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I’ve always loathed writing letters. My tutors used to say they showcase one’s intellect and thoughtfulness—and calligraphy, too. But my handwriting has always looked more like a goose’s than a princess’s. No one cherishes receiving a letter from a goose. Even a royal one.


I know that’s no excuse for why I never wrote you, Takkan. If I could change the past, I’d have replied to every one of your letters. I’ve finally read them, and I can’t tell you what a comfort it’s been to laugh over your stories, and imagine that we grew up together. I wish I’d asked you your name that day we first met—when we were children at the Summer Festival and I lost your kite.


I’ve been thinking about that kite lately, and how it must be flying and flying with nowhere to go, nowhere to land. Sometimes I dream that it’s me. That I have no end to my string. That I don’t belong anywhere anymore.


I wonder if that’s how my stepmother felt. It hurts that I’ll never get to ask her.


By the time you find this, I’ll be in the dragon realm. I don’t know how long I’ll be gone. It could be days, it could be weeks or months. I hope it won’t be years.


If I miss winter, think of me when the snow falls, and whenever you eat radishes.


Your favorite soup cook,


Shiori










CHAPTER ONE


The bottom of the Taijin Sea tasted of salt, slime, and disappointment. But for a few faint beams of mysterious light, it was darker than the deepest chasm. Hardly the magnificent watery realm dragons were said to call home.


I sat up on Seryu’s back as he slowed, his long whiskers vibrating toward one beam in particular. Maybe I’d imagined it, but the beam shone brighter than the rest—almost violet.


“You ready?” Seryu asked.


Ready for what? I thought, but I nodded.


With a flip of his tail, he dove through the violet beam—and everything changed.


The water turned azure, and puffs of coppery mist hissed from beds of sand and crystal. And light! There was light everywhere, radiating from an unseen sun.


My heart began to race with anticipation, and I clung to Seryu’s horns as he accelerated down, swimming so fast that I almost let go of my breath. 


We’re almost there, Kiki, I thought excitedly in our shared, unspoken language, but she didn’t respond. A peek into my sleeve told me why: my poor paper bird had fainted.


I didn’t blame her. We were moving at dizzying speeds, and my head pounded like a storm when I tried to see straight. But I couldn’t afford to faint. I didn’t even dare close my eyes.


I wanted to see everything.


At last we arrived at a labyrinth of bright coral reefs, fathoms below the mortal sea. Seagrass swayed in an unseen current, dunes of white sand and gold-veined rocks dotted the grounds, and canopies of braided seaflowers formed the roofs of underwater villas.


So this was Ai’long, home of the dragons.


It was a world few mortals would ever glimpse. At a glance, it didn’t seem so different from land. In place of trees were pillars of coral, some slender and some thick, most with spiraling branches adorned with bracelets of moss. Even the way the fish glided, their tapered fins spread out like wings, reminded me of birds soaring across the sky.


And yet . . . it was like nothing I’d ever seen. The movement of the water, constantly tossing and turning, was revealed by flashes of color and flurries of fish. The way the seagrass tickled the fish that swept by, as if they could speak to one another.


Seryu smirked as I drank in the view. “I told you you’d be dazzled.”


He was right, of course. I was dazzled. Then again, Ai’long was meant to astound mortal eyes such as mine. That was its danger, after all. Its trap.


A place so beautiful that even time held its breath.


Every hour you spend here is a day lost at home—if not more, I reminded myself sharply. That time would add up quickly, and I’d been away from my father and brothers so long I didn’t want to waste a single minute.


Let’s go. I signaled with a kick to the dragon’s long serpentine side.


“I’m not a horse, you know.” Seryu’s green eyebrows arched as he twisted to view me. “Why so quiet, Shiori? You’re not holding your breath, are you?”


When I didn’t reply, he tossed me off his back, and his claw shot out and pinched my nose.


Out escaped a jet of bubbles—the air I’d been preciously hoarding. But great gods, I could breathe! Or at least it felt like I was breathing. The water tasted sweet instead of salty—intoxicating, like a heady plum wine when I inhaled too deeply, but maybe that was because my head was still spinning.


“So long as you’re wearing a piece of my pearl, you can breathe underwater,” Seryu explained, reminding me of the glowing fragment I wore around my neck. “It might not be inside your heart anymore, so we can’t share thoughts . . . but you do know you can talk, right?”


“Of course I know,” I lied.


Covering up my relief, I touched the tiny pearl. Even this deep in the sea, it shone like a bead of moonlight.


“You might want to keep it hidden,” said Seryu. “People could get the wrong idea.”


“I thought it was just to help me breathe. Why would they—”


“It’s too complicated to explain,” the dragon mumbled with a grunt. “I forgot how many questions you ask. Maybe I should have let you keep holding your breath.”


My brows knit into a frown. “You’re in a sour mood.”


“Humans aren’t exactly welcome in Ai’long,” said Seryu thinly. “I’m thinking of the infinite ways your visit can go wrong.”


I didn’t believe him. He had been in a mood all day, starting with when he’d come for me onshore. He’d barely greeted my brothers, had ignored Takkan entirely. . . . 


I tried to coax him out of it by teasing, “Will I have no fun stories to share when I go home? Here I was, telling everyone that the prince of dragons himself was going to give me a grand tour of his kingdom.”


“The shorter your visit is, the better.” Seryu’s red eyes flicked to my satchel, which hung off my shoulder. “You’re here to deliver something to my grandfather, not frolic about.”


So much for cheering him up. Now I was in a sour mood too.


I pried my satchel open—just a pinch. That something I was supposed to deliver was a dark and broken dragon pearl. Raikama had left it to me before she died, and its power was so strong I could feel it fighting against my satchel’s enchantment, which kept it safely confined and concealed. No surprise that Seryu’s grandfather wanted it.


It wasn’t the only thing inside the bag, though. I’d also brought my starstroke net—for some protection against the Dragon King—and the sketchbook Takkan had given me when we said goodbye.


“More letters?” I’d asked, taking the book in both hands.


“Better,” Takkan promised. “So you don’t forget me.”


What could be better than his letters? I stared wistfully at the sketchbook, wishing I could brush my knuckles against its soft spine and flip through its charcoal-stained pages. But I supposed it would be rude to read while I was in Seryu’s company.


Seryu certainly thought so. He narrowed his eyes at me. “I’ve never seen you blush while looking at the pearl.”


“Its light gets bright,” I said quickly. “Makes my face warm.”


He scoffed at the lie. “At least your human lordling didn’t jump into the sea after us. The way he was making fish eyes at you for leaving, I half thought he might. He wouldn’t have made it past the reefs before the sharks got to him.”


I closed the satchel. “Really, sharks?”


“Grandfather employs a platoon of them.” Seryu smirked. “They’re always hungry. We’ll encounter some shortly.”


My heart thumped in my chest. Were we that close to Nazayun’s palace?


Seryu misread my apprehension, and his tone lightened a little. “Worry not—the sharks don’t have an appetite for a stringy human like you.”


