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    “To my husband, for giving me 
 
    the world by supporting my dreams.”
Nicole Adamz 
 
      
 
      
 
    “To Haley, Tanner, and Chloe- reach for your dreams and never ever stop.” 
Brooke Chastain 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’d rather see you 
    poor men’s wives, if you were 
         happy, beloved, contented, 
           than queens on thrones, 
    without self-respect and peace.”
  
 
    Louisa May Alcott
       Little Women 
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    Prologue 
 
    
    Winter Solstice 
 
    1844 
 
    Wen Kroy, Southern Milgrim 
 
   Zhēnzhū woke early in the morning to the persistent chiming of the metal chronometer with excitement swirling through her veins. Today, there would be no work for Zhēnzhū as a gevernis because Winter Solstice had arrived. The family whose children she taught had traveled to Caerstail, the central city in southern Milgrim. Zhēnzhū liked the family well enough, but teaching children wasn’t a pleasant endeavor for her. Especially when the family was wealthy. 
 
    The constant display of wealth was an unpleasant reminder of everything her own family had once had but lost years ago due to the benevolence of Baba, their father. One kind, but misguided, decision had cost them everything but each other. Zhēnzhū never wholly recovered from the loss of fortune though love for her father helped bury the disappointment. Her father was the kindest man in all Milgrim, and Zhēnzhū couldn’t imagine holding a grudge against him. 
 
    Still, Zhēnzhū remembered days when the Mèilì family’s compound was more abundant with lavish décor. Pleasing aromas of baking sweets and plum blossoms from the courtyard would stir in the air, a welcoming scent as she rode her pony through the gates after being in the plum fields Baba had owned. Spun sugar had clung to Zhēnzhū’s young lips on more than one occasion, swiftly wiped off by Mama before it fell onto Zhēnzhū’s silk jifu and ruined the robe. 
 
    Zhēnzhū shivered, shaking herself out of the cloying recollections of the past. The single room that she shared with her younger sisters was kept warm by a series of aged brass pipes and valves that snaked up the farthest wall of their chamber, leading to a fire that crackled in the kitchen. Usually, when the room had chilled, Amah, the automated housekeeper, which was previously the girls’ nursemaid, was already self-wound and cooking. 
 
    Dressed in a faded grey kaftan with knotted embroidery, Zhēnzhū grinned as she tied the garment closed on the right side. The stitching matched the pattern on the two split seems that parted along her hips, complementing the red skirt she wore beneath it. The girls all wore similar clothing except for Jiā, who had recently decided to wear the newest fashion she’d seen in a magazine Uncle Tānlán had brought with him from northern Milgrim during one of his visits. 
 
    Padded covers on the mat nearest hers shifted, and Zhēnzhū delayed brushing her hair to rouse her younger sister. A feat not easily accomplished with heavy sleepers. 
 
    “Amah is already cooking, Jiā! We need to be ready before Mama returns with the fish from the market,” Zhēnzhū said. 
 
    Jiā scrubbed her face with tanned fingers before raking back snarling, ebony curls. Jiā’s brows knit into a scowl as she scampered out of bed, eyeing Zhēnzhū. “You’re already dressed. Why didn’t you wake me earlier?” 
 
    “It’s not my fault you didn’t hear the chronometer. If you hadn’t kept your nose stuck inside of that story-scroll, you would have gotten up on time. You’ve even got a spot of ink on your nose where a word rubbed off.” 
 
    Jiā gasped and snatched the story-scroll next to her mat, hastily unrolling the wooden slats to check for damage to the calligraphy. When Jiā realized Zhēnzhū was teasing, both burst into laughter. Together they woke their two younger sisters. 
 
    While Zhēnzhū’s younger siblings dressed, she kneeled in front of the large, tarnished mirror that leaned in a corner and brushed her hair. Parting her bronze-colored hair in the middle, Zhēnzhū braided and pinned it atop her head. Xìnì, the youngest daughter of the Mèilì family, smiled at her reflection over Zhēnzhū’s shoulder. She wasn’t old enough to pin her curly, golden hair up, but Xìnì always took great pains with her appearance. 
 
    Zhēnzhū and Xìnì, similar in temperament and character, closely resembled their foreign mother. Xìnì smoothed her straight golden hair before braiding it into two ribbon-tied pigtails down her back. Jiā, whose hair was rolled into a high, tatty bun, flicked one of her sister’s braids as she walked by, prompting an injured exclamation from Xìnì. 
 
    Frowning, Zhēnzhū shook her head at Jiā’s tomboy appearance. Zhēnzhū knew if Jiā put more effort into her looks, she’d be as beautiful as any young woman. Commenting would only start a fight, and Zhēnzhū was determined nothing would ruin the Winter Solstice celebration. Removing their gifts for Mama from their shared dresser, the sisters left their room and walked across the small, barren courtyard into the kitchen. 
 
    Amah’s geared arms shifted around the kitchen, preparing the meal for Winter Solstice. The valves on the kitchen wall were turned, preventing the fire’s heat from being redirected into other rooms of the family compound. A pot of sticky pudding simmered on the stove, placed on a back burner so it wouldn’t scorch and burn, melding to the bottom of the pan in brown lumps. 
 
    “I’ll place Mama’s gifts in the family room,” Shìyán, the third oldest sister, said softly. 
 
    Zhēnzhū nodded approvingly, knowing Shìyán’s helpful nature would not be appeased until she had done something. Jiā handed her gift to Shìyán, leaving the kitchen to fetch firewood from the forest behind the compound while Xìnì set the table. Zhēnzhū followed Shìyán down a clapboard walkway that lined the interior of the compound and entered the family room. 
 
    Glancing at the large chronometer on the far wall, Zhēnzhū noticed that Mama’s marker was close to ringing. Zhēnzhū worried they wouldn’t have much time to put up the homemade decorations they had secretly worked on all week as a surprise for Mama. The girls had noticed how worn she appeared after working so many strained hours as a nurse at the hospital. 
 
    Baba was fighting in the war for the traditional values promoted in southern Milgrim. Technological advancements had pervaded Milgrim with little testing, leading to many accidents in factories and office buildings. Conflicting ideologies had split the continent in half. Zhēnzhū had recently heard a rumor that a government building in northern Milgrim had a section explode from a faulty mechanism. 
 
    Zhēnzhū didn’t know if it was true, and she knew how Mama felt about gossip. Mama frequently told the girls that gossip was no different from thin-papered jirashi; there was no fact in speculation—only emotional incitement. Zhēnzhū knew the flyers were possible lies mysteriously spread onto the streets of Milgrim. 
 
    Each proclaimed exclusive secrets and scandalous anecdotes of both royal families. Zhēnzhū was always tempted to read the jirashi that touted stories of nobility in case some of it was true. Such information would help Zhēnzhū were she able to enter high-society. 
 
    Zhēnzhū shuffled her dainty feet as she’d seen noblewomen do in platform shoes, called flower bowls, while she helped Shìyán put up the decorations. Zhēnzhū refrained from the impulse to direct Shìyán like a servant. If Mama caught her, she would be in trouble, and Shìyán was too sweet to boss around. 
 
    Jiā shoved open the screen door of the family room and stomped into the family room with her worn, scuffed boots, holding kindling in her arms. The cold, ash-colored fireplace was housed inside a standard stone mantle perfect for exuding heat, making the family room the warmest section of the compound. Xìnì glided into the room after her, scowling as Jiā back-tracked, stomped her dirt-ridden boots off on the walkway outside, roughly toed them off, and hastily walked back in with long strides. 
 
    “Do you have to be such a boy, Jiā? Mama might not say anything about the wide pants you made for yourself, but no one in the family likes them—or your boots. I bet Baba wouldn’t like them either. Especially since it’s a northern style, and he’s fighting against them,” declared Xìnì. 
 
    Jiā plopped the kindling next to the stone fireplace and propped a few pieces into its dark mouth. “I’d rather be a boy than a whiny little girl,” she said decisively. “Dragons crave adventure and can’t be holed up like a cocky rooster at a tea ceremony.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū frowned at the bold declaration. She loved Jiā, but couldn’t understand her desire to be so unfeminine. In her opinion, there were plenty of adventures at tea ceremonies. Not that Zhēnzhū had been to many, or any that were very grand, but one day she would be the hostess of her own. It would be nice to have three sisters she could invite over and show off as accomplished young women—not just two. 
 
    “How would you even know what tea ceremonies are like? You’ve never been to one,” argued Xìnì, her pale cheeks flushing with frustration. 
 
    “And she won’t, with that attitude and dress,” Zhēnzhū calmly agreed. 
 
    Jiā’s face puffed up, her mouth opened to retort when she spotted Shìyán’s distressed expression. The anger building in her released like a valve on a rusted bathroom pipe after the steam whooshes out. No one in the family wanted to upset Shìyán’s gentle soul. 
 
    Shìyán turned pleading brown eyes on them, and said in a quiet voice, “Please don’t fight. Today isn’t a day for fighting, and Mama and Baba would be so disappointed. Jiā is lovely the way she is, and so are both of you.” 
 
    Xìnì’s mouth puckered, but she didn’t say anything. Neither did Jiā, and Zhēnzhū smiled. Shìyán seamlessly stitched the four girls together, diffusing tempers and smoothing furrowed brows. 
 
    Letting the squabble subside, all the girls pitched in to decorate the evergreen-colored room. No one commented when Jiā declared greenery was needed and raced outside. Jiā would be lucky to get any garnish from the few bushes that hadn’t withered beneath the frigid winter elements, but she loved to tackle what she termed “enterprising matters.” 
 
    When Jiā returned, Zhēnzhū had helped her sisters finish placing most of the painted red and green paper decorations around the family room for the Winter Solstice. Zhēnzhū loved the holiday because it incorporated red, a rabbit’s lucky color, and it was her favorite. 
 
    During Winter Solstice, the bright, fiery color represented happiness and success with the hope of good fortune. So far, the Mèilì family’s luck hadn’t returned, but at least it hadn’t gotten worse. The earthy green color of the holiday represented regeneration, hope, and harmony. It also meant money and wealth, which Zhēnzhū was secretly fond of since it was the family color of the Mèilì clan, even if it wasn’t currently true for her part of the family. 
 
    When they were finished, Zhēnzhū sighed happily at the result. Mama would be pleased. Their home was small and wanting in some areas, but it never lacked in love or creativity. The small, hand-painted lanterns, stars, and hearts were made by all of them and hung around the room in a colorful display. 
 
    Xìnì’s mouth turned down at the haphazard painting on one of them, and she chuckled, shaking her head. They all knew who it belonged to, and every eye went to Jiā when she burst back into the room with boughs of leaves bunched in her hands and sticking out of her pockets. The second eldest Mèilì daughter wasn’t the typical young woman by any means, but she burned with vitality. Zhēnzhū laughed and shuffled toward her, plucking a leaf from her sister’s hair. Maybe Jiā would grow out of this unladylike phase. 
 
    After Shìyán had helped Jiā tie the boughs around the room with an extra string, it felt quite festive and cozy. It was perfect for the Winter Solstice and was sure to lift Mama’s spirits. They didn’t have the advanced gadgets and gizmos of northern Milgrim that Zhēnzhū would have liked to have had, but they managed without them. 
 
    Xìnì straightened her cloth-wrapped gift, lining it flawlessly with the others. The present was smaller than the rest, but Zhēnzhū knew how delicate it was. Two months of Xìnì’s scant allowance was barely enough lucre to cover the cost of the flat porcelain hair stick. 
 
    “I hope Mama likes it,” Xìnì said, her pale brows bunched in worry over big green eyes. 
 
    Jiā smiled widely. “She’ll love it! Especially the pretty lotus painting you added to the end of it. Won’t Mama be surprised to see her favorite flower? It will be like spring in winter!” 
 
    “And it will go well with my gift,” Zhēnzhū reassured her, motioning to the cloth-wrapped flower bowl shoes she had bought. 
 
    Zhēnzhū had taken great pains over the last few weeks to embroider vibrant butterflies on the plain shoes she’d found on sale in a shop window. Mama would have a nice pair of shoes to wear when she visited friends, and no one could look down on her for not being appropriately dressed. Zhēnzhū would love to have another pair, so she was sure Mama would like them. 
 
    “It’s a shame I can’t wear flower bowl shoes more. They’re perfectly suited for my small feet, but I walk around too much with the children I watch. Being a gevernis is tiresome work,” Zhēnzhū lamented. 
 
    “At least you don’t have to cater to old Aunt Mèilì,” Jiā grumbled. “I’ve never known someone to be such a stick about social rules.” 
 
    “You do have lovely feet, Zhēnzhū. Your shoes and Xìnì’s hairpin will look lovely on Mama. I’m sure she would appreciate another hairpin to compliment the white jade one Baba gave her,” Shìyán chimed in sweetly, quietly directing the conversation away from any unpleasantness. 
 
    “What did you get Mama, Jiā?” Zhēnzhū asked, curious. 
 
    No one had seen what Jiā’s gift was, but she had labored furiously over it the last few nights. Jiā’s face lit up before doubt threaded shadows in her dark eyes, and she pursed her lips. Fidgeting, Jiā fingered a frayed edge on the pocket of her pants. 
 
    “Well?” Xìnì said impatiently. “Tell us! We’re dying to know.” 
 
    Jiā murmured something the rest of them didn’t hear. When they silently stared at her, Jiā expelled a breath, her words rushing out on the little wind. “I made Mama a pair of wide pants.” 
 
    “Oh, Jiā,” Zhēnzhū said in a disapproving tone. 
 
    “They have extra pockets, and they’ll be more practical to wear to the hospital!” Jiā exclaimed defensively. 
 
    Xìnì shook her head and primly said, “Mama is a lady, and ladies don’t wear those. The magazine Uncle Tānlán brought might say they’re fashionable, but they’re only a fad. Besides, you’ve never been interested in fashion, why would you care now?” 
 
    “I care because they’re easier to play games in and do the things that I like to do!” Jiā said heatedly, her temper simmering in the clenched jaw she jutted out. 
 
    Shìyán reached over and comfortingly patted Jiā’s hand. “It will go really well with my gift. I made Mama handkerchiefs. Now, she’ll have pockets to put them in while she works.” 
 
    The chronometer in the family room chimed throughout the family compound. It was a tall, mechanical piece that whirred softly in the left wall. Gears and cogs shifted in the chronometer’s exposed belly, measuring each hour on the intricate display of its face. 
 
    Six rotating hands jutted out horizontally from the clock face, one for each member of the Mèilì family. Their names were delicately carved on the copper hands that ticked across the generic tasks emblazoned across the clock’s face on curved brass plaques. 
 
    Home, market, work, and away were basic features on each family chronometer, but the Mèilì family had added their own tasks.  Zhēnzhū had dolefully but determinedly written “gevernis” around the clock face. Her job wasn’t something that she enjoyed, but she would do her part to help the family. The family chronometer whirred and clicked before playing a triumphant melody as Mama’s nameplate ticked over the home setting. Sadly, Baba’s nameplate was stuck at away. 
 
    The little fanfare faded as Mama opened the screen door and removed her shoes, placing them on the mat outside. Her golden-blonde hair shimmered in the low winter light, marking her as a foreigner. Even though Mama had been born into nobility, she never complained about her downgraded station. Instead, Mama worked with grace and poise to keep their family together while Baba was away. 
 
    The Mèilì family were industrious people. Zhēnzhū was certain their fortune would turn around for the better. Excited at Mama’s arrival, the younger girls rushed toward her as Mama apologized for there being less fish than expected because she’d given some to a homeless man wandering the street in front of their home. Zhēnzhū held back, noticing the weary lines around Mama’s eyes. Once the other girls stopped clinging to Mama, Zhēnzhū embraced her warmly. 
 
    Neatly tucking their legs beneath the quilt-covered, low table in the center of the family room, the girls eagerly waited for Mama to unwrap her gifts. Mama expressed happiness with each one, even Jiā’s wide pants. With a small, pleased smile, Mama retrieved the basket she had set inside the doorway of the room when she entered. 
 
    Lifting the lid of the thatched basket, Mama handed each girl a square package. Unwrapping them revealed a bound collection of the Great Spirit’s wisdom. Zhēnzhū’s devotional had a red-dyed cover, and she noticed that her sister’s booklets were also dyed in their lucky colors. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s eyes filled with tears, and she tightly clutched the booklet to her chest. Being poor was hard on her, but this gift was a timely reminder that hardship was often a part of life. That night, the girls walked to their room and fell asleep happy, full of sticky pudding, fish, and laughter. It was one of the few nights that Zhēnzhū didn’t dream of having more than she did. 
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    Being a Gevernis 
 
    1845 
 
    Wen Kroy, Southern Milgrim 
 
   The holiday had passed too quickly for Zhēnzhū and her sisters, and a new workday dawned, slinking over the horizon in tendrils of blue and grey. The late winter weather held tenaciously to the earth and cast a dull pallor over the day ahead. As Zhēnzhū awoke to the chronometer’s insistent clanging, rubbing sleep from her turquoise eyes, she pushed a few tendrils of pale brown hair from her face and surveyed the faded, rose-colored room. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s sisters were in various states of alertness. No one liked the chronometer for an entire week after a holiday, but they adjusted to their regular routine and reluctantly climbed from their mats. After neatly folding the sleeping mats and stacking them in a corner, all of the girls read from their devotional booklets, gleaning little insights into the Great Spirit’s wisdom before beginning their toilette. 
 
    Zhēnzhū and Xìnì crowded the single mirror leaning in the corner. Zhēnzhū combed her hair while Xìnì attempted to copy the latest popular fishtail braid with her curling, blonde hair, a new fad in Wen Kroy. Shìyán patiently waited her turn, folding her nightclothes into crisp squares before placing them in her drawer of the shared dresser. 
 
    “It’s a shame we can’t take turns sitting in front of the mirror,” Xìnì observed with a petulant frown. “That would be much fairer.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s reflection lifted a brow. “Respecting elders is an honored tradition, and as the eldest sister, I am entitled to sit here.” 
 
    “Bah! Traditions change!” Jiā exclaimed. “Let’s make a new one where anyone gets to sit in front of the mirror if they get there first!” 
 
    “Oh dear,” Shìyán said innocently. “That would cause a lot of trouble. Zhēnzhū and Xìnì already fill up the mirror.” 
 
    Jiā smiled mischievously. “Are you trying to say that they’re so full of themselves that there’s no room for anyone else in their minds, Shìyán?” 
 
    Shocked, Shìyán protested. “No, that isn’t what I meant at all.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū and Xìnì looked at each other in the mirror, grinned, and said, “That’s what it sounded like to us.” 
 
    Shìyán’s expression pulled tight like a taut thread, and Jiā quickly gave her warm hug. “We’re only teasing you, sweet sister. Don’t fret.” 
 
    Giggling, Zhēnzhū and Xìnì continued primping, unlike Jiā, who never bothered with a mirror. Grabbing her clothes from her designated drawer, Jiā pulled on her wide pants, fastened her kaftan to the right, and swiftly braided her hair before swirling it in a low bun. Jiā’s appearance wasn’t particularly attractive, but it was neat, and that’s what Aunt Mèilì was most concerned with. 
 
    Zhēnzhū watched Jiā push the screened door aside and race through the doorway, stumbling over the ghost-tripping threshold. Jiā barely stopped to pull on her boots over the decorative ankle bindings running up her socked legs. Gracefully tilting her head, Zhēnzhū dabbed wax on an errant strand of hair near her temple. The Xing family’s children were a handful. If Zhēnzhū didn’t take measures to secure her appearance now, she would look like a piece of unraveled yarn on an unfinished scarf later. 
 
    As the youngest sister, Xìnì was still relegated to the schoolroom. She prepared herself for another trying day among girls who were wealthier than her. Everyone said Xìnì was the prettiest girl in the class, but her classmates liked to tease her for it. They said the Great Spirit had taken her family’s good fortune and felt terrible, so it had been returned via Xìnì’s face through her mother’s exotic blood. 
 
    Most girls might have thought this was a wonderful compliment, but not Xìnì. Being beautiful had done nothing for her except cause nuisance upon nuisance. She wouldn't let any of the girls at school know that, though. So, Xìnì carefully finished off her braid with a pretty pink ribbon, donned her dark green kaftan with pink embroidered flowers, and wore her best everyday navy-colored skirt. 
 
    Zhēnzhū had extensively practiced her floral embroidery. The colorful stitching decorated the girls’ well-worn kaftans, hiding worn spots and holes. Even Jiā’s clothes had designs—despite her protests. 
 
    “Today, I won’t let those girls bother me,” Xìnì said stoutly. 
 
    Shìyán quietly moved into Xìnì’s vacated spot at the mirror, straightening her top, skirt, and hair before moving on. She wasn’t vain like Zhēnzhū and Xìnì, but she wasn’t lackadaisical with her appearance like Jiā was. Zhēnzhū placed a wooden hair stick with a painted bauble on the end in her hair wishing, not for the first time, that it was jade. 
 
    The little passage Zhēnzhū had just read in her devotional booklet slipped into her mind; ‘Those who covet riches will fall into temptation, ensnared by harmful desires which lead to ruin.’ It was a good reminder for Zhēnzhū’s head, but her heart still yearned for the things she didn’t have. Even though the Great Spirit’s wise words could be difficult to follow, it was still good to know them. 
 
    Being a gevernis was hard work, but Zhēnzhū contented herself with knowing that she helped shape the future by teaching the generation after her. Zhēnzhū paused in the middle of placing a muslin flower in her hair. Perhaps that is what she would base her lesson around for the Xing children today. 
 
    Feeling a bit better about the day ahead, Zhēnzhū left the small table in front of the mirror and walked outside with Xìnì. Both girls straightened their backs and elegantly tucked their hands in their sleeves, copying the poised noblewomen they had seen in Wen Kroy. The pose had the added benefit of protecting their hands from the raw winter air. 
 
    “Stop your ridiculous shuffling and get in here quickly!” Jiā said, poking her head out of the kitchen and yelling down the covered walkway. “You’ll catch a cold, and so will the food.” 
 
    “Ladies don’t rush around like you do, Jiā,” Xìnì said with a haughty sniff. 
 
    “Patience is a virtue,” Zhēnzhū said lightly, aware that Jiā was grumbling because she was hungry. 
 
    “And young ladies who arrive on time, and don’t keep others waiting, are just as much appreciated as patience, my girls,” Mama said, appearing next to Jiā in the kitchen’s screened entrance. 
 
    Mama’s rebuke was softened by her kind gaze, but Zhēnzhū and Xìnì did increase their pace. After a small breakfast of warm tea, rice, and carp, each girl walked through the compound’s courtyard toward the large, iron door of the entrance. The plum trees in the courtyard were barren, and the hard, brown soil wistfully yearned for the approaching spring. 
 
    The door to the Mèilì family’s humble compound brooded in the encroaching sunlight, drawing attention to itself amid the bleak landscape. It had been ordered by their father when the family’s living situation had changed. The large, circular door was the single most expensive part of the house. 
 
    Brass and copper lined the inside in a series of twisting loops that curled along springs and gears. The locking mechanism was a shining mass of revelry decorating the door’s iron chassis, and it was always a reminder of their father’s love. It had been commissioned to ‘keep his earthly treasures safe.’ 
 
    The multitude of locks whirred and clicked as they opened the door. Each sister left the compound, discreetly knocking on the iron lotus imprinted on the front of the door. A wish for luck as they crossed the threshold into the dirt lane. Mr. Hai’s two-story residence loomed over them as they walked further down the road. He was a dear old man who was a long-standing friend of Mama’s family, and his grandson, Kuo, was a childhood friend of the girls. 
 
    Right now, Kuo would be studying for the college entrance exams with his tutor, Mr. Boman. Zhēnzhū’s heart gave a little skip as she thought of his kind brown eyes and slender hands, but she forcefully turned her mind to the workday ahead. The girls parted ways at the end of the packed dirt lane, and Zhēnzhū turned left toward town. 
 
    The quiet lane soon split into a bustling road full of open-sided rickshaws and a newly developed taxiquin system. Old palanquins had been repurposed with wheels on the back and guided by an automated driver. Individuals paid to be carried in the enclosed box to anywhere within Wen Kroy’s small city limits. 
 
    Blow horns peppered the air as a rickshaw deftly cut in front of a rusted taxiquin automaton runner. A rude gesture was exchanged between the two modes of transport. Zhēnzhū edged along the street, warily keeping an eye out for stray wheels that might crush her dainty feet. 
 
    “Taxiquins now running to Bloomland! Board the only train through the Wastelands to northern Milgrim with style!” a box recorder shouted from a paper stand. 
 
    A monkey stood nearby, and when the tin voice receded, it would crank the lever again, starting the recording from the beginning. Slivers of fruit popped out of an ejection slot on the box, rewarding the monkey for its work. Behind the device and little animal was a handwritten timesheet of all the places a taxiquin could take people, the standard running times taxiquins departed, and how much lucre it cost. 
 
    Zhēnzhū passed the fresh market, politely ignoring the merchants peddling their wares, and stepped into the business district. The buildings were painted in predominant shades of green, hoping to incur an influx of wealth. A man in a straw hat watched the fair young girl as she walked along the street, his eyes lingering on her until she rounded a corner and disappeared from sight. 
 
    When Zhēnzhū arrived at the gate to the Xing family’s estate, she smoothed her kaftan down her hips and knocked on the door. The Xing family always expected her presence around this time, but it was good manners for a person to announce their arrival. Pulling a lever down from the inside of the arched entrance containing a trio of doors, Zhēnzhū waited for the Xing’s manservant to answer. 
 
    An ocular device clicked open from a square port in the main door, an imposing and grand piece with cast metal dragons running over the wood and roaring at each other where the handle in the middle of the door was. The eyepiece emitted a mechanical whirring noise, ejecting itself to study Zhēnzhū’s face. 
 
    When the manservant was satisfied that he recognized her, the small door to Zhēnzhū’s right swung open. She was never granted access to enter the Xing family compound through the large, central door in the middle. That door was reserved for family or important visitors, not servants. 
 
    “Thank you,” Zhēnzhū murmured, but the little man didn’t respond. He never did, and Zhēnzhū often wondered if the manservant was shy. 
 
    Zhēnzhū tried not to let the distinction of her status bother her as she walked through the Xing’s courtyard, rife with mechanical birds prematurely tweeting gay spring tunes, but it did. The Mèilì family might be unfortunate, but they were fallen nobility—not common rabble from the streets. Being a gevernis was an enterprising and noble profession for a young lady. 
 
    Stepping lightly onto the decorated walkway, Zhēnzhū dipped her chin in deference, but not too much. Even if she entered the Xing household as a servant, she wasn’t a common bond-servant or automaton. Zhēnzhū’s position was higher than most as a household employee who earned wages. 
 
    The tile covered path curved, and Zhēnzhū walked toward the central living quarters of the two-story abode. The main building was the only one where she was allowed to enter through the front door because the servants’ quarters were near the entrance of the gate. Zhēnzhū waited for the Amah on the other side of the door to squeak toward the entry when she knocked on it. 
 
    The Xing’s single manservant would be along shortly, and he had fixed this Amah model several times. The distorted noise was comforting to Zhēnzhū, and she was always glad to hear it come back. It was a tiny reminder that not everything in the wealthy Xing household was perfect. 
 
    The embroidered silk screen door slid open, and Zhēnzhū leaned down to remove her slippers before stepping into the foyer. Handing the Amah her shoes, Zhēnzhū announced her arrival in dulcet tones but didn’t expect a response from Lord or Lady Xing. They would speak with her after the children’s lesson was completed for the day. 
 
    The polished wooden floor was slick beneath Zhēnzhū’s stockinged feet, and she carefully walked past the air tubes whooshing back and forth with government communications for Lord Xing. She went up the stairs toward the children’s schoolroom. They should already be waiting for her. 
 
    At the top of the stairwell, a long hall ended in a glorious display of stained glass. The weak winter sun struggled to pass through the tinted colors, creating broken shadows on the floor. Pushing a button on the third screened door to the right, Zhēnzhū waited for the mechanism to slide the lattice cover open before walking in. 
 
    The Xing’s oldest son, Huan, was fifteen, and his head eagerly snapped up when Zhēnzhū walked into the room. She almost groaned when his dark, earnest eyes landed on her. Huan had become too old for her to teach, but he had convinced his parents that another year beneath her tutelage would benefit him. 
 
    “Miss Mèilì,” Huan said, standing from the spot on the floor where he squatted with his siblings. 
 
    Zhēnzhū nodded, acknowledging his greeting as she walked toward the front of the small room. A long, low table filled the room, stacked with books, parchment, and brushes with ink pots. Zhēnzhū had a small lectern that she taught from at the front of the room, and in the back was a large mirror. 
 
    The decoration was meant to help brighten the room and make it seem more substantial, but the hidden track lighting inside of the frame also filtered reflections. Zhēnzhū knew her face wasn’t really softly glowing in the yellow light drifting in from the windows. She had seen it just that morning in the dull, scratched mirror she shared with her sisters. 
 
    Xiu, the youngest Xing child, and only daughter approached Zhēnzhū with a wide smile. “Here, Miss Mèilì, Huan said you would like it if I made you something pretty, so I tried my best to paint a picture of the four of us.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū thanked and hugged the girl, glancing briefly at the picture. The misshapen blobs on the parchment weren’t recognizable as human, but she wouldn’t tell Xiu that. The poor girl had tried, but she wasn’t talented with paints like Xìnì was. 
 
    Xiu went back to her spot at the low table, folding her legs neatly beneath her. Zhēnzhū pointedly avoided Huan’s gaze, knowing he wanted her to smile at him for thinking of her. Huan was two years younger than Zhēnzhū, and while their age-gap wasn’t huge, their mentality was. 
 
    The young man had started making advances at Zhēnzhū before Winter Solstice, and she had gently rebuffed him at every opportunity. Now, Huan had resorted to using one of his younger siblings as a means of expressing his feelings. It would have been sad if it wasn’t so ludicrous. Falling in love with a tutor or gevernis was the oldest springtime love trope in so many story-scrolls. 
 
    “Da, sit up. Xiu, put away your eggbox. You can play with it during our break. We can show it to Miss Mèilì together,” Huan said, prompting his siblings to behave for Zhēnzhū. 
 
    Zhēnzhū ignored his statements, readying the board behind her for the day’s work. After a few hours of teaching, Zhēnzhū allowed the children to have a break, and they all walked downstairs. An Amah dusted the portraits and murals covering the walls in the foyer, and they waited for the appropriate Amah to appear with their shoes. 
 
    Xiu and Da fidgeted, having a hard time being serenely still, and Zhēnzhū quietly put a hand on their shoulders. The Xing’s family chronometer ticked softly somewhere in the living quarters, and the Amah’s duster swished softly over the walls. When the appropriate Amah finally squeaked toward the entrance, her metal paneled skirt slid open on the side, and their shoes were placed on the floor. 
 
    “Don’t run around too much and make a lot of noise, or you will dirty your clothes and upset your father’s work,” Zhēnzhū cautioned. 
 
    Xiu clutched a gilded, egg-shaped contraption to her chest and bounced on her toes, waiting for Zhēnzhū to finish putting her slippers on. When they were all in the courtyard, Zhēnzhū sat on a cold stone bench and watched Da and Xiu play. The little girl twisted a knob on the top of her gold-colored egg, and the top split open to reveal a dancing figure inside that swayed to a beautiful melody. 
 
    Zhēnzhū watched Xiu raise her arms in the air, copying the mechanical doll’s movements. She closed her eyes and listened. The eggbox was something Shìyán would love and cherish, but Zhēnzhū knew it was just another object for Xiu. In a week, it would be replaced by something else. 
 
    Someone sat next to her, a little too close for comfort, and Zhēnzhū didn’t need to open her eyes to know it was Huan. The young man had refused to accept Zhēnzhū’s firm rejection of his idea that she should wait for him to graduate college so he could marry her. Zhēnzhū immediately stood, placing some distance between them, and scanned the courtyard for the other Xing children. 
 
    Da, the middle-child, chewed on a sprig of bamboo he had garnered from somewhere outside. As exhausting as it was to deal with Huan’s clumsy advances, Da gave her the most trouble. He was a sweet, dreamy, absent-minded boy who utterly lacked the cleverness for which he was named. Yet, Da always seemed to cause mischief. 
 
    “Da, where did you get that?” Zhēnzhū asked, trying to discreetly walk away from Huan. 
 
    She hoped he wouldn’t follow her. Wishing he wouldn’t bring up the embarrassing topic of his affection for her here. Now. In front of the other children. Huan’s hand on Zhēnzhū 's sleeve stopped her. 
 
    “I know my feelings for you are real. They won’t change,” Huan whispered fervently. 
 
    Zhēnzhū tensed, hoping the errant breeze winding through the courtyard wouldn’t carry his words to wayward ears. “This is an inappropriate conversation, Mr. Huan. I was clear with my response, and this subject is closed.” 
 
    Huan’s sweaty palm fumbled amid her full sleeve, trying to find her hand. Zhēnzhū tugged the material from grasp and folded her arms at the elbows, tucking her hands inside the sleeves. She clasped her hands together against the anger, threaded with embarrassment, that stitched through her veins. Huan’s insistence on pressing his advances toward her was unbecoming. 
 
    Zhēnzhū cut the children’s break short and informed them that the rest of the day would be for independent study. Huan’s unhappy eyes followed her from the classroom as she left, and Zhēnzhū pushed the metal button to close the silkscreen door behind her. Lady Xing stepped into the hallway from her private drawing-room. When she saw Zhēnzhū leaving the children’s schoolroom so early, she stopped short. 
 
    “Is something the matter, Miss Mèilì?” Lady Xing asked, observing Zhēnzhū’s flushed face. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s lips tightened imperceptibly, and she decided that she would address Huan’s immediate need for a male tutor today. “There is a matter I would like to discuss.” 
 
    The softly spoken words were slightly stilted, and Lady Xing’s sharp ears caught the sound. Without a word, the petite woman motioned for Zhēnzhū to enter her drawing-room. When Zhēnzhū stepped inside, Lady Xing mashed the button on the inside of the wall to close the silkscreen. 
 
    “I believe I know what you are going to say, Miss Mèilì,” Lady Xing said, settling herself in front of a table with a tea set. 
 
    She motioned for Zhēnzhū to join her but didn’t offer her any tea. The conversation would be short. Zhēnzhū gracefully placed her hands in her lap, nesting her left hand beneath her right. She pressed hard on her hidden left thumb to remind herself not to fidget. No matter what Lady Xing thought, Zhēnzhū knew right from wrong and had done her duty as a good gevernis. 
 
    “My oldest son has become a handful, hasn’t he?” Lady Xing said, sipping from a small bowl of tea. Her jade hair ornaments swayed with the movement. 
 
