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To my children,


you help me remember the stories I loved,


and make me want to tell them again.
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PROLOGUE
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Sunlight strikes the sloped roof of the palace, the tiles shimmering like obsidian. The entrance is flanked by armored guards, the grounds wrapped in a wall of iron. The mines here gleam with it, the namesake of these mountains.


Iron forges weapons and armor. It saves and seizes lives with ruthless indifference, tilting the scales of battle. The one who controls this precious ore is the heart of power in the Three Kingdoms, the true ruler of the realm.


And now, he is dying.


The prince strides toward the king’s chamber, his steps quick yet assured. As he passes them, attendants sink into low bows. Soon, he will be crowned King of the Iron Mountains—but that is not the only reason all eyes slide to him, or why they linger.


The prince’s dark hair is tucked into a shining headpiece, his black eyes wide and clear, his features as perfect as though carved by a master. He is beautiful in the way the moon lights the night, weaving magic into the ordinary—in the way that makes you think life would change if only he would notice you. By the doorway, he halts, his expression tightening. The chamber is lavishly furnished in yellow brocade and rosewood. Yet it is dim within, the windows shuttered, the opulence glazed in shadow.


The chief attendant, the king’s loyal confidant, motions for the prince to enter. “His Majesty has been asking for you.”





“I came as soon as I received word. How is His Majesty?”


The chief attendant’s lip quivers. While he is avaricious and grasping, his devotion to the king is unwavering. He has taken many bribes over the years but never to undermine his master. “The physicians say His Majesty is fading fast.”


“Is there pain?” the prince asks in a low voice.


The chief attendant bows. “His Majesty never complains.”


The prince walks toward the bed. Gold brocade falls in swathes from the wooden frame, leaving just a slender gap between the curtains. A hand reaches out, jeweled rings stacked upon withered fingers. As a ridged nail taps the bed, the prince drops to his knees.


“You are my heir, you will rule in my place. Choose a bride to forge alliances and to secure the line of succession,” the king rasps. “I have led us to the pinnacle of power, we are the greatest among the kingdoms. As my heir, you must protect our heritage and uphold our might.” His breath rattles in his throat. “The chief attendant has my final decree as King of the Iron Mountains—”


“And of the Three Kingdoms and also the Land Beyond,” the chief attendant murmurs, never missing an opportunity to flatter.


“Not in my lifetime,” the king corrects him, in an echo of his steely self. “Yet one day the Iron Mountains will rule not just the Three Kingdoms, but also Thorn Valley and the wretched Mist Island. Those evil magic-­wielders tried to destroy us and failed. To conquer them, we must be stronger. We must defeat them once and for all.”


“Father, I will not fail you.” The prince speaks steadily, his hands clenched. “I will vanquish our enemies.”


“This is why I have chosen you to rule. Do not waver, else our mountains will be swallowed by the mist, overgrown by thorns.”


As the prince presses his head to the ground in a kowtow, the highest form of respect, the king slides something across the covers: a thick iron seal the width of his palm, carved with a single chrysanthemum. A glittering jewel hangs from it, as bright as white fire. The prince’s eyes shine at the sight of it.


“The royal seal is yours. Carry it with you always; it holds the key to our future. Use its power to fortify our kingdom, to strengthen our army—and with our iron, we will conquer the realms. Do not fail me again.” The king’s gaze bores into his son’s, but then his eyelids flutter unevenly.


The prince takes the seal, his knuckles white around it. “I swear on my life to protect the Iron Mountains, to uphold its strength, to never allow the shadow of Mist Island to darken the borders of our land.” As the prince fastens the seal to his waist, his expression is grim, the one his enemies see just before he plunges his sword through their chests.


The king’s fingers fumble for the crown laid by the side of his bed, brushing the luminous jewel set between the two carved dragons, its radiance rivaling the stars’, as bright as the stone attached to the seal. “Only once you’ve completed the tasks I’ve set for you—to secure our kingdom’s future—can you claim the crown. Only then will the coronation be held.”


The prince frowns, glancing at the chief attendant, who shakes his head in warning. Such a delay is not customary, but the king has been erratic of late. It’s safer to agree than to risk a confrontation when his health is so frail . . . when he might still choose another.


“Yes, Father,” the prince says dutifully. “I will rule as you did, as you command.”


Silence falls, punctured by ragged breaths, the occasional cough. At last, the king’s hand falls limp upon the bed. His lined skin is so pale it appears translucent, his veins a dull violet. The room seems emptier, a little dimmer. The prince bows his head as weeping rolls out, the chief attendant falling to his knees. A gong is struck, the mournful sound reverberating.


The King of the Iron Mountains is dead.
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Chapter One
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The morning following the full moon is always the best for business. I hate it—dread coiling in my gut with every night the moon swells wider. Market day in Twin Cypress Village attracts vendors from across the Iron Mountains selling rare delicacies, fragrant tea, silk that shimmers like water . . .

While I sell lies.

“Hurry, else the best places will be gone,” Mistress Henglan urges as she weaves between the stalls. My uncle married her after my aunt died, and when he passed away, she became my sole guardian.

I quicken my pace to follow my step-aunt, her thin blue coat flapping over her long pants. My clothes are the same except a little more threadbare, my pants three inches too short. As the wind blows, I shiver, glancing at the jagged silver-white mountains encircling us like a cursed crown. Beautiful, yet when I look at them too long, something clenches inside me like I’m trapped in their jaws.

Travelers often complain our autumn feels like winter elsewhere, a stark difference from the warmth of the Amber Forest or the shores of the Pearl Ocean. One day, I’ll find out if what they say is true—though it feels like an impossible dream tucked away in my mind.

I glance at Mistress Henglan, the sunlight glinting off the thin iron hoops in her ears, the small dagger by her waist. Our people covet the iron of our mountains, just as those in other kingdoms desire gold and jade. I possess neither, just a rusted knife of some ordinary metal, unable to afford better. While I earn our money, Mistress Henglan hoards every coin. I don’t complain; it’s safer this way, just as it’s safer for me to steer clear of the soldiers and the threat of the mines.

The iron of our mountains is the lifeblood of our kingdom. Our elders tell stories of how it is blessed by the gods, believed to ward off evil spirits and the magic-wielders of Mist Island—maybe why the late king built a wall of iron around his palace.

After all, magic is no laughing matter in the Iron Mountains. Not a trace of it exists in our kingdom, any whispered embers swiftly stamped out. Once, I heard an old storyteller speak of the mystical starfire buried deeper in the mines—claiming they were the shards of a celestial jewel that fell from the heavens, casting their unearthly sheen over our mountains. Those listening had scoffed, denouncing him as a liar. Soon after, the guards came, taking the storyteller away.

I ran away then, afraid to even be caught listening. All that matters is keeping free of the mines. While the mountains glitter from the outside, towering until they seem to graze the skies, the mines tunnel into their depths, where the days are blacker than night, the air clogged with dust and ringing with the incessant thud of chisels. My uncle died there.

As Mistress Henglan points at an empty space between a merchant selling fruit and another with jars of wine, I squeeze into the gap and set down the two small stools I’ve been carrying. A wooden crate from a nearby vendor serves as our table. I drape a piece of cloth over it, setting up a sign that reads Fortune Teller.

I’m not a good fortune teller, not even a trained one, though after a couple of years the lies flow more smoothly. I don’t expect my customers to return. Mistress Henglan and I work across the surrounding villages, never returning to the same market within six months. Each time, I change my disguise, my step-aunt careful to keep her face covered beneath her hood. Today, my skin is painted a sallow hue that lends the illusion of lines I don’t possess, a constellation of auspicious moles dotted across my brow, my hair tucked into a piece of cloth.



“Do we need all this?” I asked Mistress Henglan once.

“Nobody wants their fortune told by a young girl,” she replied scornfully. “You need to look like you’ve seen more of life.”