They might change their mind, I thought. Once the Dragon King learned why I was really in Ai’long, I’d be lucky if he granted me such a swift death.


Nervously, I glided back to Seryu, kicking harder than I needed to. Swimming in Ai’long was nothing like swimming in regular water. The water here was as light as air, and tiny currents tracked under my feet, propelling me where I needed to go. Almost like flying.


I overshot the dragon, jetting a hair too high. Out of nowhere, a bloom of jellyfish descended upon me.


There were at least a dozen of them. Their bodies were shaped like luminous umbrellas, tentacles swirling in a sinuous dance. They approached boldly, brushing against my arms and legs and even weaving through my long hair. I giggled at how it tickled—until Seryu let out a growl.


“Leave her alone.” His red eyes flashed at the intruders. “She’s with me.”


The jellyfish recoiled, but they didn’t disperse. Quite the opposite. As Seryu tried to tow me away by grabbing my hair, they followed and drew even closer.


Then, like the Taijin Sea, they changed.


The gold light radiating in their bodies went out in a flash, and their tentacles, soft as silk ribbons, turned hard and pointed. Two slid between Seryu and me, forcing us apart. The rest surrounded us.


I reached for the knife I kept hidden inside my sash. I barely got a chance to brandish it. Cold, slick tentacles suctioned onto my back and encircled my arms.


Tiny barbs grew out of my attacker’s tentacles, grazing my skin: a lethal warning not to resist. One sting, and I’d be paralyzed for life.


Defeated, I went still and dropped my knife, letting it float beyond my grasp. In return, the jellyfish relaxed its grip, but only slightly. Its tentacles began to search me for other hidden weapons, and as they rifled through my satchel and robes, Kiki darted out of my sleeve.


She was groggy, her wings in a dramatic midstretch as she yawned to announce she was awake. But when her inky eyes popped open and she saw the jellyfish, she shrieked.


Bubbling, blazing demons of Tambu!


“It’s not a demon,” I assured her, hugging my satchel as tentacles attempted to pry it open. “It’s a jellyfish.”


A what?


The jellyfish loomed over Kiki, scrutinizing her intently.


My bird covered her head with a wing. Oh gods, she moaned. Let me faint again.


To Kiki’s relief, the jellyfish deemed her unworthy of its attention and returned to my satchel. Its tentacles tugged hard at the straps, but I held on as tight as I could.


“Sting me all you like,” I said. “You are not taking this.”


The jellyfish hissed and bared its poisonous barbs.


“Away!” Seryu barked. His tail lashed back and forth, creating innumerable ripples, like tiny tempests. With a swipe of his claw, there came a fierce rip in the water.


While the jellyfish struggled against the sudden current, Seryu slung me onto his back and dove into a jungle of coral, swimming for the crystal spires ahead. He tossed my knife onto my lap. “Really, Shiori? This is what you bring to Ai’long?”


I gave a careless shrug. “Did you think I’d come unarmed?”


“You’ve met my grandfather before. This little dagger of yours would hardly be a splinter.”


“Splinters can still hurt” was all I said, tucking the blade back into my sash. “What were those jellyfish?”


“Patrols.”


“For what?”


“Trespassers and assassins.”


He didn’t elaborate, a signal to let it go. But I was too curious. “There was magic about them.”


“Most of Grandfather’s subjects have . . . a certain ability. It helps fend off those who try to enter Ai’long without an invitation.”


“But why search me? I have an invitation.”


“They were looking for your stepmother’s pearl, obviously,” said Seryu testily. “The jellyfish have a taste for dark magic. They also specialize in sensing deception.”


A wave of unease fell over me. “Deception?”


“Yes, like that steel needle you didn’t deign to tell me you brought.” Seryu’s voice hardened. “Worry not. Your time in Ai’long will be short; you won’t have to experience our court.”


That wasn’t what worried me, but I kept silent and glanced at Kiki.


She’d swooned on my palm, and her wings were wilted into a dejected lump. Thankfully, she hadn’t been paying attention to my conversation with Seryu. I loved her dearly, but keeping secrets wasn’t one of her gifts.


Are we nearly there? she moaned. I should have stayed on land. I feel seasick.


“No one gets seasick underwater.”


Kiki wrinkled her beak, letting out a theatrical sigh. Can’t you tell the dragon to swim with more care? Even whales move more daintily than he does.


“You tell him. He’s been surly all day.”


Why? Her brow crinkled. Is he upset with you?


“Of course not.”


Is it the jellyfish? Gods, Shiori—do you think they know? Maybe you should tell him you plan on keeping Raikama’s p—


My eyes went wide, and I stuffed her into my sleeve before Seryu heard.


Raikama’s pearl, Kiki had almost blurted.


No, I hadn’t told him. I didn’t plan to.


Guilt nibbled at my conscience, but I shoved it away. There was nothing to feel guilty about. I wasn’t reneging on my word. I had promised Seryu I would bring Raikama’s pearl to his grandfather. . . . I just never said I’d let him keep it.


“Only give it to the dragon with the strength to make it whole once more,” Raikama had made me swear before she died.


As if it could read my thoughts, the pearl inside my satchel began to pulse. I could practically see it in my mind—spinning and scheming, trying to find a way out. It was only the size of a peach, barely larger than my palm, but at its peak brilliance, it glowed like a bead of sunlight. But now that Raikama was gone, its light was muted, the fracture in its center seeming to widen more every time I looked at it.


That crack would not heal until the pearl was reunited with its true owner. I had a feeling the grief I buried inside me was the same, deepening the hollow in my heart until my promise to Raikama was kept.


“A promise is not a kiss in the wind, to be thrown about without care,” I murmured to myself. “It is a piece of yourself that is given away and will not return until your pledge is fulfilled.”


They were my stepmother’s words from long ago. Words I used to hate because they needled me with guilt, even as I ignored them. Never would I have guessed that I would draw upon them for comfort.


The pearl trembled, responding to my unease, and I lifted the satchel onto my lap so Seryu wouldn’t notice. Too many times I had broken my word—to Raikama more than anyone. Not this time.


I will see you made whole again, I vowed to the pearl silently. I will take you home.


No matter the cost. 










CHAPTER TWO


The walls enclosing King Nazayun’s palace were impossibly high. They stretched taller than I could see, all the way to the violet lights marking the fringes of the realm, their sharp finials like needles prodding at the ocean’s veins.


An audience of sea creatures had gathered outside the palace. Whales larger than my father’s warships, mottled sea turtles that blended into the sand and rocks, dolphins, squid, and, when I looked closer, even crabs and seahorses. Scattered among them were dragons, a few with humans mounted on their backs. All lowered their heads in deference as Seryu passed, but their gazes were fixed on me.


“Don’t hold my horns here,” growled Seryu. “They’re a measure of status in Ai’long, and I’m a dragon prince, not a bull.”


I let go as if I’d touched fire. “Sorry.”


