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For the genderfluid teens, enbies, and transgender kids who, like me, want to be the dark, wicked love interest more than we want to kiss them.





THE SORCERESS WHO EATS GIRLS 


AT THE FORK OF the Selegan River, a full morning’s walk from the Fifth Mountain, a girl knelt against the damp bank, carefully holding the end of a fishing thread between her thumb and forefinger.

She was alone, wrapped in a robe embroidered with spring leaves and crocus blossoms. At any moment she could fling it off to leap naked into the water and grasp the tail of a rainbow eel caught by one of her shiny lures. Her fishing thread stretched across this narrow channel of the Selegan, tied at the opposite bank to a strongly rooted maple with leaves as wide as dinner plates.

For a little while, the girl thought she was being watched. But when she looked over her shoulder at the line of moss-covered alders and spearing-tall hemlock trees, nobody was there.

As it flowed, the river rippled, catching sunlight in flashes and white-hot winks like the scales of the river’s inhabiting spirit. She reached her free hand to stroke the surface as if stroking a friend, for the Selegan was as friendly a river spirit as they come. Her bargain for fishing in its waters was that in return she always left a coil of delicate hibiscus incense burning against the nearest bed of ferns. The smoke collected in the curling fronds and lingered for the spirit’s pleasure.

Water splashed up for her attention, licking her cheek. She brushed it away.

“Hello,” said a cool voice behind her.

The girl squeaked and dropped her fishing lure. She scrambled to the edge of the water, one hand diving beneath the surface before fear caught up with her and she let the lure go to turn and face the stranger.

Standing under the dappled shadows at the edge of the rain forest was an elegant lady in a draping silk gown. Strings of dark pearls twisted through her black hair, and thin obsidian rings circled her bare toes. By the soft beauty of her features and fine clothing, and her sudden appearance so far from a road, the girl suspected this was a spirit of some kind.

“Hello,” she said, for she ought to be polite whether this was spirit or human, ghost or demon.

The lady stepped carefully against the moss, leaving narrow footprints. Not a ghost, then. Her voluminous skirts were gathered in one arm, but still a gilded hem trailed behind. None of the creeping ferns she brushed against withered and died—not a demon, either. The lady carefully chose a place to kneel and arrange her gown around her on the bending grass. Surely a spirit’s skirts would’ve arranged themselves.

Nearer, the girl could see the lady’s eyes were a deep brown, streaked with gray and rust red, like the lava fields around the Fifth Mountain. The lady seemed only a few years older than the girl, and her skin was powdered a perfect moon-white, with a pink like peonies upon her lips.

“How may I help you?” the girl asked, shifting the folds of her robe to hide her dirty knees. She knew she must smell like fish and mud, and her hair had fallen out of its topknot, black wisps itching down her neck. Compared to the lady, she was grubby and inelegant.

“I saw the glitter of water and thought to seek relief in a drink.” The lady tilted her head so the dancing shadows slid over her face like a caress. “Then I spied you, and a sparkle of rainbow in your lure. I thought to myself, the Queens of Heaven have brought me here.”

Breathless, the girl blinked a few times to clear her heart of its fluttering distraction. “The river will share a drink with you if you ask. And perhaps drop it a pearl.”

“A pearl?” The lady laughed sweetly and touched her hands flat together in delight. Her nails were lacquered a shocking black.

Both offended to be laughed at and tingling at the lovely laughter itself, the girl asked, “Would a pearl not be a wonderful gift?”

“I have heard the Selegan River needs nothing so rich, but prefers more intimate bargains. An eel or two in return for pleasant smoke? That is personal, at least. Nothing like a pearl, which anyone might have.”

“I have no pearls,” the girl whispered, dropping her gaze to her hands, confused how this stranger knew her bargain with the river spirit. Her own nails were even, and mostly clean, but the skin of her knuckles was roughened and dried out from so often being dipped in water.

One lovely white hand touched hers, pleasant and gentle as a blanket warmed by the fire. “What would you give me for one of my pearls?”

The girl turned her hand over so the lady’s palm fell against her own, and heat collected there. Beneath her robe, the girl’s skin prickled with a yearning she recognized but had never felt at the touch of a woman before. When she glanced up, the lady had leaned nearer.

Those pink lips parted, revealing a small sliver of blackness. Beyond that pretty entrance, mystery and breath mingled.

“Oh,” said the girl. “A kiss. A pearl for a kiss.”

“That seems a fair bargain,” murmured the elegant lady. She lifted a hand to pluck free one of the combs holding her hair behind her left ear. Two round gray pearls shimmering with ocean reflections were set into the edge. “Or two kisses for two pearls?”

The girl giggled and touched her finger to a pearl. It, too, was warm.

Then the lady took her chin in hand and put their mouths together in a sweet, tender kiss.

It ended before the girl even realized it had begun, and as her eyes fluttered open, she was very glad the bargain had been for two.

But the lady’s eyes, so near, had changed: no longer rich as lava flow, one had sprung pure green; the other faded death white. Both pupils stretched long and narrow as a snake’s and were as red as blood.

Before the girl could cry out, the lady took her second kiss.




ONE 


NOTHING KILLED THE PRINCE.






TWO 


KIRIN DARK-SMILE WAS EIGHT years old when Nothing met him playing in the wide Fire Garden in the third circle of the palace. Smaller, slighter, two years younger than the prince, Nothing stared at him from between willowy fronds of imported elephant grass and a dying orange tree that housed a skinny demon sticking its tongue out for her attention. She paid it no heed, perfectly intent upon the prince. Seven other children played in the garden, different ages and shapes but with mostly the same light-copper to shell-white skin, with black or brown hair and round faces. Nothing stared because Kirin was extremely deliberate in a way few children were: it came from being the heir to the Empire Between Five Mountains and knowing, even at a young age, how to pretend he knew who he was and what was his place. Nothing had no place, being Nothing, and her own deliberation was the result of taking great care never to offend or especially entreat. She recognized their similarity and was so pleased, she stared and stared until Kirin Dark-Smile walked around the star-shaped field of gilded impatiens and put his face in hers. He said, “A heart has many petals,” and stared right back until they were friends. They’d seen into each other’s spirits, after all.

