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            Lark

         
         The stagecoach is visible only by the cloud of dust it kicks up along the track. It’s moving at a fast clip, probably hoping
            to get to Snaketown before sundown.
         

         
         Pickle shades his eyes next to me. “Bad position, Lark. Maybe we try tomorrow morning?”

         
         “No. If they reach Snaketown, the ridgeline will block out the sun until nearly noon tomorrow. We’ll miss the opportunity
            entirely. One coach, alone—it’s too good to pass up.” I tilt my hat brim to block the sinking sun. The greasy eyeblack on
            my cheeks helps deflect some of the residual glare. “I can get them turned around. No problem. You focus on jamming the wheel.”
         

         
         “There are guards,” he says.

         
         “I’ll take the guards,” Rose says on my other side. She shifts in her saddle, tightening the straps of her false leg. Sedge is checking his own gear, making sure his crossbow quarrels are in easy reach. Saiph keeps nervously threading the end of his brush whip through his fingers—it’s only his third raid, and he’s eager to do it right. 

         
         Pickle sighs and adjusts his grip on his long metal staff. “I wanted to have a nice relaxing soak today, but no . . .”
         

         
         “Get ready.” I look down at the ground, where my mutt, Rat, is crouched. He nearly blends into the dusty desert rocks—it’s
            the coyote in him. His silly, too-big ears are perked up as he watches the approaching stage.
         

         
         “Ready, Rat?” I say to him.

         
         He rises from his haunches. I loosen my sword in its scabbard and adjust the straps of my buckler on my left forearm.

         
         “On,” I say.

         
         Rat obediently jumps forward through the sagebrush and lopes down the hillside. He angles to intercept the team of horses,
            snarling as he reaches them. They don’t panic, but the pace of the stage slows as they assess the danger.
         

         
         “All right,” I say. “On.”

         
         I urge my horse from the shadow of the boulders. The others do the same. We canter down the hillside in a V—Rose and Sedge
            swing for the front of the stage, and Saiph and Pickle veer for the back. There’s a shout from the driver as we’re sighted.
            His whipcrack splices the air.
         

         
         I dig my heels against Jema’s flanks, and she tosses her mane. A crossbow quarrel whizzes over her flank—she snorts. I kiss
            the air to encourage her and run her directly into the path of the oncoming stage. Rat is nipping at the hooves of the horses,
            who shy sideways. The rear guard is scrambling for a perch on the far side of the coach, trying to keep Pickle in his sights.
            The fore guard jams another quarrel in her crossbow. She cranks the lever, her jaw set and her eyes on me. She’ll have a straight
            shot this time.
         

         
         I wheel Jema around and sling my buckler over my fist. The late sun shoots straight across the sagebrush flats and ricochets off the mirrored curve of the little shield. I wash the light across the guard’s face—she throws her arm up to block the glare. With only half a second to aim, I slap my crossbow over the top of my buckler and fire—I tag her calf. I swear under my breath—I’d been aiming for the empty space beside her, but a nonlethal hit is better than landing a killing strike without meaning to. At least it will keep her busy. The guard slumps; her crossbow clatters to the bottom of the driver’s box. Her quarrels spill, flying into the air one at a time like little birds taking flight. While I wheel Jema around to canter ahead of the team, Rose takes aim at the rear guard—she releases just before he can pull his crank. It’s a beautiful shot, flying so close to his ear I could swear it nicked him. She’s always been able to tread that line between a shot to kill and a shot to startle, and unlike mine, it works. The guard curses and dives for cover behind the roof bench. 

         
         Saiph’s alongside the team of horses now, flicking his brush whip to encourage them to veer to the right. Rat snarls at their
            hooves. But the driver is holding the reins steady. He switches them to his whip hand, groping with the other for the guard’s
            fallen crossbow. He’ll have a time trying to fire while keeping a firm hold on the team, but I’m not going to give him the
            chance. I twist in my saddle to wash the glare from my buckler over his eyes, and when he squints, I fire. Shwizz. The quarrel thumps into the wood just over his whip shoulder. He shouts and drops the reins. The stage rattles as two of its
            wheels catch in the rutted ditch.
         

         
         “Come on, Pickle,” I mutter, falling back to help Saiph steer the team.

         
         Pickle bursts along the far side of the stage. He hefts the dented-metal staff and flings it at the front wheel. I hold my breath. He doesn’t always make a clean hit—the staff is more likely to bounce off the axle or shoot under the carriage. But today it lands true, driving right between the spokes. The wheel catches for half a heartbeat, and then, with an ugly splintering crack, it shatters. The stage tips wildly; the team shies to the side. Rat narrowly avoids a hoof across his spine. Pickle spurs his horse clear just in time as well. 

         
         The stage rattles. It lurches. It bounds uncontrollably off a rock. And with a resounding crash, it smashes onto its side.

         
         I let out my breath, easing Jema to a halt. Dust rises in a cloud. The horse team dances in their harnesses, kicking their
            heels and snorting, tangling their lines. The two wheels facing the sky spin crazily, tika-tika-tika-tika, like a rattler’s tail.
         

         
         I hook my crossbow onto my saddle and unsheathe my sword. The rear guard is motionless on the ground, but the driver and the
            fore guard are groaning and trying to rise. Sedge jumps from his horse and hurries to hold the guard down, putting a big knee
            on her back and jerking the quarrel out of her calf. Ignoring her swearing, he pulls out a length of bandage and sets to work
            binding the wound.
         

         
         I slide off Jema’s back, surveying the damage. Honestly, we do try not to make this big a mess. It’s a measure of self-preservation. It would be easy to kill every driver and guard team
            that comes through, or run off with the horse teams and leave the travelers to die. But I expect the sheriff in Snaketown
            and the higher-ups in the more habitable parts of Alcoro would take a stronger initiative to root me out if I left a trail
            of bodies in my wake.
         

         
         There’s only one kind of traveler I make an effort to kill, and that’s the slavers.

         
         This coach doesn’t belong to a slaver, though, and I’m hoping the fact that we’ve wrecked it isn’t going to come back to bite
            us. We’ve never tipped a stage. A busted wheel and a jammed axle are our usual outcomes, if luck is with us. Today, not so
            much. But we can’t change the past, although it looks like the driver still thinks he can change the future. He’s sprawled
            halfway out of the box, trying to wiggle a carving knife from his boot. I lay the edge of my sword gently across his neck.
         

         
         My red bandanna puffs over my lips as I speak. “How about you take a little rest?”

         
         He drops his knife. I kick it away and move aside as Rose reins her horse to a halt in my place. She trains her crossbow down
            on him. He flops his head back against the rocky sand with an angry sigh.
         

         
         A groan comes from inside the stage. I go to the skyward-facing passenger door and haul it open. Slouched against the far
            side is just about the palest person I’ve ever laid eyes on—I’ve seen the moon reach darker shades. He’s old, too—his blond
            hair and reddish beard are shot through with silver, and he’s alone. This will be an easy job. He squints up at me, bleeding
            from a cut near his right ear.
         

         
         I angle my sword down into the coach. He doesn’t move or even look at the point.

         
         “You’re the Sunshield Bandit,” he says.

         
         I tilt my sword so the light glances off the blade. He blinks against the glare but doesn’t throw up his hands.

         
         “If you know who I am, you know what I’m after,” I say.

         
         “I do. And I’m grateful for it. I believe what you do is quite commendable.”

         
         I narrow my eyes over my handkerchief. “I’m about to rob you blind, old man.”

         
         “Oh, go ahead,” he says with a sigh, leaning his head back against the cracked glass on the far window. “I’ve hardly got much
            of value, unless you enjoy historical accounts of Moquoian permaculture. The money’s in the leather valise. There should be
            an extra pair of boots in the trunk—nice ones, too, with silver buckles. Otherwise it’s mostly traveling garb and books.”
         

         
         “Pickle, open the trunks in the back,” I call. He’s already performing this task, but the man’s indifference irks me. I crouch
            at the door opening and jump down into the carriage interior. It’s an awkward fit with the stage on its side. I sheathe my
            sword and draw the big hunting knife from my belt.
         

         
         “Hold still,” I say—unnecessarily. The man’s eyes are still closed; he may as well be about to doze off. I take his bearded
            chin and tilt his head back and forth—no earrings in his ears. No chains or baubles around his neck. No rings on his fingers
            or pins on his lapels. The edge of a tattoo peeks out from his rolled-up sleeve—the prow of a sailing ship, it looks like.
            The ink is faded but still crisp, unlike most of mine. I grit my teeth—I have a low regard for ships.
         

         
         “I’ve got a good case of matches in the pocket of my cloak,” he suggests, waving to the garment now crumpled on the bench.
            “Cypri-made. Might be useful for you.”
         

         
         My irritation spikes, and I swipe up the cloak and toss the whole thing out the stage door. “Take off your boots.”

         
         They’re old boots, with no buckles or adornments, covered in telltale dried mud that means he must have come from Moquoia. But I don’t care—I just want to rattle him at this point. Slowly he kicks off each one. I stoop to pick them up and throw them outside as well. 

         
         His eyes are still closed. I hiss and lean forward, letting the edge of my knife touch his neck. “You seem very easy about
            life and death. If you travelers are this unconcerned, perhaps I should make an example out of you. How would you like to
            be tied to a horse and dragged the rest of the way to Snaketown?”
         

         
         “I would not like that at all,” the man says, opening his eyes. They’re blue—an uncommon color. He’s got freckles, too, mixed
            in among the age spots. “But there are folk in Alcoro who would notice my absence if I don’t show up in a week’s time for
            the start of the semester, and the provost will be extremely displeased with anyone who holds up classes.” His gaze gets a bit sharper. “And anyway, that’s not your particular style—torturing
            captives. If it was, I imagine the Alcorans and the Moquoians would have put more effort into rooting you out.”
         

         
         “Cases emptied, Lark,” Saiph calls from the back.

         
         “Lark,” the old man says, as if testing the word.

         
         I swear behind my handkerchief. Saiph is wiry and fast, but he’s a clodhead, a reason I haven’t let him come on raids until
            the last few months.
         

         
         “Turn out your pockets,” I say. “Now.”

         
         He does, but he continues to talk. “What you do is exceptional, Lark.” His voice is suddenly less light—more grave. “The human trafficking in the desert has become an international crisis. Your commitment to confronting and freeing slave runners’ wagons is desperately needed. But it must be hard to live the way you do. How many freed captives live in your camp? How many children you haven’t managed to reunite with their families? How many hungry mouths?” 

         
         “Shut up.” I pluck the lone coin he’s fished from his pocket out of his palm. Still holding the knife against his throat,
            I sweep my other hand under the cushions on the coach seats. But they’re tacked down to the wood—no space to hide valuables.
         

         
         “Do you know about Queen Mona of Lumen Lake?” he asks with a touch of urgency in his voice. “Do you know about the Cypri ambassador?
            Have you heard about what happened to one of their children?”
         

         
         “Ready the horses, Pickle,” I call outside.

         
         “There are extremely influential people who are very interested in what you do,” he continues a little faster. “Life could be different for you and your fellows. I encourage
            you to consider . . .”
         

         
         I hear a shrill whistle from Rose. The luggage is loaded onto the horses. I put one hand on the frame of the stage.

         
         “Lark,” says the old man.

         
         I whirl around and drive the butt of my knife against his cheek. His head slams back against the wooden siding.

         
         “I told you to shut up,” I say down at him. He groans again. I put both hands on the carriage door and hoist myself out of
            the stage. The others are already mounted, their horses burdened with goods. Rose still has her crossbow trained on the driver.
            The fore guard is struggling to sit up, examining her bandaged calf. The rear guard is moaning about a broken arm.
         

         
         I swing onto Jema’s back.

         
         “Come on, Rat,” I call.

         
         He leaps from his crouch by the agitated horse team and together we wheel for the hillside. The sun is halfway below the horizon, its curve red and shimmering in the dust. I glance back over my shoulder before we reach the safety of the towering rocks. The old man is standing up in the stage, holding on to the frame for support. I can see the moment his face turns from the driver and guard up to us. I swear again and face forward, kicking Jema. 

         
         “Saiph,” I call angrily over the hoofbeats.

         
         He groans. “I know, I know. I’m sorry.”

         
         “You call me Lark outside of camp again, and I’m stretching your hide on the tanning frame.”

         
         “Spare him the lecture, Lark.” Pickle’s voice is triumphant. “Hey, I made a pretty sharp throw, didn’t I?” He edges his horse
            in front of mine and spurs it to kick up dust. “First one to camp gets the old fella’s boots!”
         

         
         I spit out Pickle’s dust and urge Jema after him.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Tamsin

         
         I open my eyes on yet another morning.

         
         Still not dead.

         
         I suppose that’s good.

         
         Before I move, I take stock of my body. Over the past few days I’ve learned that moving too suddenly can send me into a whirl
            of pain and nausea. So I lie still on my mat, the dirt floor cool under my palms, staring at the tiny window near the ceiling
            that has become the most interesting feature in my life.
         

         
         I am pleasantly surprised to find the pain less intense today than yesterday. My head hurts the most, of course. My mouth is still tender and swollen. I resist the urge to probe my lips and instead touch my scalp. I can feel the crusted parts where the cuts from the razor are scabbing over. My hair prickles my fingers, the barest fuzz covering my head. For my own sanity, I’ve been focusing most on that sensation—the lightness of my head with all my hair gone, the automatic gesture to tuck loose strands behind my ear before remembering there are none. It helps to focus on this—the most trivial and reversible facet of my present state. 

         
         There’s a scrape at the foot of the door, and in slides the morning’s meal. The slot was hastily hacked away after I arrived
            here—this room clearly wasn’t intended to hold prisoners—and some of the corn mush in the bowl is knocked onto the floor.
         

         
         “Careful not to choke today,” comes a serious voice through the little barred window set into the door—another addition, along
            with the removal of the interior door handle. “Poia has the keys, and she’s down at the well, so I can’t come in to save your
            life.”
         

         
         I don’t respond. I lie still, looking up at the window on the far wall. How ironic, the thought of either of them running
            in to save my life, when for three weeks their sole intent seems to be keeping me as close to death as possible without actually
            kicking me off the edge.
         

         
         I’m in a strange limbo right now. My life’s worth lies somewhere between half a bowl of corn mush and an entire country.

         
         “We’ll have another letter written later,” Beskin continues. Unlike Poia, she has both her eyes, and they’re wide-set and
            buggy. “Try not to shake so much when you sign your name—it needs to be legible. This is our last sheet of parchment, at least
            until one of us can go into town.”
         

         
         My fingers pluck the packed dirt floor like the strings of my dulcimer, not a shake in them. It doesn’t even occur to her
            that ruining their last sheet of parchment would be entirely in my favor now that I know they’re running low.
         

         
         I shake my head. Will someone remind me again how a handful of crones this stupid could be orchestrating such a nuanced political
            coup?
         

         
         I need that parchment, though. I need them to send it, whatever hash-up of a ransom note is inside.

         
         “I’ll be back later to empty your bucket.” Of my two improvised captors, Beskin is the one with the closest approximation
            of a conscience, even if half the time it’s accidental. She’s tidy and orderly more than anything, and while Poia might be
            content to let me rot in my own filth, Beskin probably couldn’t stand the smell. “Try not to spill the corn mush today.”
         

         
         Oh, Beskin, you’re hilarious, and you don’t even mean to be.

         
         I remain in my silent, supine position until I hear her footsteps fade away. Only then do I carefully roll onto my side and
            push myself into a sitting position. The pain in my head spikes, and I let it hang for a moment—it feels like a rock on my
            neck, solid. Once the throbbing has subsided, I scoot to the bowl. Inwardly I curse my captors. The corn mush is undoubtedly
            salted—I haven’t been able to tell if it’s extra spite or if they’re too thick to consider the sting of salt in a wound.
         

         
         But I’m hungry.

         
         Silently, slowly, I raise my fist to the door and hook my pinkie finger at the empty barred window, the rude gesture learned
            from the streets of Tolukum and subsequently unlearned in more genteel company. It feels good to flaunt it now after so long
            kept primly discreet. I hold it there as I scoop a spoonful of mush and eat.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Veran

         
         
            Dear Veran,

            I’m writing to tell you that our stage was waylaid outside Snaketown by bandits on the first of July. Don’t panic. We all
               made it through just fine, though I lost a few pairs of shoes. I am back in Callais now in time for classes—I will merely
               be showing up to my first one in slippers. Don’t tell Gemma.
            

            Here’s the real bit of news—it was the Sunshield Bandit and several associates who stopped us. I’d suggest you not share this in conversation. I know there are those in both Moquoia and Alcoro who would very much like to get their hands on her—perhaps folk who aren’t far away from the top rungs of society, even among the allies you all will be trying to make. The trafficking business is driven by wealth and power, and despite the fact that the Sunshield Bandit did indeed rob me of everything of monetary value, I’d rather she be allowed to continue her work. 

            I did find out one significant thing—her name. It’s Lark. If she has a surname, I didn’t hear it. Again, don’t share this
               information. But you know how dear the case of missing captives is to us. If the Sunshield Bandit has a camp full of recovered
               slaves, there is a possibility that Moira Alastaire is among them, or that she knows where she might be. It’s a long shot—Moira
               would be an adult now, if she’s still alive. But all the same, it’s as much of a lead as we’ve had for the past fifteen years.
            

            I am not sharing the news with Mona yet, and I’d encourage you not to share it with Rou or Eloise, either. I’ve written them
               a separate letter without this little detail. I don’t want to give them false hope when it could all turn out to be nothing,
               and I don’t want to crack open that vault of old grief with so many other pressing matters at hand. But I am telling you.
               Keep your ear to the ground. Maybe amid all the other talk you’ll hear something.
            

            We’re thinking of you here. Take care of yourself. Write to your parents. I already have four letters on my desk from your
               mother demanding news of our trip.
            

            Wishing you well,

            Colm

         

         I lower the letter and lean against the rain-streaked glass, gazing absently over the waving treetops. Professor Colm waylaid by bandits . . . I’d been gnawing on this possibility from the moment we parted ways in Pasul. The Ferinno Desert has become an insanely dangerous place to travel, and I worried about him making the return trip without the caravan we journeyed with back in June. He had assured me the smaller numbers meant they’d travel through the worst country at greater speed. 

         
         Liar.

         
         A sharp rap comes from my parlor door, and without waiting for an answer, it’s thrown open. I stuff the letter in my jacket
            pocket.
         

         
         “Veran!” Eloise calls. “Are you decent? Even if you’re not, you’d better come on—we’re late!”

         
         I stand from the window. “That’s an interesting suggestion—which do you think would be worse, appearing in court wearing the
            wrong color, or appearing in court naked?”
         

         
         “I’m willing to bet color. You are wearing turquoise, aren’t you?” She steps around the door and sighs in relief at my silk
            jacket and trousers. The Moquoians observe twelve months like we do back east, but more important than the season is the corresponding
            si—twelve distinct colors, not seven. With the first day of August, we’ve transitioned from green to turquoise, and heavens
            forbid one appear in the wrong colors on the first day of the si. Eloise is in a long gown the color of a Paroan lagoon. Her dark brown corkscrew curls are piled on top of her head and secured
            with strings of opals.
         

         
         She spreads her arms. “What are you doing? We should be downstairs by now—Papa’s already there.”

         
         “I was . . .” I recall Colm’s words not to share the news about the attack with Eloise or her father. I gesture to the wooden
            box on the coffee table, the linen inside askew. “I was just working up the fortitude to put on the shoes.”
         

         
         She tsks in annoyance. “I’m sorry, Veran—I know they hurt your feet, but we really don’t have time.”
         

         
         Hurt your feet is an understatement. I’ve worn my fair share of foreign wardrobes, but not once have I ever had to trade out my soft-soled
            leather boots. Even at the University of Alcoro, Silvern students are allowed to wear our native boots, as long as there aren’t
            bells on the fringe. But here in Moquoia, men wear breathlessly tight silk breeches, fastened with large, jeweled buttons
            up the calves. It was a shock, that first day we arrived in court, when I realized my boots wouldn’t fit over the embellishments.
            In their place, the stiff, hobnailed slippers don’t so much blister my feet as eat them away one layer of skin at a time.
            Almost four weeks into our diplomatic trip, and I’m still no better at walking in them than day one.
         

         
         Eloise removes the shoes from their wrappings and holds them out. “Come on—once we get downstairs, you can sit, but we need
            to go.”
         

         
         Biting back my dread, I set the shoes down and slide my battered feet into them. Pain spikes in the blisters along the pads
            of my toes. Eloise picks up the jeweled wooden walking cane fashionable with young Moquoian men and hands it to me. Shifting
            my weight to my heels, I plant the cane on the floor and rise. Eloise nods in satisfaction and turns for the door. I wobble
            gracelessly after her and out into the hall.
         

         
         The first impact of my heels on the hardwood floor sounds like a clap of thunder. I hurry after her, my collar hot, almost
            reluctant to use the cane and add a third clack to the cacophony. I think of my mama’s forest scouts—in order to earn the rank of Woodwalker, they have to be able to tread
            past a series of blindfolded sentries so quietly as to escape detection, all while carrying a forty-pound pack. I, at the
            moment, sound like a drunken elk on cobblestones.
         

         
         We pass into the atrium at the end of the hall. Like the other windows in the palace, the ceiling is constructed from absolutely massive panels of glass—Moquoia’s primary industry and probably the single greatest feat of manufacturing of our age. I still haven’t gotten over my awe at the soaring panes, the biggest three times my height and half that across. Water runs down them in rivers, muddling the view of the stormy sky and tangled forests rolling away from the palace. 

         
         “I wonder if we’re ever going to get a tour of the grounds beyond the palace,” I say, straining to see past the streaming
            rain. I want so desperately to get out into those forests, to see more of the giant maples shaggy with moss and the bracken
            ferns dense enough to swallow a coach. I want to travel south along the coastline and see the fabled redwoods, trees that
            I’ve heard surpass even the grandmother chestnuts back home in height and girth. We only caught distant glimpses of the groves
            as we traveled to Tolukum, and since we arrived, we haven’t left the palace once.
         

         
         “Probably not with that fever on the rise,” Eloise says. “Everyone’s been so anxious about venturing outside for too long.”

         
         I frown, remembering all the dire warnings about rainshed fever we received when we first arrived. Keep all windows closed, they told us. Sleep in long sleeves. If you must go out, wear lemon balm or cedar oil. The illness is apparently carried by mosquitoes, which thrive in the humid forests, and as such—even on rare days when there’s
            a break in the rain—the palace has remained sealed tight as a bubble. It makes me feel like a goldfish turning circles in
            a bowl.
         

         
         “I still don’t understand why the fever is so bad here in Tolukum, when we barely heard about it in the towns we passed through on the way here,” I say. “The environment along the coach road was no different from here, but we saw plenty of open windows and folk moving about.” 

         
         “Well, it’s a curiosity we probably won’t have time to investigate,” Eloise says, picking up her hem in anticipation of the
            approaching staircase. “We’re not here to sightsee in the countryside. If we are able to secure any kind of outing, it should be to the sand quarries and glass forges—they’re the main thing this alliance
            is hinging on. In fact, I hear Minister Kobok is back from his tour of the glassmaking factories. We should try to schedule
            an appointment. Can you take the stairs?”
         

         
         My collar heats more. “Yes.”

         
         She starts down the sweeping staircase, her shoes barely clipping against each step. I clamp my hand on the railing and follow,
            my own heels cracking like a smith’s hammer.
         

         
         “At least we get a taste of the forests inside,” she says, gesturing into the open space on either side of the staircase,
            where we’re almost instantly surrounded by living branches. Trees planted inside—another astounding facet of Tolukum Palace. Their crowns reach up toward the glass ceiling; their roots are buried five floors
            below, flanked by tiled pathways, carved fountains, and vibrant flower beds.
         

         
         “These forests aren’t real,” I say, the pain in my feet making me irritable. “They’re just a show—all make-believe. The trees
            may be alive, but I haven’t seen a single brown leaf or bent twig in four weeks. No worms in the soil, no pollinators on the
            flowers. They must have an army of servants just to groom everything to perfection.”
         

         
         “Veran . . .”

         
         “Have you noticed—they don’t even take the folk names, like we do. We’ve always called them Tree-folk, because of the redwoods, and the northern rainforests, but they consider that archaic, like they don’t even care about the
            forests at all—”
         

         
         Eloise stops on the landing so suddenly I run into her. I splay my cane out to keep from falling. She turns to me, her usually
            cheerful face arranged into displeasure. She purses her lips—she looks startlingly like her mother when she does that.
         

         
         “Oh,” I say, realizing what I’d just said.

         
         “Veran . . .” she says again.

         
         “I’m sorry,” I say quickly, embarrassed. “That was rude of me.”

         
         “Yes. It’s just . . . I know Moquoia is different from the Silverwood—in a lot of ways—but you can’t let it affect your respect
            for the people in court.” She looks out at the cedar trees, their needles immobile in the enclosed air. “Do you remember what
            Uncle Colm always said at the beginning of each semester?”
         

         
         Do I. His was my very first class at the university, and those introductory words became the undercurrent for my studies from
            there on out. I can hear him now, plain as that day.
         

         
         “Ethnocentric bias,” he said.
         

         
         The scent of evergreen and the drumming of rain on glass give way to memories of cool adobe and dry, sunny skies.

         
         “Ethnocentric bias. Cultural supremacy,” Colm said, standing in front of a massive map, his gray university bolero piped with the same blue as
            the illustration of Lumen Lake. “Everyone has a lens through which they view the world, and the inherent urge to classify
            everything within your lens as right and everything else as wrong is the most basic and fundamental error you can make. The notion of cultural supremacy ruins the scholar’s ability to adapt to new ideas, to work collaboratively, and to create peaceful relationships. Never allow yourself to devolve into a dichotomy of right and wrong, of normal and not normal. This is the most important thing you can learn from me.” 

         
         None of his students would dare challenge the validity of that statement. We’d heard the stories, we’d read the history accounts.
            He was in many of the history accounts, along with his wife, Gemma, the provost of the university and Last Queen of Alcoro. To a group
            of starry-eyed freshies, they were living legends. To me, the awe always went a step further. A mention of Colm’s name is
            usually never far away from his sister Mona’s, queen of Lumen Lake, or Rou’s, her husband and international ambassador . . .
            or my own parents’, king and queen of the Silverwood Mountains.
         

         
         The familiar weight of all their names, titles, accolades, and accomplishments settles over me like a blanket, stifling my
            breath.
         

         
         So much is riding on us not screwing up. On me not screwing up.
         

         
         “Sorry,” I say again. “I wasn’t thinking. I’ll be more respectful.”

         
         “I know the Moquoians manage their forests differently than your folk do,” she says. “And don’t get me started on their trade
            records—my mother would have a fit. But it’s not necessarily wrong, Veran—just different.”
         

         
         “Ethnocentric bias.”

         
         “Right.” She nods down the next staircase, and we keep going. Clip clop, clip clop.

         
         Four flights later, we reach the main landing and the roots of the cedars. The shade would be nearly impenetrable if not for the galaxy of lanterns hanging along the path. Glowing sconces illuminate ornate wooden planters—until yesterday they had been filled with thick green ferns and hostas. This morning they’re overflowing with cascades of teal-tinted orchids. The palace must have been an absolute anthill last night—all the green draperies swapped out for turquoise ones, the gardens replanted, the colored lanterns replaced. Despite this, I can’t help but notice that we’ve hardly seen any servants beyond the ones who bring us our meals. It’s another strange anomaly I can’t quite wrap my head around. 

         
         Ethnocentric bias, Colm whispers.
         

         
         Standing in the light of the closest constellation of lanterns, studying a creased sheet of parchment, is Eloise’s father,
            Ambassador Rou Alastaire. At the first clap of my hobnails on the hardwood floor, he looks up.
         

         
         “By the Light, it’s about time—I thought I’d have to come hunt you down.” He kisses Eloise’s forehead. “You look perfect,
            lolly, and you’re not half bad yourself, Veran. We’ll have to commission a portrait before we leave, or your ma will never
            believe it.”
         

         
         I gesture to his wardrobe, a Cypri-style vest and loose trousers. “How come you’re not in Moquoian dress?”
         

         
         He pats the wide sash around his waist, the same teal as his ascot. “I’m the old, out-of-touch ambassador, so I get to pass
            off my outlandish—but ultimately harmless—cultural practices as charming eccentricity. But you two are the young, trendy liaisons
            who are up on all the latest court fashions.”
         

         
         “You just don’t like wearing the pants,” I accuse.

         
         “I hate wearing the pants,” he agrees. “And nobody wants to see me in them, anyway. Maybe twenty years ago, when I was a handsome
            stripling like you, but not now.”
         

         
         Eloise groans and passes a hand over her eyes. “By the Light, Papa.”

         
         He grins and offers her his arm. “Now come on—they’ll be starting soon, and I need to brush up on my terminology before I
            cause another international incident.” Rou has a passing grasp on the Moquoian language, but his accent is absolutely terrible,
            and he has difficulty with a few important inflections. Eloise is better, but not fluent—which is why I’m here. Rou nods at
            me. “Say the name of the month for me again?”
         

         
         “Mokonnsi,” I say as we start down the path. “Keep the k in the back of your throat, otherwise it means garbage.”
         

         
         “Right. And the color is turquoise, not green like last month, and the meaning is—serenity.”

         
         “That’s Bakksi, Papa—October,” Eloise says. “Mokonnsi celebrates friendship.”
         

         
         “Correct,” he says, ducking under a lantern hanging too low in the path. “I was testing you.”

         
         Eloise sighs and catches me chuckling. “Of course you were. Do you need to test me on what this morning’s ceremony is all
            about?”
         

         
         “I’m offended, lolly,” he says with exaggerated affront. “Of all people to know about court jesters, none should be more well
            versed than your father. Ambassador was always my second career choice.”
         

         
         “I hope you haven’t referred to the ashoki as court jesters,” Eloise says. “They’re more like storytellers.”
         

         
         “The closest translation is actually truth teller,” I say. “Sort of a cross between a jester and a bard. From what I’ve read, they’re the only ones who can publicly poke fun
            at politics, the monarchy, the court—they’re sort of a catharsis for everybody.”
         

         
         “And today Prince Iano names a new one,” Rou says, grinning at our hurried efforts to correct him. “I know. This is an important day—we might be the first Easterners to witness the start of an ashoki’s career. By my understanding, an effective ashoki can alter the entire political climate of the court. We should hope whoever is appointed is in favor of our work in the Ferinno.
            Speaking of.” Rou gestures to the folded parchment in his free hand. “We got a letter from your uncle Colm this morning. He
            was attacked by bandits outside Snaketown.”
         

         
         Eloise gasps, whipping her head to her father. “Is he all right?”

         
         “It sounds like he was just robbed, and not hurt,” I say absent-mindedly, distracted by a tiled pool filled with wending fish—dyed
            a startling shade of teal. They dye their fish.
         

         
         “How do you know?” Rou asks in surprise. “That is—you’re right, but how did you know?”

         
         I jerk my gaze away from the pool. Well, that was hardly discreet. Both he and Eloise are looking at me, confused. “Uh . . .
            he . . . he sent me a letter, too. Just to say . . . that I should write to my parents.” I shrug. “You know, updating me on
            what’s happening at home.”
         

         
         “What’s happening at home?” Eloise asks.

         
         “Nothing.” I instantly flush at the stupid comment, realizing I should have made up something harmless. “But uh . . . about
            Colm.”
         

         
         Eloise fortunately shifts her focus back to her father. “Yes, about Uncle Colm. Is he really all right?”

         
         “The two guards came away with some injuries, but either Colm came away unhurt or he’s purposefully not telling us.” We round a bend in the path, and golden lamplight shines in slices through the dark cedar trunks. The buzz of voices filters toward us. “I’m wondering if I can get in touch with the coach driver—I’d be highly interested to know who waylaid them.”
         

         
         I glance at him, Colm’s tidbit about the Sunshield Bandit rushing back to me. “Why’s that?”

         
         “Because right now the Ferinno is one big boiling pot of trouble—if we’re going to lay a real road through it, it’d be nice
            to know which bandits claim which territory,” Rou says. “That section along the South Burr is going to be a crucial stage
            to keep passable. There’s no other water for fifty miles.”
         

         
         I relax a little. He’s obviously not thinking about his oldest daughter’s abduction a decade and a half ago, or the possibility
            that she may be in some outlaw’s camp in the middle of the desert.
         

         
         So, of course, my thoughts slide to Moira Alastaire—which is strange, because I don’t remember anything about her. I’ve seen a portrait of
            her exactly once, when I crept along at Mama’s side in Queen Mona’s chambers while visiting Lumen Lake. The picture was tucked
            inside the rolltop of the queen’s writing desk, and I spotted the two identical brown freckled faces and cascading curls gazing
            out from their childhood portrait. I haven’t thought of that picture in years. As we enter the glow from the hall up ahead,
            I glance surreptitiously at Eloise.
         

         
         I guess Moira would look the same now, if she’s still alive. I frown at the somber thought, but I can’t see how she’s not
            dead.
         

         
         That said, neither Eloise nor Rou have any cause to connect the attack on Colm’s stage to the Sunshield Bandit or long-lost
            Moira. I try to follow Rou’s previous comment back into safer territory.
         

         
         “We should get good insight to bandit activity near the border if we can get conversation moving in court,” I suggest.

         
         “On that note.” Rou turns to Eloise. “Have you had any better luck with Prince Iano? I meant to check with you yesterday, but I’ve been wrapped up with Queen Isme.” 

         
         “Well—some,” she says. “He’s still being . . . difficult to interact with.”

         
         I can hear the reluctance in her voice—Eloise isn’t one to speak badly of others. I admire her for that, but I can’t deny
            that she’s dramatically downplaying the ill temper of the Moquoian prince. My work has mostly been at Rou’s side, since Eloise’s
            grasp on the language is better than his, and from what I’ve witnessed of their stilted interactions, I don’t envy her in
            the slightest.
         

         
         “He just . . .” She pauses, then begins again, pursing her lips and pondering her words. “He seems . . . well, sad, to be
            honest. He keeps to his rooms so much, he talks to almost no one in court, and he certainly never smiles. And I know it’s
            not a language barrier—he’s more fluent in Eastern than I am in Moquoian, but having a conversation with him is like . . .”
         

         
         Talking to a brick wall, I finish silently for her.
         

         
         “Well, it’s challenging,” she says.

         
         “Did you get this impression of him when you exchanged letters last year?” Rou asks.

         
         “Not at all. Did you, Veran?”

         
         She’s being kind, asking for my opinion. She’s the one who drafted all the letters to Iano—I merely proofread them for grammar.
            I shake my head. “He seemed perfectly friendly in his letters, and ready to negotiate.”
         

         
         “That’s right,” Eloise agrees. “He had all kinds of ideas on partnering with the university, funding the Ferinno Road, transitioning industrial labor away from bond labor, all that. But since we’ve gotten here, any time I bring up policy, he almost pretends not to hear me.” 

         
         “Hm.” Rou frowns in thought. “I wish I could say I’m surprised, but herein lies our biggest challenge with this Moquoian effort.
            All the courts back east are familiar to us—we share a language, and borders, and cultural groundwork. But the sea and desert
            routes have distanced us from Moquoia for centuries. These are new steps we’re taking, and it’s likely there are norms in
            place we don’t understand yet. If I had my way, we’d have a year just to familiarize ourselves with the Moquoian people before
            broaching policy at all. But the trafficking uptick in the Ferinno has accelerated everything, and instead of a year, we have
            eight weeks—and we’ve already used up four of them.”
         

         
         A golden gleam breaks through the dark cedar trunks and turquoise lanterns. Up ahead, the Hall of the Ashoki is brimming with light and noise, threaded with the spicy scent of hot cream tea. Rou eyes the approaching doors, and he slows
            down, patting Eloise’s hand.
         

         
         “Tell you what, Lady Princess,” he says. “What if Veran joins you this morning, instead of coming with me? It might come across
            as more casual—a pair of friends instead of a lone diplomat.”
         

         
         A spark of unease flares in my stomach. “I’m not trained in policy, though.” Not to mention that alongside people like Eloise
            and my oldest sister, Viyamae, both heirs to their respective thrones, I’m generally as helpful as a toddler playing make-believe.
            Eloise may only be two years older than me, but I’ve always felt she’s on a rung I’ll never quite reach.
         

         
         “Let’s leave policy alone for the morning—though you’re better than you think you are, V.” Rou bumps my elbow reassuringly and then gestures at the turquoise banners hanging from the trees. “It’s the first day of the new si—a day for celebration. Perhaps we haven’t been striking the right chords. Just be friendly, and maybe the prince will warm
            to negotiations. You can even try the junior delegate route, if you think it might work—maybe Iano will open up if he thinks
            he’s mentoring somebody.”
         

         
         Eloise doesn’t look convinced, casting a doubtful glance at her father. “Can you manage with Queen Isme without Veran translating
            for you?”
         

         
         He closes his eyes, pained. “Once again, lolly, I am offended—”
         

         
         “Two days ago you told her Moquoia is like a verdant tumor,” she interrupts with reproach. “Whatever that was supposed to mean!”
         

         
         I snort and then stifle it. Rou had said that, with a completely straight face, and I had to keep from laughing while I offered the similar-sounding paradise to the scandalized courtiers.
         

         
         “Ah, but there are so many worse mistakes I could have made,” Rou says, half wincing, half grinning. “And I still maintain that there is absolutely no difference between those two words.” He waves at us both as we jump to insist on the subtle inflection. “I’ll manage for the morning.
            Her courtiers think my slipups are amusing, and I plan to mostly listen to the gossip about the new ashoki, anyway. What do you say, Veran? Join Eloise for a little while, see if you can warm Iano up?” He gives a quick nod to Eloise.
            “Not that I think you haven’t done a supreme job already . . .”
         

         
         “No, I’d be glad for your company, Veran,” she says. “If I’m honest, talking to Prince Iano has been the most vexing thing I’ve ever attempted. Perhaps he’ll be more interested in you than in me. Just as long as you don’t start an international incident, Papa.” 

         
         Rou grimaces. “I’ve done that before, and it’s exhausting. My revolutionary days are over—that’s your responsibility now.”

         
         He gives a bark of laughter at the absurdity of his comment given his present company—the exemplary diplomat and the tagalong
            interpreter—and shepherds us toward the gleaming doors.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Lark

         
         “There you go, Whit.” I tighten the last strap on the little girl’s feet. The traveling boots I took off the bearded man in
            the stage are miles too big for her, but she’s outgrown her last pair of shoes and has been padding around with her toes sticking
            out. I’ve used leather thongs from an old bridle to cinch them to her feet. Not pretty, but it works.
         

         
         She mumbles a thank you, the th sound distorted by her cleft lip, and shuffles away, leaving tracks in the dirt. I sit back on my heels and take off my broad-brimmed
            leather hat. The creases are lined with dust, and I beat it against my calf a few times. Nearby, Rat lifts his head at the
            noise, his bat ears perked up.
         

         
         “Dust, dust, dust,” I say to him. “Sometimes I wonder if we’re all really purple or green underneath, but we’ve all turned
            the color of dust.”
         

         
         He yawns and shakes his head, flapping his ears. A dirty cloud drifts from his fur.

         
         Saiph emerges from the bushes, his dark hair plastered to his forehead, toweling himself off with a piece of sacking. “Seep’s free, Lark.” 

         
         “About time.” I get up and head through the scrub oak. Rat follows at my heels.

         
         The seep sits against the wall of the canyon, deeper than a puddle but not enough to be a real pool. It’s born from our water
            pocket, the natural well in the rocks above that provides all our daily water. The pocket was how Rose and I first found our
            way into Three Lines Canyon, following the old three-lined petroglyph carved down near the mouth that proclaimed a source
            of water. The top of the pocket sits high up the canyon wall, and it takes a burning climb to get up to it, but in my four
            years holing up here, it’s never run dry. The water is cool and sweet, and as it trickles down the rock face, it leaves slick
            black streaks that attract clouds of yellow butterflies and dozens of sandy lizards that snap up flies.
         

         
         The seep is low today, barely covering the pebbly bottom. It’s why we’ve designated this a washing day—if things dry up any
            more, all our water will have to be drawn and hauled down from the pocket, and after cooking and drinking there’ll be almost
            none to spare. Lila’s turn comes after mine today, and she’s pushy on washing days—there’s no time to waste. I start stripping
            off my clothes. Off comes my vest and dust-colored shirt. I kick off my boots—the only part of my wardrobe that’s really worth
            anything, as I lifted them off a well-dressed stage traveler a few months ago. After pulling off my trousers and holey stockings,
            I finally unhook my breast band and drape everything over a juniper bush.
         

         
         The breeze is shearing up the canyon like it sometimes does, so I prop up the windbreak—a stiff old bison hide on a wooden frame—and settle down on the rocks lining the seep. I wiggle my feet through the grit and pebbles, letting them grind away the dirt creased between my toes. I bend forward, stretching out my neck, and untie the strip that holds my dreadlocks out of my face. My hair has been locked for as long as I can remember. I have vague memories of tangled curls, but whether my hair locked itself naturally or someone got it started back in Tellman’s Ditch, I was too young to remember. I have no desire to change it—I like how easy it is to keep up. No endless brushing, like Lila, to keep the knots and burrs out. No need to wrap it every night, like Rose, to keep it from drying out in the merciless desert heat. 

         
         I pinch a few of the locks in my fingers—I’m well past due for a wash, but our soap in camp is running low, and I’m almost
            entirely out of oil. It’s a shame—I found the bottle of high-end scalp oil by chance in a peddler’s trunk Pickle lifted in
            Bitter Springs. It’s perfumed, light and sweet—certainly the nicest-smelling thing I own, and I’ve been savoring it drop by drop for almost six months.
            Now it’s nearly gone, and I don’t have enough coin to justify buying another bottle, even the cheap stuff I can sometimes
            find in town. Sighing, I run my fingers through my hair, feeling the grit and grime along my scalp. No, I’ll have to wash
            today, oil or no, and bear the frizzing and dryness that will come along with it.
         

         
         I cup handfuls of water and splash my arms and neck, leaving little tracks of slightly cleaner skin. I wipe at the dirt covering the tattoo on the inside of my right forearm, glad to see the ink isn’t bleeding. This tattoo—my longsword—and the other on my left forearm—my buckler—are two of my oldest. The point of the sword drives into the scarred concentric circle on my wrist, the brand all nonbonded laborers got in Tellman’s Ditch. I frown at the back of my hand, where the sun—my most recent tattoo—looks a little blurry near the ends of the rays. Ah, well. Rose told me the ink might not be as strong as it should be for that one. 

         
         The two words circling my wrists are clear, though. Strength on my right, my sword arm, and Perseverance on my left. I had to ask Saiph how to spell that word, and he stood over Rose’s shoulder as she worked, scratching out the
            letters in the dirt one by one so she got it right.
         

         
         I twist to check the vaguely larkish bird on my right shoulder, and then lean back to check the coyote on my rib cage, its
            head thrown back in song like Rat sometimes does when he gets a wild hair about him. In this position, I see the six spots
            making an off-center circle around my navel. I rub at them. Sometimes what I think are marks are just flecks of stubborn dirt,
            but these have always been here. I think perhaps next I’ll have Rose connect them in a star. I saw the Alcoran flag once hanging
            on the wall of an outpost—a shiny white jewel surrounded by six-pointed stars. The idea of tattooing one of their national
            symbols onto my skin makes me smirk. It gives me the same satisfaction as naming my horse Jema after hearing about some famous
            old queen. Or young queen, or not-a-queen-anymore—I don’t know what the politics are. I just liked the idea of adding a fancy,
            stolen name to a fancy, stolen horse.
         

         
         I splash my face and then crane my head to look at my last, and oldest tattoo. A river, starting at the top of my left shoulder and streaming down the outside of my arm. This is the only one Rose didn’t start, though she’s added to it over the years, making a sleeve. I got it started when I still worked in the rustlers’ camp. The big, dirty cowhand had just finished cutting a curvy lady into the big, dirty bicep of the cook when I sat down in front of him. 

         
         He had eyed me, scrawny and scratchy as a scrub oak, as I rolled up my dusty sleeve.

         
         “What’cho want, Nit?” he had asked with some amusement.

         
         “Water,” I said. “A whole bunch of water, like the South Burr.” That was the most water I’d ever seen in my life, a sluggish,
            dirt-colored channel, thick with the smell of cows.
         

         
         He’d laughed. “S’gonna hurt some.”

         
         “I’ll tell you if it hurts,” I said.

         
         I watch a trickle run down the path of the river on my arm now. I’ve since seen bigger stretches of water—the river the South
            and North Burr run into, for one, and a reservoir a half mile wide. But it’s never enough. I have distant memories of the
            sea, which leads me to believe I started off somewhere in Paroa, or perhaps Cyprien, but these memories are laced with the
            taste of salt and a thirsty breeze, and they don’t entice me to seek out the coast. Fresh water, the most precious of all
            resources in the Ferinno, is what I constantly crave.
         

         
         Thinking about the sea and tattoos and dirt and grime spurs a now-familiar memory that’s been dogging me for weeks—the voice
            of that bearded man with the ship tattoo in the stage outside Snaketown. His words have been nettling my thoughts since we
            wrecked his coach, usually at times like this, when I pause for breath between all the work around camp.
         

         
         There are extremely influential people who are very interested in what you do. Life could be different for you and your fellows.

         
         I close my eyes. Of course things could be different. But it’s easy for rich folk like that man to assume such a feat would be simple, because it all comes back to the system they’ve built, where they sit at the top and pretend not to notice what it is they’re sitting on. Who they’re sitting on. Rose, and Sedge, and Lila, and Saiph, and Andras, and little Whit—and all the uncounted scores of others
            who get eaten up by the bond labor system.
         

         
         And we’re the lucky ones—the ones who got away. Rose had the shortest stint in the quarries of all of us—after her parents
            died, she entered herself into a three-year bond at the quarries down in Redalo, and when that was up she joined the cattle-rustling
            operation that found me. But Lila, the oldest among us, was trafficked her whole life, with no inkling of where she comes
            from beyond the evidence of her pale skin and dirty blond hair, which tells us she must be at least part Lumeni, a story she
            feeds with tales of shiny pearls and waterfalls she claims to half remember. But she’s not a full-blood—none of us are, except
            Rose and Andras, with their umber skin and curly black hair from the deep south of Cyprien.
         

         
         Unlike Rose, though, Andras was stolen, and unlike Lila, he remembers his home and his parents. He’s my most recent rescue,
            and I’m working on finding a way to get him back into Cyprien without running up against the trafficking trade again. It’s
            tougher than the others I’ve managed to send back to their families in Moquoia and Alcoro—Cyprien is on the other side of
            Alcoro and is apparently half made of water, if tall tales can be believed, but I’ve never been anywhere near it and don’t
            have the first notion of how to get there.
         

         
         Saiph is the only other one who recalls anything of his parents. His father was a drunk, he says, a failed trader from Moquoia who headed east into Alcoro to try his hand at cattle ranching. His mother worked for the Alcoran turquoise mines before they were all shut down with the opening of the fancy university. She gave him life and his Alcoran name, but she couldn’t give him much else, and after she died, his father handed him off to the first band of slavers for a sack full of drinking money. He, like me, didn’t have a bond and would have spent the rest of his life a slave if Rose and I hadn’t pulled him out of the wagon. 

         
         The rest of us are merely castoffs, with no history and no family. I scooped Pickle and little Whit up from the wagon train
            after bandits sold them to the slavers. Before them came Lila and Sedge, our big, sandy-haired probably Alcoran who still
            has the iron ring around his neck we found him with. On nights when there’s nothing else to do, we often take turns with our
            worn-out file, working on eventually cutting through the metal. We’ve got one full cut made, but it’s going to take two to
            get it off.
         

         
         And then there are all the others who aren’t with us anymore—the ones I’ve managed to return back to their families. Bitty
            and Arana and Voss and half a dozen others, mostly little kids stolen from the desert towns and ranches. One or two had been
            sold by their families, and the best I could do for them was take them to a lodger in Teso’s Ford, where they had the chance
            of finding work. But doing that costs money—Teso’s Ford is a long way off, and the lodger won’t take anybody for free—and
            I can’t do it with the younger kids like Whit and Saiph. They’re stuck out here in this burned-out canyon until Rose and I
            can figure something out.
         

         
         Rose has been with me longest—she and Cook found me half dead in the desert after I escaped the wagon. She’s the closest thing I can imagine to family. My skin is tawny brown to her deep umber, but it’s clear I’m part Cypri, like her. That’s my mother’s side in me—that I know from my hazy handful of bleak memories. Not that I remember her, per se, but I remember my father. Or at least, I remember his Alcoran name.
         

         
         But I don’t like remembering. It’s a useless, painful pastime, and anyway, we have plenty of real-life problems to fret over
            instead. I flex my hands and splash water over my face again, trying to banish that sour feeling in my stomach. Droplets trickle
            over my lips, salty with my dried sweat.
         

         
         In truth, we’re all a mess.

         
         Rose’s false leg doesn’t fit her. Sedge fashioned it after seeing someone wearing one in Snaketown, but all the parts are
            random scraps—old leather saddle straps and a woolen shirt and buckles from who knows where. She walks with the stump end
            dragging in the dirt. Sedge is determined to make her a better one, but despite his capability with turning odds and ends
            into other odds and ends, a false leg is more complex than a slingshot. He tries, bless him, because he loves Rose with all
            his heart. I think if he could cut off his own leg and give it to her, he might just do it.
         

         
         I might, too, for that matter.

         
         She’s hardly the only one with something wrong—Pickle gets sores all over his lips that nothing seems to cure, adding to the
            old scars left over from a bout of childhood smallpox. Andras is always getting eye infections, pink and weeping. Lila doesn’t
            talk about it much, but I know she worries about her periods—they’re irregular and painful, sometimes just a few droplets,
            sometimes an intense flow that sees her puking for the better part of a week.
         

         
         Whit worries me the most—her cleft lip affects her speech to the point that she often prefers to stay silent, but it’s not her only issue. Lately she seems to be disappearing bit by bit, her eyes sinking deeper into her paling skin. I wonder sometimes if she’s sick with some invisible disease. She needs to be seen by a healer, but the closest one is in Snaketown, a three-hour ride away—and besides, we don’t have the money to pay for that kind of medicine or surgery. 

         
         Sedge is probably the healthiest, or maybe Saiph—and I’m just waiting for the day one of them cracks their head open during
            a raid. Saiph, being the most educated among us, often has to serve as healer, despite him being younger than most of us and
            knowing practically nothing besides how to stanch blood flow.
         

         
         And me. I suppose I’m healthy, too, unless you count a body that creaks and groans from constant abuse, a quarry cough that
            flares up now and then, and a gnawing anxiety that the bottom is about to drop out of everything. That someone will finally
            give in to one of the million things ready to kill us. That the posses from town will finally decide we’re a scab that needs
            to be picked and root out our camp hidden up in Three Lines Canyon. That Whit and Andras and Saiph and all the rest will go
            back in the wagons, their lives bought and sold and dragged to whatever labor industry needs an extra pair of hands.
         

         
         That, ultimately, the same thing will happen to me.

         
         I sink my hands under the shallow water and leave them there, letting the weight of my hair stretch out the rod of tension
            in my neck. This is why I hate slowing down—when I’m busy stocking camp and caring for my campmates, I don’t have time to
            dwell on all the trouble lurking just outside our fire ring. But thanks to that jumped-up bearded stage traveler, all the
            little anxieties keep finding their way into the rare quiet moments.
         

         
         Life could be different.

         
         I frown, balling my fists under the water. I would love for things to be different. Pickle could get the right medicine for his skin. Whit could get real food and real care. Andras
            could go back to his family in Cyprien. Rose could get a false leg that fits, not one that blisters her thigh or slides off
            when she rides. Sedge could get a paying job, Lila could creep back to Lumen Lake to figure out if that’s really where she
            comes from. Saiph could go to school.
         

         
         But rich folk like the man in the stage—folk who have never been on the slimy fringes of society—don’t understand the risk
            those things cost. If I walk into the nearest town with sickly little Whit, or chapped Pickle, or wayward Andras, what happens
            next? There’s no scenario I can think of—no plausible scenario, anyway—where someone doesn’t end up on the side of the road,
            or in prison, or back in the slavers’ wagons.
         

         
         There’s a clatter of rocks from beyond the windbreak.

         
         “Lark, are you done?”

         
         Lila. I flip my locks back behind my head and look over the hide. She’s standing expectantly by the tiny creek that flows
            away from the seep, already unbraiding her dark blond hair.
         

         
         “No,” I reply.

         
         She huffs. “It’ll be dark soon.”

         
         “So?”

         
         “So it’ll get cold, and don’t tell me to get the fire pit going, because then there’ll be smoke, and the whole reason for wash day is to not smell like smoke for a few hours.”
         

         
         I sigh, splashing a last few handfuls of water under my arms and behind my neck. I could point out that the smoke keeps the
            flies from biting, but the truth is, I don’t want her starting the fire—over the years, we’ve picked Three Lines so clean of easy firewood that we have to ration it for the cookfire. Lighting a fire just for bathing would be a stupid waste of fuel. 

         
         “Fine,” I call. “The seep is yours.” I try to keep the irritation out of my voice—Lila can be annoying, but if she’s vain
            about her appearance now, it’s only because she finally has the freedom to be that way. I slick some of the water from my
            skin and stand from the rocks. The breeze up the canyon slices over the water left on my skin.
         

         
         Lila already has half her clothes off and is standing expectantly at the edge of the seep. I pick my way out of the water,
            and she instantly takes my place. I collect my clothes from the juniper bush and make my way down the little creek, shivering
            in the breeze. She was right—the sun is edging toward the canyon rim, and the air is cooling quickly. I push through the willow
            shrubs along the creek until I get to a good flat rock that’s still in full sun, and I settle down onto it, my feet in the
            creek. I’m not quite ready to leave the water, as little as there may be.
         

         
         Rat snoots around in the water, pawing at the rocks and then sneezing when he splashes his nose. In the distance, a pack of
            coyotes takes up an early-evening chorus, a rattling of yips and long, high howls. Rat lifts his head, looking up at the canyon
            wall.
         

         
         “You’re a mutt like the rest of us,” I say, rubbing a shred of sacking over my skin. “Don’t belong here, don’t belong there.
            Who was the coyote? Your ma or your pa? Or do you know at all?”
         

         
         He looks back at me, one ear still cocked backward at the carefree singing of his half siblings. His name is like most of ours, too—made up. When I found him as a pup, he had mange so fierce he looked like a drowned rat, his tail bald as a whip. Now his coat is thick and coarse and studded with burrs. 

         
         I reach out and scratch his ears, his fur sticking to my wet skin. He half closes his eyes lazily.

         
         “You’ve got it the best of us, though,” I say. “At least you can survive on mice and carrion.”

         
         He licks a patch of sweat I missed on my arm. The cool air sweeps across my bare back, stealing away the last of the water
            from the seep.
         

         
         Through the bushes comes Rose’s telltale step-drag. I straighten as she approaches, her own sack towel draped over her shoulder.

         
         “Is the seep free?”

         
         “Lila beat you to it.”

         
         She swears mildly, setting her sack down. “So it’ll be a while.”

         
         “Probably.” I dig among my clothes for my precious sliver of soap as she eases herself down on a rock by the creek. As I pour
            a few handfuls of water over my head, she unfastens the straps on her false leg, sighing as she slides the cuff off her knee.
         

         
         “Are the new buckles helping?” I ask, rubbing the scrap of soap into the barest lather.