If only my step-aunt could read the fortunes, but she is the better thief. While I can lift one’s purse with ease, Mistress Henglan can slip a bracelet or a chain from an unsuspecting victim without them stirring.

My insides churn as I sit by the table. What we do is dangerous, but it’s safer than roaming the streets with the other pickpockets. This way, we choose our targets, we keep them distracted. Whenever possible, I try to secure those who look like they can afford it—catching their eyes, nodding like I understand the worries sunken over their faces. No matter their age or appearance, they usually look the same: Tired. Sad. Unwell. They come clinging to a wisp of a dream, seeking answers to impossible questions. They believe me because I tell them what they want to hear, what no honest person would—and when they leave, they usually look a little more hopeful. Or maybe I just tell myself this to ease my own conscience.

It’s still early, the market quiet, the scent of steamed meat buns, bread, and fried dough fritters wafting through the air. By afternoon it will be tainted with the stench of sweat, spoiled food, and waste. As several of the fruit vendor’s customers gather, they begin talking about “the invitation,” and I lean closer to listen.

Mistress Henglan slaps my arm. At once, I straighten, turning to her. She doesn’t beat or starve me anymore, maybe because I do what she wants. Principles tend to fall into the shadow when your stomach is hollowed with hunger.

“We must pay the king’s guards what we owe next week,” she re­­minds me.

“The crown prince’s guards,” I correct her without thinking. “The king is dead.”

“The whole kingdom knows that,” she snaps. “With a special tax levied for us to show our grief. The only sorrow we feel is in our purses.” My expression must irk her as she pushes her face closer, her eyes gleaming like chestnuts. “Don’t forget, I’m helping you. If we don’t earn enough, the guards will take you to the mines. You don’t want to know what they do to young women there.”

The words hang between us, a familiar threat. One day soon, I’ll leave this place and her. I’m already nineteen; I just need money. I’ve never dared to steal from her before, but if I’m lucky today, if Mistress Henglan wanders off to the dice tables, maybe I’ll get to carve away a little of my earnings before she claims every coin.

I think of leaving all the time now. When my aunt and uncle were alive, things were different. They’d adopted me as a young child and treated me like their own. Some days I wonder about my real parents, but I don’t remember anything of my life before. All I have left of it is a worn handkerchief and a wooden ring—the one Mistress Henglan declared was worthless when she went through my possessions to sell anything of value. I’m tempting fate by still wearing the ring, but it feels wrong whenever I take it off, like something is missing. Fortunately, Mistress Henglan has never remarked on it again, as though she’s forgotten it. As I rub the ring now, it comforts me; it makes me feel safe.

Mistress Henglan was the one who recruited my uncle to join a group of bandits, even before they’d married. She knew these bandits well, ­perhaps she’d been trained by them too. The treacherous paths between the mountains are a boon to those who know their way around. When the crops perished after a harsh storm, there were few choices left to my uncle to avert starvation: the mines or banditry. Uncle joined them to rob the rich travelers, but he never hurt anyone. Maybe it made him a bad thief, but it makes my heart a little less heavy to think about it.

When my uncle was alive, his broad presence filled the awkward gaps between my step-aunt and me. Mistress Henglan had never warmed to me, but there was peace between us, the brittle kind. After Uncle was caught during a night raid by soldiers, he was sentenced to toil in the mines for his thievery. Whenever I think of him, trapped in the lightless bowels of the mountains, dying alone—my chest grows so tight I can’t breathe. As tears prick my eyes now, I brush them away, but Mistress Henglan’s cold stare slides to me.



“Don’t smudge your face powder,” she warns.

I want to wipe it all off. The yellowish powder itches and makes me look haggard. But then a woman approaches, a brush of white in her hair, her long robe grazing her ankles. A delicate chain of iron glints from her neck, a jade bangle on her wrist.

I incline my head but don’t smile, afraid to chase her away. The woman sits before me, wordlessly pushing three copper coins across the table. I don’t charge much; it’s easier to draw customers in. But at times, through sheer dumb luck, I happen to say something of use. Then they usually offer more—copper or even silver, which swiftly vanishes into my step-aunt’s pouch.

“How can I help you, madam?” I clasp my hands together. “A palm reading, or are there answers you seek?”

Her gaze fixes on me. “Your moles—are you truly marked by the gods?”

“Who knows for certain? But sometimes I sense things, sometimes I’m right.” A safe answer. Braggarts invite more scrutiny and suspicion.

She rubs her necklace, gnawing her lip. “What if you’re wrong?”

“One’s fate can be changed just by seeking answers,” I say evasively as Mistress Henglan moves behind the customer, her bright eyes riveted on the chain. We don’t usually steal iron; the risk is too great, the items easily missed. I shake my head to dissuade her, but she ignores me.

The woman fidgets impatiently. At once, I take her papery hand. “What would you like to know, madam?”

“My husband has changed over the past few months,” she begins haltingly. “Returning late at night, losing his temper more often. I used to be his closest friend, now he barely sees me.” Tears well in her eyes. “Is he . . . possessed by an evil spirit?”

More likely he’s taken up with a new mistress, but she doesn’t want to hear that. “Do you have a token of your husband’s?”

As she hands me a fat circlet of jade, I rub it between my fingers like I’m thinking hard, fighting the temptation to slip it into my waistband. When I return the ring, the customer’s necklace is gone, tucked in Mistress Henglan’s pouch.



“He’s not possessed.” The honest part of my prediction. “But his spirits are burdened by an outside influence. Put away what money you can for safekeeping; it will come in useful one day.” Useful for her when he installs a concubine in the household.

She nods, sitting straighter. As she leaves, a girl takes her place on the stool. Business is brisk this morning. Mistress Henglan’s smile widens as she ushers in customer after customer, each leaving with their purse a little lighter, missing a trinket or two. Regardless of my lies, I try to advise them well. I tell a man the woman he likes doesn’t match his horoscope when she clearly prefers another. I advise a mother with a screaming child to keep sweets from her diet, and an old man to reconcile with his brother whom he’s still mad at, though he’s forgotten why. Most of what I say is gleaned from listening to the other fortune tellers or the chatter on the street. Small things, gravely spoken, embellished with enough detail to give them color.

At last, there is a break between customers. I take a long drink from the waterskin, my voice having grown hoarse. Mistress Henglan wanders to where a game of dice is underway. I breathe easier when she’s gone, though I hope she won’t lose too much. At this hour, the market is crowded. Children carry skewers of candied fruit, villagers huddle on benches as they slurp up bowls of noodles, some chewing sesame pancakes. I reach for the stale bread in my pouch, but release it when I remember the tax we owe.

As I scan the crowd for another customer, my gaze falls upon a young man. His eyes are the clear brown of freshly steeped tea, his black hair framing his tanned face. It’s cut short, unlike those here who wear it pulled high or in a topknot. And he is handsome, maybe more so than Farmer Lan’s son, whom many here stare at. I cast the distracting thought aside. More importantly, this stranger is rich with his fine garments, the jade-studded belt around his waist, the bulging pouch hanging from it. I wait till his eyes flick to mine, then give him my most knowing look, my mouth curved into a half smile. He appears too assured to be a typical customer, but perhaps I can distract him long enough to steal something of worth.



He approaches, angling his head to one side as he towers over me. “A fortune teller,” he says. “How good are you?”

“Most of my customers leave happy.” My smile feels stitched on, his tone setting me on edge. “Would you like your fortune read, sir?”

A mirthless slant of his lips. “Can you read it?”

“As well as you can read the sign on my table.”

“How old are you?”

“Does it matter?” I reply a trace curtly. He acts like a lord, like he’s far more knowledgeable than me, though he looks only a few years older.

He doesn’t leave as I expect but sits down on the stool. His eyes go to the moles on my forehead. “Those aren’t well painted. Is this even your skin color?”

