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  For Christie, and for eldest sisters everywhere.
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  Prologue


Roana squirmed in her grandfather's lap as he began humming a tune. She would rather hear a riddle than a song, and was about to tell him this when Pia, her older sister, pinched her leg. Roana made herself sit still, mimicking Pia's proper posture. 
Her grandfather's deep voice opened into the cloistered, warm room where they sat, pushing back the shadows with its tune. He swung his bone pendulum around and around on a leather string in front of them, eyes entranced and beard glowing yellow in the firelight as he sung above their heads.
His song was empty of words but full of something else Roana couldn't name. Normally comforting, his voice bellowed and dipped, vibrating through her in a way that made her shiver. The pendulum, made of her grandfather's finger-bone, remained silent as it spun. Roana thought she could feel the air respond to it, whispering across her skin as it moved to some invisible command. She wondered for the first time whether the bone wasn't something more.
But then the wind came howling through the windows, wet and cool and insistent. Roana shrieked and scrambled to close the glass panes, her skin prickling at the sudden rain shower. Her grandfather caught the spinning bone and chuckled.
"Come here, child," he said once the windows were latched. "I have a riddle for you."
Breathless, Roana clambered back onto his lap and sat across from Pia, who held her head high as though she hadn't been scared by the rain. But then, Pia never acted scared of anything. Roana nestled against her grandfather's solid warmth as he lit his wooden pipe, and the soothing scent of pipe smoke drifted heavy around her.
"Is it going to be a very hard riddle?" Roana asked.
"Let him tell it," Pia admonished, pushing dark hair away from her glistening, gold-tinted eyes.
Their grandfather chuckled, then took on a serious expression as he recited the riddle.
Falling and falling
But never to rise,
My sister is mist
And my brother is dew.
He raised his brows in question, looking first to Roana and then to Pia, his gaze lingering on her as her brow wrinkled in concentration. Of course, Pia probably knew the answer—she was always faster at the riddles than Roana, and grandfather liked when Pia responded first. After all, Pia would be the next Rain Mage, and that meant her education was more important than Roana's.
Pia's face brightened as she found the answer. "It's rain, of course," she said, beaming as their grandfather nodded.
"Very good, my little palash," he said, using the Ikish word for flower.
Roana's shoulders sagged. "Tell another one!"
"Hmm, a harder one, then?" their grandfather asked. His face turned pensive as he thought, pipe smoke puffing and curling from his bearded mouth. A familiar glint shone in his gaze, and he spoke the next riddle.
You give me and take me
But I cannot be held.
My greatest pleasure
Is when two hearts meld.
Some call me fickle
Some call me blind,
Others praise my name
As strong and kind.
Roana played with her grandfather's fingers as she thought. She ticked through different options in her mind, and glanced warily at Pia to see whether she got it. But Pia seemed as lost as she, fiddling with the ends of her long hair before realizing she did so. She folded her hands in her lap, lips pressed together in a manner that told Roana she didn't know but wouldn't admit it aloud to their grandfather.
"Will you give us the answer, Granda?" Roana asked.
Their grandfather pulled his pipe from his mouth. "No, but there is another riddle with the same answer, if I remember correctly..."
To loneliness I am balm,
In birth I am life.
To bodies I am pleasure,
In death I am a knife.
Roana's face scrunched up in concentration. This certainly was a hard one. Her grandfather's teeth clacked lightly on the mouthpiece of his pipe as he waited. Roana shot Pia a look, wishing she could read her thoughts. Surely, Pia would get this one before her...again. Roana felt her face grow hot as she scrambled to come up with an answer, feeling each moment that Pia would have the answer before her. She felt childish tears beginning to form on her eyes but blinked them back, angry that her feelings were distracting her from finding the answer. She sucked in a breath, the lines of the riddle running through her head.
And suddenly, it clicked.
"Love!" she bellowed, unable to stop her excitement.
Her grandfather laughed and nodded at her approvingly. Triumphant, she looked at Pia, expecting to see her sad, but instead Pia looked at her in a way Roana had never seen before, as if Pia had found the answer before her but hadn't said it. Roana smiled hesitantly back at her older sister, not sure whether she should be upset that her sister had let her win this round.
"Love is the answer," their grandfather rumbled. "Love is always the answer. It is what binds us all together, no?" Playfully, he squeezed them tight until both Pia and Roana broke out into gasping fits of giggles. "That riddle is very old," he said when they calmed somewhat. "Passed down from your great, great grandfather. You should take care to remember it."
Pia nodded and said dutifully, "We will never forget it."
Roana sat up straight. "We will never forget it." She hoped she looked as serious as her sister.
"Good," their grandfather said. "Now, it is time for a story."
Roana and Pia grinned, snuggling in against the old man's great belly as the fire crackled and the fog of pipe smoke formed a hazy circle around them.
"Many centuries ago, our ancestors rode a ship across the great Skye Lake," their grandfather began, his voice reverberating through his belly where Roana rested her head. "They sailed over the deepest, darkest waters of the lake where giant squelkins resided, and one particular giant squelkin did not like the shadow of the ship passing over its home. It rose up out of the deep and crushed the ship with its muscled tentacles before eating most of the ship's inhabitants. Those the squelkin didn't eat washed up on the shores of a nameless island, dead from drowning in the frigid, choppy waters."
Their grandfather paused, letting the dark image sink in. "But," he continued, "by then, the island goddess Náyade had been born, and she took pity on the sailors. From the great hills and meadows of the island, she sent her butterflies down to the shore where the dead bodies lay. With the beating of their wings, they breathed life back into the people. They taught them about the island with their wing's whispers, and revealed its name, the Isle of Wings.
“They were the very first people on the island, and soon others came, and then the first babe was born. This special babe was kissed by a butterfly, giving the child the ability to sense rain and wind, bestowing him with the power to manipulate these elements according to the will of his heart.
“Thus, the first Rain Mage came to be, blessed by the butterflies that flew in the name of Náyade. The goddess entrusted the people with the care of the island. The Rain Mage would provide rain for all to grow and would banish the violent storms of Skye Lake. And thus, with the abilities of the Rain Mage, the island stayed lush and green and was filled with the blessings of Náyade."
Her grandfather took a long, thoughtful draw on his pipe. "Each new Rain Mage takes on these responsibilities with pride, and," he said, his tone turning dark, "with the warning that should the Rain Mage fail to care for the island and safeguard its people, all would suffer and perish."
Cold fear shivered down Roana's spine. Pia tilted her head up and met their grandfather's gaze with mute understanding, her jaw set and her face open, resolutely accepting her fate as she always had since Roana could remember. Her grandfather seemed to recognize this willingness and stroked a light hand over Pia's cheek, giving her, and then Roana, a warm kiss on the head.
Roana’s fear regressed to the back of her mind and was buried by years of memories, remaining forgotten even after the devastating news that the Rain Mage was dead.






