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Chapter One


The bottom of the lake tasted like mud, salt, and regret. The water was so thick it was agony keeping my eyes open, but thank the great gods I did. Otherwise, I would have missed the dragon.


He was smaller than I’d imagined one to be. About the size of a rowboat, with glittering ruby eyes and scales green as the purest jade. Not at all like the village-sized beasts the legends claimed dragons to be, large enough to swallow entire warships.


He swam nearer until his round red eyes were so close they reflected my own.


He was watching me drown.


Help, I pleaded. I was out of air, and I had barely a second of life left before my world folded into itself.


The dragon regarded me, lifting a feathery eyebrow. For an instant, I dared hope he might help. But his tail wrapped around my neck, squeezing out the last of my breath.


And all went dark.


 


In hindsight, I probably shouldn’t have told my maids I was going to jump into the Sacred Lake. I only said it because the heat this morning was insufferable. Even the chrysanthemum bushes outside had wilted, and the kitebirds soaring above the citrus trees were too parched to sing. Not to mention, diving into the lake seemed like a perfectly sensible alternative to attending my betrothal ceremony—or as I liked to call it, the dismal end of my future.


Unfortunately, my maids believed me, and word traveled faster than demonfire to Father. Within minutes, he sent one of my brothers—along with a retinue of stern-faced guards—to fetch me.


So here I was, being shepherded through the palace’s catacomb of corridors, on the hottest day of the year. To the dismal end of my future.


As I followed my brother down yet another sun-soaked hall, I fidgeted with my sleeve, pretending to cover a yawn as I peeked inside.


“Stop yawning,” Hasho chided.


I dropped my arm and yawned again. “If I let them all out now, I won’t have to do it in front of Father.”


“Shiori . . .”


“You try being woken up at dawn to have your hair brushed a thousand times,” I countered. “You try walking in a god’s ransom of silk.” I lifted my arms, but my sleeves were so heavy I could barely keep them raised. “Look at all these layers. I could outfit a ship with enough sails to cross the sea!”


The trace of a smile touched Hasho’s mouth. “The gods are listening, dear sister. You keep complaining like that, and your betrothed will have a pockmark for each time you dishonor them.”


My betrothed. Any mention of him went in one ear and out the other, as my mind drifted to more pleasant thoughts, like cajoling the palace chef for his red bean paste recipe—or better yet, stowing away on a ship and voyaging across the Taijin Sea.


Being the emperor’s only daughter, I’d never been allowed to go anywhere, let alone journey outside of Gindara, the capital. In a year, I’d be too old for such an escapade. And too married.


The indignity of it all made me sigh aloud. “Then I’m doomed. He’ll be hideous.”


My brother chuckled and nudged me forward. “Come on, no more complaining. We’re nearly there.”


I rolled my eyes. Hasho was starting to sound like he was seventy, not seventeen. Of my six brothers, I liked him most—he was the only one with wits as quick as mine. But ever since he started taking being a prince so seriously and wasting those wits on chess games instead of mischief, there were certain things I couldn’t tell him anymore.


Like what I was keeping inside my sleeve.


A tickle crawled up my arm, and I scratched my elbow.


Just to be safe, I pinched the wide opening of my sleeve shut. If Hasho knew what I was hiding under its folds, I’d never hear the end of it.


From him, or from Father.


“Shiori,” Hasho whispered. “What’s the matter with your dress?”


“I thought I smudged the silk,” I lied, pretending to rub at a spot on my sleeve. “It’s so hot today.” I made a show of looking out at the mountains and the lake. “Don’t you wish we were outside swimming instead of going to some boring ceremony?”


Hasho eyed me suspiciously. “Shiori, don’t change the topic.”


I bowed my head, doing my best to look remorseful—and covertly adjusted my sleeve. “You’re right, Brother. It’s time I grew up. Thank you for . . . for . . .”


Another tickle brushed my arm, and I clapped my elbow to muffle the sound. My secret was growing restless, making the fabric of my robes ripple.


“For escorting me to meet my betrothed,” I finished quickly.


I hastened toward the audience chamber, but Hasho caught my sleeve, raised it high, and gave it a good shake.


Out darted a paper bird as small as a dragonfly, and just as fast. From afar, she looked like a little sparrow, with an inky red dot on her head, and she flitted from my arm to my brother’s head, wildly beating her slender wings as she hovered in front of his face.


Hasho’s jaw dropped, his eyes widening with shock.


“Kiki!” I whispered urgently, opening my sleeve. “Come back inside!”


Kiki didn’t obey. She perched on Hasho’s nose and stroked it with a wing to show affection. My shoulders relaxed; animals always liked Hasho, and I was certain she would charm him the way she’d charmed me.


Then my brother swooped his hands over his face to catch her.


“Don’t hurt her!” I cried.


Up Kiki flew, narrowly avoiding his clutches. She bounced against the wooden shutters on the windows, seeking one that was open as she darted farther and farther down the hall.


I started after her, but Hasho grabbed me, holding fast until my slippers skidded against the whispery wood.


“Let it go,” he said into my ear. “We’ll talk about this later.”


The guards flung open the doors, and one of Father’s ministers announced me: “Princess Shiori’anma, the youngest child, the only daughter of Emperor Hanriyu and the late empress—”


Inside, my father and his consort, my stepmother, sat at the head of the cavernous chamber. The air hummed with impatience, courtiers folding and refolding their damp handkerchiefs to wipe their perspiring temples. I saw the backs of Lord Bushian and his son—my betrothed—kneeling before the emperor. Only my stepmother noticed me, frozen at the threshold. She tilted her head, her pale eyes locking onto mine.


A chill shivered down my spine. I had a sudden fear that if I went through with the ceremony, I’d become like her: cold and sad and lonely. Worse, if I didn’t find Kiki, someone else might, and my secret would get back to Father . . . 


My secret: that I’d conjured a paper bird to life with magic.


Forbidden magic.


I spun away from the doors and pushed past Hasho, who was too startled to stop me.


“Princess Shiori!” the guards yelled. “Princess!”


I shed my ceremonial jacket as I ran after Kiki. The embroidery alone weighed as much as a sentinel’s armor, and freeing my shoulders and arms of its heft was like growing wings. I left the pool of silk in the middle of the hall and jumped out a window into the garden.


The sun’s glare was strong, and I squinted to keep my eyes on Kiki. She wove through the orchard of cherry trees, then past the citrus ones, where her frenzied flight caused the kitebirds to explode from the branches.


