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CHAPTER FIVE

An aggressive current jostled me forward, forcing me to trail Lady Solzaya and Lady Nahma down a wing of green marble pillars. I fought back as best as I could, and at some point I must have successfully annoyed Solzaya, for the mirror shards on her neck popped off and flew to my side, each bearing the dragon’s irritated reflection.

She spoke through the shards. “The longer you detain us, the less time you’ll have for your farewells.”

Even if I had known what she was talking about, I wouldn’t have cared.

My every thought was dedicated to devising a means of escape. My options were bleak. The walls emitted a siren when I edged too close, alerting everyone to my movements. And sharks, jellyfish, and octopuses patrolled every corner. The palace was far too well secured.

You should smile, whispered Kiki from inside my sleeve. Tell a few jokes. Sing a song. Maybe then Seryu’s mother will let down her guard.

I gritted my teeth. “It’s a little too late to ingratiate myself, don’t you think?”

Solzaya’s mirror shards glinted in agreement. They nipped at my heels, pushing me insistently forward.

Soon my surroundings transformed. The singing walls vanished, and the marble columns stretched into long walls that closed off my view of the open seas.

One of Solzaya’s shards scraped my cheek, and the water gathered in strength, scooping me up and delivering me to the dragon’s side.

Seryu’s mother clucked her tongue. “You’re wasting your time looking for an escape. The halls change at my whim, and the palace is impossible for humans to navigate. Nowhere in Ai’long can you hide a pearl as dark and abominable as the one you carry.”

“I wasn’t looking for an escape,” I lied.

The dragon’s golden eyes danced with mirth. “It’s funny. Most mortals would beg to be in your position. During Nahma’s time, humans threw themselves into the ocean for a chance to become our companions.” Solzaya paused deliberately. “I suppose you and Nahma have your resistance in common. Both of you did start out with a death sentence.”

I sent a curious glance at Nahma, but she was silent as ever.

“That isn’t how the story is told on land,” I said. “People didn’t willingly throw themselves into the sea. They were kidnapped. Or sacrificed to appease your kind.”

“Humans have a terrible memory,” replied Solzaya. “To be expected, given your short lives. Consider yourself blessed, Shiori’anma. Other bloodsakes perished before reaching the age of eighteen, but you . . . you will live forever. Here, with us.”

“You dragons have a deluded sense of what it means to be fortunate,” I muttered.

“Would you prefer to endure a selection rite, as Lady Nahma did? Because that can be arranged.”

“The entire affair is barbaric.”

“Is it so different in your realm? You had an arrangement to be married, did you not? To a young lord in the North, I saw.”

At the mention of Takkan, my heart skipped. “You saw?”

“The mirror of truth showed me plenty about the life you left.” Lady Solzaya leaned close. “Poor Bushi’an Takkan. He misses you so. You can ask to see him yourself—one last time.”

All at once I deflated.

Solzaya chuckled smugly. “I’m curious to see how immortality suits you. Many have gone mad, but I have faith you’ll keep your wits, bloodsake. You have more spirit than most.”

“I don’t plan on being here long enough to satisfy your curiosity,” I retorted, but my words lacked conviction, and Solzaya knew it.

She petted my head again, then she surged forward, her long gossamer sleeves brushing against my arms as if motioning for me to follow. I recoiled from their touch. 

Hopelessness rose like a stone in my throat. How was I going to get out of here? Even if my magic was at full strength, it wasn’t enough to put up a fight against the Dragon King. All I had was the pearl. . . . 

You can’t use the pearl, Kiki said, invading my thoughts. It might break.

“If it does, at least it’d take all of Ai’long down with me.”

And me! cried my paper bird. Think of me, at least. Scattered in tiny pieces in the ocean forever. I’ll be devoured by shrimp! Or . . . or become sea foam! I’m not meant to become sea foam.

“No, you’re not,” I agreed, and then grimaced. In a kingdom where time was eternal, how ironic was it that mine was running out?

Someone touched my arm. “Look,” said Lady Nahma, pointing at one of the gemmed mirrors engraved into the wall. “The glass here reflects the sky above. Imurinya smiles upon the seas.”

All I saw was an endless abyss of dark water.

“Her mortal eyes are too weak to perceive it,” said Solzaya snidely.

Nahma wasn’t deterred. “Look closer.” She pointed at a flutter in the waves. “The bend of silver in the waters. That is a reflection of Imurinya.”

“I see it,” I said softly.

“We too revere the lady of the moon in Ai’long,” Nahma replied. “When her light is at its most powerful, so are the dragons’ pearls. It’s a good omen that she is bright on your binding day. I hope that will be of comfort to you.”

It was not, but unlike Solzaya, Nahma meant well. I couldn’t help warming to her.

“You’ll learn to take such sights for granted soon enough,” said Seryu’s mother dismissively. “Once you’re a companion, there will be far more important things on your mind.”

“Such as?” The words came out before I could stop them. Much as I dreaded the binding ceremony, I was curious about how the dragons lived.

Solzaya smiled. “Securing an heir for my son, naturally.”

I balked, wishing I hadn’t asked. “An heir?”

“Ours is a dwindling race, Shiori’anma. You didn’t think sacred beings such as dragons would welcome humans into our realm simply for company?”

Honestly, I hadn’t given it any thought. “Is that . . . even possible?”

“It will be.” She laughed at my horror. “Once you become a companion, you won’t exactly be human anymore.”

She’d alluded to my changing before, but never in any detail. Lady Nahma’s appearance offered no hints, either: with her long black hair and her modest gown, she looked like a priestess at a shrine.

So why was the dread in my heart mounting?

An arched bronze mirror appeared, marking the end of what had seemed a perpetual hallway. Its craftsmanship was exquisite, with five dragons each holding its own pearl.

We stopped in front of it, and my reflection gave me a leery stare. Back home, my eyes were famous for their mischief, my lips for their sly and impish curve. But the reflection I saw was of a girl who was lost. A girl who had lost.

That couldn’t be me.

“This is where you will prepare for the ceremony,” said Solzaya, the pitch of her voice rising as she dramatically gestured at the bronze mirror. “Where you will take your last breaths as a mortal of land.”

Too late I started to back away.

The mirror glass turned liquid, melting into two silvery arms that slid around my ankles. Before I could run, they gave a wrench.

And into the mirror I flew, spiraling deeper into the Dragon King’s lair—to my doom.