That was why Nothing knew, eleven years later, she had to kill him.






THREE 


SHE PREPARED VERY CAREFULLY, for any mistake might ruin her chance to destroy him and escape unscathed.

It would have to be done before the investiture ritual began, in the presence of many witnesses, in case Kirin vanished into the wind or crumbled into crossroads dirt. Nothing would greatly have preferred taking this risk privately, to kill him alone and never be noticed.

She entered the hall between two black pillars, dressed simply in black and mint green, her face unpowdered and set with determination. In one deep sleeve she carried a long, keen-edged dagger, its hilt beside her wrist. She would draw it when she reached Kirin, slicing free of her sleeve and into his neck before anyone suspected.

Nothing stepped lightly, slippers threadbare and silent. Her blood raced, giving too much color to her cheeks, and she struggled to walk at an even pace, to keep her eyes lowered as usual. She was terrified. Even though she knew she was right.

The Court of the Seven Circles was a perfectly symmetrical fan-shaped room, from the black-and-red lacquered floor to the vaulting red-and-white ceiling, the number of pillars and their black spiraling tiles. The Empress with the Moon in Her Mouth ruled from the heart of the court, near the tip, enthroned upon a dais with six points. Her headdress lifted in five spires for the five mountains, and a thousand threads of silk and silver fell from the spires, veiling her in shimmering rain.

Courtiers filled the room like chains of pearls and clusters of songbirds, in elaborate robes and gowns of contrasting color. Black and white was the mode of the empress’s family, and so most courtiers chose from the other bold colors: red and purple, pink and orange, or all six at once if necessary. Priests mingled in their dreadful pastels and palace witches moved in pairs, shaved heads painted with the sigils of their familiars and cloaks a blur of messy gray scale. Nothing saw Lord All-in-the-Water, commander of the navy, and his brother, the Lord of Narrow, and a scatter of Warriors of the Last Means in dour blood-brown lacquered armor. Only servants with their peacock face paint noticed Nothing, for they were trained to notice her. Notice, and ignore the prince’s creature. They might wonder why she’d come, but they would not ask. Nothing belonged in Kirin’s vicinity.

Everyone necessary was present but for the First Consort. Once Kirin’s father arrived, the investiture ritual could begin. Nothing had to act now.

She spied the prince a few paces from his mother, chatting with a lady of the empress’s personal retinue.

Kirin Dark-Smile was willowy and tall, with white skin still slightly tanned from his summer quest but powdered pale to better contrast with his straight black hair, which was long enough to wrap a rope of it twice around his neck. He wore a sleek black-and-white robe that accentuated the same bold contrast in his natural features. Black paint colored his lips and lashes, and cloudy-white crystals were beaded into his hair. One flash of bloodred clung to his ear as always—a fire ruby, warm and glowing, which made his golden-brown eyes light up from within. Exactly as they should.

Nothing slipped between two gentlemen and stood beside Kirin’s elbow. “Kirin,” she said, breathless with fear.

He glanced at her, pleased. “Hello, Nothing!”

It was his face, his friendly and teasing voice. His shape and tone, his long fingers and bony wrists, the lean of his body upon one hip so it seemed he lounged more than stood. That mole along the hairline at his temple belonged there, and the slight knot in his nose.

But how could anyone mistake the left tilt of his dark smile when her Kirin always tilted to the right?

He’d been gone for three months this summer, returned only yesterday, and everyone in the palace decided, it seemed, that such slight changes were but the result of maturation and adventure on the open roads.

In her heart—in her stomach—Nothing knew this was not her prince.

“Come with me,” he said. “Let me tuck your hand against my arm. I have missed you.”

For the first time since she was six years old, she did not want to do as he bade.

Nothing drew her long knife and stabbed it into his throat.

It cut too easily through his flesh, up to the hilt, and Nothing let go, stumbling back. Her slippers skidded across the floor.

Kirin Dark-Smile, Heir to the Moon, fell, his eyes already cold.

Sudden silence fell with him.

Nothing bit her lip, staring at the corpse of the prince, and nearly giggled her horror: the prince was killed by Nothing. How would they sing such a thing in the villages tomorrow? She caught her breath, eager to flee, but the court tightened around her. Silk robes whispered frantically, and she heard the clatter of lacquered armor closing in.

Then the Second Consort screamed, and like a burst dumpling, the entire court bellowed in panic.

Nothing backed away slowly. If she made no noise, attracted no more attention, they might ignore her another moment, and then another. Focus on the prince’s body. It couldn’t have been Nothing, could it, she begged them to say to one another. They’d missed the perpetrator—it was a knife that appeared out of nowhere. Search for demons!

But Lord All-in-the-Water said her name with the weight of an anchor:

“Nothing.”

She froze.

Her name whispered again and again, then rang out in cries of shock and wonder. They all said it. Ladies and lords, the musicians who circled the edges of court, servants, dancers, priests, and even from behind her silken rain, the Empress with the Moon in Her Mouth said it: “Nothing!”

“But look,” said Kirin’s bodyguard, Sky, as he shoved past a pair of witches whose raven familiars shrieked through the aether—Nothing could hear them, but few others could.

Sky said again, “Look at him.”

The empress’s doctor and the pastel-robed priest who bent over the body fell back because they saw already what the bodyguard would show the court.

There was no blood at Kirin’s neck, and his skin flaked away like the ashes of a banked hearth. It was an imposter.

Nothing sank to her knees in a wash of complete relief.






FOUR 


THE PRINCE’S BODYGUARD WAS named The Day the Sky Opened, and it was he who lifted Nothing back to her feet. He caught her gaze with his demon-kissed eyes and cuffed her gently on the chin. This was his only way of communicating to her his shame for not seeing the truth and his appreciation that she had. He’d never been one to speak volumes, especially to Nothing.

“How did you know?” the priest beside the crumbling imposter demanded.

Everyone stared at her. Sky shifted out of the way but remained at her side, looming.

The Empress with the Moon in Her Mouth had stood from her throne, and though she did not speak, she moved one hand, demanding an answer. Her veil of silver tinkled softly.