  
  One

Roana


She had forgotten to leave Nan a note. 
A little message would have sufficed, one on a blue-winged skipper—sorry Nan, for leaving—or a longer one on a spangled tiger moth—I had to leave. Everyone here blames me for my parent's deaths. For Pia's death. Something terrible happened to me and I can't stay—
But somehow, she had forgotten to leave a message, and now, huddled in a tiny wooden crate waiting to leave for the mainland, she finally remembered and could do nothing about it.
Roana bit her lip until it smarted, breath catching in the warm and cloistered air of the container. It was too late to go back now. She had spent her meager savings to pay the crate-maker, had bargained with a street rat to pose as a merchant and deliver her to the trading galley, and had made arrangements with the captain to deliver "baskets." That had cost her two dozen frogs, caught fresh the night before in the lagoon, and a sack of squaroot dug in secret from her family garden. She had labored and planned for months to get to this moment, and would ruin any chance of escape from the island if she made changes. Nan would just have to accept her disappearance and—
Boots shuffled around her, and suddenly her crate was hefted upward by the porters who loaded goods onto the ships. For a few breathless moments she teetered on the edge of a void, clumsily hauled by men's arms, and gasped as the crate jolted down. A flush of blue paint appeared between the crate slats. Finally, she was aboard the trading galley. Tension eased slightly from her cramped shoulders.
"That's one hell of a crate of baskets," one of the porters remarked in Ikish, the language of Ekesia that was spoken commonly on the Isle of Wings.
Another man snorted, and Roana caught a glimpse of well-oiled boots and baggy trousers. "Smugglers abound," he said with a heavy Zarian accent, his vowels wide and loose. "Who knows what goods have been hidden in there?"
Roana barely dared to breathe.
"Quite a risk smuggling anything aboard Xetsa's ships," muttered the first man thoughtfully.
"Unless Xetsa knows about it already. Chances are, she does."
"Do you think Lorne is in on it?"
The Zarian chortled. "Lorne is only in one thing at the moment."
"Oh, you mean his water girl?"
A pair of boots came close to the crate, twisted as the Zarian man sat down on it. Roana cringed when the wood creaked with the weight of him inches above her head.
The Zarian spoke just above her. "I don't think she'll be working for him much longer."
The first man's voice was filled with irony as he said, "That might work in Lorne's favor. He'll be free to do what he wishes once she's out of his employ."
"You mean Xetsa's employ," the Zarian pointed out, fingers tapping against the wood. He smelled of sweat and dirt and—
She covered her nose, trying not to gag on what could only be gas from a partially digested meal of—what was that, broccoli? Fish?
"What?" The Zarian asked, shifting above her.
Alarmed, Roana peered through the slats, and caught the first man squinting at her crate, almost as if he could see her. She froze.
He shook his head. "Nothing, I..." His hand went to his nose. "Wings, Basel, that was awful! What've you been eating, man?"
The one above her laughed. "Only the best food on the isle. Made myself a nice fish curry—"
Woof! WOOF! WOOF WOOF!!
Ferocious barking resounded over the deck, and boots scrambled as the Zarian dove off the crate.
No, no, no! Roana swore as a great mutt of a dog shoved its nose up against the crate, nostrils flaring as it picked up on Roana's familiar scent. Go away, Jip!
She had left her dog at home, locked inside, to avoid this very thing, but of course the stupid girl had gotten out and somehow found her. Roana glared at the dog, digging nails into her palms as the boots came tromping back.
"What's wrong, girl?" the gentle voice of the first man spoke. Roana glimpsed a brown hand petting Jip's back. A moment later, a dark human eye peered through the cracks.
Roana scowled at the eye as it seemed to register what was inside. Not baskets, but a person. Don't you dare speak a word, Roana thought at him, pouring all of her hostility into that single thought and wishing he could feel it.
The man chuckled low, the sound barely audible beneath Jip's barking, and then cleared his throat. "It's just food in there, Basel," he said to the other man, sounding forcefully uninterested. He started to pull Jip away, and oddly, Jip complied. Her barking eased back to sharp whining.
"Mmhmm," mused Basel. A second form, pale as could be, bent to the cracks, and Roana served him, too, a baleful look. But Basel only whistled, clearly unaffected by her expression. "I know I have bad sight, Iniko, but...that's no crate of baskets. Or food."
"Are you sure?" Iniko asked.
WOOF!
"It's a girl."
He must've been blind, because she was very obviously a nineteen-year-old woman, not a girl.
WOOF-WOOF-WOOF!!
"Is that what that was?" Iniko's tone turned light. "I could've swore I saw baskets of turnips."
Roana grated her teeth. Why couldn't they just leave well enough alone? She squeezed her knees to her chest, willing the two to get distracted by something else, and for Jip to see a meaty leg of lamb and forget her completely.
Basel, the pale one, chuckled, but then said in an undertone, "Should we tell him?"
"Who?"
"Lorne.”
A pause, and Iniko replied, "I'm not sure that would—"
"What's going on over here?" A voice shouted over Jip's noise, causing Roana to flinch.
Basel and Iniko muttered a curse simultaneously. Jip's nails shredded the wooden deck boards as she struggled against Iniko's hold. The man who spoke came close to the crate, his heavy boots sending vibrations through her bones.
"Lorne. The mutt seems taken with the crate," Iniko explained. "We think there might be some dried vegetables or meat in there."
"It's marked as baskets," Lorne stated, rapping his knuckles on the top of the crate. "And anyways, you know as well as I do that food is only kept in sealed barrels."
Roana cringed. Stupid crate-maker. He should have marked it as something heavier than woven baskets!
The man shoved his fingers in the slats and lifted the crate so that it tilted onto its side. Roana strangled back a cry and clutched at the wood, digging in her hands and feet to stop herself from rocking forward.
Lorne gasped from the weight, then ordered, "Let's open her up!"
Jip barked in agreement, and Iniko released her so that she circled the crate, her wet nose pressing against the slats as she eagerly snuffled.
Boots scuffed and there was a metallic clank.
"What's the hold up?" Lorne said, agitated.
"Perhaps it isn't my place to say, sir," said Iniko, "but what if it's some sort of precious cargo?"
Lorne hesitated before responding. "You mean something Xetsa doesn't mean for us to know about?"
"Yes, sir."
"You're right. It isn't your place to worry about that." Lorne grunted as he dug the iron wedge under the lip of the crate lid. "She has a marker for special cargo—animals, shapeshifters, and the like—and it's not on here. Now help me get this thing open."
Panicked, Roana grabbed the slender knife hidden inside of her boot and clenched it. The lid of the crate opened with a creak and a pop.
Clenching her skirts, she grabbed the edge of the crate and swung herself out, landing nimbly with her knife pointed at the men. Jip, ever loyal—even if she was incredibly stubborn—gave a delighted yip and came to stand firm by her side, ears back in defense as she snarled at the men.
