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Chapter 1

 

Perched on the edge of her bed, Lilette stared into the darkness beyond the porthole. Starlight pricked the night sky before falling across the water, where it was stretched and shattered into gleaming bits. Though she was only eight, she knew how impossibly broken that starlight must feel.

Her mother smacked her lips. “Found one.” Lellan waved the hairbrush through the air like a standard for troops to rally behind. Lilette’s father didn’t answer. He hadn’t said much since yesterday—the day when everything had changed. 

Hiking up her dress, her mother maneuvered herself onto the bed behind Lilette. At first, the brush found only snags, but it wasn’t long before it slipped through her pale hair like songs through wind. Her mother began humming a lullaby—Lilette’s favorite, about a boy and a river and a dancing frog, though her mother always changed it to a girl and a dancing frog for her and her older sister. 

Lilette’s chest tightened. She never thought she’d miss her cranky older sister so much. Sash had been away at school when they’d left, but she would be waiting for them at home.

Through Lilette’s tattered nightdress, the soft vibrations of her mother’s gentle humming and the stroke of the brush made it nearly impossible to stay awake. Still, Lilette tried not to drift off, for when she slept the nightmares came, and she had to relive the choking smoke, the screams, and the endless running. But with each sway of the ship, she tipped closer and closer to the warm blankets. She cast a glare at the pillow before her eyelids closed, and she flopped onto the soft bed.

A shout made her eyes shoot back open. She braced her weight on her skinny arms, her heart banging like little fists against her ribcage. “Mama?”

With a frustrated growl, her mother paused, the brush hovering over Lilette’s hair. “Jex, what is it?”

Her father was already on his feet, grabbing his sword belt.  

Rushing footsteps and barked orders were followed by the unmistakable ring of clashing swords. Lilette knew that sound. The sound of battle. It had haunted her since their escape. 

Lilette’s mother dropped the brush and slid out the long knife she’d tucked under the bed. “It can’t be the emperor. There’s no way he could catch up to my witch wind.” 

Lilette sat frozen in terror. Her father buckled his sword belt around his waist. Just before he reached the door, it slammed against the opposite wall so hard the Guardian opening it had to hold out his hand to keep from being impaled by the recoiling doorknob. Blood was running down Griz’s weathered face. “We’ve been betrayed.”

“Who?” Lilette’s father asked.

The Guardian tossed him a spear. “They’re already in the passageway.”

Her mother gripped her dress. “It isn’t possible. They couldn’t have caught up to us. It isn’t possible.” But Lilette’s father was already gone, swallowed by the clang of steel and the shouts of men. 

With the door open, the sounds came in unimpeded and thrust Lilette into a waking nightmare. Ash had fallen from the sky like dirty feathers, making it impossible to breathe. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t . . . breathe . . .

Her mother was suddenly before her, her turquoise eyes mirroring Lilette’s as the memory of smoke circled in. “Breathe, Lilette. Breathe!”

She stared into her mother’s eyes and sucked in a breath. Her parents had tried to shield her from what was happening, but young as she was, she’d known they were running for their lives—and killing those who’d tried to stop them. They’d promised her she was safe now. They had lied. 

Her mother nodded encouragingly. “Good. Stay here.” She moved to the doorway. The fear of being left behind—left alone—unstuck Lilette from the bed. She darted to her mother’s side and grasped her hand, trying to shield herself behind the safety of her mother’s body. She was relieved when her mother didn’t insist she go back. 

Lilette peeked around her mother’s skirt. A dozen doors down, Guardians held the entrance to the passageway, their spears striking with a deadly precision and their shields forming a wall. At the back of the formation, her father used his spear to stab at the imperial soldiers from above. With a scream, one of the shield-bearing Guardians went down, giving Lilette a clear view of an unending wave of imperial soldiers swarming the ship. The line of Guardians buckled, but Griz picked up the man’s shield and took his place. The line pushed the soldiers back. 

“Lellan!” her father shouted without looking back. “The ship is overrun!”

“We’ve been betrayed,” her mother murmured. 

Lilette didn’t understand. Hadn’t Griz already said that? 

Her mother knelt before her. The disbelief was gone from her mother’s face, replaced with a terrible knowing. “You have to help Mama sing. We’re going to call down lightning.”

Lilette opened her mouth in protest. “I can’t.” She’d only sung simple songs to grow flowers and tickly vines, but this—this horrified her.

Her mother tightened her grip. “Yes, you can. Just mind your notes.” She began singing.

Heat and light and wind and power,


Strike the ships beyond our bower.


Lightning bolts turn ships aside,


Waters quell the enemy tide.


Lilette’s thin, thready voice joined her mother’s strong, determined one. Something primal stirred around the young girl, as if she’d awakened a beast. Thunder roared and a hot breath of wind blasted through the open door. 

A shaft of lightning slammed into the deck. Soldiers screamed as they died. The smell of burning hair filled Lilette’s nose. She knew it was she who had awakened the beast that had killed them. Her voice shifted to a wail before she closed herself off—closed her eyes and her body and her soul. 

Her mother gripped her arms and shook her. “You have to help me, Lilette! Your song is stronger than mine!” 

Lilette curled into a tighter ball. If she could just make herself small enough, perhaps the beast would go away. The burning and the screams would stop. Already she could feel it backing into its lair. The roaring, growling, hot breath slowly settled as the creature went back to sleep.  

“No! Lilette, you must!”

“There aren’t enough of us,” Griz shouted. “Fordel! Hold them as long as you can.” 

Lilette heard running footsteps and felt strong hands snatch her up. She opened her eyes to see Griz, one hand pinning her against his chest, the other gripping his sword. “Follow me!” 

Her mother came after them, her father bringing up the rear. Griz careened down the hallway and into the captain’s cabin. But instead of following them, her father paused at the mess room and hurried inside. When he reappeared, a barrel of pickles was perched on his shoulder—Lilette recognized it because she had raided it at every opportunity. 

Griz set her down in the center of the cabin. “They’re coming for you, Keepers. Our Guardians won’t hold them long.” He gripped a sea chest and tossed it out the window, which shattered in a hail of glass. 

He tightened his grip on his sword, his gaze falling to Lilette. He’d been the Guardian assigned to keep her safe, and he’d always had sweets in his pockets and a riddle on his lips. “Goodbye, little Keeper. It was an honor to serve you.”

Tears welled in Lilette’s eyes. She reached for Griz—to hold him back, to seek the comfort of his touch. But her fingers grasped only emptiness. He was gone. 

His face red with exertion, her father twisted the lid off the barrel and upended it, splashing pickles and vinegar all over the deck. “Jex, what are you doing?” her mother demanded.

Her father tipped the barrel back up. He jerked out his knife, then plunged it into the side of the barrel and twisted it until he’d made a neat hole. He strode across the room, yanked a cork out of one of the many bottles of liquor, and shoved it into the hole from the inside of the barrel. “Get Lilette in here,” he told her mother. “Tie yourself to the barrel so you’re not separated. When it’s safe, sing yourself a current to an island.”

Lilette gaped at the small barrel, which was no higher than her father’s knee, and wondered how she’d ever fit inside. 

Her mother was crying, great drops of tears chasing each other down her face. “I won’t leave you.”

Her father cupped Lellan’s cheek in his hand. “It’s too late for that.”

Her mother’s voice caught. “No! Jex, please.”

He pulled her into his arms and spoke against her forehead. “Lellan, he won’t let me live. He won’t let any of us men live. This is the only chance you’ll have.”

Lilette stared at her father. She’d seen him in the practice field, his sword quick as a striking snake. Seen the cords of muscle in his back bulge as he’d wrestled other men to the ground, rendering them helpless. Felt the power of his arms as he’d tossed her into the sky. But in this moment, she realized something profound. He wasn’t strong enough to keep her safe. Neither of her parents were—no matter how much they might try. 

“Some must die that others may live. Every soldier knows this.” Her father kissed her mother before backing away. Her mother held her hands out imploringly, a hollow space carved out where her father had always fit, but he refused to look back at her. Instead he crouched before Lilette. Reaching out, he brushed her cheek with the crook of his finger. “Grow up strong, my little Keeper.”

She saw her father’s fear stamped into the planes of his face. “Daddy?” 

“I’m sorry I won’t be there to see it.” He handed her his knife. She took it solemnly. 

Griz gave a shout of warning, calling for her father. 

Spear in hand, he stood, his smoldering gaze on Lilette’s mother. “Burn the ship. It’s the only way you’ll escape.” And then he was gone. 

Lilette knew she’d never see him again. “Mama?”

There were more shouts as the battle grew closer. Tears streaming down her face, Lellan barred the door, effectively cutting off Lilette’s father. In that moment, Lilette hated her—and hated herself for not trying to stop her. 

Her mother grabbed a limp mattress and dragged it across the floor. “Help me.” Lilette grabbed a corner of the stuffed mattress and pulled it against the door. “Start it on fire,” her mother ordered.

Lilette had always been very good at starting fires. Using her father’s knife, she ripped the cloth covering open and fluffed the fibers. Then she took flint from her pocket and struck a shower of sparks across the top. One caught. She blew gently. Smoke billowed up in her face. 

She could hear the battle just outside the door now—clangs and grunts and groans. Her mother rushed about the room gathering dark bottles of liquor while Lilette fed the baby flames into a cheery blaze. 

A muffled groan sounded outside the door, followed by a thud as something hit the wood. For half a moment there was silence. Lilette’s mother froze, biting her knuckle as a cry of anguish sounded in her throat. 

Someone banged against the door, making them both jump. A man shouted in the Harshens’ disjointed language, “Keepers, open the door. You will not be harmed!” 

Lellan pushed her daughter toward the barrel. “Get inside!”

As Lilette scrambled to obey, her mother hurled the bottles of spirits against the wall, where they shattered. Liquor dripped down the walls, soaking into the loose fibers at the edge of the mattress, but not quite touching the fire. Not yet.