It quickly became clear what he meant. Other dragons’ horns curved downward, like a ram’s, often with ridges or fluted edges, and in colors varying from gray to ivory to black. Seryu’s were silver and smooth, but most notably they were branched—like a stag’s antlers. A natural crown.


“Is there usually a crowd like this to greet you?”


“No.” Seryu’s voice became tight. “They’re here for you.”


That made me sit up sharply. “For me?”


“They’re wagering on whether Grandfather will throw you to the sharks or turn you to stone.”


I couldn’t tell whether he was being serious or sarcastic. Maybe both.


“Aren’t there any other alternatives?” I asked.


“None that you’d find more pleasant. I told you, humans aren’t welcome here.”


“But I see so many.”


Seryu’s long back stiffened, and his scales turned dull. “Look again.”


I furrowed my brow, but curious now, I turned again.


At first, I saw nothing out of the ordinary. Yes, the humans riding the dragons were bedecked in the riches of the sea, in jackets and gowns that gleamed like an abalone shell beaded with the petals of ocean lilies. But other than that, they looked the same as me.


At least until my eyes sharpened, and I looked beyond their faces. Saw the gills sparkling on their necks, the fish scales dappling their arms. Some even had wings tucked neatly against their shoulder blades and fins adorning their wrists and ankles. When they caught me staring, they puckered their lips and offered me twisted smiles.


“So,” I said nervously, “I really am like a pig.”


“What?”


“That’s what you said when we first met—that inviting me to Ai’long would be like bringing a pig to meet your family. I thought you were joking.”


“I never expected to bring you here, Shiori,” he said, his voice so low I almost didn’t hear. We were nearly at the gates. “I want you to know that.”


It sounded like an apology, but for what, I didn’t understand. I never got a chance to ask. A deafening chorus of conch shells blared—then, out of nowhere, an invisible current wrenched me off Seryu’s back and swept me into the palace.


It happened with the swiftness of a sword stroke. I didn’t realize I’d been torn away until it was too late.


“Shiori!” Seryu was barreling toward the gates, trying to force his way inside before they closed. “Grandfather, no!”


That was the last I saw of him before I was washed away, speeding down a chute of water so fast it made our previous journey feel sluggish. By the time the chute spat me out at my destination, I was sure I had fainted—at least for a few seconds.


I landed in the largest room I’d ever beheld. It was vast and wide, its pillars going on as far as my eyes could see, and except for one window of what looked like cascading black crystal, everything, from the walls to the ceilings, was the color of bone. Or snow, if one was a cheerier-minded sort of person.


I kicked my feet against the ocean floor and propelled myself up.


Did we get eaten by a whale? Kiki whispered from inside my sleeve.


If we weren’t in such a dire situation, I might have laughed. The chamber did resemble a whale’s rib cage. Marble pillars lined the walls, evenly spaced and rising three times the height of the ceremony hall in my father’s palace. Their ends arced impossibly into an open roof, like a cage of bones.


Out of precaution, I drew my knife. The spaces between the pillars were wide enough to slip through, and the palace gates gleamed in the near distance. Was Seryu still there, looking for me?


I held my knife tight. I wasn’t about to wait here and find out.


I dove between two of the pillars and had made it as far as one breath out of the chamber when long, wriggling tendrils of kelp sprouted from the pillars and wrapped around my limbs.


Kiki bolted out of my sleeve. Shiori!


I hacked at the kelp. The stalks were thinner than the seaweed I boiled in my soups. But looks could be deceiving. This kelp was strong as iron—and alive, sprouting three new fronds for every one that was cut. They lashed Kiki away and spiraled around my wrists, jerking the knife from my grip and pinning me against a pillar.


Next came the sharks.


I hadn’t believed Seryu when he mentioned them earlier, but here they were. Each was ten times my size, with rows of briar-sharp teeth and blue-black eyes that expressed no compunction in turning me into a snack.


“Seryu!” I shouted. “Seryu!”


“He will be joining us shortly.”


The Dragon King’s tail curved around the pillars, and gooseflesh rose on my skin.


“My grandson has told me much about you since we last met, Shiori’anma,” he said. “Your gods have given you an unusual amount of attention: the adopted daughter of the Nameless Queen, the bloodsake of Kiata . . . and now the bearer of the Wraith’s pearl.”


The Wraith? My ears perked. It was the first time I had heard that name.


Long, crooked bolts of silver pierced the shadows—Nazayun’s horns. “Show it to me.”


The kelp loosened its grip around my wrists just enough for me to open my satchel. I reached inside, my fingers brushing over the broken pearl and then the starstroke net.


My fingers itched to dispatch the net over the Dragon King. Starstroke, after all, was a dragon’s only weakness. The only thing powerful enough to separate one from its heart. And demons take me, I’d sacrificed enough to make the net.


The sharks would have torn me to ribbons had I dared, but luckily the pearl didn’t give me a chance. Once I opened the satchel, it made a low and chiding hum and breezed out into the open.


I was beginning to suspect that it was alive in some strange way. Back home in my father’s palace, whenever I left it in my room, I would find it later floating in the air beside me—as if watching. Waiting.


“The pearl takes fate and twists it to its own purpose,” Raikama had said.


After what it had done to my brothers, I wouldn’t be fool enough to assume that its purpose included keeping me alive. Which was why I watched, holding my breath, as the pearl rose level with Nazayun’s pallid gaze.


Displeasure showed in the bend of the dragon’s brow. “It has tethered itself to you.”


“For now,” I replied. “I made a vow to my stepmother that I would return the pearl to its rightful owner.”


He snarled, “You made a vow to Seryu that you would give it to me.”


“That I would bring it to you,” I corrected. “Not give. The pearl isn’t yours.”


“A dragon pearl belongs to Ai’long.” Nazayun towered over me, gouging his claws into the ground. “I am Ai’long.”


“Why do you want it?” I asked. “I’ve seen what a true dragon pearl looks like. It’s pure and awe-inspiring, nothing like this one. This one is—”


“An abomination.”


“As you say,” I replied. “So why do you want it?”


“Unenlightened human, you truly know nothing!” the Dragon King bellowed. “The Wraith’s pearl is a broken thing. It craves destruction as much as it abhors it. On its own, it cannot find balance, so it relied on someone like your stepmother to moderate its power. But the Nameless Queen is dead, and the pearl is too broken to take a new host. Soon it will cleave completely. When that happens, it will release a force greater than anything you can imagine. Great enough to devastate your beloved Kiata.”


For once I believed him. “Unless it’s returned to the Wraith.”


“That is not an option,” Nazayun said. “It must be destroyed, and when it is, so too will the Wraith perish. Denounce your bond and give the pearl to me.”


I hesitated. The pearl floated above my palm, its broken halves parting ever so slightly along one edge. It looked deceptively fragile, like the petals of a lotus blossom. Yet I could feel what terrible power lay within.


Could Raikama have made a mistake in asking me to return it to the Wraith? Or was this one of Nazayun’s tricks?


Only for a moment, my conscience twisted with indecision. Then I closed my fists, and the pearl flew to my side. I trust Raikama.


