?”

	The lord looked back into the room. “Well, it is for the advisors. We’re all eager for a meal break after a long morning. But Welder and the king are still having a discussion. The crown prince is with them. If I were you, I wouldn’t go in. They’re bound to be in there for another hour, and it would only bore you.”

	“Thanks for the warning,” I said. “But I have something to tell them that can’t wait.”

	“Then I wish you luck.” He bowed again and walked away.

	As I walked into the room, I heard Welder’s frustrated voice arguing with King Ashbel, who couldn’t keep the heat out of his tone either.

	I saw them standing on one side of the long meeting table. Welder and Ashbel glared at one another. Aiden stood between the two of them, not saying anything but looking uncomfortable. No one had noticed me yet.

	“I don’t understand your reasoning,” Welder said. “It’s the perfect time to strike.”

	“Seracedar hasn’t provoked us yet,” Ashbel said. “There’s still a chance war can be avoided. We have one week before the wedding, and I gave Carrick until that day to agree to my terms of peace.”

	“You’re kidding yourself if you think he’ll concede. No man would be willing to give up his power.”

	Ashbel’s voice rose another notch. “Don’t speak to me as though I’m an idiot. I told Carrick we have no desire to take him off the throne. He can continue being emperor. All I want is for him to become a better ruler and stop antagonizing my son.”

	Aiden shifted on his feet, then looked up and finally saw me. “Rilla, what are you doing here?”

	“I think it’s about time I join one of your meetings,” I said.

	“There’s no need for that,” Ashbel said. “Nothing a young girl like you can do. It’s my job to protect you and my son by stopping this war from happening, and that’s what I intend to do.”

	“Actually, I want Rilla to be here,” Welder said. “Aiden said you were too busy, and His Majesty said not to involve you, but I think it’s important that both wielders of the scepter are present. They are, after all, destined to rule Seracedar one day.”

	“I agree,” I said, maintaining my stance. “No disrespect, Your Majesty, but I’m staying whether you like it or not.”

	Ashbel sighed. “Do as you will. But remember, I have authority over all matters involving Emberwood. The scepter and the Will of Heaven only applies to Seracedar. Old Grandfather Heaven gave our family a separate right to rule over Emberwood when we seceded from Seracedar many years ago. Also, since Aiden is my son, I have authority over him even if he is a wielder of the scepter.”

	Welder frowned, looking like he wanted to argue again. “Even so, we have to do what’s best to protect Emberwood. Carrick will never agree to your terms. We should have attacked two months ago and revealed the scepter to both Seracedar and Emberwood. Wait until the wedding day, and mark my word, that’s the day Carrick strikes. You gave him fair warning when you wrote that letter to him. Do you really think he’s not preparing for war? You basically told him our strategy is to wait until after the wedding day to attack him.”

	“I hate to admit it, but I think Welder’s got you there, Ah-fu,” Aiden said.

	Ashbel turned to him. “Stay out of this, son. You are here to listen and learn how to rule as king one day, but right now, you’re too young to make decisions for yourself or this kingdom. I don’t need your opinions.”

	I frowned. I didn’t like the way Ashbel was talking to Aiden. As if he didn’t know what he was talking about and didn’t deserve to be speaking.

	“But it’s not an opinion, Ah-fu,” Aiden said. “I already told you. Carrick said in his letter he’s not interested in peace.”

	“Exactly,” Welder echoed. “How do you intend to respond to the letter, Your Majesty? It can’t be ignored.”

	“What letter?” I asked.

	Aiden turned to me. “This morning, an emissary delivered a letter to me from Carrick. He’s made it clear he has no wish to talk of peace. He swears to attack us in a way we least expect.”

	“I’ll write back to him,” Ashbel said. “I’ll ask what it will take to change his mind and maintain peace. No one has to know we have the scepter. I just want him to stay away from my son and future daughter-in-law.”

	“Are you insane?” Welder exclaimed.

	Ashbel glared. “I don’t like your tone. I am your king.”

	“Excuse me. Are you insane, Your Majesty?” Welder emphasized the title and bowed with dramatic flair.

	Aiden frowned. “Welder, you’ve crossed a line. Show your king some respect.”

	“I can have you arrested for contempt,” Ashbel said.

	Welder didn’t move. He maintained a calm stance. “I apologize if I’ve offended you, Your Majesty. But you know I’m not one to shy away from speaking my mind, especially when I believe your decision may be detrimental to the kingdom. Look, you appointed me to command your army and advise you on tactics of defense against our enemies. I don’t believe it’s wise to continue negotiating peace with Carrick when he’s made it clear peace is not on the table for him. He’s already told us he’s going to attack.”

	Ashbel’s expression softened. “I appreciate your apology. We can both get heated at times. That being said, I stand by decision. Carrick hasn’t attacked yet. It could be all talk. Let’s continue to monitor him. As long as he hasn’t initiated, we won’t start anything either. We’ll pray and ask Old Grandfather Heaven to change Carrick’s heart.”