My hands fist in my lap. How did I ever think he was handsome? “I was born this way.”

“You sound offended.”

“Wouldn’t you be if I asked whether you borrowed the clothes you’re wearing?” I lift my head, searching the crowd for an easier prospect than this ­time-waster.

“What is your fee for a palm reading?” he asks. “Today, I’m bored enough to test your ‘gift.’ ”

“Three pieces of silver.” He is wealthy and condescending; I feel no remorse in cheating him. The fruit vendor beside me snorts but covers it with a cough. He’ll not betray me, just as I kept silent earlier when he charged a haughty customer twice the usual price. The tax of the ill-mannered.

“A high fee for a village fortune teller.”

“If you can’t afford ­it—”

“I can. It’s whether I think you’re worth it.”

My patience snaps. “If you won’t pay, then leave.”

He pulls out six pieces of silver, placing them before me. Is this to flaunt his wealth? My pulse quickens as my gaze darts to the dice table, checking that Mistress Henglan isn’t looking our way—then I swiftly scoop up the silver and tuck it into my waistband. Let him be a fool; I’ll take what I can.



He lays his hand on the crate, his fingers callused at their tips. “Will I find what I’m looking for in these mountains?”

Despite his generosity, the desire to thwart him remains. I’ll tell a good fortune . . . one he deserves. I brush my fingers over his palm, peering closely at it. “The stars are aligned in your favor today,” I begin in my most solemn voice.

“How do you know when you’re staring at my hand instead of the sky?” he counters.

“Don’t listen if you wish, but I won’t return your silver.” I’m trying not to grit my teeth. “What you seek lies just a day’s walk away, past the low hills north of here, and through the bamboo forest.” Right into the bog of stagnant water, stinking of mud and rot.

“You mean the marshlands?”

I blink, caught off guard. I thought he was a visitor, unfamiliar with the area. “Go beyond there,” I improvise, eager to send him as far away as possible. Far enough that by the time he returns, I’ll be long gone. “You’ll see a hill with violet flowers. Climb it, and once you’re close to the top—”

“You are the most precise fortune teller I’ve ever met,” he interjects.

“I don’t think you consult fortune tellers often.” Whenever I encounter suspicion, it’s safer to deflect the attention from myself.

“You’re right.”

“Why are you here?”

He studies me in silence. “I keep my eyes open, vital in any search,” he says at last. “You look like you do the same—that you have something interesting to say beyond your ‘fortunes.’ ”

The back of my neck prickles. Did he see Mistress Henglan stealing from my customers? If so, he’d have reported us to the soldiers. “What are you searching for?” I ask.

“Information. That I’ll apparently find after wading through a bog and scaling a mountain.” He folds his arms across his chest. “What if you’re wrong?”

“That is the price of boredom.” A rash answer. Something about him makes me want to tilt toward the edge rather than skitter away.



He smiles, a real one this time. I catch myself staring, then look away—just as Mistress Henglan returns, her steps brisk with anger. She’s lost at dice, gambled away a chunk of our earnings. At the sight of my customer, her face lights up. As she approaches quietly, bending to divest his purse, he swings around like he senses her.

She recovers quickly, clasping her hands. “Would you like a cup of tea, Honored Sir?”

Before he can reply, I hear raised voices, followed by the clink of metal. The vendors around me stiffen; any sign of unrest is bad for business. Soldiers turn the corner, their iron armor glinting as brightly as their weapons. Several people are rushing away, pushing through the crowd—my heart sinking. Mandatory recruitment for the mines is rare, but it happens when there is a shortage of workers, the guards rounding up all the able-bodied youths they can find, ignoring their protests and cries. The late king was ruthless in his ambitions. Now that he is dead, our hopes for change lie with his heir.

A woman accompanies the soldiers, my first customer of the day. She stalks toward me, pointing a finger my way. “That’s the thief ! She stole my necklace.”

Dread pools in my gut. At once, Mistress Henglan slips into the crowd, her eyes squeezed in warning to hold my tongue. I hesitate—and then, she’s gone. The sentence for thievery is the same one my uncle suffered: the mines.

The arrogant young man is watching me, a curled finger against his lip. “Thief ?” he repeats softly. “I’ve underestimated you.”

I ignore him, rising as the guards circle me. “I didn’t steal from you,” I tell the woman, though it’s not quite true.

“Do you have the necklace?” a soldier demands.

I shake my head. “No, I swear it. Search me if you want.”

“Come with us,” the soldier orders harshly. “We’ll bring you to the magistrate.”

I nod, inwardly braced for flight. The magistrate is a corrupt official known for his lechery. Six silver pieces won’t be enough to grease his palm. A memory flashes of my uncle being dragged away by the soldiers, his proud head bowed. Months later, his gaunt body returned to us in a shroud.

I won’t let them take me.

I kick the wooden crate at the soldiers, flinging my stool next. As a soldier lunges at me, spear outstretched, the young man stands abruptly and backs away, tripping the soldier in his haste. Is he a coward, or just trying to help? I don’t think anymore, sprinting away. The crowd parts as I push my way through, then closes to conceal my way. Most don’t like seeing another caught; we know how hard life gets.

I rush down a narrow path, cursing when it ends at a wall, a scrawny tree towering beside it. The soldiers’ voices grow louder; there’s no time to turn back. My heart pounds as I clamber up the frail branches, which dip precariously as I reach to grab the edge of the wall. My hair swings across my face, the piece of cloth used to cover it fallen away. I tuck my feet into a narrow crack in the stone, heaving myself over, then make my way down. I’m good at climbing, I’ve played among the trees since my childhood. And I’m even better at disappearing from trouble, a skill honed with Mistress Henglan as my guardian.

Shouts ring out, footsteps heading in my direction. I rush away, but someone seizes my wrist, yanking me through a doorway. It’s dark inside, the air thick with dust. My free hand closes around my knife, slashing it at my attacker—a man, a head taller than me. As he swings aside, I nick the side of his neck just below his ear.

I dart back, but his fingers lock harder around my wrist. I raise my blade again, but he catches my other hand with startling strength.

“Cut me again and I’ll cut you back.” His voice is almost guttural as he twists my knife loose. It falls to the ground with a soft clatter.

“Let me go or I’ll do worse,” I seethe, even as fear pierces me—of him, of the soldiers hunting me.

I thrash wildly, slamming my foot against his thigh. Uncle taught me how to defend myself, among other things my aunt preferred I didn’t learn. As I wrench one hand free, I bury my fist into his gut. He grunts, folding forward, his short hair covering his face. I stare, frozen with shock. It’s the young man from earlier.



“What are you doing?” I bend to snatch up my knife, pointing it at him.

“I don’t mean you any harm.”

“So says every villain.”

He touches the cut on his neck, his fingers stained with blood. “Maybe I should have let the soldiers arrest you.”

So he did help me by tripping one of them. An apology hovers but I quash it, my wrist still smarting from when he knocked my dagger away.

He leans against the wall, his mouth curved. “How are you going to get out of the village? All the gates are sealed, everyone leaving will be inspected.”

Terror spills over, but I leash it, forcing myself to think. If the entrances are closed, I won’t stand a chance by myself with the soldiers looking for me. I must find another way out, one they won’t expect.

“Help me.” I sound bold, but inside I’m bracing for his refusal.

His eyes gleam as he pushes himself from the wall. “Why should I?”

“I’ll pay you.” I dig out the silver from my sash, offering the pieces to him.

“With my own money?”

“I can get more—from my step-aunt,” I lie. “Bring me home and she’ll reward you.”

“Your aunt who abandoned you to be captured while she fled?” He’s sharp, seeing too much. “My payment is going to be a lot more than six pieces of silver.”

He’s reeling me in, though I’m the one who cast the bait. I study him, weighing whether throwing myself into his hands would be preferable to the magistrate’s. At the memory of the magistrate’s oily gaze, how he leers at the girls when he struts through the market, my choice is made.

