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  For all women.

We deserve the freedom
to make our own decisions
about our lives.








  
  Acknowledgements


Many people are needed to bring a project to life, beyond the author putting her words on the page. Here, I want to thank them. 
Tairelei is an amazing cover designer, wonderful to work with and always patient when things get delayed. I adore the covers she created for Moon – and for the entire series.
My wonderful proofreader Gerardo, who is always delighted to receive another project, and without whom my books would sport many more typoes than they do.
The #WritingCommunity on Mastodon is a rock I can always count on. We laugh and cry together, we share inspiring prompts and each other's posts about new books. This is where my fans live (and where you can find me the most easily).
Mette, my Mastermind buddy, is the one I always turn to for marketing ideas. (Check out her books, she writes historical fiction as Mette Holm.)
My closest friends Quokka, Paul and Seawolf are the ones who see my tears and who celebrate my wins with me. Without them, it would take me even longer to finish a book.
My sister and my Dad also celebrate my wins, big and small, even if they don't share my enthusiasm for fantasy. It still matters.
And finally, I want to thank everyone who is supporting indie authors, by buying our books, by recommending them and us, and by trusting us in this age of toxic AI slop.
(No AI was used in the making of this book.)







  
  Chapter 1


Moon sat outside in the yard, refusing to join the rest of her House who were hiding inside. She needed to watch, needed to see, even though it made her both angry and feeling weird knots in her stomach. 
It was the Winter Solstice, and she had already watched the Snake’s Moon die the day before. Now it was Sun’s turn. He had walked up his Pyramid quietly enough, trained like all the others to obey the Priests.
Such weak, docile minds, she thought. Following orders blindly, even letting themselves be killed, without a fight.
She expanded her awareness, reaching for the thoughts of that Sun, of the Priests gathered up on the Pyramid, the ones tying him down. Lust swirled through their minds.
Filthy minds.
This was supposed to be the purest, highest ceremony of the entire year, the ritual sacrifice of the Pillars and Winds of the First House, the renewal of the Veil.
And instead, they only thought of carnal pleasures.
It was disgusting.
She watched as a Priestess got into position, bringing Sun to the last ever release of his life. When had that part been added to the cruel ceremony?
Moon didn’t know.
She had tried to find out, had asked a few times when the House Priests had changed after Moving Day, but none of them had liked the question. Three had beaten her for it, before she had decided the answer wasn’t worth the pain.
Even without an answer, she had been preparing for…
What was that?
Screams came from the Pyramid, most of them mental, rather than loud. She saw flames, and then… Sun wasn’t on top of the Pyramid anymore.
No blood.
She watched, her heart in her mouth. Had Sun escaped?
Confusion reigned for a short time before someone else was tied to the half-orb on top of the Pyramid, before the ritual was completed, with someone else giving their blood and energy to the Empire. Some Priest or other, it seemed.
Moon didn’t particularly care.
Quietly, she expanded her awareness, looking for Sun. There he was, down behind a house outside of the square, a hint of his energy, mingling with that of another person. A woman, maybe the Priestess who had been humping him. On a whim, she obscured them, hiding them from the prying eyes of the Priests.
Soon enough, the House Priests arrived and ordered them to search for a rogue power user. Moon hid the smirk lurking on her lips, even as the Winds took them up into the sky above the Sacred Square. This time, she was up there with South, the Wind not clever enough to notice Moon shielding the Pillar who got away.
Her house, Moon thought very privately, was a useless mess. The others were somewhat capable, yes, but none of them possessed anything like willpower. They needed to be pushed into work by the Priests and just lazed around when they were done.
They usually laughed at Moon, when she stayed out in the yard after dinner, refusing to be drawn into the nest of pillows and blankets, not interested in any physical relationship with them.
Instead, she planned and practiced.
And at the next Winter Solstice, she would laugh at them.