         
         “No. They’re stronger, but now they blister.” She hisses as she rolls back her pant leg, revealing a neat line of welts along
            her knee. “Don’t tell Sedge.”
         

         
         I massage the soap into my scalp. “Maybe you need something quilted to line the cuff, like one of those fancy saddle blankets.
            They sell them in Snaketown.”
         

         
         “And what will we buy one with? Our good looks?”

         
         “We’ve got the coins from that old man’s purse. There are a couple of silver keys, at least.”

         
         She snorts, dabbing a few of her blisters with creek water. “I’m not wasting a key on a blanket, not when we’re running out of cornmeal and you’re handling your soap like it’s a biscuit hot off the griddle.” 

         
         “If it keeps the stupid thing from hurting, Rose . . .”

         
         “No. I’ll get a blanket somewhere else. Use the money on Whit, or Andras.” She pauses for a moment, examining the ragged scar
            above her knee, the only other remnant of the goring from the out-of-control bull, crazed by branding, that claimed her calf.
            “Speaking of which, have you . . . noticed anything about Andras?”
         

         
         I let out a sigh. I’d been wondering if I was going to have to bring up the subject with her. “I noticed he missed the grab on a bucket handle last week. It was sitting there plain as day.”
         

         
         She nods. “This morning he poured a stream of coffee straight past the cup and onto the ground.”

         
         I dip my head forward and pour another few handfuls of water over it, watching it wash the precious suds downstream. I stay
            that way, leaning over my knees, my locks hanging down around my face. They form a curtain—I can almost imagine the whole
            world consists just of this little patch of running water between my feet, clear and cold.
         

         
         “He needs medicine,” Rose continues. “Something for his eyes, before it’s too late.”

         
         “He needs to get back to Cyprien,” I say. “Back to his family.”

         
         “And how is that supposed to happen? He can’t make that trip. He’d be snapped up by the slavers again, or robbed . . . blind.”
            The last word trips out almost by accident.
         

         
         “I’ll take him.”

         
         “And how will you make the trip? I know you can survive on sand fleas and good luck, but he’s just a little kid, and that kind of travel costs money—for food, at the very least, if not lodging and supplies. Our couple of keys would barely get you to Teso’s Ford.” 

         
         I take one of my locks and roll it between my palm. The damp hair curls up by my scalp. “I’m working on it. If we save some
            of the coin we have now, all we need is another good hit or two on the stages.”
         

         
         She goes quiet for a moment. “So that’s our long-term plan, is it? Just keep turning over stages?”

         
         “What other option is there, Rose?”

         
         “One of us could get a job.”

         
         I twist another lock and then start on the next. “Yeah, taking up space in the town prison. Who’s going to hire us?”

         
         “I believe the Alcoran Senate has expressed interest more than once.”

         
         “I’m not turning myself in to them.”

         
         “I didn’t say you had to. I could.”

         
         I twist my next lock with vigor. “So they can give you a badge and push you back out in the desert to take all the same risks
            as before, only for their benefit?”
         

         
         “At least there’d be money,” she shoots back. “There’d be food, and blankets, and medicine. Whit and Andras could be taken
            care of.”
         

         
         “In an overcrowded public orphanage, if they’re lucky—more likely prison, just like Voss. The same goes for the rest of us.”

         
         “It’s worth a shot.”

         
         “It’s just a different form of slavery!” I yank my next lock a bit too vigorously. “They’ll own you again, only with papers
            this time.”
         

         
         “What do you suggest?” she asks sharply. “Holing away out here in Three Lines for all eternity, while we all drop off like flies? The little ones can’t survive like this forever, Lark. We’re playing a dangerous enough game as it is. When you and I found this place four years ago, neither of us thought it was a permanent home, just a place to hide from the rustlers.” 

         
         “And then we found the water pocket and turned over our first coach,” I remind her. “And we realized it’s as good a home as
            we’re ever going to get. I’m not taking the others in to town. I’m not putting them at the mercy of a bunch of lawkeepers
            who wouldn’t care one scratch if we all went back into the wagons.” I roll another lock. “I’m not letting us all get scattered—you
            really want them to take little Whit or Andras away?”
         

         
         “Are you scared about what will happen to them without you, or are you scared about what will happen to you without them?”
         

         
         “I’m not scared.” I spit the words out and they hang between us. My scalp stings where I overtwisted my hair.
         

         
         I’m not scared.

         
         I’m terrified.

         
         For all of us.

         
         Rose sighs. She heaves herself off the rock and gives a little hop on her good leg so she can settle down behind me. She threads
            her fingers through my locks and rolls one in her palms, twisting more gently than me.
         

         
         “I know you’re not scared,” she says. “The Sunshield Bandit isn’t scared of anything. But you are worried. You’d be stupid not to be. I’m just trying to consider all our options. We owe it to the little ones.”
         

         
         I blow out my breath. “I know. And I’m going to make it better for them, starting with Andras. I’ll figure out a way to get him back to Cyprien. But don’t run off and turn yourself in to the Alcorans yet. Give me some time. I’ll figure it out.” 

         
         She snorts softly. “I’m sure you will.”

         
         “I’m serious.”

         
         “I am, too. Your life is one long I’ll figure it out. And you usually do.” She smooths a few of my locks down my back. “Just . . . remember that all that figuring doesn’t have
            to happen by yourself.”
         

         
         I sigh and close my eyes. She’s probably right, but I can’t help but want to keep us all tucked up in the relatively safe
            haven of Three Lines Canyon.
         

         
         The fewer of us actively battling against the Ferinno, the fewer it can claim.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Tamsin

         
         Still not dead.

         
         And able to chew again, hurrah!

         
         I’ve tried to request a notebook and writing utensil from Poia and Beskin, but they’ve refused.

         
         “We’re out of parchment,” Beskin says pragmatically.

         
         “But you wouldn’t get any anyway,” snaps Poia.

         
         “No, you wouldn’t, but especially because we’re out of parchment,” Beskin adds.

         
         Poia’s uncovered eye twitches in vexation, rumpling the pox scars that dot her skin. I hold back a broken laugh from where I’m sitting slouched in the corner (I’m choosing to view this as a silver lining of endless prison: the freedom to slouch). Honestly, these two could perform a marvelous comedy routine—oblivious, orderly Beskin, grinding unconsciously on Poia’s singular remaining nerve. Apparently Poia was an armed guard for the Moquoian stage line, possibly with a few black marks in her ledger. I’m sure the only thing that keeps her from wringing Beskin’s neck is the necessity to leave one person here in the compound while the other resupplies. Oh, it’s fun to watch her boil, though. 

         
         To think I get all this entertainment for free.

         
         I would very much like a notebook, however. I’m never without one—I had no less than four in my satchel when the coach was
            attacked, but I suppose they’re all ash now. Months of work gone, verses and notes and turns of phrase. Destroyed. Plus my
            sheet music, with the nearly complete chord progression I’ve been wrestling with since Akasansi.
         

         
         What does it matter, I suppose—it’s not like I’ll be plucking any dulcimer strings for rapt ears anytime soon. Or ever again,
            likely. My fingers press imaginary frets into the packed dirt floor, wilting petals sinking toward a still-frosted earth.
         

         
         That’s not a bad fragment, actually. I wish I could write it down.

         
         Great Light, I am beyond bored.

         
         That’s okay, though. Being actively, aggressively bored distracts me from everything else. It distracts me from the fact that
            I’ve lost weight. Not much—I still have an appreciable swell to my hips and stomach, but weeks of bad food have left my skin
            loose and wrinkled, not smooth and taut as before. That’s another thing that’s worrying me. My skin, once a mellow golden
            brown, has turned dingy and dry, thanks in part to the stale, thirsty air and the lack of accessible daylight. The tiny window
            near the ceiling is about a hand square, but the bright patch of light it casts never hits the ground—it just travels across
            the opposite wall like a lighthouse beacon. Wherever I am, my room must face north.
         

         
         My hair is the tiniest bit longer now, mossy and tufted. The razor cuts have all healed over. I ignore the pang of indignity in my stomach and instead imagine what I’d look like with all my favorite ornaments stuck on my shorn head—the jeweled combs, carved pins, and glittering baubles all sticking out of my black hair. Back before leaving Tolukum Palace, I had sat for a preliminary sketch for the portrait artists, strategizing different hairstyles and accessories. We’d decided on a string of amber marigolds connected with cascades of superfine gold chain. With my long hair piled high on my head, I thought they looked like sunlight glancing off dew. Now I expect it would look like I got my head stuck in a cobweb. I smile at the thought. 

         
         That hurts. It turns into a grimace instead.

         
         Lest I be accused of laziness, I have already worked my little cell over multiple times a day. But there are only three things
            of interest I’ve found besides my own body, my own waste, and, twice a day, food. One is the bucket that holds my waste. I’ve
            gotten to know it well, but I doubt it will serve me beyond its implied function. It’s a wooden bucket with two metal rings
            holding the thing together, and it’s too short to give me any leverage up to the little window. Even if it wasn’t, I couldn’t
            turn it over without spilling the contents, and my conditions are already bad enough.
         

         
         The second feature is my bed, which consists of a woven reed mat and a woolen blanket. The reed mat is scratchy and only marginally
            better than sleeping directly on the dirt floor—I know, I tested it. The woolen blanket is too short—my feet stick out the
            far end. Me, short and stubby, and they couldn’t get a blanket long enough to cover my whole body? I imagine it must have
            been a conscious effort on their part.
         

         
         The third feature is the window, which I suspect is actually a vent for this repurposed storage room. There’s nothing to grab to haul my face up to the hole. Even if there was, I doubt I’d be strong enough in my current state. The most I can do is stick my hand up into the little square of sunlight as it moves across the far wall. I can see no trees or foliage through the window, no matter where I stand. This tells me for certain I’m not in Moquoia any longer, along with the dry air and adobe walls. I’m in the Ferinno Desert for sure, probably in the no-man’s-land east of Pasul. 

         
         It has not slipped my notice that this tiny patch of sky provides the only spot of color in my cell. My wardrobe is colorless
            as well as shapeless, as are my mat and blanket. The waste bucket is only a darker shade of nothing than the packed dirt floor.
            Even my sickly skin is slowly turning the same faded, dirty dun of the adobe walls. Sometimes I wonder if my eyes are still
            their same dark brown, or if they’ve drained of color, too, leaving me washed out in a washed-out world. No Kualni An-Orra here, no Prayer of the Colors or rush to catch a glimpse of the sky—even if there was enough moisture to generate a rainbow,
            it would have to appear in just the right place for me to see it through my tiny window.
         

         
         But even if it’s not Kualni An-Orra, there is one thing that happens here, wherever I am—one wild, beautiful thing. It terrified me the first time, entrenched
            in pain and panic and wondering what scaffold of sanity had finally given way. But now that I’ve convinced myself I’m not
            hallucinating, it’s become the highlight of every passing day.
         

         
         Bats.

         
         Thousands of them, millions. Every night, as dusk turns blush to blues outside my window, they stream into the air, a living storm cloud. I don’t know where they come from—caves, I assume, though I can’t recall any caves in my little knowledge of the Ferinno. But it must be a huge space. They wheel past my window in rivers so thick the sky turns black, chattering and squeaking. After those first surreal days, when the pain in my head became more bearable, I stood under the window, watching, listening, smelling—by the colors, they stink of guano and ammonia. But so do I in my fashion, so we’re siblings in that way. Now they’ve become a fixture for me, a timepiece. It’s bat-time. Their return is more dispersed and happens after I’ve drifted into sleep, so it’s their first mass flight that has become the most treasured tangible thing in my life. My lifeline. 

         
         With a tremendous amount of luck, they may just be my salvation, too.

         
         So this is my life at present—four walls, a floor, a ceiling, a few muted objects, and the window to the world. Bats and air.
            When my head is clear, I sit and watch the colors turn in my little squint of sky. Pale pinks and yellows in the morning fade
            into a crystalline blue, to orange, to indigo, to bat-black, to night-black, and then back around again. Pretty soon I’ll
            be able to come up with brand-new names for each minute color change. I’ll be able to tell every breath and whisper of a different
            hue. I’ll be more intimate with every spot on the spectrum than any ashoki ever was.
         

         
         Either that, or I’ll die of boredom.

         
         If my escape plan doesn’t work out, I imagine that’s the more likely outcome.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Veran

         
         The Hall of the Ashoki shimmers with every imaginable shade of turquoise, starting with pale robin’s-egg blue and going straight through to an iridescent
            green so dark it’s nearly black. I pause on the threshold with Eloise, taking in the sight of the room. Peppered throughout
            the excited crowd are larger-than-life statues on marble pedestals, their white stone garments frozen in flowing movement.
            Each one holds some type of instrument—a finger drum here, a harp there. The ashoki—the legendary wordsmiths that shape this country’s politics. Fragments of poetry and lyrics are carved into their pedestals—memories
            of their most beloved verses.
         

         
         “Oh look,” Rou says cheerfully behind us. “Young’uns in their natural habitat.” He points to the long banquet table laden
            with an array of finger foods, where several older children of Moquoian ministers and a few young politicians are socializing—including
            Prince Iano. He shoos us in that direction. “Go on, make friends.”
         

         
         I lean toward Eloise as he takes off toward Queen Isme. “He knows we’re adults, and not six, right?”

         
         “I think he stopped making any distinction after about age ten. Don’t tell me your parents aren’t the same.”

         
         “With five of us? They tend to group us into the older three and younger two. It lets them hover for other reasons.”

         
         She gives a smile of commiseration. “Well, there’s certainly plenty to hover over between the two of us, isn’t there?”

         
         I grimace. Eloise is the single direct heir to the throne of Lumen Lake, and her parents—Rou in particular—have always been
            protective of her. Being the fourth out of five children, I don’t have that excuse, but that doesn’t mean my childhood wasn’t
            as closely watched as hers.
         

         
         Perhaps more.

         
         We weave among the silk jackets, long skirts, and glittering hair jewels, catching snatches of conversation, all of it focused
            on speculation for the upcoming announcement.
         

         
         “—heard that Oiko fellow can play sixteen different instruments, that’s got to count for something—”

         
         “—amazed the queen is letting her son make the appointment, even with her upcoming abdication; it’s highly irregular—”

         
         “—but the politics are the most important thing, of course. That Kimela, now, I’m told she’s a real champion of industry.
            If the prince hopes to preserve the traditional values of this country, he’d be wise to appoint her—”
         

         
         I glance at this last voice—it belongs to Hetor Kobok in-Garnet, the minister of industry just returned from factory audits. It’s taken me a while to remember the color titles of various nobility in court, but Kobok’s isn’t difficult—he wears his traditional color bracelet over the sleeve of his turquoise jacket, the gold links studded with fat garnets that flash in the light. Even without this indicator of status, it’s not hard to tell that he’s an influential member of court—transfixed nobles stand around him in a half circle, hanging on his words. 

         
         “I didn’t think to do any inquiring about the candidates for ashoki, did you?” Eloise asks as we squeeze past the group of ministers. “I’ve been too wrapped up trying to make progress with
            the Ferinno Road.”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t exactly call it thorough, but I’ve picked up a little from listening to the queen’s attendants,” I say. “Of all
            our options, it sounds like Oiko—that one who can play a million instruments—is best for our interests. I heard one of the
            ladies on the Citizen Welfare Committee saying he’s in favor of phasing out the use of bond labor. I think the one we least
            want is Kimela—she sounds vocal about maintaining things as they are, including limiting Moquoia’s relations with its neighbors.
            I expect we’ll have a much harder time gaining any ground if she’s appointed.”
         

         
         “Well, let’s hope Iano still upholds the same convictions he did in his letters,” Eloise says, eyeing the prince as we draw
            near the flock of young courtiers. “Even if he’s given us no indication of such since we’ve gotten here.”
         

         
         We reach the skirts and jacket tails of several diplomats, and they make way excitedly for us, greeting Eloise warmly. She
            responds with seemingly effortless cordiality and introduces me to the handful of courtiers I haven’t met. All of them are
            positively brimming with excitement over the upcoming announcement. In fact, the only person not visibly enjoying themselves
            is Iano.
         

         
         True to the first day of the si, the prince is decked in deep turquoise silk, his sleeves and collar piped with gold. Beads of jade and tourmaline flash from his embroidery and the lobes of his ears, and the gems down the legs of his trousers are each as big as the seal my father wears on his thumb. Gold winks from the jeweled pin holding his long black hair in a half tail, and it shines on the hilt of the ceremonial rapier on his belt. The only thing outside his Mokonnsi color scheme is his si bracelet, by comparison a much plainer band of stamped bronze, set with a cluster of lapis and worn with age. On our first
            day in court, I was surprised to see such a shabby token of his titular colors when so many other courtiers’ si-oque drip with gems, like Kobok’s, until I found out that it’s an heirloom piece several hundred years old, the colors replaced
            for every heir.
         

         
         “Good morning and a bright Mokonnsi to you, Prince Iano,” Eloise says, careful to get the customary greeting right. “How exciting to be here for this day.”
         

         
         Iano adjusts his grip on a glass cup of cream tea, his lips set in a frown. “Mm, I’ll bet it is.”

         
         I can safely say that that’s not the proper response to the greeting on the first day of a new si, but Eloise doesn’t let him deter her. She fixes him with a warm smile, believable enough to look genuine to the untrained
            eye, and gestures to me. “You have already met our translator, Veran Greenbrier—as you can see, he is joining me for the announcement
            of the new ashoki this morning.”
         

         
         I bow slightly, the shift in weight making my blisters sting. I rack my brain for the right thing to say. “We are very much
            looking forward to it.”
         

         
         His eyes narrow just slightly, but a bubbly girl at his elbow is the first to reply. “We’ve tried everything to get him to tell us his choice, even a hint, but he hasn’t budged. What a surprise it’s going to be!”
         

         
         “For most,” Iano says flatly, looking away toward the stage at the end of the hall.

         
         I throw a quick glance at Eloise, but she’s still not deterred by the prince’s dour behavior. She gives the barest flick of
            her eyes in my direction, as if in warning, and then says, “I thought it would be beneficial to Veran if you were to share
            some of your process for choosing the ashoki. It must be such a . . .” She pauses, her brow furrowing. After a moment, she glances at me, lapsing into Eastern. “I can’t
            remember the word for ‘significant’—it’s not bengka, is it? That’s ‘loud’ . . .”
         

         
         I’m about to offer the translation, when Iano replies in accented Eastern—I’ve forgotten he’s nearly fluent. Both of us have
            forgotten, apparently. “The word is aquagii, and yes, it is quite a significant decision.”
         

         
         I almost jump in surprise, but Eloise doesn’t flinch. “Yes, of course,” she says coolly, still smiling. “Perhaps you could
            tell Veran about the audition process.”
         

         
         “And why, I wonder, is the Eastern delegation suddenly so interested in the choosing of the ashoki?” Iano looks from Eloise to me, his lips set in a thin line.
         

         
         I’m not sure how to respond. The other courtiers shift with a false front of cheerfulness—none of them can speak Eastern,
            but it must be obvious we’ve irritated the prince.
         

         
         “We . . . have just heard of their importance in court,” I stammer. “I read all about them at home.”

         
         His eyes narrow, and he looks away, back to the empty stage at the front of the hall. His free hand fingers the gold fringe
            hanging from his rapier hilt.
         

         
         After the silence stretches out too long, the bubbly courtier from before jumps to strike up conversation again. She reaches for my lapel. 

         
         “Oh, how lovely!” she exclaims. “And look how it matches the new si!”
         

         
         I look down to where her fingers are brushing the silver filigree firefly pinned to my jacket. The Lumeni pearl in its abdomen
            does have a turquoise color to it, to mimic the blue ghost fireflies that swarm around the palace in the summer. It was a
            gift from Mama on the steps of the Alcoran Senate building as we were about to depart in June.
         

         
         “To remember your roots,” she’d said, stabbing the pin through my tunic like she had a grudge against the fabric.

         
         “I’m not going to forget, Mama,” I’d said, holding still lest I be stabbed, too.

         
         “I hope not, because Colm will have to answer to me if you do.” She’d capped the pin and started absently neatening my tunic
            laces. “You listen to Rou. And do your best to help Eloise.”
         

         
         “I will.”

         
         “Remember to drink more water than you think. Stick to the shade—and don’t be afraid to ask the others to take a rest. They’ll
            listen—”
         

         
         My face had flushed. “I know, Mama.”

         
         “I know you know. Just . . .” She’d taken a breath, her hands pressing my shoulders, grounding me. “Earth and sky, just be careful, Veran. Listen to your body.”
         

         
         I tear my attention back to the group of courtiers around me, trying to keep my collar from growing hot like it did that day
            in Alcoro. The bubbly girl—I need to ask Eloise her name—just said something that I didn’t catch.
         

         
         “Sorry?” I say.

         
         “I said, your pin—it’s the ernduk, the light beetle that is holy to your people, yes?”
         

         
         “Uh, yes. It’s firefly season back home.”

         
         This is hilarious for some strange reason, sending everyone—except Iano and Eloise—into fits of delighted laughter. At least
            I think it’s delighted. My collar heats despite my best efforts.
         

         
         “I wonder if it will glow at the Bakkonso Ball next week,” says another. “Wouldn’t that be charming!”
         

         
         “You are coming to Bakkonso, aren’t you?” the first asks.
         

         
         Eloise gives our confirmation that we are, in fact, coming to the fabled ball, though neither of us are sure we understand
            it. The name translates to “indigo lamp,” and the information we’ve cobbled together involves a mineral powder that glows
            bright white under a particular kind of blue-shielded lantern. I haven’t quite figured out what one does with the powder,
            or how it figures in with the dancing, but the younger echelon of the court has been chatting about it nonstop for several
            days.
         

         
         “And do you have an ernduk pin as well?” our friend asks Eloise.
         

         
         “We are not from the same country,” Eloise begins, but neither of us have the chance to elaborate on the differentiation between
            Lumen Lake and the Silverwood Mountains before a series of chimes sound from the end of the hall. A few excited murmurs go
            up, and folk press toward the soaring curtains hanging over the stage, the fabric changed from green to turquoise overnight.
            The courtiers around us start to jostle and whisper.
         

         
         “Excuse me,” Iano says, setting his tea down—he must be about to make his announcement. But instead of moving directly for the stage, he takes a short, sharp step toward us. I step quickly to one side, but I run into Eloise. My wooden heel wobbles and my ankle turns awkwardly. I feel a blister burst. 

         
         I bite back a grimace as Iano leans in close, so quickly it must only look like a nod of his head to an outside observer.

         
         “I have people watching you,” he murmurs in Eastern through gritted teeth. Then he straightens, turns, and strides effortlessly
            through the turquoise crowds. They part like ocean currents around him.
         

         
         “What?” I say aloud.

         
         “What?” Eloise echoes. “What did he say?”

         
         I straighten off her shoulder, watching him walk toward the stage, the golden pin in his black hair glinting.

         
         “I’m . . . not sure,” I say. I try to process his words again—had he gotten his translation wrong? Why would he say something
            so ominous out of the blue? Was it directed to both of us . . . or just to me?
         

         
         People watching me?
         

         
         I shift on my sore feet and wince at the torn blister on the pad of my foot. I lean too heavily on my walking cane, my stomach
            turning at both the pain and the uncomfortable end to our interaction with Iano. “Eloise, I’m going to sit down for a second.”
         

         
         She turns to me, her face instantly changing from puzzled to concerned. “Why? Are you all right?” She hurries to thread her
            arm under mine, getting her weight under my shoulder, but I wave her away.
         

         
         “Not like that. It’s these damned shoes—they’re eating my feet.”

         
         She glances down, still holding me under my shoulder, fully prepared for me to buckle on the spot. “Oh. Well, can you make it closer to the front? I want to be with Papa when Iano makes the announcement.” 

         
         I get an image of me studiously observing my weeping blisters in the midst of the elegant Moquoian court. “No, let me just . . .
            I’m going to sit back there, just for a moment. I’ll come find you.”
         

         
         She looks doubtful, but the crowd is pressing eagerly toward the stage, jostling for the best vantage points. I slide out
            of her grip, smiling as robustly as I can to convince her I’m not about to collapse. After another moment of scrutiny, she
            turns and hurries to join the tide of courtiers. I draw in a breath and walk as normally as I can in the other direction,
            toward the back of the hall. I pass a giant statue of a woman with ribbons flying from her hair and holding a tambourine,
            and then I spy a small bench next to a black-clothed block. The block is an odd shape and height, too tall to be a table,
            but it doesn’t concern me now—it’s the bench I’m after. I teeter toward it and collapse, discarding my cane on the floor.
         

         
         I wriggle my cursed shoe off my foot and sigh in relief as it pops off. The blister stings in the open air, and carefully
            I set it down on the cool hardwood floor. I’m going to need to start wrapping my feet in bandages to stave off infection.
         

         
         It’s going to be a long walk back up six flights of stairs.

         
         Queen Isme is making her way onto the stage, gems glittering in her hair like raindrops. I lean down to slide my other shoe off, just for good measure, when I catch sight of the object underneath the black shroud beside my bench—it’s not a table as I first assumed, but solid white stone, like the statues in the hall. I reach forward and twitch the shroud back a few inches, revealing the same tiled pattern along the bases of the ashoki statues. It’s another pedestal . . . but with nobody on top.
         

         
         I’m about to lift the cloth higher, to see if there’s a name, when the barest breath of air moves against my neck.

         
         I have people watching you.

         
         Instinctively, I drop the cloth and whip my head around. Crouched in the shadow of the shrouded pedestal is a person, dressed
            in black and holding so still that I’d looked right past her. She’s holding a dustpan and brush frozen in midair, as if she’d
            halted as soon as I sat down.
         

         
         “I’m so sorry, lord,” she whispers. “I didn’t think anyone would require this space. Forgive my presence.”

         
         “Not at all,” I say, trying to shake off my nerves. “I simply needed a place to sit down out of the way.”

         
         She ducks her head, showing a few streaks of gray in her brown bun. “I will return at a later time.”

         
         “No, by all means, don’t let me interrupt you. I’ll be gone in a moment. It’s just my silly foot.”

         
         Her gaze drops to my feet and the line of angry red sores along the knuckles of my toes.

         
         “If it would be convenient for you, lord, I have some lengths of clean linen that could serve you for bandages,” she says.

         
         “Oh . . . well, yes, actually, I would very much appreciate it.”

         
         With movements small and subtle, as if used to remaining unnoticed, she sets down her brush and pan. Out of the shadow of the pedestal, I can see her more clearly—a kind-faced woman perhaps three decades my senior wearing the all-black attire of the palace servants. She comes around the bench and kneels down in front of me, drawing a few cloths from her apron pocket. I reach to take them from her, but she either doesn’t see my hand or ignores it. She starts to wrap my right foot in linen. 

         
         “Thank you,” I say, embarrassed.

         
         “I will have the valets request a more proper fit for you,” she says, looping the cloth around my foot. “You will need sturdy
            shoes to dance at the Bakkonso Ball next week.”
         

         
         “I’m afraid it’s my feet, not the shoes,” I say with false cheer. “Where I come from, we only wear soft soles. I have no skill
            with wooden heels.”
         

         
         She finishes wrapping my foot. Peeking from one of her long sleeves is a si-oque—rather than the flashy metal bracelets of most of the court, hers is brown hemp corded through a string of colored glass
            beads, each a different color. It’s the first time I’ve seen a commoner’s si bracelet.
         

         
         “Why are there so many colors on your si-oque?” I ask without thinking.
         

         
         She pauses and glances up at me, and then down at her bracelet. Hurriedly she tucks it back under the hem of her black sleeve.
            “I have no children to pass them on to.”
         

         
         “Pass them on?” I strain my thoughts back for recollection on this practice—some countries back east pass on hereditary names,
            like Lumen Lake and Cyprien, but I thought the Moquoians were like my folk, taking their epithets independently.
         

         
         She looks up at me again. Her lined brown eyes are crinkled with suppressed—perhaps sly—amusement. It’s not an unkind expression,
            but I realize I’ve betrayed my foreignness, if my accent and appearance hadn’t already done the trick.
         

         
         “You are one of the Eastern ambassadors?” she asks.

         
         I nod in concession. “Yes—I’m the translator for Ambassador Rou and Princess Eloise. My name is Veran. What’s your name?”

         
         “It’s Fala, lord.” Swiftly, she hooks the hem of her sleeve back again to show me her si-oque. With a better look, I see eight small irregular beads, each flawed with bubbles and scratches. The dye in one didn’t mix
            all the way, creating a green streak through the clear glass. One is little more than a chip, and so worn I can’t tell the
            color.
         

         
         “Common folk have no title,” Fala explains. “The ability to take a si is either inherited, or granted by the king or queen. We are generally given a color by our family based on anything—the si we were born, an ancestor’s wishes, a favorite color.” She touches a faded violet bead at the end of the bracelet. “I was
            a sweet child, and so my mother gave me quahansi, the color of kindness. But it’s not a title, and it has none of the weight of an official si. Merely a childhood token.” She runs her finger across the beads to the far end, to the scuffed, colorless chip. “They’re
            passed on to be worn by children, but as I said . . .” She gives the tiniest of shrugs and pulls her sleeve back down.
         

         
         “You don’t have any other family?” I ask.

         
         “None,” she replies, going back to the bandages. “My work has always come first, I’m afraid.”

         
         “What do you do here?”

         
         “I am the head of palace staff,” she says. “Interiors, grounds, gardens, kitchens, and utilities. This room is normally cleaned
            at night, but I am short-staffed at the moment—” She cuts herself off, as if realizing she’s about to reveal some kind of
            defect to me.
         

         
         “Because of the fever?” I ask.

         
         She draws in a breath. “It is of no importance.”

         
         But she’s the first person I’ve been able to talk to about what goes on behind the veneer of the court, and I don’t want her to close down. “I find the work you do fascinating—it must be quite an operation to keep this palace as orderly as it is. I’ve never been in a place so well-kept.” 

         
         “You’re very kind,” she murmurs. She makes a small, sympathetic noise at the state of my left foot, arranging and rearranging
            the linen.
         

         
         I look up toward the stage. I wasn’t paying attention to Queen Isme’s words, but now she’s gesturing to Iano to join her.
            I should hurry and try to find Eloise and Rou before the announcement is made, but there’s no way I can re-join the throng
            unobtrusively now. Besides, I want to keep talking to Fala. Perhaps she’ll be more forthcoming than the politicians in court.
         

         
         “May I ask you a question, Fala?”

         
         “I am at your service, lord.”

         
         “Princess Eloise and I corresponded with Prince Iano over the past year, and in his letters he seemed pleased that we were
            coming, and happy to discuss his agenda with us. But since we arrived, he has barely wanted to speak to us at all. Do you
            have any idea why that is?”
         

         
         Her face is bent toward my foot, so I can’t see her expression, but her shoulders take on a hint of tension. “I am sure I
            don’t know, lord.”
         

         
         “Nothing at all? Did something happen recently? His father passed away last year, didn’t he?”

         
         “A year and a half ago, rest him.”

         
         I thought as much—we offered him condolences in some of our earliest letters, and even then he seemed ready to discuss policy.
            “What could it be?” I ask. “Is he ill? Are we appearing too agga . . . acca . . . aggressive?”
         

         
         She shakes her head despite my fumble. “While I can only make guesses, lord, I expect the transitioning of the ashoki has been very trying for him.”
         

         
         “Oh, is that all?” I ask, before realizing it came out wrong. “That is, I know it is an important office, but what makes the
            transition so difficult? What happened to the last one? Did they . . .”
         

         
         I rack my brain for the word retire, but before I can recall the translation, Fala sighs. “Yes, may she rest in the Colors.”
         

         
         My brain stumbles over the implication. “Oh, she—she died?”

         
         “Yes, indeed.” She gestures around us at the darkened hall. “There’s always a difficult mourning period after an ashoki dies. Your arrival has come at a bleak time for us.”
         

         
         “I had no idea,” I say, filing the information away. Rou and Eloise need to hear this—nobody in court has seemed particularly
            bleak except Iano. All the talk has been about the selection of the new ashoki, not the fate of the old one, so none of us had stopped to wonder if something might be amiss. I gesture to the empty pedestal.
            “Is that where her statue will go?”
         

         
         “Yes,” she says. “It should have been here by now, but there’s been some delay with the order. A disagreement, I believe,
            on the text to be placed on the stone. She had highly . . . irregular views, many would say.”
         

         
         “Did she? How so?”

         
         But she bows her head farther, busying herself with the linen. “It’s not my place to gossip. Speculating about the past hardly
            has its place today. The beginning of an ashoki’s career is a momentous occasion for all Moquoians.”
         

         
         “Will it affect your workforce?” I ask, leaning forward slightly. “If someone with more traditional politics is appointed—someone who wants to preserve bond labor—will it affect your staff?” 

         
         She takes a breath, and I realize she’s been unwrapping and rewrapping the arch of my foot, as if she can’t get it right.
            She shakes her head. “It is not for me to comment on, lord.”
         

         
         “I understand, and I don’t want you to get in trouble, but, Mistress Fala—Ambassador Rou and the princess . . . we are trying
            to work with Prince Iano to phase out indentured service and bond labor. Would you consider speaking with us—speaking with
            my ambassador—to give us better insight on how it might affect—”
         

         
         A sudden hush falls so quickly and absolutely over the gathered crowd that I bite off my next words. I look over Fala’s head
            to the stage, where Prince Iano is standing rigidly in the harsh limelight. The crowd seems to lean forward as one. Along
            the left side, I spy Eloise’s cascading curls as she tilts her head closer to her father’s. Fala’s fingers slow on the linen.
            I find myself wrapped up in the tension of the moment, straining not to miss Iano’s words.
         

         
         I shouldn’t have worried. His voice is clear and firm, and sharp as the decorative rapier at his side.

         
         “Your one hundred and twenty-ninth ashoki,” he says, “appointed on this the first day of Mokonnsi by Prince Iano Okinot in-Azure, is Kimela Novarni in-Chartreuse.”
         

         
         A rumble breaks through the crowd like a wave, voices gasping and exclaiming and murmuring all together. Through the commotion,
            Eloise and Rou look at each other. My eyebrows shoot skyward. Kimela? From the wings comes a stately woman in turquoise silk
            so vivid it’s nearly green, clutching a golden harp. She offers a deep curtsy first to Queen Isme, then to Prince Iano, and
            then to the court, buoyed by applause.
         

         
         Queen Isme gestures delightedly at the crowd, calling over the din, “Kimela will make her debut as your ashoki on the day of my son’s coronation, in one month’s time. May her words speak truth to his reign!”
         

         
         I don’t understand. Everything I’ve heard about Kimela suggests she’s one of the old guard, wedded to the antiquated ways
            of the country, where labor is based on slavery and industry on resource depletion. I look to Iano—he’s standing to the side,
            so stiff I expect one knock would keel him over. What happened to all the things he wrote out in our letters? All the timelines
            for transitioning the workforce, all the steps to leasing the sand quarries from Alcoro, all the budgeting for building the
            Ferinno Road? Up until now I was willing to believe Rou, Eloise, and I were just hitting the wrong notes, that we’d eventually
            arrive at the same page as he. But this—this is massive. A lifetime appointment for the most significant political post in
            the country, and it goes against everything we agreed to?
         

         
         Who is this Iano?

         
         Fala’s hands are still. I glance down to see her staring into the middle distance, her face unreadable. She must sense my
            gaze, though, because hurriedly she finishes wrapping the linen up my ankle—with far less fuss than a moment ago—and ties
            it off.
         

         
         “Mistress Fala,” I say. “What does this mean for you?”

         
         She rises from her knees and begins to stand. I offer her my hand, but she doesn’t take it.

         
         “I am grateful for the wisdom of our prince,” she says simply.

         
         “But . . . for it to be Kimela, from all I’ve heard . . .” I trail off at the way her face closes warily. “I understand if you don’t feel comfortable talking to me, here and now, but if Princess Eloise were to ask, if Ambassador Rou were to ask, in all confidentiality, only to make more informed decisions . . .” 

         
         “Prince Veran Greenbrier,” she says, and I stop in surprise. I never told her my epithet or my official title, but in the
            next moment I realize that as head of staff, she likely knows much more. I was silly to think I was introducing myself to
            her for the first time. She probably knows all about my soft-soled boots, the books on my bedside table, how I take my tea.
         

         
         She probably knows everything.

         
         She takes a breath and lowers her eyes to her folded hands. “Please, Prince Veran, what is done is done. Ashoki is a lifetime position, one that cannot be taken away. And if you do not wish to jeopardize your stay here, I implore you
            not to fret about the intricacies of this court. It will endure.”
         

         
         I lean forward, trying to see her face more fully. “What do you mean by that, Fala? What’s going on?”

         
         But she only shakes her head and steps away, circling back around the bench to retrieve her dustpan and brush. I rotate on
            the bench to follow her path.
         

         
         She offers me a deep bow. “It was an honor to meet you, Prince Veran. And I am glad you are here to witness such a historic
            occasion. If you want to know Moquoia—truly know it, at our heart—there’s no truer place than in the words of the ashoki.”
         

         
         Before I can respond, she straightens and hurries into the shadows at the back of the hall. She presses a wall panel to reveal
            a hidden service door and disappears through it.
         

         
         Slowly, bracing my bandaged feet against the floor, I turn to the pedestal. All the other statues have words carved at their bases, but Fala said there had been a disagreement about the text for the past ashoki. I pinch the edge of the black cloth and lift it—sure enough, the marble is smooth and unmarked.
         

         
         I drop the cloth and look back over the glimmering hall. The court is breaking up, some pressing toward the stage, some cloistering
            together to discuss the announcement among themselves. Minister Kobok is shaking hands in a circle of his peers, looking smug.
            Eloise is in deep discussion with Rou, her brow creased. She lifts her head and finds me across the room, and I can read the
            same anxiety on her face that’s now gnawing at me.
         

         
         Our work just got much, much harder.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Lark

         
         The thunderhead builds behind me, sending its snarls and rumbles out over the sagebrush flats and broken rock arches. I breathe
            deeply from Jema’s back, relishing the cool blue feel of the air. I need rain. The desert always needs rain, but these past
            few days, in particular, I especially need the rain. I need it to rinse the mats from Rat’s fur and replenish the water pocket
            in Three Lines. I need it to flush out creatures from their dens, to draw them down to my deadfall traps. I need it to bring
            a bloom to the yellow lilies and yampa so I can dig up their bulby roots without crawling around the rocks trying to guess
            if a certain weed is poisonous or not.
         

         
         But I need the rain for myself, too.

         
         The anticipation of a good thing is always better than actually having the good thing, because good things never last. Soft blankets get gritty and threadbare. Fresh cornbread goes hard and stale if it’s not eaten quick enough. And the rain-washed desert dries up all too fast, the sudden blossoms and rushing gullies giving way back to tough plant flesh and cracked earth. 

         
         No, give me the expectation of a thunderstorm over its aftermath any day. At least when it ends, it ends in the actual event,
            rather than the memory of the event.
         

         
         I whistle to Rat, who has paused to sniff out some creature denning under a dead sagebrush. His head pops up, his big ears
            pivoted forward.
         

         
         “Come on, dummy,” I call. “Let’s get into town before we start getting ground strikes.”

         
         He lopes over the rocky ground, and I nudge Jema down to the dirt track leading into Snaketown. It’s a three-hour ride from
            camp, but I took the long way along the river to take advantage of the cattails, and it’s already late afternoon. I’ve developed
            a healthy appreciation for cattails—Rose and I learned to collect the roots, shoots, and seed heads back with the rustlers.
            Cook used to send us into the streams to gather the heads for boiling and the roots for mashing into starch to bake into biscuits.
            It was one of the few chores I enjoyed, relishing the freedom to splash along the muddy banks and sit in the water to wash
            off the roots.
         

         
         Unfortunately, we’re too late in the season for the heads to be green, and the shoots are now too tough to be tasty. But I
            gathered a pouch full of the fine yellow pollen that grows on the spikes of the plant—we’ll be able to mix it with the sack
            of cornmeal I plan to buy in Snaketown to make it stretch further.
         

         
         The first raindrops begin to fall as the ramshackle town comes into view over the rise. Snaketown is a dusty little outpost, hardly more than a single street and a collection of scattered homesteads. It was a miners’ town back in the day, but when the mines closed it came to rely on a handful of ranchers and those desperate enough to take the stage farther into the desert. The splintery wooden buildings creak in the wind gusting from the thunderhead. I urge Jema toward Patzo’s general store, the shabby red paint darkened by streaks of rain. 

         
         Patzo knows I’m the Sunshield Bandit—it’s hard to keep your identity a secret when you match all the descriptions frightened
            travelers bring in from the road—but he had a nephew abducted by slavers a few years ago, and he’s always turned a blind eye
            to me coming in for supplies as long as I have coin to pay for it. Besides that, I’m good for business—the travelers I rob
            inevitably have to replace their wares from Patzo’s store, and I spend all the money I win back in town anyway. I’d like to
            think I keep Snaketown on the map.
         

         
         Still, it’s always smart to maintain a low profile. I toss a glance at the sheriff’s office down the street. She always mysteriously
            has piles of paperwork that keep her inside when I come into town, but there’s no need to push my luck.
         

         
         My poking through the cattails earlier today means I’ll be spending the night, but I don’t mind—sometimes Patzo will let me
            split wood for a hot meal and a bed in the storage room. Mm—just think about it, a full belly and a roof echoing with the drumming of rain . . . it’s almost too delicious to dwell on.
         

         
         Yes, give me the anticipation of something good any day.

         
         By the time I rein Jema to a halt in front of the general store, my clothes are drenched. I swing from the saddle and rope
            Jema’s lead to the hitching post. Shaking the rain from my hat, I tell Rat to stay under the porch he’s ducked beneath, and
            I head into the store.
         

         
         Patzo’s helping someone at the counter, a burly lady in a dark cloak, with a strip of blue fabric wound around her head as an eyepatch. Her hands wave agitatedly as she talks, but in the few moments they’re still, I can make out the discolored pox scars stippling her skin, like Pickle’s. She’s arguing about the mail in Eastern blurred with a heavy Moquoian accent, trying to make Patzo promise the stage will reach Tolukum on an exact day. He’s doing an admirable job in keeping his manners—if it were me, I’d just laugh in her face. You want something delivered on a specific day, you’re better off making the trip yourself rather than relying on the overland stage. 

         
         I head to the medicine cabinet to start strategizing my purchases. The stock boy is unloading crates of castor oil—he looks
            me up and down with wide eyes. I gift him an eagle-eyed glare, and he scampers clear into the back room.
         

         
         I peruse the bottles of various tinctures and cure-alls, mentally calculating what I can afford along with the dry goods I
            need. I may not be able to spell reliably, and my reading is slow, but years of stretching coppers has made me decent at mathematics.
            Good enough, anyway, to know there’s no way I can afford Golden Butter Skin Balm for Pickle or Doc Yaxa’s Miracle Tonic for
            little Whit. I consider filching a bottle of castor oil to replace my bottle of dwindling scalp oil, but I decide against
            it. I like Patzo, and I have no desire to cheat him. I remove a cheap bottle of coneflower tonic and some blister cream for
            Rose.
         

         
         The stocky lady stomps out, clutching her parcels and a package of parchment. As Patzo rummages under the counter, I cross
            the store and set down my bottles.
         

         
         “Afternoon, Patzo.”

         
         He drops whatever he’s digging for and straightens as if struck by lightning.

         
         “Lark,” he says hoarsely.

         
         “I need ten pounds of cornmeal, and a few measures of beans and some lard. Plus a length of canvas, if you’ve got any—and
            I wouldn’t say no to filling your woodshed for a bed in the storeroom.”
         

         
         His copious black mustache quivers, and he cuts his gaze sideways, falling on a wall scattered with bold adverts for life-changing
            products and curling political announcements from the capital.
         

         
         And my face.

         
         I blink several times, at first doubting my own eyes. The nose is too slender, but that’s inconsequential among everything
            else—the thick eyeblack, the wide-brimmed hat, the frayed bandanna, the long locked hair.
         

         
         
            WANTED ALIVE: “LARK,” THE SUNSHIELD BANDIT

            SKIN: BROWN

            EYES: BROWN

            HAIR: DARK BROWN

            NOTABLE FEATURES: TATTOOS ON HAND AND WRISTS

            MULTIPLE PIERCINGS IN BOTH EARS

            WEAPONS: SWORD, BUCKLER, CROSSBOW, HUNTING KNIFE

            PRESUMED LOCATION: INDETERMINATE, BETWEEN SNAKETOWN AND PASUL, EAST OF WATER SCRAPE

            REWARD FOR LIVE CAPTURE: 150 CE SILVERS

            NO REWARD GIVEN UPON DEATH

         

         “They brought them in a few days ago, a whole passel of ’em,” he says. “Soldiers from Callais, they posted them all over town. Gave the sheriff a big old fright. Said if word came back that you’d been through town without being locked up, she’d answer to the Senate. Then she came and hollered at me, made me swear to hand you over next time you came in . . .” 

         
         Heat flushes through me, driven by my spiking heartbeat. Through the dingy store window, I see the stock boy racing through
            the rain, angling toward the sheriff’s office. He must have lit out the back door, through the storeroom I’d been hoping to
            sleep in tonight. I look slowly back to Patzo.
         

         
         “Patzo.” I try to keep my voice calm. “Listen, I’ve never once done you a bad turn. I’ve paid you for every speck of corn
            I’ve ever bought, haven’t I? I keep an eye out for your nephew, don’t I?”
         

         
         “I know it, Lark, I do, but I can’t go against the law . . .”

         
         “Hold on.” I spread my hands on the counter. “Do me a favor—just get me the bag of cornmeal. That’s all—just the cornmeal,
            and then I’ll leave.” I dig a haphazard handful of coins out of the purse and push them across the counter. “Please.”
         

         
         Thunder cracks the air; lightning splits the room into light and shadow. It seems to startle him into a decision. He leaps
            for the crossbow under the counter and scrambles to pull the lever.
         

         
         I toss up my hands. “Patzo!”

         
         “If the sheriff sees you strolling out of here with goods, it’ll be me in the stocks, not you—you get out of here, and don’t
            come back round again. I’ll turn you in next time—I mean it!”
         

         
         Through the rain pouring off the porch roof, I see the door to the sheriff’s office open. Swearing, I scoop my handful of coins back into the purse—several of them ping off the floor, little lost promises rolling away under the shelves. Despite the point of the quarrel trained in my direction, I swipe the two bottles of medicine, too—turns out I should have gone for the fancy stuff after all. Without waiting any longer, I bolt from the store. 

         
         The rain is falling in sheets now, whipping the sign hanging over the door. Jema is tossing her head, her coat and saddle
            drenched. I loosen her lead from the post and vault onto her back. A shout rings out—I look over my shoulder to see the sheriff
            splashing up the road, jamming a quarrel into a crossbow. I wheel Jema around and spur her in the opposite direction. Rat
            races along at her side. The sheriff shouts again, but it’s lost to the next peal of thunder. A quarrel whizzes past my shoulder.
            I swear, put my head down, and focus on trying to see through the driving rain.
         

         
         We gallop out of town, mud spraying from Jema’s hooves. It coats my back and hair; I pull my bandanna over my mouth to keep
            it from spattering my lips. We streak back up the rise, the rock arches and sagebrush flats blurred by rain. I give Jema her
            head, letting her race down the washed-out track, praying to whatever entity that watches over this strip of nowhere that
            she doesn’t set her footing wrong.
         

         
         A bolt of lightning strikes the ground in the distance. I bite down a sense of panic—out in the middle of this wide-open land,
            I’m the tallest thing there is. I should pull over and take cover down in the ditch—but what if the sheriff comes after me?
            Will she give chase in this weather? Or will she count on the elements taking care of me before I’m a mile out of town? Tomorrow
            morning she’ll be able to trot out here and retrieve my body, charred black as a burnt biscuit.
         

         
         At the next ground strike, perhaps a mile in front of us, I throw caution to the wind and guide Jema off the main track. She veers into the sage. Rat runs along behind, winding in and out of the brush. His ears are flat against his head, tail slightly tucked. I try to whistle some encouragement to him, but it’s lost to the next crack of thunder. 

         
         The world goes white. The bolt hits so close I can feel it buzz through my body. Jema pulls up short, whinnying. Without waiting
            to be thrown from the saddle, I swing to the ground and gather up her reins. Dipping my hat against the driving rain, I run,
            dragging Jema blindly behind me.
         

         
         There’s a jut of rock a stone’s throw away. It’s hardly taller than me—crap for cover, but at least we won’t be the tallest
            targets. I haul Jema into the lee of the rock and turn her head out of the wind. Rat slinks around her hooves, his thick,
            coarse fur shedding water. I want to collapse against the rock, but I know better—sitting flat against a tower of rock is
            a sure way to take a bolt of lightning up through the buttocks. Working Jema’s girth strap with slick fingers, I heave the
            saddle off her back, toss it down on the ground, and crouch on top of it, trying to avoid any contact with the earth. I’ll
            squash the already beat-up leather, but it’s a far cry better than being struck by lightning.
         

         
         Squatting in the driving rain, I bow my head forward into my hands. Water streams from the brim of my hat. My face on the poster swims in my vision again. They found me. After years of vague descriptions and halfhearted bounties, they found my face and my name. A hundred fifty keys! Fire and rock, I could buy a year of room and board for every person in camp with that money. I was in Snaketown last month without any whisper of a bounty . . . I stocked Patzo’s woodshed and passed the night stretched on the milling sacks, stomach full of fried grouse and baked beans and sweet cornbread made without a single grain of sand gritting it up. What changed? What went wrong? How have they finally found me? 

         
         That man.

         
         The one in the stage, the rich one with the books and the boots. The one whose purse I hoped to trade for supplies we desperately
            need in camp. The one who heard Saiph—stupid blockheaded leatherbrained Saiph—carelessly drop my real name. That old man took the information back to wherever he came from.
         

         
         Callais. The capital. The Senate. He name-dropped the provost of the university. I’d thought he was just searching for something
            to scare me off. But he certainly had the look of an academic type, and the Senate is never far away from a mention of the
            university. Dammit. I grip my head in my hands. The man took my name and description back to the Alcoran Senate. Are they fronting the money for
            my capture out of the government treasury?
         

         
         Because it is a capture, not just a bounty. It’s not the ambivalent dead or alive so many other bandits get branded with. They want me brought in breathing. But that’s far from reassuring—I can’t imagine
            they have anything pleasant waiting for me in Callais. Is this about hunting slavers for them? Is it to serve punishment for
            robbing that old man and a dozen-odd others? Is it about making a statement? Are they hoping to do something gruesome to my
            body—hang me from a wall somewhere as a warning to any other bandit foolish enough to threaten a spotty old professor?
         

         
         Jema stomps her hooves, sending Rat scooting to my side. He leans against my calf, and I absent-mindedly scratch his ears. Great Light, without Snaketown, our closest bit of civilization is Pasul—almost a day’s ride in the other direction. It’s a Moquoian town on the very edge of the border, where the sagebrush flats start to rise and buckle to create the little range of mountains that traps all the water on the far side. I’ll have to take Saiph with me. He, at least, can pass for Moquoian, and his language is better than mine—mine is out of practice since my days in the sand quarries of Tellman’s Ditch. We’ll have to change currency, too—I’m sure there’s a bank there, but the idea of spending unnecessary time showing my face around town makes me nervous. And that’s assuming this bounty hasn’t traveled that far—I’ve broken open enough Moquoian slave wagons to make them happy to turn me over to Alcoran authorities. If they aren’t looking for me yet, they probably will be soon. I swear and rub my eyes—and then I swear again as I get Rat’s wet fur stuck in my eyeballs. 

         
         Lightning flashes again, followed by thunder a second or two later. The storm is blowing south—they never last long out here,
            but damn if they don’t throw everything they have at you in the meantime. I look up dejectedly, soaked through and starting
            to shiver. I wish I hadn’t spent all that time collecting cattail pollen—it’ll be soggy and useless by now. As it is, I won’t
            be able to get all the way back to camp tonight, especially since I’ll have to pick through the flats away from the main road.
            Come to think of it, I should probably get on the far side of the caprocks, to hide from view in case the sheriff decides
            I’m worth chasing before the sun goes down. I didn’t bring any gear with me—no blanket or tinderbox. I’d planned at least
            on stretching out in the town stables, if not in Patzo’s storeroom. I barely even have any food beyond wet cattail pollen.
         

         
         It’s going to be a long, cold, wet night.

         
         The rain is slackening. I tilt my hat back and look up at the sky, letting the droplets sting my face. Water. Precious water.
            It’s all or nothing out here—raging thunderstorms, sleet, hail, flash floods . . . or nothing. That, it seems, is the model
            for Three Lines, too. Feast or famine. All or nothing.
         

         
         It’s not nothing, though. Not yet. I lick the raindrops off my lips. Storms pass. Ours will, too. We can ride it out—find
            cover and dodge the lightning strikes.
         

         
         I just have to figure out how.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Tamsin

         
         It’s raining. It began a little while ago, and it’s lasted longer than any of the other fizzly showers in the last few weeks.
            Wafts of cool, moist air have been curling from my window, bringing the scent of wet earth with them. I won’t pretend I can
            imagine myself back in Moquoia, not even when I close my eyes, but it’s a comfort to hear that steady patter, broken by rumbles
            of robust thunder. It’s like my heart has been parched along with my skin and sanity, and the sound of rushing water cools
            me like a river stone in a gully.
         

         
         I stand under the window, letting wind-caught droplets spritz my cheeks. The other nice thing is that the rain drowns out
            Beskin’s muttering. Poia left yesterday morning to resupply, and Beskin is tiresome when she’s alone. She seems to adore reorganizing
            the kitchen, and the resulting clatter and banging of crockery and pots sets my teeth on edge.
         

         
         Now that I’m awake more, I’ve been spending the past few days puzzling over who Beskin and Poia are working for. I can’t see either one of them as the mastermind behind my capture. Disregarding their questionable grasps on strategy, they can’t just be mailing their blackmail letters straight to Tolukum—the couriers would be able to track them right back here. They must have a middleman, and the attack on my coach needed several other accomplices. There must be someone in Tolukum, perhaps someone right in court, who is quietly pulling all the strings. For hours and hours I’ve pored over all the people I knew, as well as the ones I didn’t, who might like to see me locked mutely in a storeroom in the wilderness. 

         
         The growing length of the list is . . . dispiriting.

         
         My head still hurts from the attack, and nursing so many unanswered questions is making me agitated. Beskin’s compulsive nattering
            doesn’t help. Truly, I can see why Poia spends an hour getting to and from the well every day. I wonder if she’ll take her
            time coming back from town, too, or if her need to keep me secure will outweigh her hatred of her coconspirator.
         

         
         I also wonder if there’s any higher chance of them lending me writing material once they have parchment again. It’s not as
            if I can send letters to anyone, so I don’t see why they should care, unless keeping me idle is just another form of torment.
            Pointless torment—I’m hardly a threat now. But I never appreciated just how much I process the world by writing it down. I
            know why I’m that way, of course. My parents were scribes.
         

         
         It’s a little outside the norm for an ashoki. Most of us are born into political spheres, surrounded by diplomats, advisers, and courtiers—building up our nuanced understanding
            of the court and how to shake it without toppling it completely. Some other ashoki come straight from an entertainment background, having popped out of the womb clutching a harp or finger drum. Such tellers are quick-witted enough to pick up the culture of the court by observation. 

