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Chapter Five

“Where have you been?” asked Raikama when I returned to work on my tapestry. “Late for the third day. Even for you, Shiori, this is unusual. I expect you to be more diligent about your work.”

“Yes, Stepmother,” I mumbled.

My tapestry was nearly complete, almost ready to be sent to Castle Bushian. I couldn’t wait to be finished with it and have my days free again.

Except when I sat at my embroidery frame, I discovered my progress from this week had been undone. I gasped. “What—”

“Your lines were crooked,” Raikama said, “and you missed a stroke on Bushi’an Takkan’s name. Best to redo it all rather than risk offending his family again.”

I gritted my teeth, anger boiling inside me.

Calm, I reminded myself, exhaling. Calm.

At this rate, I’d have to finish my tapestry at Castle Bushian. I let out a groan. If only I could enchant my needle to sew without me.

Well, why not?

“Awaken,” I whispered to my needle. “Help me sew.”

To my astonishment, the needle fumbled to life, awkwardly dipping in and out of the silk. Then, as I gained faith in its enchantment, it started to dance across the frame in a symphony of stitches. I added three more needles to speed up the pace while I sewed too, keeping my back to Raikama so she wouldn’t see.

All week we worked, until at last the tapestry—a scene of cranes and plum blossoms against the full moon—was finished. Once we were done, I gathered the needles in my palm.

“Thank you,” I whispered. “Your work is complete.”

The needles fell lifeless, and a sudden lethargy stole over me. I fought it off, rising triumphantly from my embroidery frame to tell my stepmother I was finished.

For what felt a very long time, Raikama scanned my work, but she was unable to find fault with it. “It will do,” she allowed, though her eyebrows made a suspicious lift. “Once your father approves, I will ask the ministers to send it to Castle Bushian.”

I nearly jumped with joy. Thank the Eternal Courts, that meant I was free!

Exuberantly, I put away my needles and threads. I wanted to find my brothers to celebrate, but magic was exhausting work—mentally and physically. I ended up dozing on my bed until Guiya, one of my maids, summoned me to dinner.

She was new, with blank eyes, a forgettable face, and an exasperating obsession with dressing me, down to the last detail, in attire befitting a princess—a task my previous maids had long since given up. In her arms was a set of ornately tailored robes, sashes, and jackets I had no desire to wear.

“Your clothes are wrinkled, Your Highness,” she said. “You can’t leave your chamber looking like that.”

I was too tired to care. Ignoring her pleas, I ambled to dinner, practically collapsing into my place beside Hasho and Yotan. I could hardly get through the first course without nodding off.

The cushions under my knees felt extra soft, and I swayed, lulled by the flowery aroma of freshly brewed tea. Hasho elbowed me when I slumped and knocked over my tea.

“What’s wrong with you?” he whispered.

I ignored him, raising my sleeve as the servants cleaned the spill I’d made. “Father,” I called, seeking his attention. “Father, may I please be excused? I’m feeling unwell.”

“You do look paler than usual,” Father said, distracted. His mind was elsewhere; meetings with the council had been running long, though Andahai and Benkai would not tell me why. He dismissed me with a nod. “Go, then.”

My stepmother watched me strangely. “I will walk her out.”

I looked up in horror. “No, I’m—”

“At least to the hall,” she insisted.

She didn’t speak until we reached the end of the corridor. “I’ve been thinking about that dragon you said you saw,” she said in a low voice. “They are dangerous, untrustworthy beasts, Shiori. If you’ve come across one, you’d do best to stay far, far away. It is for your own good.”

I hid my surprise. Had she actually believed me?

“Yes, Stepmother,” I lied. As soon as I returned to my chambers, I collapsed onto my bed.

What did Raikama know—or care—about what was good for me? By the gods, she made it her mission to sow my life with unhappiness.

As my head sank into my pillow, and the sleep spirits came for me, I made a drowsy promise to myself:

Tomorrow I’d finally ask Seryu to show me how to bring Kiki back.

 

“Why are you so surprised she believes you?” said Seryu, chewing lazily on a fallen magnolia branch. “Dragons are real—everyone knows that.”

“None of my brothers believe me, not even Hasho,” I persisted. “And I’m not surprised—I’m worried she’ll tell my father.”

“If she hasn’t already, I don’t see why she would bother.”

“You don’t know Raikama.” I dug my nails into the dirt, certain she was withholding the information to use against me later. The same way she’d disapproved of a match with Lord Yuji’s son, and insisted on sacrificing me to the barbarians in the abysmal North.

“Maybe she’s having you followed,” Seryu said wickedly. His hair was entirely green today, and he sported horns I hadn’t noticed before.

“Followed?”

He rolled onto his side, peering at something crawling over the bowl we used to mark our meeting spot. Then, with a claw, he picked up a water snake and held it close to my face. “Here’s one of her spies.”

I screamed, leaping to my feet. “Gods, Seryu. Take that away!”

“Relax. She’s harmless. Just a little water snake.” He wrapped the snake around his head, where it lounged over his horns. “See?”

I still wouldn’t go near him.

“I was joking about her being a spy, Shiori,” said Seryu. He made a hissing sound, and the snake’s tongue darted out as if in reply. “She was just curious to see a dragon by the lake.”

“You can speak to it?”

“Her. And yes, of course I can. Dragons and snakes are related, after all, and serpents of all kinds are sensitive to magic.”

That I didn’t know. “I don’t like snakes. They bring up bad memories.”

“Of your stepmother?”

“She has hundreds roaming her gardens,” I replied by way of explanation. “My brother dared me to steal one once, and she caught me.” My voice went tight at the memory.

“Snakes remind her of home,” Father would tell the ministers who frowned upon her unusual pets. “Honor her wishes as you would honor mine.”

It was what he told us children as well, and we had obeyed. At least until Reiji had dared me to steal one.

 

“You’re the one who’s terrified of snakes, not me,” I told him. “Besides, I promised I wouldn’t go into her garden without her.”

“Are you afraid you won’t be her favorite anymore if she catches you?”