“You said you were searching for something,” I say slowly. “I can help you.” Today’s promise is tomorrow’s burden.

“I’m not sure how your predictions will benefit me further.” A hint of irony in his tone.

My hands curl. “I have other skills, those that helped me escape the soldiers. I know these mountains; I’ve lived here all my life. I can fight, I can—”

“Lie and steal?” He grins in a way that makes my hand itch to slap him. “I do need a pair of eyes around here. Someone with your skills might come in useful.”

“Then you’ll help me?”

“You’ll owe me a favor.” His smile widens, both charming and vicious. “To be called in when I wish. Within reason, and in good faith.”

The words fall smoothly like he’s struck this bargain before. I ­hesitate—but more shouts ring out in the distance, the soldiers closing in, their footsteps growing louder.

“I accept.” As I thrust my hand out, he shakes it. We stare at each other before breaking apart. “What’s your plan?” I ask.

He stalks to the doorway. “I have a carriage.”

“That’s it? What if they search it?”

He turns back to me, unclasping his cloak and drawing it around my shoulders. As he pulls up the hood, he looks into my face. “They won’t search my carriage. They wouldn’t dare.”

“Why? Are you the prince?” I ask rudely to mask my unease.

A beat of silence. “Be thankful I’m not.”





Chapter Two
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I follow him along a deserted path that leads to a black lacquered carriage drawn by a pair of horses. A symbol is carved at the back, crossed spears entwined with the thorny stalk of a rose. I climb in, lowering myself on the edge of the padded seat, as the young man sits across from me. It’s spacious within, yet feels cramped, like his presence makes it smaller.

The carriage rolls through the streets at a slow pace. All around are the muffled voices of villagers, the tread of their feet. Blood trickles down the young man’s neck, hovering on the collar of his robe. A waste if it stains the cloth. I lean forward to wipe it away—but the carriage slides into a rut, jolting me against him.

He grins. “You’re a lot more forward when we’re alone.”

“Don’t flatter yourself. It’s only because you’re bleeding.” I push myself away, shifting along the seat, as far from him as I can. Let his expensive clothes be ruined; he probably has a closet full of them.

As his hand brushes the cut, I smile. “Does it hurt?”

“Do you want it to?”

My ire dwindles. Stupid, to anger the one helping me. I pull out a small jar of yarrow leaf paste from my sleeve, then spread a thin layer over his injury. “This will help stem the bleeding.” Over these past years, I’ve learned to treat my own wounds. Medicine is expensive, but plants and herbs grow wild.



His gaze is assessing. “You don’t shy from blood.”

“I’ve seen my share of it.” What would he know of such things—­someone who doesn’t drive his own carriage, who doesn’t count the silver he spends.

“What’s your name?” he asks.

“Yining.” A false name would be safer, but he’s caught me off guard.

He repeats it, stretching it out in a drawl. “You may call me Jin.”

As the carriage jerks to a halt, the soldiers holler, “All occupants of the carriage must disembark to identify yourselves.”

“Do you see the crest of our carriage?” the driver announces loudly.

Heated whispering rises, the guards arguing among themselves. “Every carriage must be searched,” one insists, yet his voice quivers.

“Search this one if you’ve grown tired of living,” another replies in a muffled tone.

Only after our carriage rolls onward does my tension ease. I lift a corner of the curtain to see the soldiers bowing as we pass through the entrance. “They seem frightened. Are you a lord?” I hope he’s not; it’s too late to mind my manners around him.

The nobility rank just beneath the royal family of the Iron Mountains, treated with reverence. The wealthy merchants and masters of their craft come next, most of whom dwell in the larger towns. And at the very bottom are the rest of us—the hundreds of thousands who are meant to serve, spread across villages and towns that are scattered around the mountains.

“I am an advisor to a lord. Our carriage bears his mark,” Jin explains. “Are you disappointed?”

“I knew you weren’t one. What noble would trudge through the villages?”

He shrugs. “I’m keen to learn more about this place.”

A subtle reminder of my obligation to him. I’m almost certain he has a web of people like me, strewn across the kingdom—pawns to be used and discarded. Is he a friend or an enemy of the Iron Mountains? Regardless of any debt, if Jin threatens my safety, I’ll have to vanish. Fortunately, he doesn’t even know what I look like beneath the paint.



As the carriage rumbles along, Jin asks abruptly, “Why tell fortunes when you have no calling for them?” 

“Not all of us are born into wealth.”

He ignores my comment. “That woman who was with you—is she really your aunt?”

“My step-aunt. My uncle is dead.” My voice cuts off; the less he knows the better. “Where are you from?” I slip in, hoping to catch him unaware.

“How do you know I’m not from here?”

I study him, from his shoes to his face. “Your clothes, your lack of iron despite your wealth. Your hair. Why is it short?”

“It’s how we wear it where I’m from. The days are warmer there.”

“Do the women wear their hair short too?” I ask curiously.

His eyes flick down my hair to where it curls just above my elbow. “Only if they want to.”

He must be from one of the other kingdoms: the Amber Forest or the Pearl Ocean. Envy slithers through me at his freedom, the ease with which he crosses the land. Even with my uncle’s old horse, it would take days to ride through these mountains. A sudden urge to get away from him grips me. He reminds me of places I want to see, things I’ll never get to do, dreams buried along with my uncle and aunt.

Pulling aside the curtain, I glance out the window, the sight of the familiar forest filling me with relief. It’s an hour’s walk from home, but I’d rather he not know where to find me.

I rap the side of the carriage. “Let me out here. This is close enough.”

As we slow to a halt, I hop down before Jin can object. He leans out the window, his head angled toward me. “Is this farewell?”

“Only for now,” I reply glibly.

“Don’t worry; I’ll know where to find you. I always collect my debts.”

As his mouth lifts into a smirk, my insides clench. He holds my gaze a moment longer, then draws the curtain back over the window. The horses trot briskly along the muddy trail that cuts around the forest, pulling the carriage after it. I listen till the clop of hooves fades into silence, then make my way through the trees. It’s safer to keep my distance from one who moves in the circles of power and privilege. Those like him walk a different path, entering carriages and mansions, while I remain outside. He won’t trouble himself to find me, and I’m good at staying hidden. Yet what I owe him stretches between us like spider silk . . . I better not be the prey tangled at the end.

Ahead, the path forks—the left side leading to my home, the other going past an overgrown pond, a short walk from where my aunt and uncle are buried. I used to visit them often, but Mistress Henglan doesn’t like it when I do. And whenever I went, I found myself wishing for things I can’t have, those lost . . . until it became easier to stay away.

While I’m in no hurry to return, Mistress Henglan’s temper will be foul today, worse if I’m late. I must appease her anger, but I won’t surrender the silver pressed against my waist like hard knots, the only money I’ve ever managed to hide from her. It’s enough to get away from here, though not to build a new life.

As I head left, a sweetness drifts into the air, of ripening pears, though it’s far too early in the season. A cluster of wild pear trees grows close to the pond; I almost forgot them as they’ve never borne fruit. Drawn by the fragrance, I turn onto the other path. The grass grows thicker here, clusters of bamboo speared among them. I hurry toward the trees, halting at the sight of their branches laden with yellowing globes of fruit—perfectly ripe, some teetering on the brink of spoil. My eyes widen at this strange phenomenon, the ache in my stomach a pressing reminder that I haven’t eaten all day. Reaching up, I pluck a pear, devouring it in a few bites, then another. They are sweet, crisp, and delicious. Pulling off my coat, I pick the best of the fruit, climbing higher up to find more until the branches dip beneath my weight.

The sun sinks lower, shadows stretching long, the air losing the brittle heat of day. Ahead, light fragments over water. I almost don’t recognize the pond—utterly transformed. Flowers bloom all around, their fragrance a breath of spring. Some are shaped like bells, pale fans, delicate sprays. In the dark, their petals shimmer with an unearthly radiance.