         
         I come from neither of these backgrounds. My parents shared a large, airy office with the other scribes in Tolukum’s main
            library, copying pages of text to send to the book binders. I started coming with them while I was still in the nursing sling
            on Mami’s chest. They were fast writers—Papi could turn out a hundred pages a day. I loved Mami’s handwriting best, though—broad
            and even, every curve perfectly proportioned. In my young opinion, the rich scholars who received books written in her hand
            were the luckiest of all the scribes’ clients.
         

         
         It was no surprise to anyone when I learned my letters very early on and took to thumbing through books in my parents’ queues
            to pass the time while they worked. Sometimes I helped the other scribes in small ways—fetching parchment or ink or quills,
            turning up the lanterns on the days it got dark early, or rushing bundles of finished pages to the binders’ offices downstairs.
         

         
         But the lifestyle of a scribe, while earning a comfortable wage, takes its toll on the body. A full third of the workers in
            the office walked with a cane, even some of the young ones—a product of spending days hunched over the angled drafting tables.
            Many were forced to retire when their eyesight weakened, or when it became agony to hold a quill in their ruined fingers.
         

         
         It was Papi who started to show signs of wear first, and it was his eyesight that went. I remember him squinting at pages,
            his nose barely an inch away, to be sure he got the transcription correct. I festooned his desk with lanterns to keep the
            lighting bright, and I made sure his ink was always good and dark. But nothing I did seemed to make a difference. Until one
            day.
         

         
         “Tamsin, come here.”

         
         I put down the quills I was trimming and trotted over.

         
         “This sentence—I can’t make heads or tails of it.”

         
         To be fair, the previous scribe’s handwriting was uneven and lightly drawn. “It says, Allow the host or hostess to sample first, unless they direct otherwise.”
         

         
         Papi grunted and began to copy it down, his eyes screwed up. “Thank you. This text is impossible.”

         
         I noticed he’d made very little progress for the morning—he hadn’t even completed the first chapter yet. I scooted onto the
            stool next to his desk. “Want me to read the next line?”
         

         
         “Do you have something else you’re supposed to be doing?”

         
         “Not really.”

         
         He sighed and rubbed his eyes. “Sure. Read me a few paragraphs. Give my eyes a break.”

         
         I read a few paragraphs. And then a few more. I read to the end of the chapter. It was an etiquette manual for hosting a formal
            dinner party, and in that short time, I learned two brand-new words, desultory and ideological. Papi’s pace picked up, his quill moving with more assurance now that his gaze didn’t have to jump back and forth. When I
            finished the chapter, he asked if I wanted to stop.
         

         
         I didn’t. I’d just learned how one should gracefully handle a clash of opposing political views. This was getting interesting.

         
         We continued. For the rest of the day, I read the text aloud to him, stopping only to get a giant glass of chilled tea. I
            sipped it between sentences, allowing his quill to catch up.
         

         
         So began my role as an orator, narrating the texts so Papi could copy them down. When we finished the etiquette manual, we moved on to a book of stormwater management, and then a history of glassmaking, and then a guide to falconry. 

         
         I learned about stage theatrics from a drama technicians’ guide. I learned the fundamentals of the dulcimer after dictating
            an entire manual on their manufacture and technique. I picked up the beginnings of Eastern after painstakingly reading a translation
            guide, spelling out each foreign word, their consonants clipped and impatient and practically spit from the tongue. I learned
            the cadence of songwriting and poetry recitation from a six-volume set of classic ballads and epics.
         

         
         One of the last things I helped Papi with, before he retired to nurture what was left of his eyesight, was ten copies of the
            intricate court fashions for the upcoming social year. I read it aloud from cover to cover ten times, but rather than getting
            bored, I found it fascinating. Not necessarily the frittering over embroidery and lace, but the way it was all saturated with politics. The precise cut of silk for the Bakkonso Ball could convey the wearer’s status, intentions, and political leanings. Matching patterns with others in court could instigate
            alliances; hair accessories made by a certain jeweler could signify not just that you had wealth, but how you came by it, what you used it for, and how you were willing to invest it. And the colors—every minute tint
            and shade had a different ramification depending on the event.
         

         
         By my tenth recitation of the Social Calendar Exemplar, it was like a worm had wriggled into my brain. Or a seed had sprouted, if you like—that’s a bit less disgusting of an example. Either way, the intricacies of the text buried deep in my psyche, and I found myself drawn to the idea of the Moquoian court—not for its politics, not for its society, but for the fusion of those two things. How they influenced and fed off each other, how they manifested and grew and shaped the daily life of an ordinary citizen like myself. 

         
         I wanted more.

         
         When I was thirteen, Papi died after a bout with pneumonia. It wrecked me—for two months I couldn’t even look at a book, much
            less read one. But Mami had trouble keeping our income afloat—her hands were becoming gnarled with scriveners’ arthritis,
            and she could only work a few hours a day—so I was forced out of my stupor of grief by necessity. I picked up the extra hours
            Mami couldn’t handle, coming straight to the library after school to work until suppertime. It was during this period that
            I delved into the details of Moquoian history, our trade alliances, our relationship to the islands and the countries to the
            east. I won’t pretend I retained every scrap of information I read, but it’s hard to copy a text word for word, sometimes
            multiple times, and not absorb much of it—especially when the subject fascinates you.
         

         
         The ultimate result is well known in the palace—everybody loves a good ashoki’s journey tale, and for several months after my appointment, the court was awash in embellished stories of my audition and selection.
            I even heard one rendition where my apparently mystical skills on the dulcimer had compelled a kindhearted quarry overseer
            to shorten my bond, on one condition—that I travel to Tolukum to play for the king. In that tale, the overseer supposedly
            gifted me a coin, which I carried with me, step by step, to purchase an audition for a royal audience, and the rest is history.
            Oh, what a noble, wise man that fictional overseer was, to spot the country’s ashoki when she was but a lowly bond slave.
         

         
         Never mind that the truth is far less glamorous, and far more insidious.

         
         That’s how truth generally works.

         
         But only one person knows the full truth—the real truth—and I’ve been aggressively trying not to think about him at all, because
            it fills my sore head with a different kind of ache. As depressing as it is, dwelling on the people in court who might like
            to see me maimed and imprisoned is a more pleasant use of my time. My endless, empty, wordless time.
         

         
         The storm outside has made its way directly overhead, the thunder booming out the same second the lightning hits, making the
            walls shake. I stand under the tiny window and stare up into the square slice of storming sky. My waste bucket is partially
            full, so I can’t turn it over to stand on it. With a kind of stumbling impulse, I back up as far as the room allows, setting
            my palms on the far wall.
         

         
         And then I push off and lunge forward, taking four giant steps before hurling myself upward toward the vent. One hand finds
            the lip of the hole, but it’s wet now, and there’s not a shred of strength in my arms. I slide down the solid adobe wall,
            landing in a crumpled heap on the floor.
         

         
         I scraped my wrist, right where I used to wear my si-oque with the amber cabochons, which they took off me after the attack four weeks ago. Dazed, slightly intrigued by the absolute
            lack of substance in my muscles, I roll painfully onto my back and suck the raw spot. Flecks of rain continue to spatter my
            face, speckled bits of a world that has continued on without me.
         

         
         I wonder if the bats will fly tonight. They must, I suppose, if they want to eat, heedless to the raucous thunder, cruel in
            their freedom and fitness for their purpose.
         

         
         I, on the other hand, fall asleep.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Veran

         
         It’s the day before the Bakkonso Ball, famous for its indigo lamps and glowing powder. The custom before this event, as I tried to explain to Ambassador Rou
            as he was arguing with his valet over wardrobe options, is to promenade around the glassed patios and strategize one’s color
            scheme for the next day. He’s paired me up with Eloise again, perhaps to continue our attempt to appear youthful and friendly
            rather than anxiously politic, which has been our primary state since Iano’s announcement a few days ago. But Eloise, it seems,
            has more ambitious plans today. I follow her as she weaves among the buzzing nobility, listening to the negotiations—some
            to match their partners and allies, some to stand out in the crowd, many designed to communicate political leanings and business
            intentions, and at least one calculated to humble a former lover.
         

         
         It’s still pouring down rain, the thick greenish glass smeared with water. While Eloise stops to retrieve a cup of chilled
            tul from a black-clad servant, I tilt my head against the window, looking down the dizzying height to the treetops waving below, the leaves showing their pale underbellies in the wind. I press my fingertips to the glass—it’s double-paned, muffling the sound of the storm. Not for the first time, my chest twinges with longing for a feel of moving air or trickling water, fever-bearing mosquitoes or no. I get a vision of spending our remaining four weeks slowly wilting under glass. 

         
         Ethnocentric bias, Colm whispers in my head.
         

         
         Out of the corner of my eye, I see something move. I angle my head and nearly gasp out loud—there’s a person just off to the
            side of the bank of windows, climbing nimbly downward. His clothes and hair whip in the wind, along with a jumble of objects
            around his waist. I squint through the pouring rain, recognizing a flat handheld mop flapping loosely from his belt—a glass
            cleaner. He’s climbing down a metal ladder driven into the narrow space between the massive windowpanes. By the Light, there
            must be hundreds of them built into the side of the palace, highways for the battalion of servants who must clamber over them
            night and day. I crane my head to follow his progress—in no time at all he’s descended the vertical length of the patio and
            is lost to my sight.
         

         
         “Right,” Eloise says, returning to my side with her cup of tul. I reel back from the window, a little dizzy from the thought of all those workers climbing those tiny ladders in the driving
            wind and rain. I brace myself on my walking cane. Eloise sips her tul, her face businesslike. “Here’s the plan. I’ve been digging around, and it sounds like the two allies we need to make are
            the chairwoman of the Citizen Welfare Committee, and the minister of industry.”
         

         
         “Minister Kobok?” I ask. “I thought he leaned the other way from the chairwoman.”

         
         “Very much so—preserve the traditional labor model, and all that. A lot like the ashoki, Kimela.” She scans the crowd, her gaze lingering on Minister Kobok. “But from what I’ve read, if we can appear to ally with
            both, it may communicate that the East is not out to destroy Moquoian industry, only to stop the practice of abducting Alcoran
            citizens for bond labor.”
         

         
         “And close down the sand quarries they operate illegally on Alcoran land,” I point out.

         
         “Well, yes, and that, but baby steps, you know?” She nods across the room, where the chairwoman is chatting with a few other
            courtiers. “So I’ll go talk to the chairwoman. You go talk to Kobok.”
         

         
         “Alone?” I ask. “Shouldn’t we . . . I mean, don’t you need me to translate?” I know it’s a hopeful statement—in truth, I need
            her much more than she needs me.
         

         
         “From what I’ve heard, the chairwoman is friendly—friendlier than Kobok, anyway. I think she’ll be patient with my grasp on
            the language. He probably won’t be. That’s why you need to talk to him—he’ll have a harder time brushing you off. Show our
            interest in his work. Try to figure out what colors he’s wearing to Bakkonso, and then see if you can secure the promise of an audience—a hard date and time would be best.” She squares her shoulders.
            “Okay?”
         

         
         “Um . . .”

         
         “I’ll meet you back here afterward to discuss our options.” With that, she takes off across the long patio, her lavender skirts
            billowing behind her. She chose her colors today specifically to convey friendliness and approachability.
         

         
         Friendliness. I can be friendly, can’t I? I look down at my tunic—one of my typical shades of green, which is closer to the Moquoian si for optimism . . . unless it’s dark enough to be regret.
         

         
         Maybe I should have given the color more thought.

         
         I can’t change it now, though. I swallow and turn for Minister Kobok. He’s mingling not far from the group clustered around
            Queen Isme. Ambassador Rou is among them, his ear cocked to keep track of the rapid Moquoian. He sees me across the crowd
            and gives me a wink. I give what I hope is a normal-looking grin in response, trying to keep from conveying my nerves.
         

         
         I focus back on Kobok and the knot of courtiers around him, pushing forward until I’m standing beside them. I hover awkwardly,
            waiting for him to finish his conversation, drawing the curious gazes of several of his companions. When he’s unable to ignore
            me any longer, Kobok turns to me, eyebrows knitted. His ensemble for today is a subtle gray-blue—water under a steely sky.
            Solemnity? Serenity? I can’t recall what his precise shade means, so I focus on other clues in his appearance, though it doesn’t
            tell me much. Rather than a fashionable bun or braid like many of the younger Moquoians, his long salt-and-pepper hair is
            swept back loose to brush his shoulders. His only adornments are two small gold bands securing his hair away from his graying
            temples, and an opal ring so large it spans his entire knuckle. His elaborate si-oque rests over his cuff, studded with garnets.
         

         
         “Yes?” he asks brusquely.

         
         I straighten, trying to channel Eloise. “Good afternoon, Minister. We haven’t had the chance to officially meet—I’m Prince
            Veran Greenbrier, of the Eastern delegation.”
         

         
         “Oh, yes—the translator. I’ve seen you bobbing around the ambassadors’ elbows,” he says. I can’t tell if it’s meant unkindly or not—his tone is certainly sharp, but perhaps it’s just his usual manner. It doesn’t escape my notice, though, that he identified me as an accessory to the ambassadors, not an ambassador myself. I squirm under the eyes of the other courtiers. Dammit, why did Eloise think this was a good idea? 

         
         “Yes. I am . . . pleased to meet you,” I offer.

         
         His gaze drops to my empty hand—my other is occupied with my cane—and then he snaps his fingers at someone over my shoulder.

         
         “Tul, maid, if you please.”
         

         
         “Oh,” I say quickly. “No, it’s all right . . .”

         
         But a servant slips into our midst before I can finish. I start to wave her away, when I recognize her—it’s the head of staff
            from the Hall of the Ashoki. “Oh, hello, Fala.”
         

         
         Her gaze flicks up to my face and then back down, but she doesn’t answer, merely offering her tray of tul to me.
         

         
         “No, thank you—really,” I begin, but Kobok lifts a glass from the tray and thrusts it toward me.

         
         “I trust you are enjoying the hospitality of our court?” he asks pointedly. I swallow—the question feels almost like a threat.
            My fingers close unsteadily on the glass.
         

         
         “Yes, sir, very much so.”

         
         He swats the air dismissively, and Fala obediently curtsies and melts away. I’d prefer to scurry after her, but I force myself
            to stand my ground, trying to shake off his scrutiny—I can’t waste this opportunity. Show our interest in his work. “I understand that you have been on a tour of the glass facilities. How does the industry fare?”
         

         
         “Halfway to cannibalizing itself,” he says with disapproval. “Everyone from the foremen to the quarriers shouting for unionizing and wage hikes, pretending those things can be conjured from thin air.” He’s still examining me, clearly not to be deterred. “You don’t look Alcoran.” 

         
         “No, sir. I’m of the Wood-folk in the Silverwood Mountains.”

         
         He leans back, his brow furrowing, and too late I realize what I called my folk. I keep forgetting that the Moquoians consider
            the traditional folk names outdated. A few of the other courtiers shift and mutter, and I flush. “Oh . . . forgive me. At
            home it’s considered acceptable to refer to each country by their folk name.”
         

         
         The minister’s nostrils flare. “So I expect we are referred to as the Tree-folk?”
         

         
         I think of the mighty redwoods and lush maple forests and silently suggest it’s an admirable association. Ethnocentric bias. “It is sometimes used, but . . .”
         

         
         “Without a thought to oversimplification. There are trees in the Silverwood, are there not?”

         
         “Yes, sir . . .”

         
         “And hills in Lumen Lake, but they are called Lake-folk. Rivers in Winder, but they are called Hill-folk. Coastline in Cyprien, but they’re called River-folk. Shall I continue?”
         

         
         I swallow again. “I apologize, sir, I didn’t mean to offend—”

         
         “Do you see how the antiquated characterization of each country serves to diminish it?”

         
         Great Light, he’s making me feel like a backward rube. I try to straighten, my knuckles white on the glass in my hand. “Yes, of course you’re correct. Forgive the slip of my tongue. It’s my hope that with a strengthened partnership between Moquoia and the East, this old-fashioned verbiage will fall out of favor.” 

         
         It seems to satisfy him. He nods shortly and gives a little “hm.” Several courtiers copy his movement. I allow myself the
            briefest of congratulations for dodging that particular strike. He takes a sip from his glass and studies the firefly pin
            on my lapel. “Will you pronounce your surname again, please?”
         

         
         “Greenbrier,” I say, trying to organize my thoughts in Moquoian. “But it’s not exactly . . .”

         
         “I don’t recall that name in Silvern records.”

         
         “No,” I say. “It’s not a surname. We take . . . we have . . .” I can’t remember the Moquoian word for epithet. “A name you choose for yourself. Not family names.”
         

         
         “A si,” says one of the courtiers, using the name of the color titles Moquoian nobility take. It’s not the word I would have chosen,
            but the others nod in sudden understanding.
         

         
         “What color does it represent?” Kobok asks, his gaze flicking over my forest green tunic. “Is it a form of Iksi? I have been told you overwear that color.”
         

         
         It’s hardly my fault that nearly all my tunics are the color of my parents’ banner. The momentary relief at my tiny victory
            dissolves away. “Greenbrier . . . it does have iksi in its name, but it’s actually a vine. A little thorny vine.”
         

         
         “What concepts does it represent?” asks the first courtier.

         
         “It . . . doesn’t, really, it’s not the same—”

         
         “Why did you choose it?” asks another.

         
         “Because . . . I just . . . liked it,” I lie—even if I wasn’t floundering with the language, I can hardly air my quiet, childish secrets to this group of foreign politicians. I cast frantically for another topic, trying to remember what Eloise wanted me to achieve here. “Minister, Ambassador Alastaire and Princess Eloise were hoping we might coordinate our colors with you for tomorrow’s Bakkonso Ball.”
         

         
         Kobok lifts an eyebrow, and I run back through my statement, hoping I got all my wording correct. Silence stretches out, first
            thoughtful before quickly becoming awkward. I shift on my blistered feet.
         

         
         Finally he turns his attention back to the group of courtiers. “Ladies, gentlemen, if you don’t mind, I would like a private
            word with our guest.”
         

         
         The cluster obediently breaks up. Some take up positions only a few feet away, probably hoping to eavesdrop.

         
         Whether he’s expecting this, or whether he’s simply an expert at scare tactics, Kobok steps closer to me. I lean back, gripping
            my cane.
         

         
         “I do not mean to be rude,” I say. “I am still learning the language.”

         
         He doesn’t respond to this. His ample mustache curls as his lips purse. “Ambassador Greenbrier, if you please, enlighten me.
            I heard of your proposed presence in our court at the beginning of the year, and since then I have wondered—what is the real
            reason you are here?”
         

         
         I blink again. “I’m sorry?”

         
         “It is all very benign on paper,” he continues. “New economic opportunities and safer trade routes and such, but this is only
            with our neighbor Alcoro. You are not Alcoran. Your master is not Alcoran, and neither is the princess. In fact, if my facts
            are correct, Alcoro is the historic enemy to all three countries you represent. What has suddenly created a bond so strong
            that you can speak for their government?”
         

         
         “Alcoro and the Silverwood have been allies for almost two decades,” I say, taken aback. “As have the other Eastern countries. We represent the allied East.” 

         
         “Mm,” he says again, his eyes narrowing. “Are you quite sure there isn’t a more intimate reason?”

         
         I’m so mixed up that I wonder if I heard him correctly. I repeat his word back to him. “Intimate?”

         
         “Yes, intimate.”

         
         “I’m not sure I understand.”

         
         “No, I don’t think you do.” He takes another step forward—a tiny one, but it makes me shift backward all the same. “Do you
            know when I took this office?”
         

         
         “No,” I say.

         
         “Fifteen years ago,” he says. “Do you know what happened in the sixth month I held the office? I received a letter. From Lumen
            Lake. For over a month it had traveled around the cape and up the coast—this was before the desert routes were even remotely
            passable. Queen Mona Alastaire risked a ship full of soldiers—Lumeni, Cypri, and Paroan—to bring me this letter.”
         

         
         Ah, I’m starting to understand, and I’m entirely at a loss for what to say back. Of all the topics I’d anticipated discussing
            today, Mona and Rou’s long-lost daughter was hardly among them. I cast a panicked glance at the crowd—Eloise is clear on the
            other side of the patio, and Rou is engaged with Queen Isme.
         

         
         “It was quite strongly worded, written once in both Common Eastern and a rustic attempt at Moquoian,” the minister continues.
            “Suggesting that if I had any information on a recent shipload of captives bound for my glass forges, I should surrender everything
            I knew. Particularly information regarding a little girl, five years old, named Moira Alastaire.”
         

         
         He exaggerates the Lumeni pronunciation, putting a too-heavy twist on the oi in Moira’s name. I look again toward Eloise. It’s not hard to imagine how Queen Mona would have detailed her missing daughter
            in her letter, an unmistakable blend of the queen’s fair complexion and freckles and Rou’s warm brown skin and fine smoke-gray
            curls. Eloise laughs at something the chairwoman says, her nose and eyes crinkling. I think again of that portrait in Queen
            Mona’s desk, two sets of sparkly brown eyes and cascades of tawny hair.
         

         
         Her sister must have been so scared.

         
         “In that same letter,” Minister Kobok continues, and I wrench my focus back to him, “I received the distinct suggestion that
            the very foundation of the Moquoian workforce would soon be under scrutiny of the East, and that we should be prepared to
            acquiesce to a long list of foreign demands or risk the allied enmity of the Eastern World.” He snorts derisively. “Enmity!
            From a collection of countries strung together in a haphazard alliance, whom we can barely make contact with twice a year!
            The sheer arrogance, the utter compunction of such a threat, to undermine our very economy and infrastructure. But I soon
            found that Queen Mona’s threats were only that—threats, and empty ones. She could do nothing from a little dock in her faraway
            lake but shake her fist in Moquoia’s direction—a grieved mother, an embarrassed monarch. I penned a brief response, which
            I am not sure ever reached her, and did not give a second thought to that letter. Until I heard that none other than her husband,
            younger daughter, and now, apparently, the fourth child of the Silverwood monarchy, were coming for a friendly visit.”
         

         
         I’m staggered. I bristle at the way he’s talking about Queen Mona, by all rights one of the most powerful and legendary monarchs in Eastern history, and that’s even when standing alongside my own parents and Gemma Maczatl, the Last Queen of Alcoro. To write off Mona’s correspondence—a well-placed one, if we’re being honest, because where else do seabound captives go but around Cape Coraxia—to dismiss it as a meaningless product of grief and political embarrassment rankles me. It would rankle Mama even more—she poured her own blood and sweat into searching for Moira Alastaire, and I suspect
            her response to the minister would rely mainly on her closed fist.
         

         
         But the ugly truth is that if we’re going to get anywhere with Moquoian infrastructure, we need to be in this reprehensible
            man’s good graces.
         

         
         If such a thing is possible.

         
         “We’re not here on any personal errand of Queen Mona’s,” I say, with what I consider to be an admirable amount of diplomatic
            restraint. “The abduction of Moira Alastaire happened when I myself was a child, and it would be odd timing to suddenly bring
            it all back up now for no reason—at least, none that’s apparent to me.” I eye him, hoping I’ve at least irked him in as polite
            a way as possible. “As I said before, we represent the allied East and the University of Alcoro. Ambassador Rou was sent because
            he was one of the founders of the Eastern Alliance and has served as a liaison in all the courts of the East. Princess Eloise
            was sent because she is the next queen of Lumen Lake. I was sent based on my language study to open dialogue for a potential
            partnership. If such a thing is achieved, perhaps the next ambassadors will be more to your liking.”
         

         
         His mouth twists under his mustache. He straightens.

         
         “I must decline your request to ally with my colors tomorrow evening,” he says. “It would not sit well with many of my donors to see me mirroring si with our Eastern delegation, particularly not when there are so many questions about the murder of our previous ashoki. Oh yes,” he says to my sudden look of consternation. “I know the rumors, and a fair amount besides. You do our court a disservice
            by carrying on as if everything has been done by the book. Should you be interested in my advice, here it is: you gain nothing
            from hounding the prince. Rather than treating your stay like a farcical diplomatic summit, consider it rather a show of Moquoian
            hospitality—one you’ve worn rather thin so far.”
         

         
         I’m gaping at him—I can’t help it. I can’t think of a single thing to say. Kobok doesn’t wait for me to come to my senses.
            He gives a clipped bow and then turns back for the nearest group of courtiers, all standing in conspicuous silence just a
            few arm’s lengths away.
         

         
         My head reels with his tirade of accusations. A search for Moira Alastaire? The death of the previous ashoki? Murder? I look desperately for Eloise, but she’s nowhere in sight. As I make a second sweep of the room, I spy Mistress Fala standing
            near a cluster of couches. Anxiously, I set my unwanted cup of tul down on a side table and make a beeline for her.
         

         
         “Good afternoon, lord,” she says, lowering her eyes. “How are your feet?”

         
         Awful. “Fine, thank you. May I ask you an important question?”

         
         Her gaze flickers to the tray. “I suppose it is not to ask for tul?”
         

         
         “No, and I understand it may be delicate, but I desperately need an answer. Fala—how did the previous ashoki die?”
         

         
         She stiffens. “That is . . . not strictly public knowledge, lord.”

         
         “So I’m aware. But I think it may be impacting our work here, and I expect you know the truth. You must hear all the rumors,
            all the secrets. Please, if I can’t find out the answer, I worry we will only continue to make things worse and worse here,
            without knowing how or why.” I gesture in the direction of Prince Iano, his cheerful lemon jacket contrasting with his wan
            face and shadowed eyes. “I worry we will only bring Iano more stress, more grief.”
         

         
         She takes a little sip of air, glancing toward the prince, and then she deliberately sets about pouring me a glass of tul.
         

         
         I wave at her. “I don’t need a glass . . .”

         
         “Yes, lord, you do,” she murmurs. “You are already attracting too much attention speaking with me—the ministers are watching
            you. It will look highly irregular. Understand that it is not my place to know what happened to the last ashoki.”
         

         
         I blink in confusion at her last statement, until I realize that she’s pouring the glass of tul exceptionally slowly. Buying me the briefest moment of decorum. I nod vigorously and then, remembering Iano’s threat of having
            me watched, turn it into a curt movement, one a nobleman might be expected to give to someone inferior.
         

         
         “I won’t tell a soul who told me,” I say quietly.

         
         She takes another breath, her eyes on her work, and in the time it takes her to top off the glass and set the pitcher down,
            she says all in a rush, “The previous ashoki was killed in an ambush by the Sunshield Bandit, as her coach was nearing Vittenta for the night at the start of Iksi.”
         

         
         I lean back from her in surprise. “The Sunshield Bandit? What on earth does that have to do with us?”

         
         “Here is your tul, lord,” she whispers. “Now please, go back among the court, before you cause a scene. I implore you not to talk similarly
            to any of the other staff. It will only damage your image.”
         

         
         Dumbly I take the cup. As soon as I have, she turns and hurries away, head down. I clutch the cup without moving, staring
            unseeing at the shimmery mosaic wall over the couches.
         

         
         The Sunshield Bandit. My mind races back to the letter Colm wrote me, the tidbit he told me but not Rou or Eloise, about who robbed his stagecoach,
            and what he found out about her.
         

         
         Lark.

         
         Just in case.

         
         But . . . I still don’t understand why such a thing would solicit such hostility from Iano. The Sunshield Bandit operates
            in the Ferinno, it’s true, but surely he can’t think we’re involved just by that alone? If she really did attack and murder
            the previous ashoki, it would be the first such attack I’ve heard of—I thought the only people she killed were slavers.
         

         
         Still, Eloise needs to know, and she can decide if her father needs to know, too. I set the second cup of tul down, hoping it will be the last such offer. I’m about to turn back to the humming crowd—my debacle with Kobok now an afterthought—when
            a beam of sunlight manages to break through the rolling clouds outside. It’s brief, but significant—the glass patio brightens,
            dazzling the wet glass. The mosaic tiles over the couches flare, throwing off little pearly glints. A murmur swells through
            the court at the sunburst. Many people press toward the windows, craning to see if there’s any chance of Kualni An-Orra—a rainbow, the manifestation of the Light here in Moquoia, accompanied by the twelve-verse Prayer of the Colors. It’s the rainy season, though, and the weather hasn’t broken enough in four weeks to produce a rainbow. I start to turn toward the bank of windows, but a flash at the corner of my eye makes me stop. 

         
         As everyone presses toward the glass, I turn slowly back to the shining tile mosaic. The sun transforms what had been a pattern
            of tiles into a gleaming mass, a blinding mirror that stings my eyes. In another breath, the light is swallowed up again,
            and the room plunges back into ambient light. A few people murmur in disappointment. The mosaic resumes its pattern of geometric
            flowers, dull and dreary after the flash.
         

         
         Hurriedly I search for Fala in the crowd, wanting to clarify something she said. But she’s gone, invisible among the other
            black-clad servants.
         

         
         I don’t have any idea why it should matter, but it stands out, odd and irregular, as unexpected as the sunburst.

         
         Fala said the ashoki’s coach was attacked as it was nearing Vittenta . . . for the night.
         

         
         By a bandit who uses the sun as a weapon.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Lark

         
         I pick through the scrub, leading Jema behind me. My body aches and groans from spending the night on the ground, bunched
            up tight to keep warm in the chilly darkness.
         

         
         I’m famished—I haven’t eaten since I left camp yesterday, and I’m still two hours away from Three Lines. I spied dust along
            the road this morning, coming from Snaketown, so I expect the sheriff is out trying to pick up my trail. I hope she doesn’t
            have dogs, but just in case I’ve been turning up and down every draw and drainage I come across, trying to muddle our trail.
            I’ve swung so far south of the road I’m nearly to the tower mesas that rise like giants from the horizon. What should have
            been a three-hour ride from Snaketown has turned into a six-hour slog cross-country, but I’d rather the authorities think
            I’m fleeing south than along the river. Three Lines is well hidden, but the fewer folk poking around north of the road, the
            better.
         

         
         Problem is, I’m well outside my usual stomping ground—if we’re drawing lines in the sand, this is technically Dirtwater Dob’s territory. He’s more of a poacher than a bandit, skirting around hunting restrictions for bison and pronghorn, which are less plentiful down here than up on the prairie, but we’ve crossed paths more than once. Back before I was able to send Bitty and Arana back to family in Callais, we had a full-out brawl with Dob’s posse over access to the stage road. We drove him off, though Bitty came away with a broken hand, and since then Dob has mostly stayed to his side of the mesas. Still, I’m keeping a sharp eye out. I’d prefer to avoid any run-ins. I’m tired and beat-up, and I don’t have Bitty’s tree-size biceps or Arana’s twin knives or Rose’s crossbow to back me up. 

         
         Rat sauntered off a little while ago in the direction of a willow seep, probably sniffing out ground squirrels. Jema’s hooves
            are making a fair amount of noise over the stony ground, and I’m distracted with wondering if I can risk turning north again—when
            I round a cluster of boulders to find I’ve walked right into an armed robbery in progress.
         

         
         Sun be damned, it is Dirtwater Dob, as if conjured from my thoughts, though he seems to be down a couple of allies—there are only two beefy bandits
            backing him up, with a third rolling around on the ground with her hands to her bloody face. In their midst is a stout woman
            with a strip of blue fabric tied over one eye—it’s the Moquoian woman from Patzo’s general store, the pox-marked one arguing
            about the mail. She’s facing the three bandits with a confident grip on a broadsword, but she’s also favoring an ankle and
            backed into a tangle of juniper. A horse’s panniers are scattered across the ground, parcels and parchment strewn on the rocks.
            The horse is nowhere in sight.
         

         
         Everyone stops midmotion to stare at my sudden appearance, save the bandit on the ground, still clutching her face.

         
         “The Sunshield Bandit,” Dob says in surprise, his grungy eyebrows flying skyward.

         
         The victim doesn’t lose her head and uses my momentary distraction to plunge for Dob. He recovers a second too late, parrying
            slowly with his dinged-up mattock and earning a glancing blow to his forearm. The other two waffle between jumping in to assist
            and wondering what I’m planning.
         

         
         Joke’s on them—I have no plan. But I have to say, I don’t particularly like the odds here. I could side with Dob in the hopes
            of splitting the victim’s panniers, but it’s more likely he’d remember the brawl over the stage road and turn on me as soon
            as he finishes his target. Besides, I’m not big on killing innocent travelers. I’ll take all their stuff, sure, but I try
            not to take happenstance lives or strand anybody where they’re going to die of thirst.
         

         
         Yeah, yeah, the old man’s stage. He was just outside Snaketown, though, and clearly he got back all right, didn’t he?

         
         My face on the wanted poster flares up again, and without waiting any longer I slide my longsword out from under my saddle.
            I could run, I guess, but if Dob kills this traveler, in the same terrain I fled after Snaketown, in all likelihood the crime
            will be pinned on me, and then they might strike out the Alive part on my bounty. I spur Jema forward.
         

         
         “Hey, Dirtwater! Don’t you have bison to poach somewhere?”

         
         One of Dob’s cronies has joined in the struggle with the traveler, but the third wheels back to me as I bear down on them.
            He’s got a nasty-looking scythe in one hand, and he whirls it toward Jema’s shoulder, but I sling my buckler forward. A splash
            of afternoon sun washes over his eyes, and he flicks his head. It’s enough—I kick out with the toe of my boot and connect
            with his jaw. A tooth flies like a junebug. He spins a full circle and drops.
         

         
         I make sure Jema steps on him as he screams and curses on the ground, and then I’m on the second bandit. He’s got a length of chain—did these guys just raid a logging camp for their weapons? He’s on my sword side, and I angle my blade, preparing to deflect a swing of the heavy metal links—but he whirls them instead at Jema’s nose. She tosses her head and sidesteps, treading again on the scythe bandit but throwing me off-balance. I grab a tighter hold on my reins and arc my sword just in time to parry a jab from a hunting knife. He’s quick, going for Jema’s flank, and I put all my strength into an awkward strike with my hilt. It cracks against his skull, and he drops both chain and knife, clutching his forehead. 

         
         “Hold! Hold—Mosset, hold.” Dirtwater Dob tosses up his hands, mattock hanging pick-side down from his wrist. His gaze flicks
            over his groaning companions and then up to me. “You’re a ways off the road, Sunshine.”
         

         
         “And you’re getting a little bold, Dirtwater.” I adjust my buckler to make the most use of the glare. “Are the bison too smart
            for you? You’ve had to stoop to jumping single travelers?”
         

         
         “At least I haven’t blundered into tripling the price on my head.” He palms the slice on his forearm. “Heard you held up one
            of the university deans and got your face on a bunch of posters along the road. Is that why you’re sneaking around down here?
            Sheriff on your tail?”
         

         
         I don’t know what a dean is, but it’s my luck that the old man was somebody important.

         
         “There’s been a price on my head for three years, and they haven’t flushed me out yet,” I say. On my right, the bandit called
            Mosset adjusts his grip on his chain, the links clinking. I lay the edge of my sword along his neck. He freezes, scowling.
            There’s a welt on his forehead the size of an egg.
         

         
         Dob huffs. “All a matter of time, Sunshine, and then you won’t be lording over the road any longer. Come on, Mosset, Berta . . . Goon, quit rolling around under the horse.” 

         
         “She knocked out one’a my teef!” whimpers Goon.

         
         “You got a bunch left. Come on.” Dob flicks his head at the one-eyed traveler. “Lucky day for you.”

         
         The traveler doesn’t reply, just glowers at the posse as they collectively stagger to their feet and file away through the
            sage.
         

         
         I grind my teeth, watching them go. I watch until I’m sure they’re really retreating and not just bluffing, and then I turn
            back to the traveler. She’s warily collecting the goods from her panniers, though one fist is still closed on her broadsword.
            She eyes me as I slide from Jema’s saddle.
         

         
         “What’re you traveling around here for?” I ask.

         
         She doesn’t answer, reaching for a bag of cornmeal that’s threatening to split along the seam.

         
         “Want help?” I ask. “I wouldn’t mind helping you pack up in exchange for a meal.” Plus I just saved your ass, I decide not to add.
         

         
         She grunts, though I can’t be sure if it’s in agreement or not. I kneel and reach for a bundle of blank parchment that’s spilled
            across the ground, many of the sheets peppered with somebody’s blood—probably Goon’s. Before my fingers close, though, she
            whacks my hand with the flat of her blade.
         

         
         I jerk my hand away. “Hey!”

         
         “Niq-otilai.”

         
         Moquoian—right. I’d forgotten. My Moquoian is rusty—I haven’t had to use it since the mines.

         
         “Again?” I ask, the foreign word awkward on my tongue. “Slow?”

         
         “I said, go away,” she repeats.
         

         
         I scowl, but I’m not fluent enough to snap back or suggest she offer a thank-you instead. From a little ways off, I hear Rat’s coyote yip-yip—perhaps at a wandering, riderless horse. 

         
         “You ride a horse, yes?” I ask flatly in my uneven Moquoian, eyeing a packet of thick jerky. “If I am go to get your horse,
            you can share a food?”
         

         
         She huffs. “No. Go away.”

         
         “I can rob you.” The threat sounds pitiful in my broken speech. She scoffs. I’d scoff, too.

         
         “I fight better than that group of nobodies. Go away.”

         
         “Fine.” I’m too tired and hungry for a devoted swordfight anyway. I put my hands on my knees, preparing to stand, when she
            moves suddenly—her hand lashes out to grab my sleeve. She pushes it back to reveal my longsword tattoo—and the old, scarred
            circular brand. Her face goes as dark as yesterday’s thunderstorm.
         

         
         She drops my sleeve like it’s poison, steps back, and slings her sword toward my face. I’m still in a half crouch, and if
            she hadn’t had the decency to give an angry yell, she probably would have landed her blade right between my eyes. But her
            roar startles me, and I haul my buckler impulsively to block my face, bracing against the impact.
         

         
         “Hey!” I shout, scrambling to find my feet. “What’s wrong with—”

         
         She swings around again, and this time, I pull my sword out in time to lock her hilt in mine, hoping to wrench it out of her
            grasp. But just as I clamp my hand over her wrist, I’m hit with an intense, unmistakable smell, rippling off her clothes.
            The stink of guano.
         

         
         Without warning, a memory floods my unguarded mind.

         
         Clouds of little black bodies streaming out from cracks in the rocks, cheeping, swooping, their calls not quite drowning out gasps of pain, the ragged grind of a bow saw. The reek of ammonia mixed with the thick scent of blood and sweat and liquor. 

         
         I suck in a breath at the rush of vivid sights and sounds that awful smell has conjured. I drop her wrist and leap back, our
            swords disentangling with a metallic whine.
         

         
         “Utzibor?” I say without thinking.

         
         She grits her teeth and readies her sword again, but I don’t wait to parry her strike. I wedge my foot in Jema’s stirrup and
            slap her rump before I’ve thrown my other leg over. She starts forward, her hoofbeats clamoring with the string of Moquoian
            curses the traveler is shouting. I glance back over my shoulder—the woman is yelling with her fist in the air.
         

         
         I don’t even care why—perhaps she recognized my tattoos and realized who I am, but all I can focus on is the ugly memories
            dredged up by that smell. My stomach boils with a misplaced sense of dread. I whip back around and urge Jema faster. We break
            from the scrub and out into the sage flats.
         

         
         Sure enough, Rat is hopping around the girth of a dun-colored mule, its reins dangling freely. For a brief second I consider
            scaring the mule farther away, or even taking it with me, to keep the woman off my tail, but I’m overridden by the desperate
            desire to get far away from that stench and the sick memories it’s brought with it. I whistle to Rat and kick Jema into a
            canter, veering north for the distant road.
         

         
         Utzibor. Nothing good happens at Utzibor, nothing, nothing, nothing.
         

         
         I just want to be back home.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Veran

         
         I clatter down the hallway, unsteady but rushed—my shave and hairstyling took longer than I anticipated, and I’m running late.
            The Bakkonso Ball starts in just under fifteen minutes. I’m a little surprised Eloise didn’t come find me—it probably means she’s sitting
            expectantly in her parlor, ready to give me an earful.
         

         
         I rap on her door and stand back. But there’s no call from inside or quick rattle of the doorknob. I wait, shifting on my
            blisters.
         

         
         I knock again. “Eloise?”

         
         There’s a tread of approaching feet, and the door swings open to reveal Rou, holding a mug. His collar’s undone, and his face
            is stoic.
         

         
         “Oh good, you’re here,” he says. He hands me the mug. “Hang on to that while I hunt down a fresh pot.”

         
         “What?” I ask as he sweeps past me. “Is Eloise ready? We should be heading to the ballroom.”

         
         “She can’t go,” he says. “She’s not feeling well.”

         
         His grave tone makes my stomach plunge, but then Eloise calls from the other room. “I’m fine, Papa, don’t get everyone worked up! Veran, come here!”
         

         
         Rou hurries away down the hall, and I turn for the bedroom. Eloise is propped up in bed, her hair wrapped in her silk bonnet.
            A small caravan of mugs waits on the bedside table.
         

         
         “What’s wrong?” I ask, adding the mug Rou gave me to its fellows.

         
         “It’s nothing. Just sniffles from all the damp.” She waves at the window, streaked as always with rain. “And you know how
            Papa is. He thinks every hiccup is consumption. I’m fine.”
         

         
         My thoughts fly to the reports of rainshed fever, despite her windows being sealed shut. “Are you sure?”

         
         She nods and sips from one of her mugs. “I’m more irritated than anything—I wanted to go to the ball.”

         
         “I’ll be sure to tell you all about it.”

         
         She shakes her head. “I don’t really care about the dancing. But I wanted to start trying to clear things up with Iano, now
            that we know some of what’s bothering him.”
         

         
         I’d filled Eloise in on the attack on the previous ashoki and Iano’s apparent persisting shock. I’d left out my confusion about the involvement of the Sunshield Bandit, as well as
            the extent of my failure with Minister Kobok, only telling her that he’d declined to share his colors with us and leaving
            out the part where he suspected we were only here to frame him for having a hand in her sister’s abduction fifteen years ago.
         

         
         Eloise sips from her mug. “It’s no matter, I suppose—Papa’s not going to let me out of bed as long as I’m sniffly. You’ll just have to do it instead. Try to get him alone, if it’s possible. Tell him that we’re sorry for his grief, but that we had nothing to do with the attack—and then make it clear that if we can go through with some of our original agreements, we can bring the desert bandits to justice. Emphasize that especially—building the Ferinno Road could stamp out not just slavery, but banditry, too.” 

         
         “I’ll do my best,” I say hesitantly. Already my stomach is turning anxiously at the thought of attempting such a verbal dance
            on my own, particularly after my debacle with Kobok.
         

         
         “I know you will. Come right up after the dance—I want all the details.” She coughs, delicately at first, but then it deepens.
            She turns her head away—I grab for her teetering mug as her chest spasms.
         

         
         “Ugh.” She takes a deep breath, pressing her palm to her chest.

         
         “Are you sure you’re going to be all right?” I ask.

         
         “I’ll be fine with some rest. Too much running around.”

         
         “Have you considered . . .” I begin hesitantly. “It’s just . . . that fever, you know.”

         
         “I’m not feverish,” she says with finality. “And I’ve kept my windows shut, just like they told us to. I’m just run-down.
            I’ll be fine in a few days.”
         

         
         She takes her mug back and savors a sip. “Why don’t you go on—you’re going to be late enough as it is. Papa should be along
            shortly if I can convince him I’ll survive the hour.”
         

         
         The door to the hall swings open, followed by Rou’s voice. “Eloise?”

         
         “Still alive, Papa,” She rolls her eyes at me, but I can’t help noticing the rattle in her breath. I bite back a comment, though, and get up as Rou comes in with a fresh pitcher of steaming water to add to the flock of undrunk tisanes on the bedside table. I slip out as quietly as my shoes allow as he swoops down to check her forehead and throat and pupils, plying her with endless questions. 

         
         I hurry through the atrium and down the staircase, clutching the rail all the while, my thoughts back up with Eloise. I hope
            she’s right, that whatever she has is just a passing illness. Surely if she had been exposed to the mosquito-borne fever,
            others in the palace would have been, too, and then the place would be in a panic.
         

         
         Right?

         
          

         I’m so distracted I barely notice where I’m going, and as I pass through the doors to the social wing, I’m startled to be
            plunged into darkness. I pause as my eyes adjust—it’s dim, but not completely dark, and it’s certainly not silent. An accented
            beat punctuates a rousing bass line of strings, threaded with the murmur of moving crowds. Lining the hall are burly lanterns,
            their flames burning behind thick indigo shades. A flash on my chest catches my eye, and I look down—the pearl in my firefly
            pin’s abdomen is gleaming bright white under the strange lamps.
         

         
         A figure approaches me, and I jump—the servants are even more invisible in the dim light. To my surprise, it’s Fala.

         
         “Oh, hello,” I say.

         
         She bows. “Good evening, lord. May I take your cane?”

         
         I hand it over, hoping I can keep my balance without it.

         
         “Where is the princess?” she asks.

         
         “Not feeling well,” I say. “She sends her regrets.”

         
         “What a shame.” She hands me a little drawstring bag, bulging but weightless. “Your powdered adoh,” she explains. “Watch the caller for cues to throw it—and try to avoid getting it in your eyes.” 

         
         “Thank you,” I say, relieved. “Is that what I do with it? Throw it?”

         
         “Only on the cues. You’ll hear them. I’m sure you will do marvelously, lord.”

         
         I’m decidedly less sure, but another group is entering behind me, and Fala turns to approach them with her basket of adoh. I grip the drawstring bag and hurry toward the ballroom.
         

         
         It’s a sight unlike anything I’ve seen before. In a perverted way, the closest comparison I can make is my folk’s firefly
            revelry. But unlike the fireflies, there’s nothing gentle or quiet about the scene in the ballroom. The darkness is punctuated
            by streaks of bold blue-white, glittering underfoot, peppering clothes, dusting hair. Folk grin, their eyes and teeth dark
            against their luminescent skin. I spot Iano circling with several others near the center of the room. A caller up near the
            orchestra lets out a shout, releasing a pinch of dust from her bag. In response, with a great deal of whooping, a hundred
            other hands arc through the air, streaming with glowing adoh. It settles in a haze over the dancers.
         

         
         “Blessed Light,” I mutter aloud, utterly at a loss. How I’ll describe this to Eloise, to Mama, earth and sky . . .
         

         
         I inch along the periphery of the room until I spy what must be the royal balcony. The queen is there with her entourage.
            I spy Kimela, the newly appointed ashoki, as well as Minister Kobok. I swallow, and my gaze goes to Iano’s embroidered capelet draped over an empty chair near the
            rail—perhaps he’ll return when he’s not dancing. I’ll wait there, station myself by his seat so as not to waste any time.
         

         
         That’s what I tell myself, anyway. I’m being proactive, not spooked by the alien frenzy of Bakkonso.
         

         
         I edge through the crowd, my ears full of the driving drumbeat and hollers from the dance floor any time the powder is tossed
            into the air. I climb the steps to the balcony, relieved to find the noise and fever diminished.
         

         
         Two guards block the entrance at the top.

         
         “Good evening,” I say. “I’m, um, trying to get in, please.”

         
         They stare, silent.

         
         “I’m Veran,” I say. “Greenbrier. I’m with the ambassador? He’s—not here yet.”

         
         Nothing.

         
         Heat rises under my collar—what if I can’t get into the balcony at all? What if I waste all my time waffling in front of the
            guards? What would Eloise do if she were here? What would she say to prove her credentials?
         

         
         “Ah, Prince Veran Greenbrier.”

         
         I look past the guards to see Queen Isme standing past them with a glass of tul in her fingers. She brushes the shoulders of her guards with a feathered fan.
         

         
         “It’s all right, let him through.”

         
         Wordlessly they part, and I sidle between them. Trying not to pant or shake, I bow to the queen.

         
         “Thank you, Lady Queen.”

         
         “Of course. It wouldn’t do to miss your first Bakkonso because of a few stubborn guards.” She smiles warmly, gesturing me to the cluster of seats she had been occupying. “Where
            are the ambassador and the princess?”
         

         
         “I regret Princess Eloise is unable to attend tonight,” I say, trying to salvage my manners. “She is feeling unwell at the moment. Ambassador Rou should arrive shortly.” 

         
         “I am sorry to hear that. I hope she recovers soon.” She speaks slowly and clearly to me, probably used to Rou’s occasionally
            mangled Moquoian. Smiling, she gestures to an empty seat on her opposite side beside Kimela. Minister Kobok is one chair over,
            regarding me over a cup of tul clutched loosely in his hand. Turns out he’s wearing pale greens today—almost exactly the same shade as Kimela, which makes
            sense, given her color title Chartreuse. If I’d thought harder about it, I might have guessed, but I was too preoccupied with the news about the Sunshield Bandit.
            He eyes my eggplant-colored jacket coolly—the color Eloise hoped would match the chairwoman, though I haven’t seen for myself.
         

         
         Queen Isme, also in light greens, waves to a chair. “Please sit. I believe you have yet to formally meet our new ashoki.”
         

         
         Growing ever more anxious—a cozy chat with the queen and her most influential associates was not at all what I’d anticipated—I
            sink into the proffered chair, remembering to bow halfway through to Kimela, producing an awkward tilted crouch. “I’m honored
            to meet one of the fabled ashoki at last.”
         

         
         Her smile grows. I wonder if she’s making mental notes for her debut performance in a few weeks. “The pleasure is mine, Prince
            Veran of the Silverwood Mountains. I regret that I have not seen your home country myself—I have only made it as far west
            as the border of the Ferinno, and I found it much too dry and brown for my liking. But your country is more akin to our own,
            is that right?”
         

         
         “Yes.” I glance at the dance floor—another cloud of glittering adoh has gone up. Partners spin in the falling cloud, catching the powder on skirts and jacket tails with the loudest cheer yet. “We have chestnuts the span of a six-horse coach, and poplars as tall as the palace, but nothing comes close to your southern redwoods.” 

         
         “I hear your silver mines have great potential,” Kobok says.

         
         It seems an odd thing to say—our silver mines have been in production for centuries. I think I’d move that past potential. Before I can think up the right answer, Kobok clarifies his point for me.
         

         
         “My sources tell me there’s a fleet of restrictions in place designed to limit production, instated by an old political faction.
            Why artificially force a low yield? Does it cause civil unrest?”
         

         
         By the Light, he means Mama and the Woodwalkers. Artificially force a low yield . . . responses race through my head, each one of them in rapid Eastern. Unrestricted mining destroys the slopes and waterways, you twit, it kills hamlets and resources, it affects timber and roads . . .
               and how could our mines have lasted this long if we were in a race to deplete them? How exactly do you run your mining operations, Kobok?

         
         “Ethnocentric! Bias!” Colm yells in my head, though I can’t be sure if he’s yelling at me or Kobok.

         
         “Oh, Minister, you bore our guest with industry,” the queen says merrily while I gape like a beached fish. She waves an airy
            hand at the surging dance floor, her wrist jeweled with white beads that glow like teeth under the indigo lamps. “Tell us
            about your dancing, Prince Veran—how does ours compare?”
         

         
         “Marvelous,” I manage automatically, unable to think of a real response. Earth and sky, I wish Eloise was here. Down below, with a final tremendous chord, the dance finishes. A haze of powder settles over the crowd as they applaud the musicians, and then there’s a milling of bodies as the dancers leave the floor. I spy Iano weaving toward the staircase to the balcony. 

         
         “And the rain?” Kimela asks with a touch of amusement, waving to the distant glass overhead, black as night. “Do you have
            our rain?”
         

         
         I try to pull myself together. “We certainly have a lot—but not as much as you. And no domes of glass, either—we instead have
            the fortitude to bear the elements.”
         

         
         Her smile goes from amused to stoic, and oh damn, I realize I’ve gotten my translation muddled. I meant to imply that her
            folk had the technological advantage over mine, but somehow it morphed into a jab. My cheeks go hot.
         

         
         “I . . . er, that’s not what I . . .”

         
         The queen makes a flat little hum and sips her tul. “Such an amusing group, our Eastern ambassadors. So witty.”
         

         
         “Very witty,” echoes Kimela, scrutinizing me. Kobok doesn’t say anything. The ashoki’s lips are pressed permanently into that inscrutable smile, and too late I recall that our delegation might be mistakenly
            tangled up in the death of her predecessor. And I’ve just made a joke at her country’s expense.
         

         
         The dancers are reassembling into two wide circles, fluid with the ripple of skirts. It looks like a ladies’ dance—all the
            men are lining the walls, taking drinks from near-invisible servants. Where is Iano? I glance back toward the guards, trying
            not to appear as if I’m planning an escape. The ashoki leans forward toward me, her silk rustling. A smudge of adoh gleams on her cheek. “Be careful how much you compare the customs of your culture to ours. It doesn’t do to compare the virtues
            of a tree to a seed.”
         

         
         “Yes—no, I . . .” Suddenly I’m flushed with that familiar stuffy heat. An immediate sweat breaks out around my collar and under my arms. The slips and glares of blue white stand out bold as midday sun, fuzzing my vision. The panic of that old feeling momentarily untethers me completely, and I lurch to my feet, shoving my chair back a few inches. The queen and the others all give little starts of surprise. 

         
         At that moment, Iano materializes on the balcony, and my knees nearly give out in relief. He doesn’t seem to see me, though—distracted
            and glowing faintly, he drifts to his empty chair. A small battalion of servants approach him as he sits—a server with a plate
            of sweets, another with a chilled glass of tul, one with a towel, one with a letter on a silver tray.
         

         
         The music begins, and a great hurrah goes up with arcs of adoh. I jerk my gaze back to Kimela, who’s still looking at me despite the spectacle below.
         

         
         I bow, making the burning blood slosh around my head. “Forgive me—I would like to talk to Prince Iano about the dancing. I’m
            very pleased to make your acquaintance, Ashoki Kimela. I look forward to your first performance.”
         

         
         “Yes, be sure you’re there,” she says.

         
         I don’t know what to say to that, and my brain is fizzling anyway, so I simply turn and hurry for the other side of the balcony.

         
         To my surprise, Iano has risen from his seat just seconds after sitting down. He’s rigid, gripping the rail of the balcony
            with one hand and staring at the commotion below. The air is bright with powder, lighting the ladies’ hair and bare arms.
         

         
         I try surreptitiously to loosen my hot collar as I sidle alongside Iano. His valets have dressed him for the occasion down to the smallest details—his normally gold hairpin has been swapped out for one of bone and pearl, to shine in the indigo lamps, and twin studs gleam similarly in his earlobes. His jacket is dark, the better to show off the intricate white embroidery. If it weren’t for the powder glowing faintly on his skin, he could pass for a miniature galaxy. 

         
         He doesn’t look at me. His normally distant eyes are wide and bright, his gaze fixed on some unmoving point in the whirling
            circles of dancers.
         

         
         “Good evening,” I croak. “What, um, what an exciting event this is.”

         
         He doesn’t answer, only jams his fist in his jacket pocket. Across the hall, the caller raises her voice, and with a twirl
            of skirts, the circles change direction. Laughs and cheers ring out. Iano remains silent, still fixed on the floor below.
         

         
         I cough, only partially fake. Earth and sky, I need a glass of water. “Princess Eloise gives her regrets—she’s not feeling
            well and is unable to attend today.”
         

         
         No response. Light be damned, does anything make an impact with him?
         

         
         I press on regardless. “I do have something I’d hoped to speak with you about. Princess Eloise and Ambassador Rou are growing
            concerned at our lack of progress. They had hoped by now we may have at least sketched out the terms of a partnership, if
            not started planning the funding of the Ferinno Road. They’re concerned we’re running out of time before we return to the
            Alcoran summit in Tukurmsi.”
         