    Zhēnzhū carefully thought before she spoke. She wasn’t a girl who lied, but she didn’t want to dishonor Lady Xing by bringing up her son’s behavior either. In the end, Zhēnzhū settled for half of the truth. 
 
    “He is ready to move on to an advanced tutor, preferably male, to study for the college entrance exams.” 
 
    Lady Xing set her teacup down, and her deep brown eyes told Zhēnzhū that she knew what wasn’t said. Some things were best left unspoken, especially when no real harm had been done. Lady Xing wouldn’t speak of the matter either. 
 
    “I appreciate your candor regarding my son’s education. As you know, his father and I take the matter very seriously. Especially since a second promotion was given to Lord Xing by Emperor Wang inside of Caerstail Palace. We have high hopes for Huan,” Lady Xing said firmly. 
 
    The emphasis on the word ‘high’ ground through Zhēnzhū’s mind like a loose cog, not escaping her notice. It wasn’t meant to. Lady Xing was subtly telling Zhēnzhū that her hopes did not include a gevernis who might have thoughts outside of her hired role for her son. 
 
    Zhēnzhū stiffened in her chair, burning with shame. If it wouldn’t have been rude, or jeopardize her position, Zhēnzhū would have marched right out of the woman’s drawing-room. But her family needed the money. 
 
    “Your high hopes for Mr. Huan will surely be fulfilled, Lady Xing,” Zhēnzhū said, taking a steadying breath. In this matter, Zhēnzhū agreed with Lady Xing, but not for the same reasons. 
 
    Satisfied, Lady Xing inclined her head and let the matter rest. “We will secure a tutor for Huan immediately, but your service has not been unsatisfactory. It would help us greatly if you continued to teach the other children. In a separate room, of course.” 
 
    “I will be back to teach Mr. Da and Miss Xiu tomorrow,” Zhēnzhū said, rising as Lady Xing did. 
 
    The woman nodded but said nothing further as she led Zhēnzhū out of the room. Zhēnzhū didn’t glance in the direction of the classroom as she passed by and walked down the stairs. The wait for the squeaky Amah was interminable, and Zhēnzhū practically burst through the latticed silk door of the main building as it slid open. 
 
    On the way home, Zhēnzhū stopped by one of the many Temples in Wen Kroy to cool off and clear her mind. She didn’t want Mama or her sisters to see her so angry. Zhēnzhū would tell her family what had happened, but she wanted to be poised when she did. She knew Jiā would explode with anger and indignation. 
 
    Zhēnzhū sat in the open, vermillion Temple for a while before she noticed the darkening sky. Jasmine and cinnamon aromas spun through the air, teasing her nose as sticks of incense disintegrated behind her in the Temple. Her family would be worried if she came home too late, so Zhēnzhū shuffled quickly down the street. Past the business district, the merchants were already setting up their stalls for the night market. 
 
    Zhēnzhū wished she could stay and purchase something. Sometimes buying something new helped her feel better after a trying day. Many of the goods were mechanical in nature, trinkets, or whizbangs that were smuggled in from northern Milgrim. Others were fake jewelry, fun games, and story-scrolls. Zhēnzhū always browsed the jewelry for something that might pass as authentic jade. 
 
    A passing taxiquin belched steam in front of Zhēnzhū, startling her. Trying to avoid the contraption’s close proximity, Zhēnzhū stumbled and bumped into someone. Large hands wrapped around her upper arms, quickly righting Zhēnzhū before retreating. Looking up, Zhēnzhū met a pair of familiar chocolate eyes. 
 
    “Oh, Mr. Boman, I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you there,” Zhēnzhū said, feeling her cheeks tingle with a faint blush. 
 
    Mr. Boman smiled gently and straightened his beige Tang suit, running a hand across his dark, cropped hair. A lock of hair in the front sprung up like it had been licked by a goat, and Zhēnzhū thought it was endearing. “I’m glad you didn’t. Otherwise, you might have considered being run over instead.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū smiled at Mr. Boman’s jest, wondering why she had never noticed how pleasant the timbre of his voice was before. Mr. Boman’s gaze lingered on her smile, and then he blinked, looking around. 
 
    “Are you here for the story-scrolls and booklets they sell?” Zhēnzhū inquired. 
 
    Mr. Boman’s eyes widened in surprise. “Yes, how did you know?” 
 
    “I know someone else who likes to get ink on their nose reading texts late at night,” Zhēnzhū said, laughing merrily. 
 
    Mr. Boman grinned, abashed. “Guilty. Every morning I try to wash it off, and Kuo asks me how many new freckles I accumulated during the night.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s heart fluttered, and she discreetly pinched her right fingers together at the sensation. She had spoken to Mr. Boman before, but it had never been like this. There was no reason to be swept away by emotion, no matter how much Mr. Boman made Zhēnzhū laugh. 
 
    “Please excuse me, Mr. Bowman,” Zhēnzhū said softly, “I must go home before it gets too late.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Would you like an escort?” 
 
    Zhēnzhū shook her head and felt the painted bauble on her hair stick ping against one of her braids. “No, thank you. I tarried at a Temple long enough, and I have some things to think about. I would rather go alone.” 
 
    Mr. Boman nodded, giving her an admiring glance. “I understand. Please, give your family my greetings. I will look forward to the next time we can all meet.” 
 
    Inside, Zhēnzhū was thoroughly disquieted by the day’s events. The stop at the Temple had helped clear her mind like she thought it would, but she was still upset. Lady Xing’s inferred meaning about Zhēnzhū had stung. Now, she had wayward feelings for a tutor—the very thing she had told Huan it was silly to do. Resolving to seek answers from the devotional booklet Mama had given her, Zhēnzhū crossed the street toward the path leading home. 
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    Visit from Uncle 
 
   Zhēnzhū felt particularly weary after leaving the Xing compound several evenings later. Trivial matters that would otherwise not bother her left Zhēnzhū feeling like a raw edge of fabric. No one had foreseen that rain would fall a week after Jiā had broken Zhēnzhū’s favorite bamboo umbrella during an “adventure” in the courtyard. 
 
    At the time, Zhēnzhū had simply brushed the annoyance away. It was like Jiā to be clumsy. Now, as Zhēnzhū sloshed through cold rain puddles with damp hair slipping loose from her drooping pin, she found herself feeling somewhat less forgiving of her sister’s graceless nature. Passing an old man in a straw hat, Zhēnzhū commiserated with his lack of an umbrella. 
 
    The disturbance grew tenfold as Zhēnzhū watched a woman ahead of her call for a passing taxiquin. Zhēnzhū resisted the urge to check the limp sachet at her waist for lucre she couldn’t spend. Steam expelled with a whistle from the rusted brass cogs of the automaton as it shifted gear and trotted toward the woman. After depositing the required amount of lucre into a small box at the hip of the automaton, the taxiquin lowered until the woman had entered the sheltered, curtained box. 
 
    Mama’s wise voice echoed through the temptation. Zhēnzhū needed to save her lucre. She felt confident she had made the right decision despite her aching feet being cold and wet. The taxiquin whirred once more and sauntered away, so Zhēnzhū put the matter firmly to rest in her mind. 
 
    Zhēnzhū continued trudging toward her family compound. Thinking of the warm fire, hot cup of tea Amah would have ready, and laying down to read from the booklet Mama had given her for Winter Solstice made Zhēnzhū feel foolish for her selfishness. Not every family had the warmth and comfort Zhēnzhū could return to each day. 
 
    The walk to the compound seemed shorter as Zhēnzhū’s mood improved. She approached the Mèilì compound and noticed a familiar, polished Loatus Revoh parked beside the main door. Some of the wealthier people in the south drove vehicles, but no one had this sleek new model. Uncle’s hover C.A.R. was manufactured in the north. When driven, the Clepsydra Auto Rotator glided above the ground, using the natural topography to wind the mainspring engine and buffer the pinions. 
 
    Every time Zhēnzhū saw the onyx metal Loatus Revoh, she admired the trim with its intricate, gilded designs. A wide smile spread across Zhēnzhū’s lips, her first since that morning. Zhēnzhū rushed through the iron door of the compound, brushing her fingers across the engraved lotus on the front, and took her soaked slippers off at the family room door. 
 
    “Uncle,” Zhēnzhū exclaimed. 
 
    The tall man stood in the room, surrounded by her sisters. His dark top knot brushed the low ceiling, and his luxurious silk bufu jacket gleamed in the lantern light. Zhēnzhū briefly observed the plethora of woven wheel stitches embroidered on his stiff silk bufu, signifying his rank as a Minister of Business in the Hall of Magnitude at the Heavenly Palace. 
 
    Despite the war, Uncle Tānlán had never been an enemy to the girls. Zhēnzhū had many memories of him helping them. Uncle Tānlán always brought gifts and stories from northern Milgrim. Jiā soaked up his stories like a parched field after a drought. 
 
    “There’s Zhēnzhū,” he replied. “Did you walk in the rain? You’re soaked.” 
 
    Jiā moved to Zhēnzhū’s side, linking their arms. “Oh, I knew I forgot something! I’m sorry, Zhēnzhū. I promise I’ll fix your umbrella this week.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Uncle Tānlán said. “There’s no need to fix the old one. I’ll buy you a new one. After you change into dry clothes, you can see your gift. You’ll be pleasantly surprised.” He briefly placed his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    Zhēnzhū nodded politely. “Thank you, Uncle, I’ll change quickly.” 
 
    Jiā accompanied Zhēnzhū to the bedroom, and both girls left their muddy shoes at the entrance before passing through the paper-screened door of their room. Zhēnzhū stood in front of the mirror, releasing her long, wet hair from a hairpin while Jiā retrieved dry clothes from the dresser. 
 
    “Oh, please don’t be upset about your umbrella,” Jiā pleaded, laying a kaftan out for Zhēnzhū. “I really forgot about it. If I forget again, I will run and meet you in the rain myself. My boots lend themselves to the rain better than your slippers anyway.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s brows pulled tight as Jiā spoke, but she failed to maintain the expression when her sister made the preposterous suggestion. The thought of Jiā barreling through the rain caused Zhēnzhū to chuckle. Jiā wouldn’t give any forethought to the muddy puddles littering the road. 
 
    “I’m not angry anymore,” she said. “And what a surprise that Uncle has finally come to revisit us.” 
 
    Jiā used a thin cloth towel to help dry Zhēnzhū’s hair. “Yes, we were all shocked when he arrived. I thought with the war going on like it is that he might not come like he used to. But Xìnì is excited about whatever gift she may get this time. Even Shìyán, the bashful little goat that she is, seems just as pleased about Uncle visiting.” 
 
    “A surprise visit…and the family room is so untidy. I would have cleaned it after arriving home if I had known we would have a guest,” Zhēnzhū explained, though she knew no one would point out the mess. “Do you think Uncle is embarrassed by our home?’ 
 
    “I think Uncle is here to see us, never mind what the family room looks like,” Jiā said firmly. “Put it out of your mind and get dressed. I want to see what stories Uncle has brought from the north.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū clicked her tongue and sighed, “You never have any sense of propriety.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t dare be any other way,” Jiā said with a grin, placing her hands on her hips. 
 
    After shooing her sister out of the room, Zhēnzhū carefully dressed in a dry kaftan and skirt. Zhēnzhū knew Jiā was right about Uncle not caring about appearances, but she still wanted to look her best. She combed her fingers through her damp hair and pinned it back upon her head. 
 
    By the time Zhēnzhū shuffled into the family room, everyone was kneeling around the low table. Jiā sat beside Uncle, clinging to every word of his adventurous exploits while Shìyán leaned against her. On Uncle's other side, Xìnì barely contained her girlish excitement as she knelt prettily with her hands folded in her lap. 
 
    Uncle Tānlán paused when Zhēnzhū entered the room. “The Amah lit a fire. Sit close to me, and you’ll warm up soon.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū knelt beside Xìnì and rubbed her cold hands together before wrapping them around a cup of steaming tea. “I already feel better.” 
 
    “Now, I suppose you’re all wondering what I’ve brought from the north,” Uncle Tānlán said, his voice soaked with a teasing drawl. 
 
    Uncle Tānlán stood, retrieving four, silk-wrapped packages from a dark green corner where they had been sitting. Each bundle was enfolded in the girls’ specific lucky color. Zhēnzhū took her gift with both hands, surprised by its weight. She sat the square box in front of her, patiently waiting for her younger sisters to unwrap theirs first. 
 
    A nagging voice made Zhēnzhū wonder if she wasn't too old to be receiving presents from Uncle. The thought was cast aside when a sharp gasp escaped from Xìnì. Curious, Zhēnzhū leaned toward her sister. 
 
    “Uncle, how did you know I wanted these brushes? Look, Zhēnzhū, it’s the expensive brushes I’ve shown you. They’re so pretty I don’t know if I can bring myself to paint with them,” Xìnì held a set of five horsetail brushes in her small hands. The jade handles glistened brightly in their slender box. “Oh, thank you, Uncle!” Xìnì said breathlessly, holding the brushes to her chest. 
 
    Uncle wagged a thick finger. “Oh no, I expect nothing but the finest quality of art from you now, Xìnì.” 
 
    Shìyán’s delicate fingers carefully unwrapped the purple silk hiding her gift. Her quiet excitement filled the room with warmth, bringing a happy smile to each of her sisters. Shìyán’s mouth soundlessly formed a tune as she stared at a stack of parchment. 
 
    “And little Shìyán, what do you think of your gift?” 
 
    With a brief nod, Shìyán held up the music sheets in her hand. “I like these songs, Uncle.” 
 
    Jiā could hardly wait to tear into her gift, and the delicate silk tore a little as she pulled at it. She turned a scroll over in her hands, fingertips trailing across the title. “Another story-scroll to add to my collection! Uncle, this scroll is rare here,” Jiā commented. “I’ve wanted to read it for months.” 
 
    Red silk flattened under Zhēnzhū’s hands as she opened her own gift. Tucked inside the package was a pair of flower bowl shoes with gold-foiled silk embroidered butterflies. Awestruck by their detail, Zhēnzhū removed them from their box. 
 
    “Oh, Uncle,” she sighed dreamily. “They’re beautiful. I wish I could wear them every day.” 
 
    The girls were distracted from their gifts when Mama stepped through the paper-screen door. 
 
    “Mama, come see what Uncle brought us from the north,” Xìnì urged. “I wanted to paint the paper-screens in our compound, but my old brushes are too flimsy. These are perfect. I think I’ll start with our room first.” 
 
    Jiā groaned. “The whole room will smell of paint while I’m trying to read.” 
 
    “I’ll ask Mr. Hai if I can practice my new music sheets on his guzheng,” Shìyán added. 
 
    “Be sure to thank Uncle for bringing you gifts,” Mama said, moving close to the fire to warm her hands. 
 
    The girls thanked him, and Uncle Tānlán regaled them with anecdotes about current northern Milgrim trends. Zhēnzhū particularly liked to hear about the tea ceremonies. They sounded more extravagant than those Zhēnzhū had heard about in the south. She dreamed of being a hostess at a tea ceremony, though she knew she had neither the wealth nor the class for the position. 
 
    A distant chime sounded as someone pressed the bell at the main door, and Zhēnzhū stood. “I’ll see who is here, Mama. I know Amah is making dinner.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū stepped over the ghost-tripping threshold and slipped her small feet into a pair of slippers. She walked along the wooden planks beneath the sloping eaves of the compound until she could see the main entrance. The rain had subsided, leaving the path slick. 
 
    She pulled the lever to open the gates. Cogs and springs inside the door shifted with a rusty grind. Each pin pulled with a thud, and the iron door let out a loud creak as it swung open on old hinges. 
 
    Outside the gate stood Kuo Hai and Mr. Boman. Seeing Mr. Boman, Zhēnzhū instinctively brushed a stray strand of hair away from her face. Trying not to fidget, Zhēnzhū kept herself from digging the toe of her slipper into the wet earth like she had seen Jiā do many times. 
 
    The gentlemen bowed a greeting to Zhēnzhū, who quickly bowed in return, but Kuo’s green eyes looked around her. “Hello, Zhēnzhū,” he said. “I came to see if Jiā wanted to explore before it gets dark now that the rain has stopped.” 
 
    Kuo was often looking for Jiā. 
 
    “Jiā is inside, but our Uncle is visiting. So, it isn’t a good time for her to explore. You can join us. I’m sure Mama and Uncle wouldn’t mind. Jiā often speaks about you, so I’m sure he’d like to meet you in person.” 
 
    Both men agreed to join the Mèilì family for the evening, and Kuo was secretly pleased to hear that Jiā spoke of him. After leading Kuo and Mr. Boman to the family room, Zhēnzhū was surprised to learn that Kuo had heard about Uncle Tānlán from his grandfather. The men naturally fell into their own conversation, but Zhēnzhū had never understood politics. 
 
    Mr. Boman easily kept pace with Uncle Tānlán while conversing about government policies. A wordless pride knit around Zhēnzhū’s heart regarding Mr. Boman’s vast intelligence. He argued for the traditional values held by southern Milgrim while Uncle Tānlán touted the technological advancements of northern Milgrim. 
 
    Zhēnzhū found herself wishing that she knew enough about the subject to add value to it because she was lost in the conversation. Feeling foolish, Zhēnzhū pushed her desire to be on the same level as Mr. Boman away. Such subjects were not befitting for young women to speak about. 
 
    “Jiā,” Zhēnzhū said suddenly, loud enough that the other conversations around the room halted. “Don’t you have a new play you’d written? We could perform it for them.” 
 
    Jiā grinned and rolled up her story-scroll. “Alright,” she agreed. “Prepare yourselves for a romance unlike any other.” 
 
    Xìnì pouted. “I want a better role this time. Last time you made me play a horse, and my arms were sore for days.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault you lend yourself to smaller roles, and the last time I gave you a human part, you brought the character back from the dead!” Jiā exclaimed, causing Zhēnzhū and Shìyán to burst into laughter. 
 
    The play was a love story, just as Jiā had promised. No one minded the lack of acting skills or the painted silk backdrops that were recycled between plays. Jiā played the male lead, a fisherman trying to earn an honest day’s work when he stumbled upon the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. The woman, played by Zhēnzhū, was the wealthy daughter of an emperor. Each day the princess longed to speak to the gentle fisherman she saw on the river, but her father, portrayed by Xìnì, would not allow it. The young couple decided to meet in secret. 
 
    Enraged by his daughter’s disobedience, the emperor called upon a fairy to put a spell on the princess, an enchantment that would keep her from disobeying him. The fairy agreed to cast a hex but warned that there were dangers to such a request. A hex of obedience only lasted for three commands and never worked on true love. 
 
    The final act drew near, and the emperor discovered that the curse had deflected off the princess and rebounded on him. The princess’s love for the fisherman was genuine. Now, begrudgingly he had to grant three of his daughter’s requests. The princess wished to be allowed to marry the gentle fisherman, to leave the palace to live with her new husband, and for her father to give every citizen a hundred script. The beautiful princess and the gentle fisherman lived happily ever after. 
 
    Laughter and applause filled the room. Zhēnzhū loved Jiā’s dramas, though Jiā complained that her plays were sugary fantasy. Lining up with her sisters, Zhēnzhū bowed. She cherished moments like this. 
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    Surprise for Lord Hai 
 
   Zhēnzhū swept the walkway lining the compound with a bamboo broom, gathering the debris in a neat pile. The metal lid of a dust bin popped up as she scooted the mound into its mouth. When Zhēnzhū finished, she pressed a button on the side of the chassis, and the small device began its slow roll to the hatch at the bottom of the front wall. The debris whooshed inside and traveled through a small copper pipe to a burlap sack outside. At the end of the week, one of the girls would be responsible for tying up the bag and disposing of it. 
 
    Mr. Hai had made sure the cleaning system was installed after Kuo mentioned seeing the girls doing manual labor. The aged, fuzzy-headed old gentleman believed that young women shouldn’t have to bear unnecessary burdens. Zhēnzhū was grateful for the installment that made her chore a little easier. 
 
    A sound from the other side of the wall made her snap her head in that direction. Jiā’s head popped above the wall, and she straddled it with a hearty laugh. Her wide pants were severely scuffed from the climb. 
 
    “Told you I could climb it faster than you,” Jiā said as Kuo’s messy auburn head surfaced after her. 
 
    Kuo, trying to cover an injured ego, replied, “You got a head start, Jiā Mèilì.” 
 
    “I’ll surpass you on a climb any day. Just ask that old man in the street. I’ll even let you pick.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū cleared her throat. “Do you two have to be so reckless? Jiā, I thought Mama already told you to stop climbing that wall. It’s unbecoming of a lady.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault, Zhēnzhū,” Jiā explained. “Kuo said he could climb faster than me, and I had to prove him wrong. I have a reputation to protect, after all.” 
 
    Kuo clicked his tongue. “Don’t blame me for you getting lectured.” 
 
    “You’re getting lectured too,” Jiā pointed out. 
 
    The two of them climbed down from the wall, bickering about who won. Zhēnzhū put her broom away in the Amah’s charging room. Jiā wiped her hands across the front of her pants, as though the action would repair them. She approached Zhēnzhū with a green silk satchel. 
 
    “Look,” Jiā said, opening the satchel for Zhēnzhū to peer inside. “Mr. Hai is letting me use this old blank scroll and his ink well to write more plays. Isn’t that nice of him?” 
 
    Zhēnzhū took a moment to appraise the materials. The scroll didn’t look old, and there were ample amounts of ink with different sized brushes. It was a generous gift from Mr. Hai. 
 
    Zhēnzhū nodded. “It is, and you should thank him for it.” 
 
    Jiā closed up the satchel. “I’ve already thought of a way to do that.” 
 
    “Xìnì, Shìyán,” Jiā called out to the sisters who appeared from the other side of the courtyard. “Look at what Mr. Hai gave me.” 
 
    “You’re so loud that we heard what it is from the bedroom,” Xìnì retorted. 
 
    “Mr. Hai is a good man,” Shìyán mused thoughtfully. “He lets me play his guzheng whenever I want.” 
 
    Jiā nodded resolutely. “We all have a lot to thank Mr. Hai for.” 
 
    “What could we do to thank your grandfather for everything he has done?” Zhēnzhū said, looking at Kuo. 
 
    Kuo thought for a moment. “He wouldn't want you to spend money on him. Maybe something like a letter or gathering?” 
 
    “That’s it!” Zhēnzhū said happily, clapping her hands together. 
 
    “What’s it?” Jiā asked. “A letter isn’t enough.” 
 
    “No,” Zhēnzhū said. “A gathering. With Mama’s blessing, of course. We could give him a surprise dinner.” 
 
    Xìnì raised her hand. “I can help make the decorations since I’m the only one of us who is a decent painter.” 
 
    “Then I will do the cooking, Shìyán can make sure the table is set, and Jiā…” 
 
    “Jiā can help me keep my grandfather occupied,” Kuo said quickly. “It’s normal for Jiā to be at my home, and he won’t suspect anything.” 
 
    “It’s for the best,” Xìnì said. “Jiā would only find a way to hinder my creative process.” 
 
    Jiā harrumphed and folded her arms. “I could just as easily prepare the meal or decorate, but I will be better at keeping Mr. Hai surprised. Kuo can’t hold secrets and will need me there to keep him straight.” 
 
    The four sisters nodded their heads in unison. Feigning insult, Kuo complained about being outnumbered. Mama agreed with her daughters’ idea to thank Mr. Hai on the condition that they should all work to make it a success. 
 
    On the day of the party, Zhēnzhū had the kitchen to herself. She felt confident that she could cook a delicious thank you meal for Mr. Hai. At a previous social gathering, Zhēnzhū heard Mr. Hai mention that his favorite food was dim-sum dumplings, so it was the one thing Zhēnzhū wanted to be perfect. 
 
    Zhēnzhū had seen Mama make dim sum once before, and she was sure that she remembered the steps correctly. She twisted the clockwork timer on the kettle, and the gear twitched, making a soft clicking noise as the water boiled. The dough formed as Zhēnzhū remembered. After carefully working her fingers to shape the first dumpling, Zhēnzhū frowned when she realized her pleating was nothing like Mama’s cooking. The next dumpling turned out worse than the last, and Zhēnzhū heaved a heavy sigh. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s frustration mounted as each fragile half-moon shaped dumpling fell apart in her hands. The memory of Mama’s dim sum seemed so pristine in her mind. She rested her tired hands on the workbench as the bell from the front door sounded. Zhēnzhū stared at the mess of sticky dough and pork filling sprawled out on the counter, mentally replaying each step. 
 
    “Zhēnzhū, what’s going in here?” 
 
    Zhēnzhū corrected her posture and bowed. “Uncle, I didn’t know you were here.” 
 
    Uncle Tānlán observed the disaster on the workbench and slowly shook his head. “I came to see your mother briefly before I left for the north again. I see you’re trying to make your mother’s dim-sum.” 
 
    “Yes,” Zhēnzhū admitted. “But I can’t get them right. Mama made it look so easy when I watched her before.” 
 
    “You should give it up and work on something else,” Uncle Tānlán suggested. “If you can’t get them right, it’s time to move on to another dish.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū frowned. “I must have dim sum. It’s Mr. Hai’s favorite, and our thank-you dinner won’t be complete without it.” 
 
    Uncle Tānlán rubbed his chin and said, “I see. You should ask your mother to teach you if you are not skilled enough.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū tried to make another dumpling as Uncle spoke. The stress made Zhēnzhū’s hands shake, ripping the thin dough before it dropped to the counter. Uncle’s words stung Zhēnzhū because she heard more truth in them than she wanted to admit. 
 
    “You’re right,” Zhēnzhū said defeatedly. “I should ask Mama before I ruin the entire dinner.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū escorted Uncle out of the compound before finding Mama in her bedroom, reading a story-scroll. Zhēnzhū stood outside the pink lotus painted curtain, hesitating to disturb Mama’s free time. Embarrassment simmered on her flushed face, but Zhēnzhū knew she needed to ask for Mama’s help. 
 
    Zhēnzhū stepped across the threshold. “Mama, please help me. I don’t know what I keep doing wrong. I can’t make the dim-sum look like yours no matter how many times I’ve tried,” Zhēnzhū pleaded. 
 
    Mama wisely looked up from her scroll. “This is a meal of thanks from your heart, Zhēnzhū. It should be attained with your own efforts.” 
 
    “I know, Mama, but I’m afraid I don’t have the skill to make them. It’ll ruin the entire meal,” Zhēnzhū said, lowering her head. 
 
    “My daughter, it isn’t that you lack the skill to make them,” Mama said softly. “Do you remember what I said when you watched me make dim-sum?” 
 
    “No, Mama, I only remember how perfect they looked and how good they tasted,” Zhēnzhū admitted. 
 
    “Then I will help you remember. To make a meal that comes from the heart, it must come from your heart. If you are patient, you will find a technique that suits you. Go to the kitchen and make dim-sum that comes from here,” Mama said, giving her a reassuring smile as she placed her hand over her heart. 
 
    After speaking with Mama, the kitchen didn’t feel so intimidating. Zhēnzhū completed a plate of her own dumplings, resting them in a round, woven basket to steam. The rest of the meal was quickly made. A bright display of noodles, fish soup, fried rice, sweet potatoes, and Zhēnzhū’s triumphant little dumplings graced the low table in the family room. 
 
    Xìnì had placed a brightly painted lantern in the middle of the low table. Minute holes had been poked into the delicate paper in the shapes of the sun and moon, displaying the dancing candlelight inside. Shades of gold and silver with streaks of navy and umber swirled around the lantern’s edges. It was a grand presentation, completed with painted scraps of fabric that dangled from the ceiling. 
 
    “The decorations are beautiful,” Zhēnzhū complemented enthusiastically. 
 
    “Do you like the lantern I painted? I think it will provide ambiance for dinner,” Xìnì said. “Shìyán went to get Jiā and Kuo, so I’m sure they will be here soon.” 
 
    “I hear the gate opening. Let’s greet them outside,” Zhēnzhū said, ushering Xìnì into the courtyard in time to see a bewildered Mr. Hai being coaxed into the compound. 
 
    Mr. Hai’s confused gaze darted around as Jiā and Kuo tugged him forward by the sleeves of his blue and grey stitched bufu. “What are you insisting that I see?” 
 
    When Mr. Hai’s thin form approached Zhēnzhū and Xìnì, Jiā let go of his arm and waved at Shìyán to join her beside their sisters. The girls stood in a neat line and bowed low before the aging man, expressing their respect. Mr. Hai returned their bow, followed by Mr. Boman and Kuo. Jiā slid open the lattice screen door to the family room and waved Mr. Hai inside. 
 
    “Tonight, you will receive a grand feast in your honor,” Jiā said theatrically. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s heart clipped nervously at Jiā’s claim. She hoped Mr. Hai would think it was a magnificent display. Mr. Hai wore a skeptical expression; he was familiar with Jiā’s tendency toward storytelling.  Jiā’s faith in her sisters often gave her boastful confidence in their abilities. 
 
    Mr. Hai removed his boots at the door of the family room and stepped inside, admiring the decorative lantern. “Oh my, what is this?” 
 
    “We wanted to do something to thank you for everything you have done for us,” Jiā said, closing the sliding door. 
 
    Mr. Hai released a deep chuckle. “I see. You really are a sneaky young lady.” 
 
    “It smells wonderful in here,” Mr. Boman added, a grin slipping beneath his pointed nose. 
 
    “Zhēnzhū made this meal herself,” Xìnì said proudly as everyone gathered around the plentiful feast. 
 
    Mr. Boman expressed his admiration as he knelt beside Mr. Hai, feeling pleased when he met Zhēnzhū’s flustered gaze. Joy pierced Zhēnzhū’s heart, causing it to flutter in her chest. She briefly looked down to hide the tinge of pink coloring her cheeks and quietly thanked him. 
 
    “Ah, dim-sum,” Mr. Hai said, lifting the lid of the bamboo steam basket. “My favorite. They’re a…unique shape. Let’s see how they taste.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū held her breath as Mr. Hai took a bite of a dumpling. She exhaled in relief when he finished it without complaint. A distant look occupied Mr. Hai’s eyes, and Zhēnzhū briefly worried that he found fault with her dim sum. 
 
    “Reminds me of my Mama’s when I was a boy,” Mr. Hai replied, picking up a second with his chopsticks. 
 
    Zhēnzhū smiled. Mr. Hai had paid her a high compliment. Looking around at the happy faces, Zhēnzhū was relieved that their thank-you dinner was a success. 
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    Spring Blossoms 
 
   The tendrils of spring that had teased Milgrim for weeks finally took root and unfurled over the country. Sunshine drenched the little courtyard of the Mèilì family compound, and each sister worked away on a small plot around a rugged, leaning pagoda that they had tried to build the summer before. It was a venture Jiā had urged them to undertake, and they quickly learned that they had no talent for woodwork. 
 
    Xìnì had attempted to paint the lopsided structure last fall with her old brushes to ‘give it a different dressing’ and make it prettier. So, the little pagoda looked as though it wore a cheerful mask over its sad features. Jiā smiled, using her small spade to hack at the dirt with abandoned glee. 
 
    Spring and summer were Jiā's favorite seasons because the clothes were lighter and more comfortable to move around in, so they were more suited to adventuring. She was the only one among the toiling sisters who went through both seasons without a conical straw hat or parasol, darkening her skin with a tan. 
 
    “This year, I’m planting bleeding heart glory bower!” Jiā exclaimed, grunting with the effort to dig deep into the softened soil. 
 
    Zhēnzhū fanned herself quickly before bending at the waist and using a hoe to chop into her patch of brown earth. “Thank goodness it rained so much last month. Otherwise, we would have had a hard time planting our gardens this year.” 
 
    Jiā eyed Zhēnzhū and Xìnì, shaking her head. “You won’t get very far anyway if you don’t get on your knees like me.” 
 
    Xìnì pursed her lips and tossed a clump of dirt at Jiā. “Not everyone likes to play in the dirt like you do, Jiā.” 
 
    “Oh, little rooster, you just woke up the dragon. You’re in trouble now!” Jiā said, her eyes twinkling mischievously. 
 
    Jiā roared mightily, bringing up her hands to show Xìnì the twin clods of dirt clutched between her fingers. Xìnì squealed, running around the other side of the pagoda as Jiā chased after her. Zhēnzhū and Shìyán giggled at Jiā’s antics, but Zhēnzhū was glad she wasn’t the one being chased. Jiā was very generous with her soil while gardening. 
 
    Xìnì’s golden hair flew behind her in twin braids, and Jiā’s dark mop flopped around her shoulders, escaping from the looped braids she had pinned them in that morning. Mama poked her head out from the recently painted door of the family room. Realizing what the screaming ruckus was about, Mama grinned and disappeared before Jiā launched an earthen glob at Xìnì and missed. 
 
    “Zhēnzhū, help!” Xìnì called, cornered between the stretch of the family’s main living quarters and the kitchen. 
 
    Zhēnzhū swiped her light brown hair away from her face and shook her head. Jasmine seeds jiggled as she shook them into the little holes she had poked into the tilled ground beside the pagoda’s entrance. “You’re on your own, little sister!” 
 
    Jiā threw a dirt bomb at Xìnì, missed, and raised her arms to prevent Xìnì from escaping the corner. Desperate, Xìnì swiped up some of the dirt that had been thrown. When Jiā opened her mouth to roar again, she threw it. Surprised, Jiā stopped and sputtered, and Xìnì raced toward Shìyán. Asking Zhēnzhū for help had been useless, but Jiā would never do something to hurt Shìyán. 
 
    “Not fair!” Jiā called, racing closer. 
 
    Xìnì ducked behind Shìyán’s giggling form. “What’s not fair is how much you know I hate being dirty!” 
 
    “It’s just dirt. You can wash it off,” Jiā said, rolling her eyes like boys did. 
 
    Dropping the last clod of earth in her hands, Jiā wiped them on her messy wide pants and went back to her flower plot. Xìnì waited a few moments, ensuring that Jiā wouldn’t attack her again, and scampered over to her own slice of tilled ground. Despite the scuffle, Xìnì’s light kaftan and skirt remained unsoiled. 
 
    Clicking her tongue against her teeth, Jiā playfully growled, “This war isn’t over, little rooster.” 
 
    “Your dragonish ways do not intimidate me,” Xìnì said with a small sniff. 
 
    Jiā raised her arm, her dark eyes flashing as she grinned. Xìnì’s bow-shaped mouth was sucked inward on a gasp, and the other three sisters laughed at her reaction. A reluctant grin tugged at Xìnì’s lips as she joined in on the merriment. 
 
    “I hope my gladiola’s bloom in a straight line. I trampled on one of the rows when Jiā was chasing me,” Xìnì said after the peals of sisterly laughter had faded. 
 