A coldness creeps over me. Is this magic? It shouldn’t exist here, an ability only those of the wicked Mist Island possess. Just the whisper of it sufficed to draw the late king’s soldiers, who would seize anyone with a hint of association with magic. Few went willingly, none returned.

Enchanted or cursed, I should flee this place. Yet no one is watching me, no one to carry tales. And while I’m afraid, curiosity prickles, drawing me closer.

Reeds circle the large pond, its waters clearer today like a storm has swept through. As I kneel by the bank, my reflection stares back at me. Black hair grazes my elbows, my dark eyes fringed by thick lashes. My small mouth lends me a somber air; I’m not used to smiling. Sweat has carved streaks across my cheeks, running rivulets through the powder, the painted moles closer to inky splotches. I wince, washing my face with the cold water, trails of dirt running down my chin. On the days my face is clean, a few turn to watch me—but most of the time I’m tired, covered in sweat and grime, and the last thing I want is to be stared at by a stranger. One thing I’m glad for is despite our lack of money, Mistress Henglan has never tried to sell me to those teahouses where patrons are offered more than food and wine. And it saddens me that life has come to this . . . where I’m grateful to not be sold.

I pull out the stale bread from my pouch, picking away the mold. Though I’m not hungry anymore, I don’t like wasting food. Taking a bite, I chew methodically, though it’s like eating paper with a sourish tinge. My mind drifts to what my aunt used to bake before she fell ill—the soft buns stuffed with sweetened red bean paste, some studded with sesame. And how my uncle taught me to lift them from the bamboo steamer the moment her back was turned.

“Don’t end up a thief like your uncle,” my aunt would scold half-­heartedly when she caught me.

Too late.

My chest clenches. I loved my uncle, eagerly anticipating the times we spent together. He taught me to fight and to ride on his horse. Away from my aunt’s watchful eye, his teachings extended from how to lift a pouch from a belt to palming food from the vendors. Lessons of life, he called them, though my aunt hadn’t agreed.

My heart aches, my thumb rubbing my ring. While it’s been a few years since his death, my aunt died so long ago her face is a hazy silhouette. What remains is a feeling, her warmth, and how our home had smelled of bread, tea, and herbs. It doesn’t smell like that anymore.

The tears I’m holding back slip down my cheek, falling into the pond. Something darts beneath the surface, a silvery blur: a fish. I imagine how it would smell, spitted and cooked over the fire. Dropping the bread, I pick up a stick with a pointed end, hardening myself. I don’t like spearing them, watching them ­struggle—but fish is a good meal, one that might be stretched if preserved in salt.

The last rays of the sun flare across the sky as the fish swims closer. It pushes its head from the water, cold droplets spraying me. A carp, with glittering scales and golden eyes, its gaze seeming to fix on my hands. At once, I tuck the stick behind my back—tensing, though unsure why.

“Eat me and I’ll curse you with the worst stomachache you ever had,” the fish says.

I stumble back, my mouth falling open, too stunned to move or speak. “You’re a fish,” I sputter at last. “How can you talk? Is this a trick?”

“No more a trick than the pears you’ve harvested,” the carp replies, staring in the direction of my hoard.

My gut churns uneasily. “You did this? The pears, the flowers?”

“The place was barren when I arrived. The plants and trees needed just a little encouragement.”

“Impossible.” Disbelief pulses in my tone as I shake my head. “Fish can’t talk. You can’t . . . do such things.”

Its eyes are as bright as twin suns. “Trust what you see if not my words. Don’t let ignorance cramp your mind.”

My thoughts scatter. This creature doesn’t belong in the Iron Mountains but in one’s dreams or nightmares . . . or someplace like Mist Island where it’s said magic abounds.

There is danger in being here, speaking to this creature. Yet a talking fish must be worth its weight in gold—money that I need to build a new life away from here, far from Mistress Henglan. All I need to do is catch this fish . . . exchanging the carp’s freedom for my own. Guilt crowds my chest, but honor is for the wealthy and privileged. Moreover, the fish will be cherished, a prize in some magnificent estate, far better than this decaying pond.

I drop the stick; I can’t risk hurting it. Bending down, I pick up my discarded bread, holding it out. “Are you hungry? Come closer so I can feed you.” My smile is too wide, too eager.

“Are you trying to catch me?” The fish stares at me balefully, wise to suspect me. “If I’m forced from these waters, I’ll die, so you can forget about selling me.”

Lies, to save itself. But I shake my head in mock sympathy as I step closer, softening my voice like I’m speaking to a nervous customer. “Are you trapped here? I want to help you.”

“I don’t believe you.” The fish darts away, resurfacing on the far end. “Come back when you’ve decided not to harm me.”

It ducks beneath the water before I can reply. I wait, but it doesn’t return. Frustrated, I fling the bread to the ground. Tomorrow, I’ll return with a net and a bucket to catch it. The carp is my key to getting out of these mountains.

And once I leave, I’m never coming back.







Chapter Three
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The gray roof tiles and the weathered wooden walls of my house loom in the distance, a heaviness descending over me, my pulse skittering. When had it become this way, the sight of home evoking dread rather than relief ?

“Yining! You’re late.” Mistress Henglan’s voice jolts me, the impatience and lack of concern.

“It was hard to escape—”

“You got careless,” she snaps. “Now we must stay away from the markets, our only source of money.”

It was her greed that caused this, she’d abandoned me to the soldiers. But I swallow my anger, holding out the pears I harvested. “I found these on the way back. The trees by the old pond are finally bearing fruit.”

“Pears?” she sneers. “What good are these when the money is gone?”

My stomach caves; her losses at dice were worse than expected. “There are plenty more; we can sell them,” I say quickly. 

She picks up a pear, holding it to her nose. As she inhales its fragrance, a smile breaks across her face, yielding a glimpse of how striking she used to be. The harshness of life here strips one’s beauty as easily as the peel from a mandarin. When my uncle first introduced us, I’d wanted to like her. She folded me into a hard embrace, promising we’d be as family. It didn’t take long after the wedding for her smiles to fade, her voice to harden—the final remnants of her mask discarded long before my uncle’s body had gone cold.

I remember clinging to his stiff hand at his funeral. As I wept, Mistress Henglan declared to the other mourners that my uncle had left her our home, and she was now my sole guardian. I tried to protest, but she struck my face, a stinging slap that left my cheek burning. The shock was like falling into a river and forgetting how to swim, flailing, as the water drags you deeper. The villagers all averted their eyes, many whispering this was “a family matter.”

That was the moment I realized I was alone in the world, and my tears no longer mattered. I should have fought harder to make the others ­listen, shamed them into intervening. Because I gave up, my ­step-aunt won. I won’t so easily relinquish the fight for myself again—sometimes there’s no way back. It took years to claw this glimpse of freedom away from her, this chance at a new life . . . one I won’t surrender.

Mistress Henglan takes a bite of the pear, chewing noisily. “You should start preparing dinner.”

Though I’m tired, I nod, following her into the house. I wash the rice, then cook it over the fire. While it simmers, I slice a handful of long beans and fry them with a beaten egg. As I lay the bowls on the table, a yellow brocade scroll catches my eye.

“What’s this?” I ask curiously.

She sits down, helping herself to the food. “An announcement from the palace.”

My heart beats a little quicker. The Palace of Nine Hills is the royal ­residence, named for the mountains that ring it. I often climbed a tree to stare at the sprawling grounds in the distance—imagining how perfect life must be there, a fairy tale, for those within its shining walls. They say Prince Zixin is handsome and brave, a hero from the stories—though all I’ve seen of him is his portrait that hangs in each village hall, along with his sister’s and late father’s. I’ve looked at them so often, they feel almost real to me. There is something about the darkness of the prince’s eyes, the curve of his lips that makes me believe he’s kind, clever, and interesting—even as my mind whispers that this is shallow and undeserved, and I should know better.