“I’m not afraid of anything.”

It was true. Raikama was fond of me. She wouldn’t mind if I borrowed one snake.

The next afternoon, I stole into her garden, moving slowly so as not to startle the snakes. But their eyes—all yellow





















































































Chapter Eight

I woke facing the empty sky, my back against crisp green earth. Tall bunches of grass brushed against my cheeks and ankles, and the wind carried a bitter chill that was twining its way into my bones.

I pulled myself up, breathing hard.

This wasn’t home. I was on the top of a hill, no palace in sight, and in place of Gindara was the sea. I could see it from every direction, the gray water lapping the shore.

Raikama had stranded me on an island. One, from the looks of it, in the Far North. The moon was as large as my fist and still shone in the morning sky.

Anger swelled in my chest, but I balled my fists, pushing it away. I’d be angry later. Right now, I needed to get out of here . . . I needed to find my brothers and return home. I scanned the landscape below, noticing specks of rusted red and brown along the shore: fishing boats—a faint promise of civilization.

I hiked up my tattered skirts and scrambled down the hill. Before long, I heard horse hooves stuttering against a dirt road.

What luck! I thought, racing in their direction. I flailed my arms, and started to open my mouth to shout out to them. I’d simply tell them I was Princess Shiori, the emperor’s daughter. They would be more than pleased to bring me home.

But the coarse laughter of men—and the flashes of steel blades carelessly wielded in their hands—stopped me midstep.

“Hey, you!” one yelled, spotting me from afar. “Girl with the hat—halt!”

Fear swooped in my gut. I’d heard plenty of stories about the perils of Kiata’s roads, bandits being the most dangerous of all.

I disappeared into the bushes. A hundred steps in, I shed my outer robe so I could move faster. My teeth chattering from the cold, I ran, following the pallid rising sun above me, so small and white it looked nothing like the sun I was used to seeing at home.

When the hill was far behind, and but a mound against the gray-blue sea, I slowed to catch my breath. The bandits hadn’t followed, thank the Eternal Courts, and I’d come across a flooded rice field. A village couldn’t be far off.

Searching for a path, I raised my hand to shield my eyes from the sun. But when my fingers brushed against wood instead of skin, the bandit’s words came thundering back to me.

Girl with the hat, he had yelled.

My heart gave a lurch. There was something on my head. Not a hat. A bowl, wooden and unyielding. Try as I might, I could not take it off. Was this Raikama’s magic?

I knelt by my reflection in a shallow pool, staring at myself. The bowl was deep, covering my eyes and my nose—yet I could see perfectly, as if the wood were no more substantial than a shadow. That wasn’t the case for my reflection: no matter what angle I tilted my face, the bowl covered my eyes and obscured everything above my lips.

A hard lump formed in my throat as the burning heat in my chest returned.

Father wouldn’t recognize me like this. No one would.

I’ll write to him, I told myself determinedly. The moment I reached the nearest village, I would send a letter telling Father where I was. We’d find my brothers, and someone—some enchanter somewhere—had to have the power to undo what my stepmother had done.

Then, against the gray clouds gathering in the east, six birds soared across the sky. My heart leapt to my throat as I remembered my stepmother’s curse.

“Brothers!” I yelled. The word tasted like ash, but I didn’t stop to wonder why. I cut across the rice field toward the sea, flailing my arms.

The birds flew on.

No, no, no. They had to see me! They couldn’t go.

“Come back! Brothers!”

Panicking, I tore off my slipper and flung it at them. My shoe arced into the air, a blur of bright pink barely higher than the trees around me. It had no chance of scraping the sky.

“BROTHERS!” I pleaded one last time. “Please!”

At last the birds stopped. I dared hope that they’d seen me.

No. They were falling. Plummeting. Flightless, as if someone had clipped their wings. It happened so fast all I could do was watch, horror twisting in my belly.

I rushed to the beach, almost screaming when I came upon the six birds lying lifeless in the sand. But my breath caught before I could make a sound: six ghostly serpents, each as transparent and dark as a shadow, glided out from beneath the dead birds’ wings. The serpents reared up, rising to the height of my waist and meeting me with their ominous yellow eyes.

“This is your only warning,” they hissed. “Next time, it will be your brothers who perish—one for each sound you make.”

Their work done, they faded into oblivion.

And to my horror and relief, I saw that the birds weren’t cranes at all, but swans. They weren’t my brothers, but they were dead—because of me.

Six swans, one for each of the six words I had spoken.

For so long as this bowl rests on your head, with every sound that passes your lips, one of your brothers shall die, my stepmother had said.

A well of grief opened in my throat as I suddenly understood Raikama’s curse.

I wanted to shout. To yell. To cry. To show myself that it wasn’t true. That it was a terrible, terrible mistake. But the six dead swans, their eyes black and glassy, their long white necks twisted and bruised, assured me it was not so.

I crumpled to my knees, a silent sob burning in my lungs.

My stepmother had broken me. She’d cast me away from my brothers, my family, my home. Even from myself.

Tears trickled down my cheeks. I wept until it hurt to breathe, and my eyes were so swollen I could not tell the sky from the sea. I didn’t know how long I sat there, rocking myself from side to side, but as the tide began to rise, I finally did too.

Wits, Shiori, I told myself, wiping my cheeks dry with my sleeve. Crying will do you no good. Languishing out here, despairing over what’s happened, is exactly what Raikama wants.

She wanted me to suffer, maybe even to die.

You can’t break the curse if you’re dead. You’ll certainly die if you spend all day out here, wallowing about like some self-pitying fool.

Wits, Shiori, I repeated. I needed food. I needed shelter and money. All things I’d never had to worry about before.

I fumbled at my waistband, at my neck and my wrists and my long fluted sleeves.

There was nothing. No coral necklace, no jade pendant, no bracelet strung of pearls. Not a single coin or even an embroidered fan I could pawn off.

For the first time, I regretted not letting my servants deck me with jewels or adorn my hair with gold pins and silken flowers.