I’d intended to leave Kiki in my room, tucked away in a jewelry box, but she had flapped her wings and knocked against her prison so vigorously I was afraid a servant might find her while I was at the ceremony.


Best to keep her with me, I thought.


“Promise to be good?” I’d said.


Kiki bobbed her head, which I’d taken as a yes.


Wrong.


Demons take me, I had to be the biggest idiot in Kiata! But I wouldn’t blame myself for having a heart, even for a paper bird.


Kiki was my paper bird. With my brothers growing older and always occupied with princely duties, I had been lonely. But Kiki listened to me and kept my secrets, and she made me laugh. Every day, she became more alive. She was my friend.


I had to get her back.


My paper bird landed in the middle of the Sacred Lake, floating on its still waters with unflappable calm—as if she hadn’t just upended my entire morning.


I was panting by the time I reached her. Even without the outer layer, my dress was so heavy I could hardly catch my breath.


“Kiki!” I tossed a pebble into the water to get her attention, but she merely floated farther away. “This isn’t the time to play.”


What was I going to do? If it was discovered I had a talent for magic, no matter how small, I’d be sent away from Kiata forever—a fate far worse than having to marry some faceless lord of the third rank.


Hurrying, I kicked off my slippers, not even bothering to shed my robes.


I jumped into the lake.


For a girl forced to stay indoors practicing calligraphy and playing the zither, I was a strong swimmer. I had my brothers to thank for that; before they all grew up, we used to sneak to this very lake for summer-evening dips. I knew these waters.


I kicked toward Kiki, the sun’s heat prickling against my back, but she was sinking deeper into the water. The folds of my dress wrapped around me tight, and my skirts clung to my legs every time I kicked. I began to tire, and the sky vanished as the lake pulled me down.


Choking, I flailed for the surface. The more I struggled, the faster I sank. Whorls of my long black hair floated around me like a storm. Terror rioted in my gut, and my throat burned, my pulse thudding madly in my ears.


I undid the gold sash over my robes and yanked at my skirts, but their weight brought me down and down, until the sun was but a faint pearl of light glimmering far above me.


Finally I ripped my skirts free and propelled myself up, but I was too deep. There was no way I would make it back to the surface before I ran out of breath.


I was going to die.


Kicking furiously, I fought for air, but it was no use. I tried not to panic. Panicking would only make me sink faster.


Lord Sharima’en, the god of death, was coming for me. He’d numb the burning soreness in my muscles, and the pain swelling in my throat. My blood began to chill, my eyelids began to close—


That was when I saw the dragon.


I thought him a snake at first. No one had seen a dragon in centuries, and from afar, he looked like one of my stepmother’s pets. At least until I saw the claws.


He glided toward me, coming so close that I could have touched his whiskers, long and thin like strokes of silver.


His hand was extended, and above his palm, pinched between two talons, was Kiki.


For an instant, I bubbled to life. I kicked, trying to reach out. But I had no strength left. No breath. My world was shrinking, all color washed away.


With a mischievous glint in his eye, the dragon closed his hand. His tail swept over me from behind and encircled my neck.


And my heart gave one final thud.










Chapter Two


“A . . . a snake,” I heard Hasho stammer. He wasn’t a very good liar. “She saw a snake.”


“So she ran all the way to the lake? That doesn’t make sense.”


“Well—” Hasho faltered. “You know how much she hates snakes. She thought it might bite her.”


My head hurt like a thunderstorm, but I blinked an eye half-open, spying my two eldest brothers, Andahai and Benkai, at my bedside. Hasho hung in the back, chewing on his lip.


I closed my eye. Maybe if they thought I was still asleep, they’d all go away.


But, curse him, Hasho noticed. “Look, she’s stirring.”


“Shiori,” Andahai said sternly, his long face looming over me. He shook my shoulders. “We know you’re awake. Shiori!”


I coughed, my body scrunching up with pain.


“Enough, Andahai,” said Benkai. “Enough!”


My lungs still burned, greedy for air, and my mouth tasted of dirt and salt. I gulped the water Hasho offered, then forced a smile at my brothers.


None smiled back.


“You missed your betrothal ceremony,” Andahai chided. “We found you on the banks, half-drowned.”


Only my oldest brother would scold me for almost dying.


Almost dying, I repeated to myself, my fingers flying to my neck. The dragon had wrapped his tail around it, as if to choke me. But I felt no bruises, no bandages, either. Had he saved me? The last thing I remembered was seeing two ruby eyes and a crooked grin. I didn’t remember coming up to the surface, and I couldn’t have floated up on my own. . . . 


Wings fluttered against my thumb, and I became suddenly aware of my other hand, hidden under my blankets.


Kiki. Thank the Eternal Courts! She was a little soggy, like me. But alive.


“What happened, Shiori?” Andahai prodded.


“Give her a moment,” said Benkai. He crouched beside my bed, patting my back as I drank. Ever gentle and patient, he would have been my favorite brother if only I didn’t see so little of him. Father was training him to be the commander of Kiata’s army, while Andahai was the heir to the throne.


“You worried us, Sister. Come, tell old Benben what you remember.”


I leaned my head back, resting against my bed’s rosewood frame. Hasho had already told them I’d run off because I saw a snake. Should I endorse such an atrocious lie?


No, Andahai and Benkai will only ask more questions if I lie, I quickly reasoned. Then again, I can’t tell them the truth—they can’t find out about Kiki.


The answer was simple. When a lie wouldn’t work, a diversion would.


“A dragon saved me,” I replied.


The corners of Andahai’s lips slid into a frown. “A dragon. Really.”


“He was small for a dragon,” I went on, “but I’m guessing that’s because he’s young. He had clever eyes, though. They were even sharper than Hasho’s.”


I grinned playfully, hoping to lighten everyone’s mood, but my brothers’ frowns only deepened.


“I don’t have time for tall tales, Shiori,” Andahai said crisply. He was the least imaginative of my brothers, and he crossed his arms, his long sleeves as stiff as his waxed black hair. “Of all the days to run off to the lake . . . you missed your ceremony with Lord Bushian’s son!”


I’d completely forgotten my betrothed. Guilt bubbled to my chest, my grin quickly fading. Father must be furious with me.


“Father is on his way to see you now,” Andahai continued. “I wouldn’t count on your being his favorite to get you out of this one.”


“Stop being so hard on her,” said Benkai. He lowered his voice. “For all we know, it might have been an attack.”