Something twinged as the mutt pressed against her. How could she ever have thought to leave Jip behind?
The cool harbor wind swept against Roana as she assessed the three men. Two of them were of similar height and build to each other, only one was very dark and the other strangely pale. The third man, whom she guessed was Lorne, was much older, with a rounded paunch and sun-beaten cheeks.
"Grab her," Lorne snapped, stepping back as her weapon swiveled between them.
"Stay away from me," Roana demanded, thoughts scrambling. She straightened her back with a confidence she didn't feel. "Xetsa will not be happy that you just opened that crate. She's gone to great lengths to keep me hidden."
At the mention of Xetsa's name, the kettle-bellied man, Lorne, cocked his head. "And where is Xetsa sending you?"
Roana licked her lips. "To the mainland of course. She has a job for me there."
Doubt flickered over Lorne's face, but he gestured to the crate. "There's no special marker on your crate. Nothing to prove that you belong to Xetsa."
"Of course I don't belong to Xetsa," Roana spat. "I just work for her."
The doubt eased from Lorne, and he smirked. "See, if you really did work for Xetsa, then you would know she owned you, whether you wanted it or not." Looking at the dark man, Iniko, he jerked his head. "Let's get on with it. Take her knife."
"You will get hurt trying," Roana warned, glaring at Iniko. She would hurt someone, she knew, but three men could still easily overcome her.
Basel, the pale one, only glanced warily at her knife and crossed his arms, undaunted. "I know you," he said. "You're—" he cut himself off and shot a look at Iniko as if remembering something. He cleared his throat and rubbed a hand down the trimmed, near-white beard, his light eyes hesitant. "I think she's from the Ramnarine family. One of the Rain Mage's daughters."
Roana's hand wavered as she considered making a run for it. She knew she could rely on Jip to ward off anyone who tried to hurt her—it was why Roana could never stay angry at the pup for very long.
"You think so?" Iniko asked, sounding unconcerned that he had a knife pointed at him. A small hoop winked on his ear as he looked her up and down, and Roana felt another wave of anger. "I thought they all died in the shipwreck. Except for the younger daughter—"
"You don't know anything about it," Roana interrupted, before she had to hear yet another rumored theory about her family. Her grip on the knife hilt turned slick. She glanced behind her, mentally mapping her escape route, but saw with dismay that several other porters hung behind her. Muttering a curse, she turned back to see that Iniko had stepped closer.
Lorne's impatience grew. "Iniko—"
Iniko lifted a hand, then stepped closer. "There's no way out," he stated. Springy brown hair was cropped close to his head, and more dark hair made a trim line down his temples and skimmed along his jaw in a very Ekesian fashion, tapering to fine points at his chin. A very nice chin, Roana noted with irritation, and dark eyes that seemed to pull her in like a fish to a worm.
"I haven't done anything wrong," Roana said, backing away a step. She edged to her left a little, realizing that she could jump ship if it came to that. There were arm-length tentacled squelkin in those shore waters, but she hoped her knife would be enough to protect her.
Basel uncrossed his muscled arms, looking as if he might pounce, but Iniko rested a hand on his shoulder before he could move and gave Lorne a nod of reassurance. Roana clenched the hilt of her dagger.
"You've just tried to board a merchant ship without paying for passage," Iniko explained in a reasoning tone. "And not just any merchant. Xetsa—"
"I know who she is," said Roana. Everyone did. The most powerful merchant on the Isle of Wings. Rumors of the woman were whispered everywhere across the isle—mostly in warning, others scathingly, and still others filled with disgust and fear. It was said she could compel people to do whatever she wanted. Some said she slept with snakes, others said she was a shapeshifter who preferred the serpentine form. If she really hated you, she would put you in a room full of her slithering pets, and their venom would kill you after three long days of agony.
Roana didn't believe the rumors, of course, but had still attempted to be cautious. She would've chosen a ship owned by a different merchant, but therein lay the problem: Xetsa owned all of the ships to be found at the isle harbor.
Somehow Iniko had moved closer to her, hand outstretched to Jip. "Then you know how dangerous she is," he said in a calm voice. Jip's ears relaxed, and suddenly the mutt trotted forward, tail wagging as Iniko scratched her head.
Roana stared at Jip in disbelief, and her weapon dropped an inch. Iniko turned his shadowed eyes on her, and her panic began to drain away, replaced by a pulling sensation that drew her inexplicably toward the man. Thoughts receded as she took one step and then another, each step strengthening the pull she felt, deepening the calm that crept over her mind and body.
Awareness fogged, and she didn't notice Basel's movement until too late. He gripped her wrist, twisting it until she was forced to drop the knife with a cry of pain.
She yanked out of his grasp and turned to run, only to barrel into two other porters, who grabbed her arms. Roana grit her teeth, the false sense of calm fleeing as panic again kicked in.
"No! Please—" Their hands tightened. They were smothering her.
The ship's deck tilted underfoot. Not again, not again, her thoughts screamed, remembering the last time she had been dragged down, the last time she had been attacked, near-drowned— "Jip!" Where was her faithful mutt? She could feel her throat closing up, every muscle in her body rigid as she struggled to get loose, struggled to breath, struggled to reach the surface—
Woof! WOOF!
Jip's voice pierced the whirl of panic. The dog barked again, tugging her back, and suddenly Iniko's brown eyes floated in front of her, pleading and silent.
A gentle wave of tranquility rolled in again, pushing aside the panic, pulling her back to shore. She followed his lead, wanting release from the past, but a part of her knew that this man, Iniko, controlled her.
She shut her eyes against him.
And breathed in the crisp lake air, arms trembling, still trapped by her captors. They aren't hurting me, she reasoned to herself. No need to panic. And Jip is here. She looked to see her pup panting at her feet, and the dog met her gaze, bringing her mind back to equilibrium with its steadiness.
Jip, always her steady rock. Her pink tongue darted out, giving Roana's leg a reassuring lick.
"What's your name?" a voice asked.
Roana raised her eyes to meet those brown ones. This time there was no mysterious pull, only coolheaded patience. She cleared her throat. "Roana," she told Iniko, who stood a hand-span in front of her.
"Well, Roana," Iniko said, his voice tightening. "We're going to have to take you to Xetsa."
Roana didn't miss the apologetic note in his tone. She swallowed and felt her shoulders sag. Her eyes dragged up the harbor, past the bustling fleet of trading galleys and along the steep ridge that led to a rocky peninsula protruding from the water.
Atop the jagged, water-chiseled rocks stood Xetsa's estate, a tight cluster of buildings that crouched at the foot of a massive beacon tower. Dozens of windows scored the dark stone walls, their shadowed faces staring at the harbor, and a great crowned tower glowered from above.
A tremor ran through her, but she lifted her chin. "Take me, then."






