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TO ROBIN MCKINLEY AND KAREN LORD






THE RIVER IS A FLAT, SHINING CHAIN.

THE MOON, RISING, IS A WHITE EYE TO THE HILLS;

AFTER IT HAS RISEN, IT IS THE BRIGHT HEART OF THE SEA.

—LI PO,

TRANS. FLORENCE AYSCOUGH AND AMY LOWELL
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SUNRISE WAS A COMMON name throughout the empire. Likely because it represented hope and joy, just like the dawn. Many children with the name were firstborn or born after a long struggle. Most grew into cheerful, happy adults, though a few took the name and ran in the opposite direction. Contrariness was always a risk with such an obvious name.

But this Sunrise, the first—and only—child of Syra Bear Mistress, was given the name because he was born several months after his father died in a violent magical battle with the sorceress of the Fifth Mountain. Syra had clung to the growing spark inside her through her desperate grief, keeping herself alive for the child of her defeated lover, Skybreaker, the sorcerer of the Fourth Mountain. She swore the child would grow in remembrance of the sorcerer’s glory, a monument to it, and a gift of revenge.

Thus Sunrise was named Sunrise, a promise of that soaring splendor.

By the time her child was six years old, Syra sent him down the mountain to be raised by her sisters, a coven of some seventeen witches and priests vowed into service and scholarship. Syra had been one of them, but she had abandoned their work when she fell in love with the Fourth Sorcerer.

As the only child in the enclave, Sunrise was entirely spoiled. Fortunately, the abundance of love only polished his laughter into something easy to share and filled with compassion. He never knew suffering, always was encouraged, and when the aunties laughed at his escapades and mistakes, it was done with an air of familiarity. They taught him to read and cook and clean, to punch and dance and wield a sword. They taught him history and music, how to draw, and how to win graciously. Among the seventeen of them there was very little they could not teach. Sunrise learned it all, and though he had his preferences for warfare and music, his strangely perfect memory meant he could recite or re-create even what he considered boring.

He was so pretty, dimpled, and friendly, his aunties always took him to the market with them, to visit nearby manors for tutoring rich children, or to replenish blessings at crossroads shrines or scholarship temples. He chattered away as they traveled, held their hands or darted ahead, smiled innocently, and never realized it was his adorable charm that helped this aunt haggle or that aunt squeeze into the last room at an inn.

The only scar on this surprisingly idyllic childhood was his reluctance to ask his aunties to stop treating him like a daughter. It was not their fault; they did not know, because he never corrected them when they assumed he was a girl like them. Sunrise did not truly believe they would flinch, much less judge him for being his true self. It was only that this was an enclave of women, and he feared he would be asked to leave if he told them he wasn’t one, and never would be.

So Sunrise left the secret a secret, only curling up at night and wishing for a day when he was old enough and brave enough to confess to the family he loved.

His mother made it easier to hold tight to his secret, for Syra was sharp and violent in her expectations. The widow was determined to carve her child into a weapon against those who’d caused Skybreaker’s death. When she was not up the mountain wrestling with wild sorcery, she told Sunrise tales of his father’s vast strength and clever machinations, of shape-shifting and intricate spells that took months to carefully draw to completion. She said Skybreaker had been the most handsome person, the tallest and most ambitious—too bad Sunrise was delicate and compact like his mother. But she said that Skybreaker had loved three things: his great spirit, Syra herself, and Sunrise even unborn. “They took him from us. You are alone because he is dead,” she whispered late at night when she came down the mountain for a visit. Then she sang a soft, strange lullaby in a language he should have learned from his father.

Sunrise did not think he was alone at all: he had his aunts, his dogs and canaries, the little mice in the fields, and the juniper spirits with their tiny blueberry eyes. Why, if he felt alone he need only look up at the stars in the sky—or the sun!—and see that he was not. But he stopped saying such things to his mother early on, after she locked him in a dirt cellar for three days to prove to him what loneliness was, to show him how he must rely on her.

(After, his nightmares involved the dark and being lost forever, but he refused to explain what had happened to his favorite aunts Tali and Windsong, even when they hugged him tightly and promised to protect him from anything. Even his mother. He assured them with large, shining-brown eyes his mother had not hurt him. Sunrise refused to imagine what his mother would do to retaliate if he snitched on her.)

Syra’s determination to pull apart the remnants of Skybreaker’s spells to try to find a way to bring him back, or to destroy the imperial family, obsessed her: she ate little, only enough to live, and filled her body with shards of power in every way she could think of: wearing charmed bracelets or eating farsight apples—though they showed her nothing because the thing she desperately wished for had died. The great spirit of the Fourth Mountain was named Crown, and because Crown also missed Skybreaker, sometimes it laid its scraggly head upon her lap and listened to her rant and wail. She lost herself in memories, grasped at the bear spirit with hungry fingers, trying to swallow parts of its magic.

She could not. She was not a sorcerer and could not make herself into one.

Often she grew violent when she failed, lashing out at the spirit. She accused it of failing Skybreaker and screamed that it should have died when Skybreaker died—then it would be a great demon and could devour the empire! Beginning with Kirin Dark-Smile and his family.

The fights between Syra and Crown froze the peaks of the Fourth Mountain and set the alpine grasses on fire.

Syra stumbled down the mountain every few months to recover, and Sunrise nervously cared for her, mopping her brow of aether-fevers and helping her sip medicinal teas. She often grabbed him too hard, bruising a wrist, and he never pulled away. He remained huddled at her side because when he was beside her she breathed easier. His mother murmured in her sleep, and tears fell down her temples. She begged him not to die, begged him to stay with her, and late at night she hissed plans for what they would do to his father’s enemies. “They did this to us. To me! They don’t even care, down in their glorious palace. If we all wasted away, what would it matter to the Moon! We must destroy them—we must. I’ll never live otherwise!”

Sunrise promised to help her. The empress and her heir certainly didn’t seem to care what had happened on the Fourth Mountain, or this fallout. If nothing else, they were indifferent. And maybe when Syra’s vengeance was satisfied she could rest. Maybe someday she could look at him and see him for who he was, not only as a weapon.