I searched all my pockets, even the ones inside my innermost robe. Nothing.

Then, out of the last pocket, something came fluttering. Kiki eased herself out of the fabric, bending her neck and wings to smooth out their wrinkles. She landed on my lap, her paper face somehow expressing concern.

Kiki! I cried in my thoughts.

She heard me, and she opened a wing to stroke the flesh of my palm. That simple caress was enough to bring tears to my eyes again, this time with relief. I wasn’t alone.

I cupped her in my hands and pressed her against my cheek.

I can’t speak, I told her. Even my thoughts sounded wretched. My words . . . they bring death . . . they killed the swans.

My paper bird was quiet for a moment. Then she said, surprisingly gently, What are words but silly sounds that tire the tongue? You don’t need them to find your brothers. You have me, and you won’t be alone, not as long as we search together. No more tears until we find them, all right?

Kiki’s promise moved me. I hadn’t expected so much from my bird, and I held her against me, keeping her safe as the waves crashed around us.

“Find the light that makes your lantern shine,” Mama would say. Now, more than ever, Kiki was that light.

All right, I agreed.

By the way, Kiki said, settling on my palm, I think those bandits back there were actually fishermen.

Why didn’t you say anything?

I was stuck in your pocket.

At that, I smiled. A little bit of my old strength returned.

Together, we found Tianyi Village, the only village on this island. With my chin high and nose to the sky, I walked the streets with the air and dignity of a princess. But no one cared how daintily I walked, how gracefully I gestured, or how proudly I could move my lips without speaking. All they saw was my torn and muddied dress, my dirty feet, the odd bowl on my head. All they understood was that I could not speak. And so they spurned my silent entreaties and turned me away.

It’s just a matter of time before Father finds me, I reminded myself grimly. Gods, I hoped Guiya was still alive. She had to have heard my brothers fighting against Raikama—she would tell the guards, who would tell the emperor, and Father would force Raikama to undo the curse. All I had to do was survive until then.

Except how did one survive on nothing? I tried begging, but no one would help a strange girl with a wooden bowl stuck on her head. I tried writing in the dirt for food, but no one could read. Children gathered to mock me, and some villagers threw stones, calling me a demon, but I couldn’t speak to defend myself or look them in the eye. After three days of being ignored and spat on, of sleeping outside with nothing but rainwater to fill my belly, my hopes deflated.

Hunger made me desperate. Desperation made me bold.

When the next dawn arrived, I sneaked out to the gray-watered bay, where all the fishermen docked their vessels, and unknotted the rope to one of the shrimping boats.

I didn’t notice a woman’s dark profile looming over me—until it was too late.

“No one steals from Mrs. Dainan,” she hissed, raising a fishing pole. Before I could react, it came whacking down on the wooden bowl on my head, so hard that my ears rang and the world spun.

I collapsed.


Chapter Eleven

The next morning, a second sentinel arrived at Sparrow Inn.

I didn’t bother going out to greet him. I was stirring my pot of fish soup, inhaling the aroma, and paying extra attention to the radishes.

My toes tapped to an imaginary beat, and I sang in my mind: 

Stir, stir, a soup for lovely skin. 

Simmer, simmer, a stew for thick black hair.

I was happier than I’d been in weeks.

Sunshine tickled my nose, and I set down my ladle to scratch it. Then I studied my silver makan, watching the light reflect off its edges. I still couldn’t believe the sentinel had given it to me. I would have to get his name before he left; Father would reward him for his generosity once I was safely returned home.

After my soup was served, I would leave. By tonight I would be far from this place.

But as I set the soup bowls onto a tray, the new sentinel’s blade slammed against the outer wall, and clay tiles shuddered down the roof.

“You dare try to cheat me?” he roared.

“F-f-forgive me, m-my lord,” pleaded Mrs. Dainan. “I wasn’t thinking.”

My song came to a fragile halt, and I glanced outside, peeking through the window shutters to see what was happening.

“Order your guests to come forth into the hall,” commanded the sentinel. “I want everyone present.”

Who was this man? The mail adorning his arms and legs was a deep blue, their chains so delicately crafted they looked like tiny fish scales. Gold-spun cords held together steel plates of armor around his torso, polished to the point that I could see Mrs. Dainan’s reflection in them—she was on her knees, bowing as though her life depended on it. It probably did.

He looks important—like a lord, Kiki observed. You should go up to him.

And do what? I retorted. Didn’t you see how he hacked at the wall?

Mrs. Dainan tried to cheat him because he’s rich. I would be upset too. Quick, he’s coming inside.

The door swung open, making the soup on my tray shudder. Unable to contain my curiosity, I crept outside the kitchen to see what was happening.

Into the inn the young lord strutted, kicking dirt from his boots as the guests hastily fell to their knees. His eyes were a dark, slippery lacquer, and thick muscles corded his neck as he surveyed the inn. Then, with a grunt, he swept to the other side of the crowd.

He’s looking for someone, I realized.

Maybe a bandit? Kiki suggested. Or a runaway servant?

I didn’t reply. This man was no ordinary sentinel. He was a high sentinel, likely the son of one of Father’s warlords. Was he here for my brothers and me?

With a sharp breath, I plucked Kiki off my shoulder and hid her in my sleeve. I started to retreat back into the kitchen, but the lord heard me.

He whirled, pressing his blade’s edge against my neck. “Show your respect. I will not ask again.”

I’d never knelt to anyone except Father. Working in the inn had worn down my pride, but whatever shred I had left refused to let me stoop to this cruel stranger. I looked up at him defiantly, and a flicker of anger passed over the young lord’s face.

“Take that bowl off your head.”

Without warning, the flat of his sword smacked my head, and I stumbled, dropping my tray. Soup spilled, hot splashes licking my ankles. I bit my lip until the heat passed, but I didn’t move to clean the mess.

When I clambered back to my feet, the young lord raised his sword again. Consternation—and the slightest glimmer of fear—lingered in his narrowed eyes. He’d been expecting the bowl on my head to break.

“What manner of demon are you?” he demanded.