    Shìyán giggled. “If they’re crooked, they’ll match our pagoda.” 
 
    “The rest of us chose our favorite flowers again this year, but why did you choose bleeding heart glory bower, Jiā?” Zhēnzhū said. 
 
    “Was it because it sounds so romantic?” Xìnì guessed, affecting a swooning pose. 
 
    “Or because of how dramatic it sounds?” Zhēnzhū added. 
 
    “They sound far more fanciful than my simple carnations,” Shìyán said quietly. 
 
    “None of the above!” Jiā proclaimed triumphantly. She liked to stump her sisters with her choice of flower every spring. “I chose it because it sounds daring and exotic. Like a play wrapped in a flowery stem.” 
 
    “You’ll surely be a playwriter in the future,” Shìyán said encouragingly. 
 
    Jiā shook her head. “I don’t want to write about adventures, as much as I love to read about them. I want to live adventures. So, I’ve decided I’m going to become an exotic book merchant!” 
 
    “Oh, Jiā, no!” Xìnì groaned. “That’s such a boy thing to do.” 
 
    “It is not. There’s too much of the Great Spirit’s world to see, and I’m not going to leave it to other people to discover everything,” Jiā retorted, planting her booted feet on her flower patch and placing her hands on her hips. 
 
    Zhēnzhū sighed and shook her head, wise enough to know that in a few years, Jiā might change her mind. The future had a way of doing that with plans. She gestured at Jiā’s stance. “At least we all know one feminine thing Jiā can do.” 
 
    Jiā stuck her tongue out at her older sister, “Yeah, well, what will you do you suppose is in store for your future?” 
 
    “I will make our home just as charming as it used to be. Do you remember it, Jiā? I remember when we didn’t need to worry about scrip, or if we were wearing kaftans without holes or burns. We had the best meals every night.” 
 
    Remembering the better times came with its own burdens. Zhēnzhū found herself desiring more. Wanting to be closer to the comfort she used to know. She wanted to wear more beautiful clothes and attend social events without feeling less than her peers. She knew her sisters didn’t share this burden with her. Jiā would be the closest, but Zhēnzhū knew Jiā had no desire for scrip except to aid Mama. 
 
    Jiā absent-mindedly kicked a small pebble, watching it plop into the soil. “I was young then, so I don’t remember it like you do. Shìyán was only a baby at the time, and Xìnì hadn’t even been born. Who wants all of that anyway? We’re fine with what we have. I can make enough scrip as a book merchant to take care of Mama.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū looked to the sky, dreaming of her perfect future before she firmly responded, “I want those things. I’d like to be able to make the compound so lavish and comfortable that Mama never needs to worry about it. Then, I could get more Amahs so that we don’t have to do any chores.” 
 
    “And how will you manage this?” Jiā asked. “You wouldn’t be happy doing it alone. I’m positive you’d want a happy marriage and little children of your own. You would scold them like you used to do with me.” 
 
    “You often still need to be scolded,” Xìnì replied sharply. 
 
    Zhēnzhū often missed the convenience wealth had offered before. Jiā didn’t remember enough of their past riches to yearn for it like Zhēnzhū did,              so that kind of future sounded silly to her. Zhēnzhū waved her hand. 
 
    “There’s no need to pick over the details. That is my answer.” 
 
    The familiar scrape of wheels on wood met Zhēnzhū’s ears. Amah traversed the wooden walkway, heading toward the garden with a small, silver tray tightly held in her metallic clasp. Her hand-sewn apron waved in the slight breeze. 
 
    The leaning structure was too unstable to sit in, so they crowded around the single-step perched at its entrance. Amah whirred, in front of the pagoda where the girls began to settle. Atop the tray were four clay teacups, each painted a different color. 
 
    Jiā drew in a deep breath, the herbal scent of the tea settled in her chest. “Amah’s tea is always the best,” she said, cradling the little cup in her hands. The gentle warmth permeating the container was a pleasant contrast to the early spring breeze. 
 
    “So, what about you, my audacious rooster?” Jiā said, watching her younger sister blow small puffs of air over her tea. 
 
    “I will be an artist,” Xìnì announced with certainty. “I will paint better than the machines in the north. How could any real artist rely on such contraptions? I would never do such a thing. Handcrafted originals will always be better.” 
 
    Shìyán spoke up, “I think you already paint better than those machines.” 
 
    A displeased expression wrinkled Xìnì’s brow as she lamented, “I can only paint on clay cups because there’s no scrip for porcelain. If I could paint on porcelain, just imagine how much cleaner and more colorful it would look. Maybe Aunt Mèilì will take me with her when she visits the north. I would love to paint on real porcelain cups instead of the old, chipped clay ones.” 
 
    Shìyán took a gentle sip of her tea. “I don’t think I’ll ever do anything grand like you three, but I’m content to stay home and take care of Mama and Baba.” 
 
    “Is that all you would want, Shìyán?” Zhēnzhū said, already knowing the answer. 
 
    Shìyán didn’t have a selfish bone in her body. Zhēnzhū loved her sister for her kindness and tender heart, and she firmly believed that there were not enough people in the world like her dear Shìyán. 
 
    The girls finished their tea and placed the empty cups back on the silver tray. Amah returned, shifting its gears as it moved. 
 
    “Thank you, Amah,” Shìyán said. 
 
    Shìyán knew Amah couldn’t reply or understand her, but she was grateful for Amah’s presence. Amah swiftly turned and rolled back toward the kitchen. Jiā settled next to Shìyán, playfully nudging her sister with her elbow. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to be a famous musician? All of Milgrim could hear your music. I bet they don’t even have music as sweet as yours in the north.” 
 
    Shìyán’s cheeks colored at the compliment, and her simple response was heartfelt. “Oh, no. I couldn’t possibly do that. As long as we’re all happy, I’ll be happy. I have my family and music, and I don’t need anything else.” 
 
    Jiā grinned and wrapped Shìyán in a big hug, picking her up and spinning her around once before setting her down. “Oh, Shìyán, you really are the best of all of us. You have the kindest, purest soul.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū and Xìnì laughed and joined Jiā in smothering Shìyán with affection. Shìyán giggled, reveling in their warm embraces. “I think we will all achieve our ideal futures, or at least what future the Great Spirit deems best for us,” she said. 
 
    “If Shìyán says it, then it must come to pass,” Jiā said resolutely. “We must never allow our ideal futures to be tainted or forgotten.” 
 
    As the last word fell from Jiā’s lips, a bell chirped from within the garden. A line of tiny brass spickets raised from the ground. They clicked in a circular rotation before a spring tilted them forward, releasing water upon the tilled soil of the garden and the girls who stood in it. 
 
    “Jiā, you forgot to turn the watering system off,” Xìnì complained, covering her hair with her hands as the girls ran for cover beneath the overhang of the wooden walkway. 
 
    Jiā laughed hysterically, unable to respond. Zhēnzhū would typically be annoyed at having a wet kaftan and skirt, but Jiā’s merriment was infectious. Zhēnzhū couldn’t cling to an ounce of irritation.  Soon all the girls were giggling despite their drenched clothing. 
 
    In their hearts, the sisters had formed a pact with Jiā’s words. A promise between them that should never be broken. 
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    Dragon Boat Festival 
 
      
 
   The fifth month sprang upon the Mèilì family. Zhēnzhū could tell the season was changing because she had swept away two spiders as she cleaned up the courtyard. Each Mèilì daughter had her own area to clean. Jiā had cleaned the kitchen and now fastened bundles of leafy mugwort to each wooden column around the compound. Zhēnzhū liked the robust smell, but she didn’t care for their fuzzy underside. 
 
    Zhēnzhū swept her dirt into the circling dust bin, brushing her sweaty forehead with the back of her hand. The summer months were not kind to Zhēnzhū’s pale skin. An old straw hat was all that protected her face from the dangerous rays. 
 
    “Jiā, do you need help with the mugwort?” Zhēnzhū asked as she put the broom away. 
 
    Jiā secured the last bundle and stroked the firm leaves with her fingertips. “I just finished.” 
 
    Shìyán was the next to finish cleaning, and she joined her older sisters in the courtyard. Cleaning the family room was a routine task for Shìyán, so despite starting late, she accomplished it in a short amount of time. Breathing deeply, Shìyán exhaled on a breathy sigh. 
 
    “I like the smell of mugwort,” Shìyán said. “I hope it helps keep evil away.” 
 
    Jiā confidently placed her hands on her hips. “Worked last year, didn’t it? I don’t see why it wouldn’t work this year too. Besides, you know evil is no match for someone like me.” 
 
    “I imagine most evil things would be frightened of you,” Shìyán added with a small, amused smile. 
 
    “The moment evil sees Jiā’s wide pants, it’ll turn around and leave,” Xìnì said in a prodding tone, stepping out of the open bedroom. 
 
    Amah rolled out of the kitchen, holding out four small, silk perfume pouches. The girls used the same bags every year and had individually decorated their own. Amah’s wheels clanked loudly against the wooden walkway until she came glided to a stop. Brass arms removed the pouches with jerky movements, holding them out to the girls. 
 
    “Aren’t we a bit old for perfume pouches?” Zhēnzhū wondered, unhooking a decorated pouch from Amah’s rusted hand. 
 
    “Is anyone too old to have a ward against evil?” Jiā countered, retrieving her plain silk pouch. Last year, Jiā had designed it to look like a satchel, and she proudly wore it over her chest. 
 
    Xìnì wore her pouch tied around her wrist with a ribbon, like a bracelet. “Zhēnzhū is right,” she said. “We’re older now. These are for children.” 
 
    “I still find comfort in mine,” Shìyán admitted, smoothing her hand over the silk pouch that she wore as a necklace. 
 
    When the last pouch was delivered, Amah whirred and spun around, rolling toward the kitchen. 
 
    Jiā grinned and ruffled Shìyán’s silky hair. “Nothing wrong with that, little Shìyán. Don’t listen to this. We are only as old as we feel.” 
 
    Mama slid open the family room door and poked out her head. “Girls, come inside,” she called. “The sticky rice dumplings are ready. You should eat before going to the festivities today.” 
 
    Sticky rice dumplings were a rare treat. They were a staple for the Dragon Boat Festival, so the hungry sisters wasted no time congregating in the family room. Snuggly wrapped in a bamboo leaf, the pyramid-shaped rice contained a pleasant pork and mushroom surprise in the center. 
 
    Zhēnzhū carefully unwrapped her dumpling, blowing on it gently before taking a bite. Mama’s sticky rice dumplings were the best Zhēnzhū had ever tasted. Jiā had already stripped her dumpling of its leaf, leaving it as a mushy pile before biting into the steaming rice. 
 
    “I can’t wait to see the boat races today. Kuo has a boat in the race this year, and I’m sure that he’s going to win. I wish that I could row with him—I know I would be good at it!” 
 
    “Why would you want to?” Xìnì said primly. “A lady should not want to row boats.” 
 
    “It’s not fair that boys have all the fun,” said Jiā indignantly. 
 
    Zhēnzhū broke off another piece of her dumpling and ate it, agreeing with Xìnì. “I don’t know how rowing in the hot sun could be fun.  You should watch the races with me from the riverbank. We can get fried cake from the vendees.” 
 
    “Or you could come with me to see the clockwork drums,” Shìyán added. 
 
    “Jiā isn’t allowed to come with me to the art stalls anymore,” Xìnì said firmly. “Last time, Jiā trampled around as if she were a rampaging buffboon.” 
 
    “Buffoon,” Jiā corrected sharply. “And I only knocked over a painted silk one time.” 
 
    Mama chuckled warmly. If Mama knew one thing about her second oldest daughter, it was that Jiā was head-strong and would find a way to accomplish exactly what she intended. She patted Jiā’s hand. 
 
    “I’m sure you would like to participate in the races, Jiā, but it would be safer for you to watch.” 
 
    “Oh, Mama, but I would be careful, and I doubt Kuo would allow me to row with him if it was dangerous,” Jiā countered with a pout. 
 
    “It’s just like you to want to be sweaty and dirty, Jiā,” Zhēnzhū said knowingly. “But you should listen to Mama.” 
 
    Jiā crossed her arms. “I don't need a second mother.” 
 
    Mama looked at the large chronometer built into the family room wall before giving her girls a warm, gentle smile. “If you want to see the boat races, you should start heading to Chong River.” 
 
    The Mèilì family compound wasn’t far from the grand river that curled along the borders of Wen Kroy and tumbled into the sea. The river snaked through southern Milgrim, meeting the ocean at the perimeter of the Wastelands. Residents of Wen Kroy used the river for fish, and others simply loved having a cool place to swim in the sweltering summer heat. 
 
    The Dragon Boat Festival was an annual event that hosted boat races and took place at the same spot on the river. In the past few years, vendees were a popular addition to the festival. The tall, brass boxes littered the hastily erected boardwalk along the riverside. Their warm backsides faced the pier as the devices hiccupped steam into the air every few minutes from the grated vents on their tops. 
 
    Prepared food was wrapped in rice leaves and stored in vendees by merchants who rented them to sell their products. The geared cogs in the back filtered boiling water through iron pipes, preserving the food inside. Customers now had the option to press and slide a rotary on the front and immediately get what they wanted instead of waiting in line while merchants freely enjoyed the festivities. Artists, unable to use vendees, congregated beneath sloping crimson and beryl colored tented stalls on the other side of the dock selling painted cups, silks, and dragon designs. 
 
    On the sloping bank below, large da-tanggu drums lined the secluded piers where long, mechanical dragon boats threaded the shore. The drums were kept beneath a covered awning and suspended from them with chains. They would be turned on when the race began. 
 
    Shìyán loved hearing the drums while the gold casing clamping around them swung the soldered metal arms attached to it. When the mallets struck the buffalo hide stretched across the rims, a hollow bass sound marched across the air and echoed. Shìyán’s heart felt the strike of each instrument ricochet through her ribcage, creating a visceral moment that always inspired her. 
 
    “I’m going to see Kuo at his boat,” Jiā said when the girls approached the boardwalk. 
 
    “Make sure you’re back at the bank before the races start,” Zhēnzhū said, though she was sure her words fell on deaf ears as Jiā rushed toward the dock. 
 
    Xìnì slowly shook her head. “She never listens. It’s not even proper for ladies to run like that.” 
 
    “Only Jiā,” Shìyán giggled softly. 
 
    Xìnì and Shìyán broke away from Zhēnzhū to look at the art stalls and drums. Zhēnzhū browsed around the vendees, trying to decide which kind of fried cake she might like because she only had enough lucre saved to get one. 
 
    “Miss Mèilì?” a male voice called behind her. 
 
    Zhēnzhū quickly turned to see Mr. Boman, smiling apologetically at the wrinkled old man next to her whose hat was knocked askew by her parasol. Her heart skipped a beat when she noticed how his pale skin contrasted with the dark, embroidered vest he wore over a crisp linen shirt. Zhēnzhū had never seen him in casual clothing before, and she jerked her eyes away from the way his breeches clung to his legs. 
 
    Moving her hands to chest level, she pushed them away from her and bowed. “Hello, Mr. Boman. Are you here to watch Kuo in the boat race?” Zhēnzhū winced at her voice’s high-pitch. 
 
    “Yes,” Mr. Boman answered, returning her bow. “Is your family here as well?” 
 
    “Xìnì and Shìyán are at the art stalls,” Zhēnzhū replied. “And Jiā…” Her voice trailed off as she noticed that Jiā had not returned to the upper boardwalk. 
 
    The boat races were about to begin, and Zhēnzhū heard a familiar, gleeful whoop coming from the docks below. Gasping, Zhēnzhū realized Jiā was in Kuo’s boat, seated in the first rowing position. Kuo would adjust the steering lever while Jiā rowed. Jiā’s copper-colored oar glistened in the sun as she waved it in the air. 
 
    “That girl,” Zhēnzhū scolded under her breath. 
 
    Mr. Boman chuckled. “It seems my pupil has convinced her to participate.” 
 
    “He didn’t have to do much convincing,” Zhēnzhū muttered angrily. “Jiā already wanted to row in the boat.” 
 
    “Nothing can be done now,” Mr. Boman said, raising a brow. “The boats will be starting soon. Would you like a fried cake?” 
 
    Zhēnzhū removed a small pouch from the cloth belt around her waist. “Thank you, but I brought some lucre for one.” 
 
    Her right hand began to twitch nervously, and Zhēnzhū shakily inserted two lucre into the vendee. Randomly punching her forefinger at a numeral, Zhēnzhū slid her finger to turn the gear as she glanced at Mr. Boman beneath her lashes. To Zhēnzhū’s immense displeasure, the number she had hurriedly picked was a flavor she didn't like. 
 
    Zhēnzhū felt aware of every movement Mr. Boman made. When Mr. Boman leaned close to speak to her beneath the parasol, Zhēnzhū stilled, feeling his breath softly brush against her neck. The metal arms of the drums pounded as the boats started, humming in the water. Small gears turned the sides of the vessels, forming ripples on the crystalline surface. 
 
    “Would you watch the race with me?” Mr. Boman asked, his brown eyes softening as he stared at her. 
 
    Zhēnzhū agreed, slightly nodding her head. “There’s a place on the riverbank we like to sit at. You can see the race very well from there.” 
 
    Mr. Boman followed Zhēnzhū to an isolated spot past the vendees and art stalls, sitting in a sunny patch of grass close to the water’s edge. The finish line’s large, red banner was in full view from the spot as it spread across the wide river. Paper lanterns swung from the streamer, dancing above the churning water. The word ‘victory’ was painted in bright yellow on the banner and the paper-lamps. 
 
    “Do you know how the Dragon Boat Festival first started?” Mr. Boman said, leaning back on his arms. 
 
    Zhēnzhū tucked her legs beneath her, properly kneeling in her skirt as she adjusted her parasol in the sun’s intense rays. “When I was younger, Baba told us a story about a lost poet.” 
 
    Mr. Boman turned toward Zhēnzhū, twirling a blade of grass between his fingers. He was careful to keep some distance between them. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied. “It’s said that the poet was exiled because of his political beliefs. He wrote many great poems during that time. Legend says he disappeared into the river, and the people who admired his work raced their boats out into the river to find him.” 
 
    “But they couldn’t find him,” Zhēnzhū said, reaching into the rice leaf pocket housing her fried cake and breaking off a piece. She wrinkled her nose at the taste, but she wouldn’t be wasteful. She had already paid for it. 
 
    “Correct,” Mr. Boman said. “The people stood on the banks of the river and threw sticky rice so all the creatures in the river would eat it instead of harming the poet. And they would bang drums to scare away any evil. You could say that to this day, the people of Wen Kroy are protecting this poet.” 
 
    “It’s such a sad story,” Zhēnzhū said quietly. “But I am happy that we still celebrate and ask the Great Spirit to protect us from evil.” 
 
    The boats lurched forward, and Zhēnzhū watched Jiā’s vessel pull ahead of the rest. Mr. Boman shifted, moving his hands. When his fingertips softly brushed Zhēnzhū’s, Mr. Boman quickly leaned forward. In the sun’s bright light, Zhēnzhū clearly saw the red tint covering his ears. 
 
    Mr. Boman cleared his throat, and Zhēnzhū’s stomach tightened. Xìnì and Shìyán appeared, arm-in-arm and laughing, with a half-eaten fried cake in their hands. Their presence saved Zhēnzhū, and relief washed over her. She felt more comfortable with her sisters around. 
 
    “I can’t believe Jiā snuck onto Kuo’s boat like that,” Xìnì announced with petulance dripping in her tone. 
 
    “I can believe it,” Shìyán replied with a giggle. 
 
    Xìnì ate another piece of her cinnamon fried cake, crumbs falling from her fingertips. “I have no idea when Jiā will learn to act more like a lady.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū laughed. “You say that with a mouth full of fried cake.” 
 
    “I hope she doesn’t,” Shìyán said, defending her old sister with a gentle smile. “I like her the way she is.” 
 
    Time passed slowly as the summer sun dipped below the horizon. Shìyán and Xìnì joined Zhēnzhū and Mr. Boman, talking excitedly about everything they had seen at the art stalls. Kuo’s boat took first place, and the girls were sure they could hear Jiā and Kuo releasing celebratory shouts at the docks. 
 
    Shìyán turned toward Xìnì, noticing her sister’s drooping eyelids. She tapped Zhēnzhū’s arm. “Maybe we should go home. It’s late, and Mama will worry.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū agreed, gently rousing Xìnì so that she and Shìyán could start home. 
 
    “Thank you for sharing the dragon boat story with me, Mr. Boman,” Zhēnzhū said, standing and wiping blades of grass off of her skirt. She bowed graciously. “I enjoyed hearing it.” 
 
    Mr. Boman stood, returning Zhēnzhū’s bow. “Thank you for allowing me to join you during the festival, Miss Mèilì. I enjoyed the time we spent together today. Your sisters are amusing.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū thought Mr. Boman might have put emphasis on you. She wasn’t sure how she felt about the idea of him liking her. Zhēnzhū was grateful for the evening sky. It helped make her embarrassment less visible. 
 
    “Good evening, Mr. Boman,” Zhēnzhū said as she headed home. “Tell Kuo congratulations from us.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū followed behind her younger sisters, Mr. Boman’s voice skipping in her mind. One hundred times she heard the words, I enjoyed the time we spent together. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    6 
 
    
    Watcher from Afar 
 
   Old Bai sighed heavily as he loitered outside the wall of the Mèilì compound. If Bai hadn’t fallen victim to his gambling vices, then he might not have been commanded to follow a nice young lady every day. People streamed around him as he struggled to keep sight of the Mèilì’s oldest daughter in the crowd at the Dragon Boat Race. He wished he could watch the races with his own daughters. 
 
    The bitter, rich man who had paid for Old Bai at the auction was better than the crime lords who could have purchased him. Bai had even been provided with a new pair of clothes that had belonged to a previous bond-servant. He understood being frugal, but Old Bai’s master spent scrip on a strange obsession with Zhēnzhū Mèilì. Bai hadn’t realized love had become so expensive. 
 
    Each piece of intel Bai provided to his bond-holder chipped away at his debt. Why any man needed to know so many frivolous details about a young woman’s daily life was baffling to Old Bai. He received two whole lucre off his debt for accepting a fish during Winter Solstice. Another two lucre off the table every time Bai reported Zhēnzhū’s work schedule. Not to mention the few lucre for a rowdy couple of youngsters climbing the compound wall. 
 
    Tailing a group of young ladies wasn’t the job Bai pictured himself holding at the ripe age of seventy-seven. He had gambled away the few funds he’d saved for his seaside retirement. The closest to the salty pond Bai had been recently was the gifted fish from Winter Solstice. 
 
    Old Bai was beginning to drift to a light sleep as he leaned against the far wall of the compound. He jolted awake by the sound of the iron lotus door scraping open as the girls left, heading toward the river festival. Old Bai tipped his straw hat down to cover his aged face as he trailed after them. 
 
    The conversations of young ladies were lost on Old Bai. He didn’t understand subjects like embroidery or dyed silk, and his attention frequently wandered. The discussions didn’t provide enough information to relieve any of his debt. 
 
    When the girls split up at the festival, Old Bai found himself conflicted about which sister to follow. The dark-headed, mischievous girl headed toward the docks provided endless entertainment, and Old Bai admired her fiery spirit. The two younger sisters at the art stalls were complete opposites, and it was like watching the sun and moon in an endless orbit around each other. In the end, Old Bai decided he’d better keep a close eye on the older sister even though she was uninteresting. 
 
    Old Bai stood near Zhēnzhū at the vendees, pretending to look at a fried cake he couldn’t afford. A man’s voice addressed Zhēnzhū, and Bai whipped his head around. The parasol Zhēnzhū held collided with his old straw hat at a bias angle, and he dipped his head, scrambling to fix it. 
 
    When the man got too close to Zhēnzhū, Bai glared at him from beneath his hat. The men of Old Bai’s generation had developed those sly tactics to win a young girl’s heart, and paternal instinct made Bai want to tell the young man to lean in the other direction if he knew what was good for him. 
 
    But Old Bai kept his mouth shut and filed the name Boman in his mind to report to his bond-holder, and so Bai knew who to really keep his eye on. Reporting the name of a love rival would surely deduct a significant amount from his debt. 
 
    Old Bai realized that Zhēnzhū and the young man had walked away, and he hurried to catch up. Bai couldn’t get too close to them on the sunny riverside area the couple had retreated to on the sloping banks of the river. However, he considered himself a master in the art of blending in. 
 
    Bai settled on a cushioned section of grass on the bank that was diagonal from the couple. Laying down, he adjusted his hat and covered his face. No one would pay attention to a scruffy old man resting by the river. Old Bai listened to the young man’s droning tale about the origin of the Dragon Boat Festival. As his eyes drifted shut, he thought about the ways he could tell the story better. 
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    Surprise Encounters 
 
      
 
   Abreeze blew across the dirt-packed road, bringing with it the aromas of the daily market as it eased into the collar of Zhēnzhū’s muslin top. Spices laced with tangy and sweet fruit, delicate floral bouquets and perfumes, the heavy scent of talc makeup, and the pungent odor of meat and fish fused together. Above it hung the heavy, leaden smell of metal and oil from the Amah’s towed behind housekeepers and the taxiquins trying to progress through the streets. 
 
    Zhēnzhū volunteered to go to the market that morning when Mama was unexpectedly called to work on her day off. More soldiers had come in from the front lines, and every available pair of hands were needed at the hospital. Zhēnzhū felt sorry for the soldiers; some were far away from their families located farther south. However, she couldn’t work there as Mama did—or volunteer like Shìyán did. They were cut from a different cloth. 
 
    Heartened by the opportunity to shuffle through the town in the gold-silk flower pot shoes Uncle Tānlán had given her, Zhēnzhū navigated around a housekeeper towing an Amah behind her. Zhēnzhū curiously glanced at the multitude of packages in its arms, trying not to look rude. Many of them were wrapped, but what she could see poked her heart like a needle in a pincushion. The basket that the brass and copper Amah held contained copious amounts of food. 
 
    The lucre coins in Zhēnzhū’s sachet was a scant fraction of a scrip bill. There was enough to buy fish for the day and a pound of rice. If Zhēnzhū haggled with one of the merchants, she might have enough left over to buy eggs. 
 
    She passed a stall selling painted hairpins, cheap jade hair combs, and sticks of incense. Adjusting the paper parasol in her hand, Zhēnzhū cast her eyes down. It was better if she didn’t look at the booths that offered the temptations of her heart. 
 
    Zhēnzhū reached beneath the open split panel of the hand-stitched kaftan she wore. A bluebird embroidered on it swooped near her hand as she adjusted the waistband of her skirt, checking that the sachet was still tied to it with a heavy, silk cord. Passing an idle rickshaw driver coated in sweat, Zhēnzhū discreetly moved the straw basket on her arm to cover the spot. The man’s eyes sparked with interest when she walked by. 
 
    “You look like a lady too grand to get her feet dirty in the market. Would you like a ride to your next stall, or perhaps a ride home?” the man said. 
 
    Embarrassed to be addressed by the strange man, Zhēnzhū moved the parasol to block his view of her and ducked her head. Not to be deterred, the man began following her, pulling his antiquated buggy behind him. Zhēnzhū resisted the urge to walk faster; it wasn’t ladylike or possible in her flower bowl shoes. 
 
    “How about one ride? If it’s to your family’s compound, I promise not to utter a word to any of your suitors if they don’t know the location!” 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s cheeks burned. The man was drawing unwanted attention, making her trek through the market a theatrical display. Rumors were bound to start and reach unwanted ears if she didn’t end this quickly. 
 
    Switching the cherry blossom painted parasol to her other hand, Zhēnzhū tilted her chin and kept a civil expression on her face. “No, thank you. I am walking to the next stall, and I do not have enough money to pay you for a ride anywhere.” 
 
    The man tossed two lucre in the air, jingling it in his cupped palm when it landed. “Those shoes you’re wearing tell a different story than that now, don’t they?” 
 
    “They were a gift,” Zhēnzhū said quietly, pushing down her frustration. 
 
    The rickshaw driver’s jaunty expression morphed into a leer, and he winked. “Nothing’s free in this world, miss. Not even gifts. What did you have to do to get them?” 
 
    Mortification streaked through Zhēnzhū at the dirt-ridden man’s insinuation, and an enraged gasp emitted from her gaping mouth. The Mèilì family’s financial circumstances might not be the same as they were years ago, but they had never been so poor that any of the girls would ever have to consider becoming a Moon Flower. Even being addressed as though she were a Moon Flower was enough to wash the color from Zhēnzhū’s porcelain complexion. 
 
    Abruptly turning on the platform soles of her shoes, Zhēnzhū attempted to walk away from the man’s presence a second time. Even if Zhēnzhū did have the money, she would never spend it obtaining a ride from someone so ill-mannered. The click of the rickshaw’s wheels behind Zhēnzhū made her shoulders tense. 
 
    “Please, leave me alone,” Zhēnzhū whispered fiercely over her shoulder. 
 
    “Look, I know how business transactions work, okay? You have to pay for services rendered. Now, I might not be your typical customer, but business is business. I can’t afford a pair of those silk butterfly shoes you’ve got on, but I can save up and get you something nice. No one will know it isn’t real,” the man said, persistently pacing Zhēnzhū as she turned a corner toward the grocer’s lane. 
 
    Trying to reason with him hadn’t worked, so Zhēnzhū decided to keep silent instead. She walked toward the rice merchant’s stall, hoping the rickshaw driver would take the hint.  Automated taxiquins seemed more appealing by the minute. They kept their value in the service industry by doing exactly what was asked—and not offering their opinions about it. 
 
    The rice merchant’s daughter smiled at Zhēnzhū, recognizing her. “One pound of rice, please,” Zhēnzhū said, leaning away from the proximity of the obnoxious driver behind her. 
 
    Nodding, the girl scooped a pound of white rice from a large burlap sack to a smaller one. The scale wobbled as she placed the bag on one of the empty plates. Swiftly placing a square, one-pound weight on the other side, the girl tied the sack’s top with string when the pressure was even. 
 
    Zhēnzhū handed the merchant’s daughter the appropriate lucre and placed the bag in her straw basket. Turning, Zhēnzhū was irked to see the rickshaw driver still behind her. Narrowing her turquoise eyes, Zhēnzhū’s tone shifted into the one Mama used as a warning when the antics had gone too far. 
 
    “If you don’t leave me alone, I will report you to the authorities.” 
 
    A deep voice interjected, “Especially since the accusation is completely false because I am the one who gave her the flower pot shoes as a suitor.  They were a gift to grace her beauty with something I had hoped would add to her brilliance. Unfortunately, they pale in comparison to her shining presence.” 
 
    Startled, Zhēnzhū glanced up at the lean, tall man who towered over them. The sandy-haired stranger smiled widely at her with crystalline blue eyes, and Zhēnzhū was torn between staring at his handsome face and correcting his lie. Zhēnzhū had no suitors, and she was more aware of that than anyone. 
 
    The rickshaw driver glanced suspiciously between the two of them. “She doesn’t seem to know you.” 
 
    “My lady is too modest to boast of the many suitors at her door, and if you don’t leave her alone, she won’t have to call the authorities. I will handle this outrage myself,” the man said, placing a hand on the rotating, multi-chambered pistol holstered at his waist. 
 
    The insufferable driver raised his hands in defeat, and jogged away, muttering, “Moon Flower or not, she’s too expensive for my tastes.” 
 
    When the rickshaw driver got to the end of the lane and rounded the corner, he passed a shriveled man wearing a nondescript hat and dingy green Tang suit. The wizened old man tugged at the tuft of white hair sprouting from his chin. Pulling his straw hat down, he narrowed his eyes at the shifty driver before he continued to watch the girl. 
 
    Offering a respectful bow, the young man smiled at Zhēnzhū. Placing hands on top of each other, he pushed them out from the middle of his chest and lowered from the waist. Zhēnzhū’s hands were full of her parasol and basket, so she opted for a more traditional greeting and placed her fisted right hand over the left, moved her right foot back, and lowered her body in a quick dip. 
 
    “Wouldn’t it have been better to wait for the authorities than to tell a lie and threaten the man?” Zhēnzhū said when the greeting was over, her brows bunching in a frown. 
 
    The man glanced at her with a mischievous expression. “Not if it would have ruined your day waiting for them to arrive, and the man was obnoxious. Plus, it allowed me to introduce myself.” 
 
    His expression was reminiscent of one Jiā or Kuo would wear, but it made Zhēnzhū uneasy. She was grateful the man had helped, but she was displeased with his method. 
 
    “I would feel better if you hadn’t lied to him. I’ve never met you before, and you certainly aren’t my suitor,” Zhēnzhū said, unwilling to admit she had none. 
 
    “My name is Draven Pandareos. There, now we’ve met,” he said with a charming smile on his tanned face. 
 
    The market crowd shifted, and a bond-servant edged around Zhēnzhū, towing an Amah. Zhēnzhū stepped forward, trying to keep her expensive shoes from getting dirty from the dust the Amah’s wheels created. She breathed in a whiff of Draven’s musk when the movement forced her into closer proximity. Zhēnzhū turned her head, uncomfortable at being so close to him. 
 
    Draven’s smile widened, and he grasped her elbow as though she was off-balance. Zhēnzhū’s gut twisted when his hand found the small of her back. His grin never wavered as he stared into her eyes. 
 
    “And may I have the pleasure of knowing your name, Miss...?” 
 
    The absent word hung between them like an invitation. Zhēnzhū’s mind fumbled for the proper etiquette in this situation. Swallowing, Zhēnzhū tried not to be ensnared by his gaze. 
 
    “M-Miss Mèilì,” Zhēnzhū stuttered, offering her family name. 
 
    “No first name, Miss Mèilì?” Draven said, his tone teasing. 
 
    Zhēnzhū stepped back and nervously clenched her right hand. “For family and friends, yes. Not for strangers.” 
 
    “And I, the gallant soldier that I am, have proven unworthy of your given name and have been ranked as a stranger? Even though I saved you from that appalling man?” Draven said, theatrically clutching his heart. 
 
    Zhēnzhū chuckled but shook her head, causing the ornaments on her hair sticks to swing lightly. “It wouldn’t be proper, Mr. Pandareos.” 
 
    Draven raised a brow. “If we’re going to be proper, then I suppose you must call me Lord Pandareos.” 
 
    “L-Lord? Please forgive me, I didn’t realize,” Zhēnzhū said, flabbergasted. 
 
    Her heart jerked and skittered, teetering between elation and embarrassment. It wasn’t often that she met someone so prestigious. Zhēnzhū wondered if her unruly hair was still in place. 
 