Now I frowned, too. “An attack?”


“There’s word of uprisings,” explained my second-eldest brother. “Many of the lords oppose your marriage to Lord Bushian’s son. They fear his family will become too powerful.”


“I wasn’t attacked,” I assured them. “I saw a dragon, and he saved me.”


Andahai’s face reddened with exasperation. “Enough lying, Shiori. Because of you, Lord Bushian and his son have left Gindara, utterly shamed.”


For once, I wasn’t lying. “It’s the truth,” I swore. “I saw a dragon.”


“Is that what you’re going to tell Father?”


“Tell Father what?” boomed a voice, resonating around the room.


I hadn’t heard my doors slide open, but they rattled now as my father and my stepmother strode into my chambers. My brothers bowed deeply, and I lowered my head until it almost touched my knees.


Andahai was the first to rise. “Father, Shiori is—”


Father silenced him with a gesture. I’d never seen him look so angry. Usually, a smile from me was all it took to melt the sternness in his eyes, but not today.


“Your nurse has informed us that you are unharmed,” he said. “That, I am relieved to hear. But what you have done today is utterly inexcusable.”


His voice, so low the wooden frame of my bed hummed, shook with fury—and disappointment. I kept my head bowed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”


“You will prepare a proper apology to Lord Bushian and his son,” he interrupted. “Your stepmother has proposed that you embroider a tapestry to reverse the shame you have brought to his family.”


Now I looked up. “But, Father! That could take weeks.”


“Have you somewhere else to be?”


“What about my lessons?” I asked, desperate. “My duties, my afternoon prayers at the temple—”


Father was unmoved. “You have never once given a care about your duties before. They will be suspended until you have finished the tapestry. You will begin work on it immediately, under your stepmother’s supervision, and you will not leave the palace until it is complete.”


“But—” I saw Hasho shaking his head. I hesitated, knowing he was right. I shouldn’t argue, shouldn’t protest. . . . Unwisely the words spilled from my lips anyway: “But the Summer Festival is in two weeks—”


One of my brothers nudged me from behind. This time, the warning worked. I clamped my mouth shut.


For an instant, Father’s eyes softened, but when he spoke, his voice was hard. “The Summer Festival comes every year, Shiori. It would do you good to learn the consequences of your behavior.”


“Yes, Father,” I whispered through the ache in my chest.


It was true that the Summer Festival came every year, but this would be the last with my brothers before I turned seventeen and was married—no, cast off to live with my future husband.


And I’d ruined it.


Father observed my silence, waiting for me to beg for leniency, to make excuses and do my best to change his mind. But Kiki’s fluttering wings under my palm compelled me to stay silent. I knew what the consequences would be if she were found out, and they were far worse than missing the festival.


“I have been too soft on you, Shiori,” Father said quietly. “Because you are the youngest of my children, I have given you many liberties and let you run wild among your brothers. But you are no longer a child. You are the Princess of Kiata, the only princess of the realm. It is time you behaved like a lady worthy of your title. Your stepmother has agreed to help you.”


Dread curdled in my stomach as my eyes flew to my stepmother, who hadn’t moved from her position in front of the windows. I’d forgotten she was there, which seemed impossible once I looked at her.


Her beauty was extraordinary, the kind that poets immortalized into legend. My own mother had been acknowledged the most beautiful woman in Kiata, and from the paintings that I’d seen of her, that was no exaggeration. But my stepmother was quite possibly the most beautiful woman in the world.


Striking opalescent eyes, a rosebud mouth, and ebony hair so lustrous it fell in a long satin sheet against her back. But what made her truly memorable was the diagonal scar across her face. On anyone else, it might have looked alarming, and anyone else might have tried to hide it. Not my stepmother, and somehow that added to her allure. She did not even powder her face, as was the fashion, or put wax in her hair to make it shine. Though her maids grumbled that she never wore cosmetics, no one could disagree that my stepmother’s natural beauty was radiant.


Raikama, everyone called her behind her back. The Nameless Queen. She’d had a name once, back in her home south of Kiata, but only Father and a handful of his most trusted officials knew it. She never spoke of it or of the life she’d led before becoming the emperor’s consort.


I avoided her gaze and stared at my hands. “I am truly sorry if I have shamed you, Father. And you, Stepmother. It was not my intent.”


Father touched my shoulder. “I don’t want you going near the lake again. The physician says you nearly drowned. What were you thinking, running off outside the palace in the first place?”


“I . . .” My mouth went dry. Kiki fluttered under my palm, as if warning me not to tell the truth. “Yes, I . . . thought I saw a sna—”


“She said she saw a dragon inside,” Andahai said in a tone that made it clear he didn’t believe me.


“Not inside the palace,” I cried. “In the Sacred Lake.”


My stepmother, who had been so still and silent until now, suddenly stiffened. “You saw a dragon?”


I blinked, startled by her curiosity. “I . . . yes, yes I did.”


“What did it look like?”


Something about her pale, stony eyes made it hard for me, a natural liar, to lie. “He was small,” I began, “with emerald scales and eyes like the red sun.” The next words were hard for me to utter: “I’m sure I imagined it.”


Ever so slightly, Raikama’s shoulders dropped, then a careful composure settled over her face again, like a mask that she’d inadvertently taken off for an instant.


She offered me a pinched smile. “Your father is right, Shiori. You’d do well to spend more time indoors, and not to confuse fantasy and reality.”


“Yes, Stepmother,” I mumbled.


My response was enough to satisfy Father, who murmured something to her and then left. But my stepmother remained.


She was the one person I could not read. Flecks of gold rimmed her eyes, eyes that ensnared me with their coldness. I couldn’t tell whether their depths were hollow or brimming with an untold story.


When my brothers teased me for being afraid of her, I would say, “Only of her snake eyes.” But deep down, I knew it was more than that.


Though she never said it or showed it, I knew Raikama hated me.


I didn’t know why. I used to think it was because I reminded Father of my mother—the light that made his lantern shine, he would say, the empress of his heart. When she died, he had a temple erected in her name, and he went there every morning to pray. It would make sense that my stepmother resented me for reminding him of her, a rival beyond her grasp.


Yet I didn’t think that was the reason. Never once did she complain when my father paid homage to my mother; never once had she asked to be named empress instead of consort. She seemed to prefer being left alone, and often I wondered if she would have favored being called the Nameless Queen to her official form of address, Her Radiance, a nod to her beauty and title.