Maybe. He hoped so. Prayed so, making dangerous offerings of his hair and blood at every spirit shrine he found. Let my mother love me. Let her see me.

When he was eleven, his mother said, “Prove to me you can do what is necessary,” and offered him a small canary in a cage.

“Mother?” he said, confused. It was one of his, which he’d raised for over a year.

“I want to roast it for dinner.”

Sunrise froze, lips parted. He understood this was a test, and one he would fail if he did not harden for her. He blinked, tried to stall. “It is mostly bones.”

Syra Bear Mistress stared at her son, cold and ferocious, until he took the cage with shaking hands and removed the canary. He stared at its little black eyes, its body twitching in his gentle palms. Then he snapped its neck.

Fast.

Before he had even consciously ordered himself to do it.

He dropped it to the floor; it barely made a sound, it was so small.

“Good,” his mother said. “Now get better at such things. No hesitation.”

Sunrise nodded, flushed with panicked relief she’d not demanded he kill one of his dogs. He would have hated proving himself to her over one of those sleek, loyal babies. After waking in a cold sweat imagining it, Sunrise gave the dogs to a neighboring farm with children the right age to adore them.

His aunt Windsong—who did not know about the bird—began to teach him everything she knew about blades and fighting. That took many months. When Windsong declared she had no more to teach, they hired a retired soldier who worked at one of the nearby inns to teach Sunrise more. That took another two years. The work was grueling, and Sunrise never hesitated to push too hard. He broke his wrist. He did not sleep. Until Aunts Tali and Windsong threatened to refuse to let his soldier mentor enter the enclave again if Sunrise did not rest and take care. Sunrise fought them until Tali said, “What good will you be to your mother if you are weak and exhausted?” She said it with an uncertain frown, but it worked.

Then, for no reason Sunrise or the aunties could see, Syra came down the mountain entirely calm. For two years she smiled at her old sisters; she laughed sometimes and petted her Sunrise with a tender familiarity. Hope burned in her gaze, and in turn, lit a spark in Sunrise. He said, “What happened, Mother?”

She giggled like a maiden and said, “We are not alone, baby.”

She refused to say more but put her finger to her lips as if to keep a secret between them.

On his thirteenth birthday, Syra brought him flowers and strange food, as well as armor and weaponry, showering Sunrise with gifts and laughter.

Sunrise flushed with joy, held her hand, and showed her his hard work. He’d recently learned a new set of sword-forms, and excelled.

Syra kissed him on both cheeks, then held him close all night.

In the morning Syra took Sunrise by the hand and led him toward the paths up the Fourth Mountain.

“Where are we going?” he asked.

“To meet some friends and finish forging you.”

Sunrise swallowed anxiety at the obscured answer. It could mean anything, but he went with her. What other choice did he have? He needed her to love him.

As they trekked up, he wandered off the path sometimes to caress a lovely fern or pluck a tiny flower for Syra’s hair. Together they sang rounds, their voices weaving around each other into weak spells for blessing. Syra could see scraps of aether sometimes, when they glinted in the shadows, and Sunrise could anytime he tried—but he hid it from his mother, preferring to use his slight gift to mess around with funny spirits like raccoons and sparrows and foxes.

It took them a day and a half to reach the Fourth Mountain gate, where Crown, the great bear spirit, awaited them. The bear stood on its hind legs, its rough fur black as night but glimmering with stars the blue-silver color of aether, and its eyes swirling pools of the same. Sunrise had met the great spirit before, of course, but rarely and not since he was much younger. For some reason, being nearly thirteen years old did not make him feel stronger or taller or wiser in the presence of such a neat, powerful creature. So Sunrise gaped gently and tried not to put his hand on his knife.

daughter of Skybreaker, the spirit said.

Sunrise carefully knelt. “Great spirit,” he said.

you are here for our gift

“What gift?”

transformation

Sunrise gasped. “Mother?”

“Not a dramatic one, daughter. You will recognize yourself, and all your aunties will, too.”

The bear turned those swirling blue eyes to him. you do not wish to change?

Its voice reverberated softly in Sunrise’s skull.

“I… wish to be the best I can be, for Mother. And Father,” he added earnestly.

Syra nodded firmly, and Sunrise knew he’d answered as she liked.

The bear tilted its head and then dropped onto all four paws. Turning, it walked through the gate. Syra took Sunrise’s hand and pulled him after.

Inside it was cool and shaded. Dark.

Syra spoke a word he did not know, and a row of tiny lights sparked to life, curling up the walls of the cavern until the whole place was lit silver-blue. It was a workroom, lined with shelves carved right into the walls, piled with books and jars, items he knew like knives and wands and mirrors, and items he could not name, with strange shapes and colors.

And two men stood shoulder to shoulder, staring at Sunrise.

He froze, pinned by their twin gazes.

Like mirrors of each other, the men smiled: they were pale and handsome, young, with bloodred hair and dark eyes, wearing elaborate suits of black and white. Barefoot, Sunrise noticed. With rings on several fingers, exactly the same.

“You are Sunrise,” one said.

The other said, “We are When the Wind Stills the Stars Dance.”

Sunrise swallowed.

“Lord sorcerers,” his mother said sweetly. “Here is my daughter, and she is ready.”

“We will begin,” said the sorcerers of the Third and Second Mountains.

The bear spirit settled in a bright furry curl and pulled Sunrise onto its lap. Two flashes of aether forced him to blink and shield his eyes. When he lowered his hands, a great spirit sat to either side of them: one a large, sleek tiger, the other a bird of prey combing its curved beak along the feathers of its blue-silver wing.

Heart pounding in his ears, Sunrise stared. He could feel their power radiating against his skin, lifting the hairs along his arms and neck.

He fisted his hands in the cloth over his knees and nodded to each great spirit.

They ignored him.

So Sunrise watched as his mother moved across the flat stone floor with a wand, drawing a diagram. She giggled to herself, and a shudder coursed down his spine. The bear spirit grunted. It was staring at him with one vivid aether-blue eye.

“Hello,” Sunrise whispered.

hello, it said.

“Thank you for caring for my mother.”

our interests align

“Oh. You… want revenge for Skybreaker’s death.”

your father looked like you before he bound himself to me

“Really!” Sunrise grinned in sudden relief. That was the nearest anyone had come to treating him like his father’s son.