    Lord Pandareos’s expression was bemused. “I should be the one apologizing to you for the confusion. Your reaction is why I usually hide my status when I’m visiting somewhere. I’d rather be treated like a soldier than a lord.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have known you were in the military except for your gun. For someone who wants to be treated as a soldier, I’m surprised you aren’t wearing your uniform, Lord Pandareos,” Zhēnzhū said, swiftly moving the conversation away from her bumbling reaction. 
 
    “I was given a brief leave from the action in the Wastelands, so I came here at the request of a friend to meet someone special. I’m glad I did,” Lord Pandareos said, his pale blue eyes lingering on her face. 
 
    Zhēnzhū felt a flush creep up her neck and stain her cheeks. Mentally shaking herself, she said, “It must be so terrible to fight the people of the north. Especially when you might have known some of them from before the split.” 
 
    “War is always awful, Miss Mèilì. No matter which side you’re on,” Lord Pandareos said, the corners of his mouth tightening in a frown. 
 
    Zhēnzhū closed her eyes, realizing she had made another blunder. Of course, he wouldn’t want to talk about the war. He probably had unpleasant memories, and the war showed no signs of ending soon. 
 
    Forcing a cheerful on her face, Zhēnzhū shifted the topic again. “Will you be staying in Wen Kroy long?” 
 
    “Long enough to see the sights, but I’ll have to leave the day after tomorrow,” Lord Pandareos said. 
 
    Lord Pandareos maneuvered his body in the crowded market, creating an opening for Zhēnzhū to walk through. Gesturing, Lord Pandareos waited for her to pass. He walked beside Zhēnzhū to the fishmonger’s stall near the river. Passing a merchant selling jewelry, Zhēnzhū heard a familiar voice and winced. 
 
    “Are you sure this is authentic jade? The color is perfect for her, but it must be real. And expensive. She has to know my intentions are serious, and my affection won’t change; not today, not tomorrow, and not next year,” Huan said to the merchant. 
 
    Zhēnzhū lowered her paper parasol to prevent Huan from seeing her pass, but she wasn’t quick enough. Huan’s eager, dark eyes lit on her form, springtime love apparent in his enthusiastic demeanor. Zhēnzhū wanted to pretend that she hadn’t seen him when he bowed happily, but courtesy demanded that she return his greeting. Which meant that she had to bow lower because of her social rank. 
 
    Lord Pandareos paused next to her, his eyes on the young man. “Another suitor?” 
 
    “No, he was my pupil until recently, but he has moved to a private tutor for the college entrance exams,” Zhēnzhū said quickly, trying to correct the erroneous assumption. 
 
    “Miss Mèilì, what do you think of this bracelet? Do you like it?” Huan said, watching her keenly for any sign of interest. 
 
    Zhēnzhū caged a sigh behind her clenched teeth. “I’m sure it would look lovely on many girls.” 
 
    Huan laid down a pile of scrip for the bracelet and turned back to her. Holding it out with both hands, he said, “I want you to have this gift as a token of my affection, Miss Mèilì.” 
 
    A few people in the crowd stopped to watch. Everyone loved a public love confession, even Zhēnzhū. She had just never expected to receive one—and not from Huan. 
 
    “Mr. Xing, we’ve already talked about this. Many times. I cannot accept this gift or any gift from you. It isn’t proper,” Zhēnzhū whispered harshly. 
 
    Huan stepped closer, the dark half-moons beneath his eyes a testament to how many sleepless nights. “Baba and Mama won’t let me see you when you come to the house, and I can’t stop thinking about you. I’m in love with you, Zhēnzhū. I’ll say it as many times as I need to in order to make you understand.” 
 
    “No, you’re in love with the idea of me, Mr. Xing,” Zhēnzhū said, shifting her weight backward. 
 
    Huan stared at her, his young eyes full of hurt. “I know what I feel for you is real. I know it!” 
 
    Zhēnzhū shook her head, but Huan grabbed her hand, trying to force the bracelet onto her wrist. The basket on her arm tipped, almost spilling its contents. Angry, Zhēnzhū yelled, “No, stop!” 
 
    Lord Pandareos stepped in front of her and yanked Huan’s hand away. “The lady has refused your advances, boy. I suggest you stop bothering her.” 
 
    “Who are you? Do you know who you’re talking to? I’m Lord Xing’s son,” Huan said, puffing out his chest. 
 
    Zhēnzhū gritted her teeth. Huan had made the situation worse by announcing his identity. Now everyone within the vicinity would know who they were, and they would be the primary topic of conversation at every breakfast table. Zhēnzhū wished she could make Huan understand that his actions were harmful to both of them and that his feelings were not an excuse for his behavior. 
 
    Lord Pandareos’s fist tightened around Huan’s hand, and the boy winced. “Well, Lord Xing’s son, I hope this isn’t the way your countrymen treat women. Miss Mèilì is lovely, but she doesn’t deserve to be accosted by you.” 
 
    Huan’s brows snapped down. “I’m not accosting her. I love her, and I will provide a good home for her!” 
 
    Huan wildly swung his free hand at Lord Pandareos. Thrown off-balance when Lord Pandareos released him, he fell to the ground, dirtying the silk suit he wore. He stood, hastily wiping his clothes while his face burned with humiliation. Zhēnzhū’s heart wrenched in her chest. 
 
    She had known Huan since he was a young boy, and she cared for him as a student. Zhēnzhū hadn’t wanted him to suffer public embarrassment, and she desperately wished she could start the day over. She would start by picking a different pair of shoes to wear to the market. 
 
    “Mr. Xing—Huan—please, stop this. I would never return your affections because...because I’m in love with someone else!” Zhēnzhū exclaimed, her skin burning at the words. 
 
    It wasn’t exactly a lie. Zhēnzhū was in love with someone else. She just didn’t know who yet. 
 
    Surprised at her outburst, Lord Pandareos and Huan turned toward her. Zhēnzhū’s stomach coiled into a knot as she silently willed her words to be believable. Even pretending to have Lord Pandareos as her suitor would be preferable to the burgeoning crowd around them. 
 
    Understanding lit Lord Pandareos’s eyes, and Zhēnzhū thought she saw a gleam of triumph in their pale depths. The brief expression unsettled Zhēnzhū as Lord Pandareos stepped toward her, placing a hand at her waist. Zhēnzhū flinched at the contact but didn’t pull away. She didn’t want more attention from the throng of people around them. 
 
    “Miss Mèilì is not in love with you," Lord Pandareos said, leaving little room for error about who she was in love with. 
 
    Huan’s hurt eyes folded into his face, his shattered expression causing the new, wispy mustache on his upper lip to droop toward his chin. “But that can’t be. I’ve never seen you around Zhenz—I mean, Miss Mèilì.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’ve been watching her,” Lord Pandareos said, a challenge in his tone. 
 
    Huan’s face turned two shades of red before he defensively sputtered, “It isn’t a crime to look at someone so lovely. Many men watch her. She’s just too humble and modest to notice them!” 
 
    Lord Pandareos glanced at Zhēnzhū, and she dipped her head down, staring at the toes of her once beautiful flower pot shoes. Now when she looked at them, they would only remind her of this day. The joyful butterflies on them now seemed as dull as Zhēnzhū’s reason for wearing them to the market. 
 
    “Huan, correct?” Lord Pandareos said, waiting for Huan’s nod. “You seem like a decent boy, but a word of advice is that a true man always respects a lady when she says ‘no.’ Her reason doesn’t matter as much as how you respond to it. Miss Mèilì is pretty, but I’m sure she isn’t the only fair young woman in Wen Kroy.” 
 
    “If you think that, then you’re not worthy of her,” Huan said irritably. 
 
    “Miss Mèilì has politely declined your affections. Are you willing to move on?” 
 
    Huan straightened his suit and stood tall. “I’m willing to wait for her to come to her senses,” he announced obstinately. 
 
    The watching crowd twittered over his response, and some of them groaned at the hard-headedness associated with the youthful endeavors of love. Lord Pandareos sighed, and Zhēnzhū’s shoulders slumped. She had hoped that Lord Pandareos’s small speech had removed the cotton ball permanently wedged between Huan’s ears. 
 
    Huan walked past Zhēnzhū, and Lord Pandareos kept a careful eye on him. Zhēnzhū averted her face from her former student. She had spoken her piece, and there was nothing more for her to say. 
 
    After Huan left, Lord Pandareos escorted Zhēnzhū through the rest of the market. She quickly made her purchases, too tired and stressed to haggle for eggs, and left the market. Lord Pandareos proved to be a charming companion, but Zhēnzhū went home, wishing he had left her alone. 
 
    Something about him bothered her. Maybe it was Lord Pandareos’s tall presence. It made her conspicuous among the crowd after the incident with Huan, and it felt like every eye was on them. 
 
    Or maybe they were gossiping about her. 
 
    Either way, Zhēnzhū was relieved to pull open the door to her family’s compound. Later that day, Zhēnzhū realized what it was about Lord Pandareos that perturbed her. She’d never told him the rickshaw driver had started pestering her because of her shoes. 
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    A Calamity 
 
   The manservant answered Zhēnzhū’s buzz as she organized her teaching plan in her mind. Walking through the small door on the right side of the main entrance, Zhēnzhū thanked the man like she typically did, noticing that his face seemed more dour than usual. Before Zhēnzhū stepped beneath the walkway lining the inside of the Xing family’s compound, the man roughly motioned for her to stop. 
 
    Surprised, Zhēnzhū’s gentle shuffle slowed to a halt. The quiet little man looked around quickly to make sure he wasn’t being observed. Assured that they were alone, he scampered toward Zhēnzhū and pretended to secure the door, pulling a lever that made the locks coil into place with a faint grinding noise. 
 
    “Lady Xing is in a foul mood today. She heard some upsetting news last night during a dinner with another household. You are always nice to me, so I want you to know to be careful around her,” the man whispered, his voice guttural and scratchy from infrequent use. 
 
    The nerves beneath Zhēnzhū’s skin froze in her body, creating a nervous twitch in her right hand. It was an effort to nod politely at the man as she closed her paper parasol. “Thank you for the information.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s mind raced as the small man walked toward the servant’s quarters on the right side of the building. She wondered if Lady Xing had heard about what happened at the market. Surely Huan hadn't mentioned anything. 
 
    Forcing her small feet to move forward in their cheap slippers with hand-sewn clouds, Zhēnzhū tried to push her frantic thoughts away. Surely, Lady Xing would have heard about the incident in the market several days ago. If it was at a dinner with another household, perhaps it had to do with Lord Xing’s government position. No one wanted to fall out of favor with the Emperor. 
 
    Reassured, Zhēnzhū continued toward the Xing family’s main living quarters and pushed the top brass button on a panel that would ring the bell. Zhēnzhū tried to calm her mind while she waited for the Amah to come to the bamboo painted silkscreen door. The screen door silently slid open, and Zhēnzhū began to take off her slippers. 
 
    The Amah’s wheels had not squeaked a warning about its proximity, so the manservant must have fixed it again. Zhēnzhū glanced up to hand the Amah her slippers and stilled. The Amah hadn’t opened the door. 
 
    Lady Xing stood on the threshold of the main living quarters, staring at Zhēnzhū with dark, frigid eyes housed in a body that exuded contempt. Zhēnzhū’s stomach plummeted to her small feet. There was no longer any doubt in Zhēnzhū’s mind what Lady Xing had heard about, and it did not bode well that Lady Xing had come to fetch Zhēnzhū. 
 
    The Amah scooted up behind Lady Xing, patiently waiting to fulfill its duties. With a pang, Zhēnzhū realized it wasn’t the model with a quirky squeak. It was the newest edition Amah on the market, sporting a more defined face, additional service features, and a chrome-colored cast instead of brass and copper. 
 
    “I would like to see you in my drawing-room,” Lady Xing said, her quiet voice lined with shards of ice. 
 
    Lady Xing’s words weren’t a suggestion, and Zhēnzhū pressed her right hand against her side, squeezing the material of her long sleeve. Going into Lady Xing’s drawing-room had never been a pleasant experience, and there was never any way to avoid it. Zhēnzhū swallowed nervously. 
 
    “O-of course. I’ll let the children know that today will be an independent study day,” she said. 
 
    Pivoting on her socked feet, Lady Xing didn’t bother to acknowledge Zhēnzhū’s statement before she started up the stairs. Lady Xing’s hair ornaments swayed in the copious hair rolls on top of her head, ominously clinking with each step. Zhēnzhū slowly deposited her slippers with the new Amah, waiting for Lady Xing to clear the top of the stairway before she followed her. 
 
    When Zhēnzhū arrived at the little classroom, she wrote her instructions on the board for Da and Xiu. Pressing the button on the wall to close the silkscreen door behind her, Zhēnzhū’s heart thumped heavily against her ribs, kicking like the rabbit. She tried to remember the events at the market precisely as they had transpired. Raising a knuckle, Zhēnzhū rapped softly on one of the wooden slats behind the floral painted silk on the screen. 
 
    The panel slid open, and Zhēnzhū walked around another new Amah. Apparently, the Xing’s had bought more than one and had a new Amah model’s servicing the upstairs. Lady Xing was already seated, and Zhēnzhū waited for her to gesture that she could join her. The chrome Amah rolled smoothly toward a tea station at the back of the room, placing a tea set on a tray. 
 
    When the Amah placed the teapot on the table, Lady Xing waited until both smooth-sided cups were placed in front of the two seats. Lady Xing turned the teacup that would have been Zhēnzhū’s upside down. Zhēnzhū’s breath hitched, and she felt the deliberate slight like a stinging slap against her pride. Wordlessly turning the cup at her seat upside down was equivalent to cursing at Zhēnzhū —and just as loud. 
 
    Zhēnzhū wasn’t sure whether she should wait for the gesture that would allow her to sit, remain standing, or sink to her knees in a kowtow. Whatever Lady Xing had heard, it could not have been the truth. If she knew what happened at the market, she would understand that Zhēnzhū was blameless and innocent. The only thing Zhēnzhū could be faulted for was the vanity of her flower bowl shoes. 
 
    Watching Zhēnzhū through narrowed eyes, Lady Xing curtly held her hand out to the seat opposite her. Zhēnzhū sat, her emotions churning as the Amah poured the steaming tea into Lady Xing’s small cup. The russet liquid rushed toward the top of the container, and Lady Xing waited until the Amah had finished pouring before speaking. 
 
    “I was at the Ping’s residence last night when I heard something that was greatly distressing for my family.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Zhēnzhū stumbled out of the Xing’s family compound, ignoring the manservant’s concerned and soft inquiry. Her hands trembled while she tried to open the paper parasol Xìnì had painted a meadow on. Lady Xing hadn’t believed Zhēnzhū 's side of the story. According to her, Zhēnzhū had seduced Huan into loving her so she could improve her social status. Seduced him! 
 
    As though Zhēnzhū would ever stoop to such a tactic, let alone with a mere boy. It was as ludicrous a notion as anyone thinking Zhēnzhū would end up marrying Kuo. Indignation and anger burned through Zhēnzhū’s veins, keeping her legs steady as she made her way home. 
 
    Lady Xing’s reprimand for Zhēnzhū’s supposed actions had been swift and harsh, and Zhēnzhū had been grateful that no one was around to hear it. If Lady Xing’s echoing words were any indication, she would spread rumors, warning the other mother’s in the town of Zhēnzhū’s depravity. 
 
    Zhēnzhū had even gotten on her knees and executed a kowtow, her head to the floor with prostrate arms. She had begged Lady Xing to understand her predicament. In the end, Zhēnzhū had still been let go without a reference for future employment and was paid her remaining wage. Zhēnzhū had insisted on that courtesy and was lucky Lady Xing had obliged. 
 
    A rickshaw driver yelled at Zhēnzhū, and an old, spotted hand grabbed her, preventing her from crossing the street into the rickshaw’s path. Startled, Zhēnzhū glanced at her surroundings and turned to thank the person who had helped her, but no one was there. Zhēnzhū noticed a familiar Temple, one of many on the continent of Milgrim dedicated to the Great Spirit. A fat, soggy droplet plinked against the paper parasol Zhēnzhū held, winding toward the edge before dropping to the dirt. 
 
    Dismayed, Zhēnzhū glanced up. Her terrible day had somehow gotten worse. Irritation flickered in her heart, and she turned away from the Temple. 
 
    “Why is this happening?” Zhēnzhū muttered bitterly. 
 
    Her leaden heart moaned and thumped dully, crying at the injustice that had been done against her. When Zhēnzhū trudged into the Mèilì family compound, her sodden hemline and slippers were caked with mud from the weather’s wayward change, but the parasol had held up beneath the rain’s onslaught before it stopped. Zhēnzhū hoped no one but Amah was home to see her release the acrid tears clinging to the backs of her eyes and throat. 
 
    The heavy iron door clanked shut behind Zhēnzhū, and Mama emerged from the kitchen wearing the blue apron and hat uniform from the hospital. Zhēnzhū’s shoulders slumped, and she pressed her tongue against the roof of her mouth to control the sob hovering inside of it. It was one of the rare days during the week that Mama had gotten home early from her shift at the hospital. 
 
    Mama’s curious blue eyes quickly surveyed Zhēnzhū, and her face creased in concern before she held out her arms. The wail locked in Zhēnzhū’s chest rumbled out, heaving her outrage and grief into the air as she ran toward Mama. Burying her head against Mama’s shoulder, Zhēnzhū cried until her throat was scratchy, and her lips tasted of salt. 
 
    “Would you like to tell me what happened?” Mama asked softly, brushing back Zhēnzhū’s pale brown hair. 
 
    Zhēnzhū sucked in a breath, expelling it on the words, “Lady Xing said horrible things about my character, and she fired me!” 
 
    The troubled expression on Mama’s face deepened, her ears catching on Zhēnzhū’s words. Ire at Lady Xing pricked Mama deeply in the chest, but she refrained from comment until she had the entire story. When Zhēnzhū was finished telling her what had happened, Mama took a breath and tried to help her oldest daughter sort out her own emotions. 
 
    “Zhēnzhū, what bothers you the most: what Lady Xing said, or what others might think?” 
 
    Zhēnzhū sniffled, wiping her nose on her sleeve in an unladylike manner. “Both bother me, but what she might say to others bothers me more.” 
 
    “Why does that bother you more?” Mama gently prompted her. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s face scrunched up angrily. “Because it’s a lie! I would never do that.” 
 
    “I know you wouldn’t, Zhēnzhū, but many lies are told every single day. All for different reasons. Some of them, like this one, might even be about you.” 
 
    “You mean, someone else might be saying something else about me that isn’t true?” Zhēnzhū said, her pale face clouding. 
 
    Mama nodded. “Yes, and if you get caught up in the opinions of others, you’ll cause yourself no end of trouble, my darling girl.” 
 
    “But, Mama, no one will like me or invite me to any more tea ceremonies if they believe those lies.” 
 
    “You’re right, they won’t. At least, the people who don’t know you won’t, but the people who do know you—and love you—will never question your character when they hear something contrary to it,” Mama said wisely. 
 
    Zhēnzhū belligerently shook her disheveled head. “It isn’t right to lie or spread lies with disregard for the truth. Why do people do such things?” 
 
    Mama’s years of experience dwelled in her eyes, and she smiled kindly. “Because people are prone to folly, and even we are not exempt.” 
 
    “I know I make mistakes, but I don’t think I’m prone to folly,” Zhēnzhū murmured, removing her brown-caked slippers at the front of the family room and walking inside. 
 
    Mama stared at Zhēnzhū’s dainty shoes, and her eyes crinkled with amusement. Zhēnzhū sat at the low table where Mama had a woven sewing basket containing bandages she had prepared for the hospital. Her hands never idle during the day. 
 
    “No? What about the pride you’re holding onto regarding how unjust this situation is, or the vanity you have regarding your small feet, or the desire for expensive things that you can’t quite hide, or—” 
 
    “Okay, stop! You’ve made your point, Mama. I’m prone to folly too,” Zhēnzhū said with a disgruntled sigh. 
 
    Mama chuckled. “Follies are wonderful opportunities to learn about yourself and grow into a better person. Think of them as burdens on this pilgrimage of life. You don’t want to carry them around forever, do you?” 
 
    “No, I don’t, but what if I collect new ones?” Zhēnzhū said, her brows furrowing. 
 
    A broad grin split Mama’s face, and she reached over to gently tap Zhēnzhū between her eyebrows. “That’s why we have the Great Spirit’s words to help guide us. I know you’re upset and worried about what happened. You have every right to be. But don’t let those feelings define the path you take when tomorrow’s sun blooms across the sky.” 
 
    “But what about the scrip I earn to help with the payment on the compound while Baba is gone?” Zhēnzhū asked, her tone laden with stress and worry. 
 
    “Don’t fret about that right now. I’ll manage fine until you can find another position. I know you miss the nice things we once had, but I don’t want you to keep striving for the things of the past. Don’t let thoughts of scrip or lucre fill your head,” Mama said gently. 
 
    Zhēnzhū didn’t ask Mama how she knew the deepest desires of her heart. One look at Zhēnzhū 's side of her shared bedroom would reveal what she spent any extra lucre coins she had on: hairpins, jewelry, and shoes. Things that were frivolous and not much use in the life she had now. 
 
    “It isn’t bad to want nice things, is it?” Zhēnzhū said softly, her fingers playing with the edge of her kaftan. 
 
    “No, Zhēnzhū, it isn’t. But people who love scrip never have enough of it, and they sorely miss the real treasures in life while they try to hold onto it. I don’t want that for any of my daughters because life holds so much more joy than material things.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū nodded, understanding what Mama said in more ways than she wanted. Her Mama left her to quietly contemplate, soaking in the words that had been spoken. As she left her eldest daughter, Mama hoped that Zhēnzhū would choose to shelter her heart in wisdom instead of money because wisdom preserved life in ways that money never could. 
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    Financial Burdens 
 
      
 
   The days following the loss of her job with the Xing family weighed heavily on Zhēnzhū. She wasn’t ready to look for a new job yet, but Mama’s wise words were still fresh in her mind. Zhēnzhū was determined to keep her mind off the financial problem her job loss may cause. Scrip wasn’t the most essential thing in the world, and Zhēnzhū wanted to have faith the Great Spirit would not put her family through any further hardships. 
 
    So, Zhēnzhū decided to make herself useful at home. It would help to occupy her mind if she kept busy. She tied her pale brown hair into neat braids and looked at her reflection in the bedroom mirror. Zhēnzhū’s turquoise eyes stood out against the small, red streaks in the white of her eyes, an unattractive consequence of so much crying. Sighing, Zhēnzhū straightened her kaftan. 
 
    This morning, Zhēnzhū thought she would try to make Mama’s morning tea, giving Shìyán extra rest. Amah was poised at the back of the kitchen. Zhēnzhū ticked the small lever to heat the tea kettle. The kettle whirred and spit out a puff of steam before stopping completely. Zhēnzhū frowned and tried to turn the gears to fix the pot. 
 
    “What’s wrong with this thing?” Zhēnzhū muttered. 
 
    Zhēnzhū decided to make the short walk from the kitchen to the family room where she knew Shìyán would be. Shìyán had taken the day off from her volunteer work to complete the family’s mending. When Zhēnzhū walked in, a large woven basket full of the family’s clothes sat next to Shìyán as she worked on a pair of Jiā’s wide pants. 
 
    “Something is wrong with the tea kettle, Shìyán,” Zhēnzhū complained. “I need to make the tea before Mama wakes up.” 
 
    Shìyán paused, needle balanced between her thumb and forefinger. “It’s old, so sometimes it takes a while. If it stops on you, wiggle the gears to the left, and push the lever a few times. It should work.” 
 
    Grimacing, Zhēnzhū returned to the kitchen and pushed the gear back one more. The kettle sputtered to life, pops of steam coughing out of the spout. By the time Zhēnzhū delivered the tea to Mama’s room, she was already awake and preparing to leave for the hospital. 
 
    “I’m sorry the tea is late, Mama,” Zhēnzhū said. 
 
    In a rush to reach Mama, she stubbed her toe against the ghost-tripping threshold. Zhēnzhū stumbled forward, sending teacup crashing to the ground. Shattered shards of the ivory cup floated on the small puddle of dark tea staining the floor. Zhēnzhū stared at the mess, feeling as jagged and fractured as the damaged pottery. 
 
    Mama stopped tying her blue nurse’s apron and placed a gentle hand on Zhēnzhū’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, Zhēnzhū. Let your heart rest before trying to push yourself with new tasks,” she said calmly. 
 
    Zhēnzhū wiped a frustrated tear from her pale cheek. “I can’t stay home and do nothing,” she said in a strained voice. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    Despite the potential rumors about her, Zhēnzhū decided to look for another gevernis position. She had heard of a few families that might be looking for one, and it was a work she was familiar with. Zhēnzhū was aware that the Li family had recently lost a gevernis who left to care for her ailing mother. 
 
    The Li’s compound wasn’t very large or impressive, but there was a certain charm about it that gave Zhēnzhū hope. A tall red-painted frame surrounded the metal door, and Zhēnzhū rang the bell. The gears inside the door clicked before the door was pulled open by a housekeeper. Lady Li stood in the courtyard with an Amah. 
 
    Zhēnzhū bowed deeply, but Lady Li didn’t return the greeting or invite Zhēnzhū inside. “Good afternoon, Lady Li,” she said, straightening. “I wanted to ask if you were still looking for a gevernis.” 
 
    “No,” Lady Li responded curtly. “I have no need for a gevernis with your…qualifications.” 
 
    The doors closed with a thud before Zhēnzhū could respond. Worry gnawed at Zhēnzhū’s mind, but she hoped Lady Li had filled the vacancy. The other explanation for Lady Li’s behavior wasn’t something Zhēnzhū wanted to contemplate. She continued to the next family. 
 
    Lady Tran looked at Zhēnzhū with disgust, motioning for her manservant to close the doors before Zhēnzhū could utter a word. Zhēnzhū’s eyes burned with tears, but she refused to cry again. Straightening her shoulders, Zhēnzhū slowly turned away from the Tran’s entrance and walked down the road. When Zhēnzhū reached the edge of the Tran compound wall, she heard a loud voice burst over it. 
 
    “Can you believe she would come here?” 
 
    Mortified, Zhēnzhū stopped. She recognized that voice. It was Lady Xing, and Zhēnzhū didn’t have to wonder why she was at the Tran’s compound—or who she was talking about. 
 
    “I know,” Lady Tran replied in a hushed voice. 
 
    Lady Xing’s hateful words slithered toward Zhēnzhū, biting her with their venom. “I used to like that girl, but she has a degrading character because of her circumstances. It would disgrace anyone to hire someone who would stoop to seducing the oldest son.” 
 
    “It’s so unfortunate, and you endured so much,” Lady Tran said sympathetically. 
 
    Lady Xing huffed. “What’s unfortunate is that I suspected she was that type of girl from the beginning, but I decided to give her a chance anyway.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū couldn’t continue listening. It was apparent that Lady Xing was spinning tales about Zhēnzhū that would ensure that Zhēnzhū would not find work. Zhēnzhū’s shoulders slumped, and the worry in her mind burgeoned into fear. 
 
    The trek home was long and tiresome. Zhēnzhū knew Mama would bring home scrip from working at the hospital, but not enough to care for a family of five. It was essential to Zhēnzhū that, as the eldest daughter, she help Mama in any way she could. 
 
    A slight breeze cut through the late summer heat, but Zhēnzhū couldn’t enjoy it. The thought of her reputation being so tarnished was enough to turn her stomach. Zhēnzhū tried to remind herself that she didn’t need to care about other people’s opinions, but she wished she was as thick-skinned as Jiā. Closing the iron door of the compound, Zhēnzhū’s embroidered slippers scraped carelessly against the dirt in the courtyard, and she sat on the step in front of the leaning pagoda. 
 
    “It would be a shame if that pitiful expression stuck to your face.” 
 
    A corner of Zhēnzhū’s mouth sadly curled up. Uncle Tānlán’s Loatus Revoh hadn’t been parked in front of the compound. Usually, she would be pleased to see him, but today she didn’t want to see anyone. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s voice dismally quivered. “Nothing is going right.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Uncle said with concern. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s fingers ran across the chain stitch at the edge of her green kaftan. “Well…I was fired by Lady Xing. Now, I have no way to bring home scrip, and my reputation is so diminished that no one will hire me. People have been told a skewed version of something that happened, but I’m bearing the consequences. If I can’t get a job, how will I help Mama?” 
 
    Uncle stroked his chin, listening. “I see. You’re afraid you won’t be able to help your mother with her burden.” 
 
    “Yes, but I also don’t want people to think something about me that isn’t true. I don’t know how to fix this, Uncle. I can’t watch Mama work herself to death trying to home intact.” 
 
    “Then you should find a different solution,” Uncle suggested. “Perhaps it’s time that you considered marriage.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū was shocked by Uncle’s advice. “Mama thinks I’m too young to be married.” 
 
    Uncle Tānlán nodded firmly in agreement. “You’re too young to be married, but not too young to find a serious suitor. In the north, girls your age often find suitors.” 
 
    “How can I find a husband if I can’t even find a job?” Zhēnzhū argued. 
 
    Ha waved his hand in the air, brushing away her concerns. “With the right suitor, you wouldn’t need to worry about your reputation. If you are really anxious over your family’s financial burdens, then you should carefully consider your options.” 
 
    Uncle Tānlán’s and Mama’s words unspooled in her mind, knotting together. Zhēnzhū found herself struggling to decide which string to follow. The chime of the chronometer jarred Zhēnzhū from her thoughts. 
 
    “These decisions are not made in a moment. I remember days past when I was plagued by bad fortune. Lost investments that would break a man.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū was surprised. “I didn’t know you had any financial struggles.” 
 
    Uncle nodded gravely. “I’ve had my share of unfortunate financial difficulties. Your mother would know. The same investment that impacted your father also had a drastic effect on me.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have guessed,” Zhēnzhū replied with piqued interest. “Mama and Baba never explained what happened in detail. How did you manage to recover?” 
 
    Uncle Tānlán smirked. “That was gained through hard work and determination. I continued to trust my instincts, and I did whatever I needed to do to get off the ground.” 
 
    “I wish I could trust my instincts.” 
 
    Briefly patting Zhēnzhū’s shoulder with his large hand, Uncle checked the chronograph on his wrist for the time. “First, you need to understand what your instincts are telling you. Unfortunately, I need to leave to find a taxiquin for a meeting in the business district. I wanted to see your mother, but I don’t have the time. Tell Shìyán I said thank you for letting me inside.” 
 
    After Uncle Tānlán left, Zhēnzhū pondered his words. Zhēnzhū concluded that Mama was right.  She was too young to consider marriage. 
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    Southern Tea Ceremony 
 
   When Zhēnzhū walked into the bustling postal service that morning, she was surprised to see that the air tube allotted to the Mèilì family was full. Zhēnzhū reached her hand into the spotted brass pipe’s entrance, extracting the rolled and folded pieces of parchment. She quickly rifled through them, scooting to the side so the person next to her could reach their mail air tube. Her heart tightened before it sank, shriveling in her chest when she noticed some of the bills were marked “past due” with red ink. 
 
    Mama had assured her that there would be nothing to worry about, but Zhēnzhū clearly saw how the family was beginning to struggle without the scrip she earned as a gevernis. Closing the metal fastening on the tube engraved 925 Plumfield Lane, Zhēnzhū walked out of the red and blue painted postal service. Separating the bills in her hand with a finger, Zhēnzhū looked at the rest of the mail. 
 
    She stopped on the postal services landing, surprised to see an embossed letter from a wealthy friend addressed to her and decorated with a pretty bow. Zhēnzhū’s fingers shook as she quickly unrolled the parchment, hoping that good news rested inside of the creamy paper. If the ill rumors being spread about Zhēnzhū had lost her the trust of a friend, she would be heartbroken. 
 
    Her turquoise eyes scanned the letter, a smile brightening her face as excitement glided through her veins like a taxiquin paid ten lucre. Liza Mason was inviting her to a tea ceremony! This could be an excellent opportunity for Zhēnzhū to meet other families that might not have heard the rumor about her. She could enjoy the delights of society while scouting for a new position. Opening her parasol, Zhēnzhū scurried home, eager to share the news with her sisters. 
 
    “Oh, you have to wear the flower bowl shoes Uncle Tānlán gave you! They are perfect for such an event,” Xìnì said excitedly. 
 
    Zhēnzhū glanced at the beautiful butterfly platform shoes she had placed on the low shelf, and a wrinkle of displeasure rippled across her face. “I don’t think I want to wear them after what happened in the market.” 
 
    “You can’t let one turn of bad luck deter you from wearing something so pretty,” Xìnì said, wheedling her sister. “Maybe they will provide good fortune this time, and you don’t have any others. Your old pair is too small, remember? You gave them to me last year.” 
 
    “I can go to the Temple and get a fortune marker for you and make a sachet for it. I’ll be sure to pray to the Great Spirit and get one marked for happiness and good fortune,” Shìyán kindly volunteered. 
 
    “Or you can make your own luck by sashaying in there and taking the room by storm!” Jiā declared, dramatically swaying across the room. 
 
    All the girls burst into fits of giggling but shrieked with laughter when Shìyán attempted to mimic Jiā’s sashay but stopped midway in embarrassment. When Mama arrived home, and everyone was having dinner around the table, Zhēnzhū told her about the invitation. The girls chatted spiritedly about what they could let Zhēnzhū borrow for the tea ceremony, but Mama remained quiet. 
 
    Noticing, Zhēnzhū tentatively said, “Should I not go?” 
 
    The girls’ conversation immediately ceased as they waited for Mama to respond. The only sound in the room was Amah. Its internal gears ground together while it gathered used dishes to take to the kitchen and place in the sink. Amah would rust if water got into its joints, so Shìyán would wash all the dishes after dinner as her daily chore. 
 
    “I have some concerns about the unprompted invitation, but if you really want to go Zhēnzhū, I won’t stop you,” Mama said slowly. 
 
    “What concerns do you have?” Jiā asked. 
 
    Mama shook her head. “Nothing that concerns any of you. I’m sure Zhēnzhū remembers what I said about the people who know her. If Liza is someone that Zhēnzhū thinks might help her during this time, it might be good for her to get away from familiar surroundings.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū thought about the words Mama had told her weeks ago and slowly lowered the small clump of rice between her chopsticks into her bowl. It didn’t take Zhēnzhū long to make her decision. Zhēnzhū was tired of catching people in town giving her dirty, distrustful looks. Maybe a change of scenery would provide her with new opportunities. 
 
    Zhēnzhū nodded. “I want to go.” 
 
    Xìnì sighed with jealousy. “I wish I were old enough to go to tea ceremonies. I’m sure I would have a grand time.” 
 