“What is that under your hand?” my stepmother asked. My bird had crawled almost to the edge of my bed, and I only now realized how awkward I looked still trying to cover her.


“Nothing,” I said quickly.


“Then put your hands on your lap, as is proper for a princess of Kiata.”


She waited, and there was nothing I could do but obey.


Stay still, Kiki. Please.


As I lifted my hand, Raikama plucked Kiki from atop my blanket. To my relief, Kiki didn’t move. Anyone would think she was only a piece of paper.


“What’s this?”


I bolted up. “It’s nothing. Just a bird that I folded—please, give her back.”


A mistake.


Raikama raised an eyebrow. Now she knew Kiki meant something to me.


“Your father dotes on you. He spoils you. But you are a princess, not a village girl. And you are far too old to be playing with paper birds. It is time you learned the importance of duty, Shiori.”


“Yes, Stepmother,” I said quietly. “It won’t happen again.”


Raikama held Kiki out. Hope flared in my chest, and I reached to retrieve her. But instead of handing her over, my stepmother ripped her in half, then half again.


“No!” I cried, lunging for Kiki, but Andahai and Benkai held me still.


My brothers were strong. I didn’t wrestle against them as a sob racked my chest. My grief was overwhelming. To anyone who didn’t know what Kiki meant to me, it might have seemed too much.


Raikama regarded me with an indecipherable expression: her lips pursed, those cold eyes narrowing into slits. Without another word, she tossed Kiki’s remains onto the floor and left.


Andahai and Benkai followed, but Hasho stayed.


He waited until the doors were closed, then he sat beside me on the edge of my bed.


“Could you do it again?” he asked in a low voice. “Could you reenchant the bird to fly?”


I’d never meant to bring Kiki to life. All I was trying to do was make paper birds—cranes, since they were on my family crest—so the gods might hear me. It was a legend all Kiatans knew: if you made a thousand birds—out of paper or cloth or even wood—they could carry a message up to the heavens.


For weeks I’d labored alone—not even asking my brother Wandei, who was best at all sorts of puzzles and constructions, for help coming up with the folds to make a paper crane. Kiki was the first bird I’d succeeded in folding, though to be honest, she looked more like a crow with a long neck than a crane. I had set her on my lap and painted a red spot on her head—so she’d look more like the cranes embroidered on my robes—and said:


“What a waste to have wings that cannot fly.”


Her paper wings had begun to flutter, and slowly, hesitantly, she lifted into the air, with the uncertainty of a nestling just learning to fly. In the weeks that followed, when my lessons were done and my brothers were too busy to see me, I would help her practice in secret. I took her out to the garden to fly among the pruned trees and stone sanctuaries, and at night, I told her stories.


I’d been so happy to have a friend that I didn’t worry about the implications of having magic.


And now she was gone.


“No,” I whispered, finally replying to Hasho’s question. “I don’t know how.”


He drew a deep breath. “Then it’s for the best. You shouldn’t be dabbling in magic you can’t control. If anyone finds out, you’ll be sent away from Kiata for good.”


Hasho lifted my chin to wipe my tears. “And if you’re sent away, far from home, who will watch out for you, little sister? Who will keep your secrets safe and make excuses for your mischief? Not I.” He smiled at me, a small, sad smile. “So be good. Please?”


“I’m already going to be sent far away,” I replied, twisting from him.


Falling to my knees, I picked up the scraps of paper my stepmother had flung onto the floor. I held Kiki close to my heart, as if that would bring her back to life. “She was my friend.”


“She was a piece of paper.”


“I was going to wish her into a real crane.” My voice faltered, my throat swelling as I glanced at the pile of birds I’d folded. Almost two hundred, but none had come alive like Kiki.


“Don’t tell me you believe the legends, Shiori,” said Hasho gently. “If everyone who folded a thousand birds got a wish, then every person would spend their days making paper sparrows and owls and gulls—wishing for mountains of rice and gold, and years of good harvest.”


I said nothing. Hasho didn’t understand. He had changed. All my brothers had changed.


My brother sighed. “I’ll speak to Father about your coming out to the Summer Festival when he’s in a more charitable mood. Would that make you feel better?”


Nothing could make me feel better about Kiki, but I gave a small nod.


Hasho knelt beside me and squeezed my shoulder. “Maybe these next few weeks with Stepmother will be good for you.”


I shrugged him away. Everyone always sided with her. Even the servants, though they might call her Raikama behind her back, never had anything ill to say about her. Nor did my brothers. Or Father. Especially Father.


“I’ll never forgive her for this. Never.”


“Shiori . . . our stepmother isn’t to blame for what happened.”


You are, I could almost hear him saying, though Hasho was too wise to let the words slip.


He was right, but I wouldn’t admit it. Something about the way she’d looked when she’d heard I met a dragon left me cold.


“It can’t be easy for her, being so far from her home. She has no friends here. No family.”


“She has Father.”


“You know what I mean.” My brother sat beside me, cross-legged. “Make peace with her, all right? If anything, it’ll make things easier when I ask Father to let you out for the festival.”


I gritted my teeth. “Fine, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to talk to her.”


“Must you be so petulant?” Hasho prodded. “She cares for you.”


I faced my brother, taking in his creased brow, the twitch of his left eye. All signs he was truly exasperated with me. Quietly, I said, “You don’t believe me, do you? About the dragon.”


Hasho waited too long before answering. “Of course I do.”


“You don’t. I’m sixteen, not a child. I know what I saw.”


“Whatever you saw, forget it,” he urged. “Forget Kiki, forget the dragon, forget whatever it is you did to make all this happen.”


“I didn’t make it happen. It just happened.”


“Make peace with our stepmother,” Hasho said again. “She is our mother.”


“Not mine,” I replied, but my words trembled.


I had thought of her as my mother, once. Years ago, I’d been the first to accept Raikama when Father brought her home, and back then, she had been fond of me. I used to follow her everywhere she went—she was so mysterious I wanted to learn everything about her.


“Where is your scar from?” I had asked her one day. “Why won’t you pick a name?”


She’d smiled, patted my head, and straightened the sash around my waist, tying it into a neat, tight bow. “We all have our secrets. One day, Shiori, you’ll have your own.”


Magic. Magic was my secret.


What was hers?










Chapter Three


I hated sewing. Hated the monotony of it, hated the needles, the thread, the stitching, everything. Not to mention, I pricked myself so many times the maids kept having to wrap my fingers until they were thick as dumplings. I almost missed my lessons. Almost.