“Sunrise,” Syra chided sharply. “I am concentrating.”

“I apologize, Mother,” he called before softening his voice again, attention on Crown. “He was small?”

the shape of his mouth was like yours. The color of his eyes. Your hair and stature are not from him, though. He was always tall.

“That’s nice, though. Thank you, great spirit.”

It nodded and went back to ignoring him.

But shortly, Syra beckoned him over to stand before her and the two mirror sorcerers. “Strip,” she commanded, and he did not hesitate.

Naked, Sunrise stood where he was told, in the center of the diagram. He studied it: the dark silver lines spread from his feet out in loops and jagged letters of some kind, barely visible against the granite floor.

His mother took the wand and pressed one end to her palm, then switched to press it into her other. She passed the wand to one of the sorcerers, who tucked it into a sleeve. Then each sorcerer took one of her hands, palms up, and whispered until her hands glowed.

Before Sunrise could move, a flash of brilliant aether-light flared from the diagram: it burned with blue-silver aether. He gasped, and his skin pebbled as the air crisped; his hair rose down his neck and along his arms. “Wow,” he whispered.

His mother walked to him, placing her toes carefully, and with those glowing hands she began to touch him: first his temples, brushing down to his cheeks and along his jaw. She brushed fingers along his neck, then back into his hair, combing through tenderly. Following the lines of muscles, she traced swooping lines across his shoulders, down his spine, along his hips and thighs and ankles. Sunrise closed his eyes and melted into the gentle warmth: he felt loved, finally, as his mother painted him over with magic.

To finish, she caressed the tips of his eyelashes and said, “Open your eyes, my Sunrise, and hold them wide for me. Trust me, and be strong.”

He did so and bit back a slight whimper as she oh so carefully touched the pad of her forefinger first to one eye and then the other.

At her nod, he squeezed them closed again as they filled with thin tears. He took a deep breath, and his mother held his shoulders, breathing with him.

“Good girl,” she murmured. “You’re all done.”

When Sunrise looked again, the aether had faded and his mother knelt, leaning back on her feet. Behind her, the mirrored sorcerers clapped their hands together once, hard and in sync.

Pain flared in his bones. Sunrise dropped to the ground. He felt drained and bizarre, his skin tingling. He leaned forward, and Syra held him as he pressed his cheek to her lap, shaking. She petted his hair, drawing the long strands apart, letting them slide through her hand and skim his back.

For a long time Sunrise shuddered and sweated, so very cold. A burning kind of cold that raced through his body like the worst fever.

Then it stopped. Someone spoke. Sunrise shook his head to clear it. His mother lifted him, helped him move his noodled limbs. He moved without thought, dull and exhausted. As he tied his pants, Sunrise realized it was not the spiraling aether-lights on the cave walls tingeing his knuckles blue-violet. His skin was changed.

Shocked, he turned his hands over and studied the subtle lines of dusky color against the suntan of his skin. Then he bent to look at his belly and chest, twisted his neck to try to see his shoulders and spine. It was so bluish all over.

“Mother!” he said, and one of the mirrored sorcerers offered a small silver mirror. He handed it to Syra, who angled it to Sunrise.

His eyes were dark purple and flecked still with the warm brown they used to be. The blue-violet lined his cheeks and jaw and streaked back into his hair. He looked demon-kissed. “It is perfect,” his mother said. “You must stay away from amulets of transformation, if possible, which might undo the spell.”

“Why?”

One of the sorcerers flicked a dismissive hand. “Sorcery can be fickle.”

“I mean…” Sunrise tried to bow but tilted with vertigo. His mother caught his elbow. He said, “I mean why make me like this?”

“You will be accepted faster into the palace,” Syra said. “Being demon-kissed will make up for being a woman warrior. And your background will be less investigated.”

Sunrise licked his lips, ignoring the prickling discomfort of woman warrior. “But I’m not fast or strong. I have no demon-kissed talent.”

“Your memory is extraordinary,” said one of the mirrored sorcerers. Maybe the same one who had spoken before.

“Oh.” Sunrise stared at the sorcerer, at the strange smooth features, like an unfinished painting. The sorcerer smiled, and glanced at Syra.

Her eyes shone with a strong emotion Sunrise didn’t understand—but he found himself suddenly ill at ease all over again.

“Sunrise,” she said, “it is like proof of your father’s power. He was not demon-kissed, but he was a sorcerer. Marking you with magic is a way to show people you are born of it.”

Sunrise touched her cheek with his knuckles, as he did when she was ill. Her skin was flushed, her gaze wild. Then he nodded. “I understand, Mother,” he whispered.

demon-kissed would have a different name, the great bear spirit said.

Sunrise jerked, surprised.

Even Syra looked up sharply.

The bird of prey spirit spread its wings lazily, and the tiger spirit stalked toward Sunrise. He did his best to remain still as he carefully said, “What was my father’s name, before he was your Skybreaker?”

“Good,” said one of the sorcerers, and the other said, “Very good.”

The bear spirit, lifting to its full height, nearly brushed the ceiling of the workroom—it had to be twelve feet tall suddenly.

Sunrise leaned his head back and gripped his mother’s hand.

Osian, the bear said. Skybreaker’s first, human name was Osian.

“Osian,” he repeated.

“Osian,” his mother murmured, long and mournful. “Osian will destroy the family of Kirin Dark-Smile.”

And Osian imagined he felt the slick sensation of the name—as if it were alive to choose—claim him, sticking to his palms and the bare soles of his feet, diving into his chest to find his heart.
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RALIEL DARK-SMILE MET THE great demon of the palace for the first time face-to-face when she was seven years old, just after she’d given herself her name.

Of course, she’d seen scraps of the demon’s aether and slippery dark shadows in long hallways and pockets of the palace gardens. She’d felt it humming as she learned to play the harp at her mother’s side. But it wasn’t until that night, seven since she’d declared her name, two since her father had been enthroned as the Emperor with the Moon in His Mouth, that the demon appeared.