  
  Two

Iniko


A person had to be either very brave or very stupid to try stealing free passage on one of Xetsa Kone's ships. When Roana leaped out of the crate with a knife in her hand, Iniko decided she was the latter. Although she was young, maybe a few years younger than he, she should've known better. 
The only reason he had started using his powers was because he was certain Basel would've gotten hurt in the impending struggle had he not stepped in. When he grabbed hold of her mind, felt how it fizzed and spit with nervous energy, he realized he had been wrong about her. Desperation, not bravery or stupidity, lay behind those eyes.
Iniko stared at her back, straight and rigid as a ship mast, as he walked behind her, wondering where he had seen her before. Her bronze face seemed familiar to him, although he couldn't for the life of him place those hazel eyes.
Even her mutt distracted him. Something about the dog's mind wasn't quite normal—it felt as though it had once been expansive, but was now shrunken like a dried fruit. Iniko's head throbbed and he let it go, focusing instead on the winding, rocky path underfoot.
Basel led them toward the rocky peninsula of Xetsa’s estate in silence. His cotton shirt billowed in the lake wind, but Iniko recognized the tension in his shoulders. No one liked having to go to Xetsa—with good news or bad. Despite the trouble Roana had caused, Iniko was certain Xetsa would put a stop to any mischief she might still intend. He only hoped Xetsa's punishment would not be one of the heartless, often violent methods people whispered about when in their cups.
But she's a Ramnarine, he remembered. Surely Xetsa wouldn't hurt someone from the well-known and respected Rain Mage family. Especially since everyone in that family was dead except for Roana and her grandmother, if the rumors on the streets could be trusted.
Roana's dark, tousled braid whipped to the side like a rope snapping in the wind as she threw a glare at him over her shoulder. Iniko gave her his most charming smile.
Truthfully, he felt bad about finding her on the ship. He could've used his powers on the mutt to stop her howling and scratching, but the fact was that something had told him not to. When he saw her in the crate, something slipped into him—awareness that she wanted to remain hidden, but a sickening sensation that she must not leave. His intuition told him to hold back, to let it play out. And Iniko always followed his intuition, even if he didn't understand it.
The terrain grew steep as narrow steps lead up to the twisted iron arch that served as the estate gate. No doors kept people off the grounds, just as no outer walls protected the estate from the fierce gales and ice-cold waves that pounded the rocky shores around it. Xetsa Kone needed protection from no one.
"Halt there," a voice drawled in Lachian, the language of Lach, which lay east of the lake. A single guard stood near the archway, looking bored in leather armor and sandals as he leaned against a crooked black joba tree, munching on an apple. After a moment, he ambled forward, then sneered when he saw them better. "If it isn't the Ghost Cap’n," he said to Basel, taunting him about his unusually colorless skin. He spit an apple seed toward Basel's feet.
Basel ignored him. "I must speak with Xetsa," he said in Ikish, not looking the man in the eye.
Iniko moved to stand just behind Roana, noting how she scanned their surroundings as if looking for an escape.
"And why's that, Cap'n? Shouldn't you be down at the harbor, unloading ships?" the guard asked, continuing to speak lazily in Lachian, juice dripping down his chin as he took a bite of apple. He tilted his head, trying to get Basel to look at him.
Basel's hands curled into fists. Basel wasn't fluent in Lachian, but knew enough of what Iniko had taught him to know he was being provoked.
"We have someone here that Xetsa might like to question," said Iniko, speaking in smooth Lachian as he leveled his gaze on the guard. "She tried to sneak onto one of Xetsa's ships without paying passage."
The guard grinned at the woman and her dog. "What's with the bitch then? Not you, my sweet," he added hastily, giving Roana a snide wink when she crossed her arms. "Your mutt there. No dogs, I'm afraid. Xetsa hates 'em."
"She's coming with me," Roana stated.
The guard lifted his brows, amused. "Yeah? Don't you know those Zarians like to eat dog?" He spit another apple seed over his shoulder, glancing at Basel. "They like to gorge on fine fare. Dogs, monkeys, snakes, carcass-munching rats—"
Basel stepped forward, muttering a slurry of curses in Zindi, and the guard lifted his hands in defense, taking a playful step back as though tempting him to attack.
"The dog stays with me," Iniko said before his friend could take the bait. "I'll wait here. If you want to keep your job, Jerome, you'd best take her up right away. If not, I'm sure my boss would be happy to report your negligence while on duty." He stared at Jerome in challenge.
The guard shrugged and tossed his apple away. "Follow me, then."
"You make sure she doesn't escape," Basel said in Ikish, tight-lipped.
"Yes, Cap'n," the guard answered in Lachian. He put a hand to his chest in a mock shipmate's salute, and pulled out his short sword to gesture at Roana to walk.
The woman started ahead of him, legs stiff as they worked their way over the remaining stony path and across the courtyard to the tall doors of Xetsa's home.
Iniko released a short breath of air and looked at his friend, who still seemed as taut as an anchored rope in a storm. He rested a hand on Basel's shoulder, reverting back to speaking Ikish as he reassured him. "I'm sure it will be over quickly. Maybe a little slap on the wrist."
Basel shot him a skeptical look. "You think so?"
Iniko gave a nod, showing more confidence than he felt. "Why should the most powerful merchant on the island want to punish a young woman for trying to escape on one of her ships? It's not like she stole anything. Roana shouldn't be a threat to her."
His friend said nothing, and, in that moment of silence, only seemed to grow more tense.
Iniko looked back to the immense stone keep that consisted of Xetsa's living quarters, the wide walls spattered with droppings from the shore-plovers sailing overhead. On either side of the keep squatted more buildings, walls nearly touching in an effort to use up every inch of space on the rocks. A short, unceremonious courtyard made of hard stone echoed the wind.
Iniko shivered in the shadow of the keep. "Does she seem familiar to you?" he asked Basel.
"Who?" Basel said suddenly, as though the question had taken him by surprise.
"Roana. I swear I've seen her before."
Basel shrugged. "We live on an island, Iniko. You've probably seen her around. Maybe taken her to your bed?"
Iniko forced a laugh, cringing at the idea. "She'd likely kill me in my sleep. No, I'd have remembered her." If not for her looks, then at least for the feel of her mind.
Basel patted him on the shoulder and cast a last look toward Xetsa's home. "I'll head back to the harbor," he said. "You sure you want to wait here?" He eyed the mutt, who sat at Iniko's feet, nose sniffing thoughtfully toward the keep.
"I'll be back as soon as she's done."
Iniko's pale Zarian friend walked back down the steep path, rubbing the back of his neck where white hair ended in rows of tight braids.
From where Iniko stood, he had a clear view of the curved harbor. With the early summer trading in full swing, the harbor was bustling. A dozen trading galleys bobbed next to the docks, which flowed with the morning’s shift of porters. A large wooden crane lifted tuns of wine from a ship, on their way to a storehouse two streets away.
All of it belonged to Xetsa now. The trading galleys, the storehouses, the shipmasters, and the dock workers. All bought off by the wealthiest merchant on the island, who sat in her dark estate, watching over it all as if she were queen. The chief magistrate, Ogdon Olcinius, had the title of someone in charge, but if rumors were to be believed, he was little more than Xetsa's dog.
That was how it had been since Iniko had arrived on the island just over a year ago. Ever since the drought had started. Ever since he had lost his father, and his father's ship, and all of his dreams had been swallowed by the stormy waters of Skye Lake.
Becoming a ship-master doesn't just take hard work and perseverance, his father told him once. It requires your whole life to be worked and re-worked around it. Your body must be molded to the ship, the rigging, the sails. Your mind must be in tune with the stars, the wind, the waters. You must eat and breathe what the ship eats and breathes, until you realize that you are not the master of the ship, but the ship itself. When you are the ship, you master the air and the water and the land beneath it.
Iniko twisted the ring on his left hand, the lines of the family sigil stamped on the top still deep and strong.
His dream of running his own business had been a guiding light through all the turmoil of the last year. No matter what else weighed him down, it was always on his mind. The sailing, he loved. Figuring the costs of goods, calculating fees, he didn't mind. But what he enjoyed the most was the idea of running it all—his own ship, his own workers, and determining what goods would cross the vast Skye Lake. And he had worked with his father long enough to know that he was good at it.
Iniko sat beneath the joba tree, mindlessly smoothing the fur of the mutt's head as he traced the harbor streets with his eyes.
For over a year now, he had been working for Xetsa, and had made little headway with his own dream. But he couldn't hate Xetsa as much as he wanted to.
How could he, when she had saved his life?






