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        Be advised this novel does contain violence, abuse, and suicide.

      

        

      
        Leilani

      

      

      

      I stared inside the tank, right into the lifeless eyes of Eloise, the sacrifice to the goddess this year.

      “I hope that’s you next year, my love,” said Mama, her hand resting at the small of my back.

      Leave it to Mama to think her words are a comfort to me instead of a curse. Being sacrificed was supposed to be an honor, but it was an honor I would avoid.

      “She looks so peaceful,” whispered the woman next to me, her thin lips twisted into a lop-sided smile.

      “She looks dead,” I muttered back.

      The weather worn woman scowled at me while the long stray hairs on her chin trembled.

      I rolled my eyes and turned back to face the tank. She was right, though. Eloise did look peaceful as she stared out at the rest of the townsfolk, a milky haze blanketing her faded blue eyes. Today was the third day of her being on display for all to see. No amount of flowers or perfumed oil could mask the stench emanating from the tank. The scent would linger for days, even after the tank’s removal.

      Three days ago, we watched her smile and wave as she willingly offered her life over to Myomi, our patron goddess of water.

      Myomi was our protector, the one we called on for help, the source of our power to wield control over water, but she was nowhere to be found.

      In fact, her so-called beloved people of Shuisia, were without her power or presence for the last thousand years. Yet the pointless ceremonies and sacrifices continued in her honor. A thousand years of women dying for nothing. None of it made sense if you asked me.

      I closed my eyes and counted to ten. Today was supposed to be one of celebration, but for me it was everything except that. The air was heavy and I struggled to convince myself that I wasn’t being suffocated.

      Mama nervously adjusted the pale blue veil around her face as she stepped closer to me.

      “Knock it off,” she hissed. “Today isn’t the day for your attitude. Eloise volunteered to be sacrificed to show her devotion to the goddess, and she’s at peace. She wasn’t like some of the others from previous ceremonies. Saiyra’s screams still keep me up at night and her ceremony was nearly two years ago. Seeing her kicking and thrashing around like that was enough to turn my stomach.”

      She shuddered and as she tried to usher me away from the tank.

      “Let’s go.”

      My stomach turned that day too as I imagined what Saiyra thought while being forcibly drowned. She didn’t look all that willing to me.

      Even though I had thousands of reasons not to join the temple, the stipend was enough to convince me to take the bad with the good. I’d serve my two years and be on my way. My fake devotion to the goddess didn’t extend to volunteering to be sacrificed, but getting Mama to understand that was useless.

      “Just a few more minutes,” I protested, digging my heels into the earth.

      Honestly, I didn’t need a few more minutes because there was nothing left for me to see. I had memorized all that I could of Eloise’s features, from the curve of her nose to the permanent pucker of her lips. She did indeed look peaceful, or rather, as peaceful as a dead person could look.

      “You’ll be late,” snapped Mama. “You don’t want to start off your service on the wrong foot.”

      My service… more like my prison sentence.

      Despite my reservations and overflowing complaints, no matter how I wanted to phrase it, this was voluntary. I’d get the stipend and my family would enjoy the slight elevation in status as well. It wouldn’t be much, but the elevation would ensure that my mother, aunt, and grandmother would have a proper meal each night and enough coins for heat all winter long. Things were bad enough being Shuisian in the first place, so every little bit helped. We got the leftovers the other tribes didn’t want and it was never enough.

      The sound of wailing drew my attention, and I glanced over my shoulder to see a cart filled with criminals rolling by. The mines. They were headed for the mines. Well, it’s not fair to call them criminals in the grand scheme of things. Their crimes were worthy of a fine at best, but with the reopening of the mines, the punishments lately have been more severe. None of the other tribes forced their people to work in the mines. Unfortunately, we were at the bottom of the totem pole in terms of power and societal ranking. Wrong or not, no one would speak up for Shuisians being treated poorly. Our goddess had abandoned us, unlike the neighboring tribes whose goddesses gave them the power and strength to rule over us. Well, the power was just for their champion Vessel, the mortal selected to represent them in this realm.

      The Vatrans, Zemenisans, and Ilmakis, fire, earth, and air tribes respectively, also had celebrations today, but none of theirs included death. They could sing, dance, feast, and have an exhibition of power without the stench of decay blanketing the air.