The banging changed to spears stabbing at the door. Clutching the last bottle to her chest, Lellan growled, “You have to help me with the song this time. I need you.” 

Lilette’s eyes widened. Her mother meant to kill the soldiers, and she wanted Lilette to help her. “Mama?” It came out in little more than a whisper. 

Lellan held out a hand to silence her. “If they survive, they’ll tell the Emperor we escaped. He’ll find us.”

Lilette couldn’t process the thought. Her mother’s soft hands seemed incapable of killing. “But . . .” It came out in a gasp. 

Her mother’s face hardened. “They killed your father, little Keeper.” She began to sing. 

Wind, tear the sails and flare the fire,


Make this ship a funeral pyre.


Her voice choked, Lilette joined her. Once again, the beast stirred. Wind curled into the room, growing in strength and power with each note of the melody. The gusts caught the fragile flame and spread it across the mattress. Smoke filled the room, making Lilette and her mother cough. Ashes and burning—again.

A spear broke through the door, which shuddered and splintered. Bruised and bleeding, one of the soldiers forced his way through. Her mother threw the bottle of liquor at him and sang harder. If Lellan was hoping that last bottle would connect the burning mattress to the alcohol soaked walls, she failed, for the bottle did not break.

Trapped behind the burning mattress, the soldier’s gaze locked onto Lellan. He pulled out his sword and began hacking the mattress to pieces, scattering the flaming barrier. He was almost through. Then he would stop their singing. The soldiers would put the fire out and catch them. 

Lilette narrowed her gaze. If she’d awakened the beast, she could control it. These soldiers would not touch her or her mother. Her voice found its strength. The sound joined with her mother’s, and wind surged into the room. 

The fire finally caught the alcohol-soaked walls and exploded with a whoosh, the heat instantly pounding against Lilette’s skin. From behind the wall of flame, the screaming started. Her hair singed, Lellan stumbled toward the barrel as Lilette kept singing. The wind fanned the fire into an inferno. The ceiling was half eaten, and flames spread under her mother’s feet.

“Stop, Lilette! Stop!”

Lilette’s voice cut off and the wind slowed, but the fire had already engulfed most of the room.

Coughing, Lellan snatched the lid from the ground. She paused long enough to press her lips to Lilette’s forehead. “I love you.” Before she could respond, her mother shoved her into the barrel and twisted the lid shut. Lilette was plunged into steaming dark where vinegar burned her eyes and her knees were crammed against her chin. 

The barrel was picked up, and her mother’s steps crunched across broken glass. There was a ripping sound—as if the very fabric of the world had been torn asunder. Suddenly, Lilette felt her stomach dropping away from her as the barrel careened through the air and slammed into the water. Her father’s knife bit into her thigh. She let out a wail of pain.

Her momentum slowed, and the sounds grew warped and hollow before she bobbed back to the surface. She pressed the sides of her hands against the barrel to keep herself steady as it rolled. Her leg was bleeding. “Mama?” She waited for a response—anything—but there were only distant screams and the roar of flames.

“Mama!” Lilette pounded her fists against the barrel before she remembered the lid. She shifted and wiggled until she could get both hands on it. She’d just started to twist it when she heard voices. She froze, the sweat on her skin turning cold. 

“There!” The voice was followed by a rhythmic splashing sound, the kind oars make.

Lilette went very still, barely daring to breathe. Slowly, she reached up and pulled the cork free. Fresh air flowed into the barrel. She peeked out and caught glimpses of her ship burning and sinking, and soldiers in boats rowing in the distance, but she couldn’t see the boat closest to her.

More splashes, and the voice again. “Turn her over.” There was silence for a moment. “The Emperor will be most displeased.”

A man grunted. “Are you sure it’s her? It’s hard to tell with all the burns.”

They had found someone. It was not her mother. It could not be her mother. Lilette stared up at the distant stars, their light nearly obscured by the soldier’s torches.

“Look at the hair—pale as white wine. It’s her.”

Lilette grasped her own white hair in her fist. They were wrong. Her mother was pretending, waiting for them to go so she could get Lilette out of this barrel. 

“Shall we take the body, sir?”

No. No, no, no, no, no. 

“Yes. The Emperor will want to see it as proof.”

“And the girl?”

A sigh. “We’ll keep looking, but how could she survive this when even her Witch mother couldn’t?”

“Yes, sir.” 

More water sounds followed by a dull thud. Lilette had awakened the beast that had awakened the fire. She’d killed her mother. 

One by one, she locked up every song she’d ever sung. Buried the language of the Creators deep inside her breast, where she’d never ever find them again. 

She was no longer a witch. She would never be a witch again. 

She stared up at the night sky. Like the shattered starlight, she was alone in a sea of shadows. There was no fire or water or death. Only the blinding darkness.

 






 


 

Chapter 2

 

Lilette felt the heat from the sun above her and the cool of the ocean beneath her. Through the hole her father had made in the barrel, she could see the endless expanse of the blue on blue of ocean and sky. 

Over the long night and morning, her legs had gone from cramped, to tingling, to numb. She pinched them, but there was only a dull and distant pain. Would they fall off? 

Her insides threatened to burst if she stayed in this barrel a moment longer. Wedging her hands against the lid, she braced herself and twisted, but her fingers skidded across the smooth surface. Grunting, she dug in her fingernails, not caring when slivers slid under them. The lid gave with a start. Water seeped in, then came faster and faster.

Frantic, she twisted harder, but the lid had stuck fast. Water soaked to her knees. Her thighs. Her stomach. She could feel the barrel sitting lower in the water. Panic shot through her. She dug out her father’s knife and hacked at the lid, but that only let more water in. 

Gasping as water spurted into her face, she squeezed a few fingers into the hole she’d made and wrenched the lid free. More water rushed in as Lilette grasped the edge of the barrel and wormed her way out. But her arms and legs wouldn’t move, and she sank below the water’s surface. Sharp pains lanced her limbs as she unfolded them for the first time in hours. They refused to move properly at first, but soon she came up for air and turned a clumsy circle, arms and legs flailing.

Hope forced her to search for her mother. Her gaze found nothing to rest on—nothing but unending ocean and half-burned flotsam from the ship, and Lilette realized how truly alone she was. 

Somehow, she’d managed to keep hold of the knife. She swam among the debris, but only found things she wished she’d never seen. Finally, she found a chunk of hull large enough to take most of her weight, though her legs dangled in the water. She took stock of herself. To her relief, her legs were no longer numb, though they tingled and burned worse than the time she’d walked through a bed of nettles. The cut in her thigh was not bleeding much.

She still had on the same nightdress she’d worn for the last three days—ever since they’d escaped the imperial city with nothing but the clothes on their backs and their weapons.

She pressed her forehead against the water-bloated wood and tried to think. But instead of solutions, all that came were memories.  

When Lilette was four, she’d had no fear of the water, jumping straight off a pier into the sea. Her father had dived in after her and scolded her soundly. But everyday thereafter, he’d taken her to the ocean until she could swim like a fish. 

She held onto that memory to keep from sinking into despair, just as the loose piece of hull kept her from sinking into the ocean. 

 

***

 

After two days at sea, Lilette was so thirsty and wet that her mother would have called it a paradox. At the thought, she ached for her eyes to fill with the tears her parched body was unable to produce. Her tongue felt like a dried-up worm in her mouth. Her pale skin had gone bright red and was painful to the touch.  

Suddenly, she had a disorienting sense that she wasn’t alone. Shifting, she had a vague impression of a man standing in a boat above her. She struggled to free the knife she’d stabbed into the flotsam, but her movement disrupted the delicate balance, and she ended up underwater. She came up gasping, her knife clenched in her hand.

The man stared down at her, a stunned expression on his weathered face. “So this is what they wished me to find.”

Lilette translated the words into her native tongue and still didn’t understand. “What?” Her voice sounded as thin as onionskin. 

He glanced at the knife, his lips tightening before he offered her his hand. She studied the calluses, wrinkles, and age spots and knew this was not an imperial soldier. She reached for him. He towed her closer to his small boat before he lifted her with one smooth movement and set her on a deck that smelled strongly of fish. Her legs refused to support her weight, and she promptly collapsed. She got a good look at her feet—pale as the underside of a fish and as wrinkled as her nightdress. She clutched the knife against her chest like a shield. 

He glanced at it, then twisted around to lift a round rock and tug out a rag that had been stuffed in the top. He held the rock out to her. When she hesitated, he shook it. Liquid sloshed gently. She snatched the rock from him, careful to keep her knife in place. Tipping it back, she let the water trickle into her mouth. It tasted nutty and sweet, and she realized what she’d thought was a rock was actually a very large nut filled with water.

“Slowly,” the man said.

Lilette was too thirsty to listen. She finished the last of the sweet water. She didn’t speak Harshen as well as she understood it, so she had to think how to form the unfamiliar word. “More.” 

He tipped his head. “Not yet.”

She recognized the authority in his voice. He reminded her of Griz. At the thought, she squeezed her eyes shut tight. 

“Your ship?” he said softly.

She pointed into the depths of the brilliant blue water. “Burned and sank.” It was a paradox. Her mother would be proud she remembered the word.  

“Your family?”

Lilette could still feel the impression of her father’s knuckle on her cheek and her mother’s lips on her forehead. The pain in her chest made it impossible to speak. She met the old man’s gaze and was surprised to find a consuming grief mirrored back at her. The sadness between them felt like a physical thing—like an animal that continued to ravage them both. 

“I’m Fa.”

Lilette let the knife fall to her side. “Lilette.”

He tried to repeat it back to her, but most Harshens seemed incapable of pronouncing her name. “Li,” she said. It’s what the other Harshens had eventually called her. 

Fa nodded, seeming relieved to have something easier for his mouth to form. He hefted a loosely braided mat and propped it up with two sticks to create a sort of lean-to. He motioned for Lilette to go inside. Shakily, she shuffled forward and caught sight of a small, green island in the distance. 