    “Not me. They’re too stuffy with a bunch of rules, and if you break one of them, you’ve broken them all,” Jiā said disagreeably. 
 
    “I think I would like to go to one—just to see what it’s like,” Shìyán said quickly, bashfully ducking her head. 
 
    “You aren’t missing much,” Jiā reassured her. “But if you would like to go, then I shall take you when you are older. That way, I can make sure nothing tries to spirit you away when I’m not looking.” 
 
    Shìyán’s eyes lit with fond pleasure at Jiā’s words. After dinner, Shìyán went to the kitchen to clean up while her sisters left to see what Zhēnzhū might want to borrow for her trip to Liza’s compound. Mama walked toward Shìyán, brushed the hair from her forehead, and gave her kiss on the top of her head. Shìyán smiled and continued her work, joining her sisters in their bedroom when she was finished. 
 
    “I can repaint some of the baubles on your hairpins,” Xìnì offered. 
 
    “Oh, would you? That would be wonderful,” Zhēnzhū said gratefully. 
 
    Jiā walked across the room with an aged red ribbon hanging from her hand. Baba had given it to her as a birthday present a few years ago. She had tucked the silk strand safely into her drawer, hoping that her carelessness wouldn’t destroy it. 
 
    “Here, maybe you can use this,” Jiā said earnestly. “It’s not much, but it’s the best I have.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū accepted it with a gracious smile. “Thank you, Jiā. I’ll take great care of your treasure.” 
 
    Xìnì unfolded a painted silk scarf from a box under the dresser and draped it across her arms. She had worked hard doing odd jobs for other families until she could afford to buy it. The scarf was Xìnì’s first attempt at painting silk, and it was a beautiful mix of swirling red, black, and white colors. Zhēnzhū had always admired it. 
 
    Xìnì grasped the fabric in her fingers, hesitantly presenting the scarf to Zhēnzhū. “This is my only painted silk, but…it will look good on you during the ceremony.” 
 
    “Thank you, Xìnì. I promise not to ruin it.” 
 
    Xìnì had tried to be mature about Zhēnzhū leaving. She was too old for emotional displays, but the thought of not seeing Zhēnzhū for an extended period crushed her effort to be strong. Xìnì tightly hugged Zhēnzhū, missing her already. Jiā never understood Xìnì’s burdens as well as Zhēnzhū. 
 
    Shìyán retrieved a small trinket from the depths of knotted cloth wrapping in her drawer. She touched it before cupping it in her hands. A tiny, copper goat rocked back and forth, animated by minute cogs that moved the figurine forward when a knob on its back was turned. 
 
    “You can’t wear it,” Shìyán said. “But…maybe, if you feel homesick, it will help you think of us.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū gently hugged her little sister, taking the goat figurine and holding it close to her chest. “I’m sure it’ll help me the most, Shìyán.” 
 
    Mama entered the rosy bedroom carrying an old brass box. The locking mechanism on it only opened when Mama twisted it into five different positions. Zhēnzhū’s mouth dropped open. Mama had managed to keep a few family heirlooms for the girls when they grew older, and the box was used to keep them safe. 
 
    “Mama, do we finally get to see what’s inside?” Zhēnzhū said, surprised that Mama had unearthed the chest from its hiding place. 
 
    “This is your first official tea ceremony,” Mama said fondly. “I think you’re old enough to receive this gift.” 
 
    Mama opened the box and withdrew a pale, jade pendant attached to a black silk ribbon necklace. Zhēnzhū stared at it in awe. She had seen real jade before but had never owned any. 
 
    Tears of happiness pricked Zhēnzhū’s eyes, and she wrapped Mama in a tight hug. “It’s beautiful, Mama. Thank you.” 
 
    “Wear it well, my little pearl,” Mama said, and pressed a finger over Zhēnzhū’s heart. “Don’t forget all of the ways you are rich right here.” 
 
    The girls laughed and teased each other so much that they barely finished helping Zhēnzhū pack, and her expected departure for Liza’s home quickly arrived. She was grateful that Mr. Hai had offered to let her ride in his personal automated transportation. Mr. Hai had suggested that Kuo accompany Zhēnzhū to ensure her safe arrival. 
 
    Liza lived on acres of land in Peony Valley, a prestigious area that was a three-day trip away from Caerstail, the capital city of southern Milgrim. Zhēnzhū met Liza when her family visited Wen Kroy on a business trip five years ago when they had considered opening a storefront in the small town. The two girls had eyed the same flower bowl shoes in a shop window, bonding quickly over fashion. 
 
    The Mason compound was as lavish as Zhēnzhū remembered from her youth. A large stone wall with thin, aged bamboo poles embedded in it was decorated by nature with neatly curling vines wrapped around them. The bronze door of the compound was overlaid with a sheet of gold that reflected the sunlight, casting shadows around the depths of the mechanical dragon mounted on it. Bronze and silver scales gleamed in the semidarkness, and its yellow sapphire eyes winked at visitors. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s legs were stiff from the hours-long ride in Mr. Hai’s automated palanquin. She thanked Kuo when he helped her exit the curtained box, and bid him farewell as the Mason family guards approached her with an Amah. The chrome Amah whirred, carrying her luggage into the compound. 
 
    “Zhēnzhū, who is that handsome young man who was with you,” Liza twittered when Zhēnzhū entered the compound’s courtyard. 
 
    Zhēnzhū almost didn’t recognize Liza beneath her powdered face and painted lips. Even her eyebrows had charcoal brushed across them. Zhēnzhū shook herself from the momentary shock of seeing an older Liza and hugged her friend. 
 
    “Who, Kuo? He and his grandfather live next to us,” Zhēnzhū said dismissively. 
 
    Liza puffed out her pink lower lip, tapping a fan against her palm, disappointed in Zhēnzhū’s vague answer. “I couldn’t imagine living next to someone so enticing. You must have your sights set on him.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū sputtered on a laugh, incredulously shaking her head. “Kuo is like a brother. You know I don’t have any suitors. I would have mentioned one in the letters I write.” 
 
    “What about that man with the cinnamon-colored eyes you’ve mentioned?” Liza said with a sly smile, flipping her fan open and fluttering it playfully at Zhēnzhū. 
 
    Zhēnzhū shyly ducked her head. “Oh, he’s Kuo’s tutor, but he’s not a suitor.” 
 
    “I see. If he’s only a tutor, then he isn’t suitable for marriage,” Liza said with disdain. “Never mind. You might find a suitor at the tea ceremony. What attire did you bring?” 
 
    “My outfit isn’t the newest fashion, but I added a unique design to it—and you should see Xìnì’s painted scarf!” Zhēnzhū said, tucking her embarrassment away. 
 
    Liza led Zhēnzhū through the elaborate courtyard, filled with pagodas and flowers. They passed large koi pond lined with willow trees, and the scent of peaches clung to the air when they arrived at the section of the compound housing Liza’s bedroom. 
 
    Zhēnzhū walked inside, astonished at the size of the room. It was twice as big as Zhēnzhū’s shared bedroom, and envy threaded her heart to her ribcage. Zhēnzhū shyly laid the outfit that she had chosen to wear for the tea ceremony on the soft mattress of the elaborately encased bed. Liza looked at the garment and shook her head. 
 
    “It’s pretty, but I think you would look better in one of my outfits,” Liza said kindly, pity shadowing her kohl-lined eyes. 
 
    Zhēnzhū stared at the set of clothes she had brought, hesitating. “My sisters helped me pick it out.” 
 
    Liza looked at Zhēnzhū and snapped her fan closed. “Trust me, once you try on the newest auqon top, you’ll never think of wearing something like that again.” 
 
    The offhand comment pricked Zhēnzhū’s pride. She knew Liza wasn’t trying to offend her, but the outfit Zhēnzhū had packed was the most expensive one that she owned. Liza rifled through her lattice screened closet for clothes that she thought would suit Zhēnzhū’s plump form and pale complexion. 
 
    “You’re naturally pretty, so you should look beautiful with the right clothing and jewelry,” Liza commented, walking past wooden racks of clothing carved with cranes and lily pads. 
 
    Tugging a few garments off of each rack, Liza presented her choice of outfit for Zhēnzhū. Awed, Zhēnzhū ran a hand over the wispy, light aquamarine silks and pale white lace pieces. It looked like something from the sea. Liza shoved them into Zhenzu’s hands. 
 
    “Try them on,” Liza insisted. “Mama will want to see this too. I’ll go get her.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū didn’t have the courage to protest as Liza stepped through the bamboo enforced doorway, sliding it closed behind her. Biting her lip, Zhēnzhū held the outfit against her body and looked in the mirror next to the closet. She wistfully sighed, deciding that it couldn’t hurt to put the clothes on. 
 
    Zhēnzhū looked at herself in the mirror again, smoothing a hand against the embroidery at her waist. It fit snuggly against curves she hadn't known that she had. Zhēnzhū wasn’t used to seeing herself look like a mature woman. She glanced at the garments lying on the bed that she had brought from home. 
 
    Maybe her sisters would understand if she didn’t wear what they had helped her pick out. Her reputation was already injured, and people might change their opinions if they saw her dressed like this. Zhēnzhū turned, examining herself in the mirror. 
 
    A nagging feeling frayed the joy blooming in her mind. The outfit was more mature than something Zhēnzhū would have picked for herself, but she wouldn’t say that to her friend. The outfit was more sophisticated than something Zhēnzhū would have chosen, but she wouldn’t say that to her friend. 
 
    The bamboo enforced door slid open, and Liza and Lady Mason stepped into the room. 
 
    “Oh, Zhēnzhū, you look more beautiful than I imagined,” Liza gushed. “I’m so jealous of your hair and skin tone. It looks better on you than it ever did on me.” 
 
    Lady Mason stood beside her daughter, laden with jewelry and dangling hairpins. “That attire certainly brings out your best qualities, Zhēnzhū.” The corner of her lips curled. “You should wear that to the tea ceremony. Will your intended be attending?” 
 
    “My intended?” Zhēnzhū said, looking at Liza with confusion. 
 
    “Yes, I heard from an acquaintance in Wen Kroy that a man announced himself as your suitor,” Lady Mason explained. 
 
    Liza’s eyes widened, and she wagged her fan at Zhēnzhū.  “You denied having any suitors when I asked, but I knew you wouldn’t have a neighbor that handsome without making him a suitor.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū vigorously shook her head. “No, what your Mama is referring to was a complete misunderstanding!” 
 
    Lady Mason wasn’t convinced, but she walked over to Zhēnzhū and placed one of her own hair ornaments into Zhēnzhū’s bronze coif. “That’s a shame. Your looks are lovely enough to overcome any social disadvantages, allowing you to make a good match with the right man. I could even take you to see our Matchmaker during your visit if you would like.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, but I would rather meet someone and get to know them before considering marriage,” Zhēnzhū said politely, seeing her red-cheeked reflection betray her discomfort. 
 
    “Well, there will be plenty of handsome young men at the tea ceremony in a few days,” Lady Mason said. Her long-sleeves and skirt dragged across the floor as she shuffled out of the room on flower bowl shoes that had a delicate willow pattern. 
 
    Liza placed her face next to Zhēnzhū’s in the mirror. Pursing her thickly painted lips, Liza tried not to notice how dull her hair and eyes looked next to Zhēnzhū’s even though they shared similar coloring. “We’ll be the most beautiful ladies there,” she said with a forced smile. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s stay at the Mason’s compound was unlike anything she had experienced at home.  There were no chores or expenses to worry about, and it was the first time Zhēnzhū had experienced a life of luxury. She and Liza spent days giggling as they walked around the compound and picked out clothes while talking about the young men Liza had her eyes on. 
 
    Zhēnzhū wasn’t ready for her time with the Masons to come to an end and was despondent when the day of the tea ceremony arrived. She dressed in the layers of sheer, aquamarine silk and white lace of Liza’s borrowed outfit, struggling with guilt when she noticed Xìnì’s painted scarf peeking out of her luggage. 
 
    She didn’t want to pass up the chance to wear something so magnificent. Walking over to Liza, Zhēnzhū gratefully accepted her help in applying the heavy pearl powder to her face and giggled when a brush-covered her lips in a rosy hue. A blue jade pendant enclosed inside of swirling silver and its matching hair-stick completed the ensemble. The silver droplets hanging from the hair-stick softly brushed Zhēnzhū’s shoulder. 
 
    Carefully shuffling on her gold-embroidered flower bowl shoes, Zhēnzhū entered the Hall of Stars building that was tucked into a corner of the compound. Zhēnzhū could feel eyes on her and heard the hushed whispers surrounding her. Her heart sunk before fluttering with hope when a group of women smiled at her. 
 
    “You look like a pearl dropped from the sea, my dear girl. Be careful not to steal all of the young men’s hearts,” teased one woman, fluttering a fan in front of her face. 
 
    Zhēnzhū bashfully smiled and stood beside Liza in the luxurious mahogany room, itching to touch carved walls and stained-glass windows that depicted celestial bodies. Liza greeted each guest until the last one arrived. Waiting until everyone had washed their hands, Liza assumed her position at the head of the lacquered cherrywood table. Last year, Lady Mason had presented Liza as an eligible match in society, and now it was Liza’s responsibility to serve the fragrant tea as a potential bride. 
 
    Zhēnzhū watched Liza clean each tool and gently whisk the powder and water together at a forty-five-degree angle in a hollow porcelain bowl. Malachite-colored foam rose to the top, forming a thick tea in the mountain-tea painted cup. Liza carefully turned the smooth-sided tea bowl so that the misty mountains faced the outside, and she placed it on the conveyor in the middle of the table. 
 
    When Liza pressed an inconspicuous button beneath the table where she knelt, and the star-covered canvas of the conveyor rolled toward the guest of honor seated to the right. Zhēnzhū watched the chiseled, dark young man drink the tea before Liza made a cup for the person next to him. After they had finished their matcha and the tea bowls were cleaned, the main ceremony ended with a deep, prolonged bow from Liza. 
 
    Afterward, Liza and Zhēnzhū waited until all of the guests were excused into the courtyard lit with strings of red paper lanterns. Low tables were placed in different areas with Amahs serving each one. Zhēnzhū’s stomach growled when she saw some of her favorite foods. 
 
    “What do you think?” Liza said, grinning. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Zhēnzhū replied. “I’d love to perform a tea ceremony someday.” 
 
    Liza nodded. “It’s a lot of hard work, but I’m Mama finally agreed to let me do it last year. Mama is waving to me now. It looks like she has found an eligible man to introduce to me. I’ll be back soon.’ 
 
    Zhēnzhū nodded, nervous about interacting with unfamiliar people without Liza by her side. Several men approached her, asking Zhēnzhū to join them at their table, but she cautiously declined. She found herself swept into the gathering, moving from crowd to crowd, and somehow a glass of plum wine ended up in her hand. 
 
    The smooth flavor invigorated Zhēnzhū. She felt unexpectedly giddy and brave. When the next young man approached Zhēnzhū, the plum wine loosened her tongue, and she flirted with him. Soon, a crowd of young men surrounded her, keeping her supplied with the wine. 
 
    A familiar face drew Zhēnzhū’s attention. Lord Pandareos sauntered toward her, and the moon brushed his crimson bufu. His angular face was half-hidden in shadows, but his smile sliced through her in the darkness. 
 
    “Lord Pandareos,” Zhēnzhū said, batting her lashes and giggling awkwardly. “I didn’t expect to see you here.” 
 
    “I could say the same of you, Miss Mèilì,” Lord Pandareos replied with a charming drawl. “Meeting you just cost me fifty scrip because I bet a friend that none of the ladies here would rival the sun—but I was wrong. You look absolutely stunning.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū coyly looked at him from beneath her lashes, her pink lips curling in a smile. “Thank you,” she said. “Do you know Lord and Lady Mason?” 
 
    Lord Pandareos feigned an injured look, “Well, I am a lord, but you don’t seem very pleased to see your suitor.” 
 
    “Another one?” quipped a redheaded young man near Zhēnzhū. “Come and join the crowd, then. We all want to court her.” 
 
    “Ah, but do you all have the scrip to support her?” Lord Pandareos gibed, placing a hand on Zhēnzhū’s back. 
 
    The young men groaned, and Zhēnzhū heard a man whisper to another. “I think that means she’s poor.” 
 
    “We aren't engaged,” Zhēnzhū said to the dispersing crowd. 
 
    Zhēnzhū turned toward Lord Pandareos with a frown, but her irritation fizzled beneath the plum wine when he handed her a sweet bun from a passing Amah. While Zhēnzhū nibbled on the delicacy, Lord Pandareos directed her toward the glimmering koi pond. Apricot and pearl koi fish swirled in its depths, swimming toward the surface when their shadows touched the water. 
 
    “Call me Draven,” Lord Pandareos said, reaching forward to trail a finger over the polished jade of her necklace. “Such an elegant necklace. It must have cost a lot of scrip.” 
 
    The intimate touch made Zhēnzhū aware of how close he was. Her cheeks burned as she took a mindful step back. 
 
    “Y-yes, I’m sure it is,” Zhēnzhū hiccupped. 
 
    “First, I saved you from a rickshaw driver, and then I saved you from a group of boring young men. Surely that deserves a kiss?” Lord Pandareos teased. 
 
    A memory fermented in her wine saturated mind, and her brows furrowed. “How did you know the rickshaw driver was bothering me about my shoes?” 
 
    Lord Pandareos’s shoulders tensed, and before he could respond, a familiar voice called Zhēnzhū’s name. Kuo’s sapphire Tang suit was lightly stitched with silver, accentuate his styled auburn, and Zhēnzhū was startled to see him look so mature. She had never been in a party setting with Kuo, and she abruptly became aware of their different social status. Humiliation scorched through Zhēnzhū’s veins when she realized that Kuo had overheard Lord Pandareos’s outrageous suggestion. 
 
    Kuo stepped up beside Zhēnzhū and gave a short bow to Lord Pandareos. “Excuse me,” Kuo said, his voice firm. “Excuse me, I have a message for Miss Mèilì from her sisters.” 
 
    “Oh, Kuo, I didn’t know you were coming,” Zhēnzhū said, right hand gripping the lace of her skirt. 
 
    Lord Pandareos’s eyes briefly narrowed as he sized up Kuo. “Of course. I’ll find you later, Miss Mèilì.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū turned toward Kuo as Lord Pandareos ambled away. “I’m so glad to see you. I hardly know anyone here, and—” 
 
    “What happened to the Zhēnzhū, I know?” Kuo interrupted. “You look like a stranger. I don’t like your outfit.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s confidence faltered beneath the verbal onslaught. She had expected Kuo to compliment her like everyone else, but Kuo’s words were insulting. Anyone at the tea ceremony could have offended Zhēnzhū, but hearing those words from Kuo choked the lingering joy from Zhēnzhū’s heart. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Zhēnzhū said defensively. “Of course, I look different. This is the first time I’ve worn something so nice.” 
 
    Kuo shook his head. “You’re prettier without this…stuff,” he said, sweeping his hand at her attire. “You’re playing the crowd like some kind of high-maintenance rich girl. That’s not who you are. The Zhēnzhū I know would never act this way.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s lips pressed into a firm line as Kuo spoke. “If you don’t like how I’m dressed, then that’s your opinion. You didn’t have to seek me out just to be rude.” 
 
    “There are people back home that love you for who you are. You don’t need to pretend to be someone like Liza Mason. All you need to be is be Zhēnzhū Mèilì because that is enough.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū was speechless. 
 
    When she didn’t respond, Kuo shook his head in disappointment. “If this is who you really want to be, then I won’t stop you.” 
 
    He began to walk away from her, stopping after a few steps to turn and lift his head. “Oh, and your sisters hope you’re having a good time.” 
 
    Feeling as though freezing cold water had been poured over her, Zhēnzhū watched him go. 
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    Different Path 
 
   Zhēnzhū tilted her chin up as she walked along the sidewalk of the bustling city street, determinedly placing the painted parasol in her hands at a jaunty angle. It didn’t matter that she had been refused employment as a gevernis yet again. The family hadn’t seemed that nice anyway, and the children were sure to be challenging to handle if their parents were any indication. 
 
    The sun’s bending rays tried to reach through the thin paper on the parasol covering Zhēnzhū’s face, bullying her dark thoughts in the light of day. Her mind was a mass of roiling frustration and shame, and deep in her heart, she knew that she was harsh in her assumptions of others. The whole situation was unfair in Zhēnzhū’s opinion. 
 
    Sighing, Zhēnzhū straightened her shoulders, and she sedately shuffled down the stone-packed sidewalk. Several men turned to watch her walk by, and Zhēnzhū’s chest tightened awkwardly at the unwanted attention. That was the type of thing that had caused this whole mess in the first place. 
 
    Rounding a corner, Zhēnzhū slowed as she took in the blue and purple buildings. The violet color was a new addition to the little city of Wen Kroy, and it was predominantly used in what was called ‘The Women’s Sector.’ The entire block of crowded, gable-roofed shops contained all manner of women’s clothing and accessories. Most of the people on this street were women, although a few were with their husbands, so Zhēnzhū immediately felt more at ease. 
 
    Zhēnzhū had never been inside of one, but there were days on her way home that she took a long way back for window shopping. She was particularly fond of examining the embroidery designs in each window, trying to figure out how she could replicate them. Most of what Zhēnzhū wore today was an imitation of the outfits she had seen in those windows last season, but none of the other women on the street would know that. 
 
    A hand touched Zhēnzhū’s arm, and her uneasy heart jumped, worried about a repeat of the incident at the market. But when she turned, Uncle Tānlán’s concerned face met hers. The stiff thread of fear lacing Zhēnzhū’s rigid body was snipped, and Zhēnzhū almost slumped in relief. 
 
    “Uncle, what are you doing in the Women’s Sector? Have you finally found a suitable woman we can call Aunt?” Zhēnzhū said, breathlessly teasing Uncle Tānlán to cover her reaction. 
 
    Uncle Tānlán’s dark, fuzzy brows drew down over his deep-set eyes, and he ignored her playful question while he carefully studied her face. “Are you alright, Zhēnzhū? I saw you at the crossroads as I was exiting the business sector, and I called your name, but you didn’t hear me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Uncle. I truly didn’t hear you,” Zhēnzhū said, uncomfortable at the prospect of admitting her most recent failure to procure a job. 
 
    “I gathered that. So, I followed you here. You seem to be deeply troubled. Is there anything I can help you with?” Uncle Tānlán’s eyes bored into Zhēnzhū’s, shifting as they read her expression. 
 
    The intensity of his gaze crept into Zhēnzhū’s consciousness, mining for the information she would rather keep private. Uncle Tānlán’s probing presence began to weigh on Zhēnzhū, making her feel uncomfortable. Something she had never experienced around him before. 
 
    Zhēnzhū smiled nervously, trying to shake off the feeling of discomfort. “I just came back from another interview for a gevernis position. I’m certain the lady of the house had no intention of hiring me, but only wanted to see the person shrouded in rumors.” 
 
    Explaining that she had failed once again, somehow allowed Zhēnzhū to feel marginally better. It put into perspective how the refusal of the upper echelon to hire her had nothing to do with her qualifications. Even though it hurt Zhēnzhū’s heart to have so many people unjustly prejudiced against her, she was starting to realize that it was time she took a different path into the future. Being a gevernis was no longer open to her. 
 
    “Uncle, I—I think I might have a concept of how I can help my family, but it might be crazy. You’re a businessman. Would you mind listening to my idea?” Zhēnzhū said, her heart quickening as she glanced at the shops around her. 
 
    Uncle Tānlán’s eyes narrowed imperceptibly before he smoothed his face into a complacent smile. “Of course, my dear. You know I want to help your family in any way I can.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū walked over to a display shop, and her turquoise eyes roved over the silk embroidery that swirled across each piece of clothing in a distinct pattern. Uncle Tānlán followed her, patiently waiting for her to speak. Gathering her courage, Zhēnzhū voiced the words running happily through her mind. 
 
    “I...I think I want to open my own business. A shoe shop that has lovely slippers and beautiful flower bowl shoes. Most of the designs I’m wearing are ones that I’ve copied from among the windows here on this street. I’m good at embroidery, and I think this is something that I could do,” Zhēnzhū said in a rush, her heart beating restlessly. 
 
    Uncle Tānlán nodded, his speculative gaze turned inward to personal thoughts. “You do have beautiful embroidery skills. I bet you get it from your mother. But have you thought of the overhead costs that would be needed to start such an endeavor? The building, materials, labor, advertising, these cost scrip upfront. If you don’t have the money, you need investors.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s uplifted spirit deflated. Her family didn’t have the capital to put toward such an undertaking, although she knew they would support her in any other way. There was only one person Zhēnzhū knew of who was rich and would also help her, and he was standing next to her. 
 
    “Would you like to be my first investor, Uncle?” Zhēnzhū asked timidly. 
 
    She wasn’t afraid of Uncle Tānlán’s answer. He had always been a supportive family friend, and he always helped Zhēnzhū and her sisters. However, it was her first time asking for help on something so big. Everything Uncle described sounded too big for Zhēnzhū to handle on her own, but if she couldn’t be a gevernis, then she had to try something else. 
 
    Uncle Tānlán’s expression shifted, darkening briefly. Watching him, Zhēnzhū felt doubt place slick fingers on her hope. This wasn’t a side of Uncle Tānlán that Zhēnzhū was used to seeing. It almost seemed...dangerous. But then he shook his head and met her gaze with a wan smile. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Zhēnzhū, but my business interests in southern Milgrim aren’t progressing as I had hoped. I’ve already placed too much scrip into my own endeavors, so I’m afraid I won’t be able to help you with yours.” 
 
    The doubt curled around Zhēnzhū’s hope squeezed, choking the vibrant life out of it. “Oh, uh, well, I understand, Uncle. It was a silly idea, anyway. Just a passing fancy, really. I had just realized that I can’t be a gevernis anymore, so I thought maybe I could try something else.” 
 
    Uncle’s keen gaze swept over her appearance, and he smiled. “My dear, there is another possibility you still haven’t explored that would provide you with a fine income and a way to support your family.” 
 
    “There is?” Zhēnzhū asked, raising her brows in surprise. 
 
    Uncle Tānlán nodded. “It isn’t as conventional as it used to be, but I know several young lords who would leap at the chance of taking a young woman as lovely as you for a wife.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s pert mouth opened on a silent ‘oh,’ and her innards recoiled at Uncle Tānlán’s words. “Are you suggesting that I marry for money?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t be the first woman to do so, and it isn’t a bad reason to get married,” Uncle Tānlán said. 
 
    “Uncle, that’s one of the worst reasons to get married!” Zhēnzhū said, aghast. 
 
    Shaking his head, Uncle Tānlán lightly placed his hand on her elbow and turned her to look at the strolling couples. “How many of those women do you think married for money? Most of them. A woman’s instinct is to marry a man who can provide for her and a family. There is nothing wrong about that at all.” 
 
    “But a lack of love makes families suffer too...” Zhēnzhū started to say, but Uncle Tānlán looked pityingly at Zhēnzhū. 
 
    “Your parents married purely for love but look at how they have turned out. Love and desire can develop inside of a marriage of convenience, but it can slowly die in a marriage built only on love. A lack of money makes life far more difficult, my dear Zhēnzhū, than a lack of love.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū swallowed, making herself study the few couples that walked on the streets. Not many of them exhibited the same type of closeness her parents had when they were together. She started to wonder if Uncle Tānlán was right, and she may have to sacrifice love if she wanted financial security. The brightly dressed women faded in Zhēnzhū’s sight; a life without love was as good as a life without color. 
 
    “I can’t do it. I won’t,” Zhēnzhū said with a firm shake of her head. 
 
    Uncle was unphased by Zhēnzhū’s firm response. “I’m not saying that you have to. It was merely a suggestion. One that might benefit you and your family,” he replied soothingly. 
 
    “Money cannot buy happiness,” Zhēnzhū repeated words that Mama had once said to her. 
 
    “And happiness can’t buy anything,” Uncle countered. “You’re young and marrying for love seems ideal, but after a few years it won’t seem so sweet when you have mouths to feed and a family of your own to care for.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū was quiet as she considered Uncle’s point. “I’ve watched Mama manage on meager earnings and support us just as well.” 
 
    Uncle hummed curiously. “I see,” he replied. “Is that why you needed to take an early job and help her support your sisters?” 
 
    A hesitant silence overcame Zhēnzhū. Marrying for scrip wasn’t how Mama had raised her. Entertaining the idea of taking a husband solely for money felt wrong. At this very moment, achieving her dream seemed insurmountable. Zhēnzhū sometimes wondered if she would ever know that kind of fulfillment. Still, she wanted to hold out hope that her ideal future was ahead of her. 
 
    “Thank you for your advice, Uncle,” Zhēnzhū said, attempting to push away from the uncomfortable subject. “Somehow, I will find a way.” 
 
    Uncle shifted his weight. “I can see that the subject has made you uncomfortable. That wasn’t my intention, Zhēnzhū.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū smiled meekly. “I understand, Uncle, you had good intentions,” she said. “I just don’t believe it’s right to marry for scrip.” 
 
    “Sometimes love comes second to need,” Uncle said a distant tone. “Love can be cultivated, grown in a mutually beneficial relationship. You haven’t been hardened by experience such as I have, and I hope that you never are.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s curiosity piqued at the mention of experience. “Did you once have to choose between marrying for love and marrying for money?” 
 
    Uncle waved his hand, shooing the question away. “That has been many moons ago. My situation wasn’t similar to yours. What is important right now is that you know if you find yourself in a position with your back against a wall, you don’t need to feel like you are wrong if you choose to marry a wealthy man.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū was displeased with the vague answer, but she didn’t want to be rude and pry any further into a subject Uncle didn’t seem to want to explain. 
 
    “Do you think I will end up in that position, Uncle?” Zhēnzhū asked, afraid of the answer she suspected. “With my back against a wall?” 
 
    “I can’t possibly know your future,” Uncle Tānlán said. “Your mother has taught you well according to her own beliefs, but what makes you happy may not be the same as what your mother says.” 
 
    Mama had taught Zhēnzhū and her sisters that love was necessary for any relationship. Marrying because of money would go against the ideals Mama had worked to instill in her. The future loomed over Zhēnzhū like a shadowed mountain, dark and clouded with uncertainty. Fear of the unknown could make seeds of doubt bloom in a fertile mind. 
 
    “I will keep it in mind, Uncle,” Zhēnzhū said. “I am grateful for your advice.” 
 
    Uncle Tānlán nodded. “Come, let me take you home. It will be late by the time you walk there.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū bowed. “Thank you so much, Uncle.” 
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    Jiā’s Typhoon 
 
      
 
   Zhēnzhū’s needle poked through the linen fabric on her embroidery hoop, striking a finger underneath. Wincing, Zhēnzhū examined the swell of blood that welled up on her finger as she sat in front of the pagoda. Her little jasmine flowers were wilting, drooping in the dying garden spread around her. 
 
    Zhēnzhū shivered in the brisk, fall weather. Looking for work over the last week had caused her spirit to reach its seam allowance, and nothing had helped to lift her spirits. Zhēnzhū remembered what Uncle Tānlán had said when she last saw him as she attempted to finish the jasmine flowers on the fabric in her hoop. 
 
    Love could be nurtured in a mutually beneficial relationship. Zhēnzhū supposed that was a lot like her relationship with the drooping plant in the ground. Without proper care, the flower would wither and die. 
 
    Marrying because of financial need still created raw edges in Zhēnzhū’s mind. If Zhēnzhū decided to pursue that path, her options were limited. Huan Xing had wealth, but Zhēnzhū could never consider him for a husband. She wasn’t sure she could see Huan again without thinking of their previous interaction. Zhēnzhū shooed the thought away, prodding the needle through the fabric. 
 
    A bird cawed somewhere in the distance and brought another name swooping into Zhēnzhū’s mind. She had met him twice, but she didn’t know him well enough to fall in love. Lord Pandareos was handsome with an ambiguous charm, and the thought of marrying him didn’t repulse her. He had money and charisma, and maybe that could be enough. 
 
    Zhēnzhū looked at the wound on her finger, studying her pale hands. Memories of the Dragon Boat Festival floated to the surface of her thoughts. Heat rose into Zhēnzhū’s cheeks as she thought about the moment Mr. Boman’s hand had brushed her own. His lack of money didn’t make him a viable suitor, but Zhēnzhū’s pulse raced at the thought of him. 
 
    Jiā thundered through the entrance with a stormy expression. Zhēnzhū watched her attempt to slam the heavy, iron lotus door. Jiā was often prone to foul moods. When Zhēnzhū noticed Jiā in one of these moods, her first instinct was to let Jiā have space until the tempest passed. 
 
    “Jiā, I can tell you’re in a sour mood, but if you break Baba’s door, you’ll never forgive yourself,” Zhēnzhū warned. 
 
    Grumbling darkly, Jiā sat on the ground next to Zhēnzhū, crossing her legs in an unladylike fashion. “Kuo told me something today that put a blight on my soul, and I’m afraid I won’t recover from it!” 
 
    Zhēnzhū was used to Jiā and Kuo’s quarrels. The two were foils, and Zhēnzhū wondered how their friendship was maintained for so many years. 
 
    “Did you fight with Kuo again?” Zhēnzhū inquired. “Take some time and make amends when you’ve cooled off.” 
 
    Jiā pouted, using a small twig to poke a pebble. “I didn’t fight with Kuo,” she explained. “He told me something so horrible that I’m not going to repeat it. I can’t believe he would make up such an awful lie.” 
 
    A glimmer of amusement lit Zhēnzhū’s eyes. “What in Milgrim did Kuo tell you?” 
 
    “I won’t say,” Jiā replied stubbornly. 
 
    Zhēnzhū leaned closer to her sister. “It’s not good to keep secrets, Jiā. It might cause the blight on your soul to grow.” 
 
    Jiā’s eyes widened, and she clenched her hands in her hair. “I heard that people can speak things into existence, and I’d hate my words to give it life. Then I’d be the one to blame if it happens!” 
 
    “Tell me, or I’ll ask Kuo—and we all know how well he keeps secrets,” Zhēnzhū said, trying not to laugh. 
 
    Jiā gasped. “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū nodded with feigned gravity. “I would.” 
 
    Jiā was silent for a moment, her dark eyes squinting suspiciously as she weighed Zhēnzhū’s threat. “It’s probably nothing. Just Kuo trying to make trouble.” 
 
    “Blights don’t sound like nothing.” 
 
    Jiā drew in a deep breath and blurted, “KuosaidMisterBomanlovesyou.” 
 
    Her eyes widened in surprise, and her heart kicked in her chest. “What..did you say? I don’t think I heard you.” 
 