	Welder gaped. “But—”

	“No buts. That is my decis—” The king broke off.

	“Ah-fu, what’s wrong?” Aiden asked.

	King Ashbel wore a confused look and suddenly cried out. “No. Don’t take him. This is my fault.”

	His eyes glazed over, and he put his hands out as though catching his balance.

	Welder reached out, stabilizing the king before he fell.

	I crouched by the king’s side and sang a short tune, letting my wyis flow out. At the same time, I checked his pulse. I’d suspected a blood clot preventing oxygen from getting to his heart, but that was not the case. Everything, including his physical wyis, felt normal. I couldn’t pinpoint what was wrong with him at all.

	Ashbel stopped babbling, so I stopped singing and waited to see if I’d done any good.

	Aiden placed a hand on his father’s shoulder, looking worried and uncertain. “Ah-fu, can you hear me? Are you okay?”

	The king regained clarity in his eyes and looked around at us. “What happened? I blacked out for a moment.”

	“You were saying something strange,” I said. “I used my tin-chai, and it seemed to have helped.”

	Whatever it was had passed, thankfully, but I hoped it wouldn’t recur. I wasn’t sure if I’d healed his ailment long-term or merely covered it up with a bandage.

	I checked his pulse again in case I’d missed something. “How are you feeling?”

	“Better now. Thank you, Rilla. Perhaps I’m overtired.”

	“We should send Doctor Flamyor to check on you,” I said. “I didn’t sense any physical ailment, but maybe she’ll catch something I didn’t.”

	“Yes, you should go rest, Your Majesty,” Welder said. His tone was gentler than before, though I still noted the annoyance in his eyes. Was he angry that he couldn’t continue debating the king? “We can’t have you under the weather for the wedding. Let me worry about Carrick. My spies will continue to monitor his movements. I’ll notify you if something changes, but I doubt he’ll make a move before the wedding.”

	The king nodded. We summoned a servant, who escorted His Majesty out of the room.

	Welder waited until the king was gone before he sent Aiden and me an incredulous stare. “I don’t mean to be insensitive after what just happened, but we still need to discuss the king’s delusional view that he can prevent a war. He’s turned us into sitting ducks. I can’t plan anything without his permission. And the way he’s been talking to you, Aiden, like you’re a child with no intelligent thoughts.”

	So I wasn’t the only one who had caught onto that.

	“Ah-fu just wants to protect us,” Aiden said. “Go easy on him. He’s stressed, and I’m worried about what just happened. I hope it’s not a sign of a heart ailment. I don’t want him to have another attack.”

	I folded my arms across my chest. “I understand, and I’m concerned for his well-being, too. We’ll follow up with Doctor Flamyor later. But Aiden, if your father is unwell and can’t make a decision, then you need to take responsibility and be the leader. I came to this meeting to tell you that Carrick has gone mad. He’s been keeping novelties. Gets drunk every night. Hasn’t done anything to improve the kingdom.”

	“Where did you hear that?” Aiden asked.

	“A patient at the clinic told me she saw the novelties before she managed to escape to Emberwood,” I said. “She’s a reliable source. It proves Carrick hasn’t changed for the better. He’s getting worse. We need to take away his power before he ruins the kingdom further. We have the Will of Heaven, and it’s our responsibility to help Seracedar.”

	“Yes, but my ah-fu thinks—”

	“He’s allowed to think what he wants, and you’re allowed to disagree,” I said. “He may be the king of Emberwood, but he’s not the wielder of the scepter. We are. If he’s not willing to provide the Emberwood army to help us, then we need to find another way to defeat Carrick. We need to take the lead in communicating with Carrick instead of letting your father lead us. This is our duty, and your father can’t protect us by doing the work for us. The scepter may not apply to the rule of Emberwood, but your father and the Embers still believe in Old Grandfather Heaven and follow the tenets. If he doesn’t at least take our opinion into consideration, he would be disobeying Old Grandfather Heaven.”

	“I agree,” Welder said. “I’m so glad someone’s finally speaking sense around here.”

	“Ah-fu isn’t disobeying Old Grandfather Heaven,” Aiden said, looking annoyed. “I’m sure he’s listening to our opinions, but he said he just wants me to continue praying for guidance before stepping into a leadership role.”

	“You can pray all you want, but prayer without action doesn’t lead anywhere,” Welder said. “It just makes us victims, powerless to do anything. Old Grandfather Heaven calls us to action, too.”

	“I don’t know what to do yet,” Aiden said. “I can’t think. What if I make the wrong decision? What if Ah-fu disapproves of my decision, and I end up making everything worse?”

	He looked frustrated and unsure. I’d never seen him without confidence before coming to Emberwood. It worried me.

	“Maybe we should postpone the wedding,” I said.