“The pearl belongs to the dragon with the strength to make it whole once more,” I said. “That dragon is not you.”


Fury ignited the Dragon King’s white eyes. “So be it.”


Behind him, the sharks sped in my direction, jaws snapping. Visions of a gruesome end flashed in their glassy eyes. Me, filleted into a hundred bloody chunks that turned the water red. Kiki screamed in my ear, No, Shiori!


Kelp tightened around my waist and ankles, holding me immobile. Luckily, I’d been anticipating such a moment.


Never go to battle without knowing your opponent, my brother Benkai liked to say. Before I left for Ai’long, he’d imparted as much military wisdom as he could: He who can surprise his enemy is always at an advantage.


Here came my surprise: I slammed my hip against the pearl, striking it into the closest pillar. Its halves split from its base, opening like a clamshell, and a dazzling light poured forth.


The kelp recoiled. It loosened its grip on my limbs just long enough for me to whip out the starstroke net.


I threw it high and shouted, “Kiki!”


My paper bird darted out from her hiding place and caught the other side of the net. Together, we flung it over the Dragon King’s enormous chest, pulling it taut against his scales.


I’d used the net only once before, to free Raikama of the burden she carried. I’d never actually used it against a real dragon.


Its magic worked instantaneously, latching on to Nazayun’s scales and dulling their brilliant sapphire luster. He howled, and his head snapped back as the net dug into his chest, outlining the shape of his precious heart.


It was at least three times the size of the Wraith’s, silvery white and perfectly round, like a swollen moon. All I had to do was take it, and I would have complete power over him.


“Let go of me,” I commanded the kelp, and it loosened its grip on my ankles. The sharks too withheld their charge.


I retrieved my knife and stabbed it into Nazayun’s scales to hold the net down. The Dragon King roared in pain, but I felt no contrition. Splinters could hurt, after all.


“Where will I find the Wraith?” I demanded.


A laugh bubbled from Nazayun’s throat.


“Answer, or—”


“Or what?” Nazayun eyed the Wraith’s pearl, which hovered over him like a harbinger of doom. “Or what, Shiori’anma?”


Something was off. The Dragon King’s heart throbbed in his chest, a sign the starstroke had to be hurting him. So why was he smiling? Why was he laughing?


“You should have given me the pearl when I offered you the chance,” said the Dragon King as he twitched in discomfort under the net. “Your crime of weaving such a net cannot go unpunished. Three hundred years you would have slept, long enough for all you know and love to turn to dust. Then I would have returned you to Kiata, as promised. Unfortunately, you chose poorly. For that you shall never see your homeland again.”


The knife I’d jabbed between Nazayun’s scales suddenly dissolved into the water, and he ripped the starstroke off his chest. It crackled between his claws, singeing his skin before he flung it into a web of kelp, far out of my reach.


“Did you think it would be so easy to take out my heart?” He laughed as his wounds healed before my eyes. “I am a god of dragons. Not even starstroke can harm me.”


I staggered, and cupped my palms around the Wraith’s pearl. “Then what about this—”


I never got to finish my threat. The walls behind me began to sing, and a surge of water whipped across the black crystal window I’d noticed earlier, creating a whirlpool.


Out of it swooped a second dragon. All I caught was flashes of red scales and a pair of round gilded eyes. Then there came a hard yank at my neck, and I jerked forward.


“If you won’t give us the pearl we want, we’ll take this one for now.” The scarlet dragon held up the necklace Seryu had warned me to keep on at all times—the chip of his heart that would allow me to breathe in Ai’long.


My hands flew to my throat as my lungs convulsed. Water was everywhere and rushed into my mouth, filled my lungs. My heart whisked in my ears, beating in alarm as the weight of the seas came roaring. There was so much, I couldn’t even choke. I was drowning.


“This is my daughter, the Lady of the Easterly Seas,” Nazayun said, as if now were the time for introductions. “Since you will not give me the pearl, I leave her in charge of its retrieval.”


Nazayun’s daughter observed me drowning. “I’ve a theory,” she purred, “that the human soul is made up of countless little strings that tether it to life.” She pinched her nails at my heart, and I gasped in pain as she extracted a long silver-gold thread I’d never seen before: a strand of my soul.


“Beautiful, isn’t it? So fragile, yet so vital.” She twisted the strand around her nail. “If I cut enough, and leave, say, one last string dangling, the pearl will break its bond with you in search of someone who isn’t on the brink of death.” She tried to snip the strand with her nail, but it glowed bright and recoiled back inside me.


Displeasure tautened her whiskers. “A tricky state to achieve, especially with such a stubborn soul as yours—but we have time to experiment.”


I had no time. My world was fast constricting, and I called out to the Wraith’s pearl.


Save me, I pleaded. Save me, or you’ll never find where you belong. You’ll never go home.


The pearl began to beat. Once. Twice. Then faster, a racing counterpoint to my dying pulse, and a burst of light poured out of the broken halves.


“A fighter,” murmured the scarlet dragon as she swam forward, obstructing my view of the pearl. She touched my forehead with a cold palm.


“Never play games with a dragon,” she whispered. “You cannot win.”


And before the last of my breath left me, the world washed away to nothing.










CHAPTER THREE


“Your Highness,” cried my tutor. “Wake up, Shiori’anma! Please, wake up.”


I didn’t budge. Every day my tutor faced the same task, and I almost felt sorry for her. But what did I care for her waxing on and on about Kiata’s poetry, art, and lore? It wasn’t as if my brothers would invite me to their meetings if I could recite verses from the Songs of Sorrow or charm the court with my knowledge about vermilion paint versus ocher.


“Asleep like the numb moon,” moaned my tutor. “Again.”


I hated the saying. I’d been forced to learn the story behind it. Something about Imurinya, the lady of the moon, and her husband, the hunter, and a kiss needed to wake her.


I wasn’t a romantic, and no kiss would wake me—unless it was from a tarantula, not a boy. The only things that worked were the smell of freshly griddled sweet rice cakes and a well-calculated throw of my brother Reiji’s wooden dice.


The funny thing was, Reiji hadn’t thrown dice at me in years. Yet something small and hard pelted the back of my head. Repeatedly.


My eyes burst open, and I yelled, “Will you stop that?”


Well, that was what I’d meant to say. The words came out garbled, and my chest ached as if someone had squeezed all the life out of me and then reluctantly funneled it back in.


An unwelcome reminder that I was still in the dragon realm—and a captive in Nazayun’s palace, at that. It was too dark to see my surroundings clearly, but it wasn’t the rib cage room anymore.


Kelp shackles clinched my body from the neck down, restraining me to a slab of black crystal like I’d seen earlier. With all my strength, I jerked, trying to set myself free. The shackles tightened, and punishing jabs of pain raced up my muscles. I bit down hard on my lip until they passed.


When I could breathe again—and I didn’t know how I was breathing without Seryu’s necklace—I deflated.