         
         There’s a change in the music, the tempo quickening. The ladies change direction again in a cloud of glitter. My flush now washes from my collar down through the rest of my body, my fingers and toes warm and buzzing. I swallow and look hurriedly back to Iano. He hasn’t moved, hasn’t spoken, and suddenly I’m angry as well as panicked. 

         
         “Iano, listen—we’ve heard about what happened to the former ashoki,” I say. His posture goes, if possible, more rigid than before. “And I understand it’s a significant transition for the court,
            and that the decision has been difficult. Eloise and I both wish to communicate our condolences. But if you suspect that we
            had some knowledge of the attack beforehand, or were somehow involved, we weren’t. We had no knowledge of it until this week.
            So I hope . . . I hope that is not what is stalling our discussions.” I continue despite his persisting silence. “Because
            the fact remains that your country and ours spent a great deal of time and money to organize this visit. We traveled for weeks
            to get here. We prepared for years. Perhaps our plans were ambitious, but when you and Eloise and I corresponded, you made
            it sound like Moquoia was ready, that with your throning we would begin a new alliance—”
         

         
         He turns to me so suddenly I’m thrown off-balance. I grab the rail to keep from stumbling. His glassy, inscrutable face has
            suddenly become a torment of creases and furrows.
         

         
         “You don’t know anything,” he snarls.
         

         
         And then he bursts into tears.

         
         With a whirl of glowing silk, he turns and bolts across the balcony, his hands clapped over his face. He rushes past his mother
            and courtiers without slowing a single step and plows through the two guards at the head of the stairs. Every single head
            turns to follow his flight.
         

         
         And then they pivot toward me.

         
         The ambient chatter goes deadly silent, leaving only the pulsing music and cheers below. Where there was a hot flush before, now there’s only frozen shock. I clutch the rail, staring at the empty doorway as thirty-some-odd of the most influential people in this whole strange, terrifying country lock onto me like sights on a crossbow. Minister Kobok gives a quizzical glare. Next to the queen, Kimela tilts her head, as if observing an unrecognizable animal. 

         
         I swallow, and with a huge amount of effort, I put my head down and shuffle across the balcony toward the guarded stairs.
            I place one foot in front of the other, still gripping the bag of adoh.
         

         
         I stumble past the guards and down the darkened stairs. At the bottom, I almost run into Rou, his pale silk ascot glowing
            in the weird light. He’s looking in the direction Iano must have fled, and he turns just as I reach him.
         

         
         “Veran—was that the prince? What’s going on?”

         
         “I need—I need to get out . . .” I push past him, jostling my bag of adoh and sending a luminous cloud into the air. Coughing on the powder, I skirt the edge of the ballroom, squinting against the
            hazy glare dusting every surface. Dropping my bag in a potted plant, I push into the outer hall, the whirling music chasing
            me out. I pick up speed until I’m practically running, my soles clopping dangerously against the floor. I worry that Fala
            will stop me, fretting kindly, but she’s not there anymore, and I race out of the hall without stopping to retrieve my cane.
            Adoh dusts off me like ash, rendered into unremarkable white powder out of the light of the blue lamps.
         

         
         I turn corners, not caring or paying attention to where I’m going, until I’m confronted with a ubiquitous glass wall, its
            sides smeared with rain. I don’t slow down; in fact, I speed up until I practically collide with it. I press my hands and
            face against the glass, my breath fogging the surface.
         

         
         Trapped, closed in, boxed up in a dome of pretend air. I gasp against the glass. Is the rain even real? Are there real, moving trees out there, waving in a wind? I can’t breathe, can’t see straight. I stagger along the wall, one hand on the cold panes, scrabbling at every seam and bracing. I come to a garden bed at the edge of the path and clamber through it, stomping through trimmed moss and everlasting blooms, my heels sinking into the dirt. I push aside the pruned fronds of a date palm and am confronted by a small door, a service entrance for gardeners, so they might do their secret cultivating out of sight of the rest of the palace, lofting the grand illusion that these plants trim and water themselves, that the dead blooms vanish in the night, that worms and bugs simply don’t exist. I throw myself at the door; it gives easily to my dramatic heave, and I pass through two panels of double-thick glass to stagger drunkenly into the shocking rain. 

         
         It is, indeed, real, pouring from the sky in sheets, spattering against the cold gray paving stones. I’m instantly soaked,
            my hair falling from its curls to plaster against my forehead. My jacket gains ten pounds in water, and my shoes flood, making
            the hobnails slick as ice. With a fierce vehemence, I kick them off, setting my bruised feet on the cold stone in shocking
            relief.
         

         
         This courtyard is little more than a platform, surrounded by a low wall. The stinging rain feels delicious against my sensation-starved
            skin, but I want more. I want wind and soil. To the left is a ladder, extending both up and down—the scaffolds I’d seen the
            glass cleaner climbing yesterday. Attempting a ladder in my current state is a terrible idea, particularly a narrow metal one clinging vertically to the side
            of a glass building, at an unknown height, in the rain.
         

         
         I am just in the mood.
         

         
         Leaving my shoes, I swing onto the rungs, the metal biting my fingers. They’re cut with hatching to provide purchase when
            wet, and, trusting in that alone, I begin to clamber down them. It was a good idea to take off my shoes—my knees are wobbly,
            and my panic hasn’t fully subsided. Chances are good I’d have slipped straight off if I was still wearing those wooden soles.
         

         
         Fortunately, the ballrooms are on the lower floors of the palace. I reach another platform, and then the greenish glass walls
            disappear, replaced by the palace’s immense stone foundation, buttressed by dark soil. I hit the landing at the bottom and
            immediately step off the pavers into the rich, wet earth.
         

         
         My breath escapes my chest like a plunging bellows, and I curl my numb toes into the dirt. The ground is covered with thick
            ferns, except in the two feet or so along the palace foundation, providing a well-maintained service path. I give a passing
            thought to mosquitoes, but the next moment I realize they won’t fly in the pouring rain—they’ll stay under the thick tree
            canopy and the overhangs of the palace windows. Keeping one hand on the stones, I follow the service path, heading around
            the curve of the wall until I reach a place where the ground slopes away, affording a rain-muddled view of the forests beyond.
         

         
         I succumb to the weakness in my knees and drop to the ground, tucking my feet under me. I’ve ruined this outfit, but at the
            moment, I can’t make myself worry about it. I set my head on my knees, drawing in great gulps of chilly, living air, the wind
            shivering over my wet skin.
         

         
         By the Light, what a mess I am. What a joke—a throwaway prince stuffed into foreign clothes, playacting at diplomacy. I should never have agreed to a political discussion without Eloise. I’m not even sure I should be here at all. Surely someone else has the same grasp on Moquoian that I have. Surely Prince Iano’s handle on Common Eastern could have sufficed otherwise. 

         
         Lightning flashes, and I curl my arms over my head, blocking out the jarring light. A juvenile wave of homesickness compounds
            my lightheadedness. I wish you were here, Mama. Papa. Viyamae. Mama would make no pretense at tiptoeing around the etiquette and polite society. She’d stand in the middle of the crowd in
            her tunic and Woodwalker boots and cut straight to the chase—What exactly is going on here? Papa would have the patience of the mountains themselves, and my oldest sister, Viyamae, would know precisely the right words
            to gain results. Earth and sky, even my other siblings would produce better results than me. Vyncet would puzzle things out
            in his methodical way, Susimae would charm everyone with her sweetness, Idamae would just fight anyone who looked at her crossways.
            Any one of them could do a better job than me.
         

         
         I shouldn’t have come.

         
         I wiggle my feet deeper into the rich muddy soil, staining the embroidered hems of my trousers, taking morose pleasure in
            mirroring my own wallow in self-pity. The air is heavy with the smell of rot and ripe earth, but after weeks in the sanitized
            forests of the palace, I inhale it like a tonic. The ache for the firefly slopes of Lampyrinae lodges deep in my gut.
         

         
         Slowly, the panic and dizziness brought on by the harsh light in the ballroom lessens, leaving my head aching. I massage my
            temples—I’m going to have a lot to atone for when I go back inside. I let my hands fall to the ground and then pause when
            I feel something besides mud. I look down.
         

         
         Under my fingers, curled on its side, is a small, bright yellow bird—a goldfinch. The black and white bars on its wing are so crisp I’m surprised I didn’t see it when I threw myself into this spot. I pull my fingers away. Its head is bent at an odd angle, its legs curled like twigs in a frost. Dead. 

         
         My gaze is inexplicably drawn past it, along the palace foundation, to another tiny mass on the ground. This one is easy to
            miss—a dun-colored sparrow—but it, too, is on its side, its head twisted backward.
         

         
         Setting my palms against the soaring stone foundation, I get stiffly to my feet. The mud squishes through my toes as I pick
            my way along the curved wall. Beyond the sparrow is another, and then a bluebird, and then several warblers nearly right on
            top of each other. When I get to another goldfinch, I stop, staring at its bent head. Goldfinch is a popular epithet in the
            Silverwood, it’s bright per-chick-o-ree the song of summer.
         

         
         I look down the row of dead songbirds I just walked past, and then farther down the curve of the foundation, where I can see
            more—a flash of red here, a huddle of brown there. Each of them curled in the mud, their heads bent on broken necks.
         

         
         I look up.

         
         The rain stings my face as I stare at the massive expanse of glass soaring into the sky, the greatest feat of modern engineering,
            the pinnacle of progress.
         

         
         The birds hit the glass.
         

         
         My embarrassment in the ballroom is overwhelmed suddenly by the sinister reality of this palace, this marvel of shine and gloss and see-through walls. Why had the thought of birds striking the glass never occurred to me? At home we string mirrored pendants from the main windows, and during migration season any windows higher than the tree line have to be slatted. But this place, this city of glass . . . by the Light, how many birds must die in a day? A hundred? A thousand? 

         
         A flare of anger bursts to life inside me, my fists balling at my sides. I’m nearly ready to turn and race up the ladders
            and staircases to Eloise’s room, full of fury, but in the next moment, I wilt again. Eloise can’t be bothered by this, and
            neither can Rou. While they’d surely care about the deaths of scores of birds a day, they simply can’t afford to waste effort
            on it—particularly not now when all our attempts seem to be taking us backward.
         

         
         I should have told Eloise the whole truth about my failure with Kobok—between that disaster and today’s, there’s no chance
            she’ll send me off on my own again. Hopefully she’ll be well enough in another day or so to salvage some of the wreckage I’ve
            caused. I’ll go up to her room now and confess. It’s going to hurt, detailing my dismal attempts at diplomacy to her, but
            at least she’ll be able to make informed decisions from here on out. Birds or no birds.
         

         
         A gust of wind picks up, sluicing along the palace wall. I shiver violently, my earlier cloak of frustration and self-pity
            gone. Now I’m just cold and wet, my feet numb and my head muddled. Dejected, I trudge back along the line of dead songbirds
            to the service ladder. In a fog, I clamber back up and pass back into the palace, leaving a small stream of water over the
            tiled floors and carpeted staircases.
         

         
         Bakkonso isn’t over yet, so the halls are quiet, save for a few soft footsteps here and there as servants slip into service doors or alcoves as I pass by. It makes me uneasy, this rigid protocol between the court and the staff, but I’ve already made enough blunders. I put my soaking head down and don’t try to make any eye contact. 

         
         The climb up to the guest wing leaves me winded, and the atrium flickers with the continued lightning outside. With one hand
            on my forehead, I reach Eloise’s door and knock. There’s no answer, but I expect it’s because she’s still in bed. I crack
            the door open.
         

         
         “Eloise?” I call.

         
         The parlor is dim and silent. She must have fallen asleep. I’ll talk to her tomorrow, then.

         
         There’s a whine by my ear—I jump as a mosquito sails out of the darkness, on its way into the hall. I smush it against the
            door frame, crushing it. I wipe my hand on my soaked jacket and then ease the door shut. Turning, I tread toward my room,
            congratulating myself for keeping my shoes quiet.
         

         
         No, I’m an idiot. I left my shoes outside the vexing service door. I’ve been so quiet because I’m barefoot. Lightning splashes
            against the hallway windows. I clamp my hand over my eyes, leaving just a sliver to see through, as much a motion of dismay
            as discomfort.
         

         
         Feeling exceptionally stupid, as well as tired, sore, and cold, I reach my door and turn the knob, desperate for the oblivion
            of sleep.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Tamsin

         
         I found a thumbtack!

         
         It’s actually always been with me. I’ve just been too dense to appreciate it for what it was. Believe it or not, it was driven
            through the metal band of my waste bucket. There are four of them, two on each band, to hold them in place. One was loose.
            After a bit of finagling and a broken fingernail, I worked it out of the wood (my bucket was empty at this point). Now I hold
            it in my hand, a prize, barely the length of my thumbnail.
         

         
         Hello, little friend!

         
         Poia came back a while ago, and she was extra surly, barking at Beskin about the smoke in the rafters and the scorpion in
            the rice jar and the pointless reorganization of the coffee cupboard. From the snippets I could hear, I gather she had some
            kind of run-in with bandits on the trip, though she clearly came out on top—just after she returned, she had unlocked my door
            and kicked it open, brandishing an inkwell and sheet of parchment.
         

         
         “Time for you to sign your name,” she’d said.

         
         “Is this blood on these sheets?” came Beskin’s voice from around the corner.
         

         
         “Not my blood,” Poia shot back, shoving the materials into my hands. “Anyway, it may work in our favor—who’s to say it’s not
            hers?”
         

         
         As I juggled the writing materials she had thrust at me, my gaze had fallen to her feet, planted impatiently before me. One
            of her trouser legs was rolled up to show a dusty bandage wrapped around her ankle. But it wasn’t the injury that had drawn
            my attention—it was the edge of a tattoo peeking above the cloth. Two small curved lines, arcing toward each other like parentheses.
         

         
         My eyes narrowed.

         
         She’d snapped impatiently. “Come on, your name, and make it legible this time.”

         
         I did what she demanded, puckering my lips as I focused on forming the letters. Afterward she whisked the parchment away,
            grumbling about having to head right back out into the cursed wilderness to deliver the thing on schedule. Her slam of the
            door toppled my empty bucket, which led me to set it upright and discover the loose edge of the thumbtack poking out of the
            metal band.
         

         
         Sitting in my palm, it feels like a weapon.

         
         I think back to the tattoo peeking above the bandage on Poia’s ankle. It’s a mark I haven’t seen since arriving at court—not
            something a high-ranking noble would flaunt to their colleagues. But I’m not surprised to find it on Poia’s skin, and I wouldn’t
            be surprised to find that some of the people on my list of enemies may bear the same ink. I close my fingers on the thumbtack.
         

         
         What to do with this new information? I wonder.

         
         What to do with my friend, as well?

         
         The bats are flying outside, making the air thick with their chatter and distinct odor. They billow against the deep turquoise
            sky, a true mokonnsi. Between this and my new prize, my spirits are lighter than they’ve been in weeks. The pain in my body is distant and familiar.
            Best of all, I have the capability to do something.
         

         
         To leave a trace.

         
         Carefully, I pinch the thumbtack and press it into the adobe wall. But as I attempt to drag it in a line, the adobe only crumbles.
            Hm. No good.
         

         
         I scoot to the cell door. It’s made of wood. I press the point into the grain and drag it. It makes a minuscule scratch. Carefully,
            I smile. It hurts less now.
         

         
         The bats wheel outside. I drag the point over the line again.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Lark

         
         Thwack.

         
         The blunt ax head buries in the thick round of pine. I jerk it out and swing it high again, the muscles bunching in my back.
            Sweat pours between my shoulder blades, and I can feel the sun crisping my skin bared in the absence of my shirt and vest.
            But I don’t care. I can’t split wood in my vest, and to be honest I can’t afford the possibility of busting the seams in my
            shirt sleeves—that’s what happened to my only spare—so I split wood in my breast band, and I brown darker than the wet riverbank
            in the meantime.
         

         
         I bring the ax down again. Despite tireless sharpening, the head has almost entirely lost its edge. It bites into the wood
            only a fraction of an inch. I work it back out, feeling the handle wiggle loosely in the metal fitting. It doesn’t help that
            the wood slice I’m working on is two feet around. Our firewood is dwindling in camp, and we’re down to these stupidly thick
            lengths of pine. Crappy wood, and impossible to split. I’d use a wedge and a sledgehammer, but surprise—we don’t have any.
         

         
         I hear Rose’s step. Rat lifts his head and thumps his brushy tail.

         
         “You’re muttering to yourself,” she says.

         
         “I am not.” I wiggle the head out of the wood again—damn, this handle is getting loose.

         
         “Something about a sledgehammer.”

         
         “Oh. That was out loud?”

         
         She bends her knee—she’s not wearing her false leg today, relying on a crutch to hop around. Her trouser leg is tied below
            her stump. She lowers herself to the ground near the last few lengths of pine and takes out her pocketknife. She picks up
            a splinter of wood and starts shaving bits off to wrap into kindling bundles.
         

         
         We’re quiet for a moment, the silence broken only by the dull thud of the ax and the scratching of her knife. It was a blow
            to the others in camp when I returned two days ago with the news from Snaketown. I kept quiet about the scuffle with Dirtwater
            Dob and that gut-awful smell of guano coming off the traveler. I gave the blister cream to Rose and the tonic to Whit and
            Andras, but dinner that night was corn cakes hard with grit, and broth boiled from the last of a grouse carcass Sedge had
            trapped. Since then I sent Saiph and Pickle to the river to gather more cattail pollen and roots, and we’ve doubled down on
            laying game traps. We’ve been lucky—one of Sedge’s snares caught a jackrabbit, and I got a fat gopher in one of my pits. We
            set to smoking the meat yesterday—but that burned through the last of our wood. Which is why I’m here, fighting with a massive
            block of pine.
         

         
         “We need to take the horses down to the river and drag up one of those cottonwood falls,” Rose says, tying kindling into a
            bundle. “Then we can split it here in camp.”
         

         
         “I know, but there hasn’t been time. I need Saiph and Pickle for it, and they’re watching the road today.”

         
         “Sedge could probably help.”

         
         “I guess.” Sedge is big and muscular, but his longest stint in captivity was splitting wood for the glass forges in Moquoia,
            and he killed his back as a result. He can’t lift an ax above his head. But he could probably help hitch up a fallen tree.
         

         
         Silence falls between us again. My breast band is drenched in sweat; I pause to wipe my face with my bandanna, avoiding her
            gaze. I’ve been avoiding it since I came back, trying not to swirl up that sickly dread from a few days ago.
         

         
         “Are we going to talk about what to do about Snaketown?” Rose asks.

         
         I tie my bandanna back around my forehead and lift the ax again. “What’s there to talk about? I can’t go back. We’ll have
            to go to Pasul.”
         

         
         “Pasul’s a long way.”

         
         “A day’s ride isn’t too bad.” I try to keep the unease out of my voice at the thought of leaving the others in camp for three,
            maybe four days.
         

         
         “You don’t look Moquoian.”

         
         “Well, I don’t look Alcoran, either.”

         
         “You can pass for it, though—a Cypri-Alcoran mix. And folks were used to seeing you in Snaketown. But you’ll stand out a lot
            more in Moquoia.”
         

         
         “Well—so I’ll stand out. I’ll take Saiph with me. He can do most of the running around. We don’t really have another choice.”

         
         “I could go to Snaketown,” she says.
         

         
         I swing the ax up again. “Nope.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         The ax falls. “You think I stick out, Rose? How many one-legged Cypri girls go riding into Snaketown?”
         

         
         “Oh, I’m a girl now? I thought we agreed I’m at least two years older than you. If I’m a girl, you’re a tot, and a whiny one
            at that.” She bends her right leg and rests her arm on her knee. “You’re not the sole protector of Three Lines, Lark. You’re
            not our canyon queen.”
         

         
         “Well, someone has to be.”

         
         “No, someone doesn’t. You’re just one of us. I appreciate you taking charge, I do, and the little ones look up to you. But
            you can’t pull all the weight by yourself. You have to let some of us do it, too.”
         

         
         I lean on the ax for a moment, looking at her. “Look, I know you think otherwise, but I’m not just being stubborn. What’s
            it going to look like if I get chased out of Snaketown, and then a few days later a raggedy stranger comes riding in to get
            the same supplies? Patzo’s not an idiot. He’ll know you’re coming in my place. Then they’ll have a poster up with your face on it, if they don’t just toss you in jail right away.”
         

         
         “It’s a chance we may have to take, Lark.”

         
         “No, it’s not. And I won’t send Saiph or Pickle in for the same reason. Lila can’t defend herself. Sedge can’t go in because
            of the slave ring around his neck. Snaketown is out for us, Rose. It’s Pasul, or nothing—and that’s assuming they don’t have
            bounty sheets posted there, too.”
         

         
         “Then I’ll go to Pasul.”

         
         “What is wrong with you? No, you won’t!”

         
         “What’s wrong with you?” she shoots back. “You act like I haven’t helped you turn over a dozen stages and twice as many wagons. Is this some kind of fake survivor’s guilt? Are you still carrying around my calf like it’s a penance?” 

         
         My next swing has a flush of anger behind it—the head bites deep into the wood. I go to wrench it free—and the handle pops
            clean out, leaving the head stuck fast. I swear in frustration and hurl the ax handle. It spins end over end and disappears
            into a thicket of scrub oak.
         

         
         Rose snorts derisively. “I was going to say at least the handle didn’t break, but . . .”

         
         I sit down hard in the dirt, rubbing the back of my hand across my forehead and leaving it there. The smell of bats ghosts
            in my nose again. “Why did you have to bring that up?”
         

         
         “I’m not the one obsessed with the memory.”

         
         No, because it hadn’t been her fault, and she’d been either liquored up or unconscious for most of it. I remember every second—the
            full momentum of the bull, the sight of its horn puncturing clean through Rose’s calf. Rose sailing through the air, Rose
            coughing through the whiskey they dosed her up with to start the surgery right there in the branding ring. The bow saw, the
            sound of the bow saw, how its teeth sank into her skin and below, grinding back, forth, back, forth. The cowhand’s set jaw, his dirty fingers around the handle, his sharp curse.
         

         
         “Damnation, Nit, shut up and hold her still. If you’d held the be-damned gate like I said, this wouldn’t have happened.”

         
         I rub my eyes. “It was my fault. I was supposed to be keeping the gate closed.”

         
         “Girl, that bull was well over a thousand pounds of muscle and madness. If it wanted to bust through the holding pen, your skinny little ass wasn’t going to stop it.” She flicks a splinter of wood at me. “Besides, it gave us the chance to get away from the rustlers, didn’t it? They underestimated me, and you. Aren’t you glad about that?” 

         
         “No. You don’t have a leg.”
         

         
         “Dammit, I don’t have a calf, and so what? You act like a person needs to be whole to be considered a person at all. That crap’s tiring, Lark. I don’t move as fast
            anymore, but I ride just as well, and I’m a damn sight better shot than you. Quit treating me like a cripple on bedrest. Grow
            up. Worry about your own issues before you worry about mine.”
         

         
         I hear a deep sigh from Rat—he does that when tensions are running high. Rose glares at me with one eyebrow raised. I give
            my own sigh.
         

         
         “I don’t want anything to happen to you,” I say, unable to add you’re the only family I’ve got.

         
         “That’s something none of us can promise,” she says, resuming her work at splintering the pine fragment. “Least of all you.
            Listen. Let me and Saiph go into Pasul. We’ll set out tomorrow. While we’re gone, you take Pickle and Sedge down to the river
            and haul up a cottonwood. Let Andras help. Build up a wall of firewood eight feet high. Then when we come back, we’ll have
            ourselves a feast of beef and potatoes and real honest-to-goodness griddle biscuits. All right?”
         

         
         I blow out the rest of my breath. “All right. Get some lard, too.”

         
         She nods. “And beans.”

         
         “Blankets.”

         
         “Soap,” she says. “The kind with flower petals in it.”

         
         “Perfumed scalp oil.” As long as we’re getting fanciful.

         
         “Plus twelve head of cattle.”

         
         “And a marble fountain of crystal-clear water.”

         
         “Bandages,” she adds. “We do actually need more. I’m bleeding right now, and Lila’s been cramping—she’ll probably have one
            of her blow-outs this time around. Sorry—the fountain reminded me.”
         

         
         I grunt and wipe my forehead with my bandanna. “Then get some of that Missus tea.” I think of the ax head buried in the wood.
            “And a new ax.”
         

         
         “Absolutely not.” She points into the bushes. “You go get that handle from the scrub, and if you get scratched up, it’s your
            own fault.”
         

         
         “You provoked me.”

         
         “You provoked yourself, my love.” She ties a last bundle of kindling. “Take it to Sedge. He’s been dying for something to
            keep his hands busy. I don’t want him adding wheels to my leg or anything.”
         

         
         I sigh and get to my feet. She reaches out to let me help her up.

         
         “Rose, I’m sorry,” I say as she tucks her crutch back under her arm. “I don’t mean to act like you can’t take care of yourself.
            I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
         

         
         “Probably rage-fling everything in camp into the scrub.” She pushes me toward the bushes.

         
         Before I can work up the fortitude to plunge into the scratchy mess of branches, running footsteps thump toward us. Saiph
            rounds the big boulder at the edge of the splitting ring, his angular black eyes lit with tense excitement.
         

         
         “What’s the matter?” I ask. “Stage?” I’m not going after any stagecoach right now.

         
         “No,” he says, his face fierce. “Wagon.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Veran

         
         I wake up on the floor.

         
         Dammit.

         
         I pushed myself too hard last night. I should have known better.

         
         A knock is coming from my parlor door—the sound must have jarred me awake. I flail in a web of sheets, my limbs hollow and
            watery. My elbow throbs, which means it probably took the brunt of the fall. I clamber to my feet, woozy, and stumble out
            into the parlor. I turn the wrong way at first, toward my glassed porch, before windmilling in a full circle and staggering
            to the door to the hall.
         

         
         On my threshold stands a black-liveried palace servant, holding a box in his hands.

         
         He says something, jumbled words that make no sense. His statement ends with a lift in his voice, as if he’s asked me a question.

         
         “What?” I slur.

         
         He blinks at me.

         
         “What?” he echoes.

         
         Oh—oh, right, the language. Moquoian. He’s speaking Moquoian, I think I answered in Eastern. I shake my head as if to rattle my
            brain into place. My whole body hurts.
         

         
         “Sorry,” I say in Moquoian. “I, uh, did not sleep well. What did you say?”

         
         “Have you lost a pair of shoes?”

         
         A pair of shoes? “I don’t think so.”

         
         “I’ve been told these are your shoes, sir,” he says, lifting the lid.

         
         I stare, befuddled, at the shoes in his hands, gripping the doorframe to counteract my dizziness. The purple silk has been
            cleaned and dried, and they’re tucked neatly in place with a swath of linen.
         

         
         “Mistress Fala said one of the groundskeepers found them outside the mezzanine garden entrance,” he explains, slowly, as if
            I’m a toddler—with good reason; I’m feeling about as coherent as one. “She inquired with the cordwainers, who matched them
            to your wardrobe. Or were they in error?”
         

         
         “Uh, no—no.” The patchwork memories of the previous night blink back to me like a guttering lantern. “No, they’re mine. Yes,
            the garden entrance. I left them there. By accident.”
         

         
         I take the shoes from him and tuck them under my arm. With the memories comes the mortification of my slipups on the royal
            balcony, along with the conviction to tell all the details to Eloise and start trying to fix a few things. Following that
            comes the unexpected image of a dead songbird lying broken in the mud.
         

         
         I rub my eyes. “If you please,” I say to the servant. “Do you know if the ambassador and princess are awake?”

         
         “I expect so, sir—it’s past breakfast. Shall I inquire with them for you?”

         
         “No, thank you—I’ll go myself.” I turn over my palm, which he stares at. Too late I remember that my folk’s automatic gesture
            of thanks isn’t universal. Hurriedly I tuck my hand back under my arm. “Thank you for returning my shoes.”
         

         
         I wait until he bows and heads away, and then I duck back inside my parlor. I set the shoes with the mud-stained outfit from
            the previous night and head to the trunk in my bedroom. I’m too achy from the night to attempt another Moquoian jacket and
            jeweled trousers—if Rou can be charmingly outlandish, so can I. I pull out the topmost pair of tunic and trousers, along with
            a leather belt and my softest, most comfortable pair of boots, the ones with the chevron fringe. I fumble to pull everything
            on.
         

         
         I’m just tugging my second boot over my toes, mentally rehearsing what I’m going to say to Eloise in a few minutes, when I’m
            startled out of my thoughts by a clanging bell. I pause, straining to hear.
         

         
         “Kualni An-Orra! Kualni An-Orra! To the northwest rails—Kualni An-Orra!”

         
         Colors in the sky.

         
         A rainbow.

         
         I wrench my boot onto my foot and stagger upright. The clanging continues as I run back to the parlor door and out into the hallway, soon accompanied by other cries in the corridor. Maids are dropping laundry baskets in corners, and other guests of the Moquoian palace are darting from rooms, pulling on jackets and shoes. I catch a whiff of lemon balm as one lady smears insect repellent over her face. I shuffle down the hallway a few steps, one hand on the wall. 

         
         I’m halfway across the atrium when I realize I should have knocked on Eloise’s door—at least to see if she’s well enough to
            come outside. But I don’t want to miss the start of my first Kualni An-Orra prayer or run the risk of the rainbow fizzling out before I can get to a northwestern patio. Perhaps I’ll meet her outside
            and then, once the event is over, we’ll sit down and talk.
         

         
         The main doors out to the atrium porches are thrown open at last, with mosquito netting just barely forming a barrier to the
            open air. Folk slip through the netting, heedless of the damp wind gusting into the palace. The breeze rustles the tops of
            the indoor cedars, shaking needles from their usually stagnant branches and filling the air with a sharp evergreen scent.
            I grip the rail around the waving crowns, following the colorful silks of the last few Moquoian guests, one of whom has suds
            streaming from her wet hair.
         

         
         I’m slow, and a little nauseated—the night was harder on me than I thought—and by the time I get around the circle of the
            atrium, everyone in the wing has already poured out. I can see them through the windows, rushing around the wraparound porch
            to the right, seeking those northwestern viewpoints. The rain has stopped, lighting up the glass with patchy sunlight, and
            through the panes I think I can see it—a smear of colors growing bolder as the clouds shift, forming a definite arc.
         

         
         I don’t know what makes me do it—everything worth seeing is happening outside, on the terrace, in the sky; I’ve been looking
            forward to a Kualni An-Orra since we arrived, and I’ve been dying to get out in the free air, last night’s ill-planned excursion notwithstanding. But for whatever reason, despite the rushing breeze and billowing clouds, just before I release my grip on the rail, I look down, into the cedar trees. Normally, six stories up, the crowns block the view of the gardens below. But now, with the boughs bending in the wind, I catch a glimpse of the distant pathway, where I see a flash of gold-piped capelet flickering through the branches. 

         
         I turn fully to the rail, leaning over to be sure my dozy brain isn’t playing tricks on me. No, there’s his golden hairpin.
            While every other soul in the palace is rushing outside, Iano is stealing off the path through the cedar gardens. And not
            simply skulking or moping, either—he’s moving with purpose among the boles, pushing aside ferns and flowers with a destination
            in mind.
         

         
         I waver, looking again out the open doors. But it doesn’t take me long to make a decision—his snap and flight last night repeat
            in my head, coupled with the painful memory of all the eyes turned my way.
         

         
         He’s up to something, and I’m just off-kilter enough to decide it’s my business.

         
         Besides that, today I’m wearing my boots, not tippy hard-soled slippers, and that makes me feel invincible.

         
         Emboldened, I reverse my direction and head back for the staircase, slipping down the first few steps with blissful silence.
            Up above me, a single bell chimes, and a swarm of voices rises en masse in the first line of the twelve-verse prayer, starting
            with tekonnsi scarlet and the call for energy. The voices grow distant as I reach the third-floor landing and peer into the trees again. I can just see a flash of gold through the trunks, but Iano’s moving away fast. I don’t want to lose him—I’m moving faster than I ever could in the Moquoian shoes, but by the time I reach the gardens below, he may have vanished in the greenery. 

         
         So, on impulse, probably channeling more of my mother than may be wise at the moment, I throw my leg over the rail, reach
            for the nearest stout limb, and swing into the branches.
         

         
         I’m showered with fragrant needles, and my palms are instantly tacky with sap, but it feels strangely glorious to shimmy and
            twist down through the branches. I’ll be the first to admit I’ve lived a sheltered life, but I’ve seen Mama scramble up an
            endless number of trees, bear bag in hand, and I’ve practiced on my own during the chancy stolen moments alone in the forest.
            I’d get an earful if Mama knew, or a full-blown panic attack if Papa found out, but I’ve learned to be fast and quiet enough
            not to raise suspicion. Besides, these trunks are strong, trained by centuries of pruning to grow in attractive arches thick
            enough to hold glassed lamps and pendants. I slither easily from branch to branch, angling down toward the ground in the same
            direction Iano disappeared.
         

         
         A small side path winds through the trees a few yards to my right, one of many little pleasure jaunts in the grove. But Iano is cutting a line to my left, leaving a swath of squashed fern heads and heeled footprints in his wake. I stop just short of dropping to the ground and instead crab through the understory, occasionally jumping to my next perch when the branches become too slim. None of the sunlight and breeze from the open doors penetrates this far in—it’s still and quiet as a first snow. I pause against a trunk, and then I hear it—a low murmur, and a hush of whispers. I peer around the trunk—Iano’s turquoise capelet flashes through the branches about a stone’s throw in front of me. I can’t make out any words from here, but blessedly there’s a hefty split trunk perfect for hiding just one branch over. I splay my feet on the branch, just like on the scout walkwires at home—another thing I’m not supposed to do—and pad silently down the limb to the crook of the tree. I flush with pride at that successful traverse as I wiggle into the space between the split trunks—my brother, Vynce, still has trouble with his traverses, and he’s damn close to earning his Woodwalker boots and cord. 

         
         I force my thoughts away from my own silly victories and peer through the open space between the trunks. Iano is a little
            to my right, half hidden behind another tree, but I have a clear shot at the person he’s talking to—it’s Mistress Fala. She’s
            more distraught than I’ve seen her any other time, her hands clasped before her, and her motherly face creased in desperation.
            Stifling my breath, I lean forward as much as I dare.
         

         
         “. . . I don’t know who it was, my prince, I swear I don’t . . .”

         
         “Light be damned, maid, how can you not know?” The anger in Iano’s voice startles me—he sounds even fiercer than last night. One fist is balled by his side, trembling.
            The other hand rests on the ceremonial rapier always attached to his waist. A flicker of unease needles my brain—I’ve never
            stopped to wonder if he’s actually proficient with the elegant weapon. Surely he wouldn’t use it against an unarmed, distressed
            subject.
         

         
         Would he?

         
         “He wore a hood and cape,” Fala answers tremulously. “And a cloth over his face, and he had a bintu knife in his belt, and he was so big . . . he made me kneel and keep my eyes on the ground while he gave me the message.”
         

         
         Iano gives an exasperated growl. “And? What did he have to say this time?”

         
         Fala’s voice drops quieter, her hands clutched in front of her lips. I strain forward even more, one scant grip on a scrubby branch the only thing keeping me from pitching headfirst out of the tree. 

         
         “Speak louder, dammit! What did he say?”
         

         
         “He said . . . he said the eyes in the court are many, and that you . . . you must make a better effort at appearing n-natural.
            H-he said if you cannot keep up appearances, then . . . oh, please my prince—”
         

         
         “Then what?” There’s panic alongside the anger in Iano’s voice now, thrumming through the air. The cord on his rapier swings.
         

         
         “Then you may start to receive—items. He said . . .” Fala’s voice is shaking so badly, I can barely translate her words. “He
            said she . . . she has enough f-fingers and toes to send a daily reminder until your c-coronation.”
         

         
         Iano’s breathing is so loud I can hear it above Fala’s voice, until she breaks down, her palms pressed over her face to muffle
            her crying. My stomach squeezes at her distress, but Iano makes no move to console her. He’s quiet for several long breaths,
            and when he speaks again, his voice is low and dangerous.
         

         
         “And you have no inkling who this man is?”
         

         
         Fala shakes her head, lifting her splotchy face from her hands. “He’s only found me twice, each time when I was alone and
            in the dark—first cleaning the lamps in the portrait hall, and second when I was washing the breakfast room windows. The other
            times he’s left the letters—he puts them in with my other correspondences in the mail room . . .”
         

         
         “Have you spoken with your mail workers?”

         
         “They’ve never seen him. The letters are simply in the collection box when they come in the morning.” She fishes a handkerchief out of her pocket and blows her nose. “I am so sorry, my prince—I wish by the Light he had not sought me out, I wish by the Light he was not tormenting you with her safety, but what can I do—what can I do?” Her final words are akin to a wail. 

         
         Iano’s breath streams out his nose. “Next time, come to me straightaway—I don’t care what time of the night it is. If he approaches
            you again, you come wake me immediately.”
         

         
         “He says if I do so he’ll—”

         
         “I don’t give a damn what he says he’ll do. This is more important. She’s more important. And if you’ll just keep your head next time, we may be able to stop him tormenting the three of us altogether.
            Do I make myself clear?”
         

         
         “Yes, my prince, yes.”

         
         He flaps a hand at her. “Go. Report to me immediately with any scrap of information.”
         

         
         She bows herself in a half circle around him, her hands clasped before her again. “Yes, sir, I promise.”

         
         I lean back quickly in the tree as she turns and hurries away, frantically wiping her tears. She stumbles through the ferns,
            her sniffling fading away.
         

         
         Iano, meanwhile, stands stone-still under the trees, still gripping his rapier. In the new silence, I drag my tunic collar
            over my mouth to try to stifle my breathing. He stays there, rigid, for countless minutes, until I have dents in my palms
            from the cracks in the bark.
         

         
         Somewhere in the faint distance, a bell rings out again, and then another, and another, their constant ringing becoming a
            full-on peal. The Kualni An-Orra is over. The rainbow has been swallowed up by the clouds again.
         

         
         Iano makes a sudden movement, unsheathing his rapier and slicing it expertly through the ferns, leaving a perfectly flat gap in the brush. 

         
         “Kuas!” he shouts.
         

         
         I don’t know that word, but something tells me it’s probably not in my Standard Primer of Moquoian Vocabulary. He turns toward my tree for the first time, scrubbing his palm over his face. I hold my breath as he sheathes his rapier,
            but he pays no attention to my tree as he winds back among the trunks. He trudges slowly through the ferns, his shoulders
            slumped in defeat. I hold still until I can no longer hear his footfalls, and then I relax against the crook of the cedar,
            letting my breath out in one long stream.
         

         
         Well.

         
         Someone is blackmailing the prince.

         
         A he.
         

         
         About a she.
         

         
         Well, well, well.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Tamsin

         
         I have one whole letter carved in the door.

         
         H

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Lark

         
         I crouch on the rocks, peering over the twisted trunk of a fallen ponderosa pine. Below us, the thin ribbon of the South Burr
            slices through the flats. A meager road follows the near bank of the river, barely more than two parallel ruts offering a
            break in the scrub. We’re four miles off the split with the stage road, which angles toward the North Burr on its way to Pasul.
            This one continues along the South Burr for another mile. A cart towing a large wooden wagon bumps slowly along the track,
            its wheels and gears groaning against the rough terrain. The wagon is pulled by oxen, not horses—that’s what allows these
            travelers to take this remote road, rather than the main stage routes. And they know they’re in dangerous territory—three
            armed guards face each direction, quarrels loaded into crossbows. The driver snaps a whip, urging the team to move through
            this treacherous bottleneck faster.
         

         
         It’s a good position. The sagebrush flats are wide but rocky, and the wagon won’t be able to veer off the main track without breaking apart or falling in the river. We’ll move faster than the oxen team, even at their full speed. We outnumber the armed guards. And to top it off, they’re heading west—directly into the vicious late-afternoon sun shooting straight across the flats. 

         
         I crawl back up to the stand of living ponderosas, where the others are waiting.

         
         “All right,” I say. “We’ll do this the usual way. Saiph and Pickle, you draw fire in front and give Rose and Sedge a shot
            at the guards. I’ll work on the driver. If they try to outrun us, Pickle, you go for the cart wheel, not the wagon. Don’t
            get your head bashed in.”
         

         
         “Wouldn’t think of it!” He’s eager, his horse sidestepping and snorting underneath him, feeling his energy.

         
         “All right.” I put my toe in the stirrup and sling my leg over Jema’s back. I check my sword, buckler, and crossbow and then
            look down at Rat. “Ready, Rat?”
         

         
         He rises off the ground.

         
         “Don’t you get your head bashed in, either,” I say to him. “Oxen are stupid, but they don’t shy like horses. Stay clear of
            those hooves.”
         

         
         He puts one ear back and gives a short, perfunctory yawn of tension.

         
         “On,” I say.

         
         With a swish of his brushy tail, Rat slinks through the ponderosas and begins to lope down the hillside. Saiph and Pickle
            urge their horses after him. Rose checks the release on her crossbow—sometimes it sticks—and nods to me. I move forward after
            the others.
         

         
         We weave down the rocky slope, angling toward the oncoming wagon. I can see the moment we’re spotted—the three armed guards wheel from their watchful but casual positions to full alert, scrambling to make sure their quarrels and knives are easily accessible. Rose and Sedge split off to take a line behind the wagon. Pickle is out in front, swerving smartly around the rocks, muddling the aim of the guards. By the time we’re within range, we’ve hit the track, and the sun is at our backs. 

         
         Rat snarls, and one of the oxen bellows in response. A quarrel whizzes somewhere close by, and I hear Pickle cheerfully chide
            the guard’s poor aim. He wheels his horse in the opposite direction, and I see three quarrel points shift to follow his path.
            One fires and misses. Before the other two can release, Sedge materializes alongside the driver’s box on the far side. I don’t
            see everything that happens next—there are a few shouts, and then one of the guards topples from his perch. The wagon makes
            several sickening jolts as two sets of wheels bounce over the body. We canter on—I look over my shoulder to see the huddled
            form lying motionless on the side of the track, swept by a cloud of dust.
         

         
         But if I thought that meant we were down a guard, I was wrong—the driver slaps the reins against the galloping oxen’s rumps
            and pulls her own crossbow out from under her seat. Setting the reins under her boot heel, she stands up in the driver’s box.
            One of Rose’s quarrels flies past her ear. The driver swings her sights to me and fires—I veer Jema out of the way just in
            time. A near miss—but it’s made me give up my position ahead of the wagon. I slap Jema’s haunches and urge her back up the
            track, hoping to regain my ground before one of the guards trains their sights on me again.
         

         
         Rose aims and fires—she catches a guard in the shoulder, and I hear him swearing colorfully as I catch back up to the wagon. My gaze sweeps over the door—sometimes the wagons are canvas, able to be ripped into, the victims inside hauled to freedom before running the wagon into the rocks. But this one is solid wood bolted shut with a heavy lock, not an easy thing to undo at a gallop over rough terrain. No, we’re going to have to bring the thing to a halt, a gentle one, too, if we don’t want to hurt those trapped inside. 

         
         There’s a shout of dismay, and I look back to see Saiph falling behind. His mule, Weed, is stumbling over his foreleg. He
            must have taken a bad step. I turn forward again—I can’t worry about Saiph at the moment. Truth is, all the better if he’s
            out of harm’s way.
         

         
         The driver wheels her crossbow around to me again, thinking she has the edge with the sun now in my eyes, but I’m ready for
            her—I tilt my buckler straight toward her face. She squints, but she’s smart enough to duck behind the driver’s box just as
            I pull the trigger on my crossbow. My quarrel skips off the top where her head had been.
         

         
         “Lark—to your left!”

         
         I twist in the saddle just as a crossbow releases. I swipe my buckler up impulsively, and the quarrel glances off. But Jema
            weaves away from the groaning wagon, and as I scramble to keep her line, my own crossbow slips from my fumbling fingers. It
            smashes on the rocks below.
         

         
         “Dammit!” I spur Jema to get her ahead of the creaking wood and metal coupling. “Pickle!” I call. “Jam the wheel!”

         
         He swerves along my other side. Another quarrel whistles between us. “The driver’s hot!”

         
         “I don’t care—get this thing stopped!” I lean low over Jema’s neck, pulling my sword from its sheath. A whip cracks. Jema
            snorts nervously.
         

         
         Pickle shouts to his horse, Scrub, and spurs him around the back side of the wagon. The remaining uninjured guard tracks him, his fingers tensing on his lever. I grab for my crossbow before remembering it’s in pieces behind us. I glance for one of the others—all I see is Rose. She aims and pulls her crank. 

         
         It sticks.

         
         The curse forms on her lips as she rejams her quarrel, but in that split second the guard fires. There’s a shrill whinny from
            Scrub and as the wagon lumbers on, I see the horse on the ground, flailing in the dust. But no Pickle.
         

         
         “Pickle! Damnation—Rose! Sedge!” We’ve got to get some order back on this thing.

         
         There’s a shout, and suddenly the top of the wagon sports not two figures, but three. Pickle dives into the guard box, swinging
            his metal staff.
         

         
         “Pickle!” I shout in frustration. The driver snaps her whip. She’s trying to outrun us.

         
         And the way things are going, she’s likely to succeed.

         
         Gritting my teeth, I spur Jema forward again. If I can get near the oxen with my sword, I may be able to cut through some
            of the harnesses, or wound one of them. Anything to slow this thing down. Rose is coming up along the carriage, still fighting
            with her crossbow. Sedge is trying to draw fire from the guards, but he can’t get a clear aim with Pickle in the tussle. I
            can’t see Rat, and we’ve left Saiph far behind.
         

         
         I hug the cart as closely as I can to avoid the driver’s crossbow. But as I clear the box, I find that her focus isn’t on me. She’s standing up again, the reins back under her boot. She cocks her whip arm back and flings it along the top of the wagon. I can’t see where it lands—I only hear the snap splice the air, a startled shout, and then two bodies topple off the swaying top. The swerve of the wagon sends them into the rocks along the ruts, where, unable to roll, they simply smash in a heap. 

         
         My guts freeze.

         
         A metal staff bounces off the roof. It catches Sedge’s horse, Pokey, flat across chest—the horse shies and bolts into the
            scrub. Rose swerves around the loose staff, twisting in her saddle to confirm her fears. Seeing Pickle on the ground, she
            turns back around and, with a yell, forgets fixing her crossbow and spurs Blackeye faster. The final guard stands up unsteadily
            on the wagon roof, wrestling with the crank on his crossbow.
         

         
         “Rose!” I call. “Stop the wagon!”

         
         Her thoughts are the same as mine. She disappears around the far side of the wagon. Gritting my teeth, I turn back for the
            driver’s box.
         

         
         Now. This driver.

         
         Jema is wary and tiring, but I bring her flush with the racing cart again. The box is on my left. It’ll make for an inelegant
            thrust, but all I want is to make contact—to wound enough that she’ll give up the race. I slide my buckler up to my forearm
            and switch my sword into my left hand. I slap Jema’s rump and clear the driver’s box, arcing my sword toward the driver’s
            calves.
         

         
         She sees me at the last second and gives an ungainly hop to avoid my blade, dragging the reins with her. The panicky oxen low and weave toward the rocky bank. The wheels leave the ruts of the road and instantly tear apart on the rocks. If we were going more slowly, the whole thing might skid to a stop. But the cart and wagon are racing almost out of control now, and instead of slowing down, the whole cart jumps skyward. The wagon follows it with freak suddenness, and there’s a breathless moment where every remaining wheel is off the ground. 

         
         The whole thing lands in the ditch with a smash, followed by a shriek of pain.

         
         Everything in my body seems to lurch upward into my throat. Rose. There’s an astounding moment of silence that follows, as if everything is drawing breath. Then the sounds begin. A wounded
            bellow from one of the oxen. The grind of a spinning axle. The tinkling of shattered glass. A moan from near the wagon.
         

         
         A moan from inside the wagon.

         
         I pull Jema up short and swing from her back. I run on watery legs for the locked door, but another sharp moan from Rose makes
            me veer for the other side of the destroyed wagon. Please no. Please no. I don’t know what I’m praying to or for—just no, no, no.

         
         I round the corner.

         
         It’s not as bad as I feared.

         
         It’s worse.

         
         One of the oxen is on its chest, its foreleg bent clean in half. The other is tugging agitatedly at its yoke, lowing and tossing
            its horns. Rat is crouched in front of them, one paw tucked gingerly under his chest. What remains of the final guard is dashed
            on the rocks a full fifteen feet from the side of the road. There’s no sign of the driver.
         

         
         In the ditch is Rose, flat on her back. Her false leg has been twisted under her, caught in the movement of the wagon as it reeled out of control. The foot end is splintered. The strap end, where it attaches just below her knee, has taken her knee with it. A white knob of bone protrudes from her skin. My stomach sours, and I wrench my gaze away, dropping down to her side. She’s breathing feebly, staring straight up at the sky, not seeming to see me. Her fingers are hooked into the dirt on either side of her, trembling. 

         
         “Rose,” I whisper, brushing her forehead. Her skin is slick with sweat. “Oh Light . . . Rose.”

         
         She licks her lips, tear tracks staining her cheeks. “Is it bad?” She’s whispering, too.

         
         What do I say? I dare a glance at her leg again. Why isn’t there more blood? You’d think there’d be more blood. No, there’s only her knee rent to one side, as if someone twisted the top off a jam jar.
         

         
         “It’s,” I begin. “It’s . . .”

         
         “Rose!” Sedge has caught back up, clutching the loose reins of Rose’s horse, Blackeye, as well. He wheels Pokey to a halt
            and vaults from his back before the dust has settled. “Rose!”
         

         
         He sweeps down beside me, clasping her face. She closes her eyes and brushes his arm with one set of shaking fingers.

         
         There’s a click of a heavy lock, and the groan of hinges.

         
         “Dammit!” I push myself off my knees. The driver. I should have gone for the wagon first, should have checked to see if she’d been killed in the impact . . .
         

         
         I skid back around the ruined wagon, gripping my sword with white knuckles. Calm down. Keep control. I round the door of the wagon, buckler up, just as the driver crawls inside.
         

         
         After the harsh brightness of the desert sky, I have trouble making out the shapes inside. There seem to be three—the driver
            and two others. I’m not sure what the driver is doing, but I’m not going to wait to find out. I reach in to grab a handful
            of the closest captive’s tunic and haul the person out into the sunlight.
         

         
         I only have the barest moment to register a tiny girl, copper-skinned and dark-haired, before the driver spins around in the hold of the wagon. 

         
         “You hold it right there,” she demands.

         
         I push the captive behind me, placing myself between her and the gaping wagon door. The driver is kneeling on the straw-strewn
            floor, her chest heaving in and out. Crouching in front of her is the second captive, a man a few years older than myself.
            He’s pinched and drawn, his skin a pallid gray, his hair colorless and wispy. With his arms shackled in front of him, I can
            see the line of mine tattoos running up his forearm. He’s likely been a slave all his life.
         

         
         The driver holds his head back and presses a knife to his throat. She’s got a gash on her forehead that’s bleeding heavily
            into her eye—I’m surprised she hasn’t passed out yet. She wobbles slightly, unsteady, but her mouth and eyes are hard with
            anger.
         

         
         I adjust my grip on my sword. “Let him go,” I say. “And I’ll let you walk away.” I’m hoping she won’t see through the promise—I
            plan to take her oxen with me, and if dehydration doesn’t get her, blood loss will. She’s already weaving, her right eye gummed
            shut.
         

         
         She hisses through her teeth. “How does the loss of life feel to you, little girl? Does it make you feel powerful? Does it
            make you feel good, to murder three hired guards with nothing against you—who were only hoping to go back to their families
            in Vittenta?”
         

         
         “They knew what their cargo was,” I say. “They’re no less innocent than you.”

         
         “But more so than you. You have more lives lost to your ledger than me. You already have four today—maybe five.” She jerks her head toward the back of the wagon, where I’m trying to ignore the sounds of Rose’s labored gasps. Four lives. That’s the three guards . . . plus Pickle.
         

         
         My stomach heaves, and I take a step closer, sword up. “Let him go.”

         
         “No, darling. You’ve ruined me in a matter of minutes—destroyed my property and my investments. You’ll forgive me if I deny
            you the satisfaction.”
         

         
         She jerks her wrist just as I lunge into the dark. My swordpoint finds the soft spot beneath her ribs, and I drive it upward,
            forcing a bubbled gasp from her lips. It’s not the only one. As she wilts forward, her blood washing my sleeve, the victim
            curls up beside her, a deep gash sliced from ear to ear. Thanks to the angle of the wagon, they both sink forward onto me,
            the weight of their fading bodies throwing me against the straw-strewn floor. I heave against them—someone’s blood dribbles
            across my throat, sliding up along my jaw. Sick, flushed with rage, I grasp the edges of the wagon door and haul myself out
            from under them, landing hard on the rocks. The man falls halfway out, his head dangling down, a steady stream of blood trickling
            over the parched earth.
         

         
         I breathe heavily for a moment, suddenly aware that the first captive is standing just over my shoulder. I look up into two
            massive green eyes framed by thick lashes. Dressed in a tunic cut from a rough cornmeal sack, she’s staring, stricken, and
            shaking all over.
         

         
         I try to unstick my tongue from the roof of my mouth, to tell her that she’s safe, that she’ll be all right, but I can’t seem to force the words out. The beat of uneven hooves approaches, and I lift my head to see an ashen Saiph pull up short with Pickle slumped in his arms. 

         
         “Lark!” His voice is broken. My stomach drops at the unnatural angle of Pickle’s head. I roll onto my knees as Saiph slides
            from the limping mule’s back, his breath coming in throaty gasps. He hauls his friend off the horse in a heap, dropping to
            the ground with him in his arms. He bends over Pickle, crying into his shirt. Pickle doesn’t move, his arm bowing awkwardly
            out of Saiph’s embrace.
         

         
         I crouch on the ground and grip my head in my hands, shaking. Oh Light, this is the worst failure yet. In all my years chasing
            slavers’ wagons, it’s never gone this badly.
         

         
         It’s never gone so wrong.

         
         The little girl begins to cry.

         
         I’m too numb to join her.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Veran

         
         “She grows more ruthless by the week!”

         
         Minister Kobok slams down a stack of parchment. “On this particular wagon, not only were the driver and guards slain, but
            the passenger was, as well. All items of value were stripped from the coach, including one of the oxen. Everything else they
            set on fire, burned to a crisp.”
         

         
         I glance at Rou beside me, who’s listening with a concentrated frown. When we heard about this emergency meeting following
            the reports of the Sunshield Bandit’s latest attack in the Ferinno, we were cautiously optimistic—making the desert safer
            is, after all, one of our major goals. But I expect Rou, like me, is irked by the fact that it was an attack on a slaver,
            not a passenger coach, that’s caused this uproar.
         

         
         “Bandits have been a thorn in our side as long as we have peacefully quarried the desert border,” the minister continues. “And for years, the council has ignored my regular pleas to authorize organized force against them. The reason given has always been that the bandits—the Sunshield Bandit in particular—seem only to kill either themselves or wandering criminals. But I hope it is now clear that this is no longer the case. These are vagabonds, lawless and ready to murder anyone for material gain. How soon before they waylay a full stagecoach? How soon before they start raids on the quarry outposts?” He slaps his palm over his parchment. “I put forth to you now—if you are still in favor of inaction, you are more concerned about public image than the safety of our citizens and the economic future of our country.” 