As I reach for the scroll, my step-aunt’s fingers close around it. “What does it say?” The catch in my voice spoils my attempt at indifference.

Mistress Henglan flicks the scroll apart, revealing the royal stamp in red ink. “Prince Zixin is hosting a ball the day after tomorrow, a grand celebration.”

“A ball?” I sit straighter, excitement surging through me. “Are they in need of additional servants?”

“It’s an invitation to attend as a guest. The market was afire with gossip of this today. Apparently, this was sent to everyone in the kingdom. Ours arrived late, one of the last.”

A miracle that the messengers even found our remote home. To send one to every subject would be an impossible feat—the numerous villages scattered around the mountains, the towns thronging with people. Impossible, except for the one who controls the might of the army.

Mistress Henglan tucks the scroll into her sash. “You have the same silly expression every girl had on hearing the news. I thought you were smarter. Many will spend a month’s wages on a useless dress to meet an even more useless prince.” Her lip curls. “Far better to give us silver to celebrate his reign.”

“It will be a shame to miss it. There will be many rich guests wearing their finest clothes and jewelry. Fat purses, rich pickings.” I’m trying to rouse her greed. If she knows how much I want to go, she’ll never let me. A ball in the palace . . . it feels like a dream. A chance to live in color, rather than lurking in the shadows.

“Whatever it is, you can’t go,” she snaps. “After today, the soldiers will be searching for you.”

“I was in disguise,” I protest.

Her eyes gleam; she relishes denying me this. “I will go. You are right about the pickings. Shorten my red robe an inch to hide the frayed hem. I’ll need new shoes. Find something else to sell.”



Anger sears, a hot coal in my chest. I clasp my hands to stop them from fisting.

“Don’t look at me that way.” Her eyes pinch, lines forming at the corners. “Without me, you’d have starved or been sent to the mines long ago.”

The wiser part of me urges silence to preserve our fragile peace. I force myself to nod, but it’s becoming harder to fold myself to fit her moods, to squeeze into the mold she expects of me.

She points at the basket of pears. “Take these to Farmer Lan tomorrow morning and get the best price you can. Don’t be distracted by his son.” Mistress Henglan’s mouth slides into a cunning smile. “Someone like him won’t even look twice at you. And if he does, he’ll only want one thing.”

“Maybe I only want one thing from him too.”

It slips out before I catch myself, her words stinging. I hate how she pushes me down, making me feel small. But as her eyes narrow, I drop my head, biting my tongue so hard I taste blood, feeling like I’m burning up inside.







Chapter Four
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Farmer Lan lives just over an hour away by foot, his grounds and fields well tended, the house built of stone. My hair is braided neatly down my back, and I’ve changed into my only remaining set of clean clothes. As I approach the door, my heart quickens. I’ve met the farmer’s son, Songmin, just a few times, but he’s kissed me—gentle, tender kisses that stirred a warmth I’m eager to feel again. I don’t care about my step-aunt’s warning; I’m tired of living by her rules, fearing her displeasure.

Before I can knock, the door swings open. Songmin stands there, a smile on his handsome face. As he steps outside and shuts the door, he glances around to check we’re alone. “I saw you come down the path. I was thinking of you.”

“I was thinking of you too,” I admit, before catching myself. He seems to draw away when I edge too close. “I came to see your father today.”

“All business? Or do you have time . . . for more?” His voice arches in an intimate way.

“It depends.” I try to match his tone, but it cracks at the end. “Shall we go for a walk by the river?”

He slants his head back, a glint in his eyes. “Come find me in our usual place.”

“It was only twice,” I counter.



He leans down until his lips are by my ear, his broad shoulders an inch from mine. “And I’ve thought about each time in great detail.”

The door rattles, then opens again, Songmin straightening at once. Farmer Lan steps out, watching me intently like he thinks I’ll steal his coin. If he keeps looking at me that way, I just might.

“Songmin, you should be working in the field,” he chides him. “Not wasting time here.”

“I was just headed there,” Songmin replies with his easy manner. “But we have a visitor.”

I set the basket down, my arms beginning to ache. Farmer Lan’s gaze goes right to it. “Pears? This early?” He squints at his own trees, their fruit still small and green. “Where did you get them from—Mist Island?”

I make myself laugh at his joke. “Yes, Farmer Lan. I flew there last night and plucked these off a tree made of gold.”

“She’s lying, Father,” Songmin says with a wink at me.

“How do you know I’m lying?”

“No one can get to Mist Island.” His stare trails the length of me. “Though maybe I’m wrong. They do say fairies are allowed to enter.”

Farmer Lan’s snort destroys any pleasure in the compliment as he squats down to inspect the fruit. “Fairies? What rubbish. All these wild stories when no one has ever been there. No one can even find Mist Island, much less enter. The late king’s soldiers only got as far as Thorn Valley and failed to penetrate the island’s barriers—a waste of precious funds.”

As much as I dislike him, Farmer Lan is a good source of information beyond our village, spending most of his time in the teahouses listening to storytellers and hiding from his wife.

“Let’s hope Prince Zixin will rule differently,” I say with feeling.

The farmer wrinkles his nose. “His Highness’s first command was to impose that ridiculous tax to commemorate his father’s passing. Now he’s throwing a ball, a frivolous waste of money. What will he do after he’s crowned king? It’s not just us in the villages who are struggling, but those in the towns too.”

It’s hard to imagine the wealthy farmer being short on funds, but the harvest has been poor in recent years across the kingdom. Some whisper that our land is cursed, none daring to say this too loud for fear of drawing the soldiers’ attention.

I want to ask Songmin if he’s going to the ball, but Mistress Henglan has forbidden me from attending, and it would feel worse knowing he’d be there, dancing with—

“Thirty copper coins,” Farmer Lan barks, breaking my daze. “For the whole basket.”

“Farmer Lan, it’s worth at least twice more,” I say in an injured tone. “Fifty copper coins and it would be a bargain.”

The farmer runs a callused finger down a pear, his other hand scratching the mole on his chin. “They look bruised and misshapen.” A false complaint to drive down the price.

“They are perfectly shaped.” I add, “You can fetch a higher price in the market with these being so early in the season. They will help draw more customers in.”

Farmer Lan nods, but then his eyes narrow. “Why don’t you sell them in the market?”

He doesn’t know about my encounter with the soldiers yesterday; he’s just scenting out any weakness. “Maybe I’ll do just that,” I say brightly. “Farmer Min offered to let me rent a section of his table,” I lie, dropping in the name of his rival.

Farmer Lan scowls as Songmin bends to pick up a pear. As he bites into it, juice glistens on his lips, my throat growing dry.

“I’d offer thirty-five,” he tells his father. “They are sweet.”

“Forty,” I correct him. “And you’ll have to pay for that one whether we strike a deal or not.”

Songmin’s eyes widen with mock hurt. “You won’t give me one?”

“You didn’t ask.” I smile at him, then turn to his father. “Do we have a deal?”

The farmer nods grudgingly, counting out the coins into a pouch that he hands to me. As I take it, Songmin lifts the heavy basket.

“I’ll put these in the shed,” he tells his father, though he’s looking at me.



My pulse quickens. After Farmer Lan goes back inside, I wait before making my way to the shed. The moment I step through the doorway, Songmin pulls me to him, his other hand slamming the door shut. It’s dark inside, smelling of earth and dampness—not pleasant, but his fingers are threading through my hair, pulling it loose from its braid. His lips find mine and he kisses me, edging me back until the wall presses against me. There is a new urgency to his touch, one that cautions more than it tempts.

Songmin tugs at my robe, pulling it off one shoulder. A cold rush douses any remnant of desire. I recoil, pushing at him, but he doesn’t seem to notice or care. Anger sparks as I shove harder, but he’s strong from working in the fields.