  
  Three

Roana


Xetsa Kone is a sorceress. She can manipulate your mind and read your thoughts. 
The woman can see everything you do, everything you think and feel.
Beware that merchant. I've heard she has a strange power that can make her a monster or a friend. Don't get close to her. Don't let her in.
Roana mulled over the rumors of this merchant, wondering which ones were true. Perhaps all of them, she thought, and wiped at the perspiration on her temples as she followed the guard through the thick wooden doors into the main keep.
The smell of animal permeated the dank air of Xetsa Kone's estate. Besides two sentinels standing at the front door, a dark antechamber stood bare of furniture, a few arched corridors leading to different areas of the keep. The guard—whose name she had already forgotten—sheathed his sword and led her down the left corridor, lit by sconces along the walls. They turned down another corridor, and doors appeared on either side. A strange noise reached them—a jabbing, staccato sound like the shriek of a monkey.
Roana paused in her stride as they turned down a hall full of mirrors. Each reflected endlessly into the opposite wall until it looked like thousands upon thousands of mirrors, cascading into silvery waterfalls as she walked past. She entered into the reflection, saw the fear on her face, and immediately snapped her attention away. Righting her shoulders, she focused on the long, near-white rug that spanned the narrow floor, ribbons of black spiraling along its length. The strange design reminded her of a ball of yarn spinning loose from its center.
"Hurry along," the guard growled, casting a frown over his shoulder.
Her ears pricked at the sound of a soft wail from the door to her left. Not a babe's wail, but a man's.
The hair on the back of her neck stood on end. One door they passed stood ajar, and the space beyond it was so dark that Roana almost didn't see it, until a moan floated soft and low from the shadows.
Roana peered past the blaze of candlelight and mirrors. Someone sat in a chair in the corner of the room, and beyond the chair Roana could see the outline of a bed, where something writhed under the sheets. The realization that it was a woman alone in the bed hit her as another moan escaped into the hall, a noise of pleasure that made Roana's cheeks burn. She started to turn away, but something caught her eye.
Scales gleamed as a snake twined around a shadowy form sitting across from the bed. The snake was thick as Roana's arm, with smooth obsidian skin nearly the same shade as the figure around whom it coiled. Its head slid over the figure's shoulder to rest molten eyes on Roana, its forked tongue flicking to taste her on the air.
The woman—or man?—in the chair turned to face her, and the snake's eyes seemed to glow, burning as if they could see every morsel of her being. Roana blinked, and saw that the figure was clearly a woman, and what she had thought was a snake was actually a glossy dress, with a broach securing it on her shoulder.
The woman smiled at her, and Roana flinched.
She forced her legs to move away.  The guard led her down the corridor to a set of wooden doors at the end, and he swung one of them open.
"You'll wait in here until Xetsa arrives." His thumb rubbed the hilt of his sword as he watched her step inside, and he sneered when she glared at him. "I'll be waitin' right here when you're done."
With that, he snapped the door closed.
Well, Roana thought spitefully. I'll just wait here to be interrogated. She turned to face the room, hoping to find an escape route—
—and fell back against the doors.
Hundreds of snakes slithered along branches mounted on the chamber walls. Scales the colors of flames, blood, and squelkin ink glittered in the shadows. The entire floor was pitted and filled with sand, except for the narrow path leading to the center the room. The only source of light came from candles by the doors and the tiled circle at the end of the path.
Despite the lack of a fireplace, the air in the room was warm and humid. Wizard work.
Perhaps even the snakes were just a glamour? To Roana's left, a snake the length of her leg slid along a branch. Slowly, she moved her hand toward the snake's head, inch by inch, not daring to breath.
The serpent froze and its tongue darted out, tickling her finger.
Roana snatched her hand back. She scrambled along the path before it could move closer. Despite the lack of barrier between the sand pits and the tiled floor, the snakes seemed to prefer their area, as the plush chairs and cushions stood bare.
Roana shivered, recalling the rumors of death by venomous snakes, and searched the room with her eyes. There were no windows, and the only set of doors were the ones she had come through, where the guard stood on the other side. And she didn't even have her knife.
A riddle for snakes, she commanded to herself, hoping the familiar challenge would distract her. The task was something she had done with her grandfather for years growing up before he passed away, and now it was her way of keeping him close.
Roana pursed her lips and exhaled. Some snakes twined and braided their bodies while others coiled alone in the sand, watching the room with expansive, glassy eyes.
Gleaming but dry
Shadowed but alive—
Roana's eyes darted to where a green snake nosed the edge of the tile circle.
Gleaming like water, but dry.
Shadowy it moves, alive.
Step on its tail, you die.
The green snake's chin glided over the tile, as if searching for scent of prey. Roana stepped back, edging further from the only exit in the room.
Just then the door to the chamber opened, and a dark-skinned woman stepped onto the tiled path.
It was the same woman Roana had seen sitting in the room just down the hall. She looked tall and sturdy, with a heavy square jaw set beneath a flat mouth. Muscles roved over arms and legs as she walked down the path, her black dress glistening and dark over well-oiled skin. Tight braids coiled on her head, not a hair out of place, and corded sandals braced her feet.
She walked in with an air of confidence and poise, completely at ease. Roana didn't miss how the long corner of her dress snapped out at the green snake as she passed, causing it to recoil and slither away. She peered closer at the dress, but it flapped and rustled as a normal dress should.
"Xetsa Kone," the woman announced in a low voice and held out a wide hand for Roana to shake. The nails tapered to fine white points. Roana expected a firm shake, but Xetsa Kone held her lightly, as if Roana were a child she didn't wish to hurt, and stared down at her, eyes like black mirrors. "And you are Roana Ramnarine."
Roana felt herself nod, longing to drag her hand away from the merchant's, but knowing she shouldn't show any weakness—not when she would face this woman's punishment, whatever she declared it to be.
"Please, have a seat," Xetsa waved at a chair, and turned to the plush sofa, giving a clap of her hands as she did so.
Through the open door came a slender girl carrying a tray of fruits and nuts.
"Hungry?"
Roana stared at the tray of food before letting her gaze slide to the servant girl. Was the food poisoned? A trick somehow? Would the servant tell her if it was? The girl's eyes were trained on the floor, her arms rigid as she held the tray.
"It's not poisoned," Xetsa murmured, as if answering her thoughts.
A cold rill of fear trickled down Roana's spine. "No." Her voice cracked, and she cleared her throat. "No, thank you."
Xetsa beckoned the servant girl, who knelt by the sofa, holding the tray within perfect hand's reach. The merchant picked up a silk-nut and popped it into her mouth, eyes steady on Roana while she chewed.
Several moments passed before Xetsa said, "There's no need to be afraid." She plucked a berry off the tray. "The snakes will not hurt you. Not unless I compel them to."
Roana stiffened, palms growing slick with sweat in her lap. She was prepared to tell the woman all the details of how she was able to get on the ship, save for the true names of those few who helped her. She'd tell her almost anything but that, since she had promised the crate-maker and the street rat that she would never reveal their identities if she were caught. Besides, she couldn't blame them for what had happened.
Jip, you stupid girl. Part of her wanted to hate her dog, but she loved her too much to be anything more than resentful toward her. After all, Jip had only found Roana out of very persistent stubbornness and a nose fine-tuned to Roana's scent.
"Now tell me," Xetsa said, leaning back against the scarlet cushions of the sofa. "Are you a Rain Mage?"
Roana grimaced as a familiar knot in her belly tightened. "No." Steady, solid. An anchor to still the sudden churning deep inside of her.
Xetsa crossed her legs. "No. Because you aren't like your father, are you? No talent like his."
A bit of the tightness in Roana's shoulders released as the woman agreed with her. Does she know? Can she sense the things inside of me?