Demons of Tambu, how was I going to get out of this? I leaned my head back, banging the wall in despair.


Watch where you hit your head! Paper wings rustled in my hair, and Kiki crawled down to my ear. There are other ways to tell me you’re awake, Shiori.


“Kiki!” I was thrilled to see her. “What happened? Where am—”


You’ve been sleeping, she reported. You’re lucky, you know. The Dragon King’s daughter has come back several times to hack at your soul, but she couldn’t even snip a strand. Nazayun’s furious about it. He told her to wake you up. A gulp. He said he’d do it.


“When was this?”


Who can tell time in this place? Kiki shrugged. I was spying. I couldn’t ask what day it was. She thinks the pearl protected you. Her inky eyes bulged. Did it?


“Maybe. That must be why I still have it. Why I’m still alive.”


That was some comfort, but not much.


Kiki peered at the pearl as it wobbled to life. It was asleep, you know, same as you—until now. It’s almost like it has a mind, like it’s living.


“It’s a dragon’s heart,” I said. “It is alive, in a way.”


For a dragon’s heart, it isn’t very clever, said Kiki. It should find its own way home instead of making us do all the work.


Silently, I agreed. The Wraith’s pearl floated above my head, hovering near. I couldn’t decide whether I was angry or relieved to see it. What was becoming clear was that I couldn’t always count on it to come to my aid.


Look what you did, Kiki scolded the pearl. She sat on it, lounging in the crack between its edges with her wings spanned out. I could be back in Kiata, lolling on silk pillows and chasing fireflies. But look where we are! Shiori’s stuck in this horrible dragon dungeon—and you, you’re no closer to finding your owner.


The pearl let out a flare, illuminating our surroundings: a narrow cell that seemed to go on forever. But that was only an illusion. In reality, there were thousands of mirror shards bobbing along the walls, and their reflections made the room seem endless.


I shivered. “What is this place?”


Kiki shrugged again. I’ve searched a hundred times for a way out, but the mirrors—Shiori, they’re alive! They kept watching me. And there’s this eerie ghost—


“A ghost?”


Over there. Kiki pointed with a shaky wing. It tried to speak to me.


Darkness bathed the other end of the room, where the pearl’s light hadn’t reached.


“Show me,” I commanded the pearl.


With a hiss, the light bloomed brighter, illuminating a lone statue. And given the gurgling and mumbling sounds coming from its direction, a living statue.


A boy, it turned out.


He was stone from the neck down, but his head was still flesh. Uncommonly blue eyes, tan skin, and a shock of unruly black hair. It was hard to place where he was from, but he couldn’t have been older than twelve or thirteen. He looked like he’d been cursed in the middle of a grand throw. His right arm was extended in a dramatic flourish, his chin raised and left leg slightly lifted. His clothes were stone, along with the rest of him, but there was a bright splash of red silk over his mouth.


My stomach curdled at the sight. What was a human child doing in the dragon realm, let alone practically turned to stone?


“Kiki, help him. His mouth is gagged.”


But he could be a ghost! Or worse, a sea demon.


“Help him, all right?”


Obediently, my bird flew to the statue and untied the gag over the boy’s mouth.


He coughed and spluttered, then blew his hair out of his eyes with exaggerated gusto.


“Firstly,” he said in crisp, accented Kiatan, “I’m not a ghost. Ghosts—but for a few exceptions—can’t touch objects in the physical world and would hardly be encased in stone, as I am.” His nose twitched. “Secondly, it took you long enough to wake up. I was starting to think all that throwing would be for nothing.”


“You’re the one who woke me?” I said.


“I had nothing else to do.”


“How?”


With a smug grin, the boy leaned his head back. “See these floating mirror shards? Their edges are sharper than they look, and they’ll cut you if you try to escape.” He turned his face so I could see the little gashes on his nose and cheeks. “Took me all week, but I managed to get their attention. When they came at me, I grabbed a couple and pitched them at you.”


“You threw glass shards at my head?”


“How else was I supposed to wake you?” he said. “Don’t worry, I sanded off the edges on my arm. Helps to be made of stone, I guess. Your cut’s already healed.”


Cut? Well, that explained the pain in my temple.


“It should have taken only a couple of tries,” continued the boy. “Usually I have excellent aim, but my right arm turned to stone in the middle of a throw. Luckily for you, my left arm had a little more time. I’m less precise with my left, though.”


Lucky indeed, Kiki said, gaping at the boy. Both of his arms were solid granite, though the veins in his left hand were still pulsing.


“Thank you,” I said gravely. “Is your face—”


“Don’t worry about me. Either the cuts will heal or I’ll make a less attractive statue.”


He sounds unnervingly cheerful about his predicament, Kiki muttered. Do we trust him or not? I vote not.


I frowned, ignoring Kiki. “Did you say I’ve been here for a week?”


“That’s what I counted.” The boy twisted his lips. “Time is so lugubriously slow when there’s nothing to read. Please tell me you have a book in that bag of yours.”


I’d stopped listening. A whole week, lost! My chest went so tight I could hardly breathe. That was five months back home.


I pursed my lips, trying to rein in my anger. It could be worse, I told myself. Five months—not five years. Not five centuries.


“No books?” the boy was saying, misreading my horror. “That’s too bad. Well, at least I can practice my Kiatan. It’s ironic, you know. Kiata’s the last place I ever plan to visit. Never thought the language would be of any use.”


My attention snapped back to him. “Careful. That’s my country you’re insulting.”


“I don’t mean offense, only that Kiata’s a magic desert. A country without magic is hardly the place to make one’s reputation as a brilliant young sorcerer.”


“Aren’t you a bit young for sorcery?”


“They start us young,” explained the boy. “How else do you think I ended up in Ai’long?”


“Maybe a dragon abducted you. It’s been known to happen.”


“Abducted?” A sniff. “I’m an enchanter-in-training, not the sailor of some shrimping dinghy. You think it’s so easy to abduct someone who’s mastered the Four Forms of defensive magic?”


He has the ego of an enchanter, Kiki remarked, curling her wing around the pearl.


The boy eyed Kiki shrewdly, as if he understood. Then he flexed his fingers and winced—through the mirrors I saw that his knuckles had gone gray. “I guess I might never get a chance to live up to my potential.”


“You can’t give up. There has to be a way out of this place.” I struggled against my shackles, but it was no use.


“Don’t bother. I’ve spent weeks trying, and I have magic.”


“I have magic too, you know.”


“I’ve heard. You’re the bloodsake of Kiata. Impressive, how you made that paper bird come to life.” The boy cranked his head to the side. “But as the bloodsake, your main well of power comes from your homeland, and you’re quite a ways away.”


I frowned. “How did you know that—the part about me drawing magic from Kiata?”


He shrugged. “I read a lot,” he said quickly. But before I could interrogate him further, he added, “Didn’t help me here, though. Even if I could undo this curse, I’d drown once I made it past Ai’long’s borders.”


“Why?”


“Well, for one—my sangi would run out.”


“Sangi?”