         
         Around the room, folk shift in their chairs, murmuring. I look to Prince Iano, sitting next to his mother and staring at the
            table. This is the first I’ve seen him since eavesdropping from the trees a few days before. I can’t tell if he’s taken the
            grisly threats to act natural to heart—his stoic gaze could just as easily be attributed to the news of this latest wagon
            attack.
         

         
         Rou is silent, his knuckles over his lips. He’s got circles under his eyes—product of checking in on Eloise through the night.
            She’s still not feeling well, her rattly cough lingering in her chest. When I sought her out yesterday afternoon to parce
            out everything I’ve learned, Rou practically fenced me away with the fire poker, arguing that she was finally getting some
            sleep in between coughing fits and I could turn myself right around.
         

         
         Now he lifts his knuckles from his lips to mutter to me. “Catch me up—the Sunshield Bandit attacked a Moquoian wagon, and
            he’s wanting to go after her?”
         

         
         “Banditry in general, it sounds like,” I murmur back.

         
         He frowns, but before he can say anything, the queen clears her throat. “What do you suggest, Minister?”

         
         Kobok flips the top page of his stack with vehemence. “Set a bounty in all the border towns. Station a small garrison in Pasul.”

         
         “No,” Iano says suddenly, and all the attention in the room rivets on him. He sits up, a new ferocity on his face. “No bounty
            or garrison is going to do the work for us. We need soldiers out in the desert itself. It’s time to start organizing searches.
            Hunts. It’s time to start flushing them out of their hideaways.”
         

         
         Several eyebrows raise, including the queen’s and Kobok’s.

         
         “Your support is encouraging, my prince,” the minister says. “Perhaps if we begin small, with an armed presence in Vittenta
            and Pasul, we can start to gather intelligence on the whereabouts—”
         

         
         “No, I want a sweep,” Iano says. “And I want it now. Before Mokonnsi ends. This lawlessness has gone on far too long.”
         

         
         Kobok takes a little breath. “I doubt I need to point out that the Ferinno is a huge place, my prince. The type of active
            presence you’re suggesting would take weeks just to organize—posses would have to be formed, with a budget, and a strategy.
            We cannot simply scatter soldiers across the desert . . .”
         

         
         “Then get on it,” Iano says. He turns to a startled woman with a badge pinned to her lapel. “Map a course for ten groups of
            fifteen soldiers each, with suggestions for provisions and base camps—”
         

         
         “Wait just a minute,” Rou says suddenly.

         
         The folk around the table all turn to us. Rou’s forehead has gone from a single crease to a collection of deep furrows.

         
         “The Ferinno is Alcoran land,” he says in punctuated Moquoian.

         
         An unreadable silence descends over the room—I can’t tell if it’s hostile or merely attentive. Rou leans forward over the
            polished table.
         

         
         “Moquoian soldiers do not have the authority to climb the Ferinno—”

         
         “Enter,” I amend quickly. “Enter the Ferinno.”
         

         
         “Enter, they don’t—damnation.” He lapses into Eastern and turns to me, gesturing between us and the rest of the table. “Tell
            them, Veran. They can’t send soldiers into the Ferinno—there are Alcoran citizens that live out along the stage road, and
            most of the bandits are likely Alcoran anyway. Tell them this kind of action requires authorization by Prime Councilor Itzpin
            and the Senate at the very least, if not—”
         

         
         “If that’s the case, Ambassador,” Iano says in crisp Eastern—balls, we’ve both forgotten again he’s perfectly fluent—“why
            has the Alcoran Senate not put any effort into stemming banditry in the Ferinno up to this point? They’ve left bandits to
            their own devices, leaving Moquoia to suffer the consequences.”
         

         
         “Alcoro has been focused on stanching the slave trade,” Rou counters, his usual affable diplomacy sharpened into a spearhead.
            “Which, I am loath to point out, generally flows in one direction. If there’s been a rise in bandit activity, it’s because
            Moquoia is bringing more ready targets right to their doorsteps.”
         

         
         Iano’s face sours. “The point of this discussion is that the attacks are going beyond just the slavers’ wagons—”

         
         “Speak so we might all understand,” Kobok booms, cutting through the volley of Eastern.

         
         I chew the inside of my lip—I know what’s going on in Iano’s mind. He’s latching on to the opportunity of hunting bandits to send soldiers to look for whoever he’s being blackmailed with, though I can’t think why he wants to start in the Ferinno and not within his own borders. I’m not sure how to adequately navigate this—not with Rou practically steaming out his ears next to me. But I think I’m probably the only one with all the pieces. 

         
         I clear my throat and say in Moquoian, “The ambassador is concerned about the legality of sending Moquoian soldiers over Alcoran
            borders. There may be impacts to Alcoran citizens.”
         

         
         Kobok waves a hand. “There has already been a greater impact to Moquoian citizens. The quarries themselves are worked by Moquoian
            labor.”
         

         
         I start to translate for Rou, but he shakes his head—he’s understood the minister. “The quarries are on Alcoran soil, and
            they’re worked by slave labor,” he spits in Eastern. He jabs me in the ribs. “Tell them we’re done dancing around this subject. Time’s up.”
         

         
         Oh, by the Light. “The ambassador is concerned about the ownership of the quarries, and the, um, nature of employment of your
            workers—”
         

         
         “The recruitment of contract workers is not the concern of this conversation,” Iano says. “A wagon and its occupants, bound
            for Moquoia, have been attacked and killed just outside our borders, and there’s nothing to suggest it won’t happen again.”
         

         
         I try not to flick my gaze around the table full of Moquoian ministers. “Prince Iano, I understand the distress of your situation.
            But consider that this is an excellent reason to open the partnership with Alcoro and the rest of the East that we’ve spent
            so long discussing—”
         

         
         “There is no partnership,” Iano says sharply, his gaze boring into mine. “There will be no partnership until the threat to this court stops.”
         

         
         He’s not talking about the damn wagon. But nobody else knows that—certainly not Rou, who blinks in consternation at the Moquoian prince. I can tell from his expression that he doesn’t need this latest statement translated, either. 

         
         “Did he just—look here, young man, we did not spend weeks of travel and hundreds of silvers for you to treat Alcoran territory
            as your own!”
         

         
         “Speak Moquoian, by the colors!” Kobok demands.
         

         
         Iano’s next words are in the language of the room, and they fall like a gavel. “Then leave. Go back to the East, and take no goodwill from our court to yours.”
         

         
         Rou stares at him momentarily, and then twists in his seat to me, his thumb jerked toward the prince. “Did he just—?”
         

         
         “I think we should go,” I say quickly, shoving back my chair. I nod to Prince Iano. “Allow me to speak to the ambassador and
            Princess Eloise and see if we can come to an accord.”
         

         
         Rou tries to shake off my tug on his arm. “I’m not done here—”

         
         “I need to talk to you,” I whisper. “It’s important.”

         
         He frowns at me but rises to his feet. He turns momentarily back to the prince and raps on the table. “We are not finished here.”
         

         
         I offer a vague bow to the room and proceed to drag him out the door of the ministerial chamber.

         
         We’re barely through the two guards outside the door when Rou flicks his arm out of my grip. “All right, what is this about?”

         
         “Okay, stay with me,” I say, beckoning him to keep moving—I want to get up to Eloise’s room to get her input as well. “Iano
            doesn’t want to get out in the desert to hunt bandits. He wants soldiers out there to look for someone he’s lost—and I think
            it’s the previous ashoki.”
         

         
         “So . . . nope, you’ve lost me.”

         
         We reach the main staircase, which I take with speed—I’m wearing Moquoian shoes again today, and the hobnails echo off the
            steps. “You know how the ashoki before Kimela died before we got here? There’s a rumor in court that the Sunshield Bandit was the one to attack her stagecoach.
            But just yesterday I overheard Iano taking a message from one of the servants. It sounded like he’s being blackmailed with
            the safety of somebody.”
         

         
         “Blackmailed into what?”

         
         “I don’t know, but it might have something to do with his drastic switch in politics. At least, that’s the only thing that
            makes sense to me.” We reach the landing in the atrium and cut a line down the guest wing.
         

         
         “Why hasn’t he told anybody?” Rou’s voice has a puff to it as he matches my stride.

         
         “I don’t think he knows where the threats are coming from, or how to stop them, short of just doing what they’re demanding.”

         
         “Why is this the first I’m hearing of it, five weeks into this thrice-cursed attempt at diplomacy?”

         
         “Because I’ve only just found out, and, well . . . you’ve been so busy with Eloise . . .”

         
         Rou sighs. “You’re right—I’ve been neglecting one duty for another. Okay, I’m listening now. And what you’re saying is that
            Iano wants to use banditry as an excuse to send troops onto Alcoran soil?”
         

         
         “That’s what it sounds like.”

         
         “This despite the fact that part of our negotiations was supposed to revolve around ownership of the quarries? That’s going to look an awful lot like a border expansion back in Callais, and I can’t say I’d blame them for the assumption.” He shakes his head as we approach Eloise’s door. “And why is he homing in on the Ferinno in the first place? Wouldn’t a Moquoian captive be held somewhere in Moquoia? Has he checked the forests? The islands? Why’s he got his eye on the desert?” 

         
         I’m about to answer that I don’t know that, either, readying myself to bring this into Eloise’s room and hash it out with
            her, when the answer suddenly hits me, plain as day.
         

         
         “Oh,” I say. “It’s probably . . .”

         
         “What?”

         
         “It’s probably because he thinks we’re doing the blackmailing.”

         
         Rou’s hand pauses on the doorknob, and he stares at me. His lips move wordlessly for a moment.

         
         “Blazes, why?” he asks.
         

         
         “Well . . . probably first because he’s desperate and panicking. And probably because it all happened around our arrival,
            and because he knows we’re after the slave trade, and because the first he heard of the attack, it was all tied up with the
            Sunshield Bandit—though I’m not entirely sure she had anything to do with it.”
         

         
         He waves a hand as if swatting a fly. “This is all walnuts, and what’s more, it’s insulting. I’ve dealt with some wild card
            politicians in my time, but this is just plain dangerous. If he’s not careful, he’ll be starting his reign with a full-fledged
            declaration of enmity instead of an alliance.”
         

         
         I’m worried that’s exactly what he’s already done. “What if I can talk to him?” I ask. “If I approach him frankly, tell him
            what I know—”
         

         
         “Based on what you just told me, if he hasn’t told anybody else, it’ll only confirm that we’re somehow behind it. Fire and
            smoke, what a nightmare.” He jerks the doorknob and storms into Eloise’s parlor. I follow, my thoughts a thundercloud.
         

         
         “Eloise?” Rou calls. “How’re you feeling, lolly?”

         
         I’m so wrapped up in my thoughts, it takes me a moment to realize Eloise hasn’t answered with her usual exasperated affirmation.
            I snap back to reality when Rou’s voice rings out in a bark.
         

         
         “Ellie, baby! What’s wrong?”

         
         I spring for the bedroom door. Rou is swooping down to Eloise’s bedside, where she’s slumped over with one hand on the side
            table, as if she’d been reaching for the water jug just out of reach. Her breath sounds like a stone caught in a milling wheel,
            thick and rocky. Her skin has a grayish pallor to it, filmed by sweat, and her bonnet’s askew. Several dark curls cling to
            her damp forehead.
         

         
         “Oh, blessed Light, she’s on fire.” Rou flings an arm toward the door. “Get the physician—get somebody!”
         

         
         Without a pause I scramble back for the parlor, my heart in my throat. Halfway across, I shuck off my shoes and run barefoot
            into the hall. I fly down the corridor and take the staircase three steps at a time, angling for the physician’s ward. She’s
            at her counter rolling pills when I burst into her office.
         

         
         “Come quick, please—it’s Princess Eloise.”

         
          

         Ten minutes later, I’m hovering behind Rou, who’s hovering behind the physician. She has an ear cone to Eloise’s chest, her
            lips in a thin line.
         

         
         “Rainshed,” she says, leaning back.

         
         “What’d she say?” Rou looks over his shoulder at me, almost like he’s choosing not to understand.

         
         “It’s rainshed fever,” I confirm, my stomach left somewhere down on the third floor.

         
         Rou inhales, his face gray. He goes to Eloise’s bedside and closes his fingers around hers.

         
         “What’s it usually like?” he asks, his voice gravelly.

         
         I translate for the physician.

         
         “High temperature, lethargy, low appetite, a thick cough,” she replies. “In about half the cases, it runs its course in ten
            to twelve days, usually with persisting weakness afterward.”
         

         
         “And—the other half?” Rou prompts when I’ve finished the translation.

         
         The physician pinches her lips. A sick sense of dread fills my stomach. Please don’t make me tell him that.

         
         “There’s a higher survival rate with the first case,” the physician says tactfully. “A relapse would be more dangerous. Has
            she taken feather-plant before?”
         

         
         “Has she ever taken yarrow?” I ask Rou. “It grows along the western edge of the Stellarange.” Mama sometimes uses it in her
            scout kits to stanch blood flow.
         

         
         He shakes his head. “I don’t think so. She has some allergies. Her physician at home often uses poultices.”

         
         “I’m going to start her on feather-plant, and a small measure of skunk cabbage to help control her cough,” the physician says,
            rising from her chair. “I’ll send someone to bring more firewood in case she gets the chills.”
         

         
         Whatever Rou’s about to say next is cut short as Eloise breaks into another bout of coughing. He turns back to her bedside,
            and the physician slips out the door to the hall.
         

         
         Eloise’s cough gets deeper and sharper, her shoulders shaking. Rou strokes her forehead, tucking a few curls back under her bonnet. 

         
         “Papa?” she whispers hoarsely.

         
         “Hi, lolly,” he replies with hollow cheerfulness.

         
         “What did—” She coughs again. “What did they say at the meeting?”

         
         “Nothing important. Just odds and ends.” He brushes her sweaty forehead. “You rest, okay? We’re getting something to help
            with your cough.”
         

         
         “I wanted to make notes.”

         
         “I’ll jot some things down for you later. You rest now.”

         
         “No, I want—” She clears her groggy throat. “I want to stay caught up—the exchequer is supposed to be at dinner tomorrow—”

         
         “Sweetheart—you’re not going to dinner tomorrow. None of us are. We’re leaving.”

         
         My insides freeze. “What?”

         
         Her fluttering eyelids snap open. “What?”
         

         
         “We’re going home,” Rou says, his face set. “We’re chartering a coach and team to take us back across the Ferinno. This trip
            has been a failed effort—it’s time to cut our losses.”
         

         
         “Wait, no—we can’t. Papa . . .”

         
         “We’re just starting to make progress,” I say.

         
         “No, we’re moving backward.” He gestures to the door to the hall. “For weeks we’ve been handled and danced around and put
            off, only to find out we’re potentially being blamed for political blackmail nobody knows about.”
         

         
         Eloise’s startled gaze jumps from him to me. “We’re being blamed for blackmail?”

         
         “I don’t know,” I say quickly. “I only said it’s a possibility—”

         
         Rou shakes his head with force. “Even if it’s not, you’ve caught the fever everyone’s been worried about, Eloise, and I refuse to take risks where your health is concerned.” 

         
         “How could I have caught it?” she whispers, her eyelids heavy. “I’ve done everything they told us to do.”

         
         “It doesn’t matter so much how,” he says. “The point is, you’ve got it, and we know almost nothing about it, and the physician
            says it could be worse if you were to relapse. I know it’s a disappointment—for all of us—but nothing worked out the way we
            expected.”
         

         
         “Let me talk to Iano,” I say, trying to keep from wringing my hands. “Let me just sit down with him—”

         
         “And what, Veran? You had the chance to talk a few nights ago at the ball, but I hear rumors it didn’t exactly go well.” I
            drop my gaze. “I’m not saying that to make you feel bad—I need you to understand how the deck is stacked against us. Diplomacy
            was apparently not the intent of our visit for Prince Iano. I’ll be damned if I understand why, but he’s not interested in
            talking policy. And part of good diplomacy is knowing when a graceful retreat is best.”
         

         
         “But . . . but . . .” I get a vision of me arriving back home, rejoining my family dragging such a monumental failure behind me. They’ll expect me to tell them everything, every twist and turn and nonevent. I’ll have to tell them—Vynce in his new Woodwalker boots, Ida bristling with stripes on her uniform, Susi with a blue-zillion new silver bells on her fringe . . . and Viya, sitting silently, probably keeping a mental tally of all the things she could have done better in her sleep. Papa and Mama, he with a sympathetic smile, she with a few punctuated remarks meant to lighten the weight of my defeat, but both sharing that silent conviction—he shouldn’t have gone. He was never up to it.

         
         “We can’t,” I croak to Rou. “This could be the only chance—”

         
         “It’s not our only chance, V. Diplomacy is a long game.”
         

         
         “I want to keep trying,” Eloise says, her words shallow as she tries to hold off her cough. “I’ll be okay in a few days.”

         
         “No, you probably won’t, Ellie. You hold on to even a chest cold longer than most folk, and this is much worse.”

         
         “But we can do it,” I insist. “I know we can make it work—”

         
         “Veran—”

         
         “Moquoia is the key to everything we’ve worked for.” I press despite the palpable sparks in the air. “Too much is at stake—we
            just need more time—”
         

         
         I’ve gone too far. Something in Rou’s posture snaps, throwing every line rigid. He leans toward me. “I am not hanging around,
            working a cold forge, so Eloise can die twelve hundred miles from her mother in the country that already took her sister away from us.”
         

         
         My mouth slams shut, something it should have done about half a minute ago. Eloise’s lips scrunch up, her gaze flicking down
            to the coverlet. Rou’s face has gone from weary to uncharacteristically fierce. He takes a sharp breath, looking between the
            two of us.
         

         
         “Take a second to get your head around things—both of you. This isn’t debate team or philosophy class. I know you both feel
            like eighteen years old is the height of maturity, but bellringer—it’s not. And you both have more cause to be concerned about your health than most folk. Eloise—you’re the single direct heir to Lumen Lake.” His voice gets a little rockier. “Since we lost your sister, and since the miscarriages, you’re all we have. Veran, you’re not any less important. And if this is all just some kind of ego boost for you, then maybe you need the failure to reorient yourselves.” 

         
         I don’t know how his words are affecting Eloise, but they hit me like hammer blows, shuddering my chest with each one. Rou’s
            never harsh. He never snaps. Where Queen Mona is brisk, Mama rough, and Papa calm, Rou’s always the one to lighten the mood,
            to provoke a laugh, to ease the tension among quarreling parties. The fact that I’ve been callous enough to spark such a reaction
            from him makes me feel worse than I have so far in this whole five-week debacle.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” I mumble. “I—I wasn’t thinking.”

         
         Rou lets out another breath, and he rubs his face. “I know it’s not what we hoped for. I’m disappointed, too. It’s going to
            be hard to explain at home, and it complicates our next attempts with Moquoia. But it’s for the best. You can see that, can’t
            you?”
         

         
         “Yes, sir,” I say instantly.

         
         “Ellie?”

         
         “Yes, Papa.” Her gaze is still lowered, but it’s not with the same cut-edged mortification I feel. Rather, she seems to be
            thinking.
         

         
         “Good.” He rises heavily from Eloise’s bed. “I’m going to look into chartering a coach, or at least traveling with a caravan.
            And I’ll have to start making the case for our exit. Veran, you go ahead and start packing.”
         

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         Eloise plucks a handkerchief off the bedside table and holds it to her mouth in time to cover a few short coughs. Rou tucks
            a few damp curls back under her lavender bonnet. He stoops and kisses her forehead.
         

         
         “Get some rest. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” With one more sigh, he heads out into the parlor. Only when the hall door closes behind him do I let out my breath. 

         
         “I’m sorry, Eloise. That was so stupid of me.” I wave to the bedside table. “Do you need anything? A drink? I can heat up
            the kettle . . .”
         

         
         She drops the handkerchief from her lips. “Okay, so we’re potentially being blamed for blackmail?”

         
         My hand halts halfway to the kettle. “Uh, what?”

         
         “Hurry—I need answers if we’re going to get anything done.” Her voice is whispery and raw. “Who’s blackmailing whom?”

         
         “Your pa said you should rest.”

         
         “Papa . . .” she begins, and then takes a short breath, pressing her palm to her chest. A cough escapes her. “I won’t go against
            Papa. If he thinks we should leave, then we’re leaving. But by my guess the earliest we could leave is tomorrow morning, which
            means we don’t have a lot of time—but we have some.”
         

         
         “Time for what? What can you possibly do in less than twelve hours when you can barely get out of bed?”

         
         “Not much—that’s why you’re going to have to do most of the heavy lifting. It may be a long night for you. Are you up for
            it?”
         

         
         “I don’t know,” I say warily, thinking back to my string of failures, and my hopes that she wouldn’t ask me to take on anything
            else without her. “What am I agreeing to?”
         

         
         “First, to answer my questions.” She settles her head against her pillow, her eyes underlined with shadows, but her expression
            set. “Tell me about the blackmail.”
         

         
         Quickly—a little hesitantly, given Rou’s admonition a moment ago—I fill her in on what I learned during Kualni An-Orra the day before. The threats by way of Fala, the likely connection to the ashoki, Iano’s anger during the meeting earlier.
         

         
         “He wants to send soldiers into the Ferinno,” I say. “Supposedly to root out bandits, but I’m sure it’s to find the ashoki. But that kind of military presence crossing a border . . .”
         

         
         “Would be clear grounds for a defensive show from Alcoro,” Eloise murmurs. “Which would ripple out to the rest of the East
            and set a clear pretext for war—which would be the greatest strain on the Eastern Alliance since it was founded.” She coughs
            into her handkerchief again and rubs her chest. “All right. Priority one, then, has to be clearing our name—we can’t leave
            with him thinking we’re behind everything. It’s only going to snowball into something we can’t control.”
         

         
         “I tried that at Bakkonso, but he barely gave me a chance to get started.”
         

         
         She frowns, but before she can respond, there’s an almighty thump at the window. We both jump.

         
         “What was that?” she asks.

         
         My stomach curls. “A bird.” I get up and go to the window, craning my head to look down, where a little body lies on the ledge,
            its head bent like the ones I saw along the palace foundation. I start to turn back to Eloise, but then I pause—there’s a
            small drift of moving air. Did the bird break the glass? There are no cracks above it. Curious, I twitch the curtain aside.
            The main window is made of one giant sheet, but where the drapes hide the edges, they transition to less opulent panes, each
            just a few inches wide.
         

         
         In the very corner of the window, where the casing meets solid wall, one small pane has been broken out, hidden by the thick folds of the drapes. I frown—there are no glass fragments inside, but the curtain is soaking wet—it’s been broken for some time. I lean right up against the casing and look down at the outside sill, wondering if it was somehow cracked from the inside. 

         
         There’s no glass on the sill, but there is something else—a small bowl full of rainwater. Tucked into the corner of the window,
            it’s protected from the weather beyond. Puzzled, I bend closer.
         

         
         And see the hundreds of mosquito larvae writhing in the water.

         
         I straighten so quickly the curtain drags on its rod. My fingers shoot impulsively through the missing pane—not broken, I
            realize, but purposefully removed—and push the bowl off the sill. It sails into open air, spilling its infested water as it
            drops away.
         

         
         “What are you doing?” Eloise asks.

         
         I stand immobile, clutching the curtain. My breath is shallow and quick.

         
         “Eloise,” I finally say. “Did you know a windowpane over here is missing?”

         
         “No. Is it broken?”

         
         “It . . . it looks like it was taken out. There’s no jagged glass.”

         
         I hear the frown in her voice. “That doesn’t make sense.”

         
         I swallow. “There was . . . a little bowl of water just outside it. With mosquitoes in it.”

         
         There’s silence behind me. It stretches out until it fills the room, thick with impossibility. At long last, I turn around
            to face her. Her face is tense, her forehead creased.
         

         
         She adjusts her position on her pillows. She refolds her hands. The silence sticks a few seconds longer.

         
         “Well,” she says.

         
         “Do you . . . do you think someone put it there?” I ask.

         
         “I can’t think of many other options,” she replies evenly.

         
         We fall silent again.

         
         “Though it seems like an unreliable way to make me sick,” she says. “Just hoping an infected mosquito might find its way in.
            Why not just slip me poison?”
         

         
         I gesture to the window. “Nobody could say this wasn’t an accident.”

         
         She purses her lips, but she doesn’t say anything. Stiffly, she smooths the quilt over her lap.

         
         “Don’t tell Papa,” she says. “He’s already made up his mind about leaving, and if he starts accusing the Moquoian court of
            deliberately infecting me with rainshed fever, he’ll look like a fool at best and make himself a target at worst. I’ll tell
            him when we’ve gotten out of the country. Until then, keep your door locked, all right?”
         

         
         “What about Iano?” I ask.

         
         She shakes her head. “I suppose I’ll have to write him a letter and hope it will be enough to convince him not to invade the
            Ferinno. I’d thought about sending you to make a plea at his door, but if we have an enemy in the palace, I don’t think that’s
            a good idea anymore.”
         

         
         I turn back to the window, hoping to hide my disappointment. My gaze falls again on the dead bird on the sill. Iano being
            blackmailed, but not by us; Eloise being infected, but we don’t know by whom—and all the while this ashoki, her conspicuous death hovering at the edge of the court, altering the tide of diplomacy, breaking alliances. If only Iano could make his search without threatening war on the East and alerting the wrong people in court. If only we had someone we knew for certain we could trust, someone we knew didn’t have a hand in this mess of politics.
         

         
         My gaze roves over the bird, finally recognizing its patterned feathers, speckled black and white above a shock of yellow.
            It’s a western bird, not a Silvern one, but I remember it from the canyon rim around the university, piping its sweet fluty
            song. A meadowlark.
         

         
         A lark.

         
         My mind sputters over several things at once.

         
         A captive in the Ferinno. A puzzling account of the attack. A confirmed attack on Colm’s stage, a day’s ride in the other
            direction, happening right around the same time.
         

         
         The need for someone to trust.

         
         I did find out one significant thing—her name.

         
         It’s Lark.

         
         I lean back from the window, my heart pounding.

         
         “I need to talk to Iano,” I say quickly, staring out at the rain.

         
         “Fetch me some parchment—if you tell me what you want to say, I’ll include it in the letter.”

         
         “No,” I say. “You don’t have to write a letter. I’ll talk to him face-to-face.”

         
         “Veran, if someone purposefully broke my window to let in mosquitoes, I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to make too much
            noise on the eve of our departure.”
         

         
         “I can do it without the court finding out.” I search for a fast lie. “There’s . . . a cocktail party on one of the terraces
            tonight. I can talk to him there.”
         

         
         “Privately?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         I can feel her gaze boring into the back of my head. “It doesn’t involve anything . . . I don’t know, excessively risky, does it?” 

         
         “Of course not—you know my pa’s rules.”

         
         “I also know now that you squirreled through a mess of trees yesterday to spy on a foreign monarch. Turn around and tell me
            to my face that you’re not going to take stupid risks.”
         

         
         I turn around, trying to force all emotion out of my expression. Solemnly, I raise a hand. “I swear with a scout’s honor I’m
            not going to take stupid risks.”
         

         
         She squints at me, frowning. “All right, then.” She doesn’t sound at all like she believes me, so I turn for the door as nonchalantly
            as I can.
         

         
         “I’m going to go pack,” I say. “For the trip home.”

         
         She doesn’t reply. I feel her gaze follow me until I’m out of the room. Once in the hall, I take a deep, shaky breath.

         
         I didn’t lie to her. I’m not going to take stupid risks.

         
         I’m going to take necessary ones.

         
         Also, I’m not a scout.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Tamsin

         
         My thumbtack is starting to die. The point has blunted to a rounded nub. I’ve tried sharpening it on the wall, but the adobe
            just crumbles. Instead I take to wiggling the second metal band on my waste bucket. After much clawing and cursing, I manage
            to loosen a second thumbtack. It’s born from the wood brand-new and virile, its end hard and pointy.
         

         
         I move to the door again to start on the fourth letter.

         
         H

         
         I

         
         R

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Lark

         
         Rose has a fever.

         
         In the time since the wagon disaster, she’s gone from being in constant pain to living in a drifting stupor, her skin fiery
            hot to touch. Sedge will barely leave her side. He changes the bandage on her knee twice a day, making guesses as to when
            to elevate it and when to let it air. The ragged end is a sickly black now, crusted with pus and blood that won’t stop leaking.
         

         
         Lila, too, has been especially attentive, mopping Rose’s forehead, trickling water into her mouth, and helping change the
            wrappings underneath her when they get soiled. Her face, often arranged into cool disdain, is creased with worry. She might
            be in love with Rose, too, come to think of it.
         

         
         I jog up the final slope of the grassy drainage at the base of Three Lines. Rat trots at my heels—he tweaked a paw in the chase with the oxen, but already he’s moving normally again. From my fist swings a skinny jackrabbit, the only game in any of our nearby traps today. It’ll make a poor stew, gamey and tough, but at least the bones should make a good broth both Rose and the little ones can drink. I’d make the longer trek down to check the deadfalls along the river, but I’m hesitant to leave the others in camp that long. For the thousandth time in the last hour, I release a breath I’ve been holding in. 

         
         I shift the bundle of wood on my shoulder. I wouldn’t have even made the trek down to the drainage this morning, but with
            the ax head still buried in the stupid pine block, we need the firewood, and the half-mile radius around our camp is picked
            clean. I’ve given up thoughts of taking the ox to drag one of the cottonwoods up from the river, at least for the moment.
            Even if I thought I could leave camp that long, the others are in no shape to help me. Sedge can’t bring himself to leave
            Rose’s side. And Saiph . . . Saiph is grieving Pickle hard. They were closest in age, and they’d been friends for years. Now
            he wanders around camp like a ghost, doing things I ask him to in a hazy, silent stupor. I’m not sure he could focus on hitching
            up a fallen tree, or whether he’d just drift uselessly along beside us. I haven’t had the time to sit him down and talk about
            what happened because I’ve been running around to supply camp and care for our newest member.
         

         
         Moll.

         
         I have no idea what her real name is, because she hasn’t uttered a single word since she arrived. Not one. We’ve called her
            that after the four letters printed on her dirty cornmeal sack, probably the beginning of mollin’s milling service. She won’t part with the sack—Lila and I gently lifted it off her to sponge her down, but when we tried to take it away,
            she clutched it to her chest and wouldn’t let go. I asked her if we could call her the name printed on the burlap. She didn’t
            answer, only sat and shook from head to toe like an aspen in a high wind.
         

         
         We dressed her in Pickle’s spare shirt—it hangs off her little shoulders like a tent. She’s a tiny thing, less fragile than Whit but even smaller. Her massive eyes are jewel green and set in a round, copper-skinned face. At some point, someone cut her dark brown hair off in hanks, but it’s grown out to hang unevenly by her chin. My guess is that she might be Paroan, which makes my spirits sink even lower—if Cyprien is far away, Paroa might as well be the moon. And she’s so little, there’s no telling if she can recall anything of her family, or where on the coast she’s from. If she ever decides to talk to us at all. 

         
         I know she can speak, at least a little, because she does it in her sleep, mumbling and crying. But she won’t answer any questions—not
            where she’s from, or what she remembers, or if she’s hungry. So we’ve been caring for her like we’ve been caring for Rose,
            spooning broth and corn mush and water into her mouth. I’ve tried to take her with me a few times, to get her to walk up to
            the seep, or down to the horses, or even just over to the cookfire, but she clings to Pickle’s old sleeping mat like a tick.
            So I’ve had to just leave her, charging Whit with checking to see if she needs water and whether she’s peed on her blanket.
            I have noticed she shakes less when Rat sits beside her, but he whines if I take off somewhere without him. Which is why I’m
            now jogging back up the drainage, chased by the worry that I need to get back in camp as soon as possible. Rat lopes along
            with me.
         

         
         I crest the rise on the drainage to find Andras drooped on a rock near the grazing ox. He’s been put in charge of the animals for the time being. We’re down a horse—I had to shoot poor Scrub after it took the quarrel. Saiph’s mule, Weed, will probably survive, but he won’t be able to carry loads for a while. Taking the remaining ox from the wagon was as much to get our wounded, ragtag group back to Three Lines as it was to scavenge something from the wreckage. We’ve lost my crossbow—that leaves only two, with Rose’s still acting up. We salvaged some quarrels, though the ones from the guards are too long to use in our remaining bows, and theirs were broken in the crash as well. We were able to collect Pickle’s staff and a few metal bits and pieces from the wagon, but without Scrub and Weed, we couldn’t afford to tote anything else. We bundled Pickle and the other bodies inside the wagon. There was no time to say lengthy good-byes. Rose was already in and out of consciousness. I ushered everybody away from the wagon, shot the injured ox, and set a fire under the entire wreck. It went up like kindling, a blazing torch to my failure. 

         
         I watch Andras shoo the ox back up the slope. I’m not sure what I plan to do with the animal. It can carry loads, but until
            I can get down to the cottonwoods, there’s nothing for it to carry. I could sell it in Pasul, if I can get it there, but that
            would take days, and I’d have to take someone with me. That someone would have to be Saiph, and it would leave only one horse
            in camp.
         

         
         Andras trudges up the slope after the ox, and then he stumbles over a pile of gravel. I bite my lip. He hasn’t seen me coming
            yet. His eyes are only getting worse, reminding me that Cyprien is clear in the other direction from Pasul. If getting an
            ox a day’s ride west is questionable, getting a boy a month’s scramble east is getting more and more impossible.
         

         
         I pick up my pace.

         
         I’d very much like to collapse and scream, but I don’t have the time.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Veran

         
         Iano moves slowly in the darkness, fumbling for the knob on his lamp. He turns it up, throwing his pale face into sharp relief.
            With a sigh he unhooks his bright capelet, tosses it on the settee, and slumps into the armchair by the fireplace.
         

         
         “Is this her?” I ask.

         
         He yelps and vaults from the chair, overturning the end table. A book and an inkwell go flying. And suddenly that pretty rapier
            that’s always on his waist is bare and pointed straight at my chest, steady and extremely real.
         

         
         He does know how to use it.
         

         
         I throw up my hands.

         
         He stares through the dim light. “You! What are you . . . how did you get in here?”

         
         I scoot back on the window seat a few inches, putting some space between my heart and that unwavering swordpoint, uncrossing
            my soft-soled boots. “I walked around the terraces.”
         

         
         “It’s three stories to the nearest public terrace!”

         
         I point generally toward the floor. “There’s scaffolding on each story, so servants can clean the glass. One of the ladders goes right past your terrace.” 

         
         “It’s raining!”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         He recovers enough to be upset. “I have guards.”

         
         “I threw a rock,” I say, still eyeing the rapier. “She went to check the noise. I snuck past.”

         
         “My doors are all locked.”

         
         “I can pick a lock,” I say. Eloise’s uncle Arlen showed us both how before we were ten. I used to do it to get into the scout
            supply room, to sneak things for clandestine trips into the forest.
         

         
         “Well, get out,” he snarls. “Before I have you arrested and deported.” He places his palm halfway up his rapier, to steady
            the drive when he skewers me through the heart. But then his face takes on a wary cast. “What did you say first?”
         

         
         I hold up the little charcoal sketch, a study, it looks like, perhaps for a full-blown portrait. Though rough, it shows a
            woman with an almost perfectly round face, her long hair wound into an intricate bun and threaded with strands of jewels.
            She has a small nose and small, round lips, and she’s looking sidelong at the artist, as if she knows something they don’t.
         

         
         “Where did you get that?” Iano demands, panic rising in his voice.

         
         “It was propped against the water jug on your bedside table,” I say.

         
         He shakes himself. “Get out!” he says again, and the swordpoint catches the edge of my firefly pin. “Get out now, and don’t
            speak to me again.”
         

         
         I lower the sketch, trying to reassure myself that he won’t actually kill me. My nerves don’t believe me. “Iano, the previous ashoki didn’t die in that stagecoach attack, did she? She’s alive somewhere. And someone’s using her safety to blackmail you.”
         

         
         He stands very still, but for the first time, the point of the rapier wobbles, as if his hand suddenly shook. His eyebrows
            snap down.
         

         
         “And just how do you know that, I wonder?” he asks.

         
         “I followed you into the cedar grove during the Kualni An-Orra the other day,” I say—I’ve decided truth will be the best route here. “I heard you talking to Mistress Fala.”
         

         
         His face darkens. “You spied on me.”
         

         
         “You’ve been spying on me,” I point out.
         

         
         His anger flickers into confusion. “When?”

         
         “You told me on the first day of Mokonnsi—you said you have people watching us.”
         

         
         The confusion lingers on his face before realization kicks in. “Oh. Right.”

         
         I quirk one eyebrow. “Or was that just a threat?”

         
         “Well . . .” He looks sheepish for the briefest moment before remembering his anger. He readjusts his grip on his rapier.
            “Even if it was, it doesn’t matter—you just admitted to eavesdropping on my private affairs.”
         

         
         “I had to do something—otherwise Eloise and I were afraid you’d blame us for whatever this blackmail is about.”
         

         
         “And why shouldn’t I?” he asks harshly. “What little evidence I have all points to you.”

         
         “What evidence?” I spread my hands. “Why would we exchange detailed diplomatic correspondence for a year, only to stage an
            elaborate false attack on a person we didn’t know, and then bully your servants into blackmailing you?”
         

         
         He hesitates. “I admit . . . I haven’t been able to determine what your motive is.”

         
         “There isn’t a motive, Iano. We’re desperate for this diplomacy to go through. And anyway, Fala said something about a big fellow in a
            cloak—I’m not exactly what you’d call big, and unless he spoke broken Moquoian with a spectacular Cypri accent, I’m not sure
            who in our party you’re trying to pin this on.”
         

         
         He glares for a moment, tight-lipped. Then, with a broken sigh, the swordpoint falls. He sets it cockeyed against the end
            table and collapses back into his armchair like a candlestick in a furnace blast. He grips his head in his hands, mussing
            hair out of his golden pin.
         

         
         “I don’t know what to do,” he murmurs.

         
         I move from the window to the fireplace. I slide the sketch into his lap, and he stares down at it.

         
         “What’s her name?” I ask.

         
         “Tamsin,” he says. “Tamsin Moropai in-Ochre.”

         
         “Is that her empty pedestal in the Hall of the Ashoki?”
         

         
         He nods wearily. “Yes.”

         
         “What was her instrument?”

         
         “The lap dulcimer—an old folk instrument. Her voice is the real marvel, though, and her skill with words.”

         
         “Fala told me there’s been some debate about what lyrics to put on her memorial.”

         
         “There’s no debate,” he says darkly, looking up at me. “I was told in one of the letters to use some throwaway phrase—something
            benign and harmless to sanitize her memory. But it doesn’t matter, because there shouldn’t even be a memorial—she’s not dead, and I’m determined to keep it that way.”
         

         
         I move to the second armchair and settle into it. “How long has this been going on?”

         
         “Four weeks,” he says. “That’s when I got the first letter. It told me to appoint Kimela as ashoki upon my coronation, and to follow her advice to the court.”
         

         
         “Or else?” I ask.

         
         “Or else they kill Tamsin.”

         
         “And you’re sure they truly have her?”

         
         “Yes,” he says. He fishes in his pocket and withdraws a small chain hung with a few keys and one other item—a gold bracelet,
            set with amber cabochons. “They sent her si-oque back with the first letter.”
         

         
         “You’re sure this is hers? They didn’t forge one?”

         
         “No.” He turns it over. Next to the clasp, incongruous among the intricate gold and gleaming amber, are three scratched glass
            beads, similar to the common ones I saw on Mistress Fala’s bracelet—one green, one light blue, and one yellow. “Tamsin was
            granted the right to a si by my father, but rather than adopt a new one, she kept the childhood color her parents gave her. A jeweler might forge the
            amber, but they could never exactly replicate the glass chips common folk wear.” He closes his fingers protectively over the
            bracelet. “And besides that, her signature is on all the letters.”
         

         
         “May I see the first one?” I ask.

         
         “No,” he says, looking up at me. His voice is hard. “It’s gone.”

         
         “You destroyed it?”

         
         “No, it’s gone. Someone took it. I receive the letters, and I have them for perhaps a day, and then they disappear. Someone takes them away. I thought I misplaced the first one, and I searched for hours. Then the second one disappeared out of my bedside drawer overnight. The third I hid.” He gestures to an elegant quiver on the wall, one of several, with sleek embroidery and a full fleet of blue-and-black fletched arrows. “It stayed there for three days, and then it disappeared. Someone comes in and takes them from my room. My servants have no idea who.” His face is white as a birch. “But not this time. I’m going to sit up. I’m going to wait all night with it in my hand and my sword in the other.” He reaches into his silk jacket and pulls out an envelope, creased in his tight grip. 

         
         “That’s the most recent one?”

         
         He nods stoically. “It came during Bakkonso.”
         

         
         I recall the note he was reading just before I approached him—no wonder he lost it when I prodded him. “May I see?”

         
         He considers for a moment, and then hands it to me. His name is written on the cover in a rough, blocky hand. A water spot
            has blurred the last few letters. I pull out the parchment. It’s stained, with just two lines in that same hand.
         

         
         The appointment of an ashoki cannot be undone.

         
         See it through.

         
         And below it, in a different hand, perhaps a bit uneven—

         
         Tamsin Moropai

         
         The M of her last name is scrabbled with a spiky flourish, as if her hand had shaken while writing it.
         

         
         As if, maybe, she was in pain.

         
         “You’re sure this is her handwriting?” I say, looking up at him. “They’re not forging her name?”

         
         “Yes. No . . . I don’t . . .” He palms his eyes again. “Does it matter? Would I take that risk?”

         
         He seems to be asking himself rather than me. The fire pops in the grate, the dancing flames reflecting off the gold pin in his knot of hair, on the lapis in his heirloom si-oque, on the amber of Tamsin’s bracelet he’s still worrying in his fingers.
         

         
         “Is she more than just a friend?” I ask.

         
         He’s silent, his eyes still covered by his hand.

         
         “I’ve been a fool,” he says.

         
         I look at the letter again, and then back to him.

         
         “Iano. May I speak in Eastern? I need to make sure I have things perfectly straight.”

         
         “Rä,” comes his cracked reply, his Eastern consonant perfectly rolled.
         

         
         “Et’ûli,” I thank him. “Tell me if I’ve gotten things wrong. This woman Tamsin was the previous ashoki, a truth teller of significant skill.”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “And you fell in love with her—when?”

         
         He sighs and drops his hand, his gaze on the ceiling. “Two years ago. When I first heard her sing at Sun and Rain, just before
            she came to the palace to be appointed ashoki. But I kept it quiet, because she was so . . . she made me so . . . kuas . . .” He swears and rubs his face, mussing his hair. “The previous ashoki, the one I’d grown up listening to, sang songs about a powerful Moquoia, a champion of industry, being the greatest nation
            of the ocean west. My grandmother appointed him before I was born. Then she died, and then several years later the ashoki died as well, so my father appointed Tamsin. And she sang . . . things I had never heard.”
         

         
         “About the slave trade?”

         
         “Later, yes. The first year her message was more general. Things like the dangers of blinding ourselves with our perceived success, of lying to ourselves, of reveling in our own propaganda. I’d never heard such things. It was like . . .” He passes a hand over his face, mimicking a veil being lifted. 

         
         “How did the court take that?” I ask.

         
         “Some, very well. People who deal with businesses in Tolukum, who trade with antislave countries, who provide assistance to
            the poor in our country, who fund orphanages, shelters—they felt Tamsin was finally speaking a truth the last ashoki had always left out. But others, of course, especially those whose industry relies on bond servants . . .” Minister Kobok
            flashes through my mind. “She started making enemies in court. Every ashoki has them, of course, but hers started becoming more vocal. I was reluctant to confess my feelings because I didn’t want to—you
            have a phrase, I think. Sink the boat?”
         

         
         “Rock the boat,” I offer, nodding. “When did things change between you and Tamsin?”

         
         “Perhaps a year ago, during Kualni An-Orra. Folk were rushing to the terraces to see the rainbow, everyone murmuring the Prayer of the Colors. And I was doing the same,
            standing at the rail, and then it struck me that the person next to me wasn’t. And I turned and it was her.” He tilts the
            amber si-oque, gazing at the light flickering on its gems. “She was looking up at the sky, and she smiled and said, ‘Funny, how we break
            it down into twelve parts. It’s so very like people to simplify, when instead the truth is a . . .’ Forgive me, I can’t recall
            the word. Opohko—when all the colors run together, with no breaks between?”
         

         
         “A spectrum,” I suggest.

         
         “Yes, spectrum. And I said, ‘Uah, yes, I feel the same, how simplistic we make it,’ and we started talking. And I found she was not nearly so frightening as I’d made her out to be. Brilliant, uah, and so sure, but friendly and casual, too.”
         

         
         “And things took off?” I say.

         
         “Things . . . took . . .”

         
         I adjust my wording. “You developed a relationship.”

         
         “Well, yes—accidentally. Ikuah.” He stumbles for words in Eastern. “We kept it quiet, or at least, we thought we did. We were so careful, I still don’t understand
            how . . . how someone found out.” He rubs his eyes with vigor. “It’s not customary, you see, for an ashoki and a monarch to fall in love. Many ashoki choose not to marry, to avoid forging one-sided alliances. Certainly no king or queen has ever married their ashoki. It’s not illegal, just . . . not wise. Too much potential for bias. We knew there would be an uproar in court, so we agreed
            to proceed slowly, with care, letting things unfold for a few years, before we made any big decisions. We treated each other
            as casual acquaintances in public, we kept all our correspondences hidden . . . the only times we were alone was during weekly
            policy meetings, when she helped me write the letters to Princess Eloise.”
         

         
         “Could someone have observed you during those?” I ask.

         
         His ears redden, and I expect my guess was correct—that more went on during those policy meetings than simply drafting a few
            letters.
         

         
         “I don’t see how,” he says firmly. “I meet with all kinds of people privately, and we were no more or less secretive when scheduling them. I don’t see why someone might suspect we were up to anything extraordinary.” He shakes his head. “But it doesn’t matter how we . . . let the weasel out of the box, or however that saying goes. The point is, someone found out—someone who feared Tamsin’s influence on me. Which is why I don’t know who to trust—it could be anyone, it could be everyone. If I appeal to the wrong person for help, or if I confront the wrong person, they could very well turn around and tell whoever’s
            keeping her to murder her, and I can’t . . . I can’t do anything, can’t find . . . ekho, see . . .”
         

         
         He’s losing his grip on Eastern again, but the frustration in his voice makes it clear. His fingers have strayed unconsciously
            to the hilt of his rapier on the end table, as if wishing he could introduce it to his secret enemy.
         

         
         I spread my hands on my knees and switch back into Moquoian. “I’m sorry to hear all this, Iano, really I am—and I’m sorry
            that it’s created such a fiasco for you. But I don’t have anything to do with it, and neither does the ambassador or the princess. Which is why I want to set a few things
            right before we leave.”
         

         
         He picks his head up from the back of the chair. “Leave? Why are you leaving?”

         
         “Well, a variety of reasons, one of which is our negative progress in the negotiations for the Ferinno Road. But the other
            is that Princess Eloise is sick—she’s come down with rainshed fever.”
         

         
         “Oh,” he says, startled. “I’m sorry to hear that.” And he sounds sincere. “Can she not recover here? My personal physician
            is highly qualified.”
         

         
         “It’s complicated,” I say. “Rou would rather get her back east, to be closer to her mother, and I don’t blame him. He’s . . . protective of her.” I’m not sure whether to get into the case of Moira Alastaire at the moment—there are so many other moving parts to this. “Besides that, I have my suspicions that someone deliberately exposed her to the fever. One of her windowpanes was removed, and a bowl of water left on the sill to breed mosquitoes. I think your enemy in court is against us, as well.” 

         
         His eyes widen in shock, and then his gaze drifts to the fire, his fingers clenched on the arms of his chair. “I’m sorry that
            my court has put her at risk. I respect her a great deal—I wish these circumstances had been different. If it’s any consolation,
            people often recover from rainshed fever the first time around.”
         

         
         “It’s not a risk Eloise or Rou is willing to take—particularly not if it was deliberate,” I say. “Both of them want to leave
            now, and I’m not going to try to stop them. But before we go, I just wanted you to understand that you don’t need to home
            in on the Ferinno to search for Tamsin. We haven’t got her. And sending soldiers over the border is only going to make things
            worse for you.”
         

         
         “I’m not sending them into the Ferinno because of you,” he says, his eyebrows raised. “Or at least, not anymore. I admit I
            couldn’t think what your motive might be for all this, but like I said, every clue I can find points to the desert. It’s where
            the Sunshield Bandit attacked her stage, and it’s where her letters are coming from.”
         

         
         “I’m not so sure the Sunshield Bandit—wait, how do you know it’s where her letters are coming from?” My brow furrows. “I thought
            you didn’t know who’s sending them.”
         

         
         “I don’t. But I can tell where they’re coming from.” He tilts the envelope toward the firelight and taps the writing—specifically on the water spot over
            his name. “Water-soluble ink, and paper, not parchment, made from some kind of reed—no one in Moquoia would use materials
            like this. Our ink is gum based, to withstand the rain, and our parchment is all sheep or goatskin.”
         

         
         He gropes for a random piece of correspondence on the side table and hands it to me to compare. I take both it and the envelope, running my thumb over the parchment. Sure enough, the blackmail letter is noticeably more lightweight, with a rough grain, and the ink is thinner. 

         
         “I’ve compared it to a few other pieces of correspondence from the stage road in the Ferinno, including your letters,” he
            says with determination. “The ink is the same, the paper is similar. The letters are coming from the desert. And that’s not
            even considering the report that the Sunshield Bandit was the one to turn over her stage. If you’re not behind it, then she
            must have a hand in it somehow.” He clenches his fingers on his trousers. “She must have contacts in our court. Maybe even
            people in her pay. The servants seem to think so.”
         

         
         “Why?” I ask. “Why would she want this kind of leverage over you?”

         
         “By the colors, I don’t know—power, money. Control.”

         
         “But she’s not harassing you for that kind of thing. She—or whoever—is focused on appointing Kimela to ashoki.”
         

         
         “So?”

         
         “So—why would the Sunshield Bandit want Kimela to be ashoki, or care about the ashoki at all?”
         

         
         He’s quiet. Then, hurriedly, “There could be some motive we don’t know about.”

         
         I shake my head. “I really don’t think it was her.”

         
         “Why?” he asks. “Why are you so ready to believe in the virtue of a notorious outlaw?”

         
         “I don’t know that I’d call it virtue, but if my dates are correct, I think on the day she was allegedly turning over Tamsin’s stage, she was actually robbing
            a different stage outside Snaketown.”
         

         
         He frowns. “Why? How do you know?”

         
         “Fala told me Tamsin was attacked at the start of Iksi?”
         

         
         “You seem very familiar with my servants,” he says shortly.

         
         “No one else was giving me any answers,” I point out.

         
         He sighs with some irritation. “I suppose. Yes, the attack was at the start of Iksi.”
         

         
         “Do you remember the exact day?”

         
         “We got the news on the fifth. It happened three days before.”

         
         I reach into my tunic and pull out the letter Colm sent me a week and a half ago. “We traveled across the desert with one
            of my professors, Eloise’s uncle. He had business to conduct in Pasul while we continued on to Tolukum. He broke camp for
            Snaketown on the first of Iksi and was attacked that day by the Sunshield Bandit.” I tap the date written in his cramped hand. “Unless she’s developed the
            ability to manifest out of the sun itself, I don’t see how she could be outside Snaketown on the first and ninety miles away
            in Vittenta on the second.”
         

         
         He takes Colm’s letter and scans it himself.

         
         “What’s this bit down here—who’s Moira? Is this about that missing princess from way back when?”

         
         “No—well, sort of, but not at the moment.” By the Light, this is getting complicated—fake murders and desert hostages and
            long-lost princesses. “What’s more important is that the story about the attack on Tamsin’s stage was deliberately false.”
         

         
         “That doesn’t tell me anything—I already know I’m being misled.”

         
         “But not by the Sunshield Bandit. You’re looking for someone to trust. You’re also looking for someone being held captive, by all evidence in the Ferinno.” I circle my hands, trying to stir up his comprehension, to guide him to the same lightning strike I had at Eloise’s window a few hours earlier. “Who better to find an antislavery prisoner in the desert than someone who deliberately roots out slavers?” 

         
         He stares at me a moment, and then he throws his head back and gives the first laugh I’ve heard out of him in five weeks.
            “So far in your stay you have struck me as a little perplexed, a little overeager, but not a joker.”
         

         
         “I’m not joking,” I say, my cheeks reddening. “I’m serious. If Tamsin comes back before your coronation, she can resume her
            post as ashoki. You won’t have to appoint Kimela.”
         

         
         “I’ve already made the announcement,” he says, gesturing to the blackmail letter.

         
         “But ashoki is a lifelong position, isn’t it? If Tamsin’s still alive, then she’s still the ashoki, isn’t she? You wouldn’t be able to appoint Kimela—there’s no vacancy to fill.”
         

         
         He stares. “Yes, I suppose . . . you’re correct. I’ve been so worried about finding her that I haven’t considered that she
            negates a new ashoki.” He brightens considerably, but the expression is instantly replaced by dismay. “Which is why I need to find her before
            my coronation—they’ll keep her alive until then, but once Kimela is appointed, they won’t want there to be anything that might
            undo her position.”
         

         
         I nod. “You need to find her as quickly as possible. If you can do that, and pinpoint who’s threatening you, then we avoid
            war, and we can begin diplomacy again, which means there’s a real chance we can stamp out the slave trade—if Tamsin’s as set
            against trafficking as you say she is.”
         

         
         “She is,” he says firmly. “She was dokkua-ti into working for slavers after her mother died, to copy manifestos and sale papers for them.”
         

         
         “Sorry—she was what? I don’t know that word.”

         
         “She was . . . recruit . . . er, f-forced? Uah, forced. Into a bond.”
         

         
         “She was captured?” I nearly squawk. “She was a slave?”

         
         “She was a bond-servant. It’s different. Many people work for bonds, there are some in the palace . . .”

         
         “It’s still . . .”
         

         
         He tosses up his hands defensively. “Slavery, I know. I understand. Tamsin helped me realize that. I don’t pretend to justify
            it to you, though it is a more complex system than I think your Eastern courts comprehend. There are many who would not be
            able to survive without the room and board provided on bond.”
         

         
         “I expect most of them would prefer a livable wage,” I say flatly.

         
         He sighs. “Yes. I am aware. And I was working on it. We both were—like I said, Tamsin helped draft all my letters to you.
            She had the ideas about leasing the quarries, about partnering with Alcoran engineers to mechanize part of the process to
            cut down the need for human labor. She’s—she’s incredible, she has such a sense on economy and society and how the two intersect . . .
            how to sway people, how to communicate . . . it made her an astonishing ashoki. It will be a difficult transition—expensive, possibly recessive, and heavily opposed by many influential people in court.
            But I was so sure, with her at my side . . .”
         

         
         “Well, that only proves my point about the Sunshield Bandit,” I say, trying to steer him back to my earlier thought. “Getting
            Tamsin back could be extremely enticing to her—dismantling the slave trade means no more need to pursue slave wagons.”
         

         
         His eyebrows knit, and I suspect he’s suppressing an eye roll. “I think you overestimate her sense of goodwill.”

         
         “Well, we’ll probably have to offer a reward, too,” I acknowledge. “But she’s stealing shoes and pocket change—I think we
            could come up with a sum she’d be willing to accept.”
         

         
         He spreads his hands, half slouched in his chair with one boot up on the cushion. “And how exactly do I pitch this idea to
            her? Ride out into the desert and hope she attacks me?”
         