  
  Chapter 2


When summer turned to fall, Moon thought she was ready. She’d been practicing using her powers in ways that only she knew. Ways she had never revealed to the Priests, not knowingly. 
Unlike the Sun who had escaped last year, she wasn’t willing to wait until the last minute. No, she’d do her best to get out weeks before the Sacrifices, especially as she wasn’t certain she’d succeed on the first try.
By now, she was convinced that Sun Snake had not actually tried to get away. She had watched him hang around town, with that woman, which, admittedly, hadn’t been a bad plan. But he clearly hadn’t used his powers to much purpose, sneaking out like that in a mule caravan.
And then there had been that memorable meeting when their House had been sent to kill Sun and his woman in the desert, when he’d convinced Earth not to go through with it and lie to the Priests instead. That had been glorious. Not that Earth was hard to convince of anything, of course.
Sun Snake, she was willing to concede, had given her ideas. Escaping from the Sacred Square was only the first step. Next came getting out of Holy City, and then, in the long run, ducking out of the whole blasted Empire.
Moon had plans for that, of course. She had plans for everything, but after years of honing her planning skills, she was quite aware that plans often didn’t work beyond the very first step. Which was why she had entire layers of plans.
They made her feel safe, after all.
Moon settled down in her corner in the yard, her House long resigned to that habit. Work had been hard, the Winds tasked to soar and carry the Pillars. Moon had worked with both North and East to bring rain to the south, letting the Winds move air currents down from the north to carry the moisture.
Holding back from creating as much rain as she could have, she’d manipulated them into bringing down much more cold air than she would have needed for the task.
And now, she would use it to shroud Holy City in as dense a fog as she could manage.
Slowly, carefully, she pulled down the moisture, making it condense, making it swirl. When she was satisfied with her efforts, she expanded her awareness to check on the Priests.
A smirk grew on her lips when nobody found the current, unpleasant weather unusual. It was fall in Holy City, after all.
When her House had finally fallen asleep, Moon moved.
Grabbing moisture, she built steps out of frozen water and was across the wall enclosing their yard within moments. The fog hid her movements, but she still watched the guards on the wall of the Sacred Square itself with her awareness.
They were cursing the fog.
Good.
They were also staying on the wall.
Moon took a leaf out of Sun’s book and crept up the steps of the Moon Pyramid. Once she had reached the first tier, she slipped off the stairs onto the rock, and simply walked around the Pyramid, laughing inside.
Those morons were guarding a wall when there were much simpler ways of leaving the Square. Sun had shown her the way.
Once she stood on the outer side of the Pyramid, she built a ramp out of frozen water and simply slid down. Moments later, she wrapped fog around herself and walked down the street, her head high, doing her best not to laugh with delight.
She should have done this much, much earlier.






  
  Chapter 3


Moon shrouded herself in a layer of energy, knowing it would thwart the Priests’ attempts of locating her. The town was empty at this time of day, or rather, night, and she didn’t mind that at all. 
Walking down here was different than seeing the town with her awareness, though. The streets smelled, and not in a good way. Moon wrinkled her nose. Was that mouse pee?
Well, she wouldn’t continue to live here, she could deal with smells for a few hours. She just needed to procure some warmer clothes and food, and then she’d walk away.
Or even find a mule.
Moon rather hoped she would not have to. Those big animals seemed scary and difficult to handle. No, she’d stay away from them. Walking through forests sounded much better. She felt pulled to the west, towards water, had been all her life.
Not a surprise for a Moon. She shrugged it off.
First, food. Moon wasn’t hungry yet, she’d eaten well at dinner time, with East’s cooking sustaining her. Even so, she’d be hungry again in a few hours. On the other hand, clothes could wait. Hers were mended but clean, nobody should care about them.
So Moon walked on, heading deeper into town, looking for signs of a market. She knew there were several, she’d seen them.
Suddenly, Moon stopped, in the middle of another deserted street, as a thought hit her.
It was night. People were asleep.
Maybe the markets only happened during daytime.
Blasted skies, this was annoying.
She had planned to be far from Holy City before sunrise, but even she was aware that finding food in a forest was much harder then grabbing it from a market in town.
Moon went to lean against one of the walls, her legs were already tired from so much walking. No, she couldn’t keep walking around for nothing, she needed to save her strength for getting out of town.
She glared at her legs for a few moments. How dare they be so weak?
The truth was, she didn’t have much opportunity for walking in the House. They did all their work sitting down, after all, and her legs were not used to walking.
That was really annoying, especially as she couldn’t blame her legs, either.
No, she had to find a place to sit and wait until the markets opened. She glanced up, but the sky was shrouded in clouds and the fog she had called up was still lingering.
Moon sniffed the air again.
Less mouse pee, at least, and was that the scent of a garden? A garden would be a nice place to spend the night in. Definitely less smelly.
Moon didn’t hesitate any longer, now that she had a plan. She followed her nose to the garden, annoyed that it was enclosed with a wall.
Well, walls didn’t stop her, she was a Moon, after all.
Once again, she made steps out of ice, grateful there was so much water in the fog. Moments later, she had found a nice bench hidden underneath a tree and sat on it.
Yes, this garden smelled good, even with the dampness of the fog and the scent of rotting leaves. Much better than the streets.
Moon leaned back, pulled up her legs and rested her arms on her knees. Here, she was safe and could rest a while.
And once sunrise arrived, she’d be on her way, the Priests be damned.