The days crawled by, slower than the snails that clustered outside the papered window screens. I embroidered crane after crane, spending so much time on them that they began to haunt my dreams. They’d peck at my toes, their cinder-black eyes glittering, then suddenly turn into dragons with pointed teeth and mischievous smiles.


I couldn’t stop thinking about the dragon—and the expression that crossed Raikama’s face when Andahai had mentioned him. Like she wished I had drowned in the lake.


Who knew what went on in my stepmother’s head? Like me, she had little talent for embroidery, but unlike me, she could sit and sew for hours. Sometimes I’d catch her staring vacantly at the sky. I wondered what she thought about all day. If she had any thoughts.


I ignored her as best as I could, but when I made mistakes in my tapestry, she’d come to me and say, “Your stitches are uneven, Shiori. You’d best redo them.”


Or “That crane is missing an eye. Lady Bushian will notice.”


Bless the Eternal Courts, her remarks never required a response, at least until today. Today she visited me with a strange request:


“The gold sash Lord Yuji gifted you to wear for your betrothal ceremony—do you know where it is?”


I shrugged. “It must have fallen into the lake with me.”


My answer didn’t please Raikama. She didn’t glower or frown, but I could tell from the way her shoulders squared that it wasn’t the answer she’d wanted.


“When you find it, bring it to me.”


I lied that I would. Then she left, and I promptly forgot about the sash.


 


The morning of the Summer Festival, adults and children alike sauntered along the imperial promenade, clutching kites of every shape and color.


I longed to go. Today was the only day that Andahai let loose, that Benkai wasn’t busy training to be a commander, that Reiji and Hasho weren’t stuck studying with their tutors. Even the twins, Wandei and Yotan—who were different as the sun and moon and always argued about everything—never argued on festival day. They came together to design and construct the most brilliant kite. All seven of us would help, and when we flew it across the sky, it would be the envy of everyone at court.


And all the food I’d miss: rabbit-shaped cookies filled with sweet red beans, skewers of rice cakes stuffed with fresh peaches or melon paste, sugar candies shaped into tigers and bears. How unfair it was that I had to stay inside and sew with Raikama!


Finally, when my stomach couldn’t take it any longer, I worked up the courage to ask: “Stepmother, the festival is beginning. May I go? Please?”


“You may leave when your embroidery is finished.”


I wouldn’t be finished for another month. “It’ll be over by then.”


“Do not sulk, Shiori. It is unbecoming.” My stepmother didn’t look up as her needle swam in and out of the cloth. “We had an agreement with your father.”


I crossed my arms, indignant. I wasn’t sulking. “Don’t you want to go?”


She turned and opened her sewing chest. Inside were hundreds of neatly wrapped balls of thread, yarn, and embroidery floss.


Raikama started putting away her threads. “I have never enjoyed such things. I attend only out of duty.”


Outside the window, drums pounded and laughter bounced. Smoke from the grills spiraled into the sky, children danced in their brightest clothes, and the first kites of the morning flitted high against the clouds.


How could anyone not enjoy such things?


I sat back in my corner, resigned to my fate. My brothers would bring me some of the best food, I was sure. But I wouldn’t get a chance to talk to the visiting cooks or watch them at work. The only dish I had mastered was my mother’s fish soup, but I expected to cook more—or at least supervise the kitchen—once I had to move to the North, region of the blandest cuisine.


I was so busy wishing I were at the festival that I didn’t hear my father enter the room. When I saw him, my heart skipped. “Father!”


“I have come to invite my consort to attend the festival with me,” he said, pretending not to notice me. “Is she ready?”


My stepmother stood, holding her embroidery chest. “Just a moment. Allow me to put this away.”


When she disappeared into the adjacent chamber, Father turned to me. His expression was stern, and I put on my best apologetic face, hoping he’d take pity on me.


It worked, though what he said surprised me: “Your stepmother says you’ve made good progress on the tapestry.”


“She does?”


“You think she does not like you,” Father said observantly. His eyes, near mirrors of my own, held my gaze.


He sighed when I said nothing.


“Your stepmother has suffered many hardships, and it pains her to speak of them. It would gladden me greatly to see you think well of her.”


“Yes, Father. I will do my best.”


“Good,” he replied. “Lord Bushian and his son will return in the autumn for Andahai’s wedding. You will present your apology to them then. Now go and enjoy the festival.”


My eyes lit up. “Really?”


“I’d hoped staying inside would calm your restless spirit, but I can see nothing will tame you.” He touched my cheek, tracing the dimple that appeared whenever I was happy. “You look more and more like your mother every day, Shiori.”


I disagreed. My face was too round, my nose too sharp, and my smile more impish than kind. I was no beauty, not like Mother.


Yet every time Father spoke of her, his eyes misted and I yearned to hear more. There rarely was more. With a quiet exhale, he drew back his hand and said, “Go.”


I didn’t need to be told twice. Like a bird that had finally been released from her cage, I flew out to find my brothers.


 


The Summer Festival was packed with hundreds of revelers by the time I arrived, but I found my brothers easily. They were lounging in the park, away from the manicured pavilions, the vermilion gates, and the white sand squares. The twins had crafted a brilliant turtle kite this year, and my other brothers were helping to paint the finishing touches.


The turtle’s four legs jutted out of its shell, which was a patchwork of scraps from old silk scarves and jackets. Against the clear blue of the afternoon, it would look like it was swimming in the imperial garden’s azure ponds.


I hurried to join them. Every year since we were children, we’d flown a family kite together during the Summer Festival. My brothers were all of marriageable age now, Andahai already engaged and the rest soon to be. It was our last time doing this together.


“You’ve outdone yourselves this year, Brothers,” I greeted.


“Shiori!” Wandei spared me a brief glance, a measuring string in his hands as he checked the kite’s final dimensions. “You made it. Just in time, too. Yotan was about to eat all the food we saved for you.”


“Only so it wouldn’t go to waste!” Yotan wiped the green paint from his hands. “You make me sound like a glutton.”


“Shiori’s the glutton. You’re just the one with the big belly.”


Yotan harrumphed. “It’s only these ears that are big. Same as yours.” He tugged at his twin’s—which, like his, did stick out a little more than everyone else’s.


I stifled a giggle. “Is there anything good left?”


Yotan waved at a tray of food they’d carried from the stalls. “All the best dishes are nearly gone.” He winked and leaned close, letting me in on the stash of glutinous rice cakes under his cloak. “Shh, don’t show the others. I had to bribe the vendor just to get this last plate.”