CHAPTER EIGHT

Amid the din of dragon outrage over Lord Elang’s appearance, Gen and I were speedily forgotten. I didn’t think twice and dove after the boy, but Gen was heavy, and when his body hit the ocean floor, it sank into the sand and muck. I pried and lifted and dragged, but I could hardly move him.

“Didn’t I tell you not to do anything reckless?” Seryu said from behind me.

I swiveled, never more glad to see the dragon. “Can you help him?”

Seryu’s nostrils were flared. I half expected him to swim away, but instead he swept off the crabs and mollusks that were starting to crawl up Gen’s legs. He grabbed the boy, and me by my sash, lifting us both easily and placing us on a ledge set in the wall of the dome. 

I pressed my palm against Gen’s forehead. His skin was cold, but a lone vein throbbed with the faintest pulse. He was still alive.

“He can’t stay here,” I said to Seryu. “Can you get him out of here?” I glanced at the shimmering panels of black crystal against the wall. “Use a whirlpool.”

“You think it’s that easy?” Seryu balked. “Whirlpools connect within the palace. They don’t take you out of the palace. The only way is—” He let out an aggravated groan, then with his tail he smashed the closest sheet of black crystal he could reach.

His pearl throbbed in his chest as he dug his claw into the crystal. A whirlpool materialized, barely large enough to fit Gen within. Seryu all but shoved the boy through, and the portal vanished before I could follow.

“Not you,” rasped Seryu. “You’re not done here.”

“Where did you send him?”

“As far as I could manage.” Seryu’s voice had turned hoarse. He was paler than before, and if he weren’t a dragon, I’d say he looked seasick. “Somewhere he won’t be pulverized into a pile of rocks.”

Before I could thank him, he grabbed me by the sash again and started to drag me off the ledge, back up to where we had been sitting earlier.

I yanked my sash away, half surprised when Seryu actually let go. He was weaker. “I’m not going back up there. Your grandfather tried to kill me!”

“And he will again if you don’t return.” Seryu muffled my mouth with his hand. “Just trust me.”

“I trusted Nahma. Look where that got me.” I grimaced. “And Kiki.”

His red eyes didn’t waver, but they slanted to the chip of pearl around my neck. The fragment of his dragon heart. He sounded tired. “Trust me.”

I bit my cheek. Demons take me, I hoped I wasn’t making a mistake. “All right,” I said, though I wished he had thrown me into the whirlpool too.

Thanks to Elang’s arrival, hardly anyone noticed me come back to my cloud with Seryu. The ceiling had fully collapsed, leaving a gaping hole in the dome, but no one seemed to care about that, either. Every dragon’s attention was instead riveted on the center of the devastation, where Elang, standing astride two turtles, awaited King Nazayun’s welcome.

“This place is more like a theater than a ritual hall,” I mumbled, but in spite of my grumbling, I too was curious about the Lord of the Westerly Seas.

At first glance, Elang disappointed. He looked like every other dragon in the dome. A long white cloak sailed from his shoulders, its hood obscuring his face, but he wore a mostly human physique. He had the upper body of a man, with metallic scales spread across his arms, neck, and torso, and a long tail whipped out from under his cloak, its ends fanned like a hungry flame. I hardly looked twice; I’d become accustomed to seeing dragon tails.

The most impressive thing about Elang was his sea turtles. I counted nine of them, each as large as a boar, with glowering eyes and spiked shells. Not quite the peaceful sea creatures I imagined turtles to be.

Solzaya extended her claws in a dramatic welcome. “Nephew, you must tire of your empty court if you’ve decided to grace us with your presence. We worried you were dead.”

“Alas, Aunt,” he said gruffly, “the assassins you sent weren’t skilled enough.”

His voice startled me. It was thick and rough—but young. Even though I knew he was Solzaya’s nephew, I’d pictured the High Lord of the Westerly Seas to be older, or at least Seryu’s elder.

But Elang was barely older than Gen. He was just a boy.

With a terse bow, he paid his respects to his grandfather. Then he threw off his hood, revealing a head of ink-black hair, and I saw his face.

The left side was as human as mine. But when he turned, my breath caught. It was as if the gods had drawn a line straight down his face, from the middle of his hairline through his nose to his chin. One side was human; the other, completely covered with tear-shaped scales, was dragon.

He was scowling, which furrowed his thick brow and cast a shadow upon his face, so I didn’t see it at first. Then his brow lifted, and I noticed his two infamous eyes: one dark like the gray sky before a monsoon, and one that was as bright and yellow as a pool of sunlight.

“I came to see the pearl,” he said.

“Of course you did,” replied the Dragon King, leaning back in his jade-and-marble throne. “Your timing is commendable, Elangui. Shiori’anma was just about to present it to court.”

As he spoke, a rush of water swept me from my seat and deposited me beside Elang. A beat later, the pearl settled in my shadow, dark and dull as ever.

The water around me thickened, and I could practically feel the tension coiled in Elang’s muscles. His gaze bored into the pearl, as if transfixed by the crack down its center. Was he thinking of how it mirrored his own face, split into two halves?

I glared at the pearl too. Its silence was a reminder that I couldn’t count on it for anything—not to help Gen, not to rescue Kiki, certainly not to help me. My chest squeezed with anger, the pang especially sharp when I touched my empty sleeve. I’d get Kiki back from Nahma soon enough. Once I had dealt with the Dragon King.

“There it is—the Wraith’s pearl.” Nazayun’s voice was booming. “Not much to look at in this state, but who can blame it? It is broken and corrupt, belonging to no one. But that shall change.”

My eyes shot up to Nazayun. That shall change? What game was he playing? I thought he meant to keep the pearl for himself.

“Shiori’anma has sworn to return it to its rightful owner,” he continued, “the dragon able to make it whole once more. Let any who wish to claim the Wraith’s pearl make a case for it now and attempt this trial.”

The entire chamber went still. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Solzaya’s claw twitch with temptation. She wasn’t the only one. The lords and ladies of the Four Supreme Seas were all on edge, enraptured by the pearl.

Still, not a dragon dared step forward.

Except one.

“I will try,” said Elang in his gruff, overly graveled tone.

“I thought you would,” Nazayun replied. “Shiori’anma, give him the pearl.”

“It doesn’t belong to him,” I protested. “He isn’t the Wraith.”