Xetsa's black dress shimmered as it moved, but the merchant remained still. "I hired your father many times," she stated, unperturbed that her dress seemed to have a life of its own. "Damian and Liana were very skilled in their own ways. You must miss them terribly."
Damian. Liana. Roana hadn't heard their names in months. Her father had been the last Rain Mage, hired frequently by Xetsa to attend her ships during their journeys to and from the Ekesian mainland. As a Rain Mage, her father's duty had been to calm storms that threatened the ships' route—an invaluable service to merchants that they paid a high price for. Her mother, Liana, had been the island's chief magistrate.
Both had been well-respected, her father simply for being the island's Rain Mage, and her mother garnering admiration for her grace, beauty, and skill at speaking many languages. Roana hadn't seen much of either of them growing up.
And I will never see them again.
Ragged and worn, she couldn't stop the thought from running through her mind for the hundredth time. It dug into her heart with a knife's edge.
Roana met Xetsa's gaze, impenetrable as the tiles beneath their feet. The woman couldn't force her to speak about what happened to her parents. There were certain doors Roana kept shut tight, and she didn't intend to open them, even if all Xetsa's snakes bit her.
Xetsa gave a slight nod, as if she acknowledged and accepted Roana's resistance. "Why do you want to leave the Isle of Wings?"
Roana's mouth twisted. "Why should I stay?"
"You have an aging grandmother, do you not? And you could still marry, have children, carry on your family's legacy...?"
"It's not that simple," Roana said, heat rising to her cheeks. "The islanders have no love for me. They believe the rumors, and are superstitious."
Rumors blamed Roana for bringing the storm that wrecked her family's ship, and claimed this had caused Náyade to punish the island with drought. When Roana had asked her grandmother what she thought, Nan had shaken her head in disbelief, and said I do not know whether the storm that killed them was natural, but I do know that you shouldn't blame yourself for something you couldn't possibly have done. Because Roana wasn't like her father, or like Pia.
"What do you believe?" Xetsa asked her.
Roana pressed her fingers into the solid wood of the armrests. "I believe my family was killed in a natural storm. And the drought is happening because there is no Rain Mage to bring rains." Because that was the truth. And if the truth were anything else, she wouldn't be able to live with herself.
Xetsa quirked a dark brow. "A natural storm? So you do not believe that you, or any Rain Mage, had anything to do with the storm or the drought."
It wasn't a question, so Roana did not answer. Still, her cheeks burned as she realized how ridiculous the notion was—that a natural storm would've killed her father, a skilled Rain Mage who could stop any storm that came his way. He would've done anything to protect Roana's mother and sister from harm.
Roana blinked away the burning in her eyes.
"And you believe the people hate you," Xetsa continued. "Why is that?"
A memory flashed in Roana's mind, of children's hands grasping her arms and legs, tugging her deep into the hot pool as she struggled toward the surface, lungs aching for air.
Roana closed her eyes and inhaled, unable to stop herself from rubbing her throat. Her fingers met a slight metal chain—the locket her mother had given her on her twelfth birthday, with a tiny painting of her mother's face shut inside. She let her hand drop into her lap. "They do not treat me well."
Xetsa turned her attention to the platter of food once more. "And you wish to escape their cruelty by leaving the island?"
Yes! Roana wanted to snap at the woman. But she was starting to feel childish after saying these things out loud—for she hadn't yet told Nan or anyone else about what happened at the hot pools, or about other ways she had been harassed by her peers—and the merchant's constant questions were fraying her nerves. Was it silly that she wanted to leave the island because of her mistreatment? It was the only thing Roana had wanted since she had learned of her family's death. She wanted to escape, and—
"I want to see the world," Roana blurted, warmth flushing anew through her. She didn't think the merchant would care what she wanted, but the woman watched her with some interest. "I want to go to Ekesia and Lach, to eat their food and smell the streets and speak their languages." Like her parents had done. But Roana would do it differently because she would never come back to this desiccated, lonely island.
Xetsa's brows rose, and her lips tipped upwards. "Ahh." The way she said it made Roana's skin prickle, as if Roana's words meant far more to Xetsa than it should have. "I was in a similar place as you, once. I was born and raised in a Zarian tribe, as you may have guessed."
Xetsa's pointed fingers dug for a berry on the tray. The servant never wavered. "My tribe, like most down there, was close-knit and content. Everyone was expected to raise a family, to help with collecting food, building homes, keeping the peace. My life would be restricted to those few things, and I would never leave unless I married into another tribe. As a child, I knew and understood these things, and hated them. I was meant to do bigger things, and I hungered for the world." Xetsa studied a purple juga-berry, the tips of her nails digging into the soft flesh just enough that red juice dripped down her finger.
Roana stared at it, wondering what it must have been like growing up in such a place. Was the island all that different, when everyone knew everyone else and no-one ever planned on leaving the island to pursue another life?
"One day my mother took me to meet a prospective husband from another tribe. I was still a child, and he was my mother's age. They had a disagreement, and that night I was made to watch as he forced himself on my mother." Xetsa ate the berry and frowned. "I never had much respect for her. She took everything in life with barely a sound, as quiet as a rabbit and still as a stone. She let the world roll over her, flatten her out, cut her open." Xetsa let out a great sigh. "But I still loved her. We returned to our tribe the next day, and I was so infuriated with what the man had done to her that I planned a revenge.
“When our chieftain left for a few days’ journey to another tribe, I pretended to be him, telling all that I'd returned early because I had had a dream—which most chieftains use to predict the right course of action, or the future, or whatever it is they believe will connect them to the higher powers—" Xetsa riddled the words off with clipped disdain. "—and I reported that in the dream, I had seen how someone had been abused by the tribe of the man who had forced himself on my mother. To put it succinctly, I convinced my tribe to go to war."
Roana regarded her with incredulity. A child pretending to be a chieftain? But a niggling doubt settled in Roana's chest as she watched Xetsa smooth her hands over her dress, as if calming it. The corner of the dress twitched and stilled.
"I never got away with it, though," Xetsa continued. "Our chieftain returned a day early and discovered what I had done. The whole tribe, seeing what I truly was, agreed to exile me. Before I left, the tribe we nearly went to war with found out, and the man who had hurt my mother came with a group to hunt me down. They thought I was a monster, deserving of death. Needless to say, I escaped them and hid in a wagon traveling north to Ekesia." Xetsa waved the tray of food away, looking mildly bored with her own story. Roana, on the other hand, couldn't help her fascination. "You might have done the same, had you not been caught."
Roana ground her teeth. She wasn't sure what irritated her more: the woman's disdain or her own curiosity about Xetsa's escape. Forgetting her fear momentarily, Roana said, "But I'm not a wizard."
Xetsa smiled, partly mischievous and partly as if she were considering a daft child. "Nor am I. But there are certain things I can do...skills, you might call them, that have nothing to do with wizardry. There are no wizards in Zari. But there is magic."
Well, that answered that question. Xetsa Kone was a sorceress. But just what the woman could do was still a mystery, and one that Roana wasn't entirely sure she wanted to know the truth of. Roana found herself openly staring at Xetsa's dress, which had taken on a slithering quality. Had Xetsa moved her leg just then?
"You've heard of my abilities," Xetsa said. "So you know that I can punish you as I wish."
The quiet threat brought Roana's attention fully back to Xetsa's words. She lifted her chin, heart thumping.
"In ways you cannot possibly imagine," Xetsa added, her dress gleaming as she ran fingers down her lap, stroking the fabric of her dress, her gaze dancing over it as if she were seeing more than a simple black garment. "But I do not wish to punish you this time. I wouldn't want you to be unable to care for...Nan, is it?"