Winking back, I popped a rice cake into my mouth. My shoulders melted as my tongue savored the chewiness of the rice dough, the powdered sugar dusting my lips with just enough sweetness. Greedily, I reached for another before Yotan could hide the stash again.


“Save some for the rest of us!” Reiji complained.


“I just got here,” I said, snatching another cake. “You’ve had all day to enjoy the food.”


“Some of us have been working on the kite,” he replied testily. As usual, my third brother’s nostrils were flared with discontent. “Besides, there’s not much to enjoy. No monkeycakes stall, no grilled fishballs. Even the sugar artist isn’t as good as last year’s.”


“Let her eat,” said Benkai. “You always have something to complain about.”


While my brothers bickered and I feasted, my attention wandered past the magnolia trees to the lake—where I’d almost drowned. Where I’d seen the dragon.


Part of me itched to go and look for him.


“Come, let’s hurry before the best food is gone,” said Hasho.


“Pick up more grilled fish, will you?” Yotan called to us. My other brothers decided to stay back and help the twins with the kite. The competition started in half an hour, just enough time for Hasho and me to explore.


Children in masks squeezed between us, squealing as they ran toward the gaming tents to win porcelain dolls and silver-finned fish in glass jars. Back when I was their age, the games were what excited me most too. Now it was the food.


I inhaled, taking in the aroma of fried mackerel skewers and tea eggs, of battered shrimp and pickled bamboo shoots, of glass noodles dipped in peanut sauce. For a so-called glutton like me, heaven.


“Princess Shiori,” the vendors exclaimed, one after another, “what an honor it is for my humble stall to be graced by your presence.”


“Don’t you think we should head back?” Hasho said after I’d gobbled up a plate of noodles and battered shrimp. “The competition’s starting soon.”


Father and Raikama were already strolling toward the central courtyard, where the kite competition would be held. On his way to join the emperor, Lord Yuji waved to Hasho and me.


“My, my, you’re looking more like your mother every day,” he greeted me pleasantly. “Young Bushi’an Takkan is fortunate indeed.”


“Is he, now?” said Hasho. “Her looks are one thing, but her manners . . .”


I elbowed my brother. “Hush.”


The warlord let out a throaty laugh. He had always reminded me of a fox, with sharp shoulders, little teeth, and an easy smile. “The North could use some of Princess Shiori’s famous troublemaking.” He clasped his hands, then gestured at my dress, plain compared to his opulent robes. “I heard you fell into the Sacred Lake not long ago and lost your father a fortune in silk.”


“So I did,” I said, and my tone took a tighter turn. “I’m afraid I also lost the sash you sent. I’m made to think it was quite valuable, given how it distressed my stepmother.”


“Did it?” Lord Yuji said. “That is news to me, but worry not, Your Highness. Sashes are easily replaced, and my sons and I only thank the gods you were found and returned home safely.” He leaned close. “Though, between us, I am expecting a shipment of silk from my A’landan friends shortly—I am told red is your favorite color?”


“It is the color the gods notice most,” I replied cheekily. “If I’m to be sent north, I will need all the attention they can spare.”


He laughed again. “May the luck of the dragons be with you, then. Red it shall be.”


As he left, I let out a sigh. Lord Yuji was generous and wealthy, and more importantly, his castle was just outside Gindara. Sometimes I wished I were betrothed to one of his sons instead of Lord Bushian’s. If I had to be forced into marriage, at least I’d be closer to home—and not promised to some barbarian lord of the third rank.


“Alliances must be made,” Father said whenever I dared complain. “One day, you will understand.”


No, I’d never understand. Even now, the inequity of it made my stomach roil, and I stuffed my last rice cake into my mouth.


“You’re eating so fast you’re going to get indigestion,” said Hasho.


“If I slow down, all the food will be gone,” I replied between mouthfuls. “Besides, sewing takes up energy. Go on back—I know you’re itching to watch Wandei test out the kite. I’m still hungry.”


Without waiting for him, I traipsed down the aisles, heading for the rice cakes.


A fresh batch awaited me, neatly decorated in a large wooden bowl.


“Specially made for Princess Shiori,” said the vendor.


I scooped it into my arms and grabbed a helping of sweet potatoes too, tucking the little sack under my arm. I made it halfway back to my brothers when I spotted a boy in a dragon mask lurking behind the grilled-fish stall.


His robes looked outdated, the sash too wide by a generation, and his sandals were mismatched. He was too tall to be a child, but he darted about the festival like one—or rather, like someone who wasn’t supposed to be here. Oddest of all was his hair, streaked with green.


The kite competition would begin soon, and my brothers were waiting. But I wanted a better look at the boy’s mask.


It was blue, with silver whiskers and scarlet horns. He was fast, scurrying about like a lizard, and even greedier than I was when it came to the food.


Everything in the vendors’ stalls was free, offered by the craftsmen to advertise their wares, but it wasn’t polite to take more than one or two plates at a time. This boy was taking at least five. How he managed to balance them on his arm was impressive, but if he kept up like this, the vendors would ban him from seeking more. And now he was angling after the fried lotus root.


I shook my head. Novice.


“I suggest you skip the lotus,” I said, going up to him. “Everyone knows it’s the worst dish at the festival.”


I thought I’d surprised him, but he merely winked, a pair of red eyes glittering behind his mask. “Then I’ll take yours.”


Before I could respond to his audacity, Hasho reappeared at my side, finally finding me. “Shiori, are you coming back? It’s nearly time for the kite cere—”


The boy’s foot suddenly shot out, tripping my brother before he could finish.


Hasho stumbled. As he fell forward, grabbing me to steady his balance, a green sleeve whirled across my side and snatched the bag of sweet potatoes from under my arm.


“Hey!” I shouted. “Thief! Thief—”


The words hardly made it past my lips. Hasho and I toppled over each other, my half-eaten plates scattering across the street.


“Your Highnesses!” people cried. Hands outstretched to help Hasho and me up, a crowd gathering to make sure we weren’t hurt.


I barely noticed. My attention was on the masked boy.


“You’re not getting away so easily,” I muttered, scanning past the onlookers. I spotted him edging along the outskirts of the gaming tents, then disappearing into the bushes. He moved even faster than Benkai, his steps so light they left no imprint on the soft summer grass. I started after him, but Hasho grabbed my wrist.


“Shiori, where are you—”


“I’ll be back in time for the competition,” I said, wriggling my hand away.