She lay on a mat in the shade while Fa rowed a little farther, cast his net, and drew it back loaded with fish. At the sight of their silver, squirming bodies, the sweet water Lilette had drunk came back up. After she’d spit the last of it into the sea, she looked to see if the man would reprimand her, but he only rowed a little farther out and cast his net again. 

After a while, he handed her a sealed nut. “Slowly,” he said again. This time she listened, taking small sips every so often. 

“Home,” she said in Harshen, the word awkward on her tongue. 

Fa handed her a bit of rice bread. “Where?”

Nibbling, she pointed northwest. He nodded as if she’d confirmed something. “You are a Keeper.”

Somehow, it was not a question. Again, she didn’t say anything. She was certain he wasn’t an imperial soldier, but he was still a Harshen. 

He studied her. “Who are you running from?”

She refused to meet his gaze. This old man held her life in his hands. If he turned her into the imperial soldiers, surely they would reward him. “Pirates.”

He let out a long breath. “This morning, I pray to the Sun Dragon, asking him for a sign. I find you. Then I take very, very many fish. You bring good luck.” 

He drew in his nets for the last time, filling the baskets to overflowing before tacking into the wind to head back to shore. As they came closer, Lilette made out a village carved into the place between jungle and shore. The huts on stilts had woven palm-leaf roofs and lashed-together bamboo walls.

When the boat beached on the white sand, Fa gripped the gunwales, his body straining to pull the vessel farther ashore. As he tied off, several dark-haired children with almond-shaped eyes came running to stare at Lilette with open mouths. 

Fa helped her out of the boat. Her legs shook like leaves in a storm, but she forced them to hold her as she faced the other children. 

“Salfe, tell your father I wish to speak with him tonight.” A dark-eyed boy nodded eagerly and took off. 

Fa’s gaze landed on a girl about Lilette’s age. Her clothes were neat and by far the finest of all the children, but her mouth seemed to be forever downturned. She stepped forward to touch Lilette’s matted hair. Lilette wasn’t sure why, but she let her. 

“You smell like bad wine,” the girl whispered. 

Lilette turned her head to sniff her hair—it still reeked of vinegar. Her brow furrowed as she searched for the words. “Pickles,” she said in her native language, for she didn’t know the translation in Harshen. “They taste better than they smell.”

Fa nodded as if that was the right thing to say. “Pan, you will help her wash up.” The girl beside her darted away. 

Fa motioned for Lilette to follow him. She kept close as they wove between homes full of people with darker skin and solemn eyes. At one of the huts set slightly apart from the others, he motioned for her to climb the ladder to the door. 

Inside, there were gaps in the bamboo floor, and she feared it wouldn’t hold her weight. Fa strode inside. She tensed, but the floor didn’t so much as creak. 

At the far side of the room, he knelt beside a collection of baskets stacked neatly beside a battered sleeping mat. After pawing through the contents, he lifted some clothes from within. He gently deposited them in Lilette’s arms. She let them fall open—a well-worn pair of loose trousers and a long tunic, far too small for him. They were soft and faded to a uniform gray from salt and sun. Judging by how wrinkled and musty they were, they’d been stored for a long time.

She looked up to see Fa unroll a sleeping mat on the other side of the hut. Three more mats lay tightly rolled. Suddenly she understood. “They died.” It was not a question, more like an apology. 

Fa’s sad eyes met hers. She remembered the emptiness in her mother’s outstretched arms, felt the hollow place inside her where the anguish was threatening to eat her alive. 

Hugging the clothes to her, she stepped forward and buried her face in his chest—he was much shorter than her father. “Thank you,” she said. She was crying hard, her insides aching. 

Fa’s body went stiff before slowly relaxing. With one hand resting on her back, he patted her and murmured, “The moment they were mine, I knew I would lose them.”

She shook her head. “Then why have them?”

“If I had not, they never would have been born. And I wouldn’t have had them at all.”

She didn’t understand half of the things he said. But she decided then that she would never let someone come close enough to hurt her again. The only person that mattered was her sister.  

When Lilette’s sobs quieted, Fa held her arms and squatted before her. “Pan will come soon. I go sell the fish. When I return, I cook.”

Sniffing, Lilette nodded. She wondered what the Harshen word for “tired” was. 

Fa latched the door with a simple loop over a notch carved into the wood and climbed down the ladder. 

Through the spaces around the door and between the walls, Lilette saw movement. The girl she’d met at the docks set a large pitcher on the porch before climbing up and pushing the door open. She picked the pitcher back up and stepped inside. “He gave you new clothes—well, sort of. That will help.”

“Help with what?” Lilette asked. 

“Impressing the village Lord.” Pan set the pitcher next to a bowl of strong-smelling paste. “Wash up.”

Lilette stripped off her nightdress, which was still damp under her arms. The fabric was stiff with salt. She dipped her fingers into the paste and brought it to her nose. It smelled fresh, like some kind of ground-up plant. When she hesitated, Pan picked up a glob and began working it into Lilette’s scalp. Lilette took a handful and rubbed it on her face. 

Once Lilette had been thoroughly scrubbed with paste, the girl helped her rinse her hair and body by pouring water over her, which fell through the spaces in the floor and into the sand beneath. When they finally finished, she smelled fresh and her skin tingled. 

Pan poured a few drops of oil into Lilette’s palm and showed her how to rub it into her skin and hair. The oil soothed her burned skin and smelled rich and exotic. 

When Lilette was dressed, Pan surveyed her. “Much better. You’re ready to meet with my father, at least.”

She left a small wooden comb beside Lilette, who began working through the snarls in her hair. Her scalp hurt from the sunburn. “Your father?” 

Pan gathered up her bowls. “He’s the Lord of the Fiefdom. He’ll decide if you can stay.”  

Lilette’s mouth felt suddenly dry. “And if he says I can’t?”

Pan looked her up and down with an almost sad expression. “He won’t.” She looked away as if uncomfortable and left without another word. 

The imperial soldiers thought Lilette was dead. For the first time in four days, she felt safe enough to sleep. 

When she finally awoke again, a gentle breeze was blowing through the gaps in the walls and floor. It felt wonderful against her skin, and she realized that what she’d seen as a poor structure was actually clever craftsmanship. 

She heard people speaking and pushed herself up. She peered past the gaps in the bamboo walls and made out Fa’s gray head. He was speaking to a man with a rope of dark hair gathered at the nape of his neck. 

“Why? She’s none of your concern,” said the dark-haired man.

“The Sun Dragons sent her to me, Bian. She is good luck.”

Bian seemed to consider this. “And if her luck turns, will you still want her then?”

“Her luck will not turn,” Fa said, “whether she wishes it to or not.”

Bian shook his head. “If she was so lucky, her ship would not have wrecked.” 

“She survived when none else did. And she drifted here.” Fa paused. “I’m not wrong about these things.”

“You were wrong when your family died.” 

Fa stiffened. “I knew I would lose them the moment they became mine. Just as I know this child is meant to live with me until her calling comes for her.” 

Bian was silent. “Pirates would not have burned the ship—they would have captured it.” 

“Perhaps it was an accident.”

Bian crossed his arms over his chest. “She cannot stay. My decision is final. Give her provisions and a boat and set her loose.”

“I will not.” Fa’s voice changed from gentle to steel with those three words. 

“Then I’ll do it for you.”

Lilette scrambled to her feet as Bian came up the ladder and threw open the door. He was about her father’s age—a handsome man with a strong build and creases around his eyes. 

His gaze narrowed, and a dark cunning settled in his eyes. Lilette no longer felt safe. She backed up until she bumped against the far wall. Bian’s eyes roamed over her soft skin, the waves of pale hair, her turquoise eyes—Lilette resembled her mother, whom men had always hungered after. Lately, a speculative expression would cross their faces when they’d looked at Lilette. Her mother had told her to be careful of such men. And Lilette knew instinctively that Bian was one of the ones her mother had warned her about. 

Fa stepped into the room, putting himself between her and Bian. Her chest started to move again. She hadn’t realized she’d stopped breathing. She no longer believed anyone could keep her safe, but she felt less lonely with a friend on her side. 

Bian wet his lips. “Very well, Fa. I can see you will not be dissuaded. She stays.”

He backed slowly from the room, casting a final glance at Lilette before jumping from the porch. She sagged in relief. 

Fa’s shoulders relaxed. “He’s already plotting to take you as his wife when you come of age.”

Pan’s father? “Does he not already have a wife?” 

“Three.”

Lilette shuddered. Men’s scheming is what had put her in this mess in the first place. “No.”

Fa chuckled darkly. “Do not worry. You will be his undoing, not the other way around.”

Lilette looked up at him. He’d said she and Pan would be friends. That she was to stay with him. And now this. “You know things?”

A shadow crossed the older man’s face. “Oh, yes.”

She wondered if he was deluded or simply deranged—another word her mother would be impressed she remembered. “Does the Sun Dragon speak to you?”

Fa stared at the planks. “No. Sometimes I see the end of things. That’s all.” 

Her breath hitched in her throat. “What end?”

He knelt before her, his expression earnest. “You must never sing while you are here, Li. Bad things will happen if you do. Promise me this, or I cannot allow you to remain.”

Lilette remembered the beast her song had awakened—the burning screams—and she trembled. “I’m not a witch anymore.”

He pressed his palm to her forehead. “The Sun Dragon has hidden you here, in this safe place.”

Tears welled in her eyes. “I want to go home. I want to see my sister.” 

Fa made a sound low in his throat. “You will see both again, but not today. Today ends with food and sleep. It is a good end.” 

Lilette considered this strange man who had taken her in and fought for her to stay. She didn’t know him, not really. But somehow she felt connected to him. 

He’d said she would see her sister, find a way home. She held tight to that promise.  

 






 


 

Chapter 3

Eight Years Later

 

Lilette pressed her shoulder into the side of the boat and heaved, her feet leaving long gouges in the sand. Cool water slapped against her bare legs. One more push and the boat floated free. Fa held it steady as she hauled herself over the gunwales and tumbled inside. 