      “I won’t be late,” I muttered, as I continued to back away. “I have to go see Niall, anyway.”

      Mama narrowed her eyes at me. “I thought you said your goodbyes to that boy already.”

      That boy… she still refuses to say his name.

      “Maaaaaa,” I whined, bouncing from one foot to the other. “Don’t be that way.”

      Mama had a foul taste in her mouth about Niall ever since we revealed our plans to take my stipend from my service and buy a ship. I wanted to sail the twelve seas with a crew by my side and Niall always agreed to whatever I wanted. Per our agreement, he’d help me buy the ship as long as I would be his wife. I’d use my two years in service to figure out a way to avoid marrying him. He was a great guy and I did love him, but marriage wasn’t in my cards. I needed to leave this town, and I was more than willing to do whatever it took to do so. I wanted to explore the world for myself and I couldn’t do that penniless.

      “Your father, goddess rest his soul until I get there, planted those ridiculous ideas in your head and you have yet to realize they were just stories. There’s nothing out there that you can’t see right here. The last thing I want is to see you sail away to your death like he did.”

      I winced and took another step back, her words stinging like a slap to the face. What she said was more or less true, but it still hurt.

      Mama, realizing the impact of her words a few seconds too late, reached for me, the silver bangles on her wrist clanging together loudly.

      “I didn’t mean it that way,” she said, tears welling in her eyes. “Your father was a good man with a vivid imagination, and I just don’t want you to lose sight of what’s truly important. Without the touch of the goddess, we are all just husks and need to do what we must in order to survive. Deep down I know you don’t want to remain in service, so I do want to see you married and living well, not sailing off into the unknown.”

      “Well, I guess I have two years to make a final decision,” I said flatly, locking away my tears for another day. “I’ll be right back.”

      I twisted away and pushed through into the crowd before Mama could say anything else to add more to the darkening cloud looming over me.

      I understood where she was coming from, but I needed to find my own way. Life beyond the horizons beckoned to me daily, and I would answer the call soon.

      “Leilani!”

      Niall was easy to spot as he was half a head taller than the folks around him. His tanned skin resembled wet sand and his eyes matched the deep blue of the ocean. All Shuisians had eyes in varying shades of blue, but his eyes were special, they had a darkness to get lost in. He tamed his wild, sun bleached hair into a tight braid today, leaving his face free from obstruction, revealing the hard angles of his jawline.

      The corners of my mouth turned upwards as we closed the distance between us. He returned the smile as he wrapped his massive arms around my waist and lifted me off the ground.

      I would miss his hugs. I’d miss the softness of his touch and the velvety smoothness of his lips pressed against mine.

      He finally lowered me to the ground, his head cocked over to the side like a confused walrus. He raised his brow slightly as he raked his eyes over my body from head to toe.

      “You’re not dressed,” he said, offering a crooked smile. “Shouldn’t you be dressed?”

      I sighed and slumped my shoulders for extra effect.

      “Both you and my mama are in such a rush to get rid of me already,” I teased.

      Niall bent his knees in order to bring our eyes level with each other. “I’ll never be ready to get rid of you,” he replied. “But you don’t want to be late either. You already know how Priestess is.”

      The pale woman went by many names such as Priestess, Sister Verna, and I’ve heard her referred to as “that old bitch” on several occasions. An icy wave of air rushed over my skin as I shuddered. The slim woman with her permanently reddened cheeks and severely hooked nose was truly a nightmarish sight to see. More people feared her than the wrath of the goddess. Once a year she’d come to Shuisia to oversee the festivities and collect any new acolytes. This year her entourage was much larger than in year’s past. Priestess hailed from Osiri, a huge mass of land just north of the capital. Unlike the people around me with skin tones in various shades of brown, Osirians were the same shade as a full moon on a clear night. Most of them migrated to our lands for better lives and I’m sure the ones with blue eyes regretted being assigned to Shuisia. Priestess fared better than most considering her rise through the ranks only to end up in one of the most powerful positions aside from being a council member.

      I looked over my shoulder at the stage. Me and ten other girls, would submit ourselves to the whims of Priestess soon. I scanned the crowd and noticed at least seven girls already dressed and accounted for.