  
  Chapter 4


“Well, well, well, look at what the fog blew in.” 
Moon startled awake, shocked to her core to find an old man looking at her with an amused smile on his lips. Where had he come from?
“I’m assuming you escaped,” the old man went on, and panic rooted Moon on the bench. How in the world did he know?
“Nobody else wears those kind of clothes,” he explained. “But fear not. I won’t betray you.”
Moon opened her mouth, but no words passed her lips. In all her plans, she’d never envisioned having to talk to an old man in his garden.
Because this must be his garden, nobody else was scaling walls the way she was.
“I… I’m sorry,” she sputtered.
“Oh, no my dear. Never be sorry for escaping.” He held out a hand, gently enough. “Come along, I will feed you.”
Moon blinked, utterly helpless in the face of such generosity. “But…”
His smile widened. “It will be an honor. Come, dear, let’s get you out of the cold and damp.”
Moon carefully unfolded her legs and realized that her clothes were indeed damp, and that she was cold enough to be stiff.
Maybe she should have brought a blanket, she thought. Blast it, it was always the details that tripped her up.
“Thank you,” she managed to say, before staggering to her feet. A moment later, the old man had gripped her arm, preventing her from falling on her face.
“There, there, easy now.”
Moon barely managed to hold in a blistering curse, leaning on the man until she got her feet under her again.
“A cup of hot tea and some gruel will set you to rights,” the man went on. Moon’s stomach growled at the thought, and the old geezer had the nerve to chuckle.
He led her through the garden on a slightly winding path, and just moments later to a door. Moon followed him up a set of two stairs and found herself in a kitchen, with a fire burning cheerfully in a stove. Warmth wrapped around her and she couldn’t help drawing in a deep breath and sighing it out.
The old man closed the door behind her and gestured to a small table with two stools next to it.
“Sit, at least for now while I make food. We’ll eat in better surroundings once it’s ready.”
Moon did as she was told, too stunned to object to a reasonable request.
“Thank you.” It was inadequate, but all she could think of at the moment.
“About two years ago, I had the pleasure of hosting someone like you,” he went on, setting water on the stove to boil.
Someone like her? Had Winds and Pillars escaped even before Sun Snake? How had she not noticed?
“It took some doing, but he is now safe,” the old man continued blithely, having no idea of the turmoil in Moon’s mind. “And as far as I know, he’s really happy, too.”
Moon was still blinking when he turned to look at her. “I wish I could do the same for you, my dear. It is a special pleasure of mine to thwart the Priests.”
Her mouth dropped open, leaving her speechless.
“Not everyone likes the Priests, you know.”
“But… but…” Moon hated how silly she sounded, and admonished her brain to keep up. So annoying when it stopped working like this.
“They took someone I loved.” The old man’s face went still for a moment, and Moon could see the grief lining it. That was certainly a good enough reason to hate the Priests, she thought.
“I’m sorry,” she said, surprised she meant it.
He waved her words away. “No, no, my dear. You’re a victim of their greed, as well. No need to apologize.” Turning back to the stove, he pulled out another pot, filled it with milk and set it to heat, as well.
This was all very familiar, which allowed Moon to relax a little more.
“Now, of course, I’m wondering what you are,” the old man prattled on. “But considering the weather we had last night, I believe I can make an educated guess.” He turned and smiled at her. “You’re likely a Moon.”
Speechless, Moon was reduced to a mute nod.
When he bowed a little to her, she felt her cheeks heat up, and finally found her voice. “I’m Moon Owl,” she admitted.
“It is a pleasure meeting you, my dear. I’m Tanton, maker of shoes and meddler in the lives of others. All with good intentions, however.”
At that, Moon had to smile. “I will say that it is a very unexpected pleasure to meet you, as well.”
“Ah, you have thawed out enough for conversation. Wonderful.”
Not really, but this man definitely had a silver tongue.
“I understand that you can’t tell me much about yourself or even your plans, but maybe we can talk about how this world works a little differently from how you think.”
What? Was he implying that she was stupid? She tried to tone down her glare, but it didn’t work.
Instead of getting angry, Tanton chuckled, turned to stir the pot on his stove, and finally took it from the fire. He pulled two bowls from a cupboard, put two spoons into one and held them out to Moon. “Take these. I like a comfortable seat for eating.”
Mystified, she followed him when he carried the pot through yet another door and into a room that made her look around in wonder.
It held a table larger than she’d ever seen, with several objects next to it that looked like… padded chairs? With arms?