“Stop.” I don’t dare raise my voice, afraid of his father hearing.

“Why? No one will come here,” he murmurs into my ear.

As Songmin’s hand slides to my chest—my knee flies up instinctively, slamming against his groin. He releases me, muttering a vile curse. With his eyes slitted, his mouth pinched, he looks nothing like the boy I’ve kissed and laughed with before today.

“You kicked me,” he seethes.

“Because you wouldn’t stop.” I straighten my robe with shaking hands, feeling at once lost and furious. I liked him . . . but not enough for this.

“Who are you saving yourself for? The prince?” He laughs scathingly, and for the first time, I realize Farmer Lan may not be the meanest person in his family. “You’re lucky I’m even wasting my time with you.”

“I’m the one wasting my time.” It takes me a moment to answer, to bury the urge to cry.

A cruel smile stretches across Songmin’s face as he looms over me. “Girls like you aren’t good for anything but five minutes in a shed.”

His brutal jab stings but I lift my head and grin. “Is five minutes all you’re good for?”

I yank the door open and stalk away before he can reply, his mockery ringing in my ears. I rub the wooden ring on my finger, a comfort when I’m unsettled. While I never believed it was serious between us, I thought Songmin at least liked me. He deserved worse than the kick. I should have cut him; I wish I had.



I snatch a handful of pea shoots from the farmer’s field as I leave. Petty, but it eases this splinter in my heart. Shame burns that I let him kiss me. But most of all, I’m angry—at him, at myself . . . for being a fool, for thinking he saw me for more than I appeared, and for imagining there was anyone here who cared.







Chapter Five
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It’s raining, hard slivers pelting down, but I welcome it. Rain makes it easier to pretend the water in my eyes isn’t tears, that I’m not stupid enough to shed them over something meaningless. But I’m not crying just for Songmin or the things he said. If life is a game, I lose each round. Everything I touch turns to ash; everyone I love, I’ve lost.

The forest folds me in its familiar embrace. The air smells of grass and earth, the rain lightening to a drizzle. I shiver, breaking into a run to keep warm. As I weave through the bamboo stalks, my feet instinctively take me back to the pond, though I can’t say why—I don’t even have a net to catch the carp. Maybe it’s to recapture the fleeting wonder I felt there, the tranquility.

I hadn’t imagined it. The flowers are still in bloom, the pears hanging from the trees invitingly. I’ll pluck more to ease Mistress Henglan’s suspicions at my delay. I just don’t want to go home yet; I’d rather be anywhere else.

The reeds rustle, the waters mirroring the gray skies above. As I stand by the edge, staring at my reflection, it ripples abruptly, the carp’s silvery head poking through. It studies me in silence with those golden eyes. I don’t move, deciding it’s wiser to cultivate the creature’s trust rather than attempt to trap it now. I’d only hurt it this way, and a dead fish won’t fetch the gold I need. Part of me recoils at the thought—how vile, to weigh the creature’s life this way—but I’ve learned to do a lot of things I don’t like.

“You’re crying again,” the carp says in its matter-of-fact way.

I blink, wishing my eyes didn’t redden so easily. It helps there’s not a trace of sympathy in the carp’s tone. I don’t like letting others see my weaknesses in case they use them against me.

“Does it make you happy?” I counter. “Because you think I want to harm you?”

Its mouth parts wider. “Oh, I’m certain you still do. But I’ve told you the truth: I’ll die if taken forcibly from these waters.”

The gravity in its manner chips away at my suspicion. Yet the carp has a silver tongue; I shouldn’t give it a chance to persuade me.

“Why are you sad?” it asks.

“Because of life. A boy.” I don’t know why I’m replying, but it untangles the tightness inside me. It’s been a long time since I’ve really talked to anyone. As a fortune teller, even a false one, any conversation centers on the customers: their problems, their worries. As for Songmin...we never talked much. I flush at the memory, crumpling it away like discarded paper.

“Ah,” the fish says sagely. “You were crying when we met too. Does this boy make you cry often?”

I glare, irked by its observation. “What do you know about such matters?”

“Nothing whatsoever,” the carp replies. “But if anyone brings you such misery, cut them loose. Find your people, those who fill your heart rather than take from it.”

Its words burrow into me. My mind shifts from Songmin to Mistress Henglan, to the thought of leaving for good. There is no one I will miss here.

“You are right.” As I step closer to the pond, the carp glides toward me, its tail undulating like a ribbon. “Will you really die if taken from here?” I ask, wishing I didn’t care.

“I never lie,” it replies gravely. “Do you still want to eat or catch me?”



The carp has almost reached the bank. It would be so easy to plunge my hands into the water to pull it out and wrestle it ­down—to spear it with a sharpened stick. “Who wants to eat you?” I protest shamelessly. “You probably don’t taste good.”

“I taste exceedingly vile,” it assures me.

Laughter bursts from me. I quell it, hardening myself. “How did you end up here?” I should keep the carp talking to lower its guard . . . though I’m no longer certain what to do.

“I chose this place.” It adds with disdain, “It wasn’t much to look at before, weed infested, with muddied waters.”

“Why come here, then?” With the magic the creature claims to have, it should have chosen somewhere else—anywhere else.

It doesn’t reply right away, studying me, its eyes shining with knowing. “I was looking for you.”

I would laugh again, except its claim makes me a little angry. It reminds me of the wild hopes I used to clutch at, that someone would rescue me from the nightmare my life had become, of the times I cried myself to sleep with a fist over my mouth to avoid waking Mistress Henglan.

“No one helps girls like me,” I say flatly. “We help ourselves.”

Its fins droop as though saddened. “You think no one cares for you, that you are alone in the world,” it remarks with uncanny insight. “You are not.”

Something sparks within, an inconvenient reluctance to hurt the creature, the flicker of conscience I tried to bury. This is why I shouldn’t let myself think, why I can’t soften, why I shouldn’t befriend my prey.

“What makes you think you know me?” I speak rudely, grasping for a barrier to drag between us.

“Your ring.”

Its tail flicks a spray of water at me, but I don’t feel it, staring at my finger. No one else asks about my ring, no one seems to notice. When the fish stared at my hands the first time, I thought it was looking at the stick.

“This ring?” I hold up my left hand. “I bought it in the market.” A lie to snare a liar.



“No,” the carp replies with unwavering certainty, its eyes blazing brighter. “You’ve always had it, except you don’t know what it is—just that it makes you feel better and that you don’t ever want to take it off.”

My knees buckle as I sink down to the bank, afraid, yet desperate to learn more. “How do you know?”

“Will you trust me?” the carp asks.

And maybe I’m a fool, but I nod. I’m not lying to the fish anymore. Not just because it knows things about me that no one else does . . . but this desire to trust it comes from a place deep inside, the instinct I’ve always leaned on when all else fails.

“Then we are friends,” it tells me firmly.

After my uncle’s death, my few friends fell out of my life. Maybe it was because I no longer had time for play, or maybe they feared misfortune was catching. “I would like that,” I find myself saying. “What do I call you?”

“We don’t need names to remember who we are. But you may give me one.”

“Then—how about ‘Little Fish’?”

“A weak name, wholly unimaginative,” it complains, despite its earlier indifference.

As a breeze stirs around us, I remember a myth I heard. “There is an old folktale: that the carp who could swim up an enchanted waterfall would be transformed into a dragon, to soar into the skies.”

“A worthy endeavor,” it says approvingly.

“Then I’ll call you ‘Little Dragon,’ ” I suggest. “Because I hope you will fly in the heavens one day.”

“Flatterer.” Yet its fins ripple in seeming pleasure. “I’m far from a dragon, but one can always aspire.”

We share a smile. “How did you know about my ring? What did you mean when you said I wasn’t alone?” I ask.