Cold washed over Roana's shoulders. Her head jerked in a nod. Was there anything Xetsa didn't know about her?
"Good. Nan depends on you. I wouldn't want something bad to happen to her. Would you?"
Anger burned over Roana's skin, heat flushing out the cold of fear. "No," she ground out.
"Very well. We're done here." Xetsa stood, walked down the tiled path and out the door, tailed by her silent servant.
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How dare she threaten Nan? Her grandmother was old and gentle and kind, and still grieved for their lost family. She had been through enough already.
Roana's hands clenched into fists. Who was this merchant woman, anyways? How close had she been to Roana's family?
Hair prickled on her nape as they entered a hall full of hushed shadows. Closed doors lined each side, and curiosity lit beneath her anger. She wanted to open each one, to light candles and see everything that made up this woman's mysterious home, to see pieces and parts of the world that this woman had seen and experienced.
Had she really been hunted by a Zarian tribe? Frustrated, Roana tried to squash her curiosity, but it only strengthened as they entered a wide chamber full of cushioned seats sewn with golden lions and winged drogons. Tables made of joba-wood boasted ivory statues and figurines. Roana had been into many estates, but this one had the richest luxuries, by far.
She passed a lone chair, a blanket of gold and silver threads folded neatly and draped over the back. Pearls hung from its edges—each one pried from the mouths of oysters living east of Ekesia.
Each one the size of her fingernail.
One handful would be enough to pay for her passage to the mainland. Two, and she could secure passage for herself, Jip, and Nan.
Her fingers itched.
From behind them came a soft giggle, and the guard, whose name Roana still couldn't remember, turned.
"There you are," he beamed, and Roana looked back to see a slender woman wearing a fresh kitchen smock clutching the corner of wall, a playful look on her face. Her eyes flitted over Roana briefly before running back to the guard.
"Come and play?" she whispered to him.
Gag.
The guard's grin turned into a sneer; he fisted the pommel of his sheathed sword and took a step toward her. He hesitated, remembering Roana, and for a moment his eyes dragged down her, as if assessing whether or not he could take her along.
Before Roana could say anything, the woman came and pressed her slight form against the guard, whispering something in his ear while a hand caressed his face.
"Is that right?" the guard said, grunting when her hand trailed down and groped him. His eyes turned wide and dumb like a cow's.
Roana crossed her arms.
"Just take her to the servant door," the woman muttered. "It's closer."
The guard motioned to Roana to keep moving. They took a left into a wider hall where the floor was hard and scuffed from years of servant traffic.
"You can leave through there." The guard pointed at the arched door at the end. His attention was already behind him, where the woman stood with pursed lips.
Roana moved toward the door, ears pricking at the sound of kissing behind her. She glanced back, noting that the woman had attached herself to the guard like a squelkin to a fish. They whispered to each other, and Roana could just make out their words.
"Are you needed back at the gate?"
"No, Gregory will have taken over by now. I have time to sup."
"You can"—a gasp—"sup with me."
The guard glanced at Roana, eyes glazed. Roana gripped the door knob, twisted.
"But I thought you were watching the egg—"
The woman shushed him with her finger. "It's fine. Nothing will bother it. This will be quick. Here, I think this one's empty—"
Roana opened the servant door, noting that no one stood guard outside. She glanced at the pair down the corridor, slid through the gap in the door, and shut it loudly behind her.
She counted to ten.
Her fingers felt cold and stiff as she turned the knob again. The door cracked open, easing wider as Roana strained to hear over her own pounding blood.
The corridor stood empty. Noises came from one of the rooms, and Roana hoped it was enough to blanket the sound of her footsteps racing down the hall.
She turned away from the servant's rooms, down a dark hall enveloped in shadows. The stone encased the sound of her breath and the soft scrape of her sandals against the smooth floor. More doors appeared, thick and polished with oil.
She glanced behind her, but she was alone.
Should she try to find that pearl-studded blanket? The little pearls were the perfect size for snatching away in a pocket. Where had she seen it?
A heavy tread approached in the distance.
Roana tried the handle of the first door. Locked.
The second door opened with a quiet snick, and Roana darted inside. She stood with hands splayed against the door, barely daring to breathe. After a few moments of silence, she turned her attention to the inside of the room.
A great crackling fire in the hearth spilled gold light over the sparse furniture. Roana held her breath, searching for whomever slept there, but it stood empty. The bed was made, the tables bare but for an unlit candle, and a tapestry hung above the hearth. No valuable trinkets anywhere in sight. Was this a servant's room?
Sweat gathered on her lip as she crept to the hearth. The tapestry had a great tree sprawling over it, with thousands of leaves in shades of yellow and amber, arms reaching for the sky. Some of the threads even appeared to be gilded.
How much was the tapestry worth? She moved closer, inspecting its length and width, assessing whether or not she'd be able to fit it rolled in her sleeve—
Her foot tapped against something.
There at the foot of the hearth, where the air shimmered with heat, lay a basket. The soft linens inside of it cushioned a huge oval egg speckled with gray.
"Oh, wings," Roana murmured. She knelt and touched the hard shell that could only belong to one animal on the island.
The Ikari.
The giant birds ruled the northernmost cliffs of the island, hunting in the frigid waters of Skye Lake and nesting in the enormous crevices that fractured the cliffs. Said to be vicious and cunning, the Ikari hunted down any humans that dared come too close. No one ventured to the cliffs where the Ikari lived unless they wanted to die.
"How did you get here?" Roana whispered. Was it possible that Xetsa had stolen the egg to trade? Who would want the egg of such a massive, treacherous creature?
And most importantly, what was the egg's worth to the merchant? The servant and the guard had mentioned something about an egg. Was this her room? Surely, Xetsa wouldn't leave a priceless item in the care of a lustful, slipshod servant.
Roana rubbed the warm shell with her fingers, thinking of the helpless creature stuck inside. Stolen from its parents and home. Forced to live in a world it hadn't been made for.
Xetsa would likely sell the egg to the highest bidder, and the bird would be raised in confinement, locked in a cage as mere entertainment. Unless it landed in worse hands. They might torture it, make a sport of killing it.
The thought of such a life for the little chick made her stomach turn. Ikari were feared, yes, but also greatly respected for their intelligence. To snatch one from the wild was not only cruel, but contemptuous. Would she be any better than Xetsa if she left the egg to a fate of captivity?
Footsteps echoed in the hall outside.
Roana rocked back, ready to scramble beneath the bed if she had to. But the passerby didn't enter. Roana breathed out, slow and steady. She needed to move, and quickly.
She stood, stretched a hand toward the tapestry, the fine fabric so solid and cool and rich against her fingers.
Nothing like the warm egg waiting below.
Come on, come on!
The tapestry might be her only way off the island. But how could she possibly leave the egg behind? There was no way to take both—they were equally burdensome and she simply didn't have the time to think more—
Abandoning the tapestry, Roana wrapped her hands around the egg and hefted it up under her shift, planting protective hands around it as the heat penetrated her belly. Stay warm little one, she encouraged, waddling toward the door. She backed her way into the hall with careful feet, grimacing at how much the egg bulged out.
For a moment, she remembered the blanket with the pearls. It would've certainly been a less ludicrous thing to try stealing.
She cursed herself for being so impulsive, for caring too much about things that didn't do her any good, but there was no going back now. She had the egg and was halfway down the hall, ears straining for any sound of footsteps approaching.
Making her way back toward the servant door, Roana passed the room where the guard and servant were still at it. She was lucky they hadn't been so quick after all.
Her hand shook as she eased open the servant door and closed it silently behind her.