Unaware of her surprise, Tanton walked on and placed the pot onto a braided object that seemed made to protect the wood from hot dishes.
“Sit, my dear.”
He gestured towards one of the chairs before seating himself on one.
Moon set the bowls on the table and gingerly sat down on a chair at the corner of the table.
Tanton gently nodded. “Ky wasn’t used to these, either. You do not have chairs in your houses?”
“We don’t,” Moon said, running her hands down the arms of the… chair. “It’s… nice.”
Tanton sighed. “The Empire demands so much of you, and keeps you in squalor. It is not right.”
“We are provided everything we need,” Moon countered, feeling defensive and hating that feeling.
“But you basically live on the floor, from what I could gather. Ky didn’t like to talk about it, so I didn’t pry. Not much.”
“Ky was a… Sky?”
Tanton nodded. “We talked about changing his name, and that’s what he picked. He wanted to be able to react to it.”
“Change his name? Why would he?”
Suddenly, the old man looked unbearably sad.
“The Priests are already hunting you, my dear. If they lay hands on you, they will drag you back in triumph and spill your blood with glee. The first level of hiding means changing your name. People will ask you for it, and you need to be able to use one that doesn’t scream escaped Pillar.”
“But…”
“Nobody else is named after their power,” Tanton went on to explain. “Nor after a direction. Those aren’t even real names.”
“Why not? I’ve been Moon all my life!” Moon wanted to jump up and scream, but she managed to contain herself to a glare. Tanton was so annoying. Why was he questioning everything?
“Every house has a Moon, right?”
“Yes,” she admitted, grudgingly, not knowing where this was leading.
Tanton nodded. “And your names indicate your power, right?”
“Yes,” Moon growled.
“My name is individual. My parents chose it for me, and it has been mine ever since.”
“Well, the Priests chose it for me.” Moon frowned. “Where’s the difference?”
Tanton took a spoonful of the gruel he made, and Moon gritted her teeth before eating one herself. It was very tasty, much better than any gruel she’d eaten in her life. How was that possible?
“As far as I know, there are no other Tantons in the Holy City,” the old man went on, patiently. “Maybe not even in the Holy Empire. I’m trying to say that my name is for me only, while your name is just a label for what you do.”
Moon just frowned at him.
“It would be like calling me Shoemaker, instead of Tanton.”
That… that made sense, all of a sudden. Shoemaker wasn’t a name, it was a word for what Tanton did. Probably there were many shoemakers in the Empire.
“Are you… are you saying that my name doesn’t really… mean me?”
Tanton gave her a nod, while looking unbearably sad again. “The Priests don’t see you as a person. They see a power they can use.”
The world suddenly swayed around Moon.
She had known that her life wasn’t quite like the lives of everyone else. And only Winds and Pillars, and maybe Stars were sacrificed on top of a pyramid. Oh, and probably a Priest when someone like her escaped. A smirk tugged at her lips.
But to be valued so little?
Moon was shocked to realize that.
“Now you understand,” Tanton whispered. “And maybe you can see why I want to help you. Why I want to get you to safety. People like you are… so much more important. You should be worshiped instead of sacrificed.”
No, that didn’t feel right, either. Moon shook her head. “We’re not that special. We’re just people doing work for the Empire.”
“Amazing work,” Tanton replied. “You work miracles on a daily basis, you bring rain when it is needed, banish it when it’s too much, you build things, you rescue people…”
And they killed people, but Moon didn’t want to say that out loud, not while admiration shone in Tanton’s eyes.
“But when all is said and done, we’re people.” Moon swallowed and ate another spoonful of the wonderful meal Tanton had provided.
The old man took a deep breath, and some of the fire in his eyes diminished. “Maybe you are right. Maybe I shouldn’t put you on a pedestal. But I will never accept how you are being treated in the Holy Square.”
“Maybe you have a point there,” Moon admitted, hoping to lighten Tanton’s mood. “I simply don’t know. I have not experienced how everyone else lives. This is all new to me.” She gestured around the room.
He smiled, clearly less upset now, and that made Moon feel better. “I’ll introduce you to the world, as much as I can, my dear. But I cannot hide you forever.”
“I can hide myself,” Moon told him, feeling proud of that ability, making certain her energy was all pulled in, as she said that.
“That is impressive, but it won’t be enough for the rest of your life. We’ll have to get you out of the Empire, away from the Priests’ reach.”
Moon was aware of it, that had been her plan all along, but right now, she wanted to bask in the warmth of Tanton’s home, and maybe a little in his company. He was so interesting, so full of knowledge, and much more gentle than any Priest she’d known.
“But first, I need to learn about the world, as you put it.”
Tanton’s smile was brilliant.