“Her name is Lina,” rang a familiar voice from behind me, “and she’s not a demon.”

It was the sentinel who had arrived yesterday. He fixed his gaze firmly on the newcomer. “Have you come all this way to find me, Cousin, or are you here to bully innocent villagers?”

Cousin? I did see a resemblance, now that I knew to look. The two men were of similar height and build, sharing the same proud shoulders and unwavering eyes. But they might as well have been spring and winter, so different were their demeanors.

“It is a sentinel’s duty to protect Kiata from demons,” the lord bristled. “I know a demon when I see one. Dark energy surrounds her.”

“Enough of this superstitious nonsense. There are no demons in Kiata. You are a high sentinel, not a high priest. Put away the sword, Takkan.”

Takkan?

Startled, I scrutinized the lord as he sheathed his sword. Emblazoned on his scabbard was a rabbit on a mountain, surrounded by five plum blossoms—and a white full moon.

My stomach somersaulted. Even though I had never paid attention to my heraldry lessons, I knew that one. It was the Bushian family crest.

And Takkan . . . Takkan was a name I’d spent years avoiding. The name of the boy I was supposed to marry.

The world rattled into focus. This was my chance. All I had to do was show him I was Princess Shiori, the emperor’s daughter. Within days, I’d be back in the palace.

But my wits held me still.

I’d met Takkan once. Just once, when we were children. I didn’t remember anything about him—what he looked like or sounded like—but everyone always assured me that Lord Bushian’s heir was earnest and kind.

Lies. The Takkan I saw before me now did not look kind. His black eyes were hard and cold, and there was something threatening about the way he moved, like a hound on the hunt.

“Not a demon, you say?” said Takkan with a sneer. “Demon worshipper, then. Even worse.” He stalked across the room, addressing the villagers. “You’ve all heard of those so-called priestesses of the Holy Mountains. Keeping their dark magic secret from even the gods. This little mite looks like she could be one of them. What dark spirits could she be hiding under that bowl?”

“That’s enough,” said the other sentinel, irritation edging his voice. “That’s just a tale, and she’s just a girl. She meant no harm.”

“Just a tale?” Takkan repeated. “Funny of you to say so, Cousin.”

The sentinel merely glared.

No one knew what business the two had, but the whole inn had gone quiet, and the air was thick with tension. I was barely aware of the dozen villagers around me, all with their faces pressed to the ground as if the walls were crumbling.

I stirred uneasily, shifting my balance from one foot to the other. I was sure Takkan would punish his cousin for his impertinence.

Instead he spun away, as if forgetting me entirely. “Gather your things,” Takkan growled to the sentinel. “I’m to take you home.”

As Takkan stormed away, I slipped back into the kitchen and scooped up what soup remained in the pot. I poured it into a bowl, almost spilling it once again as I hurried out the kitchen door.

I had not expected Takkan’s cousin to be right outside.

He caught me by the arm, steadying me before I crashed into him. “In a rush to leave?”

I wasn’t startled, merely nervous for the soup. It was all there was left.

I held out the bowl. For you.

“Thank you.” He raised it to his lips, then hesitated and lowered the bowl.

“Do you wish to come with us?” he asked, so quietly only the two of us could hear. “We’re headed south to Iro. Have you heard of it?” Wistfulness touched his voice. “It is beautiful . . . the most beautiful place in Kiata when it snows.”

His offer moved me, but the irony nearly made me laugh. Of course I knew of Iro—the prefecture of Castle Bushian. I swore my tutors had been bribed to tell me daily of its magnificence. How Iro was surrounded by mountains and the Baiyun River—an oasis in the dismal North. All useless attempts to mollify me about my betrothal.

Yet when the sentinel spoke of its beauty, I believed him. His voice was thick with homesickness—and raw with a wonder that could not be feigned. I almost wanted to see it for myself.

“It isn’t far,” continued the sentinel, “just past the North Sea Strait, on the mainland. I could find work for you in the castle if you wished. Your life would be easier than it is here.”

I shook my head. Much as I liked him, my mission was to find my brothers. Besides, I wanted nothing to do with his cousin Takkan.

Disappointment tugged at the young sentinel’s mouth, but he drank the entire bowl of soup. “It was no fluke,” he said, chewing deliberately on the radishes.

I took his bowl, assuming he was finished and would leave, but he unknotted a tasseled blue charm from the fan on his belt. On it was a small silver plate with the word courage. “If you do find yourself in need of work, show this at the castle gate. The guards will not hesitate to admit you.”

He offered me the charm, but I wouldn’t take it. It was a thoughtful gift but utterly worthless to me. I reached for his dagger instead—sheathed beside his sword.

“You want that?” Surprise, then mirth, touched the sentinel’s warm eyes. “You’re a brazen one. All right, keep it. But stay off the roads at night—bandits grow bold, with many of the sentinels away looking for the royal children.”

He hesitated, then attached the charm to its hilt before giving it to me. “Try to be careful.”

Our fingertips touched, and my heart gave a little skip. I’d never gotten his name.

But when I looked up again to ask, he was already gone. I went to the window, watching his horse until it disappeared down the narrow road beside the sea. Once he was gone, I slid the shutters closed and didn’t give the sentinel another thought. There was too much to be done, now that I had the means to leave.

That night, when everyone was asleep, I loaded an empty rice sack with as much as I could carry—some pickled vegetables, salted fish, freshly griddled shrimp. I wished I’d had time to prepare food that would last me the full journey, but I couldn’t be choosy.

Come dawn, when Mrs. Dainan woke and discovered there was no soup simmering on the stove, I would be long gone.


Chapter Fifteen

The next day, we left for Mount Rayuna.

With Kiki securely tucked inside my sleeve, I clung to the edges of the wooden basket Wandei had designed for transporting me. It was more secure than holding on to their necks, but my stomach still swooped whenever we dipped through the clouds.

Four of my brothers bit ropes attached to the basket, while one flew ahead to navigate, and one stayed in the back to keep watch. We were so high that the rivers looked like ribbons and the mountains like wrinkles across the earth.