         
         I fidget a moment, silent.

         
         “Oh, colored Light,” he says in realization. “That’s exactly your plan, isn’t it? Veran, she set fire to a stage a few days ago.”
         

         
         “She set fire to a slave wagon, not a stage, and the report said there were multiple patches of blood in the sand,” I point
            out. “There was probably some kind of struggle. I don’t think she would have attacked the wagon just to torch everyone inside.
            Something probably went wrong.”
         

         
         He groans and rubs his eyes. “None of this is making it sound any more sensible. She’s a notorious outlaw, and an enigma.
            And anyway—not to sound conceited, but I am a rather important member of court. I’m the only direct heir—should I die, I leave
            a vacuum. That won’t help either of our causes in the least—I’m just as likely to be replaced by a pro-slavery minister.”
         

         
         I ponder a moment, staring at the fire, making mental calculations, guesses, estimations, stretches of imagination.

         
         “I’ll go, then,” I say.

         
         He arches a sculpted eyebrow. “I thought you were leaving.”

         
         “We are—rather conveniently for Pasul.” My heart quickens in my chest, blurry details coming together. “I could leave tonight. I’ll move fast on horseback, much faster than the coaches. And I won’t have to make scheduled stops like they will. I’ll camp along the road. It’ll take a week for a coach to reach Pasul, but I can make it in half that. I can charter a stage to take me into the desert and draw the Sunshield Bandit’s attention. I’ll get the information from her, and then, if I’m lucky, I might even be back in Pasul by the time the ambassador and Princess Eloise get there.” 

         
         Rou will be livid.
         

         
         Iano is staring at me as if I’m in the process of sprouting another head.

         
         “What would the princess think of this?” he asks.

         
         “She’d understand,” I lie, my gut twinging. She’ll be angry with me, too, but it’s a price I’m going to have to pay, and grovel
            later. Iano’s inscrutable gaze remains locked on mine, and I silently pray that he won’t ask about Rou. I don’t think I can
            lie that big.
         

         
         “Why?” he finally asks. “You’ve given me firm evidence you’re not behind the blackmail—why stay tangled up in this?”

         
         “I want to end the slave trade.”

         
         He narrows his eyes at me. “That’s not why. Or, at least, that’s not the main reason.”

         
         I swallow. “I . . . listen, this trip, this alliance—this is the first real thing I’ve ever been trusted with. You know about
            my parents?”
         

         
         “King and queen of the Silverwood Mountains?” he asks. “Didn’t your mother reinstate Queen Mona Alastaire to the throne of
            Lumen Lake and facilitate the Eastern Alliance?”
         

         
         “More or less. My father had nearly as much a role as she did, and my siblings sort of inherited their tendency toward greatness.
            Of the five of us, I’m the only one who hasn’t done anything remotely noteworthy.”
         

         
         “You’re eighteen,” he says sagely, as if he’s not merely a year older than me.

         
         “My little sister is fifteen, and she’s already considered one of the greatest dancers the Silverwood has ever seen,” I say.
            “And my brother is nineteen and nearly ready to be a Woodwalker. My older sisters are no different. It’s not so much that
            I want a victory to call my own, it’s that I don’t want a colossal failure. This trip, being here, alongside Rou and Eloise, who have their own status—this has been my first real chance to actually
            do something. My parents weren’t keen on me coming. I worked my ass off at the university to make sure I had the highest marks
            in Moquoian that anyone in the East has ever had.” My hands fall open in my lap. “I can’t just walk away, knowing what I know,
            and leave things to only get worse. It could be years before another diplomatic trip can be arranged. I know we can make this work, if we can only straighten out what’s gone wrong.”
         

         
         “And you’re obsessed with the Sunshield Bandit,” he says wryly. “Aren’t you?”

         
         “I’m not obsessed. But—she does fascinate me. The fact that she’s made herself into a . . . a . . .”

         
         “Terror of the desert,” he supplies.

         
         “Or queen of the desert, if you will. I really do think she can help us. But—and maybe I’m deranged—but I also just want to
            see her myself, to see if all the tales are true. And if they’re not true, then I want to know how she’s managed to build and keep such a name for herself.” I shrug. “You said it yourself—she’s
            an enigma, powerful and heroic and free as a breeze. That doesn’t make you curious?”
         

         
         “Not in a way that makes me want to put myself at the mercy of her sword,” he says. “But it would be very nice to start stripping away some of the pedestal she’s on, especially if she helps us in the process.”
         

         
         That’s not exactly what I have in mind, but I nod to keep him going. “I think it’s worth a try.”

         
         “I think it’s crazy, but you’re the one taking the biggest risk, not me. How are you planning to relay your information to me
            after you return to Pasul?”
         

         
         This obvious oversight trips me up. “I suppose . . . I’ll have to send a message. Is there someone you trust to station in
            Pasul until I get back?”
         

         
         He snorts. “With cloaked figures and secret letters being stolen from my rooms? No.” His foot drops from the chair cushion.
            “I’ll come with you.”
         

         
         As if on cue, a crackle of lightning flashes outside the window, streaking the far wall with rain shadows.

         
         “You just said it was too dangerous for you to leave,” I say.

         
         “I said it was too dangerous for me to ride out alone into the desert to confront a bloodthirsty outlaw,” he replies. “The
            horse track to Pasul is different. It’s lightly used, and what little highway robbery we have generally stays on the coach
            roads. I’ll come with you to Pasul and make inquiries while you’re gone.”
         

         
         “Er,” I begin. “Are you sure? I’m going to be sleeping on the ground. Outside.”

         
         “I’m aware, Prince Veran,” he says flatly. “And I’ll thank you that I am quite a robust camper.” He pauses. “Granted, it’s
            always been with the pavilion during hunting season up in the hills, but that’s beside the point. I don’t pretend it will
            be pleasant, but that is not why I am going. What’s your people’s expression? An open sky makes trials small?”
         

         
         That’s an Alcoran expression, but I won’t contest it. “If you’re sure. I can still try to secure a messenger in Pasul . . .”

         
         “No,” he says, and there’s a definite hardness in his voice now. “This idea may be crazy, but it’s the first hope I’ve had
            since Tamsin was attacked. The fewer people who know about it, the fewer chances it may go astray.” His sharp black gaze narrows
            at me. “This isn’t politics or curiosity to me, Veran. This is about getting Tamsin back. Her life is at stake, along with
            this country’s throne. You understand that, don’t you?”
         

         
         I nod vigorously. “Uah, of course.”
         

         
         “Good.” He stands from his chair. “Let me change into traveling clothes and pack a few things, and then we can go. We’ll tell
            the guards we’re having an argument about racehorses as we go to the stables—it should hold for a few hours.”
         

         
         By the Light, this is moving fast. There will be no time to relay our hasty plan to Eloise or leave a note begging forgiveness
            from Rou.
         

         
         Priorities, I remind myself. If we can keep the alliance from collapsing, there will be plenty of time to plead my case later. And perhaps,
            if we’re successful, I might not need to grovel at all. I get a vision of Rou clapping me on the shoulder, of Eloise smiling
            at me, of letters sent back home with accounts of my heroics. My stomach warms, and I struggle to keep my expression grim
            to match the look on Iano’s face.
         

         
         He doesn’t see my internal battle. He picks up his rapier. “What’s your weapon, by the way?”

         
         It strikes me that wit is the incorrect response. “Um, I’m decent at targets, though I’ve never shot a crossbow.”
         

         
         He heads to his wall of quivers, and too late I notice the dart board off to one side. Vynce has one like it on the wall of his room, and he’s driven the staff to the edge of sanity with the collection of pinholes from missed targets. On Iano’s, there are no holes in the wall, only six darts clustered near the center of the board, just random enough to suggest they were thrown into that arrangement, not shoved in purposefully. 

         
         Iano takes down a bow longer than I am tall, running his fingers along the bone-white limbs.

         
         “Er,” I begin, trying to head him off before he asks me to draw it. “But I’m not good enough to waste a longbow on. I’m used
            to flatbows. And anyway, I don’t think meeting the Sunshield Bandit heavily armed is the best strategy. We still don’t know
            how many outlaws she has in her camp, and if I look ready for a fight . . .” She’ll probably fight me.

         
         “Well, I’m not traveling the back roads to Pasul after dark without arms,” he says flatly, removing the elegant quiver with the blue-fletched
            arrows. He rummages in a trunk and emerges with a few coils of bowstring, a box that rattles with arrowheads, and a bintu hunting knife with its characteristic curve. He checks the edge on the knife, sheathes it, and tosses it to me. I catch it
            awkwardly.
         

         
         “Now you’ve got something, at least.” He removes a leather satchel from the trunk. “Here’s another consideration, though.
            Assuming the Sunshield Bandit cooperates and does attack you outside Pasul, what if she doesn’t stay to listen? Most of our reports say she strikes fast. What if she runs off
            before you can convince her to help?”
         

         
         I worry my lip, pretending to test the heft and handling of the knife to buy myself time. The metal gleams coldly, turning
            the reflected firelight pale.
         

         
         My head shoots up.

         
         “Oh . . . I have an idea,” I say in a rush. “The beginning of an idea, at least. Can we make a side trip before going to the stables?” 

         
         “If it’s quick.”

         
         “I think it will be.” I sheathe the knife with a snap. “She uses the sun as a weapon, but we can go after her with the night.”
         

         
         Iano tsks as he heads toward his bedroom door.
         

         
         “There’s no need to get dramatic,” he says over his shoulder.

         
         But I think, with how fast this is all going, dramatic is the only way this is going to work.
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         Iano proves to be a more stalwart travel companion than I would have thought. Our first twenty-four hours of travel are defined
            largely by being utterly, penetratingly soaked. The rain does not so much fall as simply envelop us, above, around, below,
            and soon inside as well. Despite my heavy felted cloak, within a half hour even my undergarments are soaked, making my seat
            squelch in the saddle with every rise of my horse’s shoulders.
         

         
         The few times I steal a glance at Iano, his face is set and grim. He’s traded his jeweled hairpin for a kind of gallant horsetail
            under a black hood, festooned with a golden tassel. Between that, his expensively styled tack, and the graceful longbow and
            quiver slung over his back, we’re clearly marked as some flavor of nobility, but I’m hoping we can pass for merely well-to-do
            travelers and not two princes off on a highly inadvisable mission.
         

         
         Our first night of camping finds us in a small clearing off the road, huddled under a questionably rigged tarpaulin. The rain streams through the canopy, collecting in the center of the tarp and making it sag until a steady trickle pours between us and puddles on the ground. 

         
         Iano doesn’t comment at our miserable shelter, but it’s eating away at me. Woodcraft has been a staple of my life since before
            my first breath, but I’m realizing too late it’s not exactly hereditary. I’ve heard enough of Mama’s tales to repeat them
            in my sleep, and I’ve read the collection of Woodwalker handbooks more than the average Woodwalker, but there can be no denying
            that I’m severely lacking in hands-on experience. Climbing trees and knowing birdcalls is one thing, but it’s another thing
            entirely to stand holding a rope, befuddled by cold and stiff fingers, trying to recall which knot is used to lash together
            a bivouac. Is it a slipknot, and if so, which one? Is it an eight on a bight? For that matter, how does one tie an eight on
            a bight without a manual?
         

         
         As I’m gnawing on these intricacies, Iano gives a little start and slaps his neck. He pulls his hand away to reveal a crushed
            mosquito. When we first left the palace, he produced a jar of oily cream that smelled of lemon balm, but a few intrepid insects
            haven’t been deterred by it.
         

         
         “How soon does rainshed fever develop after you’ve been bitten?” I ask.

         
         Iano grimaces and wipes his palm on his cloak. “A few days, usually, but we’ve gotten a fair distance away from Tolukum—the
            danger of fever diminishes in the outer hamlets. Nobody really knows why.”
         

         
         Perhaps it’s the recent series of events that does it—the dead birds on the ground, Eloise’s sickness, the mosquitoes in the
            window—but the answer strikes me like a lightning bolt. That same curiosity Eloise and I mused over not long ago now seems
            plain as day. I twist to face him.
         

         
         “How long have those giant windows been up in the palace?”

         
         “The atriums?” He scratches his new bug bite. “The first went up during my great-grandmother’s reign, perhaps seventy, seventy-five
            years ago. That was when our factories first started producing sheet glass. The next few were added a decade or so later,
            and then the biggest was completed about fifteen years ago.”
         

         
         “And there’s been a rise in rainshed fever since then?”

         
         “Only around Tolukum,” he says.

         
         “Right. Iano—has anyone noticed how many birds strike the glass of the palace?”

         
         His face creases with confusion. “Well, that’s unavoidable, I suppose. One does hear them occasionally—”

         
         “Not occasionally,” I say. “All the time. All day long, every day. Do you know how many dead birds I saw along the palace foundation?”
         

         
         “What were you doing at the foundation?”

         
         “Wallowing in despair, thanks to our interaction at Bakkonso. There were dozens, Iano, just in that little section, and I’m sure there are more all over the terraces and windowsills.”
         

         
         “Well, what of it?” he asks. “That’s the responsibility of the staff—to clean up refuse like that. What does it have to do
            with rainshed fever?”
         

         
         Something very Silvern is waking up inside me, and ethnocentric bias be damned, I know my folk would have made this connection before now. “Those songbirds eat mosquitoes, Iano. As you’ve put up more and more glass in the city, you’re killing off more and more birds. Fewer birds means more mosquitoes,
            which means higher chances of a person being bitten by one that’s infected. That’s why it’s only in the city, not the villages.
            It’s your glass, Iano.”
         

         
         He stops scratching, his gaze going unfocused. He stares blankly at the trickle of water streaming from our drooping tarpaulin.

         
         “That seems . . .” he begins. “I mean, how can we really know for sure?”

         
         “I know that killing off a single type of animal in those numbers is going to tip nature’s balance,” I reply. “That’s something
            my folk would never overlook.”
         

         
         A flicker of disdain crosses his face. “Well, we can’t all be your folk,” he snaps, mimicking my antiquated phrase. “And I’ll have you know Moquoia has its own foresters, not so different from
            your fabled Woodwalkers.” He pauses, thoughtful, while I hold back the biggest scoff of my life.
         

         
         “Though,” he adds after a moment, “I’ll mention it to the staff when we get back to Tolukum. Perhaps they’ll have a more definite
            estimate of how many birds they collect.”
         

         
         “You should cover the glass,” I say. “Or at least string mirrors inside.”

         
         “That will be a difficult expense to justify.”

         
         “Even if it brings down the cases of rainshed fever?”

         
         He gives me a resigned look. “If,” he says. “That’s a very big if.”

         
         We lapse into silence for the remainder of the evening, listening to the shifting timbre of the rain on our tarp. There’s
            little opportunity for sleep, wet and uncomfortable as we are, and the night passes agonizingly slowly. When the first gray
            slips of light start to show through the trees, we get up without comment. We share some soggy walnut bread, I roll up our
            sodden tarp, and then we mount and continue on.
         

         
         Fortunately—blessedly—we travel as quickly as I’d hoped. The coach road, by necessity, runs parallel to the coastline below the western spine of the mountains, forced to make a few lengthy detours over bridges stout enough to support heavy loads. Our track, however, splits from the main road early on our second day and takes a more direct line toward Pasul, leading us up and down steep valley sides carpeted with growth so thick you could burrow inside it. Gnarled hardwoods arch over the track, their green-hung boughs made monstrous with ferns and mosses. In the late afternoon, after a long, slippery climb over a misty ridgeline, we cross a tangible border—the fir and hemlock trees transition into aspen and ponderosa pine, the lush moss gives way to tougher lichens, and the skies ease from moody gray to hazy blue. 

         
         We’ve reached the rainshadow.

         
         It’s bitterly cold, especially since we’ve hardly had a chance to dry out before night falls, and there’s a confident wind
            gusting over the ridgeline. In the last slips of daylight, we set up a hasty camp in a stand of boulders that act as a windbreak.
            There are no sturdy trees to lash up the tarp, but given how well that went the first night, I put my effort instead into
            collecting splintery lengths of tough mountain juniper for a fire. Fortunately, my firelighting skills are something I could
            always easily work on from Lampyrinae, and soon Iano and I huddle into our damp bedrolls on either side of a steady blaze.
         

         
         I’m tired enough from forty-eight hours of hard travel and no sleep that I don’t wake at all to stoke the fire, and by morning it’s stone cold. Puffing and chilled through, limbs aching, we slap ourselves, stomp our frozen feet, and clumsily pack up camp. Our horses watch, their breath misting around their noses, probably amused at our pitiful attempts to warm up before we fling ourselves into their saddles and urge them downhill, toward warmer air. 

         
         The one bad thing about this route, I muse as we start to thaw out, is that we’re missing the redwoods. The groves of giants
            are all on the western slopes, south of Tolukum, where the soil is sea-breeze damp but not drenched. But it’s clear as we
            descend the eastern slopes of the Moquovik Mountains that the soil is now too dry and nutrient-poor to support such mammoth
            plant life, devoid of the fertile foothills fed by constant rainfall on the other side of the ridge. Our way is instead buffeted
            by pine, ash, and a heinous amount of scrub oak, choking the path and scratching our calves as our horses push through it.
         

         
         “Amazing that the landscape can be so different after just a few hours of riding,” I say to Iano around midmorning. “Too bad
            we have to rush through it.”
         

         
         “We’re not here to admire the scenery,” he says grimly.

         
         I shut up for the rest of the morning.

         
         By afternoon, the last of the moisture finally wicks away from my clothes, just in time for the sun to gain its full fever
            pitch. My absent-minded observation from earlier becomes a serious consternation. I drag my rolled-up sleeve over my forehead,
            marveling that in twenty-four hours I’ve gone from feeling like I’d never be warm and dry again to sweating out all the rain
            Moquoia has to offer.
         

         
         Our third night’s camp is the easiest, with only a few requisite discomforts, and after another long morning of riding, we crest the head of a drop-off to see the border town of Pasul below. The land changes dramatically before us, the dimpled hills giving way to sagebrush flats as suddenly as if someone had taken a giant rolling pin right up to our feet, leaving us perched on a rocky cliff. This is the final hindrance to a sturdy coach road—even if a coach managed to get this far, over and through the steep, tangled slopes, it could never manage the switchbacking trail down the final incline to the flats below. We take it slowly, our horses patiently plodding around each tight turn, bringing us finally into town as the sun drops behind the cliff at our backs. 

         
         Pasul is a place that seemingly can’t decide what it wants to be, waffling between a rural outpost and bustling city. It’s
            too far out to support any industry beyond the mail line and quarry camps, but it’s the only bit of civilization for miles,
            and full of transients—ranchers bringing cattle to market, homesteaders laying in supplies, free quarriers on leave, and the
            odd businessperson cleaving carefully to the small reputable quarter. The main street is wide and well-kept, flanked by inns
            and public houses, but the alleys that lead off it are narrow and dark, with signs for less luxurious accommodations for the
            short on change—work-for-rent, copper hangs, and the ominous roof cots—tether included.
         

         
         Iano and I make our way past the less savory alleys and head for the Sweet Pine, where Rou and Eloise and I stayed with Colm
            upon our arrival. It’s a grand little building, a clear mashup of Moquoian design and Alcoran building material—rounded walls
            of white adobe and red tile, with generous windows throughout, though the glass is made of small cut panes, not the endless
            panels of Tolukum Palace. There’s a clean public room below, mostly filled with well-to-do travelers and business folk. The
            girl at the bar asks for our names.
         

         
         Partway through giving my name, I decide to lie. “V-vvvynce,” I stammer unconvincingly, my brother being the first V that pops to mind, though I suppose I could have gone with my father. “Vyncet Whitetail. And—” I glance at Iano.
         

         
         “Escer Gee,” he says.

         
         It must be glaringly obvious that we’re lying, but she writes them down anyway, making me spell out my foreign vowels. Most
            folk in town speak at least a little of both Eastern and Moquoian, but the Silverwood is a long way off, and nobody in Alcoro
            takes epithets like we do. She hands us a key and directs us to the second floor.
         

         
         The room is small and neat, with two narrow rope beds and a potted agave plant in the window. I want to fling my bruised,
            achy body onto the mattress and sleep for a day, but we both have things to do if I’m going to ride out into the desert tomorrow
            morning. We deposit our bags and head back out—he to inquire about a coach and driver willing to travel alone into bandit
            country, me to clean out the town’s general store of its nonperishable goods.
         

         
          

         Before the sun rises the following morning, Iano helps me get dressed in the fanciest Moquoian ensemble I’ve been gifted.
            It’s a rather offensive shade of raspberry, with long tails on the jacket and cabochon buttons the size of my thumbnail along
            the calves. I suck in my stomach as I fight to fasten the jacket over the waistcoat.
         

         
         “I must admit,” I say breathlessly as Iano fruitlessly twists my hair into something that will hold a pin, “I find your clothing
            very restrictive.”
         

         
         “You walk too loosely,” he says, tugging at my scalp, as if it might make my hair grow. “You walk like you have saplings for legs. The silk is meant to allow the wearer to walk gracefully with minimal effort—it creates the posture for you.” He stabs the pin through the knot he’s managed to fuss up and stands back, looking unsatisfied. “It looks a bit like a toddler got into his father’s jewelry box.” 

         
         “Well, let’s hope the Sunshield Bandit isn’t up on her court hairstyles.” I pick up the walking cane. “Can you carry the box?
            I’m going to have a hard enough time getting down the stairs in one piece.”
         

         
         He hefts the crate of our supplies. “Don’t roll your feet like that.”

         
         “Like what?”

         
         “That way you arch your feet around—I’m surprised you haven’t broken an ankle.”

         
         “That’s the way I was taught to walk,” I say snippily. “It lets you walk quietly.”

         
         “Maybe in buckskin boots, but not wooden heels. Anyway, who are you trying to sneak up on? Try kick walking instead.” He demonstrates
            as he walks to the door, jutting out a foot before laying it down. “Kick walk, kick walk.” He heads through the door with the heavy crate, loud as a rockslide and perfectly balanced.
         

         
         I grumble about namby Moquoians and how they wouldn’t last an hour on a scout march, ignoring Colm hissing about bias and
            my mother laughing that I’ve never been on a scout march, before following him out the door, kicking my heels upward and laying them down straight.
         

         
         It does seem to lessen the likelihood of ankle-breaking.

         
         That only pisses me off more.

         
         The driver is waiting in front of her thoroughbrace coach, the luxe private kind afforded by wealthy business folk. There are several seats for armed guards along the driver’s bench and roof, but they’re all empty. The two horses up front stamp in their expensive leather braces. The horse I borrowed from Iano, a sleek palomino mare named Kuree—the Moquoian word for flax—is hitched alongside, gleaming in the first brush of dawn. 

         
         “Is that for the lockbox?” the driver asks, nodding at the crate in Iano’s hands. “You know I won’t be responsible for the
            loss of anything you’re bringing along?”
         

         
         “We’re aware,” Iano says, handing her the crate. “You deposited the payment?”

         
         She nods. She’d demanded full payment up front, along with a written statement saying we’d pay for any damages to her coach
            and team—which were almost certain to occur traveling into the rough territory of a notorious bandit, unarmed and well-furnished.
         

         
         Suddenly, the reality of our plan hits harder. I swallow and finger my firefly pin—I considered leaving it behind, but it’s
            giving me courage, and I’ve hidden it under the knot of my cravat. Unless the Sunshield Bandit strips me of my clothes, she
            won’t find it.
         

         
         I don’t think she’ll strip me of my clothes.
         

         
         Iano wrestles the crate into the lockbox under the interior seat and tacks the fabric back down to hide the door. He steps
            back and turns to me, and suddenly it’s time.
         

         
         He’s grave. “Veran—thank you.”

         
         “Sure, anytime.”

         
         “No, I’m serious. This could change everything. And listen, I’ll make inquiries around here, all right? Maybe someone will have a lead on Tamsin. So if things don’t go as planned, don’t feel like you have to stay out there. Just come back, and we’ll figure something else out. All right?” 

         
         I’m jittery, to the point where I want to make a joke to defuse the tension—Mama’s influence. What could possibly go wrong? But I can tell from his expression this won’t go over well.
         

         
         “I’ll be smart about it,” I assure him.

         
         “All right.” He puffs out his breath. He hands me a drawstring bag, heavy with coin. “Good luck.” He opens up a palm and holds
            it out to me, as if he’s offering something. This baffles me at first, before I realize he’s trying to mimic my folk’s gesture
            of thanks.
         

         
         “And you.” I mirror the motion. There’s a white smudge on my thumb from the drawstring bag.

         
         He steps back, and I clamber awkwardly into the coach, settling onto the velvet cushion. The driver climbs up into her box
            and clucks to her team. They amble forward, and the carriage swings on its leather bracings. Kuree breaks into a walk on her
            lead alongside us.
         

         
         I look back through the window at Iano, but he’s lost to the cloud of dust behind us. A needle of red sunlight pierces my
            eye—dawn is breaking across the rugged flats. I settle back against the cushion, my stomach rocking with the carriage, as
            we ride toward the sun.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Tamsin

         
         I started my period this morning!

         
         Honestly, this relieves me. My body’s been in such pain and I’ve been actively ignoring so much trauma that I wouldn’t have
            been surprised if my womb simply resigned in protest. But I felt the first pangs of cramping a few days ago—a welcome, familiar
            pain amid the worse, squishy pain, and today’s the big day.
         

         
         Of course, I have no bandages and am bleeding all over my trousers, blanket, and reed mat. I sit for a moment upon waking
            up, simultaneously relieved at the revelation that my body hasn’t fully quit on me and fretting about the sticky mess things
            will be before long. I get to my feet and wobble to the cell door. I close my fist and pound on the wood, shouting through
            the barred window.
         

         
         After a few moments of this, I hear swearing down the hall. A lantern flares. Someone stumbles in the dim dawn light.

         
         “What the blazing sun is your problem?” Poia demands through the window. Her eyepatch is off, revealing the milky white of her blind eye. “I swear by the colors if you don’t shut up . . .” 

         
         Her words die away as she sees my state. My lips twitch at her renewed swearing, and she marches away, taking the lantern
            with her. She comes back a moment later with a bucket—a new bucket, hello bucket!—filled with cold water, and a rag. She hands
            me a length of bandages and a clean—cleanish, anyway—set of clothes.
         

         
         Now would be a good time to sling my waste bucket at her face and run for the open door. But I’m unsure how fast I could move,
            and I have no idea where I am except not Moquoia, and I imagine I now smell like a sweat-salted steak, grilled bloody rare.
            I’d be tracked by every predator on the continent. I focus instead on stripping off my clothes while she kneels down and begins
            scrubbing my mat, cursing. I resist the urge to laugh. Not my fault she didn’t give due thought to my menses.
         

         
         I arrange my new wardrobe—the same as the first, a colorless, shapeless shirt over similar trousers, belted with a bit of
            twine—and arrange the bandages in my underthings. Poia dunks her rag back in the bucket and wrings it out. She glances up
            at me and, seeing I’m dressed, suddenly remembers there’s a door to the outside world. She checks over her shoulder.
         

         
         And sees my handiwork on the wood.

         
         HIRES.

         
         I’ve been carving it a little deeper every day. It’s quite distinct, thrown into sharp relief by the angle of the dawn light
            coming in through the tiny window.
         

         
         “Damn,” I go to say, but it doesn’t come out right.

         
         Poia rises on her knees and gets to her feet. I don’t have time to duck. With the force of two carriages colliding, she wallops the side of my mouth with the back of her hand. The pain is astounding, bursting into blooms of color behind my eyelids. I drop like a blown-down tree, clutching my exploding head in my arms. She’s shouting down at me, but I can’t make out her words. I feel a cold shock of water—she empties the wash bucket on me before dropping it next to my head. The water has that faint tang of copper, or maybe it’s the blood washing my mouth. Can’t tell. Probably it’s both. 

         
         I hear the cell door slam and the lock turn. I press my elbows against my head, as if physically containing the pain will
            make it better. Nausea turns my stomach. Great Light, don’t vomit, not now, not in this state . . .
         

         
         I lay curled on the wet dirt floor. After an agonizingly long time, the pounding pain begins to subside, slowly, stubbornly.
            The colors pulsing behind my eyes fade in intensity, flaming with each heartbeat. The nausea ebbs away. I let out a slow breath.
         

         
         Carefully, tenderly, I shift my jaw a bit. Right, that hurts a lot, stop it. I loosen my grip on my head. I’m wet now, and
            so is my mat, and my blanket. I smell like blood. My uterus contracts in a cramp. I lie in the wet dirt. Damn everyone and
            everything.
         

         
         At least now I have two buckets.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Lark

         
         I poke morosely at the fire, banking a few of the coals to make them last longer. I sent Saiph and Andras down to the river
            a few hours ago with the ox to haul up some wood, and I’m actively trying not to wonder where they’ve gotten to. Sedge is
            cleaning a rat from one of the snares, as close to Rose’s mat as he can work without sullying things with blood and guts.
            Lila is making a valiant attempt to piece together a few fraying burlap scraps into something big enough to be useful. Moll
            is napping on her blanket. I had Whit untangling knots from our length of twine, but she’s fallen asleep too, her breath wheezing
            through her cleft lip. She’s been sleeping a lot lately, her face pale and thin, her eyes red-rimmed and hooded. Absently
            I reach out and brush her black hair. It’s lanky and dull, falling through my fingers like dry grass.
         

         
         Rocks clatter from down the canyon. Rat lifts his head but doesn’t growl—sure enough, through the sage comes Saiph, puffing
            from his fast pace.
         

         
         “Lark,” he says.

         
         “What?” I ask. “Where’s Andras?”

         
         “He’s coming with the ox. But there’s something you might want to see, out across the river.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “There’s a coach,” he says, fidgeting with his usual twitchy energy.

         
         I sit back, tired. “I’m not going after a coach.”

         
         “It’s not a stage,” he says. “It’s small, just two horses on the team, plus one tethered along the side, all tacked up fancy
            as a new copper.”
         

         
         “I’m not going after a coach,” I repeat. “Who’s going to help me turn it over?”

         
         “Me and Sedge can,” he says. “There are no guards.”

         
         I pause. “None at all?”

         
         He shakes his head. “Just a driver.”

         
         “I have a hard time believing they’re toting a spare horse with no guards,” I say flatly. “Did you get a look inside?”

         
         “I watched it for a while. I think there’s just one passenger. They’d drive a little, and then stop, and he’d get out and
            look around. Then he’d get back in and they’d go a little farther.”
         

         
         “What’s he looking for?” I ask.

         
         “I dunno. A ford, maybe?”

         
         “It sounds like they’re prospecting,” Sedge says. “Looking for mining sites. Maybe they’re following that vein of ore along
            the river.”
         

         
         “Why the spare horse?” I ask.

         
         “Probably to go up the side canyons,” Lila says, her stitching in her lap. “So the passenger can ride into the places the
            coach can’t go.”
         

         
         Something squeezes in my gut. A new mine means new hands. More wagons. It means new skin tattooed with a double circle. The scarred skin itches under my sleeve. I look back at Rose. Up the path comes the slow scrabble of the ox’s hooves on the rocks. 

         
         “You’re sure there are no guards?” I press Saiph. “Is the driver armed?”
         

         
         “If they are, it’s nothing special,” he says excitedly. “Maybe a crossbow, but they’ll have a time aiming it while driving,
            won’t they?”
         

         
         “What about the passenger?”

         
         Saiph is practically bouncing, simmering with an energy that’s more raw than before Pickle died. “I didn’t see anything on
            him—and you should see how he’s dressed. Head to toe in silk, pink like a berry, with tails and everything.”
         

         
         “Moquoian?”

         
         “Dressed like one, though he looks awfully dark for one—almost as dark as you.”

         
         There’s a range of skin color among Moquoians, so that’s not a good indicator, but nobles of any nationality are few and far
            between out here. It sounds odd for a prospector to be so finely dressed, but Sedge is right—I can’t think of another reason
            why a wealthy traveler would be ambling along this particular stretch of river, rather than racing to get to Snaketown. Either
            this passenger has been living with his head in the sand, or he’s lost.
         

         
         Maybe we can point him in the right direction.

         
         Andras comes up the path, tugging on the ox’s lead. Its broad back is loaded with firewood.

         
         He looks between Saiph and me excitedly. “Well? Are you going after it? They’re heading closer, and there’s still some time before the sun disappears.” 

         
         I glance at Rose again, and then at Sedge.

         
         We’re down a horse, it’s true, and the mule is still lame. A strong new horse, with tack and all, could mean a faster route
            to Pasul.
         

         
         It could mean getting Rose to a healer. Could mean getting the ox to market for money to get Andras to Cyprien.

         
         “How far?” I ask.

         
         “Maybe a mile west, though we’ll have to hurry if we want to ford upstream of them,” Saiph says.

         
         Not far at all. We could be back before it’s truly dark.

         
         “You can leave us,” Lila says. “We’ll be fine.”

         
         I puff out a breath, but if the coach is really as close as Saiph says, I don’t even have to leave Three Lines alone for an
            hour.
         

         
         “We’ll at least go take a look. If it seems like something we can do between the three of us, maybe we’ll give it a shot.
            But I’m not taking any risks, all right?” I squint at Saiph, trying to make him calm down. “If it looks too chancy, we’re
            turning around.”
         

         
         “I can help,” Andras says, mirroring Saiph’s excitement. “I can ride behind Sedge—”

         
         “No,” I say, fighting another vision of Pickle’s broken angles. “You stay here. Unpack the firewood. Help Lila mix something
            up to eat.”
         

         
         He looks put out, but he doesn’t argue. I blow out the last of my breath and look again at Saiph. “Why don’t you get Pickle’s
            staff?”
         

         
         Saiph gives more of a whoop than a reply. He scrambles toward the cache.

         
         I drag a hand over my face and look at Sedge. “You can take the driver?”

         
         He nods. “Let me refill on quarrels.”

         
         “All right. Saiph, you’ll be responsible for cutting the horse loose.” I sigh and beat the dust off my hat. “I’ll take the
            carriage.” I settle my hat on my head and pull my bandanna up. “Let’s get this over with.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Veran

         
         I squint out over the sage flats, the Ferinno sun beating down so hard I can practically hear it sear my skin. Behind me,
            the horse team mouths their bits, snorting to moisten their nostrils.
         

         
         “It’s getting late,” the driver calls behind me. “At this point it’s going to be smarter to head for Snaketown for the night.”

         
         “We’ll compensate you the extra night,” I say, shading my eyes. I’m growing anxious—I’m certain we’ve been traveling slowly
            enough to be seen, but what if nobody’s watching? What if the Sunshield Bandit isn’t out today? What if she’s robbing somebody
            down on the stage road? What if she’s napping in her secret hideaway?
         

         
         What if this was all just wasted effort?

         
         “Get back in,” the driver says suddenly. “There’s dust up ahead.”

         
         “Where?” I swing to face up the road, wincing at the glare of the sun off the river. The bank is choked with cottonwoods and
            brush willow, but a patch is obscured by a swirling cloud of dirt.
         

         
         The driver swears. “There’s one behind us, too.” She snaps her reins to perk up the team. “Get in the coach!”

         
         I hop back up on the running board, but I don’t climb inside just yet. I hold on to the frame and peer behind us, into the
            sun. The air is suddenly alive with the pounding of hoofbeats.
         

         
         Damn, that happened fast.

         
         The stagecoach lurches, the carriage swinging on its suspension. The driver slaps her reins on the team’s rumps.

         
         “Remember our agreement!” I holler over the squeaking and clattering of the coach.

         
         The driver swears, the precise wording lost to the noise. “I refuse to take a quarrel for your stupid plan!” But she holds
            the team at a steady trot, not an all-out gallop, the wheels jostling off the rough road.
         

         
         We hit a rut, and I almost lose my grip. Reluctantly, I swing back inside and latch the door. I pull back the curtain, but
            the dust obscures most of the activity outside. There’s snarling now, like some wild animal, and one of the horses whinnies
            in response. The carriage weaves—I’m thrown against the door, knocking my forehead on the casing. Now there’s shouting, though
            I can’t make it out. Before I can fully push myself upright, the coach slows. The driver’s commands to the horses are clipped,
            as if she’s giving them through clenched teeth.
         

         
         “Standing down!” she shouts. “Standing down.”

         
         The jolting slows and then stops, the coach rocking on its straps. I rub the tender spot on my forehead. The driver is exchanging terse words with someone else, their voice too low for me to hear. Is it the Sunshield Bandit? Hurriedly I scramble upright, my heart pounding in anticipation. But before I can move toward the door, there’s a singular crunch of bootheels on sand, and then the carriage rocks. The door swings open of its own accord. 

         
         The late-afternoon sun slices inside like an arrow shot, catching me expertly in the eyes. I reel back, shading my face. Through
            blurry tears, I can make out the dark, hazy shape of someone on the threshold. Slowly, with sinister purpose, she steps up
            into the stage.
         

         
         I drag in my breath and hold it.

         
         I don’t know what I imagined.

         
         Whatever it was, it didn’t come close.

         
         Her eyes are the only things fully visible, and they flick over me and the rest of the coach in a single sweep. The rest of
            her face is covered by a faded red bandanna and shaded by a broad-brimmed leather hat. She’s tall and lean, dressed in calf-high
            riding boots, brown trousers, a white shirt, and a blue vest. Everything is dusty and worn, but it only makes my heart rage
            faster. After weeks in the polished, perfumed court of Moquoia, she radiates a sense of purpose and intent. I realize I’ve
            shrunk back against the velvet seat cushion.
         

         
         She lets go of the doorframe, a shiny buckler on one wrist and a wicked-looking hunting knife in her other hand. With the
            calm, confident manner of someone who’s done this a hundred times before, she holds the blade against the apple of my throat.
            I swallow, and I can feel the tip graze my skin.
         

         
         She looks me up and down. Her cheeks are smeared with eyeblack, but around it she’s a riot of bronzes and coppers and sun-browned
            sepias. Her eyes are amber in the slanting sunlight, and her dark brown hair is locked in long ropes, pulled back into a thick
            tail under her hat.
         

         
         Her bandanna puffs with her breath. “Turn out your pockets.”

         
         My throat works again under her knifepoint. “I don’t have anything in my pockets.”

         
         The point digs a little deeper, bringing a sharp sting. My heart rate spikes. I fumble for my pockets while attempting to
            continue.
         

         
         “I didn’t bring anything in my pockets,” I try again, turning out the cloth linings. “But I did bring you something else.”
            I reach under my cape—slowly, because those eyes could probably sear holes in my flesh if I move too suddenly. I pull out
            the drawstring bag.
         

         
         “I came looking for you,” I begin. “I brought you money. Thirty keys. But it’s a pittance compared to what I’m prepared to
            offer you, if you’ll help me.”
         

         
         Her gaze falls on the bag.

         
         “Open it,” she demands without removing the knife.

         
         I do, showing her the glinting coins inside.

         
         “Toss it outside,” she says.

         
         I pull the bag tight again and throw it haphazardly—it’s hard to maneuver with her blade nicking my skin. It jingles when
            it hits the ground. For some reason, it sounds like my efforts shattering in the dirt.
         

         
         “I’m prepared to offer you a sum of two hundred keys,” I say quickly, hoping to keep her attention. “Plus the favor of both
            Moquoia and Alcoro, if you’ll help me find someone who’s been abducted.”
         

         
         Her eyes flash. “I don’t help nobles.”

         
         “You’re not helping nobles.” I can clarify the lie later. “You’re helping another trafficking victim, someone stolen away,
            being held prisoner somewhere here in the Ferinno.”
         

         
         “Ready the horses, Saiph,” she calls out. “And pick up that purse outside the stage.”

         
         “Wait,” I say hurriedly. “Please. I can offer you almost anything you need, as well as the promise of anonymity. This isn’t
            a trick, or a trap. A woman was abducted outside Pasul, near the Moquoian border, a woman named Tamsin Moropai. We believe
            she’s being held prisoner somewhere close by—letters have been sent as blackmail that indicate she’s within a few days’ ride
            of the border. She has golden skin, and long black hair—no, wait!”
         

         
         With no heed to my monologue, the Sunshield Bandit starts to back out the stage door, her knifepoint leaving my neck. Unthinking,
            I lunge forward and grab her wrist.
         

         
         Whack.

         
         The world goes blindingly white, and then blurry. I reel backward and slide down the cushion, my head spinning. Vaguely I
            reach up and touch the throbbing spot where she slammed the edge of her buckler into the side of my forehead.
         

         
         She stands over me, silhouetted against the open door, the sun making a halo of the little wisps that have frizzed out of
            her locks. She shifts slightly so the sun beams directly into my eyes. I squeeze them shut.
         

         
         “I’ll use the knife next time,” she says evenly. I draw in a ragged breath, hearing the thump of her boots on the running
            board. “Thanks for the money.”
         

         
         I grab for my last hope.

         
         “Lark,” I croak.

         
         She pauses at the sound of her name on my lips. I force my eyes open against the pain and the glare. I shift out of the direct sun. My cape is strewn sideways, the chain pressing against my throat. I unhook it and struggle to sit upright. She’s staring at me, her fingers gripping her knife as if she’s seriously considering passing it through my sternum and into the seat cushion on the far side. 

         
         “Lark,” I say again. “I need your help.”

         
         “I don’t help nobles,” she repeats.

         
         “I’m not a noble,” I say. “At least, I’m not a Moquoian noble, or an Alcoran one. I’m just trying to save a life, and help
            a friend.” And facilitate peace between the east and the west, and save my own future from sinking into the mud. “I dressed like one because I hoped it would draw your attention. I was looking for you—you have to see that. Why else would
            I come out here with no guards? Please, you’re the only person who can help me.”
         

         
         Her gaze rakes over me. To my utter surprise, she steps back inside the stage, and even stranger, she sheathes her knife.
            But that buckler is still on her arm, glinting dangerously. And when she bends forward and takes my chin in her fingers, my
            thoughts vanish. I realize I’d been considering myself more or less immune to her mythological powers, since I was actively
            looking for her, inviting her to rob me. Since I’m not Moquoian, or Alcoran, or otherwise invested in her pursuits.
         

         
         At present, I feel very much the idiot. She’d kill me whether I was a beggar or the Light incarnate.

         
         She holds my chin still in her fingers. Her eyes are just a few inches from mine. They’re shot with gold.

         
         “How do you know my name?” she asks. “Did you get it in Pasul? Are there posters there?”

         
         “I’ll tell you,” I say, breathless, “if you’ll sit down and hear me out.”

         
         Her fingers tighten on my chin, and her eyes crease in anger. The bandanna flutters in front of her mouth. Distantly I wonder if I’m about to meet her buckler again. 

         
         She’s silent for a long moment, longer, longer—it feels like eternity that she simply stares at me from close range, my face locked in her fingers. I tense in the quiet,
            and then I break the cardinal rule of diplomacy, the one Queen Mona Alastaire drilled into me from childhood.
         

         
         I rush to break the silence.

         
         “Why do they call you Lark?” I blurt.

         
         It’s such a foolish, asinine question—but her name is a misnomer. There’s no doubt about it. A lark is a sweet little songbird,
            lilting and delicate. A bird of poetry and children’s rhymes. Of lovers.
         

         
         It doesn’t describe her in the slightest.

         
         Her eyes comb over me again, from my face to my neck and collar and back up. Then she leans even closer, the cloth of her
            bandanna brushing my lips. My breath catches in a near choke in my throat. Her fingers leave my chin, sliding down to my cravat,
            close to where her knifepoint was earlier. I clutch the velvet cushion beneath me.
         

         
         “Because it’s how I like to do things,” she hisses. “On a lark.”

         
         She tilts her chin forward and crushes her lips against mine, the bandanna bunching between us. My heart bursts through my
            chest. Her fingers twist my cravat so hard the knot cinches against my skin.
         

         
         And then she’s gone.

         
         My eyes fly open—I didn’t realize I’d closed them—and I blink as the coach door swings on its hinges. My heart beats around my chest like a bird in a laurel thicket, and at some point, I remember to breathe again. I resist the urge to put my fingers to my lips, left feeling slightly bruised, with the taste of sand. I’ve had a string of romantic partners at home and university, but that was in a different galaxy altogether. That felt less like a kiss and more like an attack. 

         
         From outside comes the whinny of a horse, a few shouts. The swearing of the driver. Hoofbeats thundering away.

         
         “They took your horse,” the driver calls.

         
         My breath streams out through my teeth, and I press my hand to my chest, trying to calm my heartbeat. I slide my fingers to
            my collar, trying to feel if there’s blood there from her knife or fiery burn marks from her fingers. It’s the same place
            she grabbed while she kissed me, leaving my cravat mussed out of its knot.
         

         
         Suddenly I lurch upright, clutching my collar. Frantically, I run my fingers over the silk, searching my lapels, then my trousers,
            then the seat cushion beneath me.
         

         
         Great swarming Light.

         
         It wasn’t a kiss.

         
         It was a distraction.

         
         She stole my firefly.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Tamsin

         
         The bats tonight feel extra loud. I can’t lift my head to look at them, because I can barely stand to pick it up off the ground.
            I’ve had it clenched between my elbows since this morning. The pain I’d grown used to sharing headspace with has morphed,
            twisted, pupated into some new creature with wings and spines.
         

         
         This pain is making it harder for me to keep my thoughts in safe places. Flickers of melodies I’d been writing, turns of phrases,
            the satisfactory inhalation after a performance, the touch of warm hands—they all bob at the edge of my mind, where I’ve tried
            so hard to cloister them. The bricks I’ve been setting to keep it all walled back keep crumbling.
         

         
         This captivity has been so much starker, so much plainer than that other stint in my life. There was pain in that one, too, a wrist that burned from twelve-hour days of scribing until I could barely close my fingers, and an emptying dread that I had gotten myself into something far more ugly and dangerous than I thought when I signed the bond. But there was distraction in the slavers’ work, an occupation, and one I learned more from than any of my other jobs. Like most people in Moquoia, I was raised with the idea that bond service was just another form of employment, a stopgap for people who had fallen down on their luck. 

         
         Maybe that’s how the practice started, though I doubt it.

         
         I have very little shame in my life, it’s true, but what I do have rests in the recognition that I believed in the benign
            necessity of bond servitude right up until I was on the wrong end of the system. I assumed it was one of those regretful pillars
            on which society rested, and that if circumstances were truly terrible for those involved, surely someone would have done
            something about it by now.
         

         
         Three months as a cog in the slaving system cured me of that delusion. My nights were spent locked in a windowless room with
            a roommate, a dulcimer, and little else. But the days were far, far worse, defined by an unending shuffle of frightened Alcoran
            children stolen out of the Ferinno, resigned Moquoian teenagers forced by necessity into labor bonds, and seasoned workers
            so sun-beaten and stooped that it was impossible to tell whether they were sixteen or sixty. They had si-oques like mine, with beads of worn ancestral glass. My job was to copy down their health assessments, resigning their humanity
            to quantitative statistics and documenting where they would spend the next period of their lives.
         

         
         At the beginning, I thought a three-month bond was a fairly good deal—I could survive anything for three months, I reasoned. But I soon came to realize the short term wasn’t from a benevolent urge to preserve my future. According to Moquoian law, bond managers had to allow a government inspection every six months to ensure they were respecting bond terms and upholding humanitarian standards. Turns out, moving your base of operations every three months means you can dodge those inspections. Unlike the major bond ports, Port Ree and Port Urskin, which provide clean lodging and transparent record-keeping, the countless smaller black-market rings stage their unregulated business in shop cellars and loading docks, moving as many human bodies through as possible before packing up and leaving before they can be pinned down by suspicious auditors. 

         
         I learned this the hard way, when my three-month stint was up. Instead of the meager payout I was expecting, I found myself
            standing on the street with only the clothes I was wearing, a wrist nearly immovable with scribe’s arthritis, an out-of-tune
            dulcimer, and a head full of haunted faces that I’d quietly consigned to the business of human lives.
         

         
         That’s when I first understood. I hadn’t been a victim of the system.

         
         I was the system.
         

         
         I remember looking up from the dirt and trash gusting along the streets of the Blows, the grimy sea-cliff neighborhood where
            the ephemeral slave ring had been, to where Tolukum Palace rose in the distance, its glassed walls scalding the sky.
         

         
         I took my first few steps in that direction that night, and I didn’t stop.

         
         I roll my wrist now. It twinges, predictably. It’s never been quite right since those days, but fortunately after my bond ended, I had to do very little scribing. The slavers had roomed me with the cook, Soe, and that’s who the dulcimer came from. I’d already picked up the basics of reading music from my time with Papi, and to pass the time, Soe showed me the fingerings she’d learned from her grandmother down in the redwood forests. I’ve since learned that her fingerings bear little resemblance to the handful of professional musicians bold enough to play such a humble folk instrument in concert. But I didn’t know that at the time—I just knew that music passed the time and that strumming was a welcome relief to my right wrist, stretching out my burning fingers and tendons. Soe gifted it to me after we parted, saying it was too tinny to play and too worthless to sell. I remember clutching it as I staggered, disoriented, toward Tolukum Palace. My treasure. 

         
         My weapon.

         
         I wish I had my dulcimer now—an elegant painted model worlds different from that first boxy one with the missing string. I’m
            not sure I could play it with the pain in my head, but it would be a comfort.
         

         
         My stomach heaves, and I curl into a tighter ball. I’ve bled through the bandages Poia so gallantly provided me this morning,
            but I can’t bring myself to stand up and holler at the window again.
         

         
         Dirt and filth and rags. It seems unreal that I thought I’d left them all behind when I strode boldly onto the stage at Sun
            and Rain. Word had been spreading that the old ashoki was dying, and the palace was hunting for a new one. It wasn’t unheard of for monarchs’ scouts to discover their new teller
            on the street corner, or in the tavern. Why not onstage at the Festival of Sun and Rain? I borrowed a dress, used the last
            of my savings to pay the entry fee, and walked onto the stage knowing if I could just do things right, in front of the eyes
            of the king and court, no less, it could change things forever.
         

         
         I was right, but I hadn’t imagined my life would turn in a full circle before the end.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Lark

         
         All right, I lied.

         
         About my name, I mean.

         
         I picked the name Lark because I was tired of the rustlers calling me Nit, which, as far as I could gather, was the name for little maggots or squirming bug-things. It had been a gritty, washed-out
            morning, thick with the smell and sound of cows. Cook was banging on the porridge pot to wake us up for breakfast, and I knew
            there’d be a hide-tanning if I wasn’t up quick. I rubbed my face against my threadbare blanket. I didn’t want to get up. I
            was bone-weary from the previous day’s branding, and I knew today would only be more of the same, driving the cows through
            harsh, scrubby territory. I could already taste the dust in my throat, feel the crisping of my skin under the sun.
         

         
         Somewhere, a bird started singing in the scrub.

         
         I don’t know what made me home in on it—it was hardly the first bird I’d ever heard. Maybe I was just trying to ignore Cook. Maybe I was reaching for the one pretty little thing in that endless stretch of sweat and grime. 

         
         “Rose!” Cook called. “Nit! Get your asses out of bed, there’s coffee needs straining!”

         
         Rose groaned and rubbed her face. Out past the noise and hustle, the bird still sang.

         
         “Rose,” I said quietly. “What bird is that?”

         
         “What bird is what?”

         
         “That one singing in the scrub. Do you know what it is?”

         
         “I’unno,” she said sleepily. “A lark?”

         
         It probably wasn’t a lark. It was very likely the only bird name she knew, from that sappy song the cowhands sometimes sang
            off-key around the fire.
         

         
         It was the only bird name I knew, too.

         
         “A lark,” I repeated.

         
         So when I went up to Cook with my tin plate ready for porridge, and he said, “Strain the coffee first, Nit,” I responded with,
            “Lark.”
         

         
         “What’d you call me?” he said.

         
         “My name,” I said. “It’s Lark.” I could still hear the bird singing behind me.

         
         Cook shrugged his big, meaty shoulders. “Strain the coffee first, Lark.”

         
         So I strained the coffee. But I did it with a name of my own.

         
         I haven’t thought about that moment in a while. I suppose it should be significant, the choosing of a name, but it wasn’t
            really. The work went on. We still had to strain the coffee. We still had to drive the cows across the flats. We still ended
            up in Utzibor. Rose still lost her leg. We still escaped into this backward half existence. The name didn’t change anything.
         

         
         I stretch my neck and shoulders over the pebbly seep, the sly evening air slinking around the windbreak to lick my wet skin. Maybe it was the jubilation of the others in camp when we arrived with the new horse and the bag of money, but I gave in to extravagance tonight and lit a small fire by the seep, so I could bring my troubled thinking to the water without worrying about the chills. Its crackle adds to the faint, parched murmur of the creek bed. The water in the seep is so low it doesn’t even cover the tops of my toes, but instead of brooding on this, my thoughts are stuck on our raid just a few hours ago. Saiph, I imagine, is still crowing. It’s been his biggest victory yet—holding up a coach and making off with a gleaming new horse, tack and all. Never mind that the coach stopped on its own, without the need to jam the wheels. Never mind that there were no guards, and the driver didn’t pull a crossbow on Sedge. Never mind that the dandy inside literally tossed his money at us. 

         
         No, what I minded was that he knew my name.

         
         I clench my fists so hard my knuckles crack. First the old man in the stage outside Snaketown, then the wanted poster in Patzo’s
            general store, and now a Moquoian-dressed dandy poking along the river. My name never seemed that important before, but now
            it feels like a liability. Like some kind of slippery slope I can’t see coming—I know it’s there, and I know to be careful,
            but I can’t be sure exactly where it starts, or which step is going to send me over the edge.
         

         
         Absently, I rub my thumb over the filigree pin I twisted out of the dandy’s lapel. It’s some kind of bug, and it’s a pretty little thing, silver and intricate. The pearl is blue and milky smooth, almost creamy to the touch—I wasn’t aware that kind of texture existed in a gem. By my reckoning it could fetch fifty keys, maybe more if I find the right buyer. 

         
         Or I might just keep it.

         
         I hang my head, letting the weight of my dreadlocks stretch out the stubborn rod of tension in my neck. We have the horse.
            We have some money. Now, I suppose, there’s no excuse not to try to take Rose into Pasul to be seen by a healer.
         

         
         No excuse, except that it could be the end of all of us. What if they have my name and face, too? Where else would the dandy
            have gotten it?
         

         
         There’s a rustle of brush outside, and Rat gives a low growl.

         
         “Lark,” Saiph calls beyond the bison-hide windbreak. His voice is high, a little alarmed.

         
         “What?”

         
         “That . . . that noble is here.”

         
         I lift my head just an inch, my hair still curtaining my face. “What noble?”

         
         “From the stage. With the purse.”

         
         Tension ripples through my muscles like a strummed bowstring. “The dandy from the coach? He’s in the canyon?”

         
         “Uh, yeah.”

         
         “Where? How did he get here?”

         
         “He, uh, he just walked up the drainage. He has a weird lantern—it’s making the ground around him shine. And, the uh, the
            horse. It’s making the horse shine.”
         

         
         I don’t know what that means, but if he’s near the horses, he’s in the grassy bay below the campfire. That damned grit-toothed
            piece of sod. I grab for my hair tie and clamp it between my teeth, swiping my locks out of my face.
         

         
         “Where are the others?” I call around the tie.

         
         “Uhh . . .” Why does he sound so shifty? “Not here.”

         
         Well, obviously. I only hope they’re all together, up at the campfire, and not out gathering twigs or water. I spit out the
            tie and wind it around my hair. “Can you distract him? Lead him away from camp while I get Sedge and Jema?”
         

         
         “Uh, well no, actually, because uh . . . ’cause uh . . .”