      Shuisia was vast in terms of the mainland, and it included several tiny islands off the coast, so it made sense most of the girls were ones I didn’t recognize.

      “I guess I better hurry.”

      Niall nodded, his smile fading into a solemn smirk. I stared up at his freckled face and tried to keep my emotions in check.

      “I will come to temple every day.”

      I nudged him playfully and bit my lip. “Don’t you think that will be a little suspicious? You rarely go to temple once a month and that’s being generous.”

      “Maybe I’ve turned over a new leaf,” he whispered, pulling me in close again.

      “Or maybe you’re trying to sneak a kiss from me,” I said right before our lips touched.

      “Oh, I fully intend to steal every kiss I can.” His voice was low with just enough bass to send a flash of heat through my body.

      A loud cough interrupted our moment, and it was a cough I recognized.

      Niall’s eyes flickered over my head and he slowly released me, his arms dropping to his sides.

      There stood my aunt Delilah, clad in a dark blue dress with golden embroidery around the neckline. Her coily hair was loose today spread out in a wide halo around her head. Tiny seashells with golden thread adorned the braids framing her face. She looked like the one preparing to go into service instead of me.

      She tried to force a scowl, but a smile replaced her efforts. My aunt was the only one who semi-approved of my relationship with Niall.

      “Your mother is about to have a complete meltdown,” she said, folding her arms across her chest. “It will haunt her forever if her daughter is the one that causes the completion of the ceremony to be delayed.”

      “Coming,” I grumbled before returning my attention to Niall. “Make sure you’re in the very front.”

      “Of course, my love, now hurry before your mom comes over here and yells at both of us.”

      I offered one last quick kiss before allowing my aunt to drag me away to the tent next to the stage. My lips twisted to the side as I chewed the inner part of my mouth with my teeth.

      “You’re locking lips with him like you’re not about to spend the next two years cozying up to Shadow,” said Delilah.

      She smiled and gave me a wink. Shadow’s name was whispered around this parts even more than the goddess. He was the main guard the Priestess kept around. Granted, he was very handsome with skin reminiscent of the void between the stars, but his looks weren’t the only reason people knew his name, it was his blade. The tenets of our faith are clear as are the laws the council members created, but should a person break one of them, Shadow just might pay you a visit. The mines were bad, but having Shadow be the last thing you saw was infinitely worse.

      “Nope, it’s nothing like that. If anything I plan to fully avoid him.”

      “Don’t be stupid. Remember what I told you. The best way to get by is to find a guard to get close to. You don’t have to bed him, but if you give a man the right look, he’ll do just about anything for you.”

      “Yeah, but if things go wrong my two years could end up being much shorter if I’m dead.”

      Delilah dismissed my words with a wave of her hand as she ushered me toward the changing tent.

      “Thank the goddess you found her,” said Mama, clapping her hands together.

      “Fatima, I told you I would. Now, please calm down. We’re all on edge as it is and your constant worrying isn’t helping.”

      I glanced around the tent as two other girls scrambled to get dressed just as my mom and aunt stripped me of all of my clothes. There was no time to be shy as they forced me into the hot tub that was waiting. I stepped into the milky water and inhaled a sharp breath.

      “Are you trying to boil me alive?” I complained through clenched teeth.

      Both of them ignored me as they scrubbed my body from head to toe. My skin screamed for them to stop and I tried to pull away a few times as they continued to remove my top layer of skin. I nervously glanced down a few times, surprised I didn’t see blood.

      This will all be over soon, but not soon enough.

      My eyes filled with tears and my skin ached and burned as they anointed my body with perfumed oil. I clenched my jaw as they helped me into my undergarments and pale blue dress. The garment was shapeless, with nothing truly hugging the curves of my body. It made the wearer go unnoticed. The softness of the material surprised me, because it looked to be itchy and irritable against the skin.

      “Don’t you want to leave that here with me?” asked Mama, her gaze fixed on my necklace.

      “No,” I hissed.

      It was the last thing Daddy sent me before the sea claimed his life. I wouldn’t part with it, not even for Myomi.

      Mama’s mouth twisted, ready to protest, but the sound of a conch shell sounded nearby and all three of us inhaled together.

      “We have to go,” she squeaked, her eyes flitting back and forth.

      Those in the tent rushed around in a hurry, scooping up things and grabbing whatever they could to put on those last finishing touches.