She leaned against the opposite side of the vessel as Fa pulled himself in. Together, they began to ready the boat.

“Li!” She turned to see Salfe standing in his father’s fishing boat with his brother, Quo. “Today, I think, we will out-fish you.”

She gave a smile that didn’t show her teeth. “Not today.” Not any day. 

He grinned. “Care to make a wager?”

“Not with you!” she growled. Salfe had a way of winning his wagers, even when he lost them. 

“You sure?” Something in his voice made her look up from tying down the sails. He carelessly flipped a coin that flashed silver like fish scales. 

She eyed the coin hungrily. It would take her months to earn that much, but Salfe’s father, Bian, always seemed to have extra. “In return?”

He shrugged. “You accompany me to my sister’s wedding tonight.”

Lilette hesitated. She had to go anyway—attendance was obligatory—but if she showed up with Salfe, the villagers would believe there was more between them than friendship. 

“Salfe—he’s not for you,” Fa said softly.

Heat built in Lilette’s cheeks. “I know.” 

His gaze met hers. “But he doesn’t.”

She bit her bottom lip. 

As Salfe rolled the coin across his knuckles she made her decision. In the end it wouldn’t matter, because she wouldn’t lose. “Fine.”

Salfe flashed a triumphant grin as he flicked the coin in the air, caught it, and slipped it into his coin pouch. Lilette turned to see Fa watching her with a clouded expression and her confidence wavered. “We will win it?” she asked.

He turned away from her gaze. “It’s a fine day for fishing.” 

Lilette frowned. Fa hadn’t really answered her. He’d been distant for the past few days. But his knobby fingers were already tying down one corner of the sail. 

Not one for pestering, she let it go. With the ease of experience, she grasped the other side of the sail and tied it down. She took her position at the bow, a long pole in hand to push the boat away from any rocks. Fa took hold of the rudder and directed the vessel out to sea. 

Shortly after they cleared the reef, the sun flared over the horizon like molten gold, reminding Lilette of the coins resting at the bottom of her basket of rice. As she’d done every day for months, she searched for any signs of a ship. She had enough to buy her way back now. Though it had been over a year since any ships had come to their small island, they would come, and she would be ready. 

She glanced back to find Fa watching her. The infinite sadness in his eyes drove hers downward. He had a way of knowing things, but sometimes he let her pretend she was keeping things from him. 

“This is a good day for goodbyes.” His voice was soft.

Her head came up. “Are they coming?” She searched the horizon again in vain. She’d looked forward to leaving for so long now, but her heart was torn. Her memories of her sister were faded and chipped with time, but Fa was still here. Despite everything she’d done to keep her distance, he’d found his way inside her heart. 

“You won’t be happy. We both know that,” he said, as if guessing her thoughts. “Your time here is coming to an end.”

“Fa . . .”

He tied up the rudder and gathered his net. “I learned long ago that you cannot keep those you love. You must set them free. You will learn this also.”

Lilette searched for fish in the dark turquoise water but saw none. Still, she’d come to trust Fa’s instincts. He was a fisherman in ways she never would be. She moved to tie down the sail. 

Fa uncoiled the net slowly and carefully. He twisted, spinning it out into a web that landed perfectly flat. It sank quickly, capturing any fish inside it as the weighted ends sank. As he and Lilette drew it in, the school of mackerel slapped helplessly against one another. They hauled it over the side and dumped wriggling fish into baskets, tossing any unwanteds back into the water. 

It wasn’t a bad catch, but the baskets were by no means full. If she was going to beat Salfe and his younger brother, the containers would have to be overflowing. 

Excitement flared in her chest as her thoughts turned back to the ship. “I will miss you.”

Fa’s eyes studied her. “When the time comes, remember.”

“Remember what?”

“Your promise.” 

Lilette leaned over the boat to rinse fish scales off her hands. “Which one?” 

But he only smiled his sad smile. He’d once told her he would not burden her with endings, but teach her to celebrate beginnings. So she would focus on her new life. A ship was coming. She could finally go home, to the city where songs and magic were one and the same. Where her sister was waiting for her.

They positioned the boat for another cast, in waters a little deeper than normal. Lilette and Fa drew in the bottom line to close the net, but it was caught. They tugged and pulled at different angles until he scratched his white head. They both knew they couldn’t afford to lose this net—it would take months to make a new one. 

Fa nodded toward their anchor, which was just a rope tied around a heavy rock. “Toss it over.”

She lugged it up and over the side and turned back to see him giving it one last try, the cords of his muscles taut beneath his wrinkled skin. Finally, he pulled off his tunic, revealing white chest hair and sunspots. He bit down on the flat side of his blade, took a deep breath, and dove. Crossing to the other side of the boat, Lilette watched the blue swallow all traces of him. She moved to the back of the boat, and her eyes followed the net until it disappeared from sight. Several moments went by, and a pit of unease grew inside her. She looked up, searching for any other fishers. Salfe and his brother weren’t that far off—close enough to hear her if she shouted.  

She looked back to see Fa’s pale form shimmering as he resurfaced. The knot inside her eased as he took a gasping breath. “Caught on an overhang of coral. I’ll see if I can free it. Give the line some slack. When you feel my tug, pull it back in.” 

After taking a deep breath, he submerged again, kicking water all over Lilette. She wiped her face and searched the horizon once more for the ship he said would be coming, before glancing back at the disappearing rope. What she saw stopped her cold. Bright red blood stained the surface of the sea. 

“Salfe!” she screamed. She grabbed her knife and shoved it between her teeth, then gasped in a breath and dove. She barely felt the shock of cold water as she swam down. Following the spreading column of blood, she saw an enormous boulder rising out of the sea floor. Their net was snagged on the coral. 

She kicked hard until Fa’s blurry form came into view. He floated lifelessly in the water. It was hard to see with all the blood, but she could tell that most of it came from his arm, and that he’d become entangled in the net. As she came closer, she realized something was thrashing in the water. Something had a hold of his arm. Taking her knife from her teeth, she reached toward him. Something long and slippery brushed across her hand. Whatever it was, it still had a hold of Fa. 

Her searching hands found Fa’s shoulder and moved down to his arm. She touched the slickness again, feeling the bumps and ridges as the creature thrashed. It was an eel. A big one. And it had a death grip on Fa’s arm. Lilette stabbed down hard on what she hoped was its brains and twisted, corkscrewing the knife. The creature’s movements went from crazed to jerky and uncoordinated, and she knew it was dying. 

Lilette felt a burning in her lungs, a primal need that was fast growing out of her control. But she didn’t have time to resurface—not if she was going to save Fa’s life. Knowing it wouldn’t be long before sharks appeared, she ignored Fa’s wound as she grabbed hold of his wrist, planted both feet on the sharp coral, and pulled. But the net was wrapped tight around his arm. 

With her knife, she sawed at the strands of rope. They were thick as her smallest finger, but there were several of them and the water had made them pliable and hard to cut. Though she worked frantically, she knew she was losing this battle. But she couldn’t bear to leave Fa. 

Something grabbed her. She whipped around, her knife out. Salfe jerked back, his cheeks bulging with air, and his brother not far behind. He pointed up even as he and Quo braced themselves against the coral as she had done and pulled. 

Knowing she didn’t have a choice, Lilette obeyed, kicking with the last of her dwindling strength. She could see the light cutting through the water, see the waves slapping against two boats. And she knew she wasn’t going to make it. Even as panic took over, a strong arm wrapped around her waist and towed her up. 

They broke the surface and all she could do was breathe, greedily gulping air until her mind could once again overpower her instincts. Salfe shoved her toward his boat, where his brother was already trying to lift Fa’s limp body over the side. Salfe pulled himself up and turned to help haul Fa in after him. The dead eel was still attached to his arm—it was easily the biggest one Lilette had ever seen. Salfe reached down and pulled her over the gunwales.  

“Is he breathing?” She leaned over Fa, noticing how bloated and gray his skin looked. 

Salfe rested his head on Fa’s chest. “No, but his heart beats.” 

Panic and despair flared in Lilette’s heart. Grasping both of his shoulders, she shook him. “Breathe, Fa! Breathe!” His head flopped limply. She pounded on his back, but nothing happened. “We have to get him to shore, to the physicker.”

Salfe’s hands rested on her shoulders. “Li, we’re too far away.”

“No!” She shoved him so hard he fell back against the gunwales. “Tie the sails!”

He watched her warily. “The wind’s wrong. It will take us more than an hour to tack back to shore.”

She searched the distant shore, gripping her head in her damp hands. There was a song for this. She’d locked it away long ago, but she had to free it. Had to find it. 

Suddenly, she knew the words she must sing. Fa’s warning rang in her head, but Lilette ignored it. Her mouth formed the words in the language that would call the wind. It had been years since she’d sung, but her voice still rang out pure and clear as the morning after rain. 

Oh wind, hear my plea,


From the southeast, blow for me.


Salfe and his brother gaped at her as she sang it again. The wind shifted, turning from blowing from the shore to blowing behind them. On Lilette’s third round, the wind blew strongly at their backs. By the fourth, the entire boat strained against the pull. 

They reached the shore within minutes. Screaming for the physicker, Lilette leapt from the boat as it slammed into the sand. He came running out of his hut, his eyes quickly taking in Salfe and his brother hauling Fa onto the sand. 

The physicker pressed his ear against Fa’s chest. Slowly, he looked up at her. “His heart isn’t beating. There’s nothing I can do.”

“Then what good are you!” she screamed as she shoved him. 

The physicker rose to his feet and backed away. She’d offended him, and she didn’t care. Fa had died alone while she was singing. Something inside Lilette broke, tearing her apart from the inside out. She found herself on her knees, gripping fistfuls of sand. 

Salfe said something to his brother before he knelt beside her and rested his hand on her back. 

Fa had said today was a good day for goodbyes. He hadn’t meant a ship. He’d known he would die. So why did he go out onto the ocean? Why did he dive into the water? 