         
         Rat growls again, and I freeze in place, my hand outstretched to the lantern, realizing exactly why Saiph is being so shifty,
            exactly why he can’t lead the damned dandy noble away from the others up in camp.
         

         
         Another voice speaks.

         
         “Because I’m already here.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Veran

         
         There’s a long silence from the other side of the ratty bison hide. The boy called Saiph shifts from foot to foot, looking
            between the hide and me, cradling a crossbow that’s much too big for him. It’s pointed at me, but his grip is too low on the
            crank—I could run a circle around him before he had time to get off a shot. Still, no need to worsen my welcome, so I stand
            as mildly as I can, my hands out to my sides, one still clutching the indigo lamp. Even in the firelight, it’s illuminating
            the adoh powder left on my skin.
         

         
         When the Sunshield Bandit speaks again, her voice is different, cooler and more controlled.

         
         “Get to the others, Saiph,” she commands from the other side of the hide. “Tell Sedge to stay on guard. I’ll take care of
            this.”
         

         
         Saiph edges down the track, uncertainty tracing his face. He has a Moquoian look, but like the bandit, he speaks Common Eastern
            with a rough Alcoran accent. “Are you . . . are you sure?”
         

         
         “I only want to talk,” I say loud enough for both of them to hear. “Here—take my pack, if you want some collateral. Take whatever you need from it.” I hold it out to him. 

         
         “Go on, Saiph,” Lark calls again.

         
         His hand darts forward and takes my pack and, juggling the crossbow in one arm, heads back into the dark scrub.

         
         I move closer to the fire, eyeing the scraggly dog lying on the far side. Its lip is curled, the coarse ruff of fur along
            its back raised. I keep my gaze on it—I’m not sure how to appear nonthreatening to a dog.
         

         
         “So,” I call out in what I hope is a calm, authoritative manner. She is, after all, huddled on wet rocks behind an old bison
            skin, and I’ve caught her camp unawares—if we’re honest, I have the upper hand.
         

         
         And besides that—besides that, I’m the son of King Valien and Queen Ellamae Heartwood of the Silverwood Mountains, ambassador to Moquoia, ally to Lumen
            Lake and Cyprien, student of Alcoro, representative of the allied East.
         

         
         I am not no one.

         
         “I found the Sunshield Bandit,” I say with full bravado now. “Years of being a mysterious desert ghost who disappears with
            the sun, and I’ve found your camp with a lantern and some glitter. I’m here, and I plan to stay until you hear me out and
            give me answers. So unless you’d like your position disseminated to the governments of Moquoia and Alcoro alike, I suggest
            you—”
         

         
         With no word or warning, a lantern appears above the bison hide. My diatribe fizzles on my tongue. Like a crowned head rising
            from a throne, the Sunshield Bandit emerges from behind it.
         

         
         She’s naked except for a pair of buttoned shorts, stripped of all the paraphernalia that hid her identity in the close confines of the stagecoach. But if I’d imagined this might make her appear less threatening—and I admit the likelihood of her standing before me wearing hardly a stitch had not crossed even the remotest corner of my mind—I’d have been sorely mistaken. She radiates power, from her crisp, thrown-back posture to the cold, calculating look she’s fixing on me. My feet take a full step backward before I can stop myself. 

         
         She’s holding the lantern aloft in one hand, as if a portable beam of light is just part of her psyche. Its glow highlights
            the ropy muscles cording her arms and shoulders, and I have just enough time to see a fleet of tattoos along her arms and
            over her chest before I cut my gaze away, staring unseeing at the darkened sagebrush with the glare of her lantern still spotting
            my vision. Heat curls through my stomach and along my collar. The last time I saw a naked girl was when I was talked into
            moonlight dipping in the reservoir outside the university, and then it was just flashes of skin under the dark water. It felt
            very bold and grown-up two years ago.
         

         
         It doesn’t feel that way now. Now it feels like I’ve somehow walked into a trap of my own making.

         
         She makes a small sound, something akin to a snort, and steps around the hide. She passes the campfire for a little creek,
            where a bundle of clothes sits on a rock. I stare intently at my sagebrush, examining its size and shape, the little bald
            patch on its northward flank, the broken branch near its base. Trying to ignore that persistent curl in my stomach that could
            be either thrill or fear.
         

         
         “Like they’d find you,” she says.

         
         I go to respond, but it takes a few tries before my throat is clear. “I beg your pardon?”

         
         “You, hollering about telling Moquoia and Alcoro our position.” The barest glance out of the corner of my eye shows her toweling off with a bit of sacking. “You’re assuming you get out of this situation with your life. I’ve got your horse, and I’ve got a handful of desperate folk with enough sharp blades among us to parcel you up neat, plus a half coyote that bites when I say go.” My gaze inadvertently flicks again to the feral-looking dog crouched by the fire. 

         
         There’s a rustle of cloth and the jingle of a belt buckle. “Seems to me, the buzzards are more likely to find you than the
            crowned heads of either country.”
         

         
         I’m hit with the dawning realization that—yet again—I’ve gotten myself in over my head. I wonder if I’ll ever reach a point
            where I recognize my stupidity before I blunder into it.
         

         
         “A lamp and glitter,” she continues. “What did you do, coat your horse in the stuff?”

         
         “And my tack, and filled the saddlebags, with perforations along the seams.” My gear may never be truly clean again—I’ll probably
            always walk away with a butt that shines under Bakkonso light. “The powder streamed out while you led Kuree away. It even stuck to the rocks poking out of the river.” I swallow,
            trying vainly to find that wave of confidence I’d been riding just a moment ago. “Easy.”
         

         
         “Easy,” she repeats, a sinister edge in her voice. “What if I hadn’t taken your horse?”

         
         “I filled the money bag, too.”

         
         A short beat of silence. “You’re not lessening my urge to kill you.”

         
         I slowly turn back toward her. If she’s not concerned about standing before me half naked, then dammit, I’m not going to let it unbalance me. By now she has her trousers on and is fastening the hooks on a sleeveless breast band. 

         
         “I may be tougher to kill than you suspect,” I say. “But even if I’m not, killing me would go poorly for you. I’m not some
            slaver the governments to the east and west would turn a blind eye to. There are folk who know where I’ve gone, and more who
            would root you out in a heartbeat if I turned up missing.” The image of this bandit facing off with Mama or Vi or Ida flickers
            briefly in my head. I draw myself up a little more. “I came to talk, and if you think you can hold off roasting me like that
            wagon last week, you may find I can help you.”
         

         
         She pauses with a shirt in her hands, but both the lantern and the fire are behind her, and I can’t see the expression on
            her face. Her stillness only lasts a heartbeat—in the very next breath, she shrugs the shirt over her tattooed shoulders.
            Leaving it unbuttoned, she picks up her buckler and moves a few steps to a rock by the fire. With the same incongruous regality
            as when she emerged from behind the hide, she sinks down onto the rock and crosses her ankle over her knee. She gives a short
            whistle, and the mangy coydog rises and sits down next to her.
         

         
         “All right then,” she says. “So let’s talk.”

         
         All my training would suggest that now I physically have the higher ground—I’m standing, and she’s sitting. But she’s purposefully
            placed the fire behind her, leaving her little more than a shadowed silhouette, armed with her buckler and attack dog, and
            now I feel stupid again.
         

         
         “You took something that belongs to me,” I say bitterly.

         
         “Besides the horse?” she asks.

         
         “The pin,” I say. “I want it back.”

         
         She snorts again. “I want a pillow and a jam biscuit without dirt on it.”

         
         “It’s mine, Lark,” I say. “I’m all for you freeing slaves, but you’re starting to make enemies you don’t want to make.”
         

         
         “Like you?” she says with sarcasm so thick it drips. “I’ll take my chances. I’ve always had enemies—they’re just taking more
            notice of me. And let’s get something straight up front—you keep my name out of your mouth.”
         

         
         “Shall I just call you the Sunshield Bandit?” I ask. “And you call me the dandy?”

         
         “Suits me.”

         
         “How about we do it this way instead—my name is Veran Greenbrier.”

         
         “The balls kind of a name is that?”

         
         “I’m from the Silverwood Mountains, well to the east of here.” I eye her as well as I can in the firelight, my cheeks hot.
            “And before you scoff at my epithet, I’ll have you know that where I come from, little birds like you depend on greenbrier
            thickets.”
         

         
         “So now I know everything,” she says testily. “Am I mistaken, or were we supposed to be discussing something important?”

         
         I hesitate, standing awkwardly in the dirt. My thoughts rest briefly on my firefly pin again, but I push them aside. I’ll
            get it from her one way or another, but now isn’t the time.
         

         
         I take one step to my left, away from her dog. She twitches slightly, the firelight glinting on her buckler, but I simply cross my boots at the ankle and sink to the ground. The flames are still behind her, but now they’re at an angle, and I can see a little more of her face, enough to see her smoothing away the brief surprise that flickered there. Her hair glows again in a frizzy halo. 

         
         “How much do you know about Moquoia?” I begin.

         
         “The inside of a quarry,” she says shortly. “Why, is there anything else?”

         
         “So you were a slave—that story is true?”
         

         
         “Hurry up—I still want to kill you.”

         
         I force myself not to swallow, trying to match her bravado. “So why don’t you?”

         
         She leans forward, a shadow against the light. “Because I want to see if you have anything useful to offer me before I do.”

         
         By the Light, this is going to be difficult. “Fine. Here are the basics. Back in June, I traveled from Alcoro to Moquoia,
            charged with opening diplomatic discussions with Prince Iano Okinot in-Azure—in large part to stem the trafficking trade through
            the desert, I’ll have you know.”
         

         
         “I’m not selling myself out to you,” she says flatly.

         
         “I never asked you to, and I don’t plan to.”

         
         “Then get to the point.”

         
         By the Light. “Then listen instead of interrupting me.”
         

         
         That catches her—and me—off guard. I press on.

         
         “Despite his initial enthusiasm, I made no progress with the Moquoian prince, and now I come to find out it’s because he’s
            being blackmailed with the safety of the woman he loves, who’s being held somewhere out here in the desert. Have you heard
            of the Moquoian ashokis?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “They’re performers, singers and musicians, usually, who study the nuances of court and country and tell truths back to the
            courtiers, wrapped up in stories or parables.”
         

         
         She turns her head and spits into the sand. “That’s the most useless thing I’ve ever heard.”

         
         “I couldn’t wrap my head around it at first, either—but the position of ashoki has more power than I guessed. It’s how the court members get their news. It’s how they stay connected with the whole length
            of Moquoia, and the interests at play in politics. It’s what they base their decisions on.” I spread my hands. “An ashoki with certain political leanings could drive the country in an entirely new direction.”
         

         
         She’s silent. But I don’t think it’s a pensive silence—she still seems angry.

         
         “Tamsin was that kind of ashoki,” I continue, unable to get a read on her. “One who was digging into the roots of the slave trade. She was heading to the
            quarries outside Vittenta when her stage was attacked. The rumors all said it was you who attacked her.”
         

         
         I expect her to jump to her defense, but she remains still. The hair prickles on the back of my neck.

         
         “It . . . wasn’t you who attacked her, right?”
         

         
         “I attack a lot of stages,” she says. “You’re going to have to be more specific.”

         
         Oh! I know this one—Queen Mona schooled me on this. Folk will take credit for things they didn’t do, if you give them the opportunity.

         
         “You’re bluffing to try to scare me,” I say. “You weren’t anywhere near Vittenta the night Tamsin was attacked, because you
            were over near Snaketown, turning over my professor’s stage and stealing his boots. Do you recall that? A single Lumeni traveler,
            blond hair and beard?”
         

         
         She seems to ponder this. “The old man with the ship tattoo?”

         
         “Colm isn’t old.”
         

         
         “Ancient,” she confirms, and now I think maybe we’re joking? Am I joking with the Sunshield Bandit?

         
         “You have a mighty low threshold for old if forty-eight means ancient,” I say, amused.

         
         “Well, when most folk you know don’t see thirty . . .” she retorts.

         
         Oh, we weren’t joking.

         
         Uh, backtrack.

         
         “Well—well, you were robbing his stage at the time Tamsin was attacked—”

         
         “I hit him, too,” she says almost thoughtfully. “Right in the ear.”

         
         She’s trying to rile me, she’s purposefully trying to rile me, and now it’s Mama boiling around inside me, not cool, calm Queen Mona. I grip my knees and try to find some middle ground
            in my father instead. Business. Focus.
         

         
         “Whoever attacked Tamsin’s stage, they dragged her away into the desert,” I say through gritted teeth. “Iano and I have pinpointed
            her position somewhere south of here, perhaps in one of the old mining settlements.” I reach into my cloak pocket and produce
            Iano’s latest letter, complete with the water spot. “Long story short, I need to find her and bring her back. Without her,
            our hope of uniting the East and the West collapses, and with it the chance to stamp out trafficking in the Ferinno for good.”
         

         
         Her gaze drops to the letter, and too late I wonder if I’ve offended her further by assuming she can read. I can’t tell if her eyes are traveling down the page or simply flickering over the words. She focuses in on something, some detail near the bottom of the page, squinting in the dim light. “And you felt the need to root me out for this treasure hunt because . . . ?” 

         
         “Because everything I’ve heard, read, and personally experienced points to you as the most capable person to hunt down a captive
            in the Ferinno,” I say. “And because I think you could probably use the help I can give you. I told you in the stage—I’m prepared
            to offer you two hundred keys, or the equivalent in Moquoian coin, upon the recovery of Tamsin Moropai, on top of the thirty
            I’ve already given you. Besides that, I brought every necessity I could fit in my pack, which your campmates are probably
            parceling out among themselves right now.” I tick off my fingers. “Cornmeal, jerky, dry cherries, pickles, beans, bandages,
            tonic, skin salve, fever drops, two quilts, a knife, and a cookpot. And I’ll get you more, Lark—I’ll get you whatever you
            need with the blessing of the next king of Moquoia, if you’ll just help me find Tamsin.”
         

         
         There will be time to try to convince her to meet with the authorities in Alcoro later, after I’ve gained a modicum of her
            trust. For now, I suspect, meeting the immediate needs of her camp will be more convincing.
         

         
         “Please,” I add.

         
         She leans back, her gaze fixed on mine again. I can’t see any expression in this light. I have no idea if she’s warming to
            me or not. Out of the sun, her bronzes and coppers are darkened into night blacks, like she’s made of changing sky.
         

         
         “No,” she says.

         
         The word bounces off my ears. “What?”

         
         “No,” she says again. “Thanks for the money and the food, but I’m not running off after your lost princess.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “Because I don’t help folk like you.”

         
         My earlier awe is gone, and she’s pissing me off now. “Has it occurred to you that folk like me may actually be able to do some good out here?”
         

         
         She uncrosses her leg in a swift motion and leans forward, her face thrown into sharp shadows. The tang of salt and sweat
            wafts over me. “Has it occurred to you that you’re the ones who make it rotten for folk like me? You locked me up in a wagon, Veran Greenbrier of the Silver Mountains—you
            gave me my first tattoo.” She hitches up her right sleeve and turns her arm over—the image is of her longsword, but at the
            end of the point, to all appearances being stabbed by the blade, is a scarred concentric circle. Like a cattle brand. My stomach
            balls up in a knot.
         

         
         “And then when you opened the wagon, you dumped me in a rustlers’ camp to sweat more of my life away for nothing, and you’d
            have let me die there if it meant you got to keep your ass walled up safe and sweet in your palaces and universities.” She
            points at me. “You did that, because you didn’t care. You care about trafficking now, because it’s mucking up your parlor games, but you didn’t care then. And because of that, me and the rest of us wound up
            in your glass forges and quarries and ship bilges and rice plantations, and we’ll stay there as long as it’s convenient for
            you. So no, Veran. You could offer me a wagon full of gold and I’ll still turn you down. I’ll keep doing what I do, but I
            won’t be bought and sold by you and your courts in the name of politics.”
         

         
         All I can do is stare, off-balance again.

         
         “I . . . I know it hasn’t been easy for you,” I start lamely. “And I know people like me are what’s put you here. But . . . Lark, for what it’s worth, I’m listening now. A lot of us are listening now. You’re right—there’s nothing anyone can do to change your past. But we might be able to change what tomorrow looks like. We’d like to try to put some of this right.” 

         
         She stands from her rock throne and turns away, stalking to the rest of her clothes. She pulls on her boots, then buttons
            up her shirt and slides her arms through her vest. She picks up her longsword and broad-brimmed hat from the ground.
         

         
         “Lark,” I say again. “You go after slavers—you pick off their wagons one by one. But we can stamp out the root—we can stop
            the wagons altogether. You wouldn’t have to rescue kids anymore. Isn’t that what you want?”
         

         
         “No,” she says.

         
         “No?” I echo, stunned. “Why on earth not?”

         
         She knots her faded bandanna around her chin. “Because I don’t trust for one second that you’re going to do anything you just said. Take off your boots.”
         

         
         The whirring gears in my head grind to a stop. “What?”

         
         “Take off your boots, now.”

         
         My mind jumps back to Colm’s letter, how she robbed him of both pairs of boots. But mine aren’t tough Alcoran cowhide with
            a hobnailed sole—mine are soft Silverwood buckskin, with the chevron fringe that matches my father’s in his wedding portrait.
            I made sure to pack my sturdiest pair to change into after peeling off the raspberry silk in the stage.
         

         
         “I brought you two bags of supplies and the promise of enough money to buy fifty pairs of shoes,” I say, angry. “I’m not giving
            you my boots.”
         

         
         “I’m not asking you to give them to me. I’m taking them.” She buckles her longsword onto her hip. “Take them off.”

         
         I plant both feet in the dirt and stand facing her. There’s no give in her face, no soft edge of uncertainty or self-doubt. And she might be armed, but I am, too—the hilt of Iano’s knife presses into the small of my back. She can posture all she wants, but in the end, I’m determined to be the one walking out of here, leaving her holed away in this graveyard canyon. 

         
         “You can’t win out here, you know.” I want to rattle her, jar some kind of uncertainty out of her. “Folk in both countries
            are closing in on you, and if I can find you, they will, too, eventually. You won’t be queen of the desert for much longer.”
         

         
         It’s a quick, efficient movement, and I react too slowly. Without unsheathing her sword more than a few inches, she lunges
            forward and drives the hilt into my sternum. The breath vanishes from my lungs, and the world tilts—first I double forward,
            only for her to hook my boot with her toe and give my shoulder a short push. I tip backward like a sawn tree and land hard
            on my ass in the dirt.
         

         
         “Rat,” she says.

         
         The dog leaps forward. I yelp and throw my arms up, bracing myself for two rows of teeth. But it doesn’t come—only a wave
            of growling and a wash of rancid dog breath. I gasp to find my lungs again—and now my feet are cold.
         

         
         She gives a short whistle, and the beast slinks away. When I look up, she’s tucking my boots under her arm.

         
         “You sleep here tonight,” she says to me. “Don’t leave this spot or you’ll get a quarrel somewhere important. Tomorrow morning
            I’ll tie you up tight and give you a ride to Snaketown. I’ll have to leave you a mile or so off the road, though—there’s a
            price on my head. I’m sure you understand.”
         

         
         I scramble to sit up in the dirt, still wheezing, my bare feet scraping on the rocks. “Dammit, Lark, you’re making a mistake—”

         
         “Dammit, Veran,” she says, turning away. “I’ve got everything I want from you.”

         
         She sets her hat on her head. “Come, Rat.”

         
         The coydog lopes to her side. Without another glance in my direction, she strides off through the sagebrush, leaving me with
            nothing but the coals of the fire and my own idiocy.
         

         
         I blew it.

         
         Not scouting, not fighting, not socializing. Diplomacy. Politics. The kind of thing Eloise could have done in her bathrobe
            and slippers. The kind of thing my father glides in and out of on a daily basis. The kind of thing I should be successful at, the one role I’ve ever been allowed, guided and hand-held and humored by the courts of five countries.
            Oh, let him try—he can’t do anything else.

         
         I crumple onto my side, fling my arm over my face, and groan into the darkness.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Lark

         
         I storm up the slope toward camp, fuming.

         
         The gall of that man, the sheer nerve of him tracking me here to bribe and extort and assume he could buy my cooperation.
            How dare he walk right in and act like I belong to him. I should have given him the point end of my sword, not the hilt, but
            the last thing I need is a posse of crossbows combing the river for their lost dandy. The stagecoach driver could estimate
            the place she dropped him off. Three Lines isn’t safe anymore. I grind my teeth behind my bandanna, slapping sagebrush out
            of the way. Rat pants along beside me.
         

         
         I round the boulder at the edge of camp to find everyone huddled around Sedge’s blanket. My steps slow until I’ve come to a full stop just over Saiph’s shoulder. Sedge is in the process of organizing the contents of the dandy’s pack, in order by size and variety, bless him. The new knife gleams sharp and clean by his knee; the cookpot is bubbling on the fire. Lila is slowly stirring the contents of a packet into the boiling water, releasing a sharp, herby smell. Andras is eagerly chewing a fistful of jerky. Little Whit and Moll are huddled together under one of the quilted blankets, each picking steadily from palms full of plump fruit leathers. I look past them to Rose’s mat—she’s tucked under the other quilt, her stump peeking out from the edge, wrapped in a fresh bandage. 

         
         My legs are suddenly watery, my body crushed with weariness. I listen to the eager smacking of the little ones’ lips, gulping
            down the food they so badly need, bent over their prizes like crows on carrion.
         

         
         Blazing sun, fire, and dust.

         
         “Saiph,” I say.

         
         He turns and looks up at me, his eyes bright and his cheeks bulging with jerky.

         
         “Lark!” he exclaims. “Look!”

         
         “I know. Listen, we’re going to need to take watches tonight. You’re up first. I’ll come get you in a few hours, and Sedge
            will relieve me. Make sure that noble doesn’t leave the seep, okay?”
         

         
         He swallows forcefully and reaches for a jar of pickles to take with him. “When does he get us out of here? How will he take
            us all—will he send more horses?”
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “I mean, I guess we could sort of share horses and walk some—or is he sending a stage?”

         
         Andras’s eyes widen. “Are we riding in a stage?”

         
         I look between them. I look at Whit and Moll, absorbed in their fruits. I look at Rose, unconscious. Reluctantly, I look at
            Lila, who’s eyeing me accusingly.
         

         
         Before I can turn to him, Sedge’s hands still on the saddlebags.

         
         Slowly, resignedly, he starts dividing his piles—a little for now.

         
         More for later.

         
         “We’ll . . . we’ll sort all that out tomorrow,” I say to Saiph and Andras. “For now, Saiph, go on—take Rose’s crossbow up
            on the big boulder by the seep. If the dandy tries to leave, fire somewhere close enough to rattle him, and then come get
            me.”
         

         
         Saiph grabs another handful of jerky and gets up, dragging the crossbow with him as an afterthought. He traipses off through
            the brush, licking his fingers.
         

         
         Slowly, I lower down to his vacated spot. I take off my hat and rub my forehead—on top of it all, I had to cut my wash short,
            and I can feel the grime and dried sweat along my hairline.
         

         
         “We have to move camp,” I say. Sedge looks up from the packs. Lila’s spoon stops stirring.

         
         “Whatever for?” she asks.

         
         “Because they’ve tracked us down.” I’d thought that much was obvious. “They’ve rooted us out. We have to find someplace new.
            Maybe closer to Pasul, if we can find a draw with a reliable water source.”
         

         
         Sedge is noticeably avoiding my eyes. Lila’s not—she’s staring hard. A droplet of water jumps from the pot and hisses in the
            flames. She begins to stir again.
         

         
         “I take it the negotiations didn’t go well?” she asks.

         
         “There were no negotiations,” I say. “He wants me to run off and find some court lady in the desert.”

         
         “For how much?”

         
         “What does it matter, Lila? We can’t eat money, and we can’t pop in and out of Pasul for supplies every other week—they’ll have all our faces on the outlaw boards within a month.” She’s giving me that reproachful look, so I untuck the soft leather boots from under my arm and toss them in front of her. 

         
         “Here. These will probably fit you, and they’re good and soft.”

         
         Her gaze falls on them, but she’s not the one to move first. Like a shadow come suddenly to life, the quilt drops and Moll
            reaches forward. Her fingers close on the fringe.
         

         
         “Pa,” she says, dragging one toward her.

         
         Every head swivels to face her.

         
         Lila stops stirring again. “Did she just—”

         
         Andras claps his hands. “Oh, Moll said something!”

         
         I roll forward onto my hands and knees, my heart pounding. I peer into her little round face, her lips stained pink from the
            cherries.
         

         
         “Moll—what did you say?”

         
         She hugs the boot to her chest.

         
         “Do you like the boot?”

         
         “Pa’s boot,” she says. “Pa’s dancing boot. Pa and Ma dancing the daisy chain.”

         
         “Are you . . . do you mean this looks like your papa’s boot?”

         
         “Pa comes back from sivver hole, take off sivver boot, and put on the dancing boot, and dance the daisy chain.”

         
         “What kind of boot? A what?”

         
         “Sivver boot.” She pets the line of shiny silver beads stitched along the fringe.

         
         “Silver boot,” Lila says. “Is that a silver boot?”

         
         “Dancing boot,” Moll says to the shoe, cradling it.

         
         Silver—silver boot. My head is too full of buzzing new thoughts. “Wait, that’s—the noble came from there. The Silver Mountains.”

         
         “Sivverwood,” Moll says, rubbing her nose on the leather.

         
         Lila turns back to me. “That man’s from the Silverwood Mountains?”

         
         I sit back on my heels, goggling at Moll cuddling the boot and chatting like she’s always done it. I hadn’t paid attention
            to where the dandy came from. I assumed the name he dropped was a place in Moquoia or Alcoro, but now I realize I’m wrong.
         

         
         “That’s that country,” I begin, my thoughts muddling like shifting clouds. “It’s—where? Next to Cyprien?”

         
         “It’s beyond Cyprien,” Lila says. She brushes a patch of dirt by the fire ring and scratches the handle of her spoon into the ground.
            “Across the big river. Look, here’s the Ferinno.” She draws an X. “Then the rest of Alcoro, and that mountain range, and then
            Cyprien.” She draws a straggly line. “And then the river, and then the Silverwood, with Lumen Lake and the hill country on either side.”
         

         
         I stare at her marks in the dirt, fixing on the scratch representing Cyprien, aware of Andras staring hard at her makeshift
            map. I look past it at the little patch of the Silverwood Mountains.
         

         
         “How do you know all this?” I ask.

         
         “It’s basic geography, Lark. And I’ve told you, I think I have family in Lumen Lake. Every chance I’ve gotten, I’ve studied
            the route to get there.”
         

         
         I look at Moll again. She’s rocking and humming a tune to herself.

         
         “Moll—is this where you’re from? The Silverwood Mountains?”

         
         “Mine house.”

         
         “What about your house?”

         
         “Mines, Lark,” Lila says. “There are silver mines in the Silverwood. Her father goes into the silver hole—he’s a miner. She lives
            near one of the silver mines.”
         

         
         I stare at the little girl, overwhelmed and suddenly recognizing the copper skin that I thought had been like Pickle’s but
            in reality is darker and richer, recognizing the high round cheeks and bright green eyes—more vivid than the noble’s, but
            I remember their shade from inside the stagecoach. I remember because I’ve never seen eyes that color before, the color the
            sage turns after a flush of rain.
         

         
         Damn, damn, damn, damn.

         
         Lila clears her throat and taps the edge of the shiny pot with her spoon. “Here, tin cups, everybody.” She ladles out the
            fragrant tea and hands a cup to Whit and Moll and Andras. “Careful now, they’re very hot. Here, Sedge, and you, Lark. And
            now—can I have a word?”
         

         
         She jerks her head over to Rose’s mat, and slowly I get up and follow Sedge from the campfire, the hot tin cup burning my
            fingers—but I’m too numb to care.
         

         
         Lila settles down at Rose’s head and brushes her forehead.

         
         “I gave her some of the fever drops,” she says. “We’ll see if they help.”

         
         Sedge takes Rose’s hand and strokes it. Lila looks up at me—looks at me hard.

         
         “It’s decision-making time,” she says firmly.

         
         “I have made decisions,” I shoot back. “I’m not leaving you all here alone to run off on some politician’s errand—not with
            Rose like this.”
         

         
         “You would be refusing even if Rose was perfectly healthy,” Lila accuses. “And you know good and well what she’d say to your decisions. She’d say you’re making the wrong ones.” 

         
         “I’m trying to keep us all safe, Lila. What happens if I’m gone and the folk from town come pouring up Three Lines?”

         
         “If folk from town—” Sedge begins, and then stops.

         
         I whirl on him. “If folk from town what, Sedge?”
         

         
         “If they come looking,” he says again, looking uncomfortable but resolved, “they’ll come looking for you, Lark, not us.”

         
         “You’re escaped slaves.”

         
         “But you have a price on your head,” Lila says. “We’re not worth rooting out, but you are. And if you’re here in the canyon,
            they’re more likely to arrest us all. But if they find a bunch of kids and a few invalids . . .”
         

         
         “You go back into the wagons.”

         
         “Are you listening to anyone, Lark? Folk are trying to stop the wagons. I don’t pretend there’s not the possibility that something might go wrong, but here you are being handed the best
            opportunity to get us all somewhere safe, and you’re turning it down flat. What kind of money is he offering? I’m willing
            to bet it could buy us each a set of new clothes and a safe, legal ride on a stage out of the desert.”
         

         
         “I’m willing to bet that stage would dump you on a street corner in Snaketown, or Teso’s Ford, and you’d be no better off
            than you are now, only you’d be alone.”
         

         
         “I’d be a little closer to home,” she says.

         
         “This is home.”
         

         
         “No, it’s not, Lark.” Her brown eyes glitter with the light from the campfire. “This is the heart of the issue for you, isn’t it? You’ve come to think that this dead piece of desert is the only thing in the world left for you. It’s not. Do the thing this fellow’s asking, take the money, and then build something new for yourself. Or are you too afraid to step off the little hierarchy you’ve built, where you’re the queen of us all?” 

         
         I stare at her, her lips twisted up together. “Well, damn, Lila, nobody’s making you stay here. If that’s how you feel, you’re
            free to go anywhere you like.”
         

         
         “No, I’m not, because I have no money, and because I wouldn’t make it past the caprocks.” She points angrily at her abdomen.
            “You know I’ve been bleeding for eight days now? Not a trickle, heavy. Clots. For eight days. I’ve ruined the spare saddle blanket sleeping with it between my legs.”
         

         
         “Why didn’t you tell me?”

         
         “Because what the gall are you supposed to do about it? Nothing. And if I’m angry, it’s because you refuse to accept that
            one of us is going to die next, and probably soon. If not Rose—”
         

         
         “Stop it.”

         
         “—and not little Whit, then it’ll be me, Lark,” she finishes sharply. “And if you had your way, you’d let it happen.”

         
         “That’s not true.”
         

         
         “Prove me wrong,” she hurls back.

         
         The silence rings between us. Over my shoulder, Moll is still humming.

         
         I turn to Sedge. “I suppose you feel the same?”

         
         He looks down at Rose, still holding her hand. “We need help, and it seems like we’re being offered the best help we’re going
            to get.” He meets my gaze again. “Lila and I can take care of the little ones for a while. Especially with the supplies the
            noble brought. We’ll be okay.”
         

         
         We’re not going to be okay. There is no okay. We’re all screwed, we’re all dead already.

         
         You can’t win out here. You won’t be queen of the desert for much longer.

         
         I drag my hat off my head and rub my forehead again. For the first time, I think back to what the dandy asked me to do.

         
         A Moquoian woman, being held in the desert. South of here, near the abandoned mines, within a few days’ ride of Pasul.

         
         A waterstained letter. Written on rough sawgrass parchment. A blocky hand spelling words I can’t sound out, with a scrabbled
            name at the bottom, complete with that letter that doesn’t look like a letter. An M with flares on the sides, like wings.
         

         
         A lot like wings, actually. Not feathered wings—leathery wings.

         
         My brow furrows. I’m hit with the sudden memory of a cloaked figure and the reek of bat droppings.

         
         Oh.

         
         Oh, damn.

         
         I know exactly where she is.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Veran

         
         Something flumps into the dirt near my head, sending a cloud of dust into my face. I cough, surfacing from the last threads
            of an unpleasant sleep. Slitting open my eyes, I see one of my boots lying in the dust.
         

         
         “I have several conditions.”

         
         Well, I have a condition, too—what exactly are we talking about? I tilt my head upward and immediately regret it—she’s in
            front of the damned sun again, leaving her little more than a sliver of shadow.
         

         
         I rub my eyes. “Is standing with your back to the sun just a coincidence, or do you make a conscious decision every time you
            move around?”
         

         
         “Sit up and take things seriously. I’d rather not have to stuff you again in front of the little ones.”

         
         I open my eyes again, shading them against the glare. She’s not alone—there’s a small figure practically glued to her side.
            I scoot until I’m no longer blinded and blink the tears out of my eyes.
         

         
         Oh, Light, oh earth and sky. She’s holding the hand of a tiny woodgirl, who’s clutching my other boot like a blanket.

         
         “I rescued this one a week ago,” Lark says. “She hasn’t said a single word to me until last night, when she recognized your
            boots. Is she—one of yours?”
         

         
         The girl peeps at me with one bright green eye—she has the look of the south woods, but she could just as easily be a child
            of merchants around Lampyrinae. I turn my hands over to her.
         

         
         “Hello, little sally. Have you got some boots of your own?”

         
         “Pa dances the boot . . . dances the daisy chain with Ma . . . with the boots.”

         
         “Your pa wears his fringe boots to dance the daisy chain with your ma?”

         
         She nods.

         
         “What did you call her?” Lark asks. “Is her name Sally?”

         
         “It’s a baby name—little salamander.” We still call Susimae sally to annoy her. “What’s your name?”
         

         
         “Hettie,” she says.

         
         “Can you dance the daisy chain, Hettie?”

         
         She circles her finger. “No, I go round and round.”

         
         “I bet you do.” Little kids often run circles around the older folk dancing before they learn the steps themselves. “What’s
            your parents’ epithet?”
         

         
         “Goldfinch.”

         
         “Flash of yellow in the tree, little finch—”
         

         
         “—per-chick-o-ree,” she finishes.
         

         
         “I’m a greenbrier,” I offer.

         
         “Tangle in the laurel slicks,” she recites.
         

         
         I want to hug her, little lost sally. I open my arms, and she slips her hand out of Lark’s and wraps one grimy arm around my shoulder, still clutching my boot with the other. 

         
         “She says she’s from a mining town,” Lark says, her voice oddly strained. “She says her pa’s a miner. Do you know her family?”

         
         “They shouldn’t be hard to find,” I murmur. I tap the little girl’s shoulder. “Hettie, is there a bear or a fox in your dancing
            square?”
         

         
         “Fox,” she says.

         
         “South Mine, then.” I tilt my head up to Lark—she’s moved out of the sun and is watching us. She’s got all her armor on again—thick
            eyeblack smeared over her cheeks, faded bandanna draped around her chin, black hat pulled low over her forehead.
         

         
         “How’d she get out here?” she asks, hushed.

         
         I lean back to look the little girl in the face. “Hettie, does your pa travel with the silver shipments down to the coast?”

         
         She plays with the buttons on my tunic. “Yeah, I goed with him last time.”

         
         Oh, little sally. I wrap my arms back around her and draw her close, squeezing her tight.

         
         “I’ll get you back home, okay? We’re going to go back home.” My gaze falls on my second boot, flopped over in the dirt. I’m
            going to need to pry the other one away from her.
         

         
         I look up at Lark again and extend my hand.

         
         “Give me my firefly,” I say.

         
         Without comment—oh, the shock—she reaches under her collar and fumbles with the clasp. She slides the pin out and places it
            in my outstretched hand.
         

         
         “Look, Hettie. I need my boot back, but I have something else for you. Recognize this?”

         
         She takes it into her pudgy hand. “Blue ghost.”

         
         “That’s right. They’re flying now, aren’t they? I’m going to put it right here on your shirt. I bet the silver came from your Pa’s mine.” 

         
         She strokes it. “And the lantern from the lake.”

         
         Oh, sunlight, I love her. “That’s right, the pearl in its lantern came from the lake.” I give her one more hug and let her
            go—she’s absorbed with the pin.
         

         
         I beat the dust off my boots and pull them on, savoring the familiar press of the soft soles as I get to my feet. There’s
            a rustle in the bushes, and into the clearing comes Saiph, ruffle haired and probably sore from sitting up on the boulder
            standing guard on me last night. I heard him spitting sunflower seeds into the brush until I finally dropped off to sleep.
            He’s traded his crossbow for a flat corn biscuit and a dinged cup.
         

         
         “Here.” He holds out his wares to me. “Lila said to ask for more if you want it. Oh—I mean . . .”

         
         Lark is glaring at him, probably for letting slip the name of another campmate, though I don’t know what she expects me to
            do with this information. I take the biscuit and the cup from him.
         

         
         “Tell Lila I said thank you.”

         
         Lark clears her throat and pats Hettie’s shoulder. “Why don’t you go with Saiph back to the fire, okay?”

         
         “Mmkay.” She slips her hand into the older boy’s and follows him back into the brush.

         
         I sip from the cup—watery coffee bitter enough to strip paint, but it’s nice to have something hot after a night on the rocks.
            I mull over the cup, eyeing Lark. She’s looking none too rested, either.
         

         
         “Nice night?” I ask innocently.

         
         She frowns at me—she took watch after Saiph. I saw her outlined against the moon the few times I shifted around. Maybe I’m being mean, but my rear still hurts from where she dumped me in the dirt last night—and I’m still pissed about my boots and firefly. 

         
         “I’ve had worse,” she says. She seems to be warring over something internally, her lips twisting over her bandanna.

         
         “I believe you were saying something about having a condition,” I prompt over the coffee.

         
         “I have several,” she says. “But first, let me see the letter again.”

         
         Adding the biscuit to my coffee hand, I dig in my cloak pocket and hand it to her. She takes it and studies it again, peering
            once more at the end of the text.
         

         
         “They’re all like this?” she asks. “The other letters?”

         
         “Yes. We’ve plotted a handful of abandoned mining towns that it could have come from, but we hadn’t narrowed it much past—”

         
         “She’s not in one of the mining towns.”

         
         I pause over my cup. “How do you know?”

         
         “In Snaketown, I saw a woman buying some odds and ends in the general store. She was getting more ink and parchment—this is
            the type they make down there, from sawgrass.”
         

         
         “Yes, we’d gotten that far, but—”

         
         “And she was handing over another letter, like this one.”

         
         “All right, but that doesn’t—”

         
         “And her cloak stank of guano.”

         
         Okay, she’s really throwing me off now. “Guano?”

         
         “Bat droppings.”

         
         “I know what they are. Why is that important?”

         
         “Because your lost princess has been telling you where she is all along.” She taps the parchment, down at Tamsin’s name. Specifically, the scribbled M at the beginning of her surname, with the little spiky flourishes on either side of the letter.
         

         
         “I’m not much at writing,” she says. “But that doesn’t look like any letter I know.”

         
         “It’s a flourish, a lot of folk use them—”

         
         “It’s a bat,” she says. “She’s been drawing you a bat. The two points on the M are its ears, and the flourishes are its wings.”
         

         
         I take the letter from her and stare at the mark. It seems wildly far-fetched.

         
         I look up at Lark again. “Are you saying this could tell us where she is?”

         
         “No,” she says. “I’m saying I know exactly where she is.”
         

         
         My heartbeat quickens. “What? How? Where is she?”

         
         She regards me, her sharp bronze eyes flicking over my face.

         
         “You have conditions,” I say. “Right. Lay them on me. Condition one.”

         
         “Condition one is you cut the sass,” she says curtly.

         
         I match her sharp tone. “Sorry, it’s a defense mechanism. Condition two.”

         
         Her lips twist in a frown, but to my surprise the expression doesn’t reach her eyes. She doesn’t look angry, she looks concerned.
            Serious.
         

         
         I try to backtrack. “I’ll cut some of the sass. Promise.”
         

         
         Another long pause slides by. She draws in a breath.

         
         “You get them all out of here,” she says quickly, as if forcing the words out.

         
         “Get what out of where?”

         
         “All . . . all the others, here in camp,” she says. “You get them to safety. The ones who have homes get back home. The ones who don’t get set up somewhere they’re not going to get dumped in a ditch or back in a wagon. The ones who need medicine get medicine. No prison, no slavery, no tricks. You get them all out.” 

         
         The silence between us is profound, a tangible thing. And suddenly I realize I’ve only been seeing part of the issue, like
            seeing a few branches without seeing the rest of the tree. All the viciousness and thievery and no holds barred—here it is.
            She’s got a camp full of lost kids and no way to take care of them.
         

         
         “How many are we talking about?” I ask.

         
         “Is that a yes or no?”

         
         “It’s neither, yet,” I say. “I want to do what you’re asking, but I need to know the scope. How many do you have here? Five?
            Twenty? Fifty?”
         

         
         She’s quiet—she still doesn’t trust me.

         
         “There are seven of them,” she finally says. “One is . . . one is bad.” She swallows behind her bandanna. “She needs surgery,
            probably, or at least full-time care until she recovers. Another needs medicine for his eyes, and one needs to see a lady’s
            healer. The others may get better with good food and proper care.”
         

         
         “And where do they need to go?”

         
         “Alcoro will be all right for most of them, as long as they’re safe. One has family in Cyprien. You can get to Cyprien?”

         
         “I can get to Cyprien,” I reply as seriously as I can—Cyprien must seem like the other side of the world from here. “I pass
            through it to get to and from home, and I’m good friends with the ambassador.” I keep quiet so as not to give her false hope,
            but Rou would turn a country over to reunite a child with their family.
         

         
         “All right. And Moll—er, Hettie, she belongs in the Silverwood.”

         
         “Yes. Is that all?”

         
         “Yes. Well—one would like to go to Lumen Lake, but that could be a long shot.”

         
         My blood runs cold, and I physically stop myself from grabbing her arms—I don’t want another clip from her buckler. “Lumen
            Lake—you have someone here from Lumen Lake? A girl? A woman?”
         

         
         “She’s . . . I mean, she’s not full Lumeni . . .”

         
         “Yes, yes, of course, good.” Lumeni and Cypri—Queen Mona and Ambassador Rou. In the excitement about Tamsin, I’ve completely
            forgotten the thought of searching for Moira Alastaire. Eloise’s fawn-freckled face and fine brown curls flash in my head.
            “How old? What’s her name?”
         

         
         She leans back—I’ve made her wary again. “That’s not important. I don’t even know if she really has family there, or if she’d
            just as soon settle down here in Alcoro. The point is, there are seven of them, and I’ve laid out for you what they need.
            So? Is it a yes or no?”
         

         
         Oh, dammit, Lark, this is important. I breathe heavily, almost desperately, needing answers about this Lumeni girl she has hidden away out here. But
            she’s frowning again, perhaps regretting sharing so much information with me, and I can’t lose this opportunity now that I’ve
            got it.
         

         
         “I’ll get them all where you want them to go. I promise.” I’ll have to talk to the Lumeni girl, at any rate, to help her get
            home. Patience. Patience now. Tamsin has to come first, the alliance has to come first. I exhale, trying to appear less manic.
            “I have contacts in Alcoro who can help settle your friends in safety, and Cyprien and the Silverwood are no trouble, none
            at all. Neither is the lake. I’ll get them out.”
         

         
         “Good,” she says, and then, as if to make herself believe it, she says it again. “Good.”

         
         “Though,” I say, suddenly realizing, “you’ve left someone out.”

         
         “Who?”

         
         “You, of course. Surely you want something out of this?”

         
         She goes quiet. A warm desert breeze slinks through the sage, bringing a wisp of smoke from her secret campfire with it.

         
         “I’ll take the money,” she finally says. “Some of it, anyway—whatever’s not used to settle the others. And then you leave
            me alone—you and everyone else. I owe you nothing beyond what you’re asking me to do. I get you your lost lady, you get my
            campmates to safety, and that’s the end of it. There’s no partnership here, no contract. Our connection ends the moment the
            job ends. That’s what I want out of this.”
         

         
         “Don’t you have somewhere to go?” I ask. “Don’t you have somewhere you’d rather be than here?”

         
         I’ve probed too deep. Her face shutters again, and she hitches the bandanna up over her nose.

         
         “I’ve got dust instead of blood,” she says frankly. “Cut me and I bleed desert. Is it a yes or a no?”

         
         “It’s a yes. Get me to Tamsin, and I’ll do the things you’ve asked. You really know exactly where she is?”

         
         “Utzibor caverns. There’s a massive bat colony that streams out every night from several of the openings. There are a few
            outbuildings, abandoned, used only by shady folk looking for a place to conduct business. I spent a few weeks there . . .
            a while back.”
         

         
         I decide not to press her for personal details. “Where is it? How far?”

         
         “About two days’ ride from here, southwest.”

         
         “All right, then. If you’re sure. There’s a hitch, though—Prince Iano is in Pasul, and I need to get word to him that I’m going with you.” 

         
         She stops midturn. “You are not.”
         

         
         “I am,” I say firmly. I made up my mind—well, just now, actually, but it’s been brewing since leaving Tolukum Palace. I’ve
            been waffling over whether I can make the trip. But after journeying over the mountains with Iano, my confidence is higher
            than it’s ever been. Two days to Tamsin, one day to Pasul.
         

         
         I can make it three days.

         
         I try to present my selfish excitement as resolution, nodding at Lark’s snarly look. “I can tell you don’t trust me. Well,
            I don’t trust you. This is important—too important for one person. At the very least, Tamsin’s prison is probably guarded. I can help you break
            her out.”
         

         
         “I don’t need help.”
         

         
         “I don’t care. I’m coming.” I square up, my weight forward in case she tries to shank me with her hilt again. “I’m coming,
            or there’s no deal—and now I know where your camp is.”
         

         
         “I could still kill you,” she snaps behind her bandanna.

         
         “Is that your fallback solution to everything?” I ask.

         
         “Works so far,” she replies.

         
         She’s lying, it’s all lies—she doesn’t kill if she can help it. She’ll rob and punch and spit and flash her buckler around,
            but she doesn’t kill if she doesn’t have to. She showed me that yesterday in the stage, she showed me that last night. I can see through you, Lark.

         
         That fiery glare does make one think twice, though.
         

         
         She fumes silently for a moment, while I try to channel Mama as hard as I ever have, spreading my feet a little wider and crossing my arms. Immovable. A mountain. A greenbrier, latched on tight without a crawdad’s chance of letting go. 

         
         “Fine,” she finally says. “But don’t—don’t, like, talk to me or anything.”

         
         I permit myself a snort. “Deal. But I still need to get a message to Iano.”

         
         “Saiph,” she says with reluctance. “Saiph can make the ride to Pasul.”

         
         “He can be trusted? This is the prince of Moquoia we’re talking about.”

         
         Her gaze drifts up the path to her campfire, and I catch a glimpse of that same weighty anxiety as before. “Saiph,” she says,
            almost an exhale. “Yes, he can be trusted. He’ll be all right. He knows which tracks are safe.”
         

         
         “All right, then. It seems we have a deal.” My university training kicks in, and I gesture to her. “Do you want it in writing?
            Or at least a handshake?”
         

         
         She scoffs. “You go back on your word, and I’ll kill you. Will that do?”

         
         “Again with murder. Most folk would find that unorthodox.”

         
         “Get used to it.” She turns away. “I hope you’re ready to ride out—we can cover good ground before noon.”

         
         “I’m ready.” I take a bite of the flat corn biscuit—and gag. The thing coats my tongue like sawdust. I choke around my too-big
            mouthful, pounding my chest.
         

         
         “By the Light,” I gasp. I gulp a swig of coffee and spit it into the dust. “What d’you mix into your biscuits, chalk?”
         

         
         “Cattail pollen,” she says as she heads for the brush. “Get used to that, too.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Tamsin

         
         I’ve made them nervous. Beskin and Poia.

         
         After Poia hit me yesterday morning, my mouth swelled so much I couldn’t close it all the way. I was spitting blood all day
            and through the night. And there was no way on this sorry little earth I was going to put anything foreign between my teeth
            besides water. So I didn’t eat yesterday. Or this morning. They snarled at me, saying they weren’t going to hurry for my sake
            this afternoon when I was begging for something to eat.
         

         
         But that swirling nausea is back again, probably from swallowing so much bloody spit, and now this afternoon they’ve found
            me in the same place—curled on my dirty mat, my head clamped between my arms. The pressure from my elbows really does seem
            to alleviate the worst of the pain.
         

         
         I hear them conversing outside my door, though I can’t make out what they’re saying.

         
         “Oi,” Poia calls through the bars. “Tamsin. On your corn, would you prefer honey to salt?”

         
         I’m just fuzzy enough to be surprised at this new twist of apparent compassion—I’ve always had a sweet tooth, and I’ve always been snacky. It was hardly a secret in court—I was always nibbling on glazed walnuts or bits of toffee carried around in my pocket. That Beskin and Poia have only fed me two salty, unchanging meals for weeks on end seems like just another form of torture, but then my brain catches up with reality. 

         
         Honey over salt.

         
         It’s not compassion.

         
         It’s desperation.

         
         I’m no good to them dead.

         
         I scrunch up my nose where it’s sandwiched between my elbows. It’s the closest thing I can get to a smile. Alive, I’m their
            tool. I’m their weapon. I’m their leverage. It’s the whole reason I’m in this sorry state, in this rotten place.
         

         
         Finally, something I can use.

         
         I stare at the back of the door, baring my teeth in a painful mockery of a grin.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Lark

         
         Saiph swings his tattered bedroll over his saddle so enthusiastically Blackeye snorts in displeasure.

         
         “You take the northern cattle tracks,” I say for the fiftieth time in the past hour. “Remember that you have to cross the
            South Burr before the mesas, or you’ll lose the ford.”
         

         
         “I know, Lark, I know that.” His voice drips excitement. “And I know to stay south of the water scrape, and I know not to
            travel the washes past afternoon. I can do it, Lark, I can. I promise.”
         

         
         I suck in a breath behind my bandanna. He crams a bag of the dandy’s jerky into his already-stuffed pannier.

         
         I put my hands on his shoulders and turn him around. “Saiph—be careful.”

         
         “I will.” He looks up at me, face flushed, eyes bright. “I’m fifteen, Lark, I’m almost as old as Pickle was. I can do it.”

         
         “I know you can. Just—just be smart, all right? Don’t take stupid risks. Think things through. I need you to come through
            this in one piece, okay?”
         

         
         “I will, I will, I will.” He slips from my grip and hoists Rose’s crossbow up to the hook on the saddle. “What’s the guy’s name again?” 

         
         “Prince Iano Okinot.” The dandy comes up behind me—catlike, those fancy boots don’t seem to make any noise on the ground.
            “Though you’re not to call him such in town—use the name Escer Gee. You’ll find him in the Sweet Pine—tell the landlord you’re
            his errand boy.” He holds out a letter, sealed with a bit of tallow from our box of candle nubs. He’s pressed the face of
            his thick silver ring into it, leaving the imprint of a bug like the pin he gave to Moll.
         

         
         Hettie.

         
         Fire and dust, I’m so mixed up.

         
         The dandy taps the wax. “My parents’ seal. Tell Iano that Veran sent you—the rest should be explained in the letter. Can you
            do that?”
         

         
         “Yes, sir, I can.”

         
         “Safely, quietly? There’s a new Alcoran horse in it for you if you do.”

         
         Saiph’s eyes practically ignite. “Yes, sir! Absolutely I can, yes, sir.”

         
         “Excellent.” He hands him the letter, and Saiph tucks it deep into his saddlebag. “We’ll see you in Pasul.”

         
         Saiph nods and eagerly slides his foot into Blackeye’s stirrup. He throws his leg over and gathers up the reins.

         
         I can’t help it—I snatch his shirttail before he gives her a kick.

         
         “Saiph.”

         
         He looks down at me, all energy and no brains. “Yeah?”

         
         I don’t know what to say that I haven’t already said.

         
         I just don’t want him to leave.

         
         “Remember to oil the crossbow,” I finally conjure. “The crank sticks.”

         
         “I will! Bye! Bye, sir!” He twists in his saddle and calls up the canyon. “Bye, Sedge!”

         
         Thundering sky, he’s such a moron. I slap Blackeye’s rump. She skitters forward and he swings to grab the saddle horn. His
            crow echoes off the rocks as they clatter down the slope and out of sight.
         

         
         I blow out a breath so hard my bandanna flies up in the air, and then I make myself turn away. Our two horses are standing
            saddled and ready—Jema is looking extra matted and burred next to the dandy’s sleek palomino mare. Rat crouches at her hooves,
            ears perked forward and tongue lolling.
         

         
         “Sedge,” the dandy says thoughtfully behind me. “Is that the one with the bad eyes, or the one who needs a lady’s healer?”

         
         I huff and start up the slope. I don’t like how curious he is about the others here in camp—particularly not how twitchy he
            got about Lila. Fortunately, she’s down in the draw puking, so he’s not likely to catch sight of her even if he sashays into
            camp. “Are you ready?”
         

         
         “You know I’m going to have to meet your campmates eventually, Lark. You don’t have to hide them from me.”

         
         Yes, I do, you and everyone else. I reach Jema’s side and make a last check of her battered tack. “I hope you don’t eat a lot,” I say. “I’m leaving most of
            the supplies here in camp with the others.”
         

         
         “Oh, I have more,” he says. “I figured you’d strip everything from my daypack, so I dropped my main bag down at the head of
            the canyon. There’s enough for all three of us for at least a week. We’ll pick it up as we head out.”
         

         
         My anger flares, irrationally, I suppose. I inhale through clenched teeth, twisting my fists on Jema’s blanket. With a huge amount of effort, I bend my thoughts away from the image of him bouncing on a rope behind his horse and instead to visions of Rose in a clean bed, Andras with a family, little Whit with a plate full of hot food. 

         
         There’s a call up the slope, and over the rise comes Sedge, holding Moll—Hettie—by the hand.

         
         “Or is that Sedge?” asks the dandy.
         

         
         “Shut up,” I say venomously.

         
         Sedge leads Hettie toward us. I’m glad to see he’s got our biggest hunting knife sharpened and sheathed on his belt. Between
            that and the iron ring around his neck and the sheer size of him, he at least looks threatening enough to make somebody think
            twice.
         

         
         “She wanted to say good-bye to the nobleman,” Sedge explains, releasing Hettie’s hand. The girl hurries to Veran, her arms
            upstretched. He crouches down and wraps her up, cradling the back of her head.
         

         
         “I’m coming back, little sally, I promise, okay?” He broadens his outlandish accent when he talks to her, twanging his vowels—I
            can’t tell if it’s intentional or not. “I’ve got to take care of a few things with Lark, and then I’m coming back and we’ll
            head on home. We’ll be back before the birches turn, all right?”
         

         
         She mumbles something into his shoulder, and he squeezes her again. “I know, but it’ll be okay. You’ll even ride back with
            the queen herself. Would you like to ride with the queen? She’ll let you wear her Woodwalker boots.”
         

         
         Hettie peels back, tear-faced, gazing at him with utter devotion. And I know this little spark of jealousy is utter stupidity, but who can blame her? This man practically manifested out of the desert to hand back her name and family. And he’s making it sound like he can do the same for Andras, and Lila. Practically overnight, he’s done more for each of them than I’ve ever done, than I’ll ever be able to do. 

         
         I cough to clear the block in my throat, trying to pass it off as impatience. I nod at Sedge.

         
         “You sure you’ll be all right?”