      “You two go on ahead. I’ll finish getting everything cleaned up in here,” said Delilah.

      She paused just long enough to wrap her arms around me.

      “I love you,” she whispered before planting a soft kiss on my forehead.

      “Love you, too.”

      I’d see them again, but it wouldn’t be the same as living in the same house and experiencing life together. This was the part I wasn’t ready for. I’d already said goodbye to my bedridden grandmother, and that was hard enough. She laid there, her long hair braided into a halo around her head, as silent tears rolled down her face. It had been years since Grandma Jo had uttered a single word, but she struggled and grunted this morning to the point of exhaustion just to say goodbye. My heart ached at the mere memory of the moment as Mama half dragged me to the foot of the stage.

      “Chin up and shoulders back,” she whispered as she ushered me in line behind a willowy girl with mahogany skin.

      The red undertones enhanced her beauty in the sunlight. The girl turned in my direction and smiled before returning her attention back to the front.

      Mama gave my hand a tight squeeze, and I turned to face her. Even though I expected the tears in her eyes, they still caught me off guard.

      “You’re my brave baby girl and I love you to the bottom of the sea.”

      The air left my lungs as I blinked back tears. We held each other until one of the guards nudged me. It was time for me to take my place.

      “Look for me in the crowd,” said Mama, before turning to join the others.

      I barely heard what she said as everyone roared and cheered. After a few minutes of waiting, my eyes scanned the front row again. I quickly found Niall, Delilah, and Mama all staring up at me. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught the girl next to me blow a kiss to an elderly woman. The woman had a little girl, no older than two or three, perched on her hip with the same mahogany hued skin as the girl.

      My attention snapped to the right as Priestess got to her feet and straightened her gown just as Shadow took his place next to her. I’d only seen the man a handful of times, and part of me wanted to cave in on itself every time. Today, he had his long locs pulled back from his angular face, and the expression he wore was one of boredom, coupled with a slight hint of deadliness. He glowered at everything and he never looked at ease.

      I couldn’t recall his true name, but he moved like a shadow, quick and unassuming, until it was too late, thus earning him his well-deserved nickname. He protected the Priestess and would dispatch anybody who got in his way or hers.

      As soon as she took center stage, a hush slowly fell over the crowd. She raised up her arms and dropped back her head dramatically.

      “Today is a day of celebration,” she screeched, her voice nasally and loud.

      “Other tribes are gathered on this day to watch their chosen Vessel wield magic in honor of their patrons while we continue trudging through the pits of darkness and despair. For over a thousand years, Shuisia has known no magic. Fortunately, we know the remnants of our goddess linger, otherwise there would be nothing but death across our lands. For that, we are grateful.”

      She dropped her arms and clasped her hands together behind her back as she paced the stage.

      “I received a divine message as our beloved sacrifice, Eloise, took her final breath. The goddess requires complete devotion from us. That is why she hasn’t returned with her gifts. We haven’t been diligent in serving her and I now know what must be done.”

      I tried to focus on the woman as she went about her speech, but Niall made faces at me and I struggled to choke down my giggles.

      “We have given too much choice to those who say they are called to do the bidding of the goddess. I know what it’s like to have that temptation within arm’s reach, therefore changes will be made. I believe these changes will strengthen our bond with the goddess and she will finally give her blessings once again.”

      I peeled my eyes away from Niall and gave Priestess my undivided attention, as a few people exchanged confused glances with one another.

      Changes? What the hell is she talking about?

      “Devotion is not optional, nor should we reward anyone for serving our patron. The true reward is in the service alone. Familial elevation shall remain intact because it is indeed an honor to be related to someone who dedicates their life to the goddess.”

      Murmurs rippled across the crowd until a low hum of the voices blanketed us.

      “There will no longer be a stipend—”

      It was in that moment, my heart sank down into the pit of my stomach as her words registered in my mind. Mama’s hands covered her mouth as Niall’s panic stricken gaze flickered up at me.

      No stipend meant no ship, and no ship meant I couldn’t escape this shithole.

      No, no, no. This was all wrong… a mistake.

      The guards in front of the stage stepped toward the crowd as their voices got louder. I watched them tighten the hold on their swords and I wasn’t the only one who noticed. Niall put his arm out protectively in front of my family and glared at the guard closest to them.