Nothing knew not to say that to her it was obvious the thing wearing Kirin’s dark smile was not their beloved heir. She knew not to act angry or upset, but to answer in the least memorable way. It was how she’d survived all these years.

She said, “Because I am Nothing, the monster did not know to hide so well from me.”

It worked. The empress sank gracefully into her throne again, and most courtiers turned away from her to speculate and worry and demand action, comfortable with thinking of Nothing as little as possible.

Lord All-in-the-Water called for a great party of warriors to set out to scour the country for the heir, and the empress touched the red pearl at her right shoulder to approve it. While the Second Consort fled in a cluster of her ladies and the First Consort was sent for, the witches and priests danced around one another to study the remains of the imposter. Nothing listened to their conference, to the there was no demon residue and my raven did not shriek at any aether-marks and only a sorcerer with a great spirit—or a great demon—could make so neat a simulacrum. Then: Not a great demon—only the Sorceress Who Eats Girls keeps a great demon, and why would she touch our prince? Did the great demon of the palace know? How did Nothing know?

As they argued, Nothing darted her eyes everywhere for a path through the colorful labyrinth of people. If she could slip behind one of the screens, from there she could climb into the smoke ways in the ceiling and disappear. She needed to be alone before she began to tremble.

But there were eyes upon her. Eyes painted fuchsia and eyes painted peacock green and blue, the bright paint of the palace servers who usually avoided Nothing, or otherwise pretended to cough when she darted past. They would see her vanish and spread the tale that Nothing was a coward. She couldn’t have that. Coward or hero: either came with too much attention. Kirin—the real Kirin—had told her once, “If you do not wish to be taken from me, you can’t remind people you’re with me at all.”

She leaned her shoulder into Sky’s chest, and the warrior stiffened but did not remove her. It was the closest he’d allowed her to be since she fell down from the rafters upon him and Kirin alone together last year. (It wouldn’t have mattered that they were alone but for how they’d been occupying themselves. Sky had suggested they kill her to keep their secret, and Kirin had laughed, promising he trusted Nothing’s discretion even more than he trusted Sky’s. That perhaps hadn’t been the wisest way to put it, but Kirin disliked allowing wisdom to hold him back from what he wanted.)

Too late it occurred to Nothing that taking comfort from Sky’s present strength was the wrong move. They surely were the two people most in danger at that moment. She for stabbing the prince, even though it’d been an imposter, and Sky because he’d been with Kirin on his summer journey and was therefore the only person who might’ve witnessed the change from true heir to imposter. If Nothing correctly read the frequent glances of Lord All-in-the-Water and his brother, Lord of Narrow, they’d be coming for Sky soon, to demand answers. And she’d be in their way, reminding the world again that she existed.

She pulled slowly away from Sky, eager to slip behind him, when someone hidden within the crowd called out wondering if Sky, too, was an imposter.

Nothing shook her head, believing Sky was Sky, though only one of the frightening witches seemed to acknowledge the gesture. As the First Consort swept in ahead of his retinue, Sky stepped forward and plucked up Nothing’s fallen knife.

He turned his back to the empress and scoured the room with his hard demon-kissed gaze.

Sky put the knife blade to the copper skin at the back of his wrist and sliced deep enough for bright-purple blood to spill immediately over, splatting vividly against the polished red-and-black floor.

A wave of shocked cries rippled through the court at the offense of bleeding before the empress, but they swiftly transformed into sighs of relief, and the First Consort called majestically, “Bring them to our rooms.”

Nothing chose to misinterpret, as was her frequent habit, and pretended “them” could not include “Nothing.” As the palace guard herded Sky, avoiding the drops of his blood, she slipped between a lady in harsh pink and two painted servants, into the corridor, and scrambled up a lattice into the ceiling. Between the ceiling plaster and the steep slant of the roof were tiny pocket-rooms all over the palace compound. Fans run by water wheels circulated the air, sucking smoke away from the lacquered walls and decorative ceilings of the palace through many small shafts and peepholes.

Once perched on a crossbeam in the dark palace cavity, Nothing closed her eyes and felt the panic and terror she’d not allowed herself before plunging the dagger into the imposter.

With trembling hands she unwound the volume of her hair until it hung around her shoulders in ragged layers. Only Kirin had touched her hair in four years, since she’d sliced it all off. She grabbed fistfuls of it, pressing it into her eyelids, against her mouth, while her very bones shook. Kirin was gone, but where? He lived. He had to live—she felt it in her heart and stomach just as she’d felt the imposter—but what could be done? What could she do? Her breath stuttered in tiny little gasps. For her entire life she’d truly cared about only one thing, and she’d lost him.

Smoke tinged with spicy perfume swirled around her, soaking into her hair and the robe she wore. To calm down, she tried to think of regular things: that she needed a bath, but would wait until late in the night to slide into the Second Consort’s bathhouse and avail herself of the cold water. If she traded a chit of information about one lady’s new lover to the imperial steward of the second circle, she might win an hour in the steam room, too. The heat would relax her, and she could interrogate the little flashy fire spirits about what might have done this to Kirin. Once she was composed, she could ask the great demon of the palace, too. It was supposed to protect the scions of the empire but had not noticed a simulacrum within its own walls!

Nothing reminded herself to be fierce. She stood and balanced along the rafter to the corner of the cavity and tucked her slippered feet down into the wall. She lowered herself smoothly and walked sideways along the narrow corridor, making little enough noise anyone passing would say, “It’s only a mouse in the wall; nothing to be worried about.”

Nothing at all.

Sometimes she played a game with herself guessing which of the palace residents knew the truth of what they said. “Remember that you may be nothing to them but are everything to me,” Kirin had whispered to her when she was twelve and he fourteen.

This afternoon there was little chance of her whispered footsteps being detected, for the corridor on the other side of the thin wall rushed with servants. Once she heard the telltale clatter of armor moving opposite her, and she was glad not to be heading in that direction.

Nothing slipped out of the wall behind a narrow banner painted with rainy skies, just outside the gate to the Lily Garden.

A croaking cry erupted beside her, and Nothing squeaked, darting back. Straight into the hands of Aya the witch.

“Hello, little Nothing,” the witch said as Nothing twisted free.