Along the way, my brothers told me all they had learned of starstroke and the dragons that kept it, with Kiki translating. Dragons had not always been omens of good fortune, nor had they always been infrequent visitors to land. They were mercurial and violent, often indulging in their power to wreak chaos in the seas. Worst of all, they had answered to no one—not even the gods.

To temper their strength, the gods forged starstroke from a trio of magics: strands of fate from the goddess Emuri’en’s hair; the blood of stars from Lapzur, the source of an enchanter’s power; and demonfire scoured from the Tambu Isles, birthplace of demons.

As starstroke grew wild all over Lor’yan, the dragons retreated into the sea, hiding there until the gods pleaded for their help in divesting Kiata of magic and sealing the demons within the Holy Mountains. In exchange for their help, the Dragon King demanded that the starstroke be contained to the summit of Mount Rayuna. There, he kept a watchful eye out for any who might try to steal it.

Thieves, such as my brothers and me. By the Eternal Courts, I prayed that we were so insignificant—six cranes and a magicless girl—that he would not notice us.

There! I cried, pointing ahead. I see it.

Steam curled from Mount Rayuna’s summit, as thick as the clouds. Molten rivers hissed, streaming down like liquid gold, and powerful winds gusted, forcing my brothers to drop me off lower on the mountain.

I scanned the summit, taking inventory of the glimmering bushes of starstroke. There had to be hundreds, if not thousands, studding the mountaintop. I would have to work quickly and finish before dusk—before my brothers turned back into men. Mount Rayuna was not a place I wished to be stranded.

Hasho approached. The black edges on his wings were the thickest, like broad strokes of ink under the fold of his snow-touched feathers. His eyes were most like mine even when he was a crane. Brown with flecks of amber.

He says that if at any time you change your mind, Shiori, to tell me. Kiki glanced down at Mount Rayuna, askance, before she relayed the rest of Hasho’s message. I’ll find your brothers, and they’ll take you home.

I shook my head. I wouldn’t change my mind.

He also wants to know if you want one of them to stay with you.

Here on Mount Rayuna, where wild magic grew rampant, I did not dare have anyone accompany me to fetch the nettles. Certainly not my brothers.

I shook my head firmly and passed Kiki to Hasho. If a paper bird could have scowled, she would have. She flittered back onto my shoulder, hissing, I’m coming too.

But—

I’m a paper crane, Shiori, not a real one. If something happens, you can fold me back to life again.

Not without my magic, I wanted to reply, but I nodded to avoid frightening her. I let my satchel fall to my hip, its presence strangely comforting as I embarked up the mountain.

It wasn’t a hard climb, though the ashes made the trek slippery. Often I kicked against objects too brittle to be stones, too hollow to be branches. I prayed they weren’t bones.

I was halfway to the summit when the ground shook, and I stumbled against a rock pillar.

Emuri’en’s strands! Kiki gasped. That wasn’t the Dragon King, was it?

Just a quake. I braced myself until the tremor passed. I think.

Kiki beat her wings faster, narrowly evading a spurt of lava from one of the rocks. All this fire is going to scorch my tail! What was I thinking, coming with you? Hurry up, Shiori. I don’t want to stay here a minute longer than we have to.

It wasn’t hard to find the nettles. Their leaves, silvery green with dark red veins, were spiked, and their thorns were as sharp as teeth. They grew in clumps scattered around the summit of Mount Rayuna, their thick stems glowing with demonfire and swaying to gales of blistering wind. That they could survive in such conditions, let alone thrive, reminded me that these were no ordinary nettles.

I approached the first bush with caution. From afar, the nettles looked no brighter than the molten streams sizzling down the mountainside. But the closer I drew, the more intensely the starstroke glowed. A wash of heat prickled my face, and I used my bowl as a shield. Even then, my eyes watered.

Your brothers said you don’t have to go through with this, Kiki reminded me. I can tell them if you—

It’s not so bad, I lied, mustering a smile. Just like slicing a thousand onions.

In spite of my bad joke and brave words, I bristled with fear. I could feel my heart jumping in my chest, a sharp pain throbbing so hard it hurt to breathe.

It was the tiny fragment of Seryu’s pearl, glinting under my collar for the first time—a warning not to go any farther.

It’s repelled by the starstroke, I realized.

Can it help us? Kiki asked, sneaking into my thoughts.

No, I couldn’t access its magic while I was cursed, but I didn’t need to. If being near starstroke made my tiny pearl ache, I grinned just thinking of what it would do to Raikama.

Wrapping my satchel’s strap around my hand, I reached for my dagger and hacked at the nettles.

The blade might as well have been cutting at stone. Not a nettle fell. Not even a leaf.

Frustrated and out of breath, I staggered back. Even with the strap covering my skin, my hand hurt as if pricked by a thousand fiery needles. I balled my fist, trying to keep in the rising pain.

Kiki circled me frantically. Shiori, Shiori! Are you hurt?

No. I sucked in a breath, unwrapping my hand as I approached the bush of starstroke again. I think I have to pull them out by hand.

By hand? No, Shiori, that’ll—

I wasn’t listening to Kiki’s warning. Fear is just a game, I repeated to myself, over and over. You win by playing.

I yanked the nearest stalk.

A scream boiled inside me, nearly surging out of my lungs. I bit down on my tongue, throttling up the sound inside me. My vision swam, and as blood gushed through my teeth, all I could see was six lifeless swans on the beach.

When I finally caught my breath, my face was wet with tears. I’d hurt myself plenty of times working in Mrs. Dainan’s kitchen, but the pain of touching starstroke was like nothing I had ever felt before. The jagged leaves cut into my skin like knives, and the thorns—the thorns were like stabs of fire.

But it worked. Thin silvery roots, like spiderwebs, burst from the earth. I threw the plant, roots and all, into my satchel.

The burning eased as soon as I let go of the starstroke. I clenched my fist, then opened it, looking at my palm, raw with scorch marks.