Salfe was saying something, the same thing over and over again. “Li, look at him.”

Through her haze of tears, Lilette studied Fa’s face. He looked young—almost boyish. 

“He’s with his wife and children now. Do not grieve for him.”

Is that why he hadn’t shied away from death? Why he’d left her all alone. 

A voice in her head reminded her that she had always planned to leave him—today, even, but she shoved it aside. She had never planned to leave him forever! 

She pressed her face into the sand, felt it sticking to the tracks of her tears. Felt it inside the cuts on her feet from the coral. And then she remembered that wasn’t all Fa had said. He’d made her remember her promise never to sing. He had warned her that bad things would happen if she broke that promise. He hadn’t been willing to let her stay unless she’d agreed. 

She scoured her mind for any traces of the songs or the golden language that had flowed from her tongue. To her relief, she found nothing. 

Lilette fisted Salfe’s tunic in her hands. “You mustn’t ever tell anyone you heard me sing. Promise me.”

He wet his lips. “You are one of them—one of the Witches?”

She shook him. “Promise me, Salfe!” 

“All right, I promise!” 

But Salfe hadn’t been alone on his boat. Quo had been with him. She was on her feet, stumbling toward the village. Pan was running toward her, shouting her name. Her brother, Quo, was right behind. 

Lilette gripped Pan for support, but her gaze was focused on Quo. “You can’t tell anyone. Promise me, swear it on the Sun Dragon, both of you.”

She divided her attention between the two men, their hair stiff with salt and their eyes wild. “I swear on the Sun Dragon,” Salfe finally said, with a pointed look at his brother. Mumbling, Quo swore too. 

Lilette felt her fists unclenching, felt the sand trickle free. 

“Swear what?” Pan looked between them. “Does this have anything to do with Fa?”

Lilette swallowed. “No. He’s dead. He knew it was coming.” Her voice caught, and she had to swallow before she could go on. “And he went anyway, knowing he would leave me with this grief.”

She was suddenly angry, so angry her whole body shook. In the midst of all that anger was a sense of dread. Something awful was coming, and it was her fault.

 






 


 

Chapter 4

 

Lilette stood over the plot of freshly turned earth. Her face was dry, for she had no more tears to shed. Not for the man who had known his death was coming and had gone willingly toward it, leaving her alone and bereft in a crowd of pitying gazes and fading whispers. 

One by one, the villagers came before her, giving a silent bow and leaving a small gift at her feet before disappearing into the cluster of huts just visible through the jungle. 

Pan stood on one side of Lilette, Salfe on the other. He hadn’t spoken to her since she’d made him promise to stay silent. It was probably better that way. She didn’t want to think about the secret woven like shadows between them. 

Bian, the last to go, made his bow, but instead of striding past her like the others, he remained, his gaze asking her to look at him. Angry that he wouldn’t simply let her be, she raised her eyes to his. He gave her a pitying smile, and she resisted the urge to say something one simply did not say to the village Lord. 

“Li, with no male relative to look after you, you have become my responsibility. I’ll see that the best decisions are made.” 

Lilette tried to make her face humble. It was difficult, for it was not an expression she wore often. “Thank you, but I’ll manage on my own.”

The corner of Bian’s mouth crooked up, as if her defiance amused him. 

“I’ll look after her, Father,” Salfe declared.

Bian raised a brow. “You don’t even have your own boat. How can you care for her?”

Lilette didn’t miss the way Salfe’s fists tightened, the way his nostrils flared. She knew him well enough to know the signs of his anger, and right now he was furious. 

“I have my own boat,” Lilette said through gritted teeth. 

Bian gave her another smile, this one indulgent, and moved past her, his feet shushing through the sand and making nearly the same noise as the surf beyond the village. 

Lilette’s intuition told her he would try for her now that Fa was no longer in the way. But tradition dictated that a full moon pass before she could marry. By then she’d be long gone. 

Salfe stood before her. But instead of leaving his gift at her feet, he pressed it into her hand and hurried after his father. Lilette glanced down at a decorative comb carved in the shape of a phoenix. She’d never owned anything so fine. Her fist tightened around it until she could feel the imprint of its teeth on her palm. 

Now it was just Lilette and Pan standing side by side. Every time Lilette closed her eyes, she saw the blood, felt the feeble thump of Fa’s heart against her ear. “Your father thinks he owns me.”

Pan looked up, tears streaming down her face. “He owns everything.”

Lilette sniffed. “He never owned Fa.”

Pan glanced back at her father’s retreating figure. “No. Never Fa.”

Lilette closed her eyes, remembering the last words her adopted father had ever said to her. I learned long ago that you cannot keep those you love. You must set them free. You will learn this also.

Was this what he’d meant? That she had to set him free? Another flash of raw anger rolled over her. 

“It’s near midday,” Pan said. “My mother will have prepared a meal for you. Would you like to eat with us, or shall I bring it to you at your home?”

For the first time, Lilette realized she now lived alone. She would never again wake to Fa’s soft steps, his gentle hand on her shoulder. There were a thousand little things she would never experience again. 

Her body suddenly felt so heavy. “At my home.” She turned and left the grave without saying goodbye.

Knowing she wasn’t ready to face their empty hut, Lilette went straight into the jungle, heading for her favorite spot—a pool of clear water fed by a waterfall. When she came out again, her wet hair still clung to her forehead and the sun had set. One of Salfe’s little brothers jumped up at the sight of her and took off running. 

Ignoring him, she trudged through the sand toward the hut she’d shared with Fa. At the base, she paused and couldn’t seem to make herself go inside. She wasn’t sure how long she stood, staring at up it, her eyes unfocused, when Bian came. He was flanked by two other village elders. Knowing this wouldn’t be good, Lilette crossed her arms and faced them. 

Bian tilted his head toward her. “I have called for bids from any prospective husbands. Seven men have offered for you.” 

Her eyes widened in surprise. She should have at least a month before he began bothering her. “I have no need of a husband. I will continue fishing, as I always have.” And when a ship finally came, she’d be on it before they could stop her.

Bian’s lips thinned. “Your father was remiss in not finding you a husband before his death. It was something I urged him to do many times.” 

Lilette turned away. “He was not my father.”

Bian made a sound of disapproval. “I think it would have hurt him to hear you speak of him so.” 

A stab of guilt pulsed through Lilette. “I do not want a husband.”

Bian gave her a depreciating smile. “You are a woman. You do not know what you want. And as the village Lord, your care has fallen to me.” He gestured to the men beside him. “We have reviewed all offers, and I am pleased to have you as my fourth wife.”

Lilette shuddered in revulsion and a laugh burst free. “So you’re doing what’s best for me? And not what’s best for yourself?”

His gaze narrowed. “I am the wealthiest man on the island, and I have offered far more than anyone else. Of course my offer is the best.”

She had the disconcerting sense that this was all a nightmare and she would wake and her life would be back to normal. “I will never marry you.” She spun on her heel, vaulted up the steps to her hut, and began shoving her meager belongings into a basket. She was taking Fa’s boat and leaving. Tonight. 

She knew how to work a boat, and she’d seen enough charts that she could probably find another island. Take a ship from there. And if she died of thirst before then, better dead than being married to Bian. 

“I thought you might be difficult.”

She looked up to see Bian standing on her front porch, staring at her. 

“And that is why I brought this.” A chain dangled from his fingertips—the only metal she’d ever seen on the island. 

She froze. “You wouldn’t dare.”

He grunted. “The offer has already been accepted. You are my property. I will confine you just as I would an errant child.”

She lunged for the door. The two village elders caught her arms in front of her and secured her with ropes while Bian went through her things. He took her knives. Thankfully, he missed the coins she’d hidden at the bottom of a basket of rice. 

They released her, and she noticed him staring at her throat in fascination. 

She swallowed. “Which one of them told you?”

His gaze lighted on her face. “We will have daughters, and they shall all have your power.”

Anger flared through her. Salfe wouldn’t have betrayed her. It must have been Quo.

Bian backed away and shut the door in Lilette’s face. She tugged on the chain snaking around the bamboo poles. It clinked in resistance. 

He peeked in at her. “We will be married in three weeks, after the full moon.” 

She glared at him and said nothing.

 






 


 

Chapter 5

 

Lilette readjusted her grip on the blade, her shoulders aching from sawing back and forth across the fibers that held the door to the frame. The bindings for her hands already lay in a shredded bundle at her side. The binding gave with a satisfying snap. She went still, listening to see if anyone had heard. But there was only the sound of chickens roosting under the floor.

One more binding and she’d be able to crawl through. The village elders would have no one to blame for her escape but themselves—thinking a chained door would keep her in a house made of bamboo and fibers. Fools, the lot of them. 

She started on the second binding. Sweat trickled between her breasts and her clothes clung to her damp skin, but she ignored everything except the task at hand on this miserable, breezeless night. 

Finally, the second binding gave. With only one left, the door sagged crookedly against the top of the frame. Lilette knelt and eased the corner of the door aside, pleased to find room for her to crawl through. She was halfway out when a sound made her freeze. The soft shush of feet through sand. Retreating into the hut, she bit back a curse as a jagged piece of bamboo ripped out a chunk of her hair. 

She readjusted the door and frantically brushed broken bits of thread and bamboo between the gaps in the flooring. Then she dropped to her belly and feigned sleep. Whoever it was slipped nearly soundlessly up the ladder to the porch. They obviously didn’t want to be heard—whether by her or the other villagers, she wasn’t sure. 

Peeking through slitted eyes, she made out a shadowy outline reaching for the lock. The person was bound to notice half the bindings had been cut away when the door fell on him or her. This was not going according to plan. 

The lock snicked as the tumblers turned. The chain pulled free. There was no point in pretending now. Lilette shot to her feet. The door opened and promptly fell on whomever was coming through. She tried to shove past but became tangled between the door and a masculine body. 

“Li?” 