Aya’s sister-witch, Leaf, boxed Nothing in.

It had been years since she’d had to worry about being ambushed by witches.

They were twice her age, with tan skin and shaved heads, their scalps marked with aether-sigils. Gray robes hung from their bony shoulders and each carried a staff of King-Tree wood hooked at the top into a perch for their raven spirit familiars. The ravens stared at Nothing just as their mistresses did: both birds had one black eye and one eye of glowing aether-blue. A sacrifice from their binding, when they’d agreed to become familiars.

Nothing avoided them harder than she avoided witches.

Aya spoke again. “We traced you through the aether, little Nothing. You cannot hide from us.”

“Not unless we allow it,” Leaf added.

That was not true: the great demon of the palace sometimes hid Nothing from their aether-eyes. But Nothing pressed her lips tightly closed.

“How did you know?” Leaf asked. Her raven croaked again, a low, bizarre sound like a summons.

“I don’t have to tell you anything,” Nothing said.

Both witches pressed nearer. “The prince—as you so ferociously proved—is not here to command us away from you.”

“But you are not released from his previous commands,” Nothing said, desperate to remain calm. Her voice was too tight; they had to know she was afraid.

“No,” Aya said conversationally. “We cannot compel you, but what harm is there in telling us what you know? In helping us?”

Nothing stared between them. The hairs on her neck tingled, and she shivered down her spine. Witches made her nervous because their sigils and familiars connected them to the aether, the windy layers of magic surrounding the world. They could hear the warnings of spirits and the laughter of demons—and Nothing could too. She’d worked to hide her sensitivities because Kirin had told her she must if she did not wish to be forced into a witch’s life. The priests of the palace left her alone, being concerned with philosophy, gods, and the occasional ghost, but the witches: they suspected she was more than she seemed.

“I have not a single thing to say,” Nothing said. She tilted her chin up, imagining Kirin’s easy arrogance. “It is not my fault you did not see what was obvious to me.”

Aya narrowed her eyes; Leaf laughed.

“We see you,” Leaf said, “even when the rest of the court has forgotten you are anything but a slip of a girl the prince has taken for a pet.”

“Nobody will forget you after today,” Aya said softly, relishing the words.

Nothing pushed past them. She hated that they were right.

The aether-eyes of the raven familiars remained on her back as she walked silently away. Nothing felt their cold gazes tickling at the base of her skull.

The Lily Garden bubbled off the inner wall of the fifth circle of the palace. This was a small garden, as palace gardens went, shaped like an eye: it curved in a teardrop against the wall, the round head home to an equally round pond, the tail narrowing gently in a path trellised by hanging sunset lilies. Concentric beds of various types of lily circled the pond, creamy and white and the fairest blushing pink. Climbing star lilies graced the red-washed walls. Though the garden was rarely empty at this time of day, the uproar in the palace had cleared it for her now. Nothing headed straight to the pond, tucking herself against the short lip between two red-glazed pots of cluster lilies. She sighed and closed her eyes, breathing deep of the comforting air this near to the ground. Still water, moss, cloying floral perfume, and the sweet, persistent smell of rot.

It was into this garden that Nothing had been born.

Oh, not literally, but here she’d been discovered as a baby, the week of the spring turn, swaddled in light-green silk embroidered with a flower none could name. The same flower shape was burned into her tiny sand-white chest like a brand.

Sometimes the scar ached, and she put cold water against it; other times it throbbed and the only relief to be found was bringing it nearer to heat.

That was a detail she’d never told anyone but Kirin. He said she was a Queen of Heaven reborn, with a fire spirit for a heart, though such things were impossible. Spirits had no flesh—they were shards of aether. Demons were dead spirits and could only possess and steal energy from their houses.

Though no woman claimed to have borne her, and none could be discovered, Nothing had been raised with the babes of the court until she was old enough to slip into the walls and smoke ways. Then she’d met Kirin, and being his friend was enough to ground her here, despite uncertainty, despite having an impossible name and no other place.

The great demon of the palace, that one time Nothing had asked who she was, shrugged deeply enough to crack plaster off the walls in the empress’s bathhouse and said, I don’t mind you are here.

Which was hardly an answer, but the best it would give.

“Where are you, Kirin?” she whispered.

A splash in the pond answered her. Nothing blinked and did not move. The splash was followed by the swish of water as a small tail waved across its surface and a dragon-lily spirit drifted toward her side of the pond.

Dragon lilies were elegant and occasionally grotesque if not sculpted by a master gardener. From their heart-shaped leaf pads, their stalks rose in a curve like the sinuous shape of a dragon, and their white flower faces spread like whiskers, with one heavy petal dropped open like a gaping dragon’s maw to reveal blister-pink stamen. This dragon-lily spirit’s head mirrored the shape of its flower, with eyes just as blister-pink as the stamen that flickered with simple thought, and of course it was a flower spirit, not a dragon, but every time a gardener mentioned its name, the spirit latched on to the power in the word for dragon and puffed a slight bit larger, a slight bit brighter, until it had chased the other species of lily spirits from the garden. It did not mind Nothing hiding here, naturally, because Nothing was no competition.

“You smell like tears,” it said.

Nothing tilted her face to show the round curve of her cheek, and the spirit licked her tearstains with a tongue softer than petals.

This spirit was one of Nothing’s only friends. She had a few because once Kirin had told her it was safe to make them, so long as she never loved any more than she loved him. So she didn’t.

The Day the Sky Opened was not Nothing’s friend, though they knew each other better than most.

Her nonhuman friends included this dragon-lily spirit, the great demon of the palace who liked the tickle of Nothing’s fingers and toes as she climbed and slipped through the smoke ways, and three dawn sprites who hovered in the window of the Second Consort’s changing room. Nothing fed them tiny crystals of honey the color of Kirin’s eyes on every Peaceday.

Beyond that, Nothing considered only Whisper, the youngest tailor in the palace, to be her friend. A small list, but a dear one.

So small that it might never recover should she lose Kirin forever.

Another tear slid down her cheek as Nothing contemplated a life without him. It made her feel empty. As if she did not know what to be without Kirin telling her. She’d only managed this summer by knowing he would return. Without that certainty, she worried she’d fade away. A bad state of affairs, she knew, but it was simply the way of her heart.