She woke from a dream, and there it crouched upon the foot of her bed. It was the size and shape of a child her age, made of shadows and darkness, with seven round silver-white eyes like seven moons clustered on the flat plane of its face.

Raliel had been startled but not afraid.

She knew it was the great demon, as she’d lived in the Palace of Seven Circles, which was the demon’s house, for all her life. It slept, her nursemaid had told her, far below in the foundations of the palace. It slept like a serpent guarding its nest, rolling over sometimes so the palace floors trembled, and hissed its breath in the occasional cold wind gusting through the smoke-ways in the sticky summer. The demon only woke, her nurse said, when a new emperor took the Moon into themself and at the heir’s investiture ritual—or if it was needed to defend the palace, which had not happened since the great demon of the Fifth Mountain had tried to kidnap the emperor, years before Raliel had been born.

Of course, that wasn’t the way her father the emperor told Raliel the story. He said he’d not been kidnapped at all, not exactly, and that Night Shine, the great demon of the Fifth Mountain, had saved him, been his good friend. The emperor also said their great demon, whose name was Moon, rarely slept these days, rather slipped through the walls from shrine to shrine, listening intently to gossip. Moon brought some of it to the emperor, if the demon thought he should know a thing. “That’s our secret, little moon, yes?” the emperor told her, and she asked, “Except from Mother and Father?” The emperor smiled his tilted smile and whispered against her ear, “No exceptions.”

So Raliel learned sometimes the emperor kept secrets from his consorts. She had tried to speak to the great demon herself, but it never said anything to her, or seemed to notice her back.

Until that night it stared at her from the foot of her bed. “Hello,” Raliel whispered, pushing sleek black hair behind her ear. It always escaped her night braid.

hello, the demon whispered. No part of its face moved: no gash of a shadow-mouth appeared, no flash of fangs or forked tongue. The whisper simply formed itself like delicate glass filaments, and Raliel could not be sure if she heard it or felt it.

Resisting the urge to draw her legs up to hug her knees to her chest (which would be a sign of emotion), Raliel peered at it. Throughout her room, moonlight reflected: in her mirror, gleaming against the polished cheeks of toy dancers and carved rain forest animals in the corner, shining off the crystal globe etched with a map of Heaven, and highlighting the gold ink tracing the lines of imperial ancestry along scrolls spread over her tea table. Everything in her bedroom shone or sparkled as it caught hints of silvery moonlight. Except the demon. Its small form swallowed light, a child-shaped void, darker than anything.

Raliel shivered, rather excited. “What are you doing here?” she asked softly—her mother instructed that a cool, soft tone was less revealing than a whisper.

I like your name. It is a dragon’s name, the demon said.

“Thank you. I picked it myself,” she answered, unable to stop the pleased blush of her cheeks. It had taken her years to find a name she liked, that sounded the way she felt, and meant something she wanted.

the emperor did not give you a name.

“He told me my name should be the responsibility of nobody but me.” Raliel did not truly understand such reasoning but could repeat the words her father the emperor had spoken again and again.

Until recently she’d been called nicknames and endearments— “little moon” by the emperor, “my sweet” or “little empress” from her father Sky, and simply “daughter” from her mother. Her grandmother, the previous Empress with the Moon in Her Mouth, called her “darkling smile” with resignation, and her grandmother Love-Eyes called her “child.” Her grandfather Sun-Bright called her “Kirin’s reward,” which she didn’t realize was sarcastic until she was a lot older. To her cousins and aunts, to the Lord of Narrow and witches and dawn priests, she was “the princess.” Everyone was frustrated and everyone complained, but her father (now the emperor) insisted she find a name for herself only when she was ready.

She found her name in a song, one she had plucked from the library for its simple melody with which she could practice her fingering on the lap harp her mother had given her. When she realized she knew her name, she declared it to her parents in the Moon’s Recline Garden because this had been the garden where her father, who had been Kirin then, had taught her that she could be anyone she liked. She would be known as a girl, he said, because that was expected, but it did not mean she was a girl, or had to be. Not in chosen name or identity. “You listen to yourself,” he had told her, snuggling her in his lap, her cheek pressed to embroidered bluebirds along the lapel of his elaborate morning robe. “That’s what I’ve always done, little moon, and I’m perfect for it.”

With the name finally ready on her tongue, she tugged his sleeve. Kirin had set down his bowl of tea and flicked his fingers for the attention of First Consort Sky and Second Consort Elegant Waters. Lifting his unpainted face into the cool cast of listening, Kirin said, “Our daughter has decided who she is. Tell us, little moon.”

She straightened her back, pressed her palms to her folded knees, and said in a voice she tried to make as easy as his, “Raliel. I am Raliel Dark-Smile, after my father and the great dragon of the Tylish Lake, who was murdered and became a great demon to wreak vengeance upon its enemies. After they banished it”—her smile widened with childish bloodthirsty wonder—“the dragon demon became a song! And if you sing the song, you’ll die within seven days!”

Kirin’s expression cracked instantly, and even a little girl could recognize the sheer glee lighting him up. He laughed, raising perfect eyebrows at Sky.

Sky had given both Kirin and their daughter a shared look of resignation. Elegant Waters had hummed, considering the situation. She lifted her tea to her pink lips—she already was painted for the day, in sweeping lines of black and pink like wings spreading from the corners of her large dark eyes—and tilted her head without disrupting a strand of intricately looped hair. “Tell me, my daughter,” she said, “if you are a dragon, what sort of dragon are you?”

Raliel bit her lip before she remembered that would muss her own makeup, and even though she wasn’t wearing it yet, she must always bear in mind how she touched her face. In the same cool voice, she said, “A beautiful one.”

Her mother had smiled just slightly. “Come here, little dragon, and I will help you with that.”

Now in Raliel’s midnight bedroom, the small shadow-form of the great demon wrapped its arms around its knees and seemed to stare at her. She was glad it approved of her name.

“Did you choose your name?” Raliel asked.

Instead of answering, the demon said, you were thinking about the sky.

“I was asleep,” she reminded it. “Thinking of nothing at all.”

at the ritual. You were thinking about the sky.