I thought my refusal would anger the Dragon King, but it had the opposite effect. “He is not,” conceded Nazayun. “But you see, Shiori’anma, he and the Wraith have something in common no other dragons share. They are missing their pearls. Their hearts. Will you not give my grandson the chance to claim this one as his own?”

I didn’t reply. There was an undercurrent of glee in Nazayun’s words, as if he found pleasure in Elang’s torment.

“A half dragon,” I whispered, finally understanding why everyone spoke of Elang with such repulsion and fascination. Taking in his mismatched eyes, and the striking halves of his face, I realized that the other dragons were mocking him as well as me by donning human forms.

“Yes,” Nazayun went on, relishing my surprise. “Elangui is half mortal, born to a human mother who had not taken the Oath of Ai’long. His pearl left him at birth, and without it, he cannot assume a full dragon form.”

The water around Elang had turned so thick it betrayed every movement he made. I caught the twitch in his brow, and how his breathing had gone shallow. As if all his hopes rested on this very pearl.

“It isn’t yours,” I told him, trying hard to be both kind and firm. “It might hurt you.”

Elang’s expression turned to ice. He sniffed, as though I bore a stench, and cast a glare my way that was easy to read: How dare you pity me.

“I will try,” he repeated.

With a grunt, Elang unhooked his cloak and let it fall. He approached me, reaching for the pearl with a clawed hand.

Even if I hadn’t wanted to give it to him, I had no choice. The pearl spun away from my side and catapulted into his waiting hands. There it sat, light spilling as its halves parted, with the showmanship of a bird’s wings spreading feather by feather.

Elang held the pearl against his chest, his palms curving around the broken halves, trying to force them closed. The pearl writhed in resistance. It began to spin, and light poured out of the crack, overwhelming the half dragon. Blisters bubbled upon his human side, and his silver scales went deathly pale.

I lurched to intervene, but the Dragon King held me back.

“Let him be,” he said as the dais trembled. “He is welding it whole.”

As I watched, I knew that wasn’t so. If anything, the pearl was breaking more. The crack along its dark surface turned molten and bright, its light coalescing into a single beam aimed at Elang. It was going to kill him.

Enough was enough. I yanked on Nazayun’s starstroke net and threw it over his face. It was something no being—mortal or immortal—had dared do to the Dragon King, and every soul in the chamber thought me a fool, but I didn’t care.

I dove for the pearl. “He isn’t the Wraith!” I shouted as I snatched it from Elang. “Return to me!”

The pearl turned to face me fully, its fractures blinking in annoyance. But a moment later it flew back into my hands and went dark.

Nazayun’s reaction was cataclysmic. In one breath, he grew a hundred times in size, swelling from man to dragon. His sapphire robes melded into his flesh, turning into plates of glittering scales. He crumpled the starstroke net in his colossal fist and hurled it across the dome.

Fool that I was, I instantly went after it. Or at least I tried. Nazayun’s claw came slashing down to block my path, and the seas roared.

Everywhere I looked, dragons were bolting out of the broken ceiling. There was no time to search for a whirlpool or use magic. Even Elang was making his escape on the back of a turtle. Entire walls shattered, pillars of marble and crystal showered down like raindrops. While the dome collapsed, I hid behind a coral cloud for safety.

I tried to track the net amid the chaos, but Seryu caught my hand. “You really are the most troublesome girl,” he griped. “Leave the net. We have to go.”

The crystal gate he’d used to send Gen away was still intact. He rushed us toward it, and a whirlpool bubbled under his claw—an oasis of seagrass just visible at the end of the tunnel.

“Wait,” I said, twisting away. “Kiki—”

Seryu held me back. Lightning crackled from the Dragon King’s beard, and with his claw, Nazayun drew the bolts into a cyclonic storm.

“That’s a search storm,” Seryu said. “It’ll be looking for you, and if it finds you, it will kill you. You still want to stay?”

Without waiting for my answer, he pushed me inside the whirlpool—an instant before lightning struck him in the back. 





CHAPTER ELEVEN

I held up the Wraith’s pearl before Elang. “Lady Nahma said you know who this belongs to.”

“Get that thing away from me!” Elang recoiled from the pearl. “Nazayun will not tell you who the Wraith is, and neither will I. That’s the end of the discussion.”

“Lady Nahma said—”

“I don’t care what she said. Seryu used up her favor to save the boy. You are testing the bounds of my goodwill, and that goodwill is quickly being depleted.”

I sucked in my breath. “Then let me propose a favor.”

“There’s nothing you could offer me.”

“Isn’t there?” I challenged. I could think of something.

Ever since we’d arrived, I’d been puzzling over how Elang had recognized Gen. Why he had gone through the trouble of sending Gen home, when Nahma’s favor had only required him to heal the boy.

“You’re the dragon who brought Gen into Ai’long,” I cried. “You asked him to steal something for you. Something you’ve been coveting for years. I’ll help you get it.”

“You’ve just outworn your welcome,” Elang said thickly.

“What is it? I’ll help you get it.”

“You’ve got some nerve, krill. Grandfather’s entire army is searching for you, and you want to play thief? You don’t stand a chance. The boy failed, and his magic is far stronger than yours.”

“My magic is Kiatan, like the mirror’s. I can do it.”

He clapped. “My turtles will show you to the door—”

“I’ll help her,” interrupted Seryu.

Elang halted midclap and spun to face his cousin. “I wouldn’t be so quick to volunteer. Do you even know what I require?”

“I will once you tell me.”

Elang’s gaze widened to include both of us. “A shard from the mirror of truth,” he said. “I believe you’re both acquainted with it. You especially, cousin.”

Seryu bristled. “You want me to steal my mother’s mirror?”

“Still committed to helping the girl? I thought not.” Elang smirked at Seryu’s silence and circled me. “Aunt Solzaya’s moods are legendary. Last year, a companion dared insinuate that she was old. Crabs and slugs and barnacles fell out of the poor girl’s mouth with every word, until she finally choked to death.” Elang stopped in front of Seryu. “Imagine what she’ll do to Shiori for stealing her mirror, especially after rejecting her precious son in front of the entire court—”

“Shiori didn’t reject me,” Seryu griped, as if that were the most important point. “And yes, I’ll still help her.”

Even as he said it, he wouldn’t look at me. I swallowed. “It’s settled, then,” I said, getting back to business. “A mirror shard for the location of the Wraith. Do we have a deal?”