    “You heard me. Kuo said Mr. Boman loves you, and he wants to go off and marry you—or something,” Jiā muttered vehemently. “Isn’t it ridiculous? There’s no way it’s true. I will knock Kuo out this time.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s clasp tightened around the hoop in her lap, and she reluctantly acknowledged the truth. “Kuo may not be wrong. Since the Dragon Boat Festival, Mr. Boman has acted differently.” 
 
    Jiā might have thought Zhēnzhū was in on Kuo’s joke if her expression wasn’t so serious. 
 
    Zhēnzhū waved her hand in front of Jiā’s face, catching her attention. “Jiā?” 
 
    “No, Zhēnzhū! You can’t go off and get married,” Jiā said, pouting. “And what would Mama say?” 
 
    Zhēnzhū gently touched Jiā’s arm. “Nothing will happen, and if Mr. Boman brings it up, then I will tell him that I am too young to get married.” 
 
    “Are you sure you won’t be swept away into an absurd romance and forget about us?” 
 
    “As if I could ever forget any of you,” Zhēnzhū chided. “I’m not going to marry anyone yet, Jiā.” 
 
    Jiā pursed her lips. “That doesn’t mean you won’t.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū shook her head and sighed. “One day, I will marry, but right now, I can promise you that I don’t have any plans to.” 
 
    “So, you aren’t in love with Mr. Boman?” Jiā said, peering intently at Zhēnzhū. 
 
    Zhēnzhū frowned at her. “You have such a wild imagination.” 
 
    The typhoon raging in Jiā’s eyes settled, and Zhēnzhū hastily moved her needlework when Jiā flung herself at her. “Good,” she declared. “I can’t even think of you leaving us behind. I want you to be happy, but…I’m not ready to lose my sister.” 
 
    Jiā’s words warmed Zhēnzhū. She often felt that she and Jiā came from two different worlds because they were so different, but she still loved her sister. Zhēnzhū squeezed Jiā, leaning into the embrace. 
 
    “You will never lose me,” she said, pulling back to hold Jiā’s hands. “So, stop worrying about nothing, okay?” 
 
    With a satisfied nod, Jiā stood. “Remember that whoever you decide to marry in the future will have to deal with me.” 
 
    “You’ll make me into an old maid, Jiā,” Zhēnzhū said with a chuckle. “I don’t know any man who could keep up with you.” 
 
    Jiā sniffed impertinently. “If I wanted you to be an old maid, I’d tell you that you could only marry when I do.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū laughed for the first time in days and breathed a heavy sigh. This was an unfortunate scenario. She was concerned about Mr. Boman’s affection for her, and Jiā’s confession had created an internal struggle. 
 
    One side was giddy, excited that a man like Mr. Boman could fall in love with her. The other side was anxious, fearful of confrontation. If his feelings were solemn enough for him to tell Kuo, then he might confess to her—and her heart wavered on what to say. 
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    Poor Confession 
 
   Despite Uncle Tānlán’s words about the difficulties associated with opening a business, Zhēnzhū was determined to try. If she couldn’t be a gevernis who earned scrip, she had to do something—and being a Moon Flower was out of the question. So, she proposed the idea to Mama and her sisters at dinner one night. 
 
    Jiā stuck her chopsticks in the small rice lump inside of her bowl like a pair of sentinels, pumped her fist, and exclaimed, “That’s a wonderful idea! Strike out and be your own woman! Make as much money as any man in the business district.” 
 
    Mama frowned at Jiā, pointedly looking at her rudely protruding chopsticks. Grimacing, Jiā hastily removed the offending utensils. Shìyán looked at Zhēnzhū, encouraging her to continue speaking. 
 
    “Well, I can’t own a store, so I thought I might try selling them at a stall in the market,” Zhēnzhū concluded. 
 
    “It isn’t a bad idea, Zhēnzhū. Have you thought about how you will begin? We don’t have any shoes for you to sell,” Mama said practically. 
 
    Zhēnzhū shifted. She hadn’t considered the practical side of the business much. Even though Uncle Tānlán’s advice had warned about such matters, Zhēnzhū had thought it might apply to his business ventures more than hers. Now, she could see that he was correct. 
 
    To sell embroidered shoes, Zhēnzhū would need to procure shoes to embroider. She wasn’t sure how to do that. Her brow furrowed, and she looked at Mama. 
 
    “How do I get shoes?” 
 
    “First, you will need to find someone who can supply you with some. I’ll see if I can contact an old patient from the hospital who is a shoemaker. Maybe he will give us a discount on slippers or flower bowl shoes that are out of season, don’t sell well, or are slightly damaged,” Mama said prudently. 
 
    Zhēnzhū wasn’t sure she liked the idea because it meant spending scrip they didn’t have. “Where will the money come from? You and Jiā are already trying to pay the bills without my income, Shìyán isn’t old enough to work, and Xìnì is still in school.” 
 
    “Don’t worry so much, Zhēnzhū. I’ll pick up extra work when Aunt Mèilì doesn’t need me. We’ll manage, and once you start selling your shoes, it won’t matter anymore, will it?” Jiā said optimistically. 
 
    “I guess not, but what if—” Zhēnzhū started to say, but Mama placed her chopsticks on the holder beside her bowl and gently touched Zhēnzhū’s arm. 
 
    “Jiā is right. We don’t know if I can get any shoes. There’s no need to worry. Your idea is a good one, and it’s worth trying,” Mama reassured. 
 
    Zhēnzhū nodded but went to bed with her gut twisted into looping knots of anxiety. She wished she hadn’t said anything. Zhēnzhū hadn’t meant to put another burden on Mama and Jiā. 
 
    The next day, Zhēnzhū pruned the violet leaves of the plum trees in the courtyard when the bell at the compound door buzzed. After wiping her hands beneath one of the slits of an old kaftan, Zhēnzhū returned the clippers to the Amah’s charging room. Zhēnzhū ran her small fingers through her disheveled braid beneath her conical hat. When she was satisfied that her appearance was neat, she answered the door. Opening the latch, Zhēnzhū was surprised to see Kuo. 
 
    “Kuo, shouldn’t you be studying? Jiā is still with Aunt Mèilì,” Zhēnzhū said. 
 
    Kuo swiped a hand through his cropped, auburn hair and shook his head. “I’m not here to see Jiā. I took a break from studying to get the mail and found this. It’s for you.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū looked askance at the sealed letter Kuo held. The last time she had received, one was for the tea ceremony at Liza’s home. Zhēnzhū could see the same memory playing across Kuo’s face, and she bit the inside of her lip in shame. Tentatively, Zhēnzhū reached forward and grasped the letter. 
 
    Kuo’s green eyes watched her intently. “It must have been delivered to us by mistake since we live next to you.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” Zhēnzhū murmured, examining the scrawled handwriting on it. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to open it?” Kuo said, rocking back and forth on his heels. 
 
    Zhēnzhū cut her eyes at him. “Not in front of you.” 
 
    Kuo shrugged and bowed slightly before turning to leave. Zhēnzhū leaned against the closed door, feeling the brass and copper locks embedded on it dig into her back. She opened the envelope, read the contents, and almost dropped it. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s fingers shook as she reread the letter, her face heating beneath the midday sun as she held the message away from her with two fingers. She fretfully wondered if Mr. Boman had come down with a sickness. Zhēnzhū never would have imagined the man writing such an ardent and passionate love letter to her, and he wanted to secretly meet with her this evening at the pagoda on the bank of Chong river. 
 
    Everyone knew what that spot was for. Some people jokingly referred to it as “The Confessional” because it was the place where hopeful lovers confessed their feelings. Zhēnzhū glanced at it again, and this time her entire body flushed with pleasure. She had assured Jiā that she wasn’t in love with Mr. Boman, and she wasn’t. 
 
    But the words he had written...Zhēnzhū shook herself and hurried to her room. Slipping off her dirty, tattered work slippers, Zhēnzhū scurried toward her tiny jewelry box and folded the letter into a small square, stuffing it in the bottom. If Mama or her sisters found it, there would be no end of aggravation for Zhēnzhū. Mama’s watchful eyes would endlessly be upon her, and Jiā would be furious. 
 
    Shìyán would be as gentle-hearted as always, and Xìnì would sigh at the romance of it all. Zhēnzhū, meanwhile, was unwilling to get married right now—to anyone. She liked Mr. Boman far more than she would admit—especially to Jiā—but her family needed her income and support to make it through these hard times without Baba. 
 
    Zhēnzhū was already troubled enough, so she would have to turn down Mr. Boman as she had planned. He was a respectable man and deserved a proper reply, but she wouldn’t be impolite or rude to him. Zhēnzhū would have to think of a plausible reason to leave the compound after dinner—or worse, sneak out. 
 
    By the time Mama and the girls arrived home, Zhēnzhū had fretted so much that she could barely eat. She still hadn’t thought of a reason for her to leave the compound so late, which meant that she would have to sneak out to meet Mr. Boman. A full moon dotted the sky, scattering its glittering finery across the endless expanse of the night it reigned over by the time the heavy breathing in the girls’ room had deepened to a steady pace. 
 
    Zhēnzhū cracked open an eye and quietly sat up, glimpsing the bright orb outside through the paper-covered window she had left cracked. For fresh air, she had told her sisters, but it was a half-truth that Zhēnzhū would repent of later. The free light was going to help her get dressed tonight. 
 
    “Great Spirit, provide me with your wisdom,” Zhēnzhū mouthed against the air, glancing at her devotional booklet. 
 
    She removed the blanket at the end of her mattress, revealing a set of clothes. Zhēnzhū had piled them there during the bustling confusion of four girls unfolding their sleeping mats and getting ready for bed. Despite the hour, Zhēnzhū took great care with her appearance. It was her first love confession, after all, and she wanted to look her best. 
 
    Depositing decorative hairpins into a sachet, Zhēnzhū tiptoed past her sleeping sisters and eased open the decorated screen door. Stepping out and placing small slippers on her feet, Zhēnzhū hurried toward the shadowed entrance. She would have preferred to wear her flower bowl shoes, but they hadn’t brought her any good fortune. Slippers were better for late-night rendezvous, in Zhēnzhū’s inexperienced opinion. 
 
    Zhēnzhū bit her lip, wincing when the locks twisting around the door tumbled open, making a loud grating noise she was certain would wake everyone. When no one swooped out of their room yelling “I caught you!”, Zhēnzhū’s tight shoulders eased. Even the Amah was still at its charging station. 
 
    Tightly closing the door, Zhēnzhū wandered down the dirt-packed lane, picking up the hem of her red skirt. She wouldn’t be able to wash the item without being questioned since she hadn’t worn it since being fired. When Zhēnzhū got to the intersection at the end of the lane, she searched for a taxiquin. 
 
    Zhēnzhū had never been out alone at night. The desolate streets were spooky, and the sensation that Zhēnzhū was being watched clung uneasily to her senses. She clutched the sachet tied to her waistband, and relief trickled thickly through her veins like sticky pudding when the moon touched the glinting metal of an automaton driver. Zhēnzhū lifted her hand, waving it so the taxiquin driver’s sensors couldn’t miss her lone form. 
 
    An audible hiss filled the air as the machine shifted gears, slowing to a stop in front of her. Zhēnzhū dug into her sachet, producing one of the last five lucre coins she had. Zhēnzhū had offered the lucre to Mama on many occasions, but she had refused. Mama had wanted Zhēnzhū to keep the amount for her new business idea, but now Zhēnzhū was spending it on a secret meeting with a man. 
 
    The five-lucre coin clanked into the taxiquin driver’s metal box, and Zhēnzhū pressed a button for a destination close to the pagoda. The high-riding carriage belched steam as it lowered for Zhēnzhū to get inside, and after taking a seat, she closed the curtains and clenched the bench when the automaton jerked forward. The riverside pagoda was only a few minutes ride in the taxiquin, so Zhēnzhū hurriedly placed her decorative hair sticks in her braided updo. 
 
    When the taxiquin’s gears jarred to a stop, Zhēnzhū was prepared to face Mr. Boman. She alighted from the lowered carriage and walked toward the crimson pagoda, searching the shadows inside of it until she saw Mr. Boman’s moonlit face. Her heart quivered when she met his shining, cinnamon-colored eyes. She wasn’t sure she could reject him. 
 
    Inhaling a steadying breath, Zhēnzhū sedately walked toward the pagoda. The decorated sky softened the surrounding area, brushing it with pastel hues. It was an idyllic setting for love confessions, nestled off the road between a meadow and the glimmering river behind it. 
 
    Mr. Boman bowed formally, and the fast-paced, awkward butterfly wings brushing against Zhēnzhū’s stomach increased. He was always a gentleman, and Zhēnzhū liked his honesty. She held her folded hands out at the chest and bowed in return. 
 
    “I hope I’m not too late,” Zhēnzhū said softly. 
 
    “No, I got here early so I could pick these for you, Miss Mèilì,” Mr. Boman said, holding out a small bouquet of wildflowers. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s back stiffened as she accepted the fragrant arrangement. The quaint, colorful mass was a subtle reminder of why she needed to reject Mr. Boman; he couldn’t even afford a real bouquet when he was about to confess to her. Zhēnzhū delicately sniffed them, trying to hide her strained expression. 
 
    Mr. Boman’s high cheekbones pinkened as he spoke. “Your letter was...flattering. I didn’t know you felt that way about me.” 
 
    “What?” Zhēnzhū said, jerking her face away from the flowers. 
 
    “I admit, I was surprised when I read it, but it bolstered my hope after the Dragon Boat Festival. I thought I was too timid, and I’ve been trying to find another opportunity to express how I feel,” Mr. Boman said, stepping toward her. 
 
    Zhēnzhū looked at him, confusion flowing across her face. “I didn’t send you a letter.” 
 
    “Y-you...didn’t?” Mr. Boman said, mirroring her expression. “Then why are you here?” 
 
    “Because of the letter you sent me,” Zhēnzhū said, her skin burning as she remembered his words. 
 
    Mr. Boman slowly shook his head. “I didn’t send you a letter, Miss Mèilì.” 
 
    If they hadn’t sent the letters, then someone else had. The entire situation was a contrived ruse. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s met his gaze and abashedly looked away. “Oh.” 
 
    The single word dangled between them, a lure for what was unspoken. One of them might still confess. Zhēnzhū knew her answer, but she glanced curiously at Mr. Boman from the corner of her eye. 
 
    Mr. Boman brought a hand to his face, rubbing his chin. “How did you receive your letter?” 
 
    “Kuo gave it to me. He said it had been misdelivered,” Zhēnzhū’s said, her eyes narrowing. 
 
    “The miscreant delivered your supposed letter to me as well,” Mr. Boman said with a sharp nod. 
 
    Zhēnzhū silently fumed at Kuo’s cruel trick. “So, what happens now that we know the letters are fake?” 
 
    “That depends. We could choose not to let such a beautiful setting go to waste, and we are already here,” Mr. Boman said shyly, staring earnestly into the vast ocean of Zhēnzhū’s eyes. 
 
    Zhēnzhū hesitated, not wanting to hurt Mr. Boman’s feelings. Her own emotions were so fuzzy, and it was no use dwelling on them when she saw no future for them together.  “Perhaps it would be better to return home. It isn’t decent for us to be out so late.” 
 
    Mr. Boman’s keen eyes searched her face, and his shoulders slumped. “I understand.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Mr. Boman,” Zhēnzhū said, bowing before she turned to leave. 
 
    “Could you at least tell me what your letter said? The one that brought you all the way out here so late?” Mr. Boman said softly. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s heart heaved in her chest. Considering the truth, it seemed foolish to think Mr. Boman’s restrained nature would put itself on paper. Zhēnzhū gently cleared her throat. 
 
    “It said that I was as beautiful as the dawn, bringing radiant light with me wherever I stepped. That you imagined...what my rosebud lips felt like—and other things,” Zhēnzhū whispered, her voice trailing away as her skin flushed intensely. 
 
    Mr. Boman’s breathing shifted as he stared at her mouth and murmured, “I do think those things. I’ve said those things when I thought no one was listening.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū shook her head, trying to stave off Mr. Boman’s next words. “I can’t be with—” 
 
    “I’ve been in love with you since the moment I saw you,” Mr. Boman said, expelling his confession in one long breath. “I want to marry you. It isn’t proper not to speak with your father or mother first, but I need you to know how ardently I’ve admired you from afar. I know I don’t have much now, but if you wait for me, I can make a good home for you.” 
 
    Hardening her heart, Zhēnzhū collected her thoughts. “Mr. Boman, I appreciate the courage it took for you to confess your feelings, but I’m afraid I don’t feel the same way. I like you a lot, but that isn’t love. I’m afraid I can’t marry you. No matter what type of home you think you can provide for me, you will never be rich enough to support my family and me.” 
 
    “But my circumstances are going to change soon, and—” 
 
    “My family needs my income to help support them until Baba returns, and I can't help them if I’m married and have my own family to care for,” Zhēnzhū said, cutting him off. 
 
    Mr. Boman stared at her with concern, his eyes gently observing her determined chin. “Are you and your family in a dire financial situation, Miss Mèilì?” 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s stiff lips bent into an unhappy frown. “Our concerns are our own. We’ve never been too far from the poor house, but we’ve all worked hard to be where we are. One day, our family will prosper as it once did, I’m sure.” 
 
    “I must say that I’m rather disappointed in you. It sounds like most of your refusal to my confession stems from my lack of wealth—not because you don’t care for me,” Mr. Boman said thoughtfully. 
 
    “Disappointed in me?” Zhēnzhū repeated, stung by his words. 
 
    Mr. Boman nodded, gently folding his hands into his sleeves. “If I were rich, would you accept me?” 
 
    “Well, I—I don’t know,” Zhēnzhū said, trying to gather her wits at the abrupt turn in the conversation. 
 
    The soft brown eyes Zhēnzhū had once thought lovely stared disapprovingly at her. “So, scrip is the way to your heart,” Mr. Boman muttered to himself. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s temper flared, crackling in her eyes. “It is not the way to my heart, Mr. Boman, but it does provide stability. An asset that never comes from being poor.” 
 
    “With great wealth comes great turmoil,” Mr. Boman said. 
 
    “And with poverty comes fear,” Zhēnzhū said, raising her chin. 
 
    “You truly fear being poor?” Mr. Boman said softly, his intelligent eyes trying to discern the nuances of her face in the shadows. 
 
    “I don’t fear being poor, Mr. Boman. I fear losing my family and my future. Being poor leaves both in an uncertain state. At least with scrip I’m guaranteed to have them.” 
 
    Mr. Boman unclasped his hands and reached toward Zhēnzhū, stopping himself before he touched her. “Nothing is guaranteed in this life, Miss Mèilì. Even the rich are troubled. It’s just that their woes are different. Material things do not bring happiness.” 
 
    The conversation had rubbed Zhēnzhū’s heart raw, and tears pricked her eyes. “Nothing tangible on this earth does, Mr. Boman, but material things make life a lot easier. I wouldn’t be so concerned about scrip if we didn’t have so little of it, but as a provider for our household, I’m highly aware of how much my family struggles without the ease scrip can supply. I would hate for your opinion of me to diminish after our conversation, but I’ve been honest with my response. My family needs me to help them.” 
 
    Appalled at the watery sheen glistening in Zhēnzhū’s woeful gaze, Mr. Boman tried to apologize. “Miss Mèilì, I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “I have to go,” Zhēnzhū sniffed. “It’s so late, and if anyone wakes and finds me gone, they’ll be worried.” 
 
    She didn’t wait to hear anything else that Mr. Boman might say. Zhēnzhū lifted her skirt, running toward the street to hail a taxiquin for the ride back to the Mèilì family compound. Inside of the taxiquin, Zhēnzhū cried and brooded over the dismal conversation. 
 
    It was clear that Mr. Boman didn’t understand her heart. Zhēnzhū knew she lucky that she had already decided to reject Mr. Boman’s confession, but her heart felt like a bruised mass of tissue quivering and twisting behind her ribs. A piece of her felt like it was missing, and Zhēnzhū wasn’t sure why. All the way home, she massaged her chest, hoping the tightness would ease. 
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    Qián Tānlán 
 
   Spending so much time in Southern Milgrim was beginning to wear on Qián Tānlán’s nerves. Southern Milgrim didn’t have the same amount of luxury and convenience as northern Milgrim. Travelling was problematic because southern Milgrim hadn’t thought it necessary to have transportation that could hover. Society in the south seemed to revolve around struggling stores and market stalls. Having to stay in such quaint lodging made Qián question his dedication to his mission every time. 
 
    Qián tapped his fingers anxiously on the smooth jade desktop. The mail tube directed to his office had been excessively active lately. Qián was beginning to question his choice of a bondservant, and he wondered if his mission might be in jeopardy. 
 
    A picture at the corner of Qián’s desk seemed to be mocking the man. It was an old portrait from before Milgrim split. Two young men stood with arms over each other’s shoulders, and a young, beautiful woman stood smiling in front of them. Qián hated the picture, but he kept it as a reminder that while some people begin as friends as close as a family, they could just as quickly become bitter enemies. 
 
    With a sour grunt, Qián reached forward and turned the picture face down on his desk. Those smiling faces mocked him minutes longer than he should have allowed. Qián glanced up at the ornate gold-plated chronometer on his office wall. The gears clicked into place, and the chronometer softly chimed. Qián glanced at the mail tube again. 
 
    “That incompetent servant had better not ruin my plans,” Qián muttered, leaning back in his cushioned office chair. 
 
    Taking on a poor old man’s debt to have him spy on the Mèilì family might be a dirty tactic, but Qián had never been afraid of taking risks. Money and success didn’t come to those who weren’t willing to gamble everything. 
 
    Just as Qián settled, a rolled letter whooshed out of the gold-plated tube at the side of the large office. He waited a moment, hands gripping the handles of his chair. A man of his status should never rush. Qián silently counted seconds in his head before standing abruptly and taking wide steps toward the letter. 
 
    After unfurling the letter and reading its contents, Qián roughly crumpled it and threw it on the floor. He returned to his desk and brooded. Qián’s eyes drifted to the overturned picture, and he clenched his fists. Everything Qián had worked so hard for was being jeopardized by a lowly tutor and a bumbling servant. He was sure that he had planted enough doubt in Zhēnzhū that she would not accept a proposal from a poor man, but she was like her mother. 
 
    Infuriated, Qián slammed his fist against the expensive machine next to his desk. Dark clumps of coffee grounds littered the office floor, and the machine hissed in protest as steam seeped through splintered cracks. Qián shook his bleeding hand, thinking of how to handle this new development. 
 
    “Why must I do everything?” Qián mumbled bad-tempered, ringing a bell at his desk to summon a servant. 
 
    A male bondservant appeared. 
 
    “Get my car ready and clean up this mess,” Qián said, standing. 
 
    The bondservant silently bowed and left. Qián picked up the portrait and covered the face of one of the young men with his thumb, staring at the woman with bitter longing. Qián was grateful to the past. It had made him into the man he was. All Qián needed to do was bring balance to his life. 
 
    “You should have accepted my proposal back then,” Qián said, his voice distant. “Then, maybe our lives wouldn’t have come to this.” 
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    Trial and Error 
 
   The late summer storm hovered in the sky for days, but the thin clouds had yet to unlace their wispy bindings and wet the earth. Zhēnzhū could feel the heaviness in the breeze push against the skin beneath her clothes, making the sweat there perniciously stick to her instead of rolling away. Today was the big day, and she had worked hard for two weeks, prayed for five days, and carried a good luck talisman—just in case her prayers hadn’t worked. 
 
    “Surely, people won’t refuse to buy goods from me, will they?” Zhēnzhū whispered as she pushed a button on the portable table and adjusted the conical hat on her head. 
 
    She had borrowed the apparatus from Mr. Hai, and the little square trembled before it plopped over, shaking loose into two rectangles clasped together by a butterfly hinge. The legs beneath it wobbled, grinding and pumping air into the extensions as they rose above the ground. After the table had stabilized, Zhēnzhū covered it with red cloth, hoping to attract more customers with its bright color. 
 
    Uncle had made a good point about Zhēnzhū wanting to open a store, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t try opening a booth at the market. There were none of the costs associated with, except for a small fee for space. As the newest merchant at the daily market, Zhēnzhū’s table had been relegated a few lots down from the fishmonger’s booth. She knew as the day wore on, and the rank smell seeped into the air, that fewer people would meander down to inspect her shoes. 
 
    Jiā had been gracious enough to pay for the lot, believing that Zhēnzhū had a good idea. It was heartwarming that even though Jiā didn’t like the type of things Zhēnzhū did, she still wanted to help Zhēnzhū succeed at selling them. Xìnì had been excited, offering to paint the soles of Zhēnzhū’s flower bowl shoes. It was a novel idea, and Zhēnzhū had eagerly offered up the scant pairs of cheap shoes Mama had saved enough to buy. 
 
    Helping an old man regain his balance after being pushed by the crowd, the fishmonger’s daughter, Tilly, walked over to inspect Zhēnzhū’s little set of shoes. Zhēnzhū was proud of the embroidered slippers and flower bowl shoes her fingers had decorated, and she was excited about the new design Xìnì had suggested when painting the soles of each. Tilly’s dark hair was bound in simple, double braids adorned with a dyed, linen hairpin sewn into the shape of an amber chrysanthemum, and she brushed a hand over them as she looked at Zhēnzhū’s booth. 
 
    “Zhēnzhū, I don’t want to be mean, but who do you think will buy these shoes? No one here can afford these, and working women won’t spend their money on flower bowl shoes when they’re completely impractical,” Tilly said, fidgeting with her braids. 
 
    Nerves tightened in Zhēnzhū’s gut, but she tried to make her smile friendly. “Well, that’s the beauty of these shoes, Tilly. They aren’t that expensive, so they’re affordable for the working class. Now, every woman can have the shoes of a lady for half the price.” 
 
    “And what price is that?” Tilly asked, doubt heavy in her tone. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s smile froze. She hadn’t thought of that. There needed to be enough profit for her to be able to help Mama pay for the compound, and it would be nice to have a little left to compensate her for all the time and effort of working on the shoes. 
 
    “Um, twenty lucre for the flower bowl shoes, and fifteen lucre for the slippers?” Zhēnzhū said uncertainly. 
 
    Tilly eyed a pair of leather slippers Zhēnzhū has lost copious amounts of sleep embroidering. Tiny, bright-colored fish circled the toes of the dull, grey leather pair. Tilly’s fingers stretched toward them before she abruptly brought them back to her side. 
 
    “I like how you used a feather stitch for the fish scales, but that’s still expensive for shoes,” Tilly argued. 
 
    Seeing the yearning in Tilly’s eyes made Zhēnzhū more confident in her product, and she boldly said, “Not for a pair of hand-embroidered slippers made of leather. They’ll last longer than the average slipper. And the flower bowl shoes are far below the average cost with have additional features, making them unique. The soles of each pair of flower bowl shoes are painted with a pattern to match the embroidery on them.” 
 
    “But women like us don’t have any occasion to wear these types of shoes,” Tilly said. 
 
    Zhēnzhū smiled, thinking of her sister Jiā as she said, “Then make more occasions where you can.” 
 
    “Hm, well, maybe. I just spent the allowance I get for helping Baba out at the booth on thread, but it would be nice to own a pair of pretty shoes. If I can save enough, I might buy a pair,” Tilly said with a wistful smile. 
 
    “Let me know a week ahead of time, and I’ll embroider a pair just for you,” Zhēnzhū said, her face beaming with joy. 
 
    It was an encouraging start to Zhēnzhū’s first day at the market, but as the sun rolled across the sky, peaking in and out of the clouds, her sales remained at zero. The women at the market peeked at Zhēnzhū’s shoes, but no one was willing to buy them. The smell of fish lurked beneath Zhēnzhū’s nose, and she glanced down the lane to see if more potential customers were coming. 
 
    Most of the morning’s customers had already dispersed, and Zhēnzhū checked the charcoal smudged sky. She didn’t think that staying any longer would be wise. Her table didn’t have a cover, and if it rained, the shoes would be ruined. The lateness of the day didn’t promise an additional influx of customers, so Zhēnzhū carefully wrapped each pair of shoes and placed them in the covered straw basket she had brought with her. 
 
    After pushing the button on the table and waiting for it to deconstruct itself, Zhēnzhū gathered it and her basket. She almost wished that she could have brought her parasol to the market, but it would have been impractical. She needed her hands free to help customers and to deter any potential thieves who might think she was distracted. 
 
    No one was home when Zhēnzhū dragged her basket and table through the large, heavy door of the Mèilì family compound. Grateful for the reprieve, Zhēnzhū went to her room and rubbed a dollop of ointment on her hands and brushed back strands of hair that her hat had loosened. Trying to sell goods at the market was harder than Zhēnzhū had anticipated, and she tried not to let the anxiety fizzing in her mind like popping candy. 
 
    When Mama and the girls came home, Zhēnzhū tried to put on a brave face as she recounted her day at the market. But they saw the dejected state Zhēnzhū tried to hide with a bright smile and positive attitude. After dinner, Mama placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “It’s only the first day, and it is a new concept for items usually reserved for the upper class. Give it some time. I’m sure your sales will slowly improve, and eventually, you won’t be able to keep up with the demand for your shoes,” Mama said with a kind smile. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s dented hope smoothed out at Mama’s words, but weeks later, she almost wished that she hadn’t listened started this endeavor. She hadn’t made a single lucre from her shoes. Zhēnzhū had tried many different ways to appeal to the crowd: displaying fewer shoes to make them seem rarer, introducing two new pairs, switching out the pairs she showed every day. She also greeted everyone who walked by with a courteous bow. 
 
    Nothing seemed to encourage the women walking by her stall to stop and buy a pair for themselves. Zhēnzhū wiped the edge of the cloth on her table, where dust tried to cake from the stiff breeze. The wisp of an idea floated into Zhēnzhū’s mind, but she wasn’t sure about it. 
 
    Trying to get men to buy them for their wives or sweethearts as a gift to display their love almost seemed dirty. As though she was trying to trick people into parting with their money and disguising it as something noble and good. Although, Zhēnzhū believed her shows really would make lovely gifts. 
 
    “Is she the one they talk about? The one who seduced that Xing boy for money?” a woman across the street said to her companion. 
 
    The words reached Zhēnzhū’s ears on a breeze, and she clenched her teeth against the anger simmering in her heart. She hadn’t been working hard on her shoes just to be a sideshow in the market for people who liked to indulge in gossip. Zhēnzhū was tempted to march across the street to set the women straight and demand an apology, but she knew it wouldn’t do any good. It would only create more trouble for herself. 
 
    Taking a breath, Zhēnzhū adjusted a pair of flower bowl shoes embroidered with birds. The soles were lush with the color of Xìnì’s paints, and an enchanting meadow scene shimmered beneath the whirling birds. A shadow passed over Zhēnzhū’s hands while she worked and hovered. Glancing up, Zhēnzhū saw a shy young woman with dark hair eyeing the pair of flower bowl shoes Zhēnzhū had been handling. 
 
    Smiling, Zhēnzhū bowed quickly and softly said, “It’s a lovely scene, isn’t it? Like the first day of spring.” 
 
    The young woman nodded, her lips tentatively curling upward. Zhēnzhū thought she looked familiar, but she had been with someone at the time. She was glad the girl had returned and tried to reign in her excitement at someone other than Tilly stopping by her booth. 
 
    “How much are they?” the girl said, touching the toe of one with a finger. 
 
    “They’re twenty lucre for the pair if they’re the right size for you.” 
 
    “Oh, they are,” the girl said quickly. 
 
    Zhēnzhū looked closely at the girl, and her eyebrows ruefully crawled toward her hairline. Conscious of the wrinkles being created on her forehead, Zhēnzhū smoothed her expression. “How long have you looked at them?” 
 
    The young woman flushed guiltily at the gentle words. “Two weeks, miss. My mother heard some rumors and wouldn’t let me come over to your table. I've watched you, and you don’t seem like that sort of girl. I’ve met a few girls who would do something like that, and they aren’t like you at all.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s smile widened. Here, at last, was a stranger who was willing to believe that Zhēnzhū was innocent. Zhēnzhū was grateful, but she wanted to be careful not to slander anyone like she had been, so she didn’t comment. 
 
    “Plus, your shoes are so lovely,” the girl said in a rush, cupping a flower bowl shoe in her hands. 
 
    “You seem to be set on that pair,” Zhēnzhū observed. 
 
    The girl nodded her dark head. “I loved them the moment I saw them. They would be perfect for an upcoming tea ceremony my family was invited to.” 
 
    “Won’t your mother be mad that you bought them?” 
 
    “Not if the man who intends to ask for my hand in marriage likes them, or if his mother makes a positive comment about them. My Mama won’t be able to say anything about them then, and I’m certain this is the perfect pair to wear with my outfit.” 
 
    The young woman was cradling the shoe, and Zhēnzhū wanted to laugh. If one person was willing to believe in her innocence, then maybe more people would think the same. But red ink marks were on more bills, and Zhēnzhū didn’t know if she could wait much longer for more paying customers. Discreetly tracing the pattern on the edge of her kaftan, Zhēnzhū tried to dispel her apprehension and focus on her first potential buyer. 
 
    “If you would like to buy them, I can wrap them for you,” Zhēnzhū offered. 
 
    The girl dug into her sachet tied to the pink skirt beneath her red kaftan. Zhēnzhū quickly counted the lucre before folding the pair of flower bowl shoes into a green square cloth. Tying a bow on top, Zhēnzhū handed the package to the beaming girl. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s heart was swollen with happiness, and she couldn’t wait to tell her family that she had finally made her first sale. Zhēnzhū dared to hope that seeing the girl buy from her might prompt others to do the same, but as the day continued, Zhēnzhū’s hope buckled and shrunk. All of the other customers at the market turned away from her little table. 
 
    Tears of frustration pricked at her eyes, but Zhēnzhū blinked them away, trying to hold onto the happiness she’d experienced earlier. Her first sale was significant, but it wasn’t enough to change her family's circumstances. By the end of the day, Zhēnzhū wanted to cry. Having only one sale somehow hurt more than not having any. Zhēnzhū wildly thought about staying to sell at the night market but discarded the idea because it wasn’t a safe location for unaccompanied ladies. 
 
    As Zhēnzhū struggled through the Mèilì family’s door, she was surprised to hear delighted squeals emanating from the main living area. Zhēnzhū put her conical hat, covered basket of leftover shoes, and the popup table in the kitchen. There was enough space by the stove for her to keep it there and grab it every morning after breakfast. Curious, Zhēnzhū walked toward the main living area and took off her slippers before announcing her arrival and entering. 
 