Enough, Shiori, Kiki pleaded. You’ll die if you keep this up.

It’ll be easier the next time, I assured her, even though I knew that was a lie.

Pain didn’t get easier. I just had to get stronger.

I ripped off my sleeve and crammed it into my mouth. My voice had shriveled up inside my throat, unused for months, but I wasn’t going to take any chances. Any sound would condemn my brothers.

I ignored Kiki’s protests and attacked the second patch of nettles. I pulled at a larger bunch this time, using both hands to rip the roots from the earth. I’d need hundreds to weave a net that could capture Raikama’s pearl.

Every time I tore one of the nettles, I thought of my father, my brothers, my country. I pictured Father torn apart with grief, unable to trust anyone around him, convinced that one of the warlords had captured his children, when it was really the person he trusted most—Raikama.

I couldn’t let Raikama win.

Eventually Kiki stopped telling me to give up and instead reminded me to rest. I had to, even if I didn’t want to. Too many times, I lurched to the side to retch from pain or to cradle my blood-streaked hands.

I stuffed the nettles inside my satchel. I had probably gathered enough fill over a dozen, but the enchanter hadn’t misled us about the satchel’s endless depths.

Crawling away from the bushes, I blew on my hands. The pearl still throbbed in my chest, but I was nearly finished.

“Shiori!”

I stilled. I would have recognized that voice anywhere. But no, it couldn’t be.

“Shiori,” Seryu rumbled. “What are you doing on Mount Rayuna?”

Now I turned, searching among the nettles.

“Behind you. In the water.”

Kiki flittered before the pool, which bubbled with heat and spurted every few minutes with small geysers.

I could not see Seryu, but our minds touched, his words buzzing in my ear as if he were next to me.

“You must leave this place,” he said. “Get out now.”

I can’t. Go away, Seryu. Unless you’re here to help.

“Help with what—why are you here?”

She’s been cursed, Kiki cut in.

“Cursed?” the dragon exclaimed. “What—”

I can’t tell you, I interrupted. She’ll kill my brothers if I do.

“Who will? Your stepmother? She cannot punish you for your thoughts, Shiori. What is this curse?”

Raikama turned her brothers into cranes, Kiki burbled, and the only way to break her spell is to—

I closed Kiki’s beak with my fingers. That’s enough. I’ll tell him the rest. I swallowed hard, knowing my friend wouldn’t like what I was about to say next.

It’s to weave a dragon net.

I could feel Seryu tense. “So you have come for starstroke.” His voice was strained. “Just what dragon are you trying to ensnare?”

Not a dragon. My stepmother. She has a dragon pearl.

“A dragon pearl!” Seryu repeated. “That’s impossible. No human possesses a dragon pearl.”

You gave me a part of yours.

“Only a sliver. Even then, it was a tremendous risk. No dragon would give more, not without Grandfather’s blessing. It would have to be stolen.” He paused deliberately, as if to remind me of my surroundings. “And you are the first mortal in centuries to venture here.”

He made a low growl I was glad I couldn’t see. “You’d better leave. If my grandfather senses someone stealing starstroke, he will be furious. I’ll try to distract him, but it might be too late. You must go. Now.”

I scrambled to my feet. Wait, Seryu. When will I see you again?

“When the tides are highest, my dragon magic is at its peak. Stop by the nearest river after the next full moon and call for me. I’ll come to you then. Now hurry and leave this place.” A hint of fear edged his voice. “My grandfather’s wrath is no trivial thing.”

Once he vanished, a deafening crack lashed the sky.

Then the mountain roared.


Chapter Eighteen

“You say you found her in the woods?”

“Yes, my lady. North of the Baiyun Pass.” A delicate pause. “She slashed Hasege—”

“In the face. Yes, I’ve heard the story.”

As the voices drew closer, and footsteps thudded down the dungeon, I perked up. It’d been five dawns since I’d arrived in this miserable place, but I recognized the man’s voice. He was the same sentinel who had spoken up for me against Hasege and his hooligans in the woods.

Silently, in the dark of my cell, I pressed my ear against the wall to listen more closely.

The lady harrumphed, a sound deeper than her voice. “Tell me the truth, Oriyu. Could she really be a spy?”

“Unlikely. She had Lord Takkan’s emblem—”

“Yes, a fact none of you bothered to tell me! Now let me inside. I want to have a word with her.”

The door rattled open, and I peered at the lady from under my wooden bowl. Could she be Lady Bushian? The light from her candle was weak, so I couldn’t see her features clearly, but I made out a sturdy figure in plain blue brocade and a thick woolen shawl. Gray marbled her tightly waxed hair, and a pale jade bracelet glimmered from one of her wrists. But what caught my attention was the satchel hanging over her shoulder.

My satchel.

“You’re not asleep,” she said, seeing my fingers twitch. “Sit up. And don’t pretend not to understand; the guards have already informed me that you’re smarter than you look.”

Obediently I got up, only to lunge for my satchel.

Oriyu blocked me, and I tripped over my bound legs. “You’ll have to answer some questions before you get your bag back.”

I sank weakly against the wall. I’d waited days for someone to interrogate me, or whip me for scarring Hasege’s face. But no one had come. I’d been utterly forgotten, lucky if the guards remembered to bring me one meal a day. The hunger had been worse than the waiting.

Now, suddenly, I was to be interrogated?

“I’ve been told you cannot speak,” said Lady Bushian. “You will answer with a nod or shake of your head. Understand?”

I nodded once. Satisfied, Lady Bushian motioned at the ropes over my wrists and ankles. Oriyu only cut my legs free.

“Get up and follow me,” said the lady, picking up her skirts. “This place is hardly suitable for an interrogation.”

Seeing as I had no choice, I wobbled after her.

“You certainly don’t look like a spy” was all she said before Oriyu opened the prison door.

Sunlight stung my eyes, and teeth chattering, I hugged my arms over my chest, startled by the brutal cold lashing at my cheeks. And the mountains! I didn’t recognize any of them. I had to be farther from my brothers than I’d thought.