She stopped struggling. This wasn’t Bian or one of the other village elders. “Salfe?”

“I came to set you free.” She heard the grin in his voice.

“I was doing fine on my own.”

He glanced at the door hanging crookedly by one set of bindings. “Yes, I can see that.” 

She glared at him. “Quo told him?”

Salfe’s head dropped before he nodded.

After grabbing her supplies and slipping Salfe’s comb into her pocket, Lilette crept past him into the moon-bright night. She slid through the shadows toward the back of the village, Salfe following her. “Go home, Salfe. Your father wouldn’t approve.”

Salfe’s voice went hard. “All the more reason to go through with this.” 

“Through with what?”

“I’m coming with you.”

She twisted to look back at him. “No, you’re not.”

He had to trot to catch up with her. She reached Fa’s grave beneath a manora tree. She knelt in the still loose soil and wiped a tear from her face. 

Salfe rested a hand on her back but she shrugged out from under his touch. “Why are you following me, Salfe? Can’t bear the thought of me as your stepmother?”

“I swear on the Sun Dragon, I’ll make sure you never marry him.”

She closed her eyes. No one else seemed to care that Bian was old enough to be her father and already had three wives and dozens of children. For them, he was a deeply respected man, and she was a grieving girl who didn’t appreciate her own good fortune. 

Had Fa known this was coming when he had warned her never to sing? Lilette pushed the rising fury deep into her belly and held it there. “This is where you belong, Salfe. This is where you family is.”

With Fa dead, there was nothing holding her here. Nothing except her fear of the unknown, which paled in comparison to marrying Bian. She rested her hand on the grave. “Goodbye, Fa. I’m sorry I was too angry to say it before. I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you.” 

She rose to her feet and skirted the village, making for the fishing boats. Salfe trailed sullenly behind her. She couldn’t let him leave his home, not for some false hope. He deserved the truth. She slowed down and waited for him to catch up. “Salfe, you have to know, I won’t marry you either. I want nothing to do with men or babies.” 

They’d reached her fishing boat. Lilette moved to set her supplies inside and was surprised to find it already loaded. Tipping back the lid of a basket, she found coconuts filled with water. This hadn’t been a whim for Salfe. He’d planned it. Guilt pricked her for her harsh words. “Salfe . . .”

“I’m coming with you.” Without the normal glint of mischief in his eyes, his face looked almost haggard. 

She couldn’t exactly stop him. “Fine. Help me push this off.” They braced both their shoulders into the hull and heaved just as shouts rang out from the village. 

Lilette’s head whipped around. Already men were streaming down the path to the water. 

“Hurry!” Salfe cried. “Tie up the sail!”

She launched herself into the boat and started securing one corner of the square rigging. With a grunt, Salfe dug in his shoulder and heaved. The boat slid into the water. He swung in, spraying sand and water all over Lilette. 

The men shouted for them to stop. Salfe bumped her away from the sail. “Sing!”

It had been eight years—eight years of forcing herself to forget—but she had remembered one song. She opened her mouth and let out the first round. It would take three repetitions to completely turn the element to her will. 

Oh wind, hear my plea,


From the southeast, blow for me.


The wind picked up, stirring her hair and lifting the limp sail. The men were at the water’s edge now. They dove in without hesitation and swam toward the boat with sure strokes. Salfe picked up an oar and stood at the stern. 

The strongest swimmer reached their boat. Before he could grasp the gunwale, Salfe whacked him on the head, then did the same to the man coming up behind him.

Lilette began the second round and the wind gusted, filling the sails. The boat eased forward. But men were already in the other boats, and more were swimming for them. Salfe swung his oar, smashing any hands that gripped the gunwales. 

Halfway through the third round, the boat surged forward. They were past most of the swimmers now, moments from reaching open water. Suddenly a hand snaked out, snatching Lilette’s wrist and jerking her back. Screaming, she braced herself against the sides of the boat and came face to face with Salfe’s brother, Quo, his wiry body half in, half out of the water. 

She pulled back her fist and smashed it into his face, but he shook it off, grabbed her other hand, braced himself against the side of the boat, and heaved. 

“Quo! No!” Salfe shouted behind her.

Lilette toppled over the side and slammed face first into the water. When she resurfaced, Quo shoved her toward an approaching boat. 

She tried to dive down, but he snatched her arm. She came up with a lungful of water and coughed violently. Within moments, she was surrounded by a handful of Bian’s other sons, all of them herding her away from freedom. 

She met Quo’s eyes. “Why are you doing this?”

His expression didn’t change. “I honor my father.” He spat in Salfe’s direction. “As my brother should.”

Salfe stood alone in Lilette’s boat, his face bloodless, the oar held in his clenched hands. He had no chance against so many. 

They hauled her in the boat and deposited her at Bian’s feet. He looked like Salfe—both had large, dark eyes and fine features. 

Lilette lay panting before getting shakily to her feet. She squared her shoulders and looked Bian straight in the eye. “Let me go.”

His nostrils flared before he slapped her. She gasped in shock and nearly fell, managing to catch herself at the last moment. She took a deep breath to steel herself and straightened, glaring at him. “Don’t ever touch me again.”

He barked a laugh, and some of the furious sparks in his eyes cooled. “Such passions will make you difficult to handle for the first few years. But a few children in your belly will settle your temper.”

Deep inside, Lilette began to tremble. “You will never touch me.”

He grunted. “You don’t know what you want.” His tone softened. “I will be good to you, and you will learn to be an excellent wife. And in return, you will give me daughters with this power of yours.”

She ground her teeth and shot Quo a look of utter hatred. There was no use arguing with Bian. She would bide her time until another opportunity presented itself. But what about Salfe?

Closing his eyes, Bian took a deep breath and faced his oldest son. “My son, you have betrayed me.”

Salfe shifted. “I love her.”

Lilette stifled a gasp. Salfe had risked so much for her—she would not humiliate him by giving any indication she didn’t love him back. Especially not in front of his father and brothers. 

Bian made a sound low in his throat. “We’ve talked about this.”

Lilette felt her cool mask slip. Salfe had talked to his father about marrying her? Had he been one of the ones to bid for her? She searched the shadows of her friend’s face and saw the truth. She thought of all the kindnesses Salfe had shown her. When she’d first arrived, he’d defended her when the other children had made fun of her “maggot-white” skin. He had helped her with the words when she’d struggled with the Harshens’ disjointed language. And over the last year, his kindnesses had increased. 

Fa had watched him go one night, rubbing his belly after all the fruits and roasted nuts Salfe had brought. “He’s a good boy,” Fa had said, his voice tinged with sadness. “It’s too bad he will never have what he wants.”

Lilette had winced, but she hadn’t disagreed. True to her long-ago promise, she’d never let Salfe past the defenses of her heart. And now she was sorry for it. She wanted to reach out to him, apologize, but that would only humiliate him. So she stayed silent. 

“You are choosing your wives out of order,” Bian said. “The brood mare comes first, the jewel last.”

Lilette had to resist the urge to strangle Bian. I will never be his jewel, she promised herself over and over. 

“I will not give her up,” Salfe said, his voice low and shaking with anger—so unlike the mischievous boy she’d always known. 

Bain’s head dropped and he was silent for a long moment. “Very well. You have betrayed me and shown no signs of remorse. I would have given you all that I have. The legacy I have worked my entire life to build would have been yours. But you denied it all and shoved it back in my face because you wanted the one thing I would not share.”

“I’m not yours to share!” Lilette shouted and made to jump back in the water. But Quo and his brothers were there, gripping her arms and holding her back. She looked into Bian’s eyes and didn’t see a monster—only a man who thought he was doing what was best for her. And that made him even more dangerous. “Let me go,” she pleaded. “Let me go back to my home.”

“This is your home,” he said softly, caressing the stinging spot where he’d slapped her earlier. “If only you would see it.” His voice grew louder as he said, “You have left me with no choice, Salfe. I banish you from the island for a period of five years. Perhaps then you will grow into the kind of man who can return to us.”

Salfe reared back as if he’d been slapped, and Lilette saw wetness gleaming on his cheeks. But he did not beg. He simply pulled up his anchor and dropped it onto the deck. As the boat began to pull away, he hung his head. “I’m sorry, Li.”

Her hand strayed to her pocket, where she could feel the hard outline of the phoenix comb. She took a deep breath to calm herself. Any damage she could have done by revealing herself as a witch had already been done. Right now, she could use her voice to help a friend. So she sang. Salfe turned to watch the wind fill his sail, then looked back at her. He raised one long arm in goodbye. 

Lilette sang as they rowed her back to shore. Sang as the men filed off back to the village. Sang as Pan came running from her hut, dark accusations in her shining eyes. And all the while, Bian watched her, wonder stark in his gaze. 

Soon, wailing sounded from one of his huts—Salfe’s mother sobbing for the child she’d lost. Bian’s gaze clouded over. He assigned two of his sons to watch Lilette and then trudged up the shore toward the hut. 

Lilette sang for the wind as the world slowly took on its colors, lightening from amethyst-black to lavender-gray to blue as the sun burst over the ocean, blinding her with its brilliance. Only then did her voice taper off into nothing.

 

The End

 

*Keep reading for bonus content from Amber Argyle’s next book, Witch Fall*






 


 
 

Acknowledgements

 

Every book needs a team. Witch Rising had two. Those who strengthened the story and prose: JoLynne Lyon, Rachel Newswander, Cathy Nielson, Melanie Rainwater, Julie Slezak, and Mark Penny. And those who worked on the design side: Devon Dorrity, Robert Defendi, and Kathy Beutler. 
 

And as always, thanks to God and my family.
 






 


 
 

About the Author

 


[image: ]


 

Amber Argyle grew up with three brothers on a cattle ranch in the Rocky Mountains. She spent hours riding horses, roaming the mountains, and playing in her family’s creepy barn. This environment fueled her imagination for writing high fantasy. 

She has worked as a short order cook, janitor, and staff member in a mental institution. All of which have given her great insight into the human condition and have made for some unique characters. 