“Other side?” asked the dragon-lily spirit, and Nothing lifted her chin so it could slither across her collar to her other shoulder and lick her left cheek. It curled there, a skinny white-and-green wisp of light, nuzzling her, quite hidden by the fall of her loose hair.

Nothing was a pretty girl, neither beautiful nor remarkably otherwise, with cool sand-white skin too dull in tone to be considered a bold contrast to anything, half-moon brown eyes with short lashes, round cheeks, and a mouth that might’ve been charming if it did not rest in a flat line most of the time. Her hair was thick, unevenly black-brown, and haphazardly wavy—she could have straightened it with little effort and dyed it for vivid contrast, but she preferred to remain unremarkable. She cut it herself, and the ends were ragged as a result. She did not maintain proper bangs as had been in fashion for girls this past year. Nothing was considered helplessly unfashionable by the consorts, when they considered her at all, but Kirin had always defended her fundamentally blurry nature by telling his father that a perfect prince such as himself could only truly find contrast with an accessory like Nothing. The First Consort had replied that Kirin was appallingly rude sometimes, even for a prince, and Nothing only sank lower in her bow. Kirin had saved her from explaining to his father the truth about why she’d ruined her hair: Someone told her when she was very small that her mother must have touched the black fringe around her baby face, and so Nothing believed the ends of her hair were all of her mother that remained. She’d refused to cut it and worn it in plain looping braids with the ends trailing against her jaw so when she moved, they brushed her in a soft maternal caress. At thirteen, in fury at some fault she could not remember, though likely Kirin did, Nothing braided it all into a thick rope and hacked it off. A weight had lifted from her. With the ends, she’d made two bracelets: one for herself and one for Kirin Dark-Smile. The imposter had not been wearing it.

She stretched her hand farther out of the torn sleeve of her robe to study the old thing. Its weave had loosened over time, some hairs snapping so they stuck out of the bracelet messily. “Do you think you could become my familiar and lend me power to find him?” she murmured to the dragon-lily spirit.

But the dragon-lily spirit hissed and huddled against her neck. It pinched her earlobe for balance as she turned toward the tail of the garden, having heard the sound of careful, deliberate footsteps.

“Nothing?”

It was Sky.

Nothing hugged her knees to her chest and waited.

“I know this is your place of refuge, Nothing, but I must speak with you.”

“Speak, then,” she said, still hiding.

Sky sat upon the rim of the lily pond, putting the potted cluster lilies between them. He gripped the stone in his strong hands, flexing muscles up his bare arms. He’d been dressed in formal black today, for the investiture ritual, and new black lacquered armor. But the armor was gone, and only the black finery remained, edged in vivid blue silk the same color that streaked his hair, for Sky was one of the demon-kissed, born to those families cursed generations ago by the Queens of Heaven. All such children had the demon-blue in their hair or eyes or underlying their skin tone and all received some additional gift: perfect pitch or night sight or an inability to lie. Sky’s gift was physical strength. He was rather huge. Once Kirin dared him to toss Nothing over a palace wall with only his forefinger. Sky had declined, as he’d not needed to prove anything.

“They won’t find him,” the prince’s bodyguard rumbled. More than hear it, Nothing seemed to feel it reverberate through the stone rim of the pond and into her spine, which pressed there. “They sent the Warriors of the Last Means in only four directions.”

Surprised, Nothing leaned forward, peering around the cluster lilies. The spirit grasped her hair. “Four is a balanced number,” she said. “And only a Mountain Sorcerer could have made such a convincing imposter. Of course they sent to the Four Living Mountains.”

Sky closed his eyes. “But the sorcerers of the Four Mountains do not have him, and the warriors will not hunt for him where he is to be found. Kirin was taken by the Fifth Mountain and the Sorceress Who Eats Girls. You must go with me to steal him back.”






FIVE 


NOTHING THREW HERSELF TO her feet, and the dragon-lily spirit hissed its fear as it clung to her hair. She said, “You are lying! The sorceress would not take Kirin! She only takes girls.”

Twenty-three girls in the past seventeen years.

Sky stared at her, eyes dark, haunted, and said, “You must not speak of this to anyone.”

“Speak of what?”

Nothing’s heart pounded as she clenched her fists and shoved them onto her hips, trying to appear stronger than she felt. Suspicion arrived in a burst of images and memories, tiny shards of Kirin’s life thrusting themselves suddenly into clarity: side glances and swallowed words, almost-confessions and very soft sorrow when he glanced at certain things.

The demon-kissed bodyguard forged ahead. “Kirin trusted you over all others.”

“Even you,” she said, lashing out in her fear.

His eyes slid to her shoulder and the spirit dangling there. “Will this flower spirit tell? If so, I must strangle it into a demon and plant it in salted earth.”

Nothing bit her lip and raised a hand to cradle the flailing claws of the dragon-lily spirit. “Tell what, Sky? Tell what?”

The large young man knelt before her and tilted his face up in a pleading, penitent angle. “When I traveled the long roads this summer with Kirin Dark-Smile, I traveled with a wife.”

“Oh no,” she whispered.

Sky held her gaze. “Kirin said, ‘Sky, go with me for this three-month journey as if you go with an adventuring daughter, not a son. I will put on gowns and braid my hair with flowers. I will walk and speak as a woman might, and you will be like my husband, not my dearest friend. This is my only chance to live as I wish to live, Sky, with you. Do not make me beg. Do not deny me.’ And so what was I to do, Nothing, but agree? What would you have done?”

His copper cheeks flushed with his deep-purple blood. “What would you have done, Nothing?” he demanded again, low and rough.

Nothing had not guessed he had such depth of emotion in that hard body of his. Though she was afraid, she stepped close to him and put a hand on his shoulder. “I always give Kirin everything he asks, even if I shouldn’t.”

“Will you give me what I ask and go with me to the Fifth Mountain?”