  
  Four

Iniko


Iniko cursed when he saw Roana plodding across the courtyard of Xetsa's estate, her belly huge. 
A new guard standing rigid beneath the iron archway lifted a hand for her to stop. Roana said something and pointed to Iniko, a scowl that was becoming familiar to him crinkling her brow.
The guard peered at Iniko, then motioned for him to approach. Iniko obeyed, feeling his pulse quicken, and the guard asked, "Do you know this woman?"
Roana bristled. "As I said, he's my husband—"
"Let the man speak. I need to hear him verify it."
The heat drained from Iniko's face. Cursed wings, what had she gotten him into? He should tell the guard the truth, but he was acutely aware of the angry whirl of Roana's mind, and the fact that he had chosen not to help her before. Instinct had told him not to, but now of course his instinct remained silent.
"Yes, she's my wife," he heard himself say.
The guard squinted. "And can you tell me why she's here?"
Iniko's gaze slid to Roana's. Chickens, she mouthed.
He glanced down at the protective way she held the bulge of her belly. The guard must not have noted the odd curves, more pointed at one end than the other and protruding more than what might be considered normal.
"She was just delivering chickens to the kitchen," he explained. The lie rolled far too easily off his tongue. "Insisted on going herself, so I stayed behind. You know how stubborn women can be when they're with child." Iniko shot Roana a warning glance so she wouldn't say more, and found her looking at him with admiration.
The guard sniffed, considering his story. After a moment he said, "Aye, they can be stubborn. Best be careful going down the ridge," he added to Roana, his face paling when she set a glare on him.
Roana led the way wordlessly down the path, and Iniko showed exaggerated husbandly protection by keeping close to her heels lest she fall. Roana's mutt tailed behind them, sniffing with great interest.
As soon as they were out of sight of the guard, Roana said, "Thank you for your help, but I'm fine now." She clutched the bulge of her shift as she walked, stance wide to balance the extra weight.
"Since you pulled me into this, you might at least tell me what you stole."
Roana froze and turned to him, her face stony. "I don't owe you a single thing. You ruined everything the moment you opened my crate."
Iniko crossed his arms. "I was just doing my job." That wasn't entirely true, since it had been instinct rather than duty to his work that had convinced him to allow Roana to be discovered.
"Were you just doing your job when you lied to the guard?"
He held his hands up in defense. "Look, I'm sorry about the crate. I'm trying to make it up to you now, but I can't do that





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
ACBURNETT

E





OEBPS/images/1688caa7-a07a-47ae-ade6-06c9a7532ccf.png