I started mining my memory of my old geography lessons, but once I saw the embroidered banners hanging from the castle walls, I knew exactly where I was. The one place I’d been trying to avoid for over a decade: Castle Bushian, the imperial fortress of Iro.

The stronghold of the North was just as I had imagined: grim and bleak, with barren courtyards and parched gardens surrounding a lifeless castle with gray-tiled roofs. Even the air smelled heavy, of sandstone and woodsmoke. My hopes of escape melted, as if they were made of ice.

We were about to enter one of the fortress’s guardhouses when a young girl with two braids and persimmons sticking out of her pockets ran toward us, her face flush with excitement.

“Is that her, Mama?” she cried, breathless. “Is this the girl who—”

“Megari!” Lady Bushian chided. “I distinctly remember telling you to stay inside the castle. You’ll catch cold out here. You should be resting.”

“You can’t expect me to rest all day.” Megari beamed in my direction. “I wanted to meet the girl who fought Hasege. May she join us for lunch?”

Lady Bushian immediately frowned. “How did you hear about that?”

Megari grinned at Oriyu, who pretended to look away and adjust his helmet. “Oriyu told me. He said she had Takkan’s dagger, too! Please, Mama, may she join us?”

“It would hardly be appropriate.”

“But she’s hungry. Aren’t you?” Megari’s eyes sparkled with mischief. She looked to be no older than ten, and the hem of her dress was striped with mud. I liked her immediately.

When her mother wasn’t looking, I answered Megari with a small nod. I wasn’t just hungry. I was famished.

Megari tried to slip one of her persimmons into my shawl, but Oriyu cast us both a stern glance.

“I’ll get you some later,” she whispered, following her mother and me into the guardhouse before Lady Bushian could forbid it.

Inside, a young woman was seated primly on a wooden stool. She clutched a scarlet umbrella and was dressed entirely in white except for an ebony belt embroidered with mountains. Her round face, powdered and accentuated by a mole on her right cheek, looked kind—but once she raised her eyes, I saw that they were sharp as thorns.

“Zairena?” Megari breathed, turning to her mother. “What is she doing here?”

Lady Bushian glared at her. “Manners, Megari. Or Oriyu will send you back to your room.”

“Is this the thief you wanted me to meet?” Zairena asked, bowing demurely. “The child who stole Takkan’s emblem?”

My eyes narrowed. Child? I couldn’t have been more than a year younger than she was. And I didn’t steal the emblem.

“Oriyu claims Takkan gave it to her,” said Lady Bushian tightly. “When and why, we shall soon find out. Hasege said she was with assassins he encountered in the Zhensa, but my nephew is hardly a trustworthy source of news. I hate to ask, Zairena, but does she look familiar to you?”

Zairena leaned forward to scrutinize me, resting her chin on her umbrella. “No, no. I would have remembered one such as her, with that strange bowl on her head. I have faith that all the bandits who attacked my parents are dead. Lord Sharima’en has such a way of claiming the wicked.” She paused. “Though perhaps there is something wicked about her. Hasege did tell me about this girl. He said she tried to kill him.”

“No, she didn’t!” Megari argued. “Mama, she’s not an assassin. She can’t—”

Lady Bushian’s shoulders tensed. “I will decide the girl’s fate,” she said, drawing out a dagger from her side. Takkan’s emblem swung from its hilt, and mud encrusted its silken cords.

“Two weeks ago, my son told me he was going hunting with Hasege. He took five of Iro’s best sentinels with him. Hardly the appropriate entourage for a simple hunting trip.”

“Takkan’s never been a very good liar,” Megari muttered.

“Their mission took them deep into the Zhensa Forest, where assassins ambushed them. They were separated, and Takkan has not returned.” Lady Bushian’s cold gaze met mine. “And in the forest where he went missing, my nephew found you—with this.” She dangled the emblem before me. “Did you steal it from my son?”

I shook my head vigorously.

“Am I to believe he gave it to you?”

To think I’d wanted Takkan’s dagger, not the emblem. I swallowed hard.

Yes, he did. I nodded firmly.

“When?”

That was a harder question to answer without the use of my voice. I put up my fingers. Four, five, maybe six weeks ago?

“Why?”

I pursed my lips, then scooped the air and stirred. He liked my cooking.

Lady Bushian shook her head, not understanding.

“She gave him food,” Megari guessed when I pretended to drink from my cupped hands. “She cooked for him.”

Lady Bushian raised an eyebrow as I confirmed this with a nod. “You cooked for him,” she repeated.

Soup, I mouthed, pretending to feed myself.

That, Lady Bushian seemed to understand. She gripped her son’s dagger tightly.

Oriyu spoke up: “She was alone when we found her. Hasege . . . attacked her, in spite of my opposition. She cut him in self-defense.”

“I see.” Lady Bushian’s eyes were like her son’s, their depths easy to underestimate. “What did you say her name was, again?”

“Hasege called her Lina.”

“Lina,” echoed Lady Bushian. “A simple name. But I cannot decide if she is a simple girl. Time will tell, I suppose. Oriyu, free her.”

As the sentinel cut the ropes at my wrists, Zairena’s lips puckered as if she’d tasted something sour.

“Lady Bushian,” she said in a low voice, “are you certain it’s wise to allow her to stay? I fear there must be something amiss with her.”

She stared at the bowl on my head, making it clear exactly what was amiss. “What if she harbors dark spirits or brings ill luck to the castle?” She twirled her umbrella. “I didn’t want to say it earlier, but Hasege warned me that she . . . she might be a demon.”

Megari snorted, reminding us of her presence. “Hasege would call his own mother a demon if it suited him. There are no demons in Kiata.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Zairena warned the girl. “All the demons are sealed up in the Holy Mountains, and though they can’t leave, they call out to the weak, compelling them to commit their evil deeds. I worry that this girl could be possessed.”

“That’s nonsense.”

“Respect your elders, Megari,” Lady Bushian said, shooting her daughter a warning look. She turned to Zairena, reassuring her. “I trust my son more than my nephew. Takkan mentioned meeting a cook in Tianyi Village. What he did not mention was that she couldn’t speak.”