“Someone sent me to you. She gave you the ring you wear.”

“Who?” It doesn’t feel real that all this while, someone was looking out for me. The carp must be mistaken...though I don’t want it to be.



“Your mother.”

A deep joy flares in my heart, pierced through with ­sorrow—because she’s not here, because I can’t remember anything of her. “Is she . . . alive?”

“She was very ill, close to death, when I was summoned years ago,” the carp says heavily. “I was tasked with delivering the rest of her gift to you.”

It hurts, even though I’ve already resigned myself to this loss. I breathe deeply to steady myself. Little Dragon flicks its tail, shimmering flecks drifting across the pond like dandelion seeds. The earth around my feet quivers, a tiny shoot springing from the soil. Leaves sprout along the twisted stalk, a bud forming that unfurls into a luminous six-petaled flower the color of pearls, a single thorn glinting from its side.

Fear rakes my insides. Magic is dangerous; if I’m discovered here, with the carp, I could be imprisoned or worse. I should run, to never return. But I don’t. Despite my fear, I want to know.

“Prick your finger on the thorn.”

It’s like time has stilled, the carp’s voice taking on a new resonance. For some reason I trust it. My heart races as I shift closer—just a moment’s hesitation—then I’m pressing my finger against the thorn. It stings, blood beading on my fingertip, sliding down the stalk. The plant shudders, sheathed in dazzling radiance. Its solitary blossom falls into my palm, the stem twisting into a thin circlet, coiled around the flower in the middle.

“What is this?” I ask in wonder.

“It belongs to you. To your ring.”

“Don’t speak in riddles.” I shake my head. “My ring is just ordinary wood, ‘worthless’ as my ­step-aunt said.”

“Is it worthless to you?”

“No!” I reply vehemently. “But this can’t be real.”

“Stop looking for reasons not to believe what I’m telling you,” the carp says somberly. “You know whether this is real or not.”

Fighting a burst of doubt, I pick up the circlet of stem and flower. It pulses in my grip, my ring tingling in the same rhythm, like they are one and the same. Nothing makes sense, yet it feels right. A whisper seems to glide through the air, a name rustling through my mind like an echo, a shadow of memory: Yining.

My mother’s voice. I don’t recall her face, but I remember now the way she used to utter my name . . . like it was the most beautiful sound in the world. I hold the circlet over my finger, a powerful impulse compelling me to push it down—

“Wait.” The carp’s voice rings out. “This is not just a flower; this is your heritage—a great gift and responsibility that you will bear the rest of your life.”

My hand stills; I’m not one for burdens or unseen tethers. “What do you mean?”

“Once you accept the flower, you will be bound to it—you can never relinquish it. It becomes as vital as your limbs, as the blood that flows in your veins.”

I stare blankly at the delicate twist of stalk, my hand braced to fling it away, despite the urge to claim it. “What if I lose it? What if it’s stolen or taken from me?”

“You will die.” The carp’s tone is gentle, yet the words stab like knives.

“What? How? At once?” 

“The longer you’ve had the flower, the deeper your bond with it—the more rapid your deterioration,” Little Dragon says gravely. “But the ring will protect itself, disguising its appearance so it’s not easily discerned by others, unless they are looking for it.”

“I don’t want it.” My instinct for survival kicks in, even as my fingers close protectively around the flower.

“That is your choice. Just know, this is the key to your home and family, to who you are.” The carp’s head droops. “Already the flower is withering. If you refuse this chance, soon it will be lost forever.”

The tips of the petals are crinkling, my wooden ring throbbing with greater urgency. But still, I hold back. Rules and conditions, danger . . . I want none of them.

“Where is this home you speak of ?” I ask.

“I only know what I’ve been told to complete my task,” the carp replies. “But the one who sent me loved you even more than herself. It was why I agreed to find you, though I knew it would cost me greatly.” It stares at me, its scales shimmering. “Will you accept this gift?”

There is magic in this moment, rippling through the air, the flower in my palm. Though I’m terrified, I can’t shy from it . . . I won’t abandon this final gift from my mother.

I push the circlet over my finger, sliding it over the ring. The flower settles into the wood like it’s carved into it, the jade-green stalk twisting around the band. The grains along the wood fade until it appears crafted of luminous stone, as smooth as porcelain around my finger.

A lightness surges through my veins. I feel alive, like I’ve been half asleep all this while, something falling into place inside me, something I only just realized had been snapped away.

A sigh undulates from the fish. “At last, my task is complete. Guard the ring with your life.”

“How do I find my home? My family? Where do I start?”

“I do not know, but the ring will guide you.” The carp’s voice begins to falter. “I must rest now. Magic has its cost.”

“Thank you, for finding me.” Clasping my hands, I bow clumsily, the way I’ve seen some villagers greet visiting nobles. What I owe the carp is far greater than any words of gratitude might convey.

“I’ve been searching for a long time. My service was never meant to last this long, but I wanted to help your mother. May she be at peace now—as I am.” Little Dragon darts beneath the water then, swimming toward a bank of reeds.

Peace steals over me, the kind I’ve only known when my aunt and uncle were alive, the kind I’ve almost given up on. My limbs feel heavy like I’ve run a long way. I lie down on the grass, inhaling the fragrance of the flowers. As my eyes close, sleep claims me at once, deep and ­untroubled—like someone beloved is watching over me once more.







Chapter Six

[image: Images]

 Sunlight falls upon the trees, shining gold like they are carved of amber. The skies are a vivid blue, unlike the wintry gray of the Iron Mountains. A young woman is running, her large eyes the color of ink, long brown hair flying across her face, obscuring her features. Her hand is seized by another in a cloak, the hood drawn over their face as they drag the girl along—

My eyes flick open. Something pulses against my finger—my ring. It’s there; it’s real. My heart beats unsteadily, yet is filled with rare warmth. Who was the girl? I shake my head to clear it, still fogged from sleep. Violet threads the skies above, the night pricked with starlight. The scent of grass is light and fresh, unlike the grease of the kitchen at home, the dankness that never goes away no matter how hard I scrub.

It’s late, long past dinnertime. Mistress Henglan must be furious, my body instinctively tensing. Don’t return. A tempting thought. I have the silver from Jin, the copper from Farmer Lan. Mistress Henglan doesn’t deserve the respect of a final farewell, she was never family in the way that mattered. And she won’t want her unpaid servant, the source of her income, to leave.

As for the carp . . . though I’ve only known Little Dragon for a short while, what I owe it can’t be measured in time. I stand and walk toward the pond. All is silent, the water still. As I raise my hand and wave, the surface ripples, the carp’s silvery scales gleaming as it swims toward me.

“Did you sleep well?” it asks quietly, lifting its head from the water.

“Never better,” I reply with feeling.

“Where will you go now?”

I touch the ring on my hand, unused to this weightlessness within. “Away from here. Where this takes me.”

Its mouth curves. “I wish you good luck in your travels.”

“Thank you, Little Dragon.” I hesitate, then ask, “What about you? Will you stay or leave?”

“The magic yielded to me for the task is fading. I will use what remains to return home.”

This feels like farewell, a thickness swelling in my throat. “If there is anything I can ever do for you, it would be my honor.”

“I am honored by your mother’s trust,” Little Dragon replies gravely, then its tone lightens. “But if you ever find the waterfall you spoke of, the one that transforms fish into dragons—”

“I will bring you there,” I promise.

The carp’s eyes are bright. “I have one more gift, this one from me to you.”

A large bundle lies on the bank, wrapped in dried lotus leaves. I crouch down to pull them apart and find a beautiful dress within—a light blue silk embroidered with peonies, with layers gathered below the chest. The skirt flutters as I lift it up, the cloth soft and smooth. There’s even a silver hairpin with a coral butterfly. Yet the true wonder are the shoes, crafted of white brocade, embroidered with flowers that are studded with iridescent crystals and seed pearls.
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