“The tea that the dragons poured down your throat so you can breathe underwater.” The young sorcerer wrinkled his nose. “Awfully bitter brew, worse than Nandun’s Tears. Back to my point, the waters past the borders aren’t enchanted like they are here. I can’t just glide around like I’m dancing on a cloud. I’d have to actually swim to keep from sinking. And I never learned to swim.”


Kiki slapped her head in disbelief. He can’t swim and he came into the dragon realm by choice?


“Don’t give up,” I said. “My friend is a prince of Ai’long. He can help.”


“Doubtful. He’s as much the Dragon King’s pawn as Lady Solzaya is.”


At the name, the mirrors suspended in the water around us pivoted to regard the boy.


“Lady Solzaya,” I repeated. “Who’s that?”


“The High Lady of the Easterly Seas. I’m sure you’ve met her, since you’re here. This room is where she tortures King Nazayun’s most troublesome guests. She turned the last prisoner in your spot into sea foam after he gave up his secrets. It really was quite gruesome. Stone is preferable to sea foam, as far as curses go.”


I swallowed. “The scarlet dragon.”


“There are plenty of scarlet dragons around here. I distinguish her by the mirror shards around her neck. You must have seen them.”


“I didn’t notice. I was too busy trying not to die.”


“You’ll notice them the next time. Now that you’re awake, you’ll need more sangi to keep breathing. Someone will be here soon to fetch you—very soon, I’d say. Nazayun’s been lusting after that broken pearl of yours for ages.”


“Lusting? He said he wanted to destroy it.”


“And you believed him?” The young sorcerer scoffed. “Dragons are bound to promises, not the truth.”


His eyes flickered yellow as he observed the floating pearl. “I can see why he’d covet it. It’s different from the others. . . . It reeks of power. Chaotic, uncontrollable power.”


“But it’s on the verge of breaking.”


“Reason has never stopped a dragon from coveting something it can’t have.” He tried to scratch his nose but couldn’t reach. “I used to want a dragon pearl myself. It’s what got me obsessed with Ai’long.”


“Is that why you’re here?” I said. “Were you trying to steal one?”


“Do you take me for an idiot? I wouldn’t try to steal a pearl . . . not as an apprentice, anyway. I’d wait until I was a full-fledged enchanter.”


I twisted my lips at the boy, both amused and mystified by his gall. “So why are you here?”


“A dragon came to me on land. He’d heard of my potential.” The boy grinned. “Gave me sangi and said he’d teach me the recipe if I borrowed something for him in Ai’long.”


I raised an eyebrow. “Borrowed—without permission?”


“Precisely. We enchanters aren’t meant to be common thieves, but knowledge is my weakness. Always has been. And no one’s been to Ai’long in centuries. I couldn’t resist—”


“You got caught,” I finished for him. “What happened to the dragon?”


“I don’t know,” he lamented. “I was a dolt and never got his name.”


He was a dolt, but he was young, and now that I’d heard his story, I couldn’t help feeling sorry for him. “Do you have a name, young thief?”


“I do, but I don’t like it.” He half closed his eyes. “It’s Gen.”


“Gen,” I said firmly. “I promise I’ll get you out.”


An eye blinked open. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, especially not in Ai’long.”


It was an odd thing to say, but I didn’t get to ask what he meant. My breath became short, water rushing into my mouth the way it had before I’d gone unconscious.


In response, the mirrors tinkled, clanging against one another in an unnerving percussion.


“Your sangi’s running out,” Gen whispered. “They’ll be here any minute.”


But no one came.


Instead, my shackles dissolved, and a whirlpool suddenly roared behind me. Catching me midbreath, it devoured Kiki, the Wraith’s pearl, and me into its gushing void.


 


Down into a watery abyss I plunged, Kiki’s scream echoing the one I let out in my head. I held two things tight: my breath and the pearl. My life depended on both.


I came to a halt, and a current tossed me upright before the Dragon King.


Only he was not a dragon anymore. From the waist up, he had taken on a human form. Pale blue hair sprang from his scalp, and sapphire sea silk swathed his body, the color the exact vibrant shade as his scales. The cloth trailed far behind him like a river, blending into his long, winding tail.


My starstroke net was draped over his shoulders like a cloak. Its shimmering threads made his heart glow and bulge; for him to don it so boldly was a show of might.


Still, it must hurt him. I wondered if he liked the pain.


The last of my breath was leaving me, and the lack of air made a searing heat tremble up from my lungs to my throat, nose, and temples. By the great gods, it was agony, and I lifted my chin, struggling for calm. The Wraith’s pearl did nothing to help. It knew, as I did, that Nazayun wouldn’t kill me.


He’d simply make me suffer . . . as long as possible.


The Dragon King’s eyes turned hard, and another excruciating second passed. The agony fractured my calm, and the very moment I thought I might die after all, a riptide of water thrashed me into a kneeling bow, and air suddenly rushed into my lungs.


“I almost admire your brazenness, human, unenlightened as it is,” Nazayun growled. “But that is not what saves you today.”


Still on my knees, I gasped, choking on my breath. Over my chest dangled the necklace with Seryu’s pearl—as if I had never lost it.


I inhaled and exhaled, over and over until my lungs stopped burning and I no longer felt the crushing weight of the seas against my head.


“Why?” I rasped.


“My grandson has informed me that he gave you that piece of his heart.” The Dragon King stroked his glacier-blue beard. “Fortune smiles upon you, Princess. In accordance with dragon law, you are under his protection.”


I had a feeling the Dragon King and I had very different definitions of the word fortune, and I didn’t like where mine was heading.


“The binding ceremony shall take place immediately,” said Nazayun. “Be grateful for this chance. Another one will not come.”


“Binding ceremony?” I croaked, finding my voice. “What is—”


“Quiet, Shiori.” Seryu unfolded from the shadows, his claw swiftly covering my mouth. He forced me into another bow. “You will show His Eternal Majesty respect.”


Seryu’s attitude bewildered me even more than his sudden appearance. I craned my neck toward him and searched his red eyes. I didn’t know what I was looking for: remorse, guilt, a hint of a plan? Whatever it was, I didn’t find it.


And that left me with a sinking, undeniable truth: Seryu had betrayed me.


I lashed out, but Seryu caught my arms easily.


His talons grazed my skin. Like his grandfather, he had discarded his dragon form, mostly. Gone were the scales, the serpentine tail, the leonine nose and sharp, pointed teeth—replaced by a human face and body. But his hair and skin still glowed a faint mossy green, and he’d kept his crown of horns, naturally—as well as the claws.


Claws he lifted from my mouth when he finally released me. “Don’t fight,” he whispered into my ear. I couldn’t tell whether it sounded like a plea or a command. Maybe both.


King Nazayun observed us. “In case the human does not understand, then I remind you, Seryu: this will be her final opportunity to present the pearl to me. You know the consequences should she waste it.”


“I do, Grandfather,” Seryu said staunchly. “I thank you for your mercy.”


“Bring her to your mother. She will initiate the girl for the ceremony.”