Elang scowled at me. Something was holding him back. “You’re a fool to go ahead with this, krill. My grandfather and Aunt Solzaya would happily take the pearl off your hands, even reward you if you played them cleverly enough. Instead, you’ve chosen to make an enemy of them. Why do you care so much about finding the Wraith?”

“I have a promise to keep,” I replied.

“To your stepmother. Yes, I heard.” Elang frowned. “I take it she didn’t tell you why his pearl is the way it is, dark and broken and . . . extraordinary?”

“Because he’s a half dragon, like you?”

“Like me?” Elang laughed. It was a bitter sound, and I didn’t think he found my question funny at all. “The Wraith and I are the only ones of our kind—both monsters, both cursed. But we are very different. I’m the embarrassment for being half human, whereas the Wraith is, well, the Wraith”—he leaned in close—“for being half demon.”

It was a good thing my tea was mostly gone, for my knees knocked together in surprise, and it would have splattered all over me. “Demon?”

Even Seryu looked stunned. “Are you certain about this, Elang?”

“Haven’t you wondered why the Wraith’s pearl looks as it does? Dark as an eclipsed night, when a dragon’s pearl should be radiant like the moon? It is corrupted because of what he is. It is breaking because of what he is. Dragons and demons are born enemies, and the Wraith’s existence is an abomination. That is why Grandfather fears him, and why he will never tell you his true name.”

“His true name?” I repeated.

“Certain names have power. Not as much as a starstroke net, but enough to unsettle a dragon—at the hands of an experienced sorcerer, anyway.” Elang frowned. “It’s also useful in breaking curses, such as the one Solzaya placed on Gen.”

“The lords and ladies of the Four Supreme Seas know each other’s true names,” explained Seryu. “Elang knows my mother’s, and my mother knows his.”

“And an unfortunate consequence is that I can’t steal the mirror myself,” Elang muttered.

I was quiet because I understood. To break Raikama’s curse over my brothers, I’d needed to learn her true name. Not Vanna, as the rest of the world believed. But Channari.

“You know the Wraith’s true name?” I asked.

“I do, and I know where to find him. Both I will tell you—if you return with the mirror.”

I didn’t appreciate how he emphasized if. “It’s a deal, then.”

“An arrangement,” Seryu corrected. “On the Oath of Ai’long, Elang, your word is given and cannot be undone. Same as the oath.”

“My word is given and cannot be undone,” Elang repeated. “Same as the oath.”

As the water rippled with the power of the promise, Elang shook his head at Seryu. “You must really be fond of this mortal. I hope she’s worth your mother’s wrath.”

“It’s not so much fondness as a desire to get her to go home,” said Seryu, still avoiding my eyes. “She brings trouble wherever she goes.”

“I’m beginning to believe that.” Elang summoned his turtles with a clap. “They’ll see you to your rooms for the night.”

“Wait,” I called. This was not the time to ask for a favor, but I didn’t care.

I waved up and down at the ceremonial dress I was still wearing, but Elang and Seryu both gave me blank stares. Dolts. So I made a show of kicking up my skirt, embellished with so many pearls it looked like I’d robbed a school of oysters. The entire garment tinkled.

“I need new attire,” I said. “I can’t go in this to steal from Lady Solzaya. I can’t even sleep in this without waking myself up.”

“I’ve no magic to waste on conjuring clothing.” Elang clearly regretted not locking me up. “You’ll make do. A concealment potion will arrive for you at first light, along with your net.”

My breath caught. “You have the starstroke net?”

Elang confirmed this by ignoring the question. “You and Seryu will leave in the morning, when the tides turn east. Should fortune be on your side, I will meet you both on the surface before the moon falls.”

“And if fortune isn’t on our side?”

“Then you’ll be dead, Shiori’anma. And there will be nothing I can do.” 





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Glorious gods, it felt good to breathe! Had air always been so fresh and sweet? I inhaled greedily, embracing the brackish spray that stung my nose and the wind that lashed my face.

Best of all was the sun. I arched my neck back to bask in its warmth. It felt like I was already home, sitting too close to the fire until my cheeks were as toasty as griddle cakes. My stomach growled, dreaming of cakes. Sugared rice cakes, monkeycakes, red bean and strawberry cakes. I’d eat them until I collapsed.

But I was getting ahead of myself. It wasn’t time to leave the water just yet.

I followed Seryu toward a distant figure on a rock island shrouded in fog. It was Elang, watching the sunrise, long human fingers skimming the water. When we approached, he whirled to face us, his mismatched eyes narrowing at the sight of Seryu.

“I see you’ve finally reached your full form, cousin. Congratulations.” Elang’s tone was colorless. There was nothing congratulatory about it. “You have the shard?”

I’d tucked the precious mirror shard into my sash for safekeeping. As I took it out, Seryu snatched it from my fingers and waved it angrily at his cousin.

“You think we’re going to hand the mirror of truth over after you tried to drug and lock me in that pitiful cellar you call a dungeon? Shiori was nearly killed, thanks to you.”

“You’re being overly dramatic,” Elang replied dispassionately. “I equipped you with my turtles, did I not? And the starstroke net? I hardly broke my promise.”

“I think differently.” Before I could stop him, Seryu raised the mirror high over his head and snapped it in half. He hurled half the shard at his cousin. “This half is for you, the other for Shiori.”

Elang caught the mirror piece in one hand. A pause. “Half a shard is acceptable. The deal is honored.”

I held my half of the shard. The glass reflected the glistening waves. “I don’t know what to do with this.”

“Keep it,” said Seryu. “It’ll help you find the Wraith.”

Elang disagreed. “No, it won’t. The shard will tell you many things about the past and present, but it will not reveal the Wraith. Not while he dwells on Lapzur.”

“Lapzur?” I asked. “I’ve never heard of the place.”

“Most haven’t. It is a realm steeped in darkness and overrun by ghosts and demons. Not even the mirror can see what unfolds there.”

“Then how will I find it?”

“That I cannot help you with.” Elang picked up his turtle’s reins, preparing to descend into the sea.

“Wait,” I called. “You promised his name.”

Elang’s back was to me, but he halted. After a long pause, he replied, “His name is Khramelan.”

Khramelan. My satchel shuddered against my hip, the pearl inside growing suddenly warm.

“Do not discount the mirror’s value,” said Elang, his back still to me. “It will not bring you to the Wraith, but it still holds great power.”

“Thank you.”

For once, he didn’t dismiss my gratitude. He stepped onto his turtle, flicking Kiki off its shell. He was about to dive into the sea when I blurted one last question:

“Why turtles?”