The Fifth Mountain, far to the north of the empire, was a dead mountain: its heart had erupted more than a century ago, its spirit transformed into a great demon. At the time, the Emperor with the Moon in His Mouth had bargained with the demon, sending it tributes in return for peace. But since the Sorceress Who Eats Girls had come, there had been no peace: she took girls from across the empire and turned emissaries away at her gates. The sorcerers of the Four Living Mountains would not attack a great demon so long as it held the border, and the great demon of the palace refused to rally itself.

Nothing said, “Why do you think I can help, Sky?”

“They say nothing can penetrate the Fifth Mountain.”

She pursed her lips in a frown. A trick of words did not a rescue make.

Sky added, “You knew what it was. You knew it was not Kirin and…” He ducked his head in shame. “I was not brave enough to admit the truth and act. You are fearless.”

The dragon-lily spirit snorted and leaned down, one claw tugging on her hair.

“You are friendly with the great demon of the palace and so maybe can be friendly with the great demon of the Fifth Mountain. And while the sorceress will not be interested in me, not enough to open her doors, you are a girl with a heart she can eat.”

Nothing imagined an elegant lady cracking open her chest to lick the bloody mass of her heart, and she held her tongue.

Sky said, “I will do whatever I must to save the Heir to the Moon, Nothing. Will you?”

“I want to go too,” the dragon-lily spirit said, and its blister-pink eyes sparked with determination.

“You must remain with your house,” she said absently. She felt light-headed and wondered if this decision had been made the moment she stabbed her knife into the imposter’s neck.

“Meet me at the gates of the seventh circle in two hours,” Sky said. “I will have some food and supplies. You need only bring sturdy shoes and layered robes. Do you have one in wool, or leather? As we go higher, it will grow colder and damp.”

Nothing said, “I will manage.”

The demon-kissed bodyguard stood stiffly and departed.






SIX 


NOTHING SLIPPED INTO THE elaborate corridors of the Second Consort’s tailoring suite to find Whisper. The young woman’s stitches were so tiny it was said she did not sew seams but murmured pretty songs to convince the silks and threads to join together of their own accord. Her nature of tender tolerance had made her ideal for befriending Nothing, and she’d done it with glances and the occasional touch that never was followed by a demand or a need. Whisper had simply made it known to Nothing that she was available, and interested. To most, Nothing was an oddity or no better than an exotic pet, or a trick to be suspicious of. It was a relief to be welcomed into Whisper’s space like a ray of quiet sunshine.

Many people might notice when Nothing vanished, but only Whisper would miss her.

At first Nothing went between the walls and through smoke ways, but eventually she had to step into the open corridor alongside the bright embroidery hall, her slippers silent on the wooden floor, her robe a hiss against the painted screen door. Latticed windows composed the entirety of the southern wall, open to the air and sun now, though they could be closed with thin fibrous screens or heavy wooden shutters. Whisper sat at the end of a row of six tailors, each of them working on a different elaborate flower along the same hemline. This wide train would be for the empress herself, it seemed, a silk so black it swallowed light, with white and fire-pink rhododendron along the hem and black starbursts nearly invisible. The spread was so beautiful Nothing paused to stare, wondering what such glory would feel like draped over her shoulders, sweeping behind her in a way none could ignore or miss.

A tailor gasped, his mouth open and staring straight back at Nothing. Vivid green colored his lips and streaked up in swirls like clouds to cup his dark-brown eyes. “Nothing!”

Another tailor squeaked and put her finger in her mouth to lick away blood.

A third said, “We might rename you, for the action you have taken today.”

Nothing exaggerated a grimace, as if her face were a mask.

“Little Hero,” suggested the first, and “Prince Killer,” another, then “Brave but Extremely Strange and Quiet.”

How terrible it was to be noticed.

Whisper kept quiet, but she set down her embroidery and put a bare arm around Nothing. Most tailors wore sleeveless robes wrapped tight to their bodies to keep low any chance of entanglement. She led Nothing to a low table in the resting corner set with cool tea and sweet cheese soft enough to eat with a spoon. “Are you well?” Whisper asked, kneeling upon a flat pillow the crystal color of a noontime sky. It clashed perfectly with Whisper’s rust-red robe.

Nothing knelt. “Yes,” she said quietly, “but I am leaving the palace, and you may not see me for some time.”

Whisper handed Nothing a small cup of tea and Nothing sipped it, though she did not much like this mix unless it was steaming hot. She let Whisper sprinkle fennel seed onto a spoonful of cheese and feed it to her, then herself.

“Why?” Whisper asked, folding her hands in her lap.

Nothing resisted a glance over her shoulder to see that the tailors continued their work and did not strain to hear every word. “I am going to find Kirin.”

“Alone?”

“With The Day the Sky Opened.” She held her face blank, not wanting to accidentally express something she was unsure of: she did not know how to feel, except anxious, but she knew she wanted to say goodbye without creating a burden of worry for her friend.

“I am sure he will be a fine companion,” Whisper said softly.

For a few sips of tea, they remained silent.

Whisper said, “Do you know where he is?”

“Sky believes he does.” Nothing said no more, because she could not hint at the truth. The truth would ruin Kirin. It was not that Sky loved the prince or that the prince loved him in return; such was to be expected. But they were not allowed to touch before Kirin’s investiture. As the Heir to the Moon he was required to remain pure—he could not have anything inside him before the Moon was inside him. Not finger nor tongue nor unblessed spoon. Kirin and Sky had certainly broken that purity—Nothing had seen so with her own eyes—and if any priests suspected the truth of their relationship, the entire line of inheritance would be destroyed.

Worse, by taking up the identity of a woman, Kirin had slipped into an unhallowed space: just as there was night and day, left and right, up and down, there was man and woman, and anything in between was the realm of spirits, demons, and the Queens of Heaven. That was what made dawn and dusk the holiest of times, made blending colors and shape-shifting the space of sorcerers, not humans. Decent people had to be one or the other. Anything else was too frightening.

Kirin had risked everything to spend his summer with Sky, to live as he wished. And he hadn’t told Nothing his intentions.

She’d have argued ferociously against endangering himself. Kirin always told her to avoid attention if she wished to be safe, but he’d not taken even a sliver of his own advice. Now the Sorceress Who Eats Girls had him. Nothing felt he was alive, but for how long? And how could they keep this a secret? Everyone would want to know why he’d been taken by the sorceress.