  
  Chapter 5


The world was complicated. 
“But… but why gold?” Moon asked.
Tanton tapped his lips with one finger, sorting his thoughts before he answered. “I suppose because it’s pretty, easy to work, it doesn’t rust… and it’s hard to find.”
Moon shrugged. “Not really.”
“What do you mean?”
“Our Earth can find it fairly easily.”
Tanton’s eyes grew round. “Really?”
“Yeah. Plenty of spots in the Eastern Mountains.”
“How in the world?”
“The Priests asked her that, as well. She said it was something about how water flows and the mountains grew, but that’s Earth to you. Rarely makes a lot of sense.”
“I am impressed.” Tanton blinked a few times. “And now I’m furious at the Priests again. They really use you for everything.”
“It’s what we were born for.” Moon couldn’t get terribly upset about it. The only thing she really minded were the sacrifices.
“No, you were not born for this,” Tanton hissed. “You were stolen as babies, incarcerated in those houses, and they kill you before you get wise enough to understand what they are doing to you.”
Moon hid a sigh. Tanton really did go on about that a lot.
“I don’t remember anything else,” she said, trying to calm him down. “All I know is my House. And the Priests who took care of us.” Not that the Priests did a good job of that, most of the time, but all of that was behind her now anyway.
“We were talking about money,” Moon reminded the old man. “I still don’t understand how it works.”
Tanton closed his eyes, visibly taking control of his temper, before opening them again and smiling at her.
“Most of all, you need to remember that everything has a price. It can be paid with gold, silver or mere coppers, or you can barter time, expertise or other goods. I insist on gold for my shoes, mostly because it’s easier to transport than, say, a winter’s worth of cut wood.”
“Your shoes are that valuable?” Moon blinked a few times.
“Oh, yes. I use the finest leather, they are fitted to a person’s foot, and they fetch a piece of gold, at least.” Tanton’s smile slipped a little. “Most of my customers are High Priests, or owners of businesses that do very well. People who work for money rarely make even one gold piece a year.”
“Work?”
“Yes, people get paid for labor, like cutting wood, milking cows, working in a garden, bringing in the harvest… there is a lot of work to be done every day.”
Moon nodded, overwhelmed by the many ideas crowding her head. Suddenly she waved at the room where they were sitting, with the table, the chairs and the padded ones they were using right now. “And someone made all this, right? Someone else, not you?”
“That is right, my dear. Furniture is made by cabinetmakers.”
“Are they paid for their work?”
“Yes, but more like me, they sell the furniture they make, they are not paid in work days.”
Moon nodded, her mind still whirling, but it suddenly stilled at a terrifying thought. “What… what kind of work could I do?”
“You’re a Pillar. You shouldn’t have to work!” Tanton took a deep breath. “No, sorry. That… you don’t need my anger. It’s a valid question, my dear.”
“From what you said, I will need money to… to escape.”
“Yes and no.” Tanton was smiling again.
“Explain!” she demanded, tired of all the secrets and hidden meanings.
“Well, you will need money to pay for food and a bed to sleep in at night.”
They even made people pay for sleeping somewhere? This world was crazy. Moon managed a nod.
“But you won’t need to work for it, because I will give you money.”
Moon’s mouth fell open.
“But… but… why?”
Tanton’s smile turned into a nasty smirk. “Because saving you means I’m beating the Priests. I’m winning, in a small way. And that is worth quite a bit of money to me. There is very little in life that gives me more satisfaction.”