To my surprise, Elang actually replied. “They are solitary creatures, though they live in large groups. I find I have more in common with them than with humans—or dragons.”

“Their shells are hard,” I mused, “and their hearts are soft.”

That earned me a glower. “I have no heart.”

“You aren’t without heart. You wouldn’t have helped me if that were the case.”

“I helped you to get my mirror,” Elang said gruffly. His mismatched eyes narrowed. “Only by the miracle of the gods did you manage to succeed.”

“So I did,” I said. “I hope it shows you what you need to see. Have faith, Lord Elang. Your pearl is out there somewhere. You’ll find it.”

“I will,” he assured me, “and I will celebrate the day I never have to set foot in your waste-ridden land again in search of it.”

I stifled the urge to roll my eyes. Coming from the half dragon, this was as good a farewell as I would get. “That waste-ridden land is my home.”

Elang pulled his turtle’s reins. “You’d do well to remember this: your heart is your home. Until you understand that, you belong nowhere.”

And before I could say another word, he launched into the sea.

I watched until the ripples of Elang’s departure had vanished and the water went as still as before. Your heart is your home. I let the words sink into my memory. Until you understand that, you belong nowhere.

I turned to Seryu. “Your cousin isn’t so bad, for not having a heart. It makes me hopeful about the Wraith.”

“Then you’re deluded, Shiori’anma. The Wraith’s half demon. He’s a—”

“An abomination?” My shoulders fell. “They used to say that about Raikama too. All her life, she was a monster. First to the human world, which thought her a snake, then to herself, when she was cursed to wear her sister’s face.”

I swallowed, certain that there were plenty of people back home who thought me a monster now.

A cloud drifted over the sun, casting a long shadow upon the sea. I said, “Whatever the Wraith is—dragon or demon or monster—he deserves his pearl back. Same as Elang.” I swallowed again. “Will you help me find him, Seryu?”

Seryu said nothing. His face was completely inscrutable, which was unusual for my ever-expressive friend. When he caught me staring, he turned away abruptly.

“Get on my back,” he said curtly. “Let’s get you to shore before the fishermen see us. All this sun is starting to hurt my eyes.”

Seryu dove, but not before I glanced at the sky, just to confirm.

A sea of clouds still buried the dawn. There was no sun.

 

It wasn’t until I was wading ashore, bunching up the folds of my dress as I trampled toward the beach, that I noticed the sand in my hair.

Kiki landed on my head. We just got home. How is your hair so dirty already?

I dropped my skirt and crouched by the water to stare at my reflection.

“It’s not sand,” I realized. It was a streak of silvery white hair at my temple, no different from Raikama’s.

With a deep exhale, I blew it out of my face and patted my cheeks. Better a few locks of white hair than a fishtail or horns. Father would still recognize his only daughter. I just hoped the rest of Kiata would too.

When I’d left home, my country was on the cusp of spring. Now heat clung to the air, and my skin was sticky with humidity—a sign that we were well into summer.

I’d been gone for half a year.

My knees buckled at the realization. Six months, lost.

It could have easily been six years, or sixty, I reminded myself. When I looked at it that way, a laugh bubbled up in my throat. I was home. I’d won.

The wind threw Kiki up, and she squealed, flailing her wings. It felt like magic. It brimmed in the air, faint but stronger than before. As my cheeks tingled, Kiki and I dissolved into a fit of giggles.

Seryu shook his head. He’d shifted into his human form, but his hair was still green, darker in the sun than it had been underwater. “I’m starting to think I should’ve let you drown in the Sacred Lake.”

Still laughing, I sat up, digging my heels into the sand. “Then you would have missed out on a grand adventure, Seryu. And a wonderful friendship.”

“Your friendship has caused me nothing but trouble.” Seryu kicked at the sand. “Who knows what Grandfather will do to me when I return? He might cut off my horns. Or exile me from Ai’long.”

“Your mother wouldn’t allow that,” I replied. “She might take joy in tormenting me, but she cares for you. When you reached your full form, I swear she preened.” I offered him a slanted grin. “It must be an important rite of passage for dragons.”

“It is,” said Seryu. “Were you impressed?”

“Very. You don’t look like an eel anymore.”

His chest puffed out, just a little, with pride. “Then I guess it was all worth it.”

I stopped smiling. “You could stay here, you know. On land, with my brothers and me. We’d make you welcome.”

“I’d rather Grandfather turn me into a squid than live among your kind for the rest of my immortal life,” Seryu huffed. “And I’d rather choke on seaweed than watch you and that horse-trough boy make fish eyes at each other.”

“We don’t make fish—”

Seryu covered my mouth with a sleeve, silencing me. His snide expression had fled, and he lowered his arm. “I have to know,” he said quietly. “If not for him, did I ever have a chance?”

A lump swelled in my throat. I didn’t want to hurt him. “Takkan and I are connected by the strands of fate.”

I expected him to be jealous, but the corners of his mouth lifted. “Then I’ll have to find you when you’re reborn—before your strands have time to knot with his again.” His red eyes twinkled. “I only pray you won’t be a human again in the next life. Now that I’ve reached my full form, I’m far too majestic to stomach your world again.”

I didn’t know whether to punch him or laugh. Or cry. My shoulders softened, and I spoke. “So this is goodbye?”

The twinkle left his eyes. “I doubt I’ll be permitted to visit your realm for many years. Maybe not until you’re an old woman. All pruny and wrinkled, with seventeen great-grandchildren.” He snorted in distaste. “See, your hair is already starting to gray.”

I let out a laugh. “White,” I corrected, combing through the snow-touched locks with my fingers. “It turned white from using the Wraith’s pearl, not from age.”

“Same difference.” Seryu waved a dismissive hand. His sleeves and robes were already dry, unlike mine. A useful enchantment.

He was in a mercurial mood, his true thoughts impossible to decipher. But when he spoke again, he sounded strangely gentle. “If you do end up marrying that lordling, I hope they take after you, not him.”

“Who?”

“Those great-grandchildren,” he replied, tartly now. “Gods forbid they be dull and stiff-necked.”

I couldn’t help defending Takkan. “He isn’t dull and stiff-necked. You barely spoke to him!”

“Something I regret deeply,” Seryu replied. “He should know I won’t be saving you again, so he had better be up to the task.”

I put my hands on my hips. “You do realize I’m capable of saving myself from time to time.”