But Whisper asked no more. It was part of why they were friends. Nothing said, “I will not return without our prince. You may say that if you are asked.”

“I will.” Whisper took the tea from Nothing and clasped her hand. “You ought to adopt a facade to venture out into the world. At least some face paint to be The Day the Sky Opened’s servant.”

Nothing leaned in and kissed Whisper. Then she quickly rose and left, sparing no glance for the other tailors. Her chest felt tight as she walked down the corridor and out of the second circle of the palace. She made her way back to the fifth circle, clambered up into a stale smoke way, then down into the old abandoned bath she used as her secret home. The tiles burst red and white, blood purple and orange, in elaborate star patterns. The plumbing had failed several years ago, and the great demon kept it broken for her, but the heating mechanisms worked, warming her when she slept tucked among scavenged old pillows and threadbare blankets. She’d strung threads between thin pillars from which to hang curtains in a variety of sheer colors, giving the bathhouse a rainbow blur of light at different times of the day.

Inside a wicker basket full of broken pottery, tiles, and toys, Nothing kept the pale-green silk cloth embroidered with the many-petaled flower she’d been swaddled in as a baby, and she withdrew it to wrap around her throat like a scarf. She stuffed her feet, still slippered, into walking boots and hooked them closed around her ankles, then put her hands on her hips, wondering what to wear. Layers, Sky had said. She had nothing weatherproof at all.

Twisting her lips in dissatisfaction, Nothing removed her robe and undergarments, then tied on a new loincloth and baggy trousers that laced just over her boots. She put on a long shirt and purple tunic, then a threadbare red wool jacket. Around it all she tied a wide sash of eye-piercing green. She clubbed her hair high at the back of her head, wrapping that, too, with scraps of silk ribbons, until she looked more like an actor than like Nothing. The vivid colors very likely washed out her face into a wan mask, but Nothing did not even own paint. She’d have to rely on whatever Sky carried.

Before she departed, Nothing pressed herself against the wall, hands flat until her palms tingled against the red-wash, her cheek brushing it too, so that when she closed her eyes and whispered, “I am leaving, great demon,” it would hear her. Having once been spirits, living pieces of aether, demons craved life and magic and possessed to survive, draining powerful life from people, animals, and places until they were dead too. There was debate among the priests as to what made a demon great—either it was as simple as a great spirit dying, becoming a great demon quickly enough to maintain connections to the aether, or a demon managed to find a permanent home, somehow rooting itself deeply enough to reconnect with aether, so that it could again be its own source of power.

This great demon of the palace was one of only two known in the world. The other lived in the Fifth Mountain. It was the Fifth Mountain, some said.

Nothing had never cared much for the details of why or how the great demon of the palace existed. She liked the comforting rumble of its presence as it took little strands of life and power from everything, so subtly nobody much noticed except for her. Besides, the great demon gave trickles of power back, too, as if the empress and her court were all its masters.

“Did you hear me?” she whispered again. “I must leave.”

A sigh trembled through the foundations, gentle enough only someone similarly pressed would notice.

why? have I not warmed you little one?

“Oh very much, great demon. I need to find another friend. The prince is missing—Kirin Dark-Smile.”

My prince he has not returned from his investiture summer when he returns he will be Mine forever.

Nothing frowned. She did not understand the connection between the investiture ritual and the great demon. “We thought Kirin had returned, great demon. Did you not hear the celebrations these two days? We gathered for the investiture, but I—it was not him. It was an imposter.”

The wall beneath her palms shivered with a growl so deep it could not be heard.

“I am going to find our Kirin,” Nothing said. “I swear.”

bring him to Me.

The command rumbled loudly, and Nothing closed her eyes. Everyone must have heard it.

She brushed her hands against the plaster. “Shh, shh. I promise, great demon,” she murmured.

It purred, liking her touch, as always. Nothing kept up her soothing and felt the tingle of other prayers as priests knelt at shrines throughout the palace, making promises too, to calm it down.

your leaving will change My walls, the demon grumbled eventually.

“You will miss me,” she said, pleased.

who will tickle Me in the afternoons with her little feet? who will scratch at the itchy crack in the fourth circle roof ?

Nothing kissed the rough red-wash. “When I return, for my reward I will ask the prince to have the itch repaired.”

Its answer was a satisfied sigh.

With that, Nothing left the only home she’d ever known. She crawled and snuck through the smoke ways, still—especially dressed in these bright colors—concerned about being stopped. All the way to the lowest seventh circle she went before emerging to walk across a sand garden striped in red and black, with pink granite and sparkling white marble boulders disrupting the pattern. Her boots sank into the sand unexpectedly, and Nothing paused, startled. How odd it would be to leave marks wherever she passed.

Nothing had never been outside the seven circles of the palace. She rarely thought beyond its borders, as if she were a spirit or demon herself and this palace her house to inhabit. Demons never leave their house.

She had to remind herself that she was a human, and humans are their own house—if a human died badly they did not become a demon, but a ghost, lost and homeless and angry, and only a priest could bind it with a naming amulet and send it to the Queens of Heaven.

Nothing was a human. She carried her house with her.

Shivering, though it was the end of summer and quite warm, Nothing dashed across the remaining garden and into the shadows of the gatehouse where Sky waited.

Gardeners lifted their heads as she passed, and she ducked between warriors serving as gatehouse guards, ignoring their gossip and questions. Sky stood with a bag over his wide shoulder and another dangling from a strong hand. He wore his sword sheathed at his hip. He’d clubbed his hair back too, and put a streak of blue paint over his eyes. His clothing was black and sapphire blue. It did not contrast, but rather matched. I do not care if I am beautiful, it said.

“Nothing,” he murmured.

“I don’t know how to paint myself for the outside world,” she said.

Sky smeared his thumb across the wide band of blue paint on his cheek. He pressed it to her forehead and drew an arc there. It was like claiming her, for she was not demon-kissed. “That will do,” he said.

“I’m too young to be a wife,” she muttered.

For once the bodyguard smiled. “It will be a good excuse for traveling quickly and without fanfare, if we’ve gone to elope.”