Seryu stiffened. “There isn’t any need. I can prepare Shiori myself—”


“You cannot be trusted with the girl,” interjected the king. “Take her to your mother. Solzaya has a love of spectacle, and a spectacle this will be: the first Kiatan companion in nearly a thousand years.”


Companion . . . binding ceremony. The pieces were coming together, but I couldn’t make sense of them. The possibilities were too preposterous to consider. I pulled away from Seryu, but he held fast to my wrist.


Even as Seryu fought me, his ears turned red, and the shine in his horns dulled. Which was all the answer I needed.


Gods spare me, I thought. I would’ve kicked him in the ribs if I could, but my legs hadn’t adjusted to the stupid, shifting currents, and I feared I’d miss him entirely.


Seryu made a low bow to his grandfather, forcing me once more to do the same.


“As you wish, Your Eternal Majesty,” he murmured. The train of his long robe struck me from behind and held me down by the neck.


Amusement glinted in Nazayun’s hard eyes. “I promised you death for reneging on your word, Shiori’anma, and death shall come. Only not the sort you were expecting.


“Prepare your final farewells. After the binding rites, you will be reborn as the companion of a dragon prince. All that you knew in your past life will cease to exist, and you will never again return to Kiata.”


He paused dramatically. “Ai’long will be your home from now on.”










CHAPTER FOUR


It was lucky for Seryu that his grip was strong. Otherwise, I would have shoved him into one of the rushing cascades of black crystal we kept passing. After my earlier experience with the whirlpool, I figured they were portals of some sort, and I fantasized about shipping Seryu to the bottom of a volcano.


I settled for digging my nails into his arm as we made our way through the palace, paying no mind to the sharks that circled the crystal walls or the crabs that scurried up and down, their bulbous little eyes watching from every direction.


“Companion?” I hissed. “That had better not mean what I think it does. I’m no concubine, Seryu. Especially not yours.”


Seryu hardly flinched as my nails sank into his thick skin. “Better a concubine than sea foam.”


You spiteful reptile! Buzzing out of my sleeve, Kiki slapped the dragon’s cheek with her wing. To think I liked you. Take us home right away!


Seryu batted her away, his fuming red eyes darting toward the watchful crabs as if they were eavesdropping. “Do you not have any sense of propriety?” he snarled. “I am a prince of this realm.”


As the crabs skittered away, his claw fell on my shoulder, and we were whisked into a private chamber shuttered by bubbling panes of ice.


“You might as well put me back in your mother’s dungeon,” I said. “I’m not giving up the pearl.”


Seryu growled at me. “Sons of the wind, can you be quiet for once? Can’t you just be thankful that I saved your life?”


“Be thankful? You lied to me.”


“Let’s be clear. You lied to me. You promised to give Grandfather the pearl.”


“Bring him the pearl, not give him the pearl. It doesn’t belong to him.”


“Do you think he cares?” Anger made Seryu’s whiskers taut and straight. “My grandfather is not someone who can be reasoned with. Why else do you think I proposed the binding ceremony? You have a piece of my pearl, Shiori. Do you even know what that means in Ai’long?” He raked a claw through his green hair. “Of course you don’t.”


“What does it mean?”


“That Grandfather is sworn by dragon law to honor the bond between us.”


“There is no bond between us.” My hands went up to the necklace he’d given me. I wished I could hurl it at him to prove my point, but I’d drown. “I’m already betrothed.”


“To that pathetic lordling?” Seryu snorted.


“Will you stop calling him that? He’s my—”


“Fiancé? You ran away from the betrothal ceremony. You’re hardly engaged.”


“I wasn’t running away from him,” I half fibbed. “Kiki flew out of my sleeve.”


Seryu’s expression darkened. “What is so wonderful about him, anyway? He’ll live seventy or eighty years, at best; he has no magic, hardly any power to his name. His castle doesn’t even have a proper pond or a proper river. I had to visit you in a horse trough when you were there.” Seryu gritted his sharp teeth. “Yet you act as though he’s the one who gave you a piece of his heart. As if he saved you from drowning in the Sacred Lake.”


It was the last thing I’d expected him to say. My heart pinched with an ache I’d never felt before. “Seryu . . .”


His ears went flat, their tips turning redder than summer poppies. He seemed to be wishing the ground could swallow him whole. “Look, it was the only idea I could come up with. If I’d known you would be so vehemently opposed to it—”


“I’m not vehemently opposed,” I interrupted. “Just . . . opposed.” I couldn’t look him in the eye. “I can’t stay here forever.”


“What if you have to?” Seryu pressed. There was a new edge to his words that I didn’t like. “What if it’s best for your country?”


My ribs went tight. “What do you mean?”


“Staying here is your best recourse,” he replied slowly, as if reading the words aloud. “It always has been. A new bloodsake is born only after the previous one dies. If you live an eternity in Ai’long, another will never be born.”


I said nothing. I couldn’t. My mind was reeling, everything coming harshly into focus. Nine blazing Hells, Seryu had a point.


The demons trapped in Kiata’s Holy Mountains needed my blood in order to be free. But if I stayed in Ai’long, they’d never get out.


Seryu spoke my mind: “Your father, your brothers . . . your lordling would be safe. Everyone in Kiata would be safe.”


It was a beautiful solution, and I hated Seryu for it. Any arguments I had clotted in my throat. All reason pointed to me staying here.


“So,” Seryu spoke, more quietly than I’d ever heard him before. “Do you think you could try . . . to carve a place in your heart for me?”


I was glad we were alone. My ire at him had vanished completely, leaving a hollow feeling. How was I supposed to respond? Yes, he was waiting for me to say. Such a simple word, a word I’d uttered so many times in my life. Yet it sat leaden on my tongue, and all I could think of was Takkan on the beach, promising he’d wait for me. Asking me not to forget him.


It hurt to speak: “If I stay with you, I’ll never see my family again.”


Seryu’s whiskers wilted, and his demeanor went cold. “You’ll have one final chance. My mother has an enchanted mirror—its glass will give you a last look at your family. Before you forget them.”


In an instant, I was on my guard again. “What do you mean, forget them?”


“It’s a part of the binding ceremony.” He forged on, as if knowing and not caring that I would react badly. “In exchange for immortality, you’ll consume an elixir when you take your oath to Ai’long. You won’t remember anything about your past, not even your name.”


I jerked back, stunned by what he’d said. “Is that the only way you dragons can find mates? By making us forget who we are?”


“Immortality comes at a price. You’ll be reborn stronger. Better.”


“Better?” I repeated. “I’d rather have the demons rip me apart than forget who I am.”


Was this what the Dragon King had meant when he warned me that death was inevitable? I couldn’t believe I’d almost felt bad for Seryu. “That’s why Nazayun’s so confident I’ll give him the pearl,” I realized angrily. “Because I won’t even remember what it is.”


Seryu started to speak, probably to spout some nonsense about his grandfather needing to destroy the pearl for the safety of both our worlds. I wouldn’t hear it.