“Even still. With all the trouble you get into, Shiori . . . all the trouble you’re going to get into . . . you need whatever help you can get. Make sure he knows that.” After a pause, he said, “Make sure he deserves you.”

There came a twinge in my heart, and my hands fell to my sides. Not long ago, I could have imagined falling in love with Seryu. If Raikama had never cursed me, if I’d never spent that winter in Iro, it might have been him that I longed for, not Takkan.

But that would have made for a different story. Not this one.

“He does,” I said softly, “deserve me.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” grunted Seryu. “I’ll be visiting those great-grandchildren, you know, and telling them stories about you. Unflattering stories, to repay all the grief your friendship has given me.”

I hid a smile. For all his churlish remarks, Seryu was trying hard to be impassive and dragon-like. But I knew him better than that.

“Tell them some nice things too,” I said lightly.

He grunted again. “I suppose I’ll have time to think of some.”

Seryu arose now and turned for the sea. His horns were growing—the first sign that he was beginning to transform back into a dragon.

“Wait!” I shouted after him. “Don’t forget this.”

I held out the necklace he had given me what felt like a lifetime ago and pressed it into his palm.

“Don’t you dare say it,” he muttered, hooking his claws through the necklace.

“Say what?”

“All those idiotic Kiatan farewells: ‘May our strands cross again’ and, worse yet, ‘May the luck of the dragons be with you.’ If you say such things, I’ll have no choice but to drag you back into the sea.”

I wanted to laugh, but I couldn’t. “Farewell, my friend,” I whispered. I’ll miss you, I wanted to say, but the words caught in my throat.

Instead, I hugged him.

The dragon was caught off guard and immediately stiffened, but he didn’t push me away. Before he could utter anything that might ruin the moment, I pressed my lips to his cheek. A kiss, like the one I’d given him all those months ago by the Sacred Lake the first time we’d said goodbye. “Thank you for everything.”

Seryu’s breath hitched, and his skin felt far too warm for him, a cold-blooded dragon. He drew back and, mustering a lofty tone, said, “It would never have worked between us, being companions and all. We’re both far too proud—and I’m far too magnificent.”

I tilted my head but didn’t speak. I knew he wasn’t finished.

His voice went solemn. “All the same, I’m glad to have known you, Shiori. You’re interesting, for a human. When you look into the sea, think of me sometimes.”

“I will,” I said softly.

As he whirled, a hard gust of wind made me fall back into the sand. By the time I got up again, all I saw was a splash in the water—followed by a sharp flare of sunlight. I shielded my eyes, trying to stare through the light to glimpse the dragon’s tail.

But Seryu was gone.

For a long time, I watched the water, half wishing he might bubble up again.

Kiki landed on my shoulder. I’ll miss that dragon, horns and all. She peered up when I said nothing. You all right, Shiori?

No, I wasn’t.

Seryu’s strand and mine had been knotted once, tied so closely by fate that we had almost been bound forever. Now I wasn’t sure whether they would ever cross again.

The taste in my mouth was bittersweet, and I swallowed hard, finally answering: “I will be.”

I will be. I pulled myself to my feet and wrung my skirt of seawater. “Come, Kiki, it’s time to go home.”





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Only for Takkan would I venture into the Hornet’s Nest, my unaffectionate nickname for where Father’s council met. But I was well rewarded for my trouble.

There he was, sitting in the front row of the assembly, his spine as straight as the stack of books before him. At the sight of him, I let out a chuckle. Of all the places to go on this glorious summer afternoon, Takkan would be inside, listening in on a tedious council meeting. Any other young man his age would be out strutting about Gindara or currying favor with other nobles through games of cards.

Not Takkan. By now he had probably read every scroll in the archives. And knew all the ministers by name, and their children too.

Chief Minister Hawar was droning on and on, and Takkan was actually paying attention. He didn’t see Kiki and me peeking at him through the latticed window.

My heart gave a nervous flutter. “Looks like he hasn’t heard I’m back.”

What? said Kiki. Are you worried he’s forgotten you? If she could’ve rolled her inky eyes, she would’ve. It’s been six months, not six decades. Hurry up and go in before you ruin the surprise. I want Radish Boy to fall off his chair when he sees you.

That made me grin. Before I lost my nerve, I barged past the guards and into the Hornet’s Nest.

It ought to have impressed me how spryly the old ministers sprang to their feet, but I couldn’t have cared less. I barely heard their cries of “Shiori’anma, you’ve returned!” and “Shiori’anma, what is the meaning of this intrusion?”

I had eyes only for Takkan. Kiki was right: at the sight of me, he nearly toppled off his rosewood stool. He rushed to stand and join the ministers in a uniform bow.

“Not you,” I said, pulling him up by the arm.

I regarded my father’s officials, overlooking their furrowed brows and fallen jaws. “I’m borrowing Bushi’an Takkan for the rest of the afternoon,” I declared. “Carry on without him.”

Only the chief minister dared to show his disapproval. I felt a stab of annoyance as he turned up his mushroom nose and clucked at me.

I grabbed Takkan by the hand, towing him out of the chamber. “Run!” I whispered once we were out the door.

We sprinted through the imperial gardens. Dragonflies buzzed, kitebirds sang, and the overpowering perfume of lilies and chrysanthemums flooded my nostrils. But I didn’t slow until we were far from prying eyes.

After we passed the first footbridge, Takkan asked, rightfully, “Why are we running?”

“Because we can,” I replied between breaths. “Because I’ve been a thousand fathoms beneath the sea for the past week. Because my father told me to act as though nothing has happened, and this is the first thing the old Shiori would have done.”

“I see,” he replied. Then he winked. “Race you!”

Ahead he sped, and I ran too, shouting after him, “You don’t even know where we’re going!”

“I have an idea.”

He didn’t stop, and curse him, he was going in the right direction.

Fast as he was, he’d had only six months to explore the palace’s vast gardens. I’d had seventeen years. I diverged from the pebbled paths, dashing through the bushes across a plot of flat limestone rocks, and past the reflection gallery. Thanks to my shortcut, I arrived at the Cloud Pavilion—a hidden retreat nestled between two begonia trees—seconds before Takkan.

I twisted my lips, relishing the stunned look on his face when he realized I’d beaten him. He bowed, partly to acknowledge my victory and partly to lean forward and catch his breath.

“All that dallying with the ministers has you out of shape, young Lord Bushi’an,” I teased. “What happened to the runs you went on every morning in Iro?”