Oh, Raliel recalled that: it had been so boring, the elaborate ritual making her father the emperor. Boring but crowded, and Raliel disliked the press of courtiers and witches, the spark of aether knotting itself up with all the various intentions and antagonizing. She’d had only one small part to play—giving her name and making her vow to be the pure Heir to the Moon—and otherwise she’d stared up at the tiny windows at a very faded half-moon in a very blue sky. And wished to fly like the dangerous dragon of her same name. Or be anywhere else, really.

do you dream? the great demon asked.

Her fingers itched to reach up and tug on the end of her braid for comfort. She stared at the seven moon-eyes, wondering if there were one or two she should focus on. They clustered together in what might’ve been a spiral. The more she stared, the more she could see shapes in them, white on white. Her father the emperor had a voluminous black robe embroidered with a garden of black flowers. Even when he was still, the robe seemed to shimmer with a dark life of its own, but when he moved and it caught sunlight or aether-lantern glow, the black flowers danced, the illusion of deepening jungle drawing the eye further and further into the emperor’s power.

The demon’s eyes were like that: seven moons each with a pale world inside them.

Raliel shivered again and said, “Do you want a piece of candy?”

It said, I cannot eat candy, but you can, and I will like that too.

She narrowed her eyes, wondering where the trick was, but when she couldn’t find it, she slipped out of bed, pulled on a thin robe, and tiptoed out to the small sitting nook between her room and her mother’s. A dish of hard honey petals sat on the writing desk near the window, and she plucked out a dark one she hoped was red, but the moonlight washed the colors into shades of gray. Then she turned and gasped, for the demon had followed her. It hovered right there, exactly her height and its shoulders the same width as hers, and Raliel got angry that it was imitating her. But she did as her mother expected and made her anger cold instead of hot, then put the candy in her mouth and rolled it with her tongue as she glared at those seven moon-eyes. Shadows moved across the lower portion of its face as if it had a petal rolling in its mouth too.

They stood there, mirroring each other, while the candy melted sugar down Raliel’s throat.

Then she opened her mouth to show it the candy was gone and her tongue was much darker than before.

The demon sank away into the parquet floor.

Confused, Raliel remained standing there until her toes were too cold, and she tucked herself back into bed.
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IF THERE WAS ONE thing everyone in the Palace of Seven Circles agreed upon, it was that the Heir to the Moon was perfect and good but too cold.

The Lords of Narrow and Every Star, the Ladies Peach Blossom and Falling Red had nothing but compliments for the heir, for her poise and politeness; the lesser courtiers appreciated the clear notes of her music, the way she poured her father tea; the guards and generals found her sword-forms impeccable; the palace poets said her early efforts at composition revealed the potential for greatness; the tailors and cooks and ink maids enjoyed their turns painting her face or embroidering her gowns or adding just the right amount of pepper to her food as she was unerringly kind and remembered everyone’s names and relations and even some distant relatives or stories they’d spoken of once and assumed she’d forgotten. The scholars and priests who tutored her praised her memory, too, and her precision and clever mind. There was a retired battle witch called Immli who was suspicious of the speed with which she picked up complicated aether-work and drew sigils that ought to have been beyond her, but it was his job to be cautious with magic, and he was correct, in any case: the great demon of the palace helped the heir with her sigils and taught her the languages of spirits, which was a language that could not be spoken by human mouths and voices but written well enough, in ink or sand or pollen or blood.

Raliel grew accustomed to the great demon’s voice in her head, tingling in her palms or down her spine as if the demon held her hand or nudged her between her shoulder blades. When she knelt at one of the altars carved in alcoves in every level of the Palace of Seven Circles, she felt it kneel beside her, and as she prayed, it drank up the aether that gathered in candle flames or swirled in the thin lines of incense. That was how it ate: the prayers and offerings of every human in the palace increased its power, tying their lives to it with thin tendrils of magic. It drew from the imperial family, too, but that was a circuit, and when Raliel prayed, when her fathers and mother prayed, it returned strength to them sevenfold.

Palace gardeners worked constantly, for flowers and trees with their roots in the palace soil were slowly drained of their aether to feed the demon. Mice that died in the walls fed it, and baby birds that fell too soon from nests in ornamental pear trees in the fifth circle, and any spirits that managed to live in the Lily Garden or dawn sprites fluttering in the chapels had to work triply hard to maintain their connections to the aether, lest the demon make little demons out of them, too. There were no ghosts in the palace, for ghosts cannot exist where there is a great demon to chew up their final spark at the moment of death, regardless of how or why they die. The priests in the palace mostly had forgotten how to make ghost amulets, focused instead on charms that could shield a dying old tailor or a gravely injured palace soldier from the demon so that their spirits could dissipate into the world and their names be recorded in Heaven.

Despite earning the admiration of nearly everyone Raliel Dark-Smile met, she did not quite manage friendship. When she played her harp, she sounded as good as her very gifted mother but lacked something nobody could quite name. (Perhaps her true audience appreciated the music differently than human ears.) When she discussed historical tactics or legal reform, her words were smart and sharp but lacked fire. (Arguing at night with a demon taught one to be very careful and precise with weaknesses.) Her poetry, while technically superior, was strangely abstract. Beautiful yes, graceful yes, but the subject matter was more suited to obscure ancient texts than youthful wonder or exuberance. How much of an old soul she seemed—yes, that was it, the courtiers murmured among themselves. An old soul.

Returning favors to her or giving her gifts was difficult, for no one knew what the heir liked. Oh, she might say she liked pale silks and white orchids in her hair, she might say she preferred the essays of Andel Aged or the styles of the water painters from the eastern canyons, and when she played she certainly gravitated toward haunting, yearning songs over joyful ones. She was diligent in her calligraphy and put constant effort into sword-forms, surpassed her peers in aether-work, but could any of that be proven a passion or merely duty? She was the only choice for Heir to the Moon, after all, and required to excel.

Her father the emperor, who tutored her personally in poli–tics (mostly by asking her questions about what was actually happening and helping her map out patterns of internecine favoritism and grudges) was unconcerned. His daughter did not know who she was yet, and her bold choice of name promised when she was ready, she would blossom spectacularly.

But the emperor was not Raliel’s only parent, and both the First and Second Consorts were worried.