“You dragons are no better than demons.” I tore away before he could touch me. “If you won’t get me out of here, I’ll find my own way. I made a promise to Raikama. The pearl needs to be returned to the Wraith.”


Seryu huffed at me in disbelief. “You would risk your family, your country—your own life for that? What does a promise to your stepmother matter? She’s dead.”


I couldn’t control myself. My anger had reached its peak, and my hand lashed out. Before I knew it, I had struck Seryu on the cheek. Hard.


If he’d been human, his head would have jerked back, maybe even hit the wall.


But Seryu simply recoiled, looking stung. I was too furious to care. I thought he would say something—a rebuke, an apology—anything. Instead, his emerald scales turned cloudy, and his head dipped.


He wasn’t bowing at me, but at someone behind me. “Don’t say anything,” he hissed as he pushed me into a bow as well. “Be angry with me all you want, but hold it in until my mother goes away.”


At the word mother, my curiosity overwhelmed my anger, and I looked up.


A shell-beaded curtain parted, and two women entered our company. Neither looked entirely human, but my attention turned immediately to the lady with the golden eyes. They were eyes I’d seen before, liquid and viscous—like amber meant to ensnare its prey.


Lady Solzaya: the dragon who’d tried to cut out my soul. She was Seryu’s mother?


“Am I interrupting?” she purred.


Seryu plastered on his most charming smile, erasing any trace of our quarrel.


“Aunt Nahma,” he exclaimed, greeting the lady at his mother’s side. Genuine surprise lifted his thick green eyebrows. “I didn’t expect to see you before the rites.”


“I asked her to come,” Solzaya replied before the lady could speak for herself. “But really, Seryu, where are your manners? Shouldn’t you greet your mother first? Or are you so relieved to see Nahma that you’ve forgotten the one who bore you?”


“I would never.” Seryu straightened. “Mother. As always, even in your human form, you dazzle the stars.”


Solzaya harrumphed. “It’s far from my favorite form.” She inclined her head in my direction. “But humans find us less intimidating this way.”


She was wrong. Solzaya was the color of fire, blushing cinnabar and orange, like the brightest autumn trees. She was almost too brilliant to look at, and my eyes stung as they searched for the necklace gleaming against her collarbones.


Just like Gen had said, it was made of mirror shards. Seven, I counted. They looked like ordinary pieces of glass at first, but their shapes kept changing, from smooth teardrops to jagged knives so sharp they should have pierced Solzaya’s delicate skin. A crisp reminder that she wasn’t human at all.


“Welcome at last, Shiori’anma,” Solzaya said. “I regret that our previous encounter was under such . . . unfortunate circumstances. Misunderstandings happen, even in a realm as enlightened as Ai’long. It gladdens me to have this second chance to receive you, and to ensure you have a proper introduction to Seryu’s home.”


“Oh, dungeons make for wondrous introductions,” I said, not bothering to bury my sarcasm. “The boy turned to stone was a particularly welcoming touch.”


Seryu shot me a glare to stay silent. “Shiori only recently learned about our binding rites,” he said. “She is still . . . acclimating to the news. But she is honored to be chosen.”


“Undoubtedly you are, mortal child.” Solzaya petted the top of my head. “You have been bequeathed the gift of immortality. I hope it will suit you as it suits Lady Nahma.”


I’d forgotten about the woman at Solzaya’s side. She was small and pale, with a thin, oval mouth and waist-long black hair that fell flat against her cheeks and back, gathering the shadows about her. Her arms hung woodenly at her sides, and her eyes had no spark of life to them.


If that was how immortality suited Lady Nahma, I wanted no part of it.


Solzaya was already circling me, the shards around her neck glinting as she assessed the bits of moss stuck in my hair, the scars on my hands, the circles under my eyes, and my plain, unadorned white robes.


Only when her gaze fell upon the Wraith’s pearl, floating at my side, did a muscle in her cheek twitch. Desire for it made her skin flicker gold—for just the briefest of moments.


“Rather unremarkable, isn’t she?” Solzaya said to Lady Nahma. “I would have thought the bloodsake of Kiata would have more presence, more beauty. Then again, what human is pleasing to the eye? There is much work to be done.”


“What I lack in beauty, I make up for in strength of soul,” I said, making a direct jab at Solzaya’s earlier failure to cut my strands. I scooped the pearl into my satchel, not caring how petty the gesture was.


“Such pride,” mused Solzaya. “I forget you are a princess in your world. Human titles mean nothing to us—Lady Nahma was a peasant when she first came. But yes, I’ll grant you that your soul is unusually strong.” She paused. “It shall make a fine addition to Ai’long.”


Annoyance mounted in my chest, and Kiki pinched my arm, warning me to stay calm.


While I gritted my teeth, Solzaya regarded her son. “Never once have you mentioned a desire to find a companion. I find it odd that you saw fit to bestow on this girl a piece of your pearl—”


“A very small piece,” Seryu muttered.


“—especially before you’ve even reached your full form.” Lady Solzaya touched her necklace, and the shards tinkled a soft, chiming song. “But His Eternal Majesty has approved your choice. It will be honored. Today.”


“Today?” I repeated, my eyes widening.


“No need for such agitation. It will be a private affair, only for family.”


That wasn’t the reason I was agitated, and I was certain that Solzaya knew it.


“All of Seryu’s cousins have already arrived,” she went on, “and they have pledged not to try and kill you—or each other.”


“All of them?” Seryu said with a frown. “I doubt Elang is making an appearance.”


“The High Lord of the Westerly Seas knows better than to show his face at court,” said Solzaya airily. “But maybe he’ll come to see the pearl.”


I glanced at Lady Nahma. She had been silent ever since her arrival, her composure unruffled by Lady Solzaya’s antagonism toward me. But at the mention of Seryu’s cousin, Nahma’s lips pursed ever so slightly.


I was the only one who noticed, and Nahma looked up from the ground, catching my stare.


Her eyes didn’t glitter or gleam, as did the dragons’. Her eyes were moored to the earth and were brown, like mine. Easily overlooked. Easily capable of hiding a trove of secrets.


“You will be in good hands,” Solzaya was saying. “Lady Nahma is my brother’s wife, the honorable Lady of the Southerly Seas, and it isn’t every day that she personally offers to prepare someone for the binding rites.”


Nahma made a graceful bow. “I was one of the first companions ever selected in Ai’long,” she said quietly. “I know better than most how difficult the change can be.”


“Now, now, don’t scare her off,” Solzaya chided. “Have a care, Nahma. I don’t want to live with a despondent son for the next millennium.”


“Just kidnap him another princess, then,” I said acidly. “We humans are all the same anyway. I doubt he’d notice.”


The barb was meant for Seryu, but if he flinched, I didn’t catch it. Solzaya’s laughter was too distracting.


“Seryu, Seryu . . . ,” she said, tilting her head back with amusement. “You’ve made an interesting choice. I look forward to seeing what Shiori’anma becomes.”
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