      “Lastly, the two-year service requirement is ridiculous to me. There should be no time limit on one’s devotion. As I’ve stated, this is an honor. Therefore, these valiant brave girls will serve the goddess indefinitely.”

      That was it. That was all it took for complete chaos to break loose. The crowd lunged forward as a melee of fists erupted.

      Indefinitely? She can’t mean that. That’s not what I signed up for.

      Indefinitely. There was such a finality to that word. A finality I wasn’t prepared for.

      My mouth flapped open, but no words escaped my lips as more guards came on stage before ushering us off to the side. I glanced back over my shoulder just as the screams from the crowd intensified.
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      Reality took root as I tried and failed to plant my feet to avoid being taken away. Everything moved both quickly and slowly at the same time. The look of shock and horror on my aunt’s face would forever be ingrained in my mind. Even though indefinite service was what Mama hoped for, it was supposed to be voluntary. I turned around again, but a hard blow to my side forced me to double over in pain.

      With the wind knocked out of me, the guard leaned in close as I clutched my injury and gasped for air.

      “Keep moving,” he growled, his fist poised to land another punch.

      The girl who was next to me on stage dug her nails into the soft flesh of my arm and pulled me in close to her.

      “We have to keep moving,” she whispered. “We can figure out what’s going on later.”

      I bit back tears of anger and frustration as we continued to press forward. It didn’t take long for me to realize we weren’t heading for the temple at all. I quickly stole another glance over my shoulder and saw dark smoke billowing above the city. Our city. My city. A city where my family and friends still lived.

      This must have been the plan all along because Priestess ensured she had enough guards around. Guards that I noted previously who looked fresh from the prisons rather than the training field. They pushed and prodded us all the way to the pier where several small boats bobbed up and down in the clear blue water.

      “Where are we going?” I asked quietly.

      The girl next to me shook her head as giant tears rolled down her cheeks.

      “I-I don’t know,” she stammered.

      The same guard who hit me took the hilt of his sword and smashed her on the side of her head. I helplessly watched as she fell to the ground in a crumpled heap. Instinctively, I reached down to help her as she tried to staunch the steady flow of blood coming from the gash.

      Shadow and Priestess stopped up ahead and turned to see what the commotion was about.

      “Get in the boats,” she hissed. “There will be no more delays.”

      I bit the inner part of my cheek until a warm, familiar copper taste filled my mouth.

      “Now, I know this isn’t what you all had in mind when you signed up, but the tenets of our faith require sacrifice in all forms. Once training is complete, you’ll be assigned to one of the temples here on the mainland to live out the rest of your lives in service to the goddess.”

      I struggled to pay attention and get into the boat without tripping over my own feet. Once settled, we huddled together as far away from our captors as possible.

      “No!”

      The girl who cried out wrapped her arms and legs tightly around a pole.

      We rocked gently in the water watching the scene unfold. It was unnerving to witness the waves beat calmly against the side of the boat while everything around us was in absolute chaos.

      Priestess turned on her heels to face the one putting up a fuss.

      The girl released her death grip on the pole, dropped to her knees, and bowed her head.

      “This isn’t right,” she cried. “The goddess requires us to be willing, and this isn’t how we do things. Forced devotion isn’t true devotion. This isn’t what I signed up for.”

      I watched and waited with bated breath as Priestess took slow, careful steps toward the one person brave enough to protest. She reached down and cupped the girl’s face. To the unsuspecting eye, the gesture appeared tender, but there was thick tension blanketing the air.

      “What is your name?” Priestess asked gently.

      My heart pounded in my chest with such force that it hurt to breathe. I wanted to scream at the girl to just get in the boat and keep her mouth shut, but I froze, silenced by fear.

      “Gabriella,” she replied, jutting her chin out a little.

      She raised her head up even more and offered the woman a shaky smile as she inhaled a deep breath.

      “That’s a beautiful name.”

      Her response was pleasant and she did return the smile, but there was something about the way she said the words that made my entire body seize up. Kind words with a bitter tone.

      “Gabriella, the goddess has tasked me with bringing us into alignment with her will. The days of being complacent like a gentle stream are long gone. It’s time to show our devotion by becoming the storm instead. Do you understand that?”