    Uncle Tānlán sat on the floor around the low table, handing out more gifts to Zhēnzhū’s sisters. Surprised, Zhēnzhū glanced at her Mama and noticed the tightness around her eyes as she smiled at each girl. Uncle Tānlán must have taken a taxiquin since she didn’t see his C.A.R. outside. 
 
    “You seem to be visiting Wen Kroy more frequently,” Zhēnzhū said politely before seating herself. 
 
    “That sounds like you aren’t happy to see me, Zhēnzhū,” Uncle Tānlán said with a wounded expression on his round face. 
 
    “No, Uncle,” Zhēnzhū said quickly. “I was hoping it meant good fortune had befallen your business endeavors here. You had mentioned that you were struggling.” 
 
    Jiā, Shìyán, and Xìnì all looked at their gifts with concern, but Uncle Tānlán quickly reassured them, “The gifts are for you, and I can afford them. Please, accept them as you always have. Zhēnzhū, would you like to see yours?” 
 
    Zhēnzhū shook her head. “I’m glad that your business is going well, Uncle, but I don’t believe it’s right for me to accept a gift from you.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I heard about your new business at the market, and I thought I would support you by purchasing some silk thread for you to embroider with,” Uncle Tānlán said, his dark eyes narrowing minutely. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s eyes widened, and she glanced at her sisters, trying to figure out who had told Uncle. One by one, each sister discreetly shook her head. Confused, Zhēnzhū glanced at Mama. Mama shook her head once, and her mouth tightened. 
 
    “Uncle, how did you know I was trying to sell shoes at the market?” Zhēnzhū said tentatively. 
 
    Uncle Tānlán’s face registered surprise, but he quickly laughed, throwing his head back and rocking a little. “The business world is a smaller place than it might seem, Zhēnzhū. A colleague in the business district mentioned something a week ago about a new shoe table that had opened up at the market, and I thought it might be you since you had mentioned the idea.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū slowly nodded, perturbed by the false sincerity she sensed in Uncle’s words. Perhaps it was the way Uncle Tānlán’s round face had laughed loudly or the forced joviality in his tone. Zhēnzhū wasn’t sure what it was that signaled Uncle’s lie to her, but she didn’t doubt the instinct. Baba had often told her to trust the little voice that spoke to her heart; he had said it was the Great Spirit’s way of communicating. 
 
    “Uncle, I don’t think you’re telling the whole truth,” Zhēnzhū said, fidgeting with her sleeve as the accusation hung in the air. 
 
    His jaw tightened before he ruefully grinned. “You’re right. I apologize. Someone did tell me about the stall, but I was concerned. So, I went to the market myself. It doesn’t look like you’re selling anything, Zhēnzhū.” 
 
    The disappointment in Zhēnzhū’s heart, dammed up with her hopeful optimism, burst at his words. “I made one sale today,” Zhēnzhū said defensively. 
 
    “That’s wonderful, Zhēnzhū! Was it one of the pairs I helped you with?” Xìnì said excitedly, encased in a silk scarf Uncle had bought her. 
 
    Zhēnzhū nodded, her heart growing warm at the smiles on her sister's faces. “It was. The pair that was modeled after a spring day.” 
 
    “Those were lovely. Some of your best work,” Shìyán said softly, cradling the porcelain doll Uncle had given her. 
 
    Zhēnzhū hugged her younger sister, glad to see Mama’s pinched expression ease. Maybe she hadn’t been displeased with Uncle Tānlán but was worried about the bills that were delivered weekly. 
 
    Jiā pushed her new ink set and brushes aside, clasping Zhēnzhū’s hand. “One sale will lead to many more. I can always try to corral people toward your table like cattle if you want.” 
 
    Uncle rose and announced that he was leaving. The younger girls groaned, begging him to stay for dinner. Uncle Tānlán declined, stating that he wanted to get back to his hotel before the street lamps were lit. 
 
    “Congratulations on your first sale today, Zhēnzhū. That can be a wonderful feeling. Cling to it if it takes a while to sell another pair. A fledgling business usually takes months before any profit is made,” Uncle said. 
 
    Zhēnzhū hid her shaking hands in her long sleeves, clenching them until her nails bit into the flesh of her palms. It had been an entire cycle of the moon, and Zhēnzhū had only sold her first pair of shoes today. She didn’t have months to wait for a profit. 
 
    “Would you like to walk me to the front door, Zhēnzhū? I have a few words of advice that might help you,” Uncle said, jerking Zhēnzhū out of her anxious thoughts. 
 
    “Of course, Uncle,” Zhēnzhū said pensively. 
 
    The soft dirt crunched beneath her slippers as they walked across the courtyard to the front door. Uncle Tānlán’s smooth voice floated toward her in the encroaching night. “Zhēnzhū, I know you’ve been working hard every day at the market to sell your shoes, and I want to commend you for the resourcefulness it takes to start a business. However, endurance is a large part of the business world, and it will take a long time before you have an increase in profits that will help your family. I know the bills have to be piling up.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū stayed quiet. Uncle’s words were accurate, but they still grated against the anxiety twining through her nerves. Zhēnzhū was certain she could make her idea a success if only she had more time. Unfortunately, the time Mama and her sisters were trying to give her was running out. Every week more bills became past due. 
 
    “I would like to make the same suggestion. You’ve already expressed your opinion on the matter, but a lucrative match would solve the financial issues your family is having. I’m having a tea ceremony at my estate next month, and the one thing I lack is a proper hostess. If you would do me the honor of filling that role, I could introduce you to some rich young men,” Uncle Tānlán said, studying her as he placed a sheer black hat over his top knot. 
 
    Zhēnzhū grimaced. “Uncle, I really don’t want—" 
 
    Uncle Tānlán held up his hand. “I know. It was merely a suggestion and an offer. You would be helping me, and if you met some eligible bachelors while doing so, where is the harm?” 
 
    The idea of going to Celestial City in northern Milgrim was appealing. Her little stall hadn’t produced as much income as she had anticipated, and Uncle Tānlán needed a hostess for his party. Zhēnzhū wasn’t keen on the idea of meeting young men for their money, but she wondered if the reason would matter if she could fall in love with one of them. 
 
    “Do you think—do you think one of them might fall in love with me?” Zhēnzhū asked hesitantly, considering the idea. 
 
    Uncle Tānlán’s eyes lit up. “I don’t see how they couldn’t. You’re as charming as your mother was at your age. It wouldn’t surprise me if every man in Celestial City fell at your dainty feet.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū blushed at the image. “But I don’t have anything to wear.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about that. I’ll provide anything you might need while you’re there—and more,” Uncle Tānlán said, patting her shoulder encouragingly. 
 
    Zhēnzhū nodded. “Can I have some time to think about your offer?” 
 
    “I’ll be leaving at the beginning of next week. Can you have a response for me by then?” 
 
    “Yes, I just need to think about some things first, and I will contact you with my answer if you don’t visit us before then,” Zhēnzhū said. 
 
    Uncle Tānlán nodded, adjusting his hat and bowing before he walked out of the door. Zhēnzhū turned, making her way toward the kitchen where she knew dinner would be served by Amah. Despite her best efforts, visions of wearing silk brocades, lavish tea ceremonies, jewels, and makeup, and not having to work so hard all danced through her mind. Before she unrolled her thin mattress that night, Zhēnzhū already knew what her answer was going to be. 
 
    She was tired of her family being poor. 
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    Decisions, Decisions 
 
   Sending a letter to Uncle’s hotel, Zhēnzhū confirmed her readiness to depart to northern Milgrim. Explaining part of her plans to Mama and her sisters wasn’t easy. They didn’t understand why Zhēnzhū would leave her fledgling business, and she couldn’t tell them she was doing it for them. If Zhēnzhū’s family knew she was going to barter herself in marriage to a rich man, they would try to stop her. 
 
    “Why would you leave your stall now? You sold your first pair of shoes the other day!” Jiā raged, upset that Zhēnzhū was leaving. “Mama, you can’t let her go!” 
 
    Mama remained quiet, her arms wrapped around Shìyán and Xìnì while Zhēnzhū packed her luggage in the rosy bedroom. She hadn’t said much since Zhēnzhū had announced her decision during breakfast. Mama’s blue eyes lingered on Zhēnzhū’s face, reading something in the expression that made her mouth sadly tilt down. 
 
    “Zhēnzhū, are you sure this is the direction you want to go in? A trip to northern Milgrim might not yield the experience you expect it to,” Mama softly cautioned. 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure, Mama,” Zhēnzhū said, pausing while she folded a green kaftan. “I’m sorry about all the money you and Jiā have invested in my silly idea. I’ll be back after Uncle Tānlán’s tea ceremony, and I will pay you both back for your troubles.” 
 
    “With what scrip?” Jiā grumbled, seating herself by the opened paper screen window. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s mouth tightened, but she didn’t respond. She suspected Jiā’s foul mood was induced by the fact that Zhēnzhū was going on a type of adventure without her, more than it had to do with Zhēnzhū leaving for a short while. Placing her hair sticks in a slotted cloth case, Zhēnzhū rolled it and tied it. 
 
    “It is a bit sudden for you to be leaving, Zhēnzhū,” Shìyán pointed out from the comfort of Mama’s side. 
 
    “Uncle is giving me a chance to travel, and I don’t think that any of us should be negative about it. I might not get another chance to safely see northern Milgrim,” Zhēnzhū said, deflecting the subject. 
 
    “I’m not sure that you’d be seeing it safely,” Mama said sagely. “But I can see that your mind is already set. If I told you not to go, then you wouldn’t learn the lesson waiting for you there.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s brow wrinkled as she chose a sky-blue paneled skirt from her drawer. “What lesson?” 
 
    “The one your heart has been struggling with,” Mama said, kissing the top of Xìnì’s golden head. 
 
    Xìnì wriggled out of her grasp, her green eyes full of worry as she mournfully said, “Lessons are hard things to learn, Zhēnzhū. I should know. The classroom is a hard place to be in every day.” 
 
    Everyone’s mouth twitched, but no one dared to laugh at Xìnì’s earnest remark. Zhēnzhū and Jiā had already been through school, but for Xìnì, it was currently a painful experience. Sweet Shìyán had struggled through and barely finished her last year of school last spring. Now, Shìyán waited for an employment opportunity to open at the hospital while she volunteered there. 
 
    “I think life is like a classroom sometimes, Xìnì,” Shìyán added gently. “I’m learning new things every day.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t say that! Then, I shall never want to grow up,” Xìnì said pouting. 
 
    “Don’t! It’s all a grand trap. You think you’re getting more freedom, but all it really amounts to is a bunch of responsibility. And the things that are easy to say are hard to do, and the things that are hard to say are easy to do. It’s all lopsided and not nearly as much fun as it might seem,” Jiā huffed. 
 
    Xìnì turned toward Mama, her little nose scrunching up in confusion. “What does Jiā mean about easy and hard things, Mama?” 
 
    “Oh, Jiā is a grump. Don’t mind her,” Zhēnzhū said, wrapping a pair of embroidered slippers Xìnì handed to her. 
 
    Zhēnzhū squeezed her small suitcase together to latch it, but it stubbornly sprung open, as though disagreeing with her plans. Shìyán walked over and gently opened the case, refolding the items Zhēnzhū had placed inside, so they fit neatly. Listless and irritable, Zhēnzhū watched but took no pleasure in being waited upon as though she were the lady of a household. 
 
    “You’ll see,” Jiā said with a dour frown, her temper flaring again. “Mistakes are easy to make and hard to fix.” 
 
    “And what makes you an expert on mistakes, Jiā?” Zhēnzhū snapped, fighting to reign in her ire. 
 
    “Kuo,” Jiā said with a smirk. 
 
    A reluctant laugh slid over Zhēnzhū’s lips. “He does get into a lot of trouble, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “More than a boy his age should, and I get pulled into half of his escapades,” Jiā said, shaking her head. 
 
    “And you can always refuse to be a part of them,” Mama said with a pointed look at Jiā. 
 
    The anger that had been riding Jiā’s gawky form slid off, tempered by Mama’s steady stare, and turned into a sheepish smile. Mama stood to help Shìyán with the suitcase. When they managed to make the metal latches click shut, Mama turned and smoothed a stray piece of bronze hair away from Zhēnzhū’s face. 
 
    “I want you to remember what we talked about after you were let go as a gevernis. To cling to the past, hoping to recreate it in the future, is to miss the Great Spirit’s plan for you in the present.” 
 
    “I know, Mama,” Zhēnzhū sighed. 
 
    “Do you?” Mama said, kissing her on the forehead. “Because pride breeds quarrels, but only those who can take advice learn wisdom. You aren’t exactly sowing peace as you prepare to leave, Zhēnzhū.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū bit her lip, staring at her sisters. “Uncle Tānlán wouldn’t have offered me this opportunity if it wasn’t something that could help me. Who knows? I might be able to find a way to help us financially while I’m there.” 
 
    “What are you going to do? Marry a rich man?” Jiā gibed. 
 
    Smiling tentatively, Zhēnzhū avoided the question. “Selling one pair of shoes in a moon’s time doesn’t help us. I thought it would, but it hasn't. So, I have to find another way to contribute to our family.” 
 
    Jiā uncurled from her position by the window, dusting off her wide pants. “And you think you’ll find that during a trip to northern Milgrim?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe. At the very least, it is a chance to clear my head and to meet some new people,” Zhēnzhū said shrugging. 
 
    “Rich people at wonderful tea ceremonies,” Xìnì breathed with envy. 
 
    Mama lightly tapped her nose. “Not everyone who lives in northern Milgrim is rich. We are on this side of Milgrim’s divide for a reason. Advanced technology doesn’t equate happiness. When you’re busy with the next best thing, it is easy to lose sight of the current best thing.” 
 
    “And in our case, that’s family,” Shìyán said happily, pulling Jiā and Zhēnzhū into a hug. 
 
    “Hey, me too!” Xìnì said, squeezing into the group. 
 
    Zhēnzhū grinned and reveled in the love radiating from her sisters. Staring over their heads, she glanced at their mother. Mama smiled at them, but Zhēnzhū saw the worry haunting her gaze. Zhēnzhū glanced down. If she was successful in securing a rich husband—one Zhēnzhū thought she could love—then no one in her family would have to worry anymore. 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
    The next morning dawned quickly, rising with an unexpected blast of cold that permeated the family’s faded compound with fog. Each flora hung its dying head as Zhēnzhū walked through the courtyard. Shìyán had brought Uncle Tānlán’s response from the postal service yesterday, and he was going to pick her up outside of the compound. 
 
    Uncle hadn’t specified a time, so Zhēnzhū hoped he wasn’t waiting. Breakfast had been strained, and no one had touched much of the food. Each sister rapped on the iron lotus door and said goodbye as they left for work. Jiā gave her a lingering tempestuous look before hurrying down the lane. Mama was the last to leave, locking the door behind her. 
 
    “Be safe, my little pearl. Don't lose your shine while you’re in Celestial City,” Mama said, kissing her brow. 
 
    The words sounded like an ill-omen, and Zhēnzhū watched Mama walk away, her stomach twisting with uncertainty. Zhēnzhū shivered as she waited by the door, wishing she had worn her old jifu. She shifted in the cold, trying to warm her stiffening limbs and wondered when Uncle was going to arrive. 
 
    A sound at the Hai’s residence caught Zhēnzhū’s attention, and she turned to find Mr. Boman watching her. Remembering their last encounter at The Confessional, Zhēnzhū flushed. He was the last person she wanted to see right now. 
 
    “I’ve...seen you at the market,” Mr. Boman said hesitantly. 
 
    Zhēnzhū nodded and forced a smile to her lips, but she didn’t say anything. The market was a crowded place, so Zhēnzhū hadn’t seen him there. She was glad. Knowing he was a witness to her daily struggle to help her family thrive financially, and failing magnificently, would have made each day worse. 
 
    Mr. Boman glanced at the suitcase in Zhēnzhū’s hand. “Are you going on a trip?” 
 
    There was an obvious answer to the question, but Zhēnzhū indulged him, hoping he would leave once she did. “Yes, I’m going to Celestial City with my Uncle for a few weeks. Maybe longer.” 
 
    “Longer?” Mr. Boman said, the strained smile on his face slipped, and his eyes widened in shock. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s heart ached at the bruised expression Mr. Boman wore. “There are no set plans yet, but Uncle intends to introduce me to some people.” 
 
    Mr. Boman swallowed and took a step forward, away from the Hai’s compound door. “People meaning…men?” 
 
    “Among the women that will be there. I will be the hostess for Uncle’s tea ceremony, so a lot of different people will be attending,” Zhēnzhū said, hedging around the truth. 
 
    “But your Uncle is wealthy, so most of his acquaintances will also be rich, won’t they?” Mr. Boman said, taking another step toward Zhēnzhū. His intense caramel gaze didn’t waver from hers. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose they will be,” Zhēnzhū prevaricated, hiding the nervous twitch in her hand as she watched Mr. Boman draw closer. 
 
    When he was close enough for Zhēnzhū to see the knotted ties at the throat of his navy Tang suit, the stubborn swirl of hair on his forehead, she wanted to smooth the lock away from his forehead. Zhēnzhū hoped Mr. Boman wouldn’t do something rash—like kiss her. 
 
    In many ways, Mr. Boman resembled the hero archetype from a play, and she knew how they all went. At some point, the hero would inevitably try to kiss the heroine senseless when she was about to choose someone else. As if the heroine needed to be reminded of what was in front of her. 
 
    But even if the hero and heroine miraculously ended up together, there was nothing written after the happily ever after. No one knew what happened next. The next page was completely and fearfully blank, a future full of ambiguity. 
 
    Another shiver slid down Zhēnzhū’s spine, and her lungs snapped around a mouthful of tangy sea salt air. She imagined that she heard the cadence of Mr. Boman’s unsteady heart match her own. Zhēnzhū already had too many worries in her life. She didn’t want—or need—one more. 
 
    “You’re going up there to see if you might be able to make a match with some wealthy city man, aren’t you? Even though you know how I feel about you,” Mr. Boman said perceptively, his voice scraping roughly at the edges. 
 
    Zhēnzhū flinched at the sound. She didn’t want to hurt him, but she was doing what was best for everyone. Mr. Boman would understand that eventually, and he would be glad Zhēnzhū hadn’t accepted his confession. 
 
    “I’ve already expressed my feelings about you, Mr. Boman, and my plans are none of your business,” Zhēnzhū said softly. 
 
    “Yes, you said you like me, but not enough to marry me. However, I think that you could fall in love with me, and you know it. You’re just too scared of being poor to allow your heart the privilege of freely loving someone outside of your family.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū sniffed daintily at the outrageous accusation. “That’s a lot of assumptions, Mr. Boman.” 
 
    “I’m an intellectual who tutors students about facts and theories. The difference between the two is that one has supporting evidence, and the other is merely an assumption that lacks it. Still, you can always tell me I’m wrong,” Mr. Boman said, a tentative, optimistic smile creeping onto his face. 
 
    The trees on the other side of the lane stirred, bending as Uncle Tānlán’s Loatus Revoh shot down the path, hovering above the ground. The violent wind created by the C.A.R. snatched the suitcase from Zhēnzhū’s hand, but Mr. Boman quickly grabbed it before it hit the ground. Squinting, she stared at him through the dust being kicked into the foggy air. 
 
    “Goodbye, Mr. Boman,” Zhēnzhū said, holding her hand out for the luggage. “I wish you good fortune.” 
 
    Mr. Boman’s expression turned desperate. “Please, Zhēnzhū. I have an idea about how I can support you and your family. There are some companies I’ve slowly invested in and—” 
 
    His words were purged from the air by the sound of the Loatus Revoh’s droning engine shifting into neutral before the brakes were applied. Uncle Tānlán parked the black and gold C.A.R. in front of them and opened his door. He grinned at Zhēnzhū over the hood, eyeing Mr. Boman. 
 
    “Is everything okay, Zhēnzhū?” Uncle Tānlán said mildly, tapping his fingers against the C.A.R.’s frame. 
 
    “Yes, Uncle,” Zhēnzhū said quickly. “I was saying goodbye to Mr. Boman.” 
 
    Uncle nodded. “Good. It is better to let matters of the past stay in the past. Celestial City has much to offer you for the future.” 
 
    Mr. Boman’s fingers clenched around the suitcase when he handed it back to Zhēnzhū, but he didn’t say anything. Zhēnzhū carried her bag to the Loatus Revoh and waited for Uncle to open the back-hatch before storing it. Uncle opened the door for Zhēnzhū, and when it closed, she stared out of the window at Mr. Boman. 
 
    Their gazes held and lingered, and Mr. Boman took a step forward before Uncle started the C.A.R. The large craft lifted from the ground, wobbling slightly at the additional weight of Zhēnzhū and her luggage before the counterweights and pinions shifted. The springs in the engine slowly evened out. As Zhēnzhū was carried out of Wen Kroy toward Celestial City, one sound swung back and forth in her mind like a pendulum. 
 
    The way her name had sounded on Mr. Boman’s lips. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    17 
 
    
    Celestial City 
 
   Zhēnzhū stared out of the large glass window in the guest bedroom Uncle Tānlán had given her inside of his home, reflecting the lavish room in the lamplight behind her. It had taken an entire day to cross through the Wastelands and into northern Milgrim using a C.A.R. Uncle Tānlán had parked his Loatus Revoh on the sidewalk in front of a residence located on the outskirts of the city in a new, lavish neighborhood called Golden Dragon. 
 
    It wasn’t like the family compounds in Wen Kroy—or anywhere in southern Milgrim that Zhēnzhū knew of. It was a modern amalgam of old and new. A large silver door on the outside of the dark green walled entrance looked like something from one of Jiā’s story-scrolls. A whimsical scene from the Heavens was cast into the metal, and the stars embedded in it twinkled like real diamonds. 
 
    “Just how rich is Uncle Tānlán?” Zhēnzhū murmured, turning away from the window. 
 
    A personal Amah was docked in a closet charging station inside of Zhēnzhū’s room. In the morning, a female bondservant would activate the Amah so it could press any clothes that Zhēnzhū laid out. Her suitcase was on the canopied bed, and she tied one of its curtains to a chiseled, marble post and finished unpacking. Uncle had said he would provide everything for Zhēnzhū while she was there, but it comforted her to have some of her things in the unfamiliar surroundings. The room felt too big without her sisters. 
 
    Something fell on the waxed wooden floor as Zhēnzhū emptied her suitcase, and she paused while unfolding a skirt. A little metal goat lay at her feet. Zhēnzhū swallowed past the bitter lump of loneliness in her throat. Shìyán must have packed it when Zhēnzhū wasn’t looking. 
 
    As she continued unpacking, Zhēnzhū found something from each of her sisters inside. Jiā had stuffed a story-scroll inside of a scarf, and Xìnì had gifted her a painted paper fan. When Zhēnzhū unwrapped her slippers, she found a red and gold talisman for good luck inside of one, a gift from Mama. A warm tear fell down her cheek, and she quickly wiped it away. 
 
    “How did they manage to close the suitcase again?” Zhēnzhū said with a watery laugh. 
 
    The next morning, Zhēnzhū walked downstairs for breakfast, where Uncle Tānlán had instructed her to go. She followed the humming sound of a chrome Amah working alongside a bondservant, entering a sizeable room where a long maple table stood with a sideboard against a wall. An Amah rolled across the floor to serve Uncle tea, and when he spotted Zhēnzhū, he placed his daily paper beside his plate, motioning for Zhēnzhū to join him. 
 
    “Did you settle in?” Uncle Tānlán asked as Zhēnzhū sat in a carved chair. 
 
    Zhēnzhū nodded, staring around the room. A mural encompassed the entire wall behind the sideboard, catching her attention. A shadowed couple stood beneath the woman’s parasol near a pagoda amid a colorful meadow. It almost looked like The Confessional in Wen Kroy, and Zhēnzhū’s bright eyes traced the inked character for the word “Remember” stamped next to it. 
 
    “Why have you never married, Uncle?” Zhēnzhū asked, her eyes lingering on the woman’s silhouette. 
 
    Uncle Tānlán followed Zhēnzhū’s gaze, and a flash of anger passed through his dark eyes, surprising Zhēnzhū. “Marriage isn’t a pursuit I’m after anymore,” he said firmly and turned toward her. “I’m much more interested in making sure my nieces are happy.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū shifted beneath Uncle Tānlán’s intent stare. “Your kindness is appreciated, Uncle.” 
 
    “I have some business to attend to in the city today, but I will send a taxiquin to pick you up after I reach my office. It will already be programmed for a roundtrip to the Glass Path, so you can do your shopping there. The merchants know me, so tell them you are my niece and to put anything you buy on my tab.” 
 
    “Will you be driving your Loatus Revoh?” Zhēnzhū said, leaning back as an Amah poured her a cup of fragrant tea. 
 
    “Yes, it’s my personal transport. It’s faster than a taxiquin or a train, and safer while traveling through the Wastelands. If the war gets worse, the trains and airships might get shut down,” Uncle said, pausing to let a thin bondservant place a plate of food in front of him. 
 
    Trying not to think of Baba, Zhēnzhū stared at the expensive, opaque rice on her plate. “You don’t think there will be an agreement between the two sides?” 
 
    “I couldn’t say, but let’s not talk about such serious matters at the table. Eat! Enjoy everything Celestial City has to offer while you’re here,” Uncle said jovially. 
 
    The paper at Uncle’s elbow shifted, and Zhēnzhū noticed a jirashi tucked inside. She was intrigued but didn’t mention it. Uncle Tānlán might get upset if she knew he was reading a gossip paper instead of the daily newspaper he had been pretending to look at. 
 
    After breakfast, Zhēnzhū bid Uncle goodbye at the stained-glass screen door and hurried back to the dining room to fetch the jirashi before an Amah or bondservant threw it away. Opening the rough parchment, Zhēnzhū quickly read through the brief articles on the single page. Some of them were so short they only contained a headline and one sentence. One caught her eye, and she frowned. 
 
    IS THE WAR BEING EXTENDED FOR PROFIT? 
 
    Zhēnzhū wasn’t sure how anyone could profit from war, but she didn’t like the idea that the strife between the north and south was being extended. That meant that Baba couldn’t come home unless he was on leave or discharged due to serious injury. Or worse. 
 
    She devoured a brief article about Celestial City fashion secrets and another one about the sordid love triangles in the Heavenly Palace before she threw it away. Upstairs, Zhēnzhū carefully waxed her hair and placed three hair sticks in the arrangement on her head. She thought she remembered reading that city girls wore makeup all the time like Liza did, but she didn’t have any to put on. Zhēnzhū pinched her cheeks and bit her lips, causing a pink color to rush to both areas. 
 
    Nervously smoothing her embroidered blue kaftan and pink skirt, Zhēnzhū grabbed her flower bowl shoes from the closet. She walked toward the sliding front door, marveling at the gadgets embedded in the walls. She was afraid to touch the chrome knobs. 
 
    At the entrance, Zhēnzhū tentatively pushed a button she hoped would open the stained-glass screen door. When it slid open on silent pinions, Zhēnzhū breathed a sigh of relief and stepped onto the small mat in front of it where she could put her shoes on. The small courtyard in front of the home was narrow but imitated the family compounds in the country by hosting one tree and a patch of flowers around it. 
 
    A smooth switch on the towering silver door made a porthole spring back. Peering through it, Zhēnzhū saw a taxiquin come into view. Pulling a large lever attached to the door, Zhēnzhū waited for the scrolling locks to whir and click open before stepping onto the street. When the taxiquin stopped in front of Zhēnzhū, she got inside but kept the curtains open. She wanted to see Celestial City in the daylight. 
 
    Everything about Celestial City seemed too big and surreal to comprehend, and the crowded streets made her body hum with adrenaline. The Heavenly Palace dominated the city’s skyline, its spearing marble towers lined with copper and glass lifts that moved up and down. The towering structure was visible from anywhere in the city. Celestial City was as beautiful as Zhēnzhū had read in the scrolls Uncle had brought to their home. Each building was elaborately designed and painted to suit its purpose. 
 
    There were many C.A.R.s like the Loatus Revoh, but they weren’t as elaborate as Uncle’s transportation. Each one hovered over the ground, little swirls of exhaust escaping from beneath them as they moved. A jarring honk from one of the C.A.R.s startled Zhēnzhū as it drifted side-to-side, impatiently attempting to squeeze through congested traffic. 
 
    The sidewalk was as busy as the street. Zhēnzhū admired the glamourous clothing of a woman whose Amah kept pace behind her, arms loaded with shopping bags and glistening folded silks. The woman hesitated as she came upon a ragged, one-armed man sitting against a shop at the intersection. He held a sign in his hand with sloppy calligraphy, and Zhēnzhū read it as the taxiquin shifted lanes. 
 
    “Please help, work needed. Factory experience.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū watched the woman walk to the edge of the sidewalk, placing distance between herself and the man. She frowned, pitying him as the taxiquin lurched forward on the road, passing another beggar on the sidewalk who adjusted his straw hat. The taxiquin rounded a corner, and moments later, glimmering window-shops temporarily blinded Zhēnzhū. 
 
    Blinking, Zhēnzhū’s mouth gaped open. There were shops for everything a person could want. The taxiquin plodded past a building full of boots and tailored coats, and Zhēnzhū thought fondly of Jiā. Zhēnzhū made a mental note to ask Uncle if she could come back and pick out gifts for her sisters. Her heart ached for home when she saw a store with tinted glass selling paints and a music shop. 
 
    The taxiquin pulled into a side lot and parked to wait for Zhēnzhū’s return. She released the lock on the door, stepping into a puff of the taxiquin’s steam as its gears cooled. Zhēnzhū couldn’t help noticing the difference between her own mended and worn clothing and the highly decorative fashions of northern women. 
 
    A shop in front of Zhēnzhū sported twisted, gold-coated pillars supporting a deep green awning. Its sign described it as a cosmetics store, and the number of women going in and out of the rotating door made it seem popular. Zhēnzhū’s lip still throbbed from biting it earlier, so she decided to shop there first. 
 
    Excitement unfurled in Zhēnzhū’s stomach when she saw the hundreds of different types of powders and lip paints. She picked up a small brass container of powder to admire it, and her fingers fumbled when she saw the cost. The amount of scrip almost made her set it back down. 
 
    “This is one of our most popular powders,” a soothing voice said. A thin woman with a made-up face and long, silky black hair gracefully sidled beside Zhēnzhū. “You will love it. Would you like to try it on?” 
 
    Zhēnzhū hesitated. “I’m not sure it would look nice on me.” 
 
    The attendant waved Zhēnzhū’s doubts away with a flick of her hand. “This powder is best suited for a pale face like yours. It will make your face shimmer like a pale, full moon.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll try it,” Zhēnzhū said quickly, enraptured by the idea of glistening like moonlight. 
 
    The powder did make Zhēnzhū’s skin glow. She couldn’t remember a time when her face had looked so luminous. 
 
    “I was right. You do look beautiful. What do you think? Should I ring it up for you, miss?” the attendant said while Zhēnzhū admired herself in a hand-mirror. 
 
    Zhēnzhū grinned, turning her head in the light. “I’ll take it.” 
 
    “Oh, so you’ll want the matching lip color too,” the attendant said with a toothy grin. 
 
    Zhēnzhū had never made a purchase without prudently examining the price, but she was swept into a new sensation. Zhēnzhū vigorously nodded, and the attendant picked out two sets of makeup for her, one for the day and the other for the evening. The attendant helped Zhēnzhū apply a rose-colored lip tint before she left the store, and Zhēnzhū filled with a sense of pride and prosperity. 
 
    Strolling in and out of stores, Zhēnzhū squinted as the sun lowered, refracting on the stores of Glass Path. Her arms were lined with bags from multiple purchases. Zhēnzhū had changed in one clothier’s dressing room and felt as if she belonged more in the north. She walked the streets with shopping bags and a painted face while holding her head high. 
 
    “Miss Mèilì, you look like a real city girl,” uttered a familiar voice. 
 
    Several moons had passed since Zhēnzhū had seen Lord Pandareos and pivoted in the direction of his voice. A surprised flush crept beneath Zhēnzhū’s makeup. The last time Zhēnzhū had seen Lord Pandareos, he had shockingly suggested that she owed him a kiss. 
 
    Lord Pandareos’s blonde hair gleamed in the tawny rays of the setting sun. A black brocade, high-necked top hugged his chest, covered by a gold star-speckled leather vest. Dark, flowing pants were covered by matching boots. Zhēnzhū’s eyes widened, recognizing the north’s uniform because it was like Baba’s before he had left for the war. 
 
    The pristine uniform was striking on him. Confused, Zhēnzhū said. “Lord Pandareos, why are you here?” 
 
    “I could ask you the same question, city girl,” Lord Pandareos said with a teasing smile. 
 
    “I’m visiting my uncle.” Zhēnzhū gripped the bags in her hands and tilted her head at his uniform. “You’re wearing the wrong colors, Lord Pandareos.” 
 
    His suave demeanor faltered, and his expression tightened. “It’s the right colors, but you never asked.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū scowled. “You lied to me,” she accused. 
 
    “You know I’m not exactly friends with the truth,” Lord Pandareos said with sheepish grins. “If you remember, I lied to help you.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Zhēnzhū said. “You did lie, and you never answered my question about my shoes at the Mason’s tea ceremony.” 
 
    Lord Pandareos raised a brow, leaning forward slightly. “And you never gave me that kiss.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s ire rose like steam screeching from the mouth of a kettle. “And you keep avoiding my question by talking about kisses,” she snapped. 
 
    “Who doesn’t like talking about kisses?” He replied, taking a step closer to her on the sidewalk. “Or would you rather talk about how red your face was when I had you in my arms?” 
 
    For the first time, Zhēnzhū realized that she and Jiā did have something in common—a temper. “You’re just as bad as that rickshaw driver from the market!” 
 
    Lord Pandareos shifted and frowned. “That’s rude. He was scum.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū glared at him. “At least I’m honest.” 
 
    “You want honest?” He responded testily. “It would cost more than two lucre for me to heckle a woman no matter how pretty she was.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    Lord Pandareos coughed stiffly. “It means I’m…sorry that I lied to you.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū stared at him in disbelief. “I don’t believe you.” Her expression became somber. “I’m disappointed that you can’t be sincere with me even once, Draven.” 
 
    Speechless, Lord Pandareos’s lips parted, and his icy blue eyes stared at her with shock. 
 
    “I have to go,” Zhēnzhū said, moving to brush past him. “It’s getting late, and Uncle will be expecting me.” 
 
    Lord Pandareos grasped her wrist before she passed him, stopping her. Annoyed, Zhēnzhū jerked her hand free, dropping one of her bags. She quickly picked it up and narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “I-I think I’ve fallen in love with you,” he stammered softly. 
 