A smile spread across Takkan’s face, and I knew I wasn’t imagining the mist that suddenly touched his eyes. “I’m only out of breath from seeing you again, Shiori.”

Shiori. The way he said my name hadn’t changed, like the first notes to a song he loved to sing. Suddenly I was glad I’d bathed and changed.

A blush crept up my cheeks. “The ministers surely didn’t teach you to talk like that,” I said hastily. “You sound like you’re quoting one of those silly love poems my tutors used to make me read. You should know they always made me laugh. No one’s that romantic.”

Takkan was still smiling. “Then laugh,” he said in all seriousness. “I’ve missed the sound of you.”

I’ve missed the sound of you. Only Takkan could make something so ridiculous seem like a fact. I could barely summon a breath, let alone a laugh, and before I could stop, I threw myself into his arms and said, “I’ve missed all of you.”

He held me close, and I let the beat of his heart wash away the noise of summer. Even in this secluded veranda, the cicadas trilled stridently, and Kiki, who had long since flitted off, was exchanging throaty calls with the other birds. There was nowhere in the world I would rather be.

“How’d you even know about this place?”

“Hasho said you used to run off here when you skipped your lessons.”

I made a face. “Traitor.”

Takkan laughed. “He said it was your favorite pavilion. It’s become mine too.”

Maybe not so much a traitor, my youngest brother. I liked the thought of Takkan spending his mornings here, reading under the trees or painting or just thinking . . . about me.

“When did you get back?” he asked.

“Dawn. But I’ve only been in the palace a few hours. Word didn’t spread to the Hornet’s Nest?”

Takkan raised an eyebrow at the name, but he didn’t question it. “We’ve been in meetings all day.”

“Then you ought to thank me for saving you,” I said cheekily. “Wouldn’t you rather be here with me than with all those stuffy old ministers?”

“I am stuffy. And older than you.”

“Only by a year.” I grinned at the face he made. “Still miss the sound of me?”

Takkan traced the dimple that had appeared on my left cheek. “Always.”

Just like that, my entire face warmed. I became acutely aware of how close we were—side by side, elbows brushing—and how impulsive it had been of me to lead him alone into the gardens. I hadn’t meant for this to be a tryst, but no one else would know that.

The gossip would be lurid if we were found out. Not that I cared.

For an entire winter, I had lived in Takkan’s home, Castle Bushian. Thanks to Raikama’s curse, my face was hidden under an enchanted wooden bowl and I hadn’t been able to speak. Yet even then, Takkan and I had grown to care for each other.

It had taken me far too long to realize I loved him, and I could count on one hand the number of times we’d been so close and alone. We’d never even kissed before.

I wished I had the courage to give him that kiss. Just reaching out my hand to touch the ends of his hair made my heart thump riotously. Still, I didn’t draw back. More than a few black strands were out of place, thanks to our sprint, and as I tucked them behind his ear, I let my fingers linger.

He’d gained some color from Gindara’s blazing summers, and in my head, I traced the outline of his features—the straight, sloping nose, the tapered jaw and tiny divot in his chin, the most honest eyes I knew.

Gods, I’d missed him.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked.

Kissing you, I thought with mortifying clarity, but for once my mind was quick to restrain my lips from blurting the words aloud.

“Being at court hasn’t changed you,” I said instead, playfully. “You haven’t given up Iro’s linens for Gindara’s brocades. It’s even that muted shade of blue you wore every day at home.”

“You look . . . you look the same too. Mostly.”

“Mostly?” I pretended to sound wounded. “My hair hasn’t turned green, and my eyes aren’t red.”

“Your eyes are the same,” he agreed. “Full of mischief and laughter. But this”—his fingertips brushed the silver-white streak in my hair—“this is new.”

At his touch, my heart skipped and went tight at the same time. It was tempting to give in to the moment, to make some coy remark and plant a kiss on his cheek and ignore the questions in his eyes. But I couldn’t lie to Takkan. I didn’t want to.

“It’s from using the pearl,” I confessed. “I . . . I ran into some trouble with the dragons.”

“With your friend the dragon prince?” Takkan arched an eyebrow.

“No, not with Seryu.” I hesitated, the whole adventure still so fresh in my mind I could taste the seawater on my lips. “It turns out the Dragon King wanted the pearl for himself,” I explained. “It was messy, but Seryu helped get me out of Ai’long.”

“So you still have the pearl.”

Astute as always, Takkan, I thought. “I do,” I replied, “and I’ll have to leave again soon, to fulfill my promise.”

“Then I’m coming with you. I’ll not have you dealing with more dragons alone.”

“I wasn’t alone. I had—”

“Seryu.” Takkan flinched. “I know.”

I cocked my head. That wasn’t a reaction I’d seen from Takkan before. “I had Kiki too.” I poked, “Don’t tell me you were jealous of Seryu.”

Takkan shifted uneasily, and I couldn’t help it—the imp in me enjoyed seeing how uncomfortable he looked.

“You were jealous!”

“He’s a dragon prince,” admitted Takkan with an exhale. “A dragon prince who whisked you away to his underwater kingdom. And he was clearly attached to you.”

“Attached?” I echoed. “How would you know—you didn’t even speak to him.”

“I would have, had I the chance.” Takkan’s tone was steely, which made me hide a smile. “Anyone could see he cared for you. Your brothers certainly did.”

Oh, I could just envision it. Reiji and Yotan preying on poor Takkan, giving him ideas that I would stay in Ai’long forever and become a dragon princess. My brothers could be fiends in that sense—like me. It was a struggle smothering my smile as Takkan went on:

“In a way it comforted me, knowing he’d be with you when I couldn’t.”

“But?”

“But the thought that you might stay in Ai’long kept me up more nights than I’d like to admit,” Takkan replied. “They say the waters of Ai’long have a way of muddying the mind—even erasing the past. I worried you might forget me.”

I thought of the elixir I had almost drunk. “All legends have a spark of truth, it turns out,” I said softly. “But I’m back now. And I didn’t forget you.” I touched my nose to his and winked. “Though it’s mostly because I adore your sister so much.”

The tension in Takkan’s shoulders fell away, and he chuckled. “I’ll have to write Megari that you’re back. She keeps hounding me about you in her letters.”

“I hope she isn’t upset that you’re still here. I thought you would’ve gone home to Iro with your father.”