Ignoring Hasho’s protests, I rushed after the boy in the dragon mask.










Chapter Four


I found him sitting on a rock, devouring a bag of honeyed sweet potatoes.


My bag of sweet potatoes.


Its scent wafted into the air, sharpening the hunger in my belly—and the anger rising in my fists.


I meant to accuse him of thievery, to sling a hundred different insults and curse him to the bottom of Mount Nagawi—but as soon as I saw him up close, different words came out of my mouth:


“Aren’t you a little too old to be wearing a mask?”


He didn’t look surprised that I’d followed him, or angry. Instead, a familiar grin slid across his mouth. I couldn’t place where I’d seen it before.


“What is that?” he rasped, pointing at the wooden bowl under my arm.


“Rice cakes.”


He took off his mask and reached for them. “Delicious,” he said, crunching on the snack.


If not for the vibrant band of red around his pupils, so familiar yet so strange, I would have knocked the bowl out of his hands. But startled, I let go.


“Don’t eat them all—”


Too late. Gone was the last sweet potato—and rice cake, too. I put my hands on my hips and flashed the boy my most irritated scowl.


“What?” He gave a half shrug. “Swimming all this way makes me hungry.”


I was still staring at him, at the thick stripes of green wisped about his temples; it was a color I’d never seen before on anyone—even the pale-haired merchants who came from the Far West. His skin had little warmth to it, but there was a pearlescent sheen. I couldn’t decide whether he looked bizarre or beautiful. Or dangerous.


Maybe all three.


“You’re . . . you’re the dragon! From the other day in the lake.”


He grinned. “So you do have a brain. I was wondering, after you fell into the lake.”


I met his grin with a glare. “I didn’t fall into the lake. I dove into it.”


“All for that bird, I recall. That enchanted bird.”


Remembering Kiki sank my spirits. I dusted the crumbs from my sleeves and began to turn away from the lake.


“Where are you going?”


“Back to the festival. My brothers will be missing me.”


He was at my side in an instant, his fingers catching my sleeve and pulling me down to sit. “So soon?” He clicked his tongue. “I found your bird for you and saved you from drowning. Don’t you think you owe me some thanks? Stay a while. Entertain me.”


“Entertain you?” I repeated. “There’s a whole festival back there.”


“It’s all human games, nothing of interest to me.”


“You’re not even a dragon right now.”


He wasn’t. In his current form, he was a boy, a young man not much older than I. But with green hair and ruby eyes and sharp, clawlike fingernails.


“How are you human?”


“All dragons can do it,” he replied, his grin widening. “I haven’t practiced shifting into human form much until now.” He blew at his bangs. “Always thought humans were boring.”


I crossed my arms. “I always thought dragons were majestic and grand. You were hardly larger than an eel.”


“An eel?” he repeated. I thought I’d made him angry, but he burst out laughing. “That’s because I haven’t grown into my full form yet. When I do, you will be impressed.”


“When do you reach your full form?” I asked, unable to contain my curiosity. All I knew of dragons was from legends and stories, and those told little about dragon adolescence.


“Very soon. I’d say in a human year. Two at most.”


“That isn’t very long at all.” I sniffed. “I can’t imagine you growing that much in a year.”


“Oh? Let’s make a wager, then.”


I leaned forward. My brothers loved making bets with each other, but they never let me join in. “What wager? Dragons aren’t known for keeping their word.”


“We always keep our word,” he retorted. “That’s why it’s so rarely given.” 


I gave him a pointed look. “What are you proposing?”


“If I win, you invite me to your palace and cook a banquet in my honor. I expect a thousand dishes, no less, and all the most important lords and ladies to be in attendance.”


“I only know how to cook one dish,” I admitted.


“You’ve a year to learn more.”


I made no promise. “If I win, you take me to your palace and throw a banquet in my honor. Same rules.”


His grin faded, and he swept a hand through his long green hair. “I don’t know if Grandfather would approve of that.”


“It’s only fair. Do you think my father would approve of me bringing a dragon boy to dinner?”


“Approve? He should be honored.”


Honored? I drew a sharp breath. “No one speaks about the emperor that way.”


“It’s true,” said the dragon with a shrug. “Humans revere dragons, but it’s not the same the other way around. It’d be like I brought a pig to dinner.”


“A pig!” I shot up to my feet. “I am not a pig.”


He laughed. “All right, all right. Calm down, Shiori. It’s a deal.” He pulled on my arm until I sat again.


“And this is Kiata, not A’landi—my father would not revere a dragon,” I huffed. “He despises magic—” I stopped midsentence. “How did you know my name?”


“That boy at the festival said it. Right before I tripped him.”


“That was my brother!”


“Yes, and he seemed like a spoilsport. Aren’t you glad you chased after me instead?”


I glared at him. “Tell me your name.”


The dragon smiled, showing his pointed teeth. “I am Seryu, Prince of the Easterly Seas and most favored grandson of the Dragon King, Nazayun, Ruler of the Four Seas and Heavenly Waters.”


I rolled my eyes at how conceited he sounded. Two could play at that game.


“Shiori’anma,” I said haughtily, though he already knew it. “First daughter of Emperor Hanriyu, and most favored Princess of Kiata—Kingdom of the Nine Eternal Courts and the Holy Mountains of Fortitude.”


Seryu looked amused. “So your father despises magic, eh? What will he think of you?”


I shifted sideways, uncomfortable. “What about me? I . . . I have no magic. There is no magic in Kiata.”


“Magic is rare in Kiata,” Seryu corrected. “Except for gods and dragons, of course. Oh, its sources may be dried up, but it’s an element natural to the world, and even the gods can’t erase every trace. That’s why once in a rare moon, a Kiatan is born able to wield what is left. A human—like you. Don’t deny it. I saw that paper bird of yours.”


I swallowed hard. “Kiki is gone. My stepmother . . . destroyed her.”


Seryu gestured at the pocket where I kept Kiki’s pieces. “You can bring her back.”


He stated it so matter-of-factly—the way I’d tell a cook that his shrimps were perfectly fried or his yams were well baked—that I blinked, my lips parting with surprise. “I can? No. No.” I shook my head. “I’m done with magic.”


“What, don’t you want to become an all-powerful enchanter?” He lowered his voice. “Or are you afraid your powers will corrupt you, and turn you into a demon?”


“No,” I retorted. I sighed, reciting, “Without magic, Kiata is safe. Without magic, there are no demons.”