    Surprised, Zhēnzhū searched his expression, unable to believe the vulnerability she saw there. “Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me,” she replied with regret. 
 
    Zhēnzhū wondered if she had made a mistake coming to Celestial City, but it was too late to go back home. She had accepted Uncle’s hospitality and was committed to going through with the tea ceremony. 
 
    There was one thing Zhēnzhū knew for certain, she could no longer trust her own judgment in men. 
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    Dismayed Damsel 
 
   Zhēnzhū’s task of cleaning the walkways had fallen to Jiā, who unconsciously neglected it, pacing restlessly around the room. Other tasks had fallen incomplete as well, and Jiā had taken to exploring more often to take her mind off the absence of her older sister. With no older sister to nag her about it, Jiā barely looked at the chronometer. 
 
    Usually, Mama would lift their spirits, but the hospital needed her to help with a new relief program. Relieving the burden from the military doctors, the hospital had taken on more injured soldiers. Mama had been putting in longer hours, and often stayed the night. The girls had to make do without Mama offering them any maternal source of comfort, and none of them wanted to bother or be a burden to her during the chaos. 
 
    Xìnì stepped inside the family room, grumbling miserably about the amount of dust in the walkway. “Jiā, weren’t you supposed to clean the walkway?” 
 
    Jiā threw her hands up wildly. “I knew I forgot something! Everything’s been awful since Zhēnzhū left.” 
 
    “Don’t blame your own laziness on Zhēnzhū,” Xìnì chided. “I miss her too, but there’s no need to complain about it.” 
 
    Shìyán, who was quietly embroidering a slipper in the back of the room, lamented. “Zhēnzhū would have beautiful bird by now.” 
 
    The girls sat with a somber silence falling over them. Each of them missed the firm but gentle hand of their older sister. Zhēnzhū was the pillar that each younger girl could look to for guidance and understanding. Jiā even found herself missing the daily scolding Zhēnzhū would give her for her boyish shenanigans. 
 
    “Zhēnzhū is probably having the time of her life,” Jiā reasoned, lowering to her knees by the low table in the center of the room. “I’ll be she’s already met a lot of fancy people.” 
 
    “I wish Uncle had invited me to go to the north,” Xìnì added, leaning the far wall. “I’ve heard Uncle say so many things about the north. It sounds beautiful.” 
 
    Shìyán lay down her needlework, chestnut eyes falling her sisters. “Zhēnzhū wouldn’t want us to be unhappy. We should try to carry on and wish Zhēnzhū well in the north.” 
 
    Jiā stood, placing her hands firmly on her hips. “You’re right. We should wish Zhēnzhū the best,” she agreed, but her sturdy countenance deflated. “But it’s hard, and I’m not ready.” 
 
    “I’m not either,” Xìnì replied. “It was so sudden, and we don’t know how long she will be away.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t be so selfish,” Shìyán said. “But…I miss her as too.” 
 
    When the front doorbell chimed, and Jiā slumped away with a heavy sigh to answer it. The sound of Kuo’s voice couldn’t dispel the gray cloud hanging over the girls. Kuo, followed by Mr. Boman, removed their shoes and stepped over the ghost-tripping threshold. 
 
    The malaise permeating the room surprised Kuo, and his concerned gaze fell on Jiā. “You look like an evil spirit has attached itself to the Mèilì family. It isn’t news about your Baba, is it?” 
 
    Jiā shook her head and sighed. “Zhēnzhū went to the north with Uncle, and we’re moping. What if something happens? What if Zhēnzhū does something foolish, like fall in love, and we don’t see her again?” 
 
    Shocked, Kuo pivoted toward Mr. Boman. “Is that why you’ve been so dour all week?” 
 
    “I may have something to do with why she left so abruptly,” he mumbled, rubbing his goat-licked hair. 
 
    Jiā’s dark eyes narrowed as she straightened, and her mind raced, recalling the ridiculous lie Kuo had told her. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Mr. Boman hesitated. 
 
    “Well?” Jiā demanded. “Did you do something stupid?” 
 
    “I suppose you could say it was a proposal,” Mr. Boman admitted. “I tried to ask her if she would wait for me to secure more funds, but her mind was made up.” 
 
    “Zhēnzhū’s first proposal!” Xìnì squealed, bringing her hands to her face. “Was it a passionate confession? Did you proclaim your undying love and present her with a bouquet of yellow gladiolas and lavender?” 
 
    Shìyán apprehensively tugged at her medium-brown braid. “Now isn’t the time to discuss the details.” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” Jiā wished she had a sword to point at Mr. Boman so he would immediately divulge information. 
 
    Kuo dipped his head, unruly auburn hair covering his face as he shifted uncomfortably, staring at his socked feet. 
 
    The motion caused Jiā’s fiery gaze to snap to Kuo. “You had a hand in this.” 
 
    “I was trying to help. A snake at the Mason’s tea ceremony tried to cajole Zhēnzhū to kiss him. So I thought if Mr. Boman had a chance to confess first, then Zhēnzhū might choose him,” Kuo said, his emerald eyes pleading for forgiveness. 
 
    Mr. Boman’s jaw dropped. “Someone else tried to kiss Zhēnzhū?” 
 
    “SOMEONE ELSE?” 
 
    Silence dropped after the bellowed query. Mr. Boman’s raised his hands. “I didn’t kiss her. I mean…” His face turned two shades of scarlet. “I want to, b-but I haven’t.” 
 
    Kuo rested his hand on his tutor’s shoulder, wordlessly passing him support. 
 
    Xìnì clasped her hand over her mouth, muffling an excited shriek, and Jiā cast a scathing look in her direction. Shìyán motioned for Xìnì to join her, concerned about the reckoning she saw brewing in Jiā’s eyes. 
 
    “If Zhēnzhū left because of your mistake, then you need to fix it—and I’m going to make sure you do,” Jiā said darkly to Kuo. 
 
    Wincing, Kuo nodded. “What do you want me to do when she comes back?” 
 
    “We’re not waiting that long,” Jiā asserted. 
 
    Xìnì piped up. “Is this the part where the denouement happens?” 
 
    “What’s a denouement?” Shìyán whispered, leaning close to her. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Xìnì said, shrugging. “I’ve just always wanted to say it.” 
 
    Jiā turned toward them. “You’re right, Xìnì! We have a damsel in distress to rescue. That’s the only way this whole mess will be resolved.” 
 
    “How do you propose we do that?” Kuo said with a mischievous gleam in his eyes. “Board a train to the north?” 
 
    Jiā’s lips curled into a wicked grin. “Exactly.” 
 
    “You’ve lost your wits,” Xìnì said, flabbergasted. “What if we get lost? We don’t even know exactly where Uncle lives.” 
 
    “Grandfather might know,” Kuo suggested. 
 
    “You would do what she suggests,” Xìnì sighed. 
 
    Shìyán nervously scooted forward in her chair. “And Mama would worry if she returned, and no one was here.” 
 
    Kuo waved away comments. “I can get an address from Grandfather, and he conducts business with the train station’s owner in Bloomland.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit, Kuo. We can go to the north and rescue our dismayed damsel.” Jiā said, excited about embarking on a new adventure. 
 
    “I’m going too,” Mr. Boman said emphatically. “I’ll travel ahead by airship. I have a connection that can get me on one, but it wouldn’t be safe for a group.” 
 
    “Since you’ll get there before us, you can find Zhēnzhū —but no kissing!” Jiā said, reluctantly accepting the help. 
 
    Xìnì rolled her eyes. “I guess if there’s no stopping any of you, then someone will need to keep you out of trouble.” 
 
    “It would take both of us to keep Jiā out of trouble,” Shìyán added. 
 
    “Then it’s decided,” Jiā said firmly. “We’ll leave as soon as possible.” 
 
    ✽ ✽ ✽ 
 
      
 
    “I hope Mama sees the note we left for her,” Xìnì said. “I hate to think of her worrying about us.” 
 
    “I left word with Grandfather to speak with your mother,” Kuo assured. “I think she will understand.” 
 
    Mama had warned the girls that Bloomland was dangerous. It wasn’t far from Wen Kroy, but its close proximity to the war in Wasteland had given it the moniker “Boomland.” The once verdant land, brimming with meadow vegetation, was now a military town. Soldiers wearing copper-colored uniforms covered by hardened leather vests wandered the streets. The golden dragon emblazoned on their armor curled around a moon, and their waists were weighted with pistols and swords. 
 
    A train rested on the tracks to the left, and Jiā eagerly devoured every detail. It was massive, with a dark iron hull that was battle-scarred from traversing dangerous territory. Jiā’s breath hitched, admiring the dented carving in the metalwork as the girls followed Kuo along the boarding deck. 
 
    This was Jiā’s first time being so close to a train, and exhilaration chugged through her veins. A mainspring at the front of the train was being wound by a repurposed first-generation Amah before its departure. The undercarriage contained round casings with three separate gears that rotated forward, pushing against the pinions inside of it. 
 
    Kuo bought the tickets and showed the girls how to insert them into the mechanical box mounted onto the side of each carriage on the train. The gears inside churned, punching each voucher with a hole. Double-doors swiftly opened after the paper was marked, allowing one person to enter before they closed. 
 
    Helping the girls find their cabin, Kuo took the seat next to Jiā. Her eyes were fixed on the dusty horizon where Wasteland breathed death onto the land. Airships burdened with supplies dotted the skyline, blotting out the sun as they navigated the length of the war-torn area. 
 
    “I can see your mind working already,” Kuo said, taking his seat beside Jiā. 
 
    The train’s wheels shrieked, its metal gears unclamping from the rail, and it whistled, moving forward. Jiā’s form lurched. She didn’t tear her eyes away from the window, absorbing every detail as the train’s caliber engine churned down the track. A hundred words to describe the experience brushed her soul, but Jiā didn’t utter a sound. 
 
    “This. This is the adventure I’ve been craving. Trains, Wasteland, excitement…” Jiā finally managed to say, her eyes brimming with happiness. “My heart has yearned for it.” 
 
    “You don’t want to get married and settle down someday?” 
 
    Jiā laughed, her face splitting into a toothy grin. “Heavens, no! The Great Spirit created me for adventures, and I’m going to willingly walk that path. I’ll be the wildest woman in all Milgrim! Just wait.” 
 
    “You have always followed your heart,” Kuo said, scooting closer. “But I wouldn’t count love out if I were you.” 
 
    “Well, you are not me,” Jiā said, turning to gaze out of the window again. “Love is for sappy, romantic story-scrolls. My life shall be an adventure.” 
 
    Kuo’s turbulent green eyes fixed on Jiā’s profile, full of wishes she was too oblivious to notice. Xìnì clapped her hands, drawing his attention. Letting the matter of Jiā’s future drop into the depths of his heart, Kuo changed topics. 
 
    “We can’t arrive in the north without a plan,” he said. 
 
    Jiā peeled her eyes off the rolling dunes of Wasteland. “I say we get there and tell her that she’s coming back with us no matter what.” 
 
    “What if Zhēnzhū doesn’t want to come back with us?” Shìyán observed astutely. 
 
    “It’s too late to think that,” Xìnì cheekily. “She has to come back if all of us are there.” 
 
    Jiā stood, shifting her weight to keep her balance as she squeezed between Shìyán and Xìnì, draping her arm around Shìyán’s shoulders. “Zhēnzhū was troubled more than we knew, and her family we should be there for her. She needs a good scolding for worrying us.” 
 
    Despite the looming possibility that their rescue mission may not go as planned, they each held a small light of hope in their hearts. A companionable silence fell into the cabin as the sun inched below the horizon. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    19 
 
    
    Red String of Fate 
 
   Zhēnzhū awoke in the early morning hours to the bustling sounds of the three older bondservant women who had attended her for the past week, insisting that she call them Auntie. Groggy, Zhēnzhū peeled open an eye, uncertain why they were there when she hadn’t called for them. Slender boxes crouched beneath crumpled bags littering the room. Zhēnzhū’s shopping spree that week, curtesy of Uncle, made her feel spoiled and decadent. Staying with Liza was the closest Zhēnzhū had been to enjoying a wealthy lifestyle, and that had been a vicarious experience at best. 
 
    “It’s time to get up, Miss Zhēnzhū,” Auntie Lin said, tugging at the blanket that covered Zhēnzhū’s body. 
 
    She was a gentle, petite woman with expressive kohl-colored eyes. Her ebony hair was unevenly bobbed, a public display of her grief for the loss of a loved one, but her calm demeanor never wavered. The three women sorted through the scattered purchases Zhēnzhū had brought back from a shopping trip yesterday, organizing them in the closet. 
 
    “We have orders from your Uncle to pamper you before helping you prepare for the tea ceremony,” Auntie Jin said with a stringent tone. 
 
    “Yes,” Auntie Liu added, shaking her head. Her dark blonde hair brushed her cheeks. “We will take care of you until your clothing is fully pressed by an Amah. You will look splendid, Miss Zhēnzhū.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū was reluctantly tugged out of bed by Auntie Jin’s stern look. The old woman didn’t approve of Zhēnzhū’s new indulgences. Donning a silk robe printed with a lotus that reminded her of home, Zhēnzhū followed Auntie Lin into the tiled bathroom. The modern technology in northern Milgrim had allowed some of the newest opulent homes the pleasure of a built-in bathhouse in each room. 
 
    Fragrant candles were tucked into gilded lanterns, and Auntie Liu lit them while Auntie Lin readied the bath. Lavender seeped into the humid air, and Zhēnzhū waited until the women had closed the stained-glass screen before relaxing in the tub’s hot water. 
 
    When Zhēnzhū finished bathing, Auntie Lin rubbed jasmine oil on her skin while Auntie Liu’s ample shape left to fetch a midday meal for her. Auntie Jin held up different pieces of clothing for Zhēnzhū to choose from and handed them to an Amah to iron. Hours streaked by with Zhēnzhū being waited upon, and Auntie Liu finished staining Zhēnzhū’s toes with a copper-colored powder Zhēnzhū had bought. The color reminded her of Mr. Boman’s eyes. 
 
    Staring at the top of Auntie Liu’s dark-blonde bobbed head, Zhēnzhū curiously asked, “Have any of you ever made a decision you regretted?” 
 
    “I wish I had never married my husband. Should have run off with the straw-hatted fool who professed his undying love for me,” Auntie Jin said bitterly. “Of course, he probably wouldn’t have been any different. Dying and leaving me with debts. The nerve of some men.” 
 
    There was a short silence. 
 
    “Our husbands owed gambling debts and died before they paid them. The burden falls on us to pay the debt, and Lord Tānlán purchased our service at an auction house,” Auntie Lin said, gingerly brushing Zhēnzhū’s hair. 
 
    It was hard for her to believe Uncle would purchase the debt of a widow. Zhēnzhū frowned, and Auntie Lin poked her shoulder with the jade brush. “Don’t worry about us, Miss Zhēnzhū. It’s a pleasure to take care of you. You are more polite than northern young ladies.” 
 
    “She’s right. We loved our husbands, but we didn’t choose wisely,” Auntie Liu said pragmatically. 
 
    Auntie Jin sniffed, holding a silver ribbon out to Zhēnzhū. “Speak for yourself. I chose the wealthiest boy in my province, and he promised me a queen’s throne. Look where that got me. I’m too old for this nonsense.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū shook her head, dismissing the choice of ribbon, and smiled wanly. Her thoughts folded into each other. She had assumed that Uncle Tānlán was correct and that marrying a rich man would solve all her problems—but Auntie Jin’s words laced through her mind. 
 
    Her gaze wandered to the wrapped packages stack in the corner of the cerulean room. They were gifts for her sisters. While her mind had been on pleasure, her heart had dwelled at home. 
 
    Zhēnzhū waited for Auntie Lin to finish tying the strings of her blushing auqon top to the right and securing the pleated skirt she wore beneath it. Auntie Lin placed an embroidered and bejeweled waistband around Zhēnzhū’s midriff, fastening the tiny metal clasps on the back. 
 
    Stroking the chiffon and lace roses of her flowing outer garment, Zhēnzhū was startled when a thread snagged on the corner of her copper-colored nail. The outrageously expensive item should not be unraveling so quickly. 
 
    Zhēnzhū frowned at it and murmured, “How odd.” 
 
    “What’s odd, Miss Zhēnzhū?” Auntie Liu said. 
 
    “My outer garment has a loose thread, and it’s brand new.” 
 
    Auntie Jin’s sharp blue eyes looked at her. “That’s not a good omen.” 
 
    Unease pierced through Zhēnzhū. In an hour, she would be in front of dozens of prominent people in Celestial City performing her first tea ceremony. If something went wrong, Zhēnzhū would be humiliated and the source of gossip—again. 
 
    Zhēnzhū brought the piece of cloth up to her eyes, staring at it in the bright lamplight. The latent noise of the Amah’s wheels as it rolled around cleaning the room. A red string from the embroidered roses on the green chiffon of her full sleeve was jaggedly pulled away from the gleaming design. 
 
    The outer garment had been one of the many excessive purchases Zhēnzhū had made with Uncle Tānlán’s scrip. Her fingers traced the stitched lines of embroidery, feeling the glistening thread zigzag across the fabric. There were several tiny spaces where a gap appeared between the rows and one or two spots where the thread doubled back on itself. It was shoddy work for something that cost so much, and Zhēnzhū recognized it immediately as something that came from one of the advanced workshops. 
 
    “Ridiculous. Can’t they program those machines to make a bullion knot rose instead of using a couching stitch?” Zhēnzhū said crossly. 
 
    Auntie Lin removed the makeup and hair wax from the vanity and said, “Machines can’t do everything, Miss Zhēnzhū. If they could, we wouldn’t be here.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū sighed dispiritedly. Since her meeting with Lord Pandareos on Glass Path, the slight blemish on her visit had grown. She agitatedly picked at the loose string, trying to find a place among the scarlet weave where she could hide it by wedging it beneath another thread with her fingernail. The stubborn strand popped back up. Annoyed, Zhēnzhū licked the tip of her finger and smoothed the red string, but that didn’t work either. 
 
    “Stay still, Miss Zhēnzhū,” Auntie Jin said firmly, grasping Zhēnzhū’s long hair. 
 
    Auntie Jin deftly twisted and tucked the strands into an elegant hairstyle, finishing the look with four golden hairpins. Zhēnzhū waited for Auntie Lin to finish applying her makeup before looking at her sleeve again. Dismissing the bondservants, Zhēnzhū noticed the problem with the design on her sleeve. 
 
    The silk thread that was used was too thin. To produce the item quickly, the factory had used a cheaper thread, which caused it to deteriorate rapidly, forcing customers to buy something new when it did. Zhēnzhū’s hand-embroidered designs lasted well over a year, but this garment hadn’t lasted through the evening. 
 
    The subtle deceit infuriated Zhēnzhū, churning through her mind as she thought about her shoe stall. “How wicked! This piece cost so much scrip, but my shoes would last far longer,” she fumed. 
 
    Zhēnzhū whirled and rummaged through the piles of clothes and trinkets she had bought that week. She looked at them, eyeing the stitching. In each one, she found at least one flaw, but a regular customer wouldn’t notice. Frustrated, Zhēnzhū yanked open the bottom drawer of the dresser. The pairs of beautiful flower bowl shoes she had bought from the display window were lined up in the drawer, glistening with enchanting designs. But they were also slightly imperfect. 
 
    Disgruntled, Zhēnzhū slammed the drawer closed and stalked to the large, clear vanity mirror. It seemed that everything in the Celestial City was a shade amiss and duller than what Zhēnzhū had assumed it would be. Which made Zhēnzhū seriously doubt a marriage with any man from a place like this. 
 
    Zhēnzhū looked at herself in the mirror, studying her painted face and beautiful clothing. Her fingers grazed the loose string, lingering over the rose beneath it. Images from Zhēnzhū’s time sewing designs on her shoes slid into her mind, and her fingers thoughtfully stroked against the silk thread again. 
 
    She had enjoyed the rush of energy and the thrill of creating something new. Even though Zhēnzhū had only sold a single pair, the shine in the young girl’s eyes had been unlike anything she had experienced before. Zhēnzhū sucked in her bottom lip, tasting the slick, crimson color on it. 
 
    “Perhaps Jiā was right,” she whispered to herself. “Maybe I didn’t give my little stall enough time to flourish. What if I’d sold another pair the next day? Would I eventually have made more scrip?” 
 
    The question buzzed in the back of her mind like a bee hovering over a bouquet of flowers. Zhēnzhū looked at herself again and then glanced around the room. As lovely as everything was on the surface, a sudden pall was cast over it. She didn’t want the things she achieved in life to be given to her by someone else. 
 
    Zhēnzhū twisted the string hanging from her sleeve around a finger and straightened her shoulders. No, she didn’t want that kind of life—or marriage. Zhēnzhū swung her hand to her side, snapping the string that was nestled near her knuckle, and clenched it into a fist to keep it from twitching. Facing the door, Zhēnzhū opened it and stepped toward the stairwell. 
 
    It was time to tell Uncle about her new decision. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    20 
 
    
    “I Choose Myself” 
 
   Zhēnzhū wanted to find a good time to talk to Uncle before the tea ceremony, but when Uncle emerged from his office, he rushed her out of the door. He smoothed a hand over his top knot and opened the locks of the silver-plated entrance. A taxiquin puttered to a stop in front of them on the paved street. 
 
    “Uncle, I’d like to—” Zhēnzhū said, trying to catch his attention. 
 
    Zhēnzhū side-stepped to avoid the high-necked collar Uncle wore over his brocade ceremonial bufu when he turned toward her. The pointed shoulders of the piece nearly hit her in the face. 
 
    “Not right now, Zhēnzhū,” Uncle said with a harried tone. “You should hurry out to the taxiquin, or you’ll be late for the ceremony.” 
 
    “Yes, but, Uncle…” 
 
    “Don’t you worry, Zhēnzhū. You’ll do fine,” Uncle said, attempting to reassure her. 
 
    Zhēnzhū sighed and stepped into the taxiquin. She wouldn’t be able to talk with Uncle ahead of time, and she hoped he wouldn’t be angry about the money he’d put into her debut. The taxiquin rolled forward and drove into Celestial City. 
 
    The tea hall was a grand two-story structure that sat on a peninsula in a glistening lake. The only inlet to the small island was past a lacquered, hollowed gate that arched over guests in a tumbling pattern of cogs. A wooden bridge stretched beyond the entrance, strung with illuminated paper lanterns. The light bounced off the dark waters below, highlighting the lily pads and lotus flowers floating on the surface. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s stomach tightened as she walked across the bridge with Uncle, plopping near her feet like the frog she watched dive into the water. A bright, swollen moon hovered in the sky behind the tea hall, tracing the sloping eaves of the roof. She and Uncle had arrived earlier than the guests, and she followed him inside the building. 
 
    Polished, low tables dotted the walls of the room, each decorated with a small brass lantern. Comfortable velvet cushions adorned the floor behind the tables. Decorated bamboo sticks, calligraphed with each guest’s name lay on the tables. Curious, Zhēnzhū shuffled toward a lone table in the center of the room and looked at the name on it. 
 
    In long, graceful strokes, a familiar title was written. Lord Draven Pandareos. Stunned, Zhēnzhū stared at the name. 
 
    The broken red string rushed to her mind. Auntie Jin was right—it was a bad omen. Zhēnzhū’s resolve to persevere in her endeavors grew more potent, and she continued to the staging area. 
 
    Shuffling toward the platform at the front of the room, Zhēnzhū studied the engraved ceremony tools that lay on a satin cloth and noticed the subtle defects in each one. A small conveyor attached to the front of the stage would deliver the first cup of matcha to the guest of honor with the press of a button. She wondered why Uncle had chosen Lord Pandareos as the guest of honor. To her knowledge, the men didn’t know each other. 
 
    Uncle motioned her to the front of the room before the first guest arrived. People filtered into the room, many of them complimented Uncle on his choice of a hostess, commenting on Zhēnzhū’s clothing and makeup without seeing her. Which steadied her mind that life in the north would not be fulfilling. 
 
    Lord Pandareos entered last, giving her a sweet, hopeful smile. Zhēnzhū was annoyed that Lord Pandareos had chosen to wear a tailored coat with the northern military insignia stitched to the shoulder. Tinkling swelled around the room as female heads swiveled toward him, their eyes remaining on his dashing figure. 
 
    Uncle leaned over to whisper something to Lord Pandareos, and Zhēnzhū restrained her lips from turning down. It would mar her makeup, and she didn’t want to ruin the evening for Uncle. Later, she would warn him that Lord Pandareos is a liar. 
 
    After the guests were seated, an automatic guzheng played in the background. She cringed when the instrument’s strings strummed a jarring chord. Even with her limited musical knowledge, she could tell the guzheng was a half-step off-key. Bracing herself, Zhēnzhū shuffled to the platform, back straight and hands placed elegantly one over the other like a queen before her throne. 
 
    Trickles of guilt filtered into her heart, and she glanced at Uncle. If this was going to be the only ceremony Zhēnzhū would be a hostess for, she was going to do it her way. Zhēnzhū was supposed to bow twice. One to her guest of honor and once to the rest of the participants, but she decided her tea ceremony didn’t need to adhere to antiquated rules. Murmurs spread as Zhēnzhū bowed once to the guests and knelt behind the utensils. 
 
    Once the tools were cleaned, Zhēnzhū prepared the tea. Each movement was precise and graceful. When the first cup was made, she held it in her hand and twisted the delicate blue jay printed on the front toward the guest of honor. 
 
    Zhēnzhū met Lord Pandareos’s crystalline eyes. She was supposed to place the smooth, speckled cup into the conveyor at her station and press the button to have the conveyor deliver it to him. But she didn’t want to. 
 
    Instead, Zhēnzhū’s azure gaze scanned the guests in the room. A familiar pair of chocolate eyes in the back of the room sparked the tinder in her heart. Choosing him might not change her circumstances, but it changed how she viewed the world. 
 
    Ignoring the button at her station that would operate the conveyor, Zhēnzhū shuffled toward the middle of the ochre room. Lord Pandareos’s face lit with surprise, and a small smile played at his lips when he held out his hands for the teacup. 
 
    Keeping her focus on the one man who cared for Zhēnzhū’s character more than her face, she shuffled past Lord Pandareos. The flabbergasted look on Draven’s face as the cup continued past him brought immeasurable relief to Zhēnzhū. Every head in the room turned, following the tiny cup to the back of the hall where it found its rightful owner. 
 
    “Brock, please accept this token of my apology,” Zhēnzhū said humbly, conscious of all the eyes on her. 
 
    Mr. Boman’s smile soothed Zhēnzhū’s troubled spirit. “Always.” 
 
    After Mr. Boman accepted the cup with both hands and had finished the matcha, Zhēnzhū shuffled back to the platform despite the icy glare from Uncle. His furious gaze bored through her for the rest of the ceremony. When guests filed out of the door, Lord Pandareos and Mr. Boman walked toward her. 
 
    Zhēnzhū tried to speak to Uncle. “Uncle Tānlán,” Zhēnzhū said softly. “I…” 
 
    “You have disgraced me,” Uncle hissed. “You took my kindness and turned it into a theatrical display. Your mother didn’t raise you to use another’s scrip for your own personal gain?” 
 
    Tears stung Zhēnzhū’s eyes at the harsh words. “Uncle, I tried to talk to you before we left. I’ve decided that I’m going back to Wen Kroy to make my shoe stall successful.” 
 
    Uncle Tānlán gave Zhēnzhū a sharp look before drawing in a breath to compose himself. “When you change your mind again, I will not have the means to support you. You ruined any chance you had at making a decent match tonight.” 
 
    “She still has me,” Lord Pandareos offered. 
 
    Mr. Boman’s brows furrowed, and his sharp features tightened. “She won’t need you. I’ve made plans to help Zhēnzhū achieve her dream in any way that she needs.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū tilted her head and looked up at him. “What do you mean, Mr. Boman?” 
 
    “I preferred it when you called me Brock,” Mr. Boman said, reaching for her hand. Zhēnzhū’s fingers delicately wove through his. “I’ve been using a portion of my wages to make investments in fledgling companies for years. Many of them have done very well, so I retrieved my returns from them to make another investment—in you.” 
 
    Speechless, Zhēnzhū stared at the man she had rejected because he offered too little. If only she had realized sooner that he would offer so much more than she had anticipated. He was willing to support her dream. She didn’t need a queen’s throne when she had the world. 
 
    Lord Pandareos stared at Zhēnzhū and Mr. Boman’s clasped hands. “My feelings are still the same if you find yourself bored with a working man,” he said with a wink. 
 
    Zhēnzhū noticed that the teasing expression didn’t quite reach his sorrow-lined features. He bowed deeply to Zhēnzhū, and he rose without looking at her. When he left the building, Zhēnzhū felt an inkling of regret for the pain she’d seen on his distressed face. 
 
    Uncle opened his mouth to speak, but a loud disturbance at the entrance obscured his words. Jiā’s body slammed against the entry’s frame as she shoved the sliding screen door open, racing into the tea hall. Shìyán and Xìnì rammed into Jiā as she tried to squeeze through the door, and Kuo brought up the rear. Zhēnzhū’s jaw dropped. 
 
    “YOU’RE MAKING A MISTAKE!” Jiā yelled. 
 
    “Jiā, you can’t suddenly stop without warning,” Xìnì complained, rubbing her small nose with an injured expression. 
 
    Jiā looked at the room, crestfallen. “Don’t tell me we’ve missed it,” she said. “I knew we should have found a way to sneak onto the airship.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū chuckled and then laughed, clutching her stomach. It felt right to be with her sisters again. “You don’t need to worry, Jiā.” 
 
    “But I do have to worry. You’re under duress,” Jiā insisted. “People don’t make wise choices under duress!” 
 
    “I sure hope that she isn’t,” Mr. Boman responded with a wide grin, holding up their combined hands. 
 
    “That’s what a denouement is!” Shìyán said, putting a hand over her mouth as she giggled. 
 
    Jiā glared at Mr. Boman, placed two fingers in front of her eyes, and swiveled her hand toward him. 
 
    Zhēnzhū’s cheeks flushed happily. “I’m quite sure that I didn’t make a mistake. In the end, I chose myself. I was so entangled in the things that I didn’t have, that I overlooked all the wonderful things I do have. I’ll never fall into that temptation again. Riches can’t compare to the love that I already have, and I won’t settle for anything less.” 
 
    Jiā blinked, pushing back finicky tears. “Don’t say something so moving! I’ve got an image to uphold.” 
 
    “Maybe you can put your image aside so that all of you can give me a hug,” Zhēnzhū said, releasing Mr. Boman’s hand to open her arms. 
 
    They all rushed into her arms, and Jiā glanced over her shoulder. “Where did Uncle go? He’s missing the family hug.” 
 
    “He excused himself a moment ago,” Mr. Boman said. “Lord Tānlán must have wanted to give you all some space.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū pulled away from her sisters but held onto Jiā and Xìnì’s arms. “I’ll have to apologize to Uncle. He paid for this ceremony, but I didn’t follow tradition.” 
 
    “You didn’t follow the rules?” Jiā said, laughing. 
 
    Zhēnzhū clicked her tongue at Jiā. “Oh, hush.” 
 
    “I’m sure Uncle will understand. He’s a nice man,” Shìyán said, quick to reassure her. 
 
    Zhēnzhū grabbed Jiā’s forearm, steadying the twitch of her right hand. “I would like to continue my embroidery business, and I don’t want to marry anyone until I’m successful,” she nervously asserted. 
 
    Mr. Boman nodded, his brown eyes conveying his sincerity. “I always admired your industrious spirit.” 
 
    Zhēnzhū left the tea hall arm-in-arm with her sisters. Her heart finally felt settled. Love, hope, and faith were what made life more bearable, and the Mèilì family had those in abundance. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Epilogue 
 
    
    Fractured 
 
   Qián Tānlán threw himself out of the taxiquin when it pulled up beside his city residence, anger billowing off his expensive ceremonial attire like a robe. He punched a finger into the bell at the door and slammed past the bondservant who opened it. He kicked off his boots at the mat, leaving them for an Amah or bondservant to collect, and stormed up the stairs wearing a thunderous expression. 
 
    Nothing had gone as he had planned for tonight. Qián shook his head, knowing Zhēnzhū couldn't have figured out his plan. She was a bright girl, but she wasn’t that smart. Of all the Mèilì sisters, Jiā would be the most difficult to deal with. Zhēnzhū had merely done what he knew women were notorious for—changing their minds. 
 
    Launching himself into the overstuffed leather chair at his desk, Qián brooded. He stared at the portrait on his jade desk with equal parts loathing and longing. A smiling, golden-haired woman stared at him with azure eyes that mirrored a sunny sky. She was the only thing he had ever genuinely wanted, and he had worked so hard to obtain her—only to be betrayed by his closest friend. 
 
    Qián snarled viciously at the hollow thunk of the air tube as a message was delivered. Massaging his temples, he inhaled deeply before he did something he would regret. Like smash the small, imported, and exorbitantly expensive coffee machine next to his desk. It ground the beans into a cloud of fine dust at the push of a button before dispensing hot water into the porcelain cup below it. Last time, it had taken a week for him to find someone to repair it and another two before it was fixed. 
 
    Sharply jabbing a button on the machine sitting next to his desk, Qián waited for the last spurt of boiling water to hit the cup before he lifted it to his lips. He needed the caffeine to stave off the impending headache he felt threatening his skull, and it would help him with the night ahead. After Zhēnzhū’s little stunt, Qián would need to rearrange his plans for the girls. 
 
    Draven had been cast aside, but Qián would deal with him later. Scrip went a long way in Celestial City. His main concern was how to reenter the Mèilì family without arousing too much suspicion. He had needed to leave when Zhēnzhū’s sisters had arrived, or he would have completely lost his composure in the tea hall. 
 
    The dark liquid in his cup curled warmly in his belly, soothing the temper that raged through him. Qián’s mind raced through alternate plans to exact his revenge, and he set his cup aside, unlocking a drawer to rifle through the contents. He brought out a sheaf of papers and marked through Zhēnzhū’s name. His plan for the Mèilì family had been fractured by her abrupt decision to reject Draven Pandareos. 
 
    All the months of careful planning had been for nothing. If Qián had succeeded, he would have happily smiled at Zhēnzhū’s wedding, waited a few weeks, and then pulled in all the credit that the Pandareos family owed at the many stores he was a partial owner of. The gradual decline in funds, the meek and distressed look on Zhēnzhū 's face, and the sudden bankruptcy would have been so sweet. 
 
    Now, Qián would have to rearrange his plans. He would eventually make his way back to Zhēnzhū, but he couldn’t pursue that arrangement for a while. Qián studied his list of ideas, and his mouth slowly curled upward. The next sister on his list was too sweet to refuse his “help.” 
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