First Consort Sky spent part of every day working with his daughter on warcraft and meditation; he was satisfied by Raliel’s efforts in sword-forms and privately considered her better than him at any meditative techniques that allowed for stillness. Combining the two in Sky’s preferred style of mindful movement proved more difficult for her, but she tried. The first time Raliel smiled at him with distance on her face, Sky nearly fell over. It was an expression he’d never seen her wear, though Second Consort Elegant Waters looked similar sometimes when she herself was hiding a sudden surge of emotion. Sky knew both he and Elegant Waters were reserved people—one had to be, paired with the emperor—and he knew Raliel styled herself after her mother in poise and expression, but he’d thought it was a sweet imitation. He had thought he understood his daughter. And then appeared that cool smile.

The First Consort summoned his courage and told Elegant Waters, who lowered her lashes and said she’d spoken at length with Raliel about relaxing sometimes or allowing herself to grow angry—it was perfectly normal to be angry, or hurt, or desperate for something. And Raliel had frowned prettily and asked what could possibly anger or hurt her in the palace? When she wanted something, she could have it.

Mother and daughter knelt on cushions in the Second Consort’s favorite garden, in the fifth circle, where she’d stayed upon her first visit to the city. It had been for the emperor’s birthday, and she’d been invited along with many other eligible young women from around the country. Elegant Waters, a second daughter who had been raised in a silent monastery high on the Mountain of One Thousand Falls, had been overwhelmed by the ornamentation of the Palace of Seven Circles as well as by the eager, boisterous young women, and found refuge in the moss garden. The peaceful beds of cultivated moss were artfully arranged around a central ancient nurse log covered in tiny purple flowers and rainbows of lichen. Elegant Waters found it endlessly soothing.

There she gently dug at her daughter, insisting in several subtle ways there must be something Raliel wished for, wanted only for herself.

Raliel said, “I… What should I want, Mother?”

Pursing her lips to display a hint of displeasure (it would not do to scare Raliel away), Elegant Waters said, “When I was thirteen, I wanted a friend. A dearest friend.”

“Oh. I see.” Raliel glanced down at her hands, folded casually in her lap. “I am sure I will make friends. Father had not met his First Consort when he was thirteen.”

“No, but he had his Night Shine already.”

Raliel’s eyes lifted to her mother’s then, as if finally understanding something. She nodded and said tentatively, her pale cheeks flushing a delicate peach, “I would like to see your family’s home. The Mountain of One Thousand Falls, with all its cold springs and winter flowers. I wish I could go—I wish you could take me. In the winter when there would be snow.”

Of course such a request was impossible: the bargain with the great demon of the palace kept the Imperial Triad bound within its walls, just as the demon was bound, and the heir could not travel until the traditional Heir’s Journey the summer she was nineteen. Elegant Waters did believe it was a true desire on her daughter’s part, and also that it was a safe confession because it couldn’t be granted.

The Second Consort tried again. “You do not want friends, Raliel?”

Raliel’s mouth moved as she stopped herself from biting her bottom lip. She shook her head. “I have the great demon, Mother. It is my friend.”

Elegant Waters could hardly argue, when she got along well with the great demon herself and had just mentioned the great demon Night Shine as the emperor’s first friend. So the Second Consort did not challenge her daughter again. She did, however, send for her cousin’s children and one of Sky’s nieces to be companions for the heir.

So by the time she was fourteen Raliel had a coterie of three: Salri was a stout, merry boy with the same cool brown eyes as Elegant Waters but even whiter skin and the same gift for music. Averilis was the least bold of the three but pretty as a songbird. The demon-kissed Rose Blue would have been plain if not for the streaks of purple in her hair and bluish shading to her copper skin. It was said the demon-kissed families had been cursed long ago by a Queen of Heaven, marked for an ancient crime, but now they were often admired for their unique looks and whatever magical gift came with it. Raliel’s father Sky was demon-kissed, and stronger than any twenty men together. Rose’s gift was perfect aim and would’ve been better suited to the army—Sky had been a soldier before he was the First Consort—but Rose disliked exercise and warcraft and had learned to harness her gift in the delicate work of makeup and accessories. If she could hit a target with an arrow from too far away for Raliel to see, she could also use a needle to thread minuscule seed pearls onto a single strand of hair or paint perfect, unwavering lines of goldfleck in repeating patterns down Raliel’s cheek.

Raliel appreciated her new friends, though she did not forge intimate connections with any of them because the great demon was uninterested in Raliel’s coterie, and they were afraid of it, which allowed Raliel to keep those parts of her life severed. She arranged time every day to be alone in the Garden of the Seas in the third circle, supposedly in meditation and prayer but truthfully playing games with the demon.

Sometimes the emperor joined her, and he was the only person in the world she could not order to leave. The third time he surprised her there, Raliel realize the demon had invited him. “Did you play with the demon when you were my age?” she asked, tucked on a pillow beside a bed of waving rows of blueleaf and vivid midnight flox.

Her father smiled the smile they shared: tilted to a wicked degree, with the slightest hint of teeth. “I played with a demon,” he said. “Not the Moon. But that other demon lives in the Fifth Mountain now.”

“Why doesn’t our demon leave the palace?” she asked the emperor. “The priests and Immli say that great demons can leave their houses, and it’s what differentiates them from lesser demons who must remain physically connected to the house they possess.”

“Our demon doesn’t have a sorcerer to anchor it in the house while it leaves,” her father answered, playing with one of the three ruby rings on his left hand. That hand was only ever decorated with ruby rings. Sometimes each finger was adorned, sometimes only a few, rarely a single half-moon ruby glinted alone on his forefinger. That coincided with the days the emperor wore robes cut in feminine style or a lady’s gown tailored perfectly to his masculine-shaped body. Averilis, who collected gossip for Raliel, said a few years ago a courtier had whisperingly called him the Empress with the Moon in His Mouth, and when the emperor found out he’d gifted the person to blame with a box full of pearls.

Raliel said, “It has us. We aren’t sorcerers, but we’re tied to it by the palace-amulet. Shouldn’t we anchor it well enough?”

The emperor shrugged elegantly. “We are none of us anchors for the others, but all bound together. We make the house; we do not simply live in it.”