“You would make Kirin your First Consort and me your Second?” she snapped. He was the only person in the world who made her sharp.

“Better than you his First.”

With that Sky started off, moving as if he belonged, as if he’d been commanded to go. Nothing scurried to catch up, stepping purposefully upon the edges of his shadow cast by the setting sun.






SEVEN 


DEEP IN THE HEART of the Fifth Mountain, a sorceress walked along a black corridor. Her silk slippers shredded against the rough pumice floor, and she dragged her fingernails along the walls, sharpening them into claws. Above her head tiny blue lights bobbed, as if pieces of the afternoon sky had been torn free and tethered to her crown of delicate bat-wing bones.

She hummed to herself as she went, a hollow melody intended to fill the space before her, which had been empty since the mountain itself had stopped breathing. The sorceress was beautiful, and monstrous, for she was both woman and spirit, and her flesh shaped into smooth pale-copper limbs draped with layers of black and white and heart-pink silk. Her hair looped in a layered cascade, pinned with crystal forks and cloisonné combs that dripped with seed pearls and amethyst unicorn tears. She smiled with ruby-red lips, and her cheeks spread prettily, but her teeth were as sharp and jagged as a shark’s, her eyes evergreen and death white, bisected each by a long red snake pupil. Perhaps her fingers were too long, which made the claws tipping them seem just right; perhaps her silken slippers hid the cloven hooves of a unicorn or the gripping talons of an eagle balled into a fist the better to walk upon. Perhaps her feet were perfect, delicate woman’s feet. Her pace was smooth as a snake, and her voice whispered like a lovely moon sprite’s cry as she sang a gentle dirge.

Her shadow drifted behind her reluctantly, bound in the shape of flared wings. The darkness drew in her wake like caressing hands, pulling sound with her, until every echo was swallowed up and stitched with magic into the trailing hems of her robes.

The sorceress turned a curve in the deep corridor, into a low-hung cavern that dripped with glittering diamond and ruby veins and thick black obsidian eyes that once had glowed with the presence of the Fifth Mountain’s great demon.

Far in the corner the sorceress had bade rocks heat and flow into the shape of teeth from both the floor and the ceiling, until they joined into thin bars. It had become the grinning, sharp mouth of a prison cell. Within: an oil lamp, dimly lit; a gilt-edged ceramic bowl too pretty for the use to which it had been put; a nest of woolen quilts; a maiden in a tattered gown.

“O Prince Who Is Also a Maiden,” said the sorceress, “good afternoon.”

Kirin raised his face, and a beautiful face it was, despite soot-streaked tears and chewed away lipstick, despite the tangle of impossibly black hair framing his ashy-white cheeks, spilling in knots still half-braided with silver threads and sky-blue threads, despite the necklace of white and green pearls looped again and again around his long neck, despite the torn peacock-green gown and black-gold-red embroidered flowers. Despite the blood at his fingers from scraping against the bars of his cage.

He did not reply, only studied her with eyes the chipped-brown color of ancient amber.

The sorceress knelt, skirts and robes pooling perfectly about her, and the winged shadows wrapped up the dim lamplight until only her shards of sky-blue crown tossed away deep darkness. “Are you hungry? Would you eat today?”

Still the prince said nothing.

“There is water,” she said, and a narrow pitcher appeared beside his bare foot. “Flavored with mint and rose petals, just how you like it.”

The prince reached and dipped a single finger over the rim, touching a ripple to the surface of the water.

“Prince, will they discover my secret? Will they notice the thing I sent back to them? Maiden, will they come for you?”

Kirin smiled then—a soft, dark smile. “Nothing will come for me,” he said.






EIGHT 


FOR THE FIRST SEVERAL days, Nothing and The Day the Sky Opened traveled easily along the Way of King-Trees. The Way was broad and filled with travelers and merchants heading north into the rain forest. Because of the crowd, Nothing and Sky were ignored entirely. At first the road was paved with bricks and long flagstones, the edges marked by massive pillars of redwood gilded at the top to glow like the sun, with tiny shrines cut into their bases. These pillars were meant to invite the spirits of the King-Trees lining the road farther north to venture south sometimes, protecting the entire Way. Every traveler paused occasionally at one of the small shrines to drip wine or leave the last of their breakfast bun, a flower, or a tiny seed.

To the west of the Way, the land dipped into the floodplains surrounding this royal branch of the Selegan River. Many of the crops had been harvested already, except for redpop and the occasional lines of brilliant green where new beans sprouted for a second harvest. To the east spread wide swaths of grazing fields dotted with cattle and goats. Small towns and farming communities appeared every hour or so as they walked; at the turnoffs and crossroads children sold fresh well water and mint tea, hard cheeses and bread. Spirit shrines climbed over one another in such places, like tiny spirit villages.

Nothing stared at everything like a suspicious puppy, eager to investigate, awed, yet shy of direct contact with strangers. They sometimes stepped off the road to allow a cart to pass that was pulled by flat-horned buffalo or drifted in the wake of a large crowd of pilgrims with their fanned hats. When royal messengers charged by on galloping horses or a company of warriors passed, she and Sky casually hid either among a crowd or off the road. Nothing’s eyes remained wide as she tromped at Sky’s side. If not for the dire circumstances, she might’ve enjoyed the newness and adventure.

They slept at first in crossroads shelters, free to all on foot, so long as each person thanked the fire spirits or the spirits of the foundation. Such shelters were tended to and kept up by servants of the Empress with the Moon in Her Mouth as a gift to her people.

Neither Nothing nor Sky was especially talkative, and so time passed in silence but for Sky’s occasional instruction or quiet explanation of a crossroads custom. Nothing’s mouth turned dry as linen and she had to remember to take drinks of water. The sun burned crisply in the blue skies every morning, and most afternoons rain clouds drifted in to bless them with bright mist and diamond drops before parting in time for a rainbow sunset. Nothing’s wool jacket came in handy for pulling over her head like a hood. She was glad of the sturdy boots that survived all manner of mud. Even with the decent roads and Sky’s knowledge, it was hard walking all day every day. Nothing slept deeply, like a snuffed candle, and woke up sore.
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