She received her bachelor’s degree in English and Physical Education from Utah State University. 

She currently resides in Utah with her husband and three small children.

 
 

Sign up for my newsletter to stay up to date on the latest cover reveals and releases.
 




  


Witch Fall

Chapter 1

 

Lilette left the island like she came into it, amid a wave of suffering and death. ~Jolin

 

Lilette pointed her hands above her head and leapt off the cliff. Eyes closed, she reveled in the feel of falling. She sliced through the cool water at the base of the waterfall, kicking until she reached the rocky bottom.

There, she paused. Everything looked different down here. The water caught the sharp sunlight, bending it into slanting shafts of turquoise. The figures of the other girls on the bank were wavering and insubstantial—as if they were mere reflections instead of flesh and blood. It was like looking at the outside world through a mirror. But which side was real, and which was the reflection?

Lilette wished she didn’t have to go back, that she could stretch this moment beneath the cool water into forever. But her lungs began to ache for air.

I will escape my fate, she promised herself. It had taken her nearly two weeks to gather enough sleeping herbs to drug Bian’s family. Tonight, two days before her wedding, she would slip the herbs into the evening meal. After everyone was sound asleep, she’d gather her supplies and slip away.

Lilette’s toes pushed off the rocks. She swam upward and broke the surface to take a gasping breath.

Pan stood at the rim of the cliffs, her arms folded over her chest. “Come on, Li. The others want to head back soon.”

Her words had a hard, biting edge that made Lilette inwardly cringe. She gazed downstream and felt a sudden urge to just swim away and slip into the jungle, evading Bian and his sons while gathering enough supplies to survive the week-long journey at sea. After that, she would have to steal a boat, and then it was merely a matter of navigating by starlight.

Simple, really.

“You think he sent us here alone?” Pan said as if guessing Lilette’s thoughts.

Of course not, Lilette mused bitterly. After her last escape attempt, he’d had her guarded day and night.

“I’ll call for them if I need to,” Pan went on, her voice flat.

Lilette hadn’t just lost Salfe that night. She’d lost her only other friend too, for Pan had made it clear she would never forgive Lilette for causing her brother’s banishment.

“Come on,” Pan said. “I need to practice fixing your hair.”

Lilette let the weight of her body pull her under again and swam to the edge of the pool. She pulled herself out of the water, her bare legs flashing pale as her hands and feet found the crevices to haul her up the cliffs.

At the top, Pan was waiting for her. “This is how things are for a woman, Li. With Fa dead, the village lord decides who you marry. If you’d just accept it, you could be happy.”

Lilette winced at the mention of Fa’s name. The sun hadn’t even set on the day of her surrogate father’s death before the village lord had announced she would be marrying him. “If you really believe I could be happy with Bian, you don’t know me at all.”

“He never shouts at my mother or my aunties,” Pan replied as if speaking to a small child. “And he plays with his daughters almost as much as his sons.”

Lilette knew better. She’d been born into a world where women ruled because they were the ones with magic. But that was oceans and a lifetime away from the Harshen islands.

She pushed the rising fury deep into her belly. In the darkness following her parents’ deaths, Pan had sat beside her, bringing her pink iridescent shells and combing her hair. Over the years, as Lilette longed to go home to her older sister, Pan had coaxed her out of the hut and down to this very pool.

Lilette thought she had locked her heart safely away. But if that was true, why did Pan’s coldness and Salfe’s banishment hurt so much?

The water had turned Pan’s normally frizzy dark hair into gorgeous curls. Lilette hesitated, then reached out and tugged one, a sad smile on her lips as the curl sprang back up. “We’ll never get to come swimming anymore.”

Pan batted her hand away. “Not everything changes just because you’re a wife.”

“Everything changes.” Lilette gazed into the jeweled tones of the water, hoping to see a different future reflecting back at her.

Pan seemed to soften. “Is it so very bad, marrying my father?”

Lilette’s hands curled into fists. She wasn’t going to marry Bian. By the Creators, she was escaping tonight. She would make it back to her homeland and the sister who was waiting for her. Afraid her eyes might betray her, she avoided Pan’s gaze and took a deep breath. She’d have a better chance at freedom if Pan dropped her guard. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe it’s not so bad.”

Lilette pulled on the tunic and loose trousers Bian had given her. She allowed a very small part of herself to enjoy the finery. The tunic hung to the middle of her calves, with a side slit that reached to her upper thigh. She tied the pleated silk sash around her waist and pinned a jade brooch to the front of it. Unlike her homespun cotton clothes, which had knots and bumps from her hand spindle, this was silk, so soft it was like wearing tensile oil. Both robe and tunic were a rich blue. Lilette hadn’t worn color since she’d washed up on the island eight years ago. She and Fa had never been able to afford dyed cotton—let alone silk.

She’d forgotten what it felt like to wear something that didn’t rub sores under her arms. She ran her hands down the length of her stomach, remembering the closets of fine clothes she’d once had. As usual, she forced away the memories of her previous life, surprised that any of them still surfaced.

She slipped on her new, finely tooled sandals. Pan’s sigh held an undercurrent of envy. “He was so generous with your bride price.”

No one seemed to care that Bian was old enough to be Lilette’s father, that he already had three wives and dozens of children. All that mattered was that he’d showered her with fabulous clothes, brooches, and winking rings—all of which only made his wives hate her. The fact that Lilette didn’t want the gifts or the attention only seemed to make them hate her more.

Pan looked Lilette up and down. She reached out, stopping just shy of touching the fine silk before withdrawing her hand. “Sit down.”

Lilette sat gingerly on a large rock Pan had draped with palm leaves to protect her clothing. She studied the other girls, Pan’s younger sisters. All seven of them were chatting happily as they plaited flowers in each other’s hair. They all looked very much alike with their darker skin, curling black hair, and laughing, almond-shaped eyes—very different from Lilette’s golden skin, pale hair, and brilliant turquoise eyes.

Pan’s quick fingers worked rich-smelling oils into Lilette’s hair before tugging a little more roughly than necessary at the knots with the comb. “You’re hair is so thin,” Pan complained as she bound Lilette’s hair into complicated rolls and poufs. She placed three white orchids, the symbol of fertility, behind her ear. Lilette brushed her fingertips along the petals, resisting the urge to rip the flowers from her hair.

Pan’s next younger sister knelt behind Pan and watched them shyly. “Sing for us, Auntie,” she said.

Lilette held back a wince at being called Auntie. She studied the cluster of girls who would be her stepdaughters if she failed to escape tonight. She imagined Bian’s dark eyes watching her, possessing her, and she shuddered.

Lilette took a deep breath and sang one of Fa’s songs.

 

Down to the depths of the stream you must pour


Heartache and loneliness, hurt, and what’s more,


Missed opportunities passing you by.


Mistakes and aches, let them fly


Into the stream of forgetting.


 

The world around Lilette stilled, waiting for something more, but she hadn’t sung the words in the Creators’ language—the language of power. She’d buried her knowledge of that language so deep she could only remember one song, and that one only recently.

As last note drifted away, the elements slowly went back to sleep. In the quiet that followed, Lilette fingered the phoenix carved into the decorative comb Salfe had given her. It was the only thing of value she truly owned. The only thing she’d take with her when she escaped.

Pan tugged the comb from her fingers and slipped it into Lilette’s hair. “Not quite straight,” she murmured and shifted it. The comb suddenly jerked out, taking some of Lilette’s hair with it. She yelped and whirled to look at Pan. At the look on her friend’s face, the words she might have said froze in her throat. She followed Pan’s gaze to see a man watching them from the shadows—probably Quo, one of Pan’s many brothers.

But instead of running away in shame for having been caught watching the women swimming, he slowly rose to his feet. Lilette took a breath to threaten to tell Bian, but the man stepped into the light. Lilette didn’t recognize him, which was impossible. She knew everyone on their small island.

“Hello, Lilette.”

Her mouth came open in a noiseless gasp. He’d spoken in her native tongue—Kalarian. And used her full name. No one had called her that in eight years.

She rose to her feet and took in his dark hair bound in a queue, the fine features and full mouth. But it was the poised way he stood, the leather-and bronze-studded armor he wore that gave him away. She realized with a start that she did know this man.

Chen had come to kill her, just as his father had killed her parents. The fear that had long slumbered in Lilette roared to life, and the air seemed thin and wavering. “It can’t be.” 

“Who are you?” Pan’s voice came out breathy.

Where were Bian’s sons? Lilette was suddenly frightened for them. They would be worse than useless against Chen.

“Quo? Zu? Ji?” Pan called. When they didn’t answer, her face paled and she cleared her throat. “What do you want?”

“He’s come to murder me,” Lilette answered.

Chen’s brow furrowed as he turned to her. “Murder you? No. You will become my concubine.”

Lilette narrowed her gaze. “I don’t believe you.”

Pan puffed out her chest in a show of bravado. “You can’t have her. She’s already taken.”

Lilette rested her hand on Pan’s shoulder in warning.

“Yes,” Chen agreed. “Long ago.” He motioned with one hand. Dozens of men eased from the shadows of the jungle, the sharp sunlight of midday revealing their leather armor reinforced with bronze studs. Each man carried two long swords at his waist or across his back. Some also carried halberds, the wicked blades resembling half moons. The heavily armed men blocked the way back to the village.

Lilette and the others made to dive into the pool, but soldiers appeared at the base of the cliff. They were surrounded.

“Quo! Ji! Zu!” Pan cried for her brothers, this time her voice full of fear instead of supplication.

“Are you looking for them?” At a gesture from Chen, the soldiers brought forth three boys who were almost men. Each was bound and gagged, eyes wide with fright. Quo’s cheek was swollen and his face bloodied.

Chen eyed Lilette up and down. “This isn’t going to be nearly as arduous as I thought.”

She knew firsthand this man’s ruthlessness. If she didn’t do something soon, everyone would die. “Let them go.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “Are you giving me an order?”