“Do you regret it? Being stuck here?” she asked, lowering her eyes because she knew better than to ask.

Her father tugged the drop of rainbow glass hanging from her earlobe. “Never, little dragon. Here is where my family lives, and my power.”

Though Raliel wished to draw her knees under her chin and hug herself small, she kept her spine straight and her hands gentle on her thighs. She let her lashes flutter and pursed her coral-painted lips as her only sign of displeasure. Her mother had been helping her learn to control her face with exercises and mirrors—because political power was not the only sort she had available. “Beauty is power, and you should wield it,” Elegant Waters had said. “Do you know how I earned my title?” Raliel had not, and her mother smiled a beautiful cool smile, like a perfectly shaped ice sculpture. “I told your father, when he still had his old name, that I was the only other person as beautiful as he, and our children would be even more so. I appealed to the side of him that most saw but refused to acknowledge.”

“Am I?” Raliel had asked.

“More beautiful than myself or your father?”

“Yes,” she’d whispered, not believing it but hoping nonetheless.

Elegant Waters had inspected her, bright brown eyes a bit too warm with humor. “We shall see,” she had finally answered, and would give no more.

In the Garden of the Seas, Raliel asked the emperor, “What is your power, Father? Is it the demon?”

“The Moon represents my power and the power of the empire. But our power itself comes from our prosperity and our strategies, from the farmers and soldiers and merchants and priests, little dragon. My power comes from everyone who speaks my name with respect and trusts in me to hold my promises. When I became emperor, I became power. I embrace it, as you will in turn.”

Naturally, Raliel found a moment to ask her father Sky about power too. He frowned so deeply his chin puckered and she feared she’d misspoken. Though at fourteen she was getting better at invulnerable, icy expressions, Sky must have seen her distress; he hunkered down and cupped his wide hands on her face.

“Dada!” she shrieked because he would certainly smear the soft silver Rose had painted on her cheeks.

Sky released her, grumbling only a little, and said, “Liel, you already know about power—you were born to it, and since you were anointed as the Heir to the Moon, you’ve worn it. You need to understand that it already is part of you, a part you must temper, or you will hurt people.”

“Have you hurt people?” she asked in her smallest voice.

He did not answer directly, and that usually meant he was covering for the emperor.

The great demon told her power was food and showed her a sigil to draw excess aether from the wind to give it a snack.

As Raliel grew older, she became more involved in the public face of the imperial family, joining her mother for gossipy lunches and her father Sky with the inner troops and the emperor at banquets and more and more afternoons of correspondence and meetings. She moved through it all gracefully, imagined herself to be a cool moon, like Moon, a silent observer, and to never give herself away with a gesture or expression. To never laugh when the demon tapped something through the floor that sounded like the language of spirits or even blink when it distracted her on purpose by purring against her skin. That made her shiver, made her learn more flirtatious mannerisms to cover it in public.

It was a challenge she relished. The world would be vibrant and loud, and Raliel would be snow on a cold night, a winter moon drifting among rowdy suns and summer flowers.

With practice, she made herself more beautiful, following her parents’ examples to create her own aesthetic for the younger courtiers and palace folk. Where the emperor favored a bold, traditional contrast of color, black and white, red and mint, sunrise-violet and vivid marigold, shaped in sweeping layers and elaborate styles, and her mother made herself untouchable with striking headdresses and encrusted jewels, Raliel began to put herself exclusively in white, silver, or gray. Her coterie held on to color, but gray-washed as if seen by moonlight: seafoam greens, silver-evening blues, pale-pretty pinks. They made of themselves a moonlit garden with her. It was oh so rewarding to draw the eyes of everyone like she was the moon and they were winking stars.

Only, the more she created an image of herself, the more Raliel became that cold moon soaring high over the palace, the less she felt attached to anybody, including Salri, Averilis, and Rose Blue. She knew the emperor and her mother kept themselves aloof on purpose, because of their titles and what they meant to the empire; she also knew that when alone they shed such trappings for each other. Though her father the emperor never would be caught dead in anything less than the creamiest linen shirts or slippers of embroidered silk, even just with his family, it was the masks he put down, to allow his consorts—and his daughter—to know him. In private he removed his rain veil and makeup. He laughed and teased and fussed constantly. He climbed into Sky’s lap and melted after a long day. Elegant Waters sometimes dug her toes into the moss in the garden despite staining them, or held her hands over a candle flame because she truly enjoyed the warmth she did not display in public. She fondly pinched the emperor’s thigh or sighed dramatically when Sky was too jealous. Even Raliel’s father Sky wore a mask of himself before the world—a mask he’d created when he was a soldier, a young bodyguard for a prince he was forbidden to touch. But he had always shed it for the emperor, given his true self to at least one person.

Raliel did not know how to do that with Salri, Averilis, and Rose Blue. Or if she even should. Her coterie were friends, but also they were accessories. She listened to their stories and family histories, she knew of them, she knew them, but she rarely gave herself to them in the same way—any personal family stories were either well known already or too private. Potential weapons, potential gossip. Raliel told them the things her parents wanted for the empire, her opinions on art and poetry and historical edicts, scheduling changes or gossip requests, the things she wanted to eat or drink, and they saw to it. But none of that was who she was or could be.

Slowly, Raliel realized her parents were able to remove their masks because they knew themselves underneath. And Raliel did not. Beneath the mask she was building, she was a cavern. And the weight of her emptiness dragged her down, deep into her thoughts, where she couldn’t escape.

Only the great demon saw her when she shed everything and lay listless in her bed, staring at the distant stars and listening to the hush-hush of the ocean.

“I think you are my only true friend, Moon,” she whispered to it.

good, it whispered, purring through the walls just for her.

Perhaps its possessiveness should have concerned her, but instead, she liked it. This she did not have to share. It did not have to share her.

Well into her sixteenth year, after a long morning of sword work and math, of an interminable lunch with her mother and seven bickering courtiers, after an afternoon too rainy to study in her favorite gardens, after spilling ink on her hem, and a whiplash of aether when she tried too sharp a sigil over an unstable net, after a performance by the emperor’s favorite poet before the entire court, in which the poet described a wilderness so evocative Raliel’s teeth hurt with longing she could not express—the heir returned to her bedchambers only to send her maids and Rose Blue away and tear free of her headdress and outer robes by herself. Violently. Crushing the fine boning and silk flowers as she threw them to the floor.