      Gabriella closed her eyes and whimpered. “Two years,” she said. “My contract said two years, and that’s all I have to give. My family needs me and the money that was promised to us. I’m sorry, but this isn’t right and I can’t do this. Surely there’s another way… some agreement we can come to.”

      Priestess brushed away Gabriella’s tears with her free hand.

      “Sshh, my dear. Don’t cry. I completely understand how you feel and I want you to be at peace and free.”

      She dropped her hands down by her side as Gabriella clasped her hands together and wept.

      “Thank you so—”

      A strangled cry escaped my lips as the same guard who struck me and the other girl moved up behind Gabriella, grabbing a fistful of her hair. In one fluid motion he yanked her head back and slit her throat. Some of the other girls screamed and the one next to me fainted, her entire body going limp.

      Bile tickled the back of my throat as I watched blood ooze from the slash, and it was all I could focus on as Gabriella’s body was pushed into the water. He shoved her in like the discarded guts of a fish, like she was nothing.

      “The road won’t be easy, but it will be worth it,” said Priestess, her gaze trained on the water. “However, as Gabriella, our now fallen sister, pointed out, you must be willing. Now, if anyone else would like to stay behind, this is the time to make your wishes known.”

      Between the muffled cries and quiet sobs, no one said a word. No one wanted to meet the same fate as Gabriella, if that’s what it meant to stay behind. Priestess raised her hand up and said a quick prayer before we pushed away. I stared at Gabriella’s body watching it get smaller and smaller in the distance as the turquoise water surrounding her grew darker and darker with blood. I watched that spot until it was a tiny speck in the distance. We sat in silence as the small boats rowed toward the island not far from the mainland. I recalled hearing stories about this place, something about it being where the goddess herself used to live when she took on a human form. It was a place people didn’t visit under any circumstances, and yet we’re headed right toward it.

      We made it to shore and were forced into a single line, one right behind the other.

      “Hurry girls, there is a lot to do and not a lot of light left in the day.”

      My stomach lurched as my imagination ran wild with whatever torment waited for us.

      We stayed in a single line and followed an overgrown path toward a large stone castle jutting up and out of the dense forest ahead. From the looks of things, there wasn’t much here. The castle was situated on a cliff with a bunch of rocks below, the waves coming in and out over them.

      “This is our new home. We will live as the goddess lived and grow closer to her until she restores her gift to the people.”

      Priestess sounded so cheerful as if we didn’t just witness a murder.

      Until the goddess restores her gift to the same people your guards just attacked?

      I glared at her as rage raced over every nerve ending in my body. I wanted blood. Her blood. The guard’s blood.

      My attention was split between taking in the scenery of where we were and listening to the delusional rantings of the lunatic standing before me.

      I’m getting the hell out of here one way or another.

      I silently counted the guards and wondered if more were inside, making a mental note of who would likely be a problem in the near future. My time spent in the market served me well as I learned to watch and properly size people up. You had to be good at reading people in order to sell them on whatever the catch of the day was, and I was a pro.

      As my escape plan continued to unfold in my mind, I quickly snapped my head to attention as several women exited the makeshift temple. Draped in varying shades of blue, they closed the distance between us, and I noticed they’re covered in dirt and grime. Their filth didn’t diminish from their beauty though, and I was slightly in awe of them all. They stopped right in front of us and bowed deeply. I didn’t recognize any of them, meaning they must have come from one of the other temples near the capitol.

      “Welcome back,” said the one closest to the front. “We’ve cleaned and organized things as best we could.”

      “Good, Salma, I appreciate your efforts,” replied Priestess, placing her hand on the woman’s shoulder. “I know none of that was an easy task, but we have new sisters to help with the rest.”

      Salma’s gaze raked over us briefly before pressing her lips into a thin line.

      “Where are the children?” asked Priestess.

      Children? What children? They have children on this island too?

      I knew they regularly took in orphaned or abandoned children, but they were on the mainland, or so I thought. My stomach lurched again as I hoped they received better treatment than we had so far.

      Salma swallowed hard and blinked. The smile on her face looked forced and uncomfortable.

      “They are resting. There was an incident earlier and a lot of them are frightened.”

      “Incident?”

      “A drowning.”

      “Another one? Well, disobedience
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