	Welder shook his head and sighed. “No. I still believe Carrick is planning something on the wedding day. I can’t initiate an attack without King Ashbel’s consent, so we have no choice but to see what Carrick does and go from there.”

	 

	
Chapter 5

	•  •  •  •  •  •  •  •  •  •

	Two weeks passed, and I settled into a routine. I worked at the clinic in the mornings three days a week, counseling and talking to the women in the recovery group. The other mornings, I continued working with Doctor Flamyor to heal patients’ physical ailments. Then every afternoon, I returned to the palace for meetings with Welder, Aiden, Ashbel, and the royal council.

	Thankfully, the king hadn’t gotten another strange attack. But he and Welder argued so much, I worried for his health. The majority of the council was still on the king’s side, opposing war as long as Seracedar showed no signs of attacking first. Welder was a good talker, though, and he’d managed to sway a few more advisors to his side.

	The meetings frustrated me. Especially the way Aiden kept quiet. And if I tried to assert my opinion, the king would tell me that kingdom matters were not my concern. According to him, it wasn’t necessary for me to sit in on the meetings, and I should be focusing on wedding planning and whatever girls my age did.

	Which led to my evenings, booked every night for wedding planning with Queen Leonora over supper. Aiden and Ashbel joined occasionally, offering input. Not that it mattered. Leonora was going to plan this wedding her way in every detail. Even if I had a different preference, she’d tell me why her way was better. For example, I wanted a modern wedding, something simple. An exchange of vows in front of friends and family, with a public announcement to the kingdom to follow. But she wanted a formal, traditional wedding, styled after the ancient Shyan weddings, with the entire kingdom bearing witness to the ceremony.

	“I don’t want too much pomp and circumstance,” I had told Leonora. “It doesn’t feel right when there’s so much going on. War is looming, and I don’t want to throw money away when the kingdom could use it.”

	“It won’t cost that much,” Leonora had said. “And Emberwood expects the pomp and circumstance. They are celebrating the wedding of their one and only crown prince. I am celebrating my one and only son’s wedding. The son I thought was dead. You understand how much this means to me, don’t you, Rilla?”

	I nodded, forcing myself to smile. How could I argue with that?

	“And, of course, we’ll have the traditional banquet,” she said.

	“Do I get to help plan the menu?” I asked.

	She blinked as though she didn’t understand the question. “It’s a traditional banquet. The courses are set. It’s the same menu I had for my wedding banquet. Don’t worry, dear. You don’t have to plan anything.”

	Though I’d appreciated her kindness since the day we first met, I was starting to get annoyed. Out of politeness, I kept my mouth shut.

	Aiden could see my frustration and tried placating me. “I’m sorry. I know you have your own ideas, but I don’t have the heart to tell my ah-mu she doesn’t get to make the decisions after all the years I made her grieve. Besides, you know she loves you and wants this day to be special. Can we just let her do as she pleases?”

	“I understand where you’re coming from, but this is my wedding,” I said. “It’s not that I’m ungrateful. I just want to make some decisions, too.”

	“I know. If you really want me to, I’ll try talking to her.”

	I sighed. I didn’t want to add to all the stress he’d been under lately. And Queen Leonora had been nothing but kind to me. This wedding ceremony was probably more important to her than to me. I tried to put myself in her place. If I thought I’d lost my son and found him again, I’d want to plan the best wedding for him and his bride, too. Maybe this was a battle I didn’t need to win.

	“Never mind,” I said. “It’s fine if she plans everything.”

	He looked relieved. “Thank you.” He kissed my cheek. “We’re already married as far as I’m concerned. To me, our wedding was the night we spent together in that dingy inn on the way home from Cedar Palace. The night before we were granted the Will of Heaven.”

	He was right. That was the night we’d exchanged our true vows and became one with each other. This wedding ceremony was merely a formality.

	“I still don’t feel good with such extravagance,” I said.

	Aiden rubbed my shoulder and gave me a comforting look. “Think about it this way. Our wedding day is also the day we announce that we have the scepter and the Will of Heaven. We need to make sure the whole kingdom bears witness to it and the news travels to Seracedar. Pomp and circumstance are all part of it.”

	He had a point there, too. But it didn’t make me feel much better. I felt like my opinions didn’t matter to Leonora just as Aiden’s opinions didn’t matter to his father. To them, we were children incapable of making decisions on our own.

	One night, we all sat around the table together for supper. We were taste-testing the food that would be served at the banquet.

	“I hired a new chef for the occasion,” Leonora said. She bit into a fried prawn and chewed. “Delicious. The man knows what he’s doing. What do you all think?”

	I ate a prawn and said, “It’s great.” Not that it would matter even if I told her I hated it.

	Both Ashbel and Aiden had their plates piled with food and ate like they hadn’t eaten for days.

	Leonora frowned at them. “Not so much fried food. Bad for your health
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