“I have to get out of here,” she hissed, shoving the latticed shutters open to lean into the warm sea air.

She closed her eyes and pressed her temple to the black-lacquered windowframe. Her half-undone braids listed to the side, dragging at her sore neck, and she wrapped her arms around her waist, curling her fingers angrily in the too-fine layer of sheer linen. She could tear it. She could.

But she didn’t.

Tears pressed behind her eyes, thickening her throat, and Raliel wondered what was wrong with her. She had everything. Family. Power. Beauty. Lavish rooms, plentiful foods, friends and servants, and the promise of an even better future. She wanted to be good, but what did that mean? What did she yearn for? Snow? It was selfish and ridiculous, and she hated it. She hated being unable to breathe it away, to accept this was all she would ever be. But she would be the empress of all the land between the Five Mountains someday! How dare she be unhappy. How dare she long for more.

More what?

Just more. No wonder she’d not been able to express to her mother what she wanted those years ago!

Laughing angrily at herself, she peeled open her tear-sticky eyes and looked out at the blue nighttime, the glint of stars and the mirroring sea on the horizon. Below, the palace spread downward in all its circles, peaked walls and gardens and towers in red, white, black, all washed gray like midnight wounds. And beyond that, the city with its wide avenues and market squares, the broad parks lush with rain forest trees and sheets of vines, flowers and fountains, and aether-light lanterns. The Selegan River wound a wide ribbon along the west side of the city, a night-silver road flowing to the sea. She wanted to sail against its current: north, up through the farmland and into the rain forest, cutting through that thick jungle and against the foothills of the Fifth Mountain. Her fathers had done so once, both of them. With the demon Night Shine and a dragon.

Was that dragon nearby now? Could she summon it along a string of aether? She’d like to meet it, but Moon did not allow other spirits of such power into its domain.

Raliel closed her eyes again and listened with her skin and other senses for the unsound of ready aether. She reached out and plucked a strand that tangled in the breeze. At her touch it hummed, and she wondered what it would be like to grasp it in her fist and pull. It would not tear but stretch, and jagged bursts of her power would flow along it in either direction until it hit a knot or a high note or until something else—some spirit or witch—tugged back. She wanted to try, to tear at the aether no matter the consequences from here. Her tutor, Immli, would be furious, and her father the emperor, too, for not taking care. Every action of hers would ripple out into the world, even to the smallest and least of their people, and she was not allowed to hurt anyone. But Raliel needed to tear into something. Even if that something was the whole empire. Even if that something was herself.

From here, with the vast network of aether, with the roads and messenger witches, army scouts, traders who carried letters, and even farsight spells, Raliel could seem to be anywhere. Could speak with anyone across the empire. This was the heart of the land, this city, and this palace. She wasn’t trapped here; she would be enthroned here. Why did that infuriate her so?

The demon’s touch settled cold on her neck.

Raliel whispered, “Everything here is theory, Moon. Words and books. Stories I’m told but can’t possibly know. Everything is handed to me: knowledge, power, friends. What have I earned? What have I even experienced? What is my own? Mine? I have everything, but it tastes like ashes.”

yes, it agreed.

Just that acceptance made her lean into its cold, amorphous but solid touch. “It is not that I want more—but I want less. Something, any small thing, just for myself.”

The great demon slid cold fingers up her neck against her scalp. Raliel’s eyes fluttered closed.

“Moon, do the walls of the palace feel like your home or your prison?”

When it answered this time, the word came from many mouths around her head. Seven pairs of lips and seven whispered voices.

they are both.

Raliel nodded slowly. The cold slipped down her neck, down and down her back to pool at the base of her spine. Settling her. Her breathing smoothed and her hands relaxed. “I hope I find something, on my Heir’s Journey, to satisfy us both. To make us want to be here and work here for the rest of our lives. And I wish I could take you with me,” she murmured. “When I go on my journey.”

maybe you can, the great demon said.






THREE [image: ]


ON A COOL SPRING day, when the clouds hunkered low over the city cliffs and the ocean ruffled like an irritated old chicken, an assassin attempted to murder Second Consort Elegant Waters.

Raliel was seventeen, and for several months had been conducting experiments with the great demon of the palace in order to find a way to take it with her on her Heir’s Journey. She’d been surprised when it first made the suggestion, but she threw herself into the idea. Their theory that it was possible rested on her being the heir and therefore already tied to the demon’s house—the palace—through the enthroning ritual. Her father had become the Emperor with the Moon in His Mouth, and his husband and wife the First Consort and Second Consort, the three of them bound to the demon and palace with ancient magic known as the palace-amulet. During the same ritual, Raliel had traded her name to the demon and become the Heir to the Throne. It was, essentially, her real name. Until one day her name would become the Empress with the Moon in Her Mouth.

The great demon, standing before her in a black void exactly her height with seven moon-white eyes, had said, because of this, when you go for your journey, a piece of my house will go with you. What if I can put some of me into a thing you can carry?

“Make yourself my familiar?” Raliel bit her lip, a habit she simply could not rid herself of, even by wearing the bitterest of lip paint. “Witches have demon familiars. Immli’s first familiar is a demon mouse.”

yes.

“I am as good with aether as any young witch.”

yes.

“But you are a great demon, not a demon. Will you be able to survive in the form of a mouse or even something stronger, like the spirit stags?”

only one way to know, the demon whispered.

And so the experiments had begun. In the Garden of the Seas, when they were alone, the demon practiced putting itself into flowers at first—but they withered and died. It tried with beautiful river rocks and a ring with a massive black pearl, but neither had enough aether of their own to support it. The star-flower tree lived for nearly an hour with the demon inside, though Raliel could never take a tree with her, so she brought the demon a snake. For nearly a day Raliel wore the snake demon around her neck and shoulders, a blue-scaled living stole that disturbed almost everyone, and she was hopeful. But as she slept that night, the snake on her pillow turned to ash.
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