“I wanted to be here when you returned,” said Takkan. “I waited on the beach every morning, but today of all days the council wanted to meet to discuss—” He stopped.

“To discuss what?”

The brightness in his face clouded over, and I suspected I knew the answer.

Demons. Magic. Me.

“I should return,” he said. “The Hornet’s Nest will be buzzing, and I don’t want to miss anything important.”

“What are they saying about me?” I asked. My father had tried to protect me, but I trusted Takkan to share the truth.

He hesitated. “The ministers have been wary since you disappeared for Ai’long. Your brothers and I tried to make excuses, but when rumor spread that you were a sorceress—and the bloodsake—there was little we could do.”

I leaned against the veranda, my face half in the shade and half in the sun. “They hate me. They just won’t show it to my face because of Father.”

“Shiori . . .”

I didn’t give Takkan a chance. “When I was in Ai’long, I was granted a glimpse of home.” My throat closed up. “I saw the forests burning. . . . I saw Bandur come out of the mountains.” When I said the demon’s name, a cold tendril snaked over my heart. “He was free.”

“So you know. Your father didn’t want you to.”

“Tell me everything.”

Takkan inhaled. “Gindara slept for weeks even after you were gone,” he said at length. “But when spring arrived, and everyone woke, it was clear that magic had returned to Kiata. People panicked, and some of the villagers started reporting that the trees in the forest were dying. They heard wailing and laughter deep in the night from within. Your brothers and I went to investigate, and we found a tear along the face of the central peak.”

The same tear Raikama had cleaved to free me from Bandur’s clutches. I wouldn’t have escaped the mountains without her.

“We call it the breach,” said Takkan. “All day and night it glows. But so far as we know, only Bandur has the ability to pass through. The other demons remain within.”

The magic I worked upon the mountains will not hold forever, Raikama had warned me.

If only I’d listened. Using the pearl had cost her her life, and for what? Half a year later, Bandur had already found a way out.

I wished she were here. She would have known what to do.

“He’s been seen prowling the villages that border the Holy Mountains,” said Takkan. “There have been reports of attacks on the townspeople, but he seems weakened, and cannot stay out of the mountains for long. So far there’s been no sign of him in Gindara.”

“That’ll change now that I’m back,” I said through clenched teeth. “He’s been waiting for me.”

I said nothing more, but Takkan could read the warring emotions on my face: I shouldn’t have come back. I should have stayed in Ai’long.

“Whatever you’re thinking, don’t,” he said quietly. “This is home. This is where you belong.”

These were words I’d clung to during the long months I’d been under Raikama’s curse, alone without a voice and without a home, and while I’d been in Ai’long, yearning to see my family again. I desperately wanted to believe him, but deep down I knew: until magic had a place in Kiata, I never would.

There was no use moping. What was done was done. I’d come back, and I needed to face the consequences. First things first, we’ll have to send Bandur back into the mountains, I thought. The sooner the better.

“Will you take me there?” I asked Takkan. “I want to see the breach for myself.”

“When?”

“Not today,” I said, considering. “It’ll be dark soon, and I’m expected at dinner with my father. I’ll go tomorrow.” I hesitated. “You’ll be joining us, won’t you? At dinner, I mean.”

Takkan blinked. “I’ve never been invited.”

Of course he hadn’t. Dinner with the emperor was a high honor, and the last interaction I remembered of Father and Takkan involved me jumping out a window to escape our betrothal.

“You are now,” I said. “Come eat with us. Reiji leaves for A’landi at the end of the week, so we’ll have little time for family meals.”

I blushed, realizing I had inadvertently called him family.

Even if I hadn’t, it was an invitation laden with meaning. Everyone would assume that we were resuming our betrothal.

Takkan must have sensed my realization. He started to speak, uttering a jumble of polite nonsense about how I didn’t need to invite him, but I cut him off with a gesture.

I spoke over him, firmly. “I’ll see you at dinner.”





CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

I awoke in the underbelly of the Holy Mountains. Entrapped in cavernous walls, I lay on an unyielding bed of stone not far from the breach.

The breach was rife with magic, and it had grown in the last few days, stretching crookedly across the slope of the mountain in a thick vein. Even from within, it glowed.

With tremendous effort, I propped myself up onto my elbows. Something rustled against the rocks, and I held my breath.

“Kiki!” I cried weakly as dozens of my paper birds surrounded me. “You’re here.”

Kiki’s wing was broken, pierced by an arrow, and she craned her long neck at the paper birds shuffling behind her, hiding behind the rocks. We couldn’t let you come alone.

I touched her wing, trying to mend it. My thumb brushed against the silvery-gold pattern of feathers, so faint I rarely noticed it. After all these months, I finally understood what it was.

The piece of my soul that connected us.

Don’t bother, said my bird, pulling her wing away. We’re not getting out of here.

“Ever the pessimist, aren’t you?”

It was the first time the paper bird’s eyes betrayed her. They were soft and wet, the ink smearing. Almost as if she were crying.

It hurt to swallow, and I slowly, wretchedly rose to my knees. “Look,” I whispered, “I’m getting better.”

Liar.

A liar I was, for I was still dying. Our souls were linked; she would feel it.

“The mountain’s quieter than last time,” I remarked, tilting my head at our surroundings. No illusions of home or Raikama’s garden deceived my eyes, no demons disguised as my brothers beckoned to me. All was still. Empty. Almost . . . peaceful. “Where are the demons?”

My answer came as soon as I asked. Smoke pierced the breach, hissing into every corner. As my paper birds rose into a protective cocoon, the demons materialized.

They cornered me against a wall. Hundreds of red eyes bored through the shadows, watching me with the greatest intent, as curious as they were desperate.

“YOU HAVE ASKED TO RETURN. NOW FULFILL YOUR PROMISE.”

Kiki hopped back behind my hair. You’re not really going to free them, are you? she whispered. Just give the word, and we’ll attack. We can seal the mountains.

I said nothing, but dread rolled in my gut. I’d told the demons I’d changed my mind. I’d summoned them to get me—and so they had. Now they were waiting for me, and every second they waited, their anger rose. It heated the mountains, made the earth tremble.

If you have a plan, now would be a good time to implement it, squeaked Kiki.

I scrabbled for a loose rock and pressed its sharp edge into my palm.

“I am going to free them,” I said finally.

What? Kiki’s inky black eyes bulged. Have you gone senseless? You can’t free
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Enjoyed this book?

Leave a review, and support the author here!
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