“You do know what’s in the Holy Mountains of Fortitude, don’t you?”


“Of course I do.” The mountains were right behind the palace; I saw them every day.


“Thousands and thousands of demons,” Seryu replied conspiratorially, “and all the magic that your gods asked us dragons to help them seal up. Your emperor should revere the beings who helped to make his kingdom safe. Who keep his kingdom safe.”


“The gods and the sentinels keep Kiata safe,” I said. “Dragons are too busy gambling—and hoarding their pearls.”


Seryu cackled. “Is that what they tell you now? Don’t teach a dragon history, Princess, especially not magic history.”


“Don’t teach a human about our gods,” I countered. “Are you even supposed to be here? The gods promised to keep to heaven after they took magic away from Kiata. Didn’t the dragons say they’d keep to their lakes?”


“Sea,” Seryu corrected. “We live in the Taijin Sea, in a glittering realm of shell and precious coral. Not some muddy lake. And dragons are not subject to the gods’ rules. We never have been.”


“Then why have your kind disappeared for so many years?”


“Because your realm is boring. My grandfather’s palace alone would dazzle you out of your wits.”


“I doubt that,” I said dryly.


A thick eyebrow flitted up. “The only way you’ll find out is if you win our wager.”


“If I won, you’d find some way to trick me into staying in your ‘glittering realm’ for a hundred years. There’s a reason you dragons have a reputation.”


As Seryu grinned, not denying my accusations, I turned on my heel to leave. “Find some other fool to wager with you. That fool isn’t me.”


“What about your magic? It’s a rare gift—rarer still in Kiata. You should learn to use it.”


“And end up banished to the Holy Mountains?” I snapped, spinning to face him. “Demons take me, I’d . . . I’d rather sew all day! Stop following me.”


“You’re only saying that,” said Seryu. “If you were really going back to the festival, you’d be running. You want to learn.” He paused. “I’ll show you how to resurrect your friend Kiki. Wouldn’t you like that?” 


My defenses crumbled. I did want to bring Kiki back, and I did yearn to learn more about magic. After all, if it had been absent from Kiata for so many years, there had to be a reason I’d been born with it—hadn’t there?


The gods took magic away because it is dangerous, I reminded myself. But the demons are already trapped in the mountains, and all I want is to learn how to get Kiki back. What harm could it bring?


The future flashed before me, and I saw myself trapped in Castle Bushian, married to a faceless lord and confined to a room where I sewed and sewed until the end of my days.


If it was a choice between that and demons taking me, I’d choose the demons.


Besides, how often does one get to learn sorcery from a dragon? I knew if I didn’t take this chance, I would regret it forever.


Seryu was still waiting, but before I could reply, a fleet of kites soared into the air. I was missing the kite-flying ceremony!


“Demons of Tambu,” I cursed. “My brothers are going to be so angry with me. And Father . . .”


“Nothing you can do about it now,” said the dragon. “You might as well enjoy the view.”


Tempting, but I shook my head. “I’ve already gotten into enough trouble as it is.” I started to go, then hesitated.


“One lesson,” I said. “That’s all.”


The dragon’s smile widened, revealing his sharp, pointed teeth. The look was not quite as feral as a wolf’s, but it was enough to remind me that he wasn’t human, no matter how much like a boy he looked.


“Here’s a lesson for you before you go—” Seryu took the wooden bowl and spun it around on his finger. “Walnut wood has magical properties, did you know?”


I confessed I didn’t.


“One of the little traces your gods left behind,” he said smugly. “Put something enchanted inside, and the walnut will conceal the object from prying eyes. It’ll even contain the magic.”


“What good is that?” I asked. “The bowl is barely larger than my head.”


“When it comes to magic, size matters little.” As a demonstration, he winked, and a flock of birds made entirely of water shot forth from the bowl and flew over the lake. At their highest point, they burst and evaporated in a puff of mist. “Might be useful for hiding future hordes of paper cranes.”


I was about to tell him there were no future paper cranes when Seryu continued:


“Fold one when you’re ready and send it into the wind. I’ll know to wait for you here at this lake.” He turned the bowl upside down on the ground, marking the spot where we’d met today so neither of us would forget it. “One last thing, Shiori—”


“What is it?”


“Next time, bring more rice cakes.”


 


One lesson quickly became two, three, then five. I met Seryu every week, usually in the morning before my embroidery sessions with Raikama.


Each time, I brought different snacks for us to share, but he always liked the rice cakes best, especially the ones with chunks of peach inside, which were my favorite, too.


Today he had presented me with a bouquet of wilted peonies in return.


“Are you trying to woo me or insult me?” I asked dryly, refusing to take them. “You know Kiatans are superstitious about death.”


“A senseless superstition,” he dismissed. “These are for your lesson. Few can bring paper birds to life. I suspect you have a talent for inspiritation.”


“Inspiritation?”


“You can imbue things with bits of your soul. It’s almost like resurrection, but not quite so powerful. You won’t be bringing corpses back to life. Or ghosts, for that matter. But you could probably get a wooden chair to dance on its legs, or revive a few wilted flowers—if you so desired.”


He pressed the peonies into my hand. “Go on, try.”


I can imbue things with bits of my soul, I repeated to myself. What was that even supposed to mean?


“Bloom,” I told the flowers. Nothing happened. The stems crumbled in my palms, dried petals drifting to the ground.


Seryu chewed on a stalk of grass. “Didn’t you hear what I said? Inspiritation, Shiori. Don’t talk to the flower as if you’re an undertaker. Think of something happy. Like chasing after whales or winning an argument against a tortoise.”


We clearly had different ideas of happiness. Feeling silly, I searched my memories, skimming over sugared animals and kites, paper birds and snow-dusted cranes, before landing on my favorite memory: cooking with my mother. I used to sit on her lap in the kitchen and listen to her sing, her throat humming against the back of my head as we peeled oranges together and mashed soft red beans into a paste for dessert.


“Find the light that makes your lantern shine,” she used to say. “Hold on to it, even when the dark surrounds you. Not even the strongest wind will blow out the flame.”


“Bloom,” I said again.


Slowly, before my eyes, the wilted peonies trembled with a raw, silvery-gold light. Then crisp new leaves sprouted from the stalk, plump and green. The flowers opened, their petals bright as coral.


My pulse thundered in my head, adrenaline pumping as if I’d just swum a race across the lake—and won.


“A bit of a cheat, using your voice, but they’ll train it out of you if you go to enchanter school.”
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