Moon sat stunned for quite a while. This old man hated the Priests so much that he was willing to spend his fortune on her. It was a very shocking thought.
“I am old, you see. I have no children, not anymore. My wife passed away years ago. My money can’t buy what I want most, so I use it to do the next best thing.” His smile wobbled. “Right now, that is helping you, my dear.”
Moon had never paid much attention to the emotions of others, but even she could see the pain in Tanton’s eyes. Pain the Priests had put there, she assumed. On impulse, she reached out to touch his hand.
“I am grateful. But I also hope you can find happiness.”
Tanton shrugged. “I find bits and pieces of happiness here and there. Having you here is making me very happy indeed. Hearing from Ky makes me happy, too. I hope that eventually, I’ll be hearing from you.”
“I promise.” Moon never promised anything, if she could help it, but this was different.
“Well, we both know that life is unpredictable,” Tanton said, his passion subsiding again. “I know you’ll do your best to keep your promise, but I won’t hold it against you if you can’t.”
Now this was a challenge, Moon thought. And she could never resist a challenge, but she wouldn’t tell the old man that. No need to make things more complicated than necessary.
“Now, let’s finish breakfast, and then I’ll have to get clothes for you. I also think boots would be good, so I need to measure your feet. And tonight, we’ll think up a name for you that you can wear in public.”
“Something like Ky?” Moon couldn’t help needling the old man a little.
“Something like that, although it might be a little more difficult for you.” Tanton lifted his shoulders in a shrug. “I can’t think of anything simple right now.”
“I have enough to think about already,” Moon said, feeling exhausted after this conversation.
“I understand, my dear. Maybe you’d like to sit in the garden and just rest?”
Moon nodded. That sounded very good. There was a lot she had to think about and digest, before she could make new decisions.
This world was so much more complicated than she had ever imagined. Why would people make everything so difficult?
Blast them all!






  
  Chapter 6


Moon sat on the bench in Tanton’s garden, feeling well sheltered underneath the big tree. She had pulled up her feet and wrapped her arms around her knees, leaned her head back and closed her eyes. 
Life with the Owls had been simple, and right now, she missed that more than anything. But that simple life had an end date, one that was coming closer with every day that passed.
And Moon would not let the Priests kill her.
Which meant she would have to face living a much more complicated life. One she wasn’t prepared for, that much had become obvious on her first day of freedom.
In fact, if not for Tanton, she’d probably be back in the Sacred Square already, wrapped in ropes and spells, never out of sight of a Priest. Possibly beaten to within an inch of her life, too.
Shuddering at the thought, she pulled her energy further in, even though it was already curled in a tight ball in her chest.
With an effort, she focused on Tanton’s words about a new name. He was right, she couldn’t tell people to call her Moon, that name was a dead giveaway. It was wise to pick something she would react to, however.
Much as it grated, the old man had much more knowledge than she herself, and a lot of wisdom, as well. Maybe that truly grew with age.
Moon wanted to believe it, to give herself hope.
After
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