“Cannot speak?” Zairena touched the mole on her powdered cheek. Her tone oozed with pity. “I see. It would be like Takkan to feel sorry for such a girl. He has your compassion and generosity.”

“Yes, I thought he’d inherited my honesty as well,” Lady Bushian replied dryly. “But it seems he’s been taking lessons from his sister.”

“He’s a very poor student, Mother,” quipped Megari. “You have nothing to fear.”

“Don’t I?” Lady Bushian’s lips thinned. “We’ll see if—when he returns.”

The word when came out strained, and in spite of my resolve to remain indifferent, I felt a twinge of concern. My own mission was too urgent for me to concern myself with Takkan’s troubles, but now that I knew it was he, not Hasege, who’d been the kind sentinel from Sparrow Inn, I certainly didn’t wish him dead.

Lady Bushian composed herself and turned to me. “Winter is upon us, and you will stay until it passes. In the kitchen, I’ve decided. Oriyu will show you to the servants’ quarters. Now go.”

I wouldn’t budge. Not until she returned my satchel.

“The bag, Lady Bushian,” said Oriyu. “I believe she wishes it returned.”

“What’s inside?” Zairena asked.

“Nothing,” replied Lady Bushian, drawing her eyebrows together. “Absolutely nothing.”

Thank the gods, that enchanter hadn’t lied about the bag’s powers. I practically snatched the satchel from Lady Bushian’s outstretched arms. Clasping it in both hands, I fought the urge to make sure the nettles were still inside.

“Poor child,” said Zairena, shaking her head as I held the satchel tight. “It must be of sentimental value—all she has left in the world.”

I relaxed my grip. I needed to appear less attached. The last thing I wanted to do was attract suspicion to my satchel.

Zairena patted my shoulder, drawing so close I could smell the incense suffused into her robes. “You aren’t alone, Lina. I know how you must feel.”

Before I could push her away, she withdrew and addressed Lady Bushian: “Allow me to walk Lina to the kitchen and acquaint her with the staff.” She draped her cloak over my shoulders. “She looks like she could use a hearty meal, and it is the least I can do.”

“Are you certain?”

“It would be no trouble at all.”

“You’ve grown into such a charitable young lady,” said Lady Bushian in praise. “Megari would do well to learn from you.”

Megari rolled her eyes, and under the cover of my bowl, I did the same. At least I wasn’t the only person who recognized a two-faced viper when I saw one.

As if on cue, a twisted smile bloomed on Zairena’s lips once we were alone.

“You’ve charmed Lady Megari,” she said, opening her umbrella and raising it aloft. “But that charm won’t work on me.” She turned on her heel and pointed at a stone structure opposite the castle. Smoke billowed from its chimney, and fire glittered in the windows.

“That is where you’ll work,” she said, then turned abruptly, guiding me toward a brick storehouse not far from the dungeon. A servant was waiting outside, holding a wooden bucket along with a folded blanket and a stack of robes—my new uniform, I assumed. After a hasty bow to Zairena, he thrust the items into my arms and scurried back toward the castle.

Zairena opened the storehouse’s back door. With relish, she gestured into the cellar. “And this is where you’ll sleep.”

My back went rigid. This was not the servants’ quarters, as Lady Bushian had promised.

Inside, a narrow wooden stairwell led to a cavernous chamber filled with sacks of rice and, from the smell, barrels of salted fish. There was no sleeping mat, no hearth, not even a place for me to heat a kettle.

Zairena arched a thinly painted eyebrow. “What, you thought you’d stay in the castle with the other servants? We can’t have you bringing ill fortune into the castle. Besides, no one wants to be near you with that thing on your head.” She paused. “Except the rats, of course; they like to visit now that the weather has turned cold.”

Anger stirred in my heart. I was no fool: I would freeze sleeping in this place. Likely even fall ill and die.

“Hurry and wash,” Zairena said, stabbing the end of her umbrella into the ground. “Chiruan is expecting you in the kitchen.”

Wash? With what?

There was no water, only barrels of freshly caught fish scattered among the ones of those that had already been salted and dried. The smell was rancid.

Before she left, she lifted her cloak from my shoulders. “You won’t be needing this anymore.”

A chill instantly seeped into my bones, and Zairena shut the cellar door, leaving me in the dark.

At least it was quiet here. Secluded, too.

I peeked into my satchel. Bright light fanned out, illuminating the room. Everything was still inside, the fragile threads of starstroke sparkling as if stained by the blood of stars, the raw nettles still burning with demonfire.

I took one careful step down, then another and another. The wooden stairs were old, some cracked and splintered. Cobwebs clung to my hands when I touched the walls, and I shook them off, repulsed.

Rats squeaked, emboldened by the shadows, and I staggered against one of the barrels of fish. Demons take me, I hated rats. Not as much as I hated snakes, but close.

I opened my satchel wider. A sharp light spilled out, and the rats skittered, frightened by the dark magic I’d brought here. A small triumph.

I shivered as I dressed. It was still day and already it was freezing in here. That did not bode well for the night. Or the rest of the winter.

Something rustled outside, scraping against the wall.

Kiki? I called.

No, it was just an ordinary bird. Likely a raven or a crow.

Worry preyed on me. All week I’d called for her, stretching my mind as far as it could go, but Kiki never responded. Had Hasege found her and destroyed her? Or had she flown to my brothers, looking for help?

Strands of Emuri’en, I hoped she was safe.

I shut my satchel, and as the light from the starstroke dwindled, I raced back to the stairs before the rats regained the courage to come out again.

On the last step, I turned back, my eyes adjusting to the shadows and my ears picking out the skittering roaches and rats. Critters, unbearable cold, and rank smells—those I could deal with. This place was undesirable, which meant no guards, no maids. No one would come into the cellar, especially at night.

Little did Zairena know it, but she’d given me a sanctuary, a new workplace. Until I found a way to reunite with my brothers, it would have to do.
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