She swallowed. “If what you say is true—if you really mean to make me your concubine—I’ll come quietly.”

Chen looked pointedly at the men surrounding the females. “You’ll come either way.”

Lilette’s hand snaked out and grabbed Pan’s knife from its sheath. She held the blade to her throat, hoping against hope he’d spoken the truth before and didn’t mean to kill her.

Some of the cockiness fled Chen’s face. “You won’t use that.”

Lilette pressed down and the tip bit into her skin. Her flesh parted, the metal sliding inside her. Blood dripped down her neck, soaking her beautiful robes.

“Chen!” said one of his soldiers, a man with a scar that stretched from one mangled ear all the way across his cheek before biting into his nose.

Chen stretched his hand toward Lilette, palm forward, and spoke to his men. “Let them go. I have no need for them.”

Pan’s eyes seemed enormous in her pale face. “Li—”

“They’re going to take me anyway,” Lilette whispered. “Just go! Don’t look back.”

Pan took in the soldiers with their swords and spears. In her fist, she still gripped Lilette’s decorative jade comb. Hands shaking, Pan stepped forward and gently slid the comb into place. Her lips beside Lilette’s ear, she whispered, “I’ll send my father and the other men after you.”

“No!” Lilette hissed. But Pan was already herding her sisters toward a gap the soldiers had created, their dispassionate gazes watching the girls pass.

“The boys too.” Lilette’s voice cracked.

Chen’s gaze darkened, and Lilette knew she would pay dearly for their freedom. After a moment he nodded. Bian’s sons stumbled after their sisters.

Only when they were all on the other side of the soldiers did Pan look back.

“Don’t,” Lilette mouthed.

Pan pushed her sisters forward. “Run!”

A sick horror rose in Lilette’s middle as she realized she would probably never see Pan again. She considered using the blade. It might be a kinder fate than what awaited her. But soldiers were already swarming her, and the knife was ripped from her grip by the scarred soldier.

Chen came to stand before her. When he made no move to kill her, she went weak with relief. “Why?” she choked out.

His dark eyes bored into hers. “Because our daughters will have your power.”

Metallic taste of fear filled Lilette’s mouth. When she’d prayed to the Sun Dragon to free her from marrying Bian, she should have been more specific. 

“Why not sing?” Chen asked. “You were rumored to have been strong enough.”

She realized he’d been expecting it—testing her, even. She refused to meet his gaze. But the thought hadn’t even occurred to her. She scoured her mind for the words of the Creators’ language—the language of power.  But she only remembered one song, and it was worthless against these men.

His brows rose. “You’ve forgotten, haven’t you?”

She glared at him, hating the tears of frustration in her eyes.

Chen turned and began marching away. “Form up.”

The soldiers tightened into formation around her, but none moved to touch her. They started marching, forcing Lilette to move with them. She continued to wrack her brain for one more song, any song, but she’d shoved her memories down too deep for too long.

The dense canopy blocked out the sun, leaving little light for the growth of underbrush. So when the plants around Lilette started to thicken and the men had to hack at them with their swords, she knew they were close to the edge of the jungle. And at the end of the jungle was the sea.

The hard ground became loose and sandy before they stepped out of the jungle into the oppressive light and heat. A zhou was anchored off shore. It was easily five times larger than the largest fishing boats in the village, with three wide sails and dozens of men on deck.

Lilette knew what fate awaited her once she was onboard. She tried to dart between two soldiers. One caught her, his grip firm as he pushed her into the middle of the group. She whirled and tried again. Another soldier easily caught her and forced her back toward the center.

Emboldened by their carefulness with her, Lilette shot toward the scarred soldier and kicked him with all her strength. She’d hoped he would falter, but he absorbed the impact, and the blow seemed to hurt her far more than it had him. He grasped her about her waist, holding her firmly. She beat against his chest.

The formation halted. While Chen watched, two soldiers caught her wrists and bound them with soft cords. The flowers in her hair had come loose. They swung against her check, their sweet smell nearly making her gag.

Chen carefully tucked them back into place behind her ear. “If you’re not careful,” he said dispassionately, “you’re going to hurt yourself.”

He backed away from her and resumed his place up front. “We can’t afford any delays,” he said almost apologetically. “Fight any more and we’ll bind your feet and carry you. Understand?”

The wound at her neck had broken back open, spilling blood down her neck and chest and making her tunic cling to her. She nodded dizzily, and Chen gave her a small smile. “Good girl.”

He turned toward the scarred soldier. “Get her in the boat.”

The man took her elbow and dragged her down the beach to a small rowboat that had been towed onto shore. He easily hefted her inside. She looked into his eyes and was surprised to see a hint of compassion. “Please.” Don’t do this to me. Let me go.

His gaze darkened and he turned away. Something whistled through the air and landed with a thud near his feet.

Lilette nearly cried out with joy to see a fishing spear quivering in the ground. She knew the spear had been a warning—the men of her village could easily impale a fish from twenty breadths.

“Phalanx formation!” Chen ordered.

Soldiers who had been climbing inside the boat leapt back out and loped forward, their spears held before them. Men from her village stepped slowly out of the jungle. Bian was among them, as was Quo, his eye now swollen completely shut. The men held fishing spears, long knives strapped to their waists.

The two groups appraised each other. Lilette’s villagers outnumbered these men, but even she knew that fisherman against trained soldiers didn’t make for good odds.

Bian took a step forward. His hair was shot through with gray, his skin weathered by the sea, but he still carried himself like a younger man. “Who are you, and why have you taken my wife?”

Chen reached into his armor and pulled out a drawstring purse, which he tossed at Bian’s feet. “To compensate you for her bride price.”

Slowly, Bian bent and lifted the bulging purse. He opened it and his eyes widened. One of the elders said something and Bian passed the purse over.

Another villager called out, “You cannot buy another man’s wife.”

Chen tipped his head to the side. “She’s not a wife until the marriage is consummated. Until then, the contract may be bought out by another.”

How could Chen possibly know so much about her betrothal?

Bian studied the soldiers surrounding Lilette. “By law, you cannot take her if I do not agree to the exchange.”

Chen lifted his swords. “If you wish to die, come and try to take her then.”

The scarred soldier stepped closer to Chen and said softly, “You slaughter an entire village and there will be consequences, Chen.”

“Remember your place, little brother,” Chen said. “These peasants are no threat to us.”

Brother? Lilette’s gaze shot back to the scarred man, searching for the boy she’d once known. To her utter shock, she found him there, in the eyes that had once been gentle and full of life. Now they were just empty.

“Han?” she said softly.

He flinched, as if his name on her lips was utterly repulsive. What could have happened to him to turn him into this? He’d sat beside her for hours, patiently teaching her how to speak Harshen so she wouldn’t be so lonely.

Lilette closed her eyes. She knew who these men were. “Let them take me, Bian. If you don’t, you’ll all be killed.”

Chen took a deep breath and called loudly, “Listen to her, fisherman, for the path you tread is narrow as a blade.”

Bian watched her, regret plain on his face. “You underestimate us, Lilette. I have waited too long to let you go now.”

Chen made a sound low in his throat. “Believe me when I say I have waited longer. I am not here to barter, fisherman. Take the gold and your lives and be gone.”

When Bian hesitated, Han’s voice pierced the quiet. “A widow has no husband.”

Bian stared at Lilette, and she saw he would not give her up. He threw the purse at Chen’s feet. She gaped at the glittering gold pieces lying in the sand. “No, Bian!” she cried. “They are elite!”

Her words evoked a deadly stillness, for even in her isolated village, the elite were renowned as the highest trained soldiers of the empire. It was they who guarded the royal family.

One by one, the villagers dropped to their knees, their foreheads pressing into the sand three times as they kowtowed.

“You had only to name yourself heir, and she would have been yours.” Bian voice shook. Finally, he understood the danger.

Chen cut a glance at his brother. “Now we have no choice. She told them who we are.”

All the fear and tension drained out of Lilette, replaced by a bone-numbing horror. Had her revelation sentenced her villagers to death? “No!” she screamed. She lunged for Chen, determined to stop him somehow.

Han caught her about the middle, his arms locked tightly around her no matter how much she strained. “Chen, it’s murder,” he said.

“If you cannot stomach it, get her onto the ship,” Chen growled as he drew his swords. He turned his back on Han to address the elite. “Make sure none of them escape. If we fail, we risk a war.”

With that, he stalked toward the villagers, most of whom grabbed their discarded weapons and stood their ground, but a few kept themselves prostrate.

“Chen, leave them alone!” Lilette cried.

Han tossed her into the boat. She tried to bolt back out, but he blocked her way. “You can’t stop it. You’ll only make it worse for them.”

Listening to her villagers’ death cries, she felt the fight drain out of her. “Please,” she wailed as the elite cut through the villagers.

Muscles straining, Han pushed the boat into the water and pulled himself in. Lilette automatically leaned to the other side to keep the craft from capsizing. Belatedly, she realized she should have overturned it.

Chen had reached Bian. He easily sidestepped Bian’s spear thrust and pivoted, his sword biting into flesh. Bian’s eyes widened in surprise. He wavered on his feet. Chen pulled back and struck tip-first into Bian’s heart. He fell to the beach, lifeless.

Lilette thought of her would-be husband’s wives. All those children—Pan foremost among them—and her heart cried out in anguish.

Quo screamed in outrage and threw his spear. Chen twisted and the spear glanced harmlessly off his reinforced armor. Then he lunged forward, and even from this distance, Lilette could see the fear in Quo’s face, fear as he turned to flee. Chen ran him down and shoved the sword in his back.

Han took Lilette’s face firmly between the thumb and fingers of his massive hand. She looked into his empty, dark eyes. “Lie in the bottom of the boat and cover your ears,” he told her.

Perhaps it was cowardly. Perhaps it was weak. But Lilette did as she was told, pressing her fists into her ears to block out the sound of her villagers dying. 

 

To keep reading, click here. 
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