         
         “We’ll be fine,” he assures me. “You just be careful.”

         
         “Do you want me to leave Rat with you?”

         
         “We’d have to tie him down to keep him from chasing after you,” he says. “He’ll be better with you.”

         
         I hold my breath, wanting to remind him that Whit doesn’t like her corn mush salty, that Andras shouldn’t handle things hot
            off the fire, that Lila’s going to need more bandages than Rose if her bleeding doesn’t stop.
         

         
         He must be reading my mind. He nods.

         
         “I know, Lark. We’ll be fine. Take care.”

         
         All right. Okay, good. Good. I let out my breath and mount Jema before I can delay any longer.

         
         The dandy mounts his own horse and waves to Hettie. She waves back, not even throwing a glance in my direction.

         
         I give Jema a bump, and she ambles forward, weaving through the rocks. I hear the dandy’s horse pick up a trot behind me.

         
         “You shouldn’t lie like that to little kids,” I call over my shoulder. “She’ll believe you.”

         
         “I didn’t lie. When did I lie?”

         
         “Saying she can ride home with the queen. It may have made her happy now, but she’ll be sad about it later.”

         
         He gives a short laugh. “My ma is the queen.”

         
         My cheeks heat, and I twitch back around to face the canyon, unseeing.

         
         Not just a dandy noble. A be-damned dandy prince.
         

         
         Fire and dust and a hot bed of snakes.

         
         We ride down the canyon in silence, stopping only to pick up the fine bulging saddlebag and cushy quilted bedroll that he’d
            stowed in a patch of greasewood. Rat lopes along with us, nosing here and there in the rocks, coming up a few times crunching
            on some unlucky creature who didn’t bolt fast enough.
         

         
         We hit the river flat just as the sun clears the canyon wall and turn eastward. I pull my brim down to shade my eyes. The
            land here is wide and clear enough for us to ride abreast, which the dandy noble prince apparently takes as an invitation.
            He clucks to his horse and comes up alongside me.
         

         
         “Sure is a pain to ride into the sun, isn’t it?” he asks with a sly edge to his voice.

         
         I tilt my buckler and give him a quick blaze to his eyes. He swears.

         
         “Will you cut that out?”

         
         “Don’t be smart if you don’t want a fight.”

         
         He huffs. “You know, you’d probably save a lot of energy if you’d quit raring to fight everybody.”

         
         “We’ll both save a lot of energy if you shut up for the next week.”

         
         His expression sours, but I kick Jema ahead and hear him cough satisfyingly on my dust.

         
         We bend away from the main road, crossing the river around noon. It’s broad and shallow, enough so that Rat can clamber across without swimming. We stop on the far side to let the horses water. To avoid encouraging the prince to try to strike up conversation, I poke a little way down the bank and win a few early mallow fruits for my search. I munch them while dabbling my fingers in the water. Rat rolls in a muddy wallow, snorting with pleasure. 

         
         When we come back, the prince is licking his fingers from his own meal.

         
         “Onion roll?” he asks.

         
         “No, thanks. Jema—come on, out of that bush, or you’ll get a rattlesnake up your nose.”

         
         “What did you just call your horse?” the prince asks.

         
         I glance over my shoulder. “Why?”

         
         “I thought you said Gemma.”

         
         “I did. I heard it a while back in Teso’s Ford from some academics.”

         
         “You named your horse,” he squawks, “after Gemma Maczatl? The Last Queen of Alcoro? Provost of the university?”
         

         
         Oh, I like his sudden flare of indignation. I turn back to Jema. “Well, I couldn’t ask them what they’d named her as I was
            stealing her, could I?”
         

         
         He splutters and chokes. I grin behind my bandanna, hoist myself into the saddle, and ride away while he’s still working up
            a reprimand. Once he catches up with me, we proceed in frosty silence.
         

         
         The land changes from rocky river bottom to rolling scrub flats, thick with juniper and nettle. A few burrowing owls coo-cooo in the brush, and toward afternoon we startle a family of mule deer from a stand of lilies. As the afternoon edges onward, a thunderhead builds on the horizon, but it’s well to the south of us, too far away for us to hear its rumbles. It billows into the crisp blue sky like milk dropped into coffee, and as the light begins to turn, the scuds and swirls of the clouds light up pink and gold. With a minimal amount of words passed between us, we stop to make our first camp in a hollow that frames the shining clouds. I unpack Jema, breathing that light in all the while, the cool air that’s found me from the falling water underneath. I imagine it seeping into my skin, turning the dust inside me, however briefly, to mud. 

         
         Apparently the prince is watching the storm, too. “My ma says thunderstorms are a breath of beauty.”

         
         The sweetness of the moment sours a little. His ma’s damn right, but I don’t want him to know that. I rummage in my saddlebag
            for the last few matches I won from that old man’s stage weeks ago. “I’m sure they seem that way from a palace window.”
         

         
         He’s snapping twigs for kindling—I admit I’m a little surprised he’s doing this himself—but he stops as I start scuffing out
            a fire ring. I ignore him and his twigs and start my own tent of kindling.
         

         
         “Hey, Lark,” he says, his voice flatter and more direct than it’s been all day. “I’m going to tell you a little about my family.”

         
         I add a few thick sticks to my tent of wood. “No, thanks.”

         
         “No, really, because I suspect you have a picture of what they’re like and what I’m like, and I think you’ve got things a
            little wrong.”
         

         
         “If you want to be helpful, get the pot out and fill it with water,” I say, breaking a branch over my knee. “Or better yet,
            go see if there’s a seep down in those willows and fill it there.”
         

         
         “My pa and ma are king and queen of the Silverwood, it’s true,” he continues, like he didn’t hear me. “But in addition to
            that, my ma’s a Woodwalker. You know what a Woodwalker is?”
         

         
         “Are you getting the damn pot, or not?”

         
         “They’re foresters,” he says, making no move. “Expert Wood-folk whose job it is to know the tick of the mountains and keep
            them healthy and productive for the couple thousand people in my country. Nobody else in the Eastern World has any office
            like it. But before she was a Woodwalker, she was an outlaw, like you. Kicked out of the Silverwood by my sadistic granddad
            for getting up in his face. She spent five years scrounging around in exile before she flushed out Queen Mona of Lumen Lake,
            dragged her through the mountains, and kicked Alcoro out of the lake to create the alliance between Lumen and the Silverwood.
            And that was all before she became queen.”
         

         
         I stomp to my pack and pointedly yank the pot from inside. I dig for the cornmeal and dump some in the pot, splash it with
            some water, and mix it around to let it soak.
         

         
         “My pa grew up sneaking around my crazy granddad,” he carries on. “A little anarchy here, a little anarchy there, before conspiring
            with my ma to set Queen Mona back on her throne. And then they got married and started turning us out. My ma was out on a
            scout run when she went into labor with my oldest sister Vi—she birthed her right on the forest floor. And Ida—”
         

         
         “Veran,” I say, slapping the pot down next to the wood. “Look, shut up, okay? I don’t give half a damn about your family. I don’t care what all your parents did, or how many amazing siblings you have. You don’t piss me off because your royal parents have a bunch of titles. You piss me off because you seem to think you’re some kind of savior. I’m grateful for the help you say you’ll give us—or I will be when I see you stick to your word—but I didn’t ask you to come handing it out. So quit acting like I should be on one knee in front of you, and just shut up, all right?” 

         
         He goes mercifully silent. I busy myself with lighting the fire, coaxing all the flame I can out of the single match so as
            not to waste another one. The bone-dry wood catches fast, and I puff air until the bigger sticks light. When it’s good and
            strong, I swirl the corn mush and set the pot in the flames.
         

         
         The prince watches. He shifts.

         
         “You’ll warp your pot,” he says.

         
         “It’s already warped,” I shoot back.

         
         He goes quiet again. I feed the fire and stir the mush periodically to keep it from sticking. The clouds overhead lose the
            last slivers of golden light, giving way to blushy blues and purples.
         

         
         I tap the spoon on the pot. “Give me your cup.”

         
         “You know, some sausage would be good with that.”

         
         “I bet it would.” I can’t keep the snarl out of my voice. “Do you want some or not?”

         
         He doesn’t answer. He burrows briefly in his own pack and comes up with a flat, lightweight skillet and a waxed paper packet,
            which he unwraps to reveal a fat link of smoked sausage. Without a word, he slices a pile of rounds onto the skillet, flicks
            a few coals out from the heart of the fire, and holds the skillet over them. After a minute or so of sizzling, he turns them
            over to fry the other side, and then slides half of them into the pot. He spoons some of the corn mush onto his greasy skillet,
            digs in another bag, and sets a wedge of bread in my pot. The smell of onions rises with the spicy scent of fried sausage.
         

         
         He takes his own bread and swipes up a scoop of mush and sausage.

         
         “Health and good heart,” he toasts and takes a bite.

         
         I look at my own pot. I can’t recall the last time I had sausage. Or real bread.

         
         I mimic him, scooping up a pile with the onion bread.

         
         It’s devastatingly, deliriously good.

         
         I try to take small bites, but even still, I devour all mine before he’s finished. I lick my fingers as quietly as I can,
            savoring the salty grease left on them.
         

         
         He sumps his skillet the same as Cook taught us in the rustlers’ camp, swirling it with a splash of water and then drinking
            the dregs. This finished, he sets it by the fire on top of my pot.
         

         
         The sky deepens. A belt of stars twinkle above a jut of distant caprocks.

         
         “That was tasty,” he says.

         
         Yeah, it was.

         
         He unhooks his bedroll from his bag and spreads it out. “I’ve got a few sweet potatoes and some red beans, too. Maybe tomorrow
            we can make a stew.”
         

         
         A stew would be good, too.

         
         He wiggles onto his bedroll, his gaze up at the deepening sky.

         
         “My brother likes to sing at the campfire,” he says. “Do you sing?”

         
         My cheeks heat again. “No.”

         
         “Oh, good. Me neither.” He stretches mightily, folds his fingers across his chest, and closes his eyes. “Night.”

         
         I stare for a moment, but he doesn’t stir or speak again. His hair curls over his forehead, black and glossy as a crow’s wing—are
            nobles just born pretty? Or would we all look that good with proper food and a pillow on every seat?
         

         
         Rat returns from the brush, licking his chops, and flops down by the fire. I shake myself and retrieve my own ragged bedroll.

         
         I roll it out, settle down on top, and try to think mostly of stew.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Veran

         
         Sunrise over the sagebrush flats comes quick, with no mountain peaks or tangled canopy to hold it off. I open my eyes to the
            golden shine, the drumming of a grouse nearby, and the smell of woodsmoke.
         

         
         I start to sit up, and then flop back down.

         
         “Oh,” I say aloud. “I hurt.”

         
         There’s a humorless snort from near the campfire. I roll onto my side to see Lark pouring hot water through a sack of coffee
            grounds that looks about as old as I am. I have to squint—she’s in front of the sun again. Did she purposefully go to sleep on the eastern side of the fire so the sunrise would be behind her?
         

         
         I put my hands on my bedroll, testing my weight. My elbows are quivery, hollow feeling. A tendril of worry curls through my
            stomach.
         

         
         “Ground too hard for you?” she asks, swirling her cup.

         
         I frown and push myself upright, my stomach sliding into place with a sour splash. Ugh.

         
         I shake my head, trying to rattle a little sense into place. “Is there coffee for me?”

         
         “Make it yourself.” She tosses her cup back with one throw, her neck arching above her lowered bandanna. Her coyote mutt is
            flopped against her thigh, its head on its paws. It side-eyes me, one giant triangular ear tilted back.
         

         
         I grumble in their general direction—I have good coffee, better than whatever swill is in her pouch, but I’m too achy to bother
            with brewing it at the moment. I dig for a handful of dry cherries and chew them slowly, surreptitiously testing the pain
            in my neck and shoulders.
         

         
         “How far to Utzibor?” I ask, trying to focus on our task.

         
         “Another day’s ride over the slot canyons to the Middle Porra, and then it’s another few hours to the camp,” she says.

         
         “And it’s a rustlers’ camp?” I ask, hunting in my pack for my canteen. “Do you think they were the ones who captured Tamsin?”

         
         “They don’t use it all the time,” she says, turning her head away. “It’s abandoned most of the year. And anyway, rustlers
            are too stupid and single-minded to plan a complicated political heist. If it’s not a cow, they’re stumped.”
         

         
         I laugh into my water, though I’m not sure she means to be funny. She’s still looking away, into the sunrise.

         
         “What do they use it for?” I ask, wiping my mouth. “The caverns, I mean.”

         
         She’s quiet for a breath or two, absently scratching Rat behind his ears. The beast is still watching me.

         
         “Branding, mostly,” she says. “They don’t go inside the caves—there’s no good entrance or flat ground to make a camp inside, and they’re full of bats, anyway. They’ve built a few outbuildings against the bluffs, and the rest of the space is used for branding pens. It’s got wide stone banks that form natural semicircles—they just add wooden gates and fencing in the gaps. They’ll come there with the cows they steal a few times a year to change their brands, and then they drive them to Teso’s Ford to sell.” 

         
         “Don’t the buyers know they’re stolen?” I ask.

         
         “You’d be surprised how many folk don’t care about who owns what,” she replies flatly.

         
         I press my lips together, trying vainly to resist the urge to snipe back at her.

         
         I fail.

         
         “You don’t have to keep insinuating I’m the reason you were enslaved, Lark.”

         
         She shakes her head, still not looking at me. “Just shut up.”

         
         “No, I’m serious—”

         
         “Yeah, I am, too, Veran,” she says, looking back at me, her eyes narrowed over her eyeblack. “You don’t even think about it,
            do you? I bet this is such a thrill for you—camping on the ground, like a real adventurer. I bet it’s real fun, getting to
            play make-believe survival, knowing you’ve got a roof and a bed when you get tired of it. Sorry if I keep reminding you of
            ugly stuff. You remind me that there are some folk in this world who can’t sleep a night on the ground without aches and pains. You’ve never
            had to fight for a day in your life.”
         

         
         Something Mama-like flares up in my chest. “You don’t know a damn thing.”

         
         She snorts again and pulls her bandanna up over her nose. “Neither do you.” She gets to her feet, beating the dust off the seat of her pants. She grinds out the fire with her bootheel, scattering the coals and stomping them individually, like they each have my face. 

         
         She turns and stalks toward our horses. “Come on, hurry up. We need to be past the slots before the afternoon storms. Come,
            Rat.”
         

         
         The dog slinks after her, its ears still cocked back toward me, head down.

         
         I’m simmering, my fists clenched up tight. My head pounds, making the world blur a little. I want to shout, I want to knock
            her down like she did me. Instead I grind my teeth against the metallic taste in my mouth and stuff my things back in my pack.
         

         
         I wish Eloise was here, to share my incredulity at the Sunshield Bandit’s nerve. But in the next moment I’m glad she’s not—I
            hope she’s safe and well and doesn’t fully hate me for lying to her.
         

         
         Though if she does, I suppose I can just add her to the list.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Tamsin

         
         After the second day, the hunger pangs lessen.

         
         “Tamsin,” Poia says. “Listen. You have to eat.”

         
         My hands are in their usual place, on top of my head, as my arms are bent around my face. I hook my pinkie finger at the barred
            window.
         

         
         “Don’t play with me. If we have to force you to eat, it’s going to be all the more painful for you.”

         
         I have no doubt of that. It’s been satisfying, this modicum of control, even as I feel my body palpably deteriorating. I’ve
            been holding this fetal position for so long that the few times I’ve tried to uncurl, my arms and legs sink to the ground.
            I’ve got no muscle strength to hold them in the air. It’s a fast, fascinating slope. How quickly one little decision flares
            out through bone and sinew, snuffing out the body’s little forge fires.
         

         
         Poia murmurs to Beskin outside the door. Another fascination—they’ve ceased bickering for the present. I’ve given them a common concern. What a powerful thing that is, the setting aside of petty differences to unite against a shared evil. No wonder history is full of leaders bent on splitting and categorizing their followers. A group united is a powerful thing. 

         
         My mind lapses for a moment—guttering like a cracked lantern. I wouldn’t mind these hazy slips so much if they didn’t bring
            a jumble of all the memories I’ve been purposefully avoiding these weeks. My final few performances, that last one in particular—the
            whooshed silence in the hall after my final chord. The glancing of courtiers toward influential people—oh, it’s so easy to
            see where loyalties lie when one is waiting to mimic a response. So easy to pick out the leaders and followers. The pockets
            of applause, some wild, some reserved. The tide of murmuring through the curtains as I carried my dulcimer into the wings.
         

         
         The sound of running footsteps, the brush of long-fingered hands, the press of silk and skin against a wall. All our earlier
            discussions of tact, of subtlety, of strategy—they all dissolved in that moment as Iano caught me up and covered my open mouth
            with his. I had threaded my fingers through his, dulcimer calluses against bowstring calluses, pulling us both against the
            wall.
         

         
         Even in my body’s weakened state, it still has the ability to thrum with eagerness.

         
         I squash my elbows harder against my aching jaw, physically trying to stave off those visceral memories. Iano’s face fuzzes
            out of focus, and I grapple to replace it with something else—rain, rock, glass. The flush collapses from my stomach and leaves
            a hollowness behind. My arms tremble from the effort of keeping pressure on my cheeks.
         

         
         “Maybe we should let her outside,” Beskin says on the other side of my door—I’d forgotten they were there. “Let her walk around a bit.” 

         
         “Our orders are to keep her locked up,” Poia counters—good old Poia, such a rule follower. Anyway, the time when a walk in
            the fresh air would have helped was about three weeks ago.
         

         
         “We’re also supposed to keep her alive,” Beskin says.

         
         “I know,” Poia growls.
         

         
         I’d smile if I could.

         
         What a conundrum.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Lark

         
         We ride through the morning, silent. The dandy’s obviously pissed, but I don’t care. He can pout all he wants. I’m more concerned
            with taking the right line through the land in front of us—too far east and we’ll hit the slot canyons where they widen out,
            making us backtrack along them before we can find a place narrow enough to hop over. Too far west and we’ll arrive at the
            Middle Porra in the rapids, where the water’s too deep and fast to ford. Both routes would tack an extra half day onto our
            travel time. As this is Dirtwater Dob’s range, I want to keep travel time as short as I can.
         

         
         Also, I’d really like to be rid of the dandy as quickly as possible.

         
         The sun continues to rise over my left shoulder, raising the dust under Jema’s hooves. I tighten my bandanna over my nose
            and mouth. The few times I glance back, whether to look for Rat or check the landmarks around us, the dandy has his head down
            and his hood up against the glare.
         

         
         The first time he speaks is close to noon, when I turn Jema up a bare bulge of sandstone instead of continuing our line around it. 

         
         “Where are we going?”

         
         “Water,” I say. “For the horses. There won’t be much between the slots and the Middle Porra.”

         
         “Why are you going up?” he grumbles. “Last time I checked, water runs downhill.”
         

         
         I stifle a sigh and spur Jema a little faster, not wanting to waste the breath on a response.

         
         “Lark,” he calls. “I don’t want to climb over some exposed ridge just to have to lead the horses back down. One of them’s
            going to break a leg.”
         

         
         “Fine,” I say over my shoulder. “Stay here, and when your horse drops dead from dehydration, you can walk along with Rat.”

         
         He curses under his breath, but I hear the clop of his horse’s hooves on the pale stone as he follows me. The climbing sun
            glares off the rock. I pull my hat lower, grateful for the greasy eyeblack on my cheeks.
         

         
         “It’s too bright,” he calls.

         
         “Blazes, shut up,” I reply.
         

         
         He does, following me silently as we plod up the slope. I sweep my gaze over the terrain in front of us—I haven’t been up this particular ridge before, but it should have a water pocket of some kind. This secret is one of the few things I’m grateful to the rustlers for. Despite being stupid, they do have to know how to keep a herd of cattle alive when driving them cross-country, away from the main roads along the rivers. Cook used to send Rose and me scrambling up the white stone rises, searching for the hidden wells that collect in the channels and basins. We’d take our time when we found one, lying on our stomachs to suck down our fill of rainwater before it could be mucked up by cows. Back when I was called Nit. Back when Rose had two legs of flesh and bone.
         

         
         Before Utzibor.

         
         As we crest the first swell in the rock, I spy what I’m looking for—a natural depression carved out by a thousand years of
            rain. It’s dry up top, but it slopes down to form a little well on the northward side of the ridge, shaded by a lip of stone.
            Water sparkles clear and still in a pool.
         

         
         I dismount and lead Jema along the channel. Behind me, the dandy’s horse stops.

         
         I glance back to see him staring from the saddle.

         
         “Yeah, water runs downhill,” I call, unable to resist. “If you want to dig twelve inches in the dirt to make a mucky seep.
            This isn’t Moquoia.”
         

         
         He doesn’t answer, just blinks under his hood.

         
         “Come on, get out your canteen before the horses have their fill.”

         
         He slides heavily out of the saddle and walks a little bowlegged toward the well. I pull down my bandanna and lower onto my
            stomach, the stone warming my skin through my shirt and vest. I dip my lips to the water and drink. It’s cool and clear, no
            grit or leaves or cow crap. These ridges have the best water around.
         

         
         I drink until my belly groans and slither back, licking my lips. The dandy stiffly settles down and lowers his head, touching
            his mouth to the water. His face is dusty, his copper cheeks a little pinker than yesterday. Maybe I should offer him some
            eyeblack.
         

         
         Maybe I will, if he quits being unbearable.

         
         He dips his palms and splashes his face, making muddy rivulets down his cheeks. I give him some credit for forethought—he
            makes sure to do this away from the surface, to avoid dripping into the pocket. The water collects on the blunt curve of his
            nose and his unnecessarily long eyelashes. Up on one eyebrow is a little pink scar splitting it in half. I wonder what luxury
            athletic event he hurt himself in—hawking or promenading or sparring with those bendy toothpick swords with the nubs on the
            end.
         

         
         A flicker of guilt flares in my gut, but I’m not sure why. He seems like the kind to hurt himself reading a book.

         
         Silently—blazes, I’ve shut him up good—he unstops his canteen and fills it.

         
         Rat is standing a little way from the edge of the pool, which surprises me—normally I have to fight to keep him from wallowing
            before I can take a clean drink. He’s panting and has his ear cocked back, like he’s distracted by something. Maybe he still
            doesn’t like the dandy, like me.
         

         
         “C’mere, Rat.” I dabble the water, and he lopes forward, head and tail low. He splashes right in, slurping and snorting in
            the water until it’s cloudy with dirt and dog slime.
         

         
         We let the horses water. I look out over the ridge and check the land in front of us—we’re heading in the right direction.
            I can see the distant buckles where the slots run, almost directly ahead of us. I study the slope on the far side of the sandstone
            ridge.
         

         
         The dandy doesn’t come up to look with me. He sits down with his hood up, his head bent over his knees.

         
         “I think we can keep going over the ridge, instead of backtracking,” I say, coming back down to the pocket. “We may need to lead the horses, though—it’s scrubbier than the other side. There might be loose stone. All right, Rat, you dope, come on.” 

         
         Rat quits rolling around in the water and stands, shaking happily. The dandy wordlessly gets to his feet, gripping his horse’s
            saddle, almost like he’s steadying himself.
         

         
         As little as I want to indulge his delicacy, I also don’t want him passing out from heat exhaustion—it’s not even midday yet.

         
         “Hey,” I say, gathering up Jema’s reins. “You’re okay, right?”

         
         He gives some kind of response from behind his horse’s withers. When he doesn’t say anything more, I assume he’s still just
            rankled from being wrong about the water. I start to lead Jema along the ridgeline.
         

         
         We head up and over the bump of white rock, the flats spreading out before us like a blanket. This high up, I can see the
            Middle Porra glinting in the distance, and beyond them, a dark line on the horizon that can only be the rocky breaks of Utzibor
            caverns. The sheer meanness of this trip hits me again—traveling back to the place I swore I’d never, ever go back to. The
            place that gives me sick heaves just from its memory. For the hundredth time, I wonder how I was talked into this.
         

         
         Then I remember Rose, and Andras, and little Whit, and Lila. I remember Sedge’s bad back and metal collar, and Saiph’s lost
            potential, and Hettie’s faraway family.
         

         
         I remember Pickle, and how easily any one of them is next.

         
         I pick up my pace. The downward slope is steep and shaley, and my boots slip on the loose pebbles. Jema picks along beside
            me, weaving among the occasional stands of sage and yucca.
         

         
         We’re wading through such a patch, scratchy and thick, when the dandy speaks for the first time since the bottom of the ridge.

         
         “Uh . . . uh, wait.”

         
         I look over my shoulder. He’s stopped walking, gripping his horse’s reins with an iron fist. His face is wide with something
            akin to dread.
         

         
         “Lark, uh, Lark,” he says—too loudly, like I’m a quarrel shot away instead of a few feet in front of him. He drops his horse’s
            reins and swats her nose. She tosses her head.
         

         
         “What are you doing?” I ask. Rat is pressing against my leg, letting out that high-pitched squeaky gate sound he makes when
            he’s anxious.
         

         
         “I need . . . I need to sit . . .” He waves his arm like a blind man, dragging it through a tangle of sage—he doesn’t seem
            to feel the scratches. His knees start to bend.
         

         
         “Veran.” I turn to face him, which is hard because Rat is practically between my legs. “What’s the matter with you?”

         
         His hand is out unseeing for the ground, but he doesn’t make it to his seat. He gives a short, sharp groan, and then his body
            stiffens. Half crouched, he drops like a tree, his face hitting the earth without any move to break his fall.
         

         
         “What the—Veran!” I untangle myself from Rat and lunge up the slope, leaving Jema behind. Veran’s on his stomach, nearly under
            his horse’s hooves, head facing downhill, and he’s shaking—writhing, practically bucking off the ground. His arms jerk on
            either side of him, his legs buckle and release at his knees, kicking up dust. His horse snorts and shies, hooves dancing—I
            lean hard on her shoulder to push her aside. She sidesteps into the yucca, and I dive down to Veran’s side.
         

         
         “Veran!” I heave on his shoulder. He rolls, rigid, onto his back, still convulsing. His eyes are nothing but whites.

         
         I curse, panicky. I don’t know what to do, I don’t know what’s going on. His back bows off the ground, thumping again and again, filling the air with dust. He chokes, his lips frothy with spit. 

         
         I do the only thing I can think of—I roll him onto his side, trying to brace his head with my thighs. Spittle flies from his
            mouth. His arms churn the dirt. His body’s tight as a wound spring.
         

         
         “Rat! Here, Rat!” I wave frantically—Rat hovers a few paces away, ears back, head down. I pat the ground behind Veran’s bowing
            back. “Here! Come here, sit!”
         

         
         He reluctantly slinks forward. I grab his ruff and drag him down to buffer Veran’s back.

         
         “Veran!” I clasp his head, trying to keep it from scraping the ground over and over. “What do I do?”
         

         
         And then, just like that, the shaking slows. His hands twitch on the ground, his feet kick feebly. His back stops heaving,
            his eyes go half lidded. Spit seeps out of the corner of his mouth. A sour smell fills the air—I look down to see a wet patch
            spreading across his lap.
         

         
         Rat heaves a whimper wrapped up in a sigh.

         
         I let out my breath, still clutching his face. His trembling slows, and he inhales—only to suck in a cloud of dust. He coughs,
            spraying spit, but he doesn’t come to. I fumble at the knot to my bandanna and shake it out before draping it over his lips.
         

         
         He lies, loose-limbed, half in my lap, utterly silent. My heart ricochets around my chest—I have no idea what just happened,
            or whether it’s done. I’ve seen folk collapse before, from heat or dehydration or just plain exhaustion, but I’ve never seen
            someone shake like he just did. The bandanna flutters over his mouth.
         

         
         He doesn’t look at all like a dandy noble right now. He looks fragile and hurt. All his angles are bent and awkward, and he’s drooling on my knee. His forehead’s bleeding. 

         
         It’s nearly noon—the sun is practically overhead, blazing down on the both of us. Slowly I ease his head off my lap. I unhook
            his cloak where it’s tangled up around his shoulders and ball it under his head. I drape the hem over his eyes.
         

         
         “Stay,” I say to Rat. He gives a little sigh but stays where he is, propped against Veran’s back. I rise to my knees and look
            over the sage and yucca.
         

         
         The horses have ambled a short distance away, tearing at a clump of sedge in the rocks. Just past them is a lopsided boulder,
            its narrow end lifted uphill, leaving a wedge of shadow underneath. It’s not much, but it’s the only shelter I can see in
            our immediate vicinity.
         

         
         I crouch down.

         
         “Veran.” I prod his shoulder. He doesn’t twitch, his breath still puffing under my bandanna.

         
         Gritting my teeth, I grab his wrists and lift them over my head. I’ve carried people before, but they’re usually kids, smaller
            than me and whisper-thin from work and bad food. Veran is my size, well-fed, and utterly dead weight. I bow my shoulder almost
            to the ground and loop my arm through his legs. The wet patch on his trousers seeps into my shoulder, but this shirt’s seen
            worse—the guts of a thousand stew-pot animals, snot and slime from Jema and Rat, and a variety of body fluids from every one
            of my campmates. I ignore it and grit my teeth.
         

         
         “Damn you,” I grunt, heaving upright. I stagger to my feet. “Damn you, blasted sun-frazzled dandy.”

         
         I stumble through the sage, my boots catching on the rocky slope, until we reach the lee of the boulder. As gently as I can—which isn’t much—I slide Veran off my shoulders. He bumps down to the ground. 

         
         “Rat,” I call. He trots forward, and I pull him down behind Veran’s back again, to keep him on his side.

         
         It’s not much better than the slope, but at least his head’s in the shade, and he’s not pointed downhill. Once I’m sure he’s
            stable against Rat, I hurry to bring the horses back, leading them to another clump of tough grasses. I pull Veran’s pack
            off his horse and dig out his canteen, dribbling some water between his lips. Most of it trickles out again. I sit back on
            my heels.
         

         
         “Damn,” I repeat.

         
         This is not an ideal place to be stuck. Aside from the lack of shelter, we’re high up, making us likely targets if an afternoon
            thunderstorm blows in. I glance at the sky, but it’s too early in the day to tell if there will be a cloudburst later. I could
            try to move Veran to lower ground—maybe drape him across his horse—but we’ll go slowly, and in all likelihood we’ll reach
            the slot canyons right when the showers would usually start. Those sluices are notorious for sudden flash floods, so fast
            and powerful they could sweep a horse and rider away in seconds.
         

         
         And anyway, what am I supposed to do if he doesn’t wake up? Keep toting him across the desert? Leave him flopped over with
            my pack while I try to find Tamsin at Utzibor?
         

         
         I look at his slack face again. The blood seeping through the dirt on his forehead is starting to mat. I decide to start with
            that. I take my bandanna off his mouth and splash a little water onto it. I’m dabbing at his forehead, turning everything
            to mud, when he stirs.
         

         
         “Veran?”

         
         He squeezes his eyes a few times, and then opens them, blinking fast.

         
         “Veran—are you . . . are you all right?”

         
         His blinking continues. He shifts and moans, pressing his face to the dirt. Dust swirls around his lips, coating them. Hurriedly
            I swipe them with the bandanna again.
         

         
         His blinking slows, and his eyes dart here and there under half lids.

         
         “Ma.” His voice is a croak.

         
         I lean over him. “Veran?”

         
         His head shifts, craning to find me. “Lady Queen?”

         
         “Veran, it’s me—Lark.”

         
         “Lerk.”

         
         “Right, Lark, the Sunshield Bandit—we’re traveling together? We’re going to find Tamsin?”

         
         His eyes flutter and then open wide. He squirms, shifting his arms to brace against the ground. He pushes as if he’s trying
            to sit up. I loop my arms under his neck and shoulders and heave him upright—he leans heavy on me, cockeyed, his forehead
            mucked with dirt and blood. Bracing against my shoulder, he stares hard at me, his gray-green gaze flicking here and there
            over my face.
         

         
         He slurs something, his accent too thick for me to understand. “What?”

         
         He stares again, and his eyes seem to clear a little. He looks out at the sunbaked slope, and then to the horses, and then
            back to me. He wipes his mouth with a limp hand and glances down at his wet trousers.
         

         
         He sucks in a breath.

         
         “Sorry,” he mumbles.

         
         “What, Veran—” I shift my feet and try to prop him up a little more. “What happened? Are you all right?”

         
         “I’m fine. I’ll be fine.” He spits, drool crusting the edge of his lips. “Is there . . . water?”

         
         I hand him his canteen. He fumbles with the cork, takes a short swallow, and spits again.

         
         “What happened?” I ask again. “Are you dehydrated? Was it the heat?”

         
         He takes another swallow and bends his head forward over his knees.

         
         “Seizure,” he mutters.

         
         “What?”

         
         “A seizure!” he says more forcefully. “I had a seizure. I blacked out.”

         
         “You were shaking all over . . .”

         
         “And I pissed myself. Yeah. It was a seizure. I get them.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         He scowls at the patches of water and spit on the ground. “If you figure it out, let me know.” He wipes his forehead and then
            frowns at the sticky blood left on his hand. “Oh, damn.”
         

         
         “Yeah—you hit pretty hard.” I fold my bandanna to a cleanish patch and start to work again on the mess.

         
         He shifts and reaches behind him. “Is that Rat?”

         
         “Yeah, I made him lie down to keep you from rolling over. I didn’t know what else to do.”

         
         He closes his eyes as I keep dabbing with the bandanna. “That’s all you really can do. How long did I go?”
         

         
         “I dunno, a minute, maybe less. Then you were out for about five minutes.” Time feels like it’s only just starting up again.

         
         “Mm.” He flinches as I wipe the grit out of the deepest scratch. “Well, that’s nice. They used to be longer.”

         
         I lean back—his forehead’s still a mess, but the blood is clotting itself. “How long have you had them?”

         
         “Forever,” he says shortly. He turns his head away, gazing out across the hillside, his nose and mouth scrunched up.

         
         I’m not really sure what to say. I’m not really sure what to do.

         
         But then he continues. “I had the first one when I was a few months old.”

         
         He sips again from his canteen, swishing the water through his mouth before swallowing. “Mama says she had me in the sling
            up on Skullcap Bald when I started convulsing. It was my bad luck that the next two came when I was out in the forest again—the
            second around eighteen months toddling around the Rooftops, and the third a few months later while I was playing with my sisters
            in the creek. Viyamae saw me go down and dragged me out of the water and hollered for Ma. And after that, Papa said nope,
            no more. Mama always let us run after her boot fringe out in the forest, but Pa decided that was too dangerous for me. So
            while Vi and Ida and Vynce got to go out with Mama on patrols and camp checks, I had to stick to the council room with Papa.”
         

         
         His accent is broad as a valley, even more so than when he was chatting with Hettie. He rubs his forehead, a frustrated movement. “It was the worst when I was ten, twelve years old. Three or four seizures a week during the bad spells, plus the day or so of crappy recovery time after each one, when everything’s too bright and loud and I’m full of sand. They had all kinds of folk look at me. The Alcorans call it the Prism’s disease, because they used to think it was brought on by the Light. But my folk just call it the bows. Most medical types now think it’s got to do with a hitch in the brain.” He taps his grubby forehead. 

         
         Suddenly, the little scar splitting his eyebrow makes a bit more sense. My guilt rushes back.

         
         “Is there medicine for it?” I ask.

         
         He takes another swig of water and spits again. “Nothing reliable. Ma tinkered with all kinds of herbs and weird powders.
            Some sort of worked, most just tasted bad. It killed her that I was stuck around the palace—I was good, you know, at woodcraft,
            even better than my brother. I knew every page in the handbook, I knew every bird, every plant.” The mud creases on his forehead,
            his eyes distant. “But you can’t do your two solo nights to earn your scout florets if you could collapse and convulse at
            any moment. Can’t keep night watch up in the canopy platforms, can’t run the walkwires, can’t timber a tree, can’t fight wildfires.
            Can’t hike through bear country if you’re going to fall and lie around bleeding for a while. Can’t be part of a scouting party
            if your team has to keep half an eye on you and route around the terrain you’re not allowed to tackle. And guess what? Can’t
            be a scout? Can’t be a Woodwalker.”
         

         
         I dig around for the significance of that word and remember it’s his mother’s title, the name of the folk who watch over the
            forest. It hadn’t seemed an especially important job to me back when he mentioned it the first time, but he talks about it
            with more reverence than I’ve heard him mention kings or queens or ambassadors.
         

         
         He silently examines an abrasion on the back of his hand. I stare at the nearest tangle of sage.

         
         “Greenbrier,” I say. “You didn’t pick it because it’s nice for birds, did you?”

         
         “The toughest, most stubborn, hardest-to-kill thing anywhere on the mountain slopes,” he says with a harsh note. “Wildfire, blight, hard freeze, landslide, drought—greenbrier will be the first thing growing again. You couldn’t pry it off the mountainsides if you set the whole country on it.” 

         
         We’re silent. He’s not so much leaning on me now as sitting shoulder to shoulder.

         
         “And yet here you are,” I feel obligated to point out.

         
         “Here I am,” he agrees. “Running clear away from everybody who’s ever watched out for me, all so I can feel like I’ve got
            some control over something.” He sighs and rubs his eyes. “I should have told you, Lark. I’m sorry. That wasn’t fair to you.
            You should have known what you were getting into when I told you I was coming.”
         

         
         I stop myself from pointing out that I didn’t want him to come even before I knew he had seizures. But just as I think it,
            Rose’s voice comes to me unexpectedly.
         

         
         You act like a person needs to be whole to be considered a person at all. That crap’s tiring, Lark.

         
         How easy must it be for people to brush off Veran as being less than whole?

         
         Easy, if my kneejerk reaction is the same as it was for Rose.

         
         “You know yourself best,” I say. “And you still chose to come.”

         
         “It was selfish. You shouldn’t have had to—”

         
         “It’s okay,” I say. “Really.”

         
         He keeps his head in his hand. “I thought I could make it.”

         
         “I led us up the slope. You said it was too bright.”

         
         “You didn’t know. And I was already shaky this morning. The brightness just hurried things along. Being tired makes it worse, more than anything. I just had one a few days ago after staying up half the night, climbing around a bunch of ladders in the rain. I fell out of bed and woke up all woozy. I thought I might have another few weeks before the next spell, but I was wrong.” He digs his fingertips into his eyes. “I shouldn’t have come.” 

         
         I don’t have a response. An hour ago I would have said the same thing.

         
         You haven’t had to fight for a day in your life, I said this morning. Thinking his stiff, slow movements were due to a singular night on the ground.
         

         
         You don’t know a damn thing, he spat back.
         

         
         Somewhere in the scrub, a bird starts singing. I latch on to it immediately, drawn to its familiar jumble of fluty notes.
            I hear it all the time, the bird that was whistling that day in the rustlers’ camp, the bird I asked Rose about. The bird
            she guessed about, and the guess I adopted as my name.
         

         
         I nudge his arm, hoping to distract him. “Hey, that bird singing—what kind is it?”

         
         He picks his head off his hand, listening. His shoulder is a warm weight on mine. Rat stretches against our backs.

         
         “Meadowlark,” he says. “I think. I’m not so good with the western birds.”

         
         I dunno. A lark?

         
         Meadowlark.

         
         Sweet little song in a mess of rock and dust.

         
         “Oh.” My voice sounds more strained than I mean it to—I try to swallow without being obvious about it. “Well. That’s good.”

         
         He looks at me. “Why?”

         
         I tilt my hat brim. “I fibbed to you, too. About my name.”

         
         “You mean when you kissed me in the stage? ‘On a lark?’”
         

         
         “It wasn’t a kiss,” I say quickly. Stupidly.

         
         “No,” he agrees. “You punched me in the mouth. With your mouth.”
         

         
         A snort escapes me, bubbling into a laugh. It’s strangled and chokey at first, like it’s rusty from disuse. But then it clears,
            and I have a hard time stopping. He snickers beside me.
         

         
         It’s weird—just to laugh.

         
         “Sorry about that,” I say quickly.

         
         “The mouth-punch? You decked me with your buckler and you’re apologizing for the mouth-punch?”

         
         “Well, all of it, I guess.”

         
         “To be fair, I did come looking for trouble,” he says. “Is kissing a tactic you use a lot?”

         
         “Never,” I say.

         
         There’s a weird half silence.

         
         “Anyway,” I say hurriedly.

         
         “Anyway,” he agrees. “Lark. Sweet little desert bird?”

         
         “Not very fitting, is it?”

         
         “Well, I’m named after a nigh unkillable forest thorn when I could die in a puddle of my own urine at any moment.” He shifts.
            “Maybe we should switch. Dandy songbird and prickly vine?”
         

         
         “Probably best to keep folk guessing,” I suggest.

         
         “Probably.” He rocks a little, gingerly, and sets his feet under him. “I think I’ll go change my pants.”

         
         I keep my hand a few inches from his sleeve as he slowly rises, gripping the boulder behind us for support. “You’re not going
            to topple over again?” I ask.
         

         
         “Nah, probably not.” He tries to pass it off as a joke.

         
         “Veran,” I say as he gathers up his pack. “If it happens again—what do I do?”

         
         “Oh, you know.” He waves his hand, clutching his pack close to his waist. “Basically what you did. Roll me on my side, keep
            me from choking on my own vomit. Count the days until you’re rid of me.”
         

         
         His voice is light—but I can tell it’s forced. He’s embarrassed, and I think he feels bad for not warning me. He wades into
            the sagebrush. There’s a jingle of a belt buckle.
         

         
         “It’s all right, you know,” I call. “I’m just glad you’re okay.”

         
         “Yeah,” he mutters. I can see the top of his head bob up and down over the sage. “And—yeah, thanks. Sorry.”

         
         “At least now I know.”

         
         “Yeah.” I hear fabric hit the ground. “Now you know.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Veran

         
         Useless. Utterly useless.

         
         Worse than useless.

         
         A burden.

         
         Even the short walk into the sage to change out of my piss-soaked trousers leaves me wobbly and dizzy. I haven’t felt this
            off-balance after a seizure since before university, and I haven’t had two so close together since before even that. With
            this one coming on the heels of the one after Bakkonso just a few days ago, I’m gnawing on worry. I’ve pushed my worthless body past its normal limits, and now I’m squandering the
            precious time we need to get to Tamsin. For nearly an hour after I change clothes, it’s all I can do to sit propped against
            my pack, sipping water.
         

         
         I ache all over. My wrist twinges where I probably landed on it, and my forehead throbs. I don’t want to think about what
            it must have been like to haul my soiled, malfunctioning body under this rock.
         

         
         Blazes.

         
         Lark disappears a few times—once to hike back up the rocky rise to refill my canteen, and once to ride down the base of the ridge to find better shelter. She leaves Rat with me both times, stopping every few seconds to order him to stay. He doesn’t like it, panting heavily at my side and squeaking anxiously, but he stays put. He stinks, his breath absolutely rancid. Not many of my folk keep pets—a few keep kestrels, or put up gourds for purple martins to keep the bugs down in garden beds. A few have Winderan-bred dogs to guard their turkeys or goats. But I don’t know anyone in the Silverwood who keeps an animal companion. I found it a bizarre practice at university, where my roommate kept a gecko in a crate. He’d put the little lizard on his shoulder while he read. 

         
         Still—I admit I like having Rat with me. Beyond the fact that I could probably be taken for carrion by any passing scavenger,
            he’s kind of funny. He hums and huffs and flops those big goofy ears every which way. At one point, he drapes his head over
            my knees and closes his eyes.
         

         
         “You smell,” I say.

         
         He sneezes, blowing snot on my clean trousers. That feels deserved.

         
         A little while later, he lifts his head, ears perked. Up the slope comes the familiar tromp of boots.

         
         “There’s a stand of boulders with a little copse,” Lark says, rounding the rock, bandanna and hat protecting her face again.
            “It’s low enough that we wouldn’t be a lightning target, but not so low we’d have to worry about flooding.”
         

         
         “We can try to keep going,” I say, despite feeling unable to do anything of the sort. “We’ve already lost so much time.”

         
         “At this rate, we’ll come into the thick of Dirtwater Dob’s territory in the middle of the afternoon. I don’t want to make camp where we might be discovered—he and I don’t quite see eye to eye. We might as well wait until we can move quickly through his range. Can you ride? I’ll lead your horse.” 

         
         My cheeks heat, but I take her offered hand. Her palm is thick with calluses and incidental scars—I know because I have to
            hang on to it, steadying myself on her shoulder. I follow her precariously to my horse’s side, but once there, I shake my
            head.
         

         
         “I don’t think I can get up, Lark.”

         
         “I’ll help you—here, you can step up on my leg . . .”

         
         “I can’t stay up.” I grip the saddle, hot with embarrassment. “I’ll fall off—especially if we’re going downhill.”

         
         She looks down the slope. “Well . . . all right. Can you walk, if I help you? It’s not that far—maybe a half mile.”

         
         A half mile sounds like a day’s trek, but I nod. “I can try.”

         
         “We can stop when you need to.”

         
         “Okay.”

         
         “First, though—here.” She leaves me clinging to my horse and approaches her own, digging through her pack. She comes up with
            a threadbare bandanna and a little tobacco tin. She pops open the tin to reveal a gob of dark, sooty eyeblack.
         

         
         She dips her thumb and smears it over my cheeks. She shakes out the handkerchief and ties it over my nose and mouth.

         
         “This smells like blade polish,” I say.

         
         “Probably because I use it to clean my sword,” she says, knotting it behind my head.

         
         “Urg, Lark.”

         
         “It’s your own damn fault—who travels into the desert without even a handkerchief? Or a hat, for that matter.” She reaches over my shoulder and flips my cloak hood over my head. “That’ll have to serve, for now.” She makes one last check of all our gear and then leads my horse around behind hers, tucking the reins under her panniers. She comes back to my side and gathers up her horse’s reins. 

         
         “You know, I always thought the bandanna and eyeblack were mostly fashion choices, to hide your identity,” I say. “But they
            really help, don’t they?”
         

         
         Her eyes roll so hard over her greasy cheeks I’m afraid they’ll pop out. “By the Light, you are an imbecile.” She takes my right arm and loops it over her shoulders, under her thick ponytail of locks.
         

         
         Maybe it’s the tone of her voice, or her solid weight supporting my whispery body, but the insult sounds less fierce and more
            familiar than yesterday’s. She settles her arm around my waist, clucks to her horse, and starts us all down the slope.
         

         
         She’s a hair taller than me, making her head cant toward mine as she holds my weight. My feet skid in the loose sandstone,
            and more than once she has to muscle me upright to keep me from falling. We knock foreheads a few times, worsening my headache.
            I lean hard on her shoulder, panting against the oily bandanna.
         

         
         “Sorry,” I mumble, over and over. “Sorry.”

         
         “Knock it off,” she finally says. “It’s annoying.”

         
         “Sorry.”

         
         She huffs and adjusts my arm over her shoulders. “What’s that bird singing?”

         
         “Which?”

         
         “The buzzy one.”

         
         “Are you just trying to distract me?”

         
         “Yes. What is it?”

         
         “A pewee,” I say. “A western one. It says its name, hear it? Pee-wee.”
         

         
         “If you say so. What’s that growly one?”

         
         I tilt my ear up to the sky. “Harris hawk. They hunt in groups.”

         
         “And the cooing?”

         
         “Hopeless dove.”

         
         “Hopeless?”

         
         “That’s what it says, listen—No hope. No hope.”
         

         
         She snorts, which I’m quickly finding is her idea of a laugh. I strain to hear any other calls, but our party’s slipping and
            crunching drowns everything else out.
         

         
         “What’s that plant?” she asks, nodding to the closest sagebrush.

         
         I tsk. “Oh, please.”
         

         
         “Oh, sorry,” she says seriously. “I thought you’d know.”

         
         “I do—”
         

         
         She snorts again.

         
         “Very funny,” I say, using sarcasm as a cover. The Sunshield Bandit is joking with me.

         
         We continue. I take a bad skid, grabbing her vest to steady myself. She pauses, tucks her horse’s reins into her belt, and
            takes hold of my wrist to keep me up on her shoulder. With her arm up, her shirtsleeve slides down toward her elbow, revealing
            the longsword tattooed on the inside of her forearm. The point drives into that scarred concentric circle.
         

         
         My stomach twists. It’s faded and distorted.

         
         She’s had it for a while.

         
         My gaze slides up toward her wrist, where the edge of a letter begins.

         
         “What’s that word on your wrist?” I ask.

         
         “Strength.”

         
         “And the one on your left?”

         
         “Perseverance.”

         
         “Why’d you pick those?”

         
         “Because that’s what it takes to survive.”

         
         “Hm.” I maneuver my foot around a desiccated root. “Maybe for you. I’d probably tattoo don’t stand at the top of stairs.”
         

         
         Her gaze cuts sideways. “Is that how you got that scar?”

         
         “On my eyebrow? No—would you believe it, that didn’t come from a seizure. It came from me falling off a walkwire after I snuck
            out when I was fourteen. I’d never been allowed to run them before. Ma and Vynce make it look easy.” I shrug. “I thought I
            could do it, too. I was determined to do my two nights.”
         

         
         “Two nights—you’ve said that before.”

         
         “Yeah, to go from trainee to scout, you have to spend two nights solo in the forest.” I hitch myself a little higher on her
            shoulder. “You get a cloak and a compass, and nothing else. They ride you out to the middle of the forest and give you an
            end point. You have two days to get there on your own to earn your florets. All my friends were earning theirs—I must’ve watched
            a dozen of them come back all dirty and victorious, kneeling in front of my ma as she swore them in. And even though I was
            still having one or two seizures a month at that point, I decided I had to try, too. I made it two miles from the palace,
            when I was defeated by the first walkwire. I fell into a laurel slick twelve feet below and carved up my eyebrow.”
         

         
         I remember that ugly swoop of emptiness as my feet slid off the wire, the brief realization before hitting the branches that
            I had made a terrible mistake.
         

         
         “One of the Woodwalkers found me crawling out of the ravine on his way back to headquarters.” I step over a rock. “Of course, it was only after the tongue-lashing and the embarrassment of it all that I found out that no trainee does their two nights completely alone—one
            of the older scouts secretly tails them to make sure they don’t get into trouble. Like falling off a walkwire.”
         

         
         Lark’s bandanna puffs—I can’t tell if it’s a laugh or not. I glance at her. “That probably sounds completely stupid to you.
            I’m sure at fourteen you were already taking down slavers.”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t know,” she says, adjusting my arm on her shoulder. “I don’t know how old I am.”

         
         Oh.

         
         I . . .

         
         Oh.

         
         “Oh,” I say.

         
         “I feel like I’m fifty,” she says. “’Specially when I get to coughing. But Rose and I both guess I’m twentysomething. I only really
            started keeping track of time after the wagon. I’d started my bleeding before I left, so I must have been around thirteen
            or fourteen. After that I was with the rustlers. Ow—you’ve got my hair.”
         

         
         “Sorry.” I try to loosen her locks from my dire grip. “So . . . rustlers. Cows, I take it?”

         
         “Usually. Sometimes goats, but they’re a damn nuisance to drive.”

         
         “I see. Is that where you learned to fight?”

         
         “It’s where I learned most things. They don’t teach you much beyond digging in the quarries.” She pauses to tug on Jema’s lead as the horse noses a clump of grass. “Everybody needed to be able to fight a little—we weren’t a big enough posse that we could afford to leave the herds undefended. Rose had the better aim—they gave her the crossbow. I wound up with the longsword after we found an abandoned cache in the water scrape.” 

         
         “And the buckler?”

         
         “The buckler . . . I won that after I turned over my first wagon.”

         
         I glance at her. “Really? You took up slaver-hunting before you had the sun strategy?”

         
         “It wasn’t a conscious decision,” she says. “I didn’t one day decide to be a bandit known for using the sun. I didn’t even
            decide I was going to be a bandit who went after wagons. It was just a few weeks after we’d left the rustlers, and Rose and
            I were at a dead end—our original plan had been to try to find work in Teso’s Ford, or along the stage road. But there are
            bounties in all the towns for escaped slaves.”
         

         
         “There are not,” I blurt in shock.
         

         
         She cuts her gaze crossways at me. “Yeah, there are.”

         
         “Slaving is illegal in Alcoro. There would never be official bounties . . .”

         
         She tuts behind her bandanna. “Come on, Veran. I know it’s all law and order for you, but not everything is done by the rulebook.
            Slavers lose money when slaves run away, so they post bounties. Do you think a half-starved canyonman is going to turn down
            twenty keys just because his government doesn’t condone slavery? That’s how Sedge got the ring around his neck. They’re rougher
            on you if you’ve already escaped once.”
         

         
         I break my gaze away to stare at the ground in front of us.

         
         “I didn’t know that,” I finally say. “I thought only Moquoia funneled money into the system.”

         
         “Everybody’s always willing to think it’s somebody else’s problem,” she says.

         
         “Did you escape?”
         

         
         “Obviously.”

         
         “But I mean—more than once?”

         
         “No. Just once.”

         
         “How?”

         
         She’s quiet, scanning the horizon in front of us, watching for storms or bandits or who-knows-what that I’m not aware of.

         
         “Whatever heroic image you’ve got in mind isn’t how it happened,” she says. “I didn’t battle my way out. I didn’t know how
            to fight at that point, and I was skinny and small. They were moving some of us from Tellman’s Ditch to another quarry. There
            had been rains, and our wagon got stuck in a drainage. There were four of us inside—the guards pulled us out, unlocked our
            wrist cuffs, and told us to get behind each wheel and push. The driver whipped the oxen, and the two guards switched between
            pushing at the back and levering the wheels. At one point, they were both on the far side of the wagon. I’m not sure what
            I was thinking—I certainly knew there was a higher likelihood of a beating than an escape—but I just sort of sank down into
            the reeds in the drainage and crawled away. It was my luck they were stuck on that one wheel for a while, or they’d have caught
            me right away.”
         

         
         “Where did you go?” I ask, trying to keep the awe out of my voice.

         
         “Nowhere,” she says. “At some point I was smart enough to realize they would search straight up the drainage to find me, so I left the reeds and started walking out into the desert. They started hunting for me not long after—I could hear them shouting. I crawled into a catclaw thicket to hide until night fell, and then I kept walking. I had no water, and I didn’t know how to find it. I passed out the following afternoon under a juniper. If Rose and Cook hadn’t found me while they were collecting firewood, I’d have just died right there. Cook gave me water and told me there would be more if I helped Rose chop sweet potatoes.” She shrugs under my arm. “And so began my life for the next three years, till Rose and I stole a few horses and some supplies and rode off.” 

         
         “That’s amazing.”

         
         “It’s really not,” she says.

         
         “Just walking away?” I say. “Without knowing what’s in front of you? That’s brave.”

         
         “It’s no different from what you just did—walking off from something relatively safe into something unknown.”

         
         “Except, as you’ve seen, my decisions were driven by vanity, not bravery.”

         
         “Bravery isn’t a motive,” she says. “You don’t choose to do something because of bravery. ‘Bravery’ is just a by-product of
            doing something, a word that gets awarded after you succeed. If I’d died under that juniper tree, crawling away from the wagon
            would have been stupid. But because I survived—out of luck—you say it’s brave.”
         

         
         I chew on that for a moment. The slope is leveling out, and a little way ahead of us, I see the boulder copse we’re heading
            for.
         

         
         “I dunno, Lark,” I say. “I know folk who’ve failed, and they’re still considered brave for trying. If my ma goes out to battle
            a wildfire, but doesn’t manage to control it, and it burns that season’s timber harvest, is she less brave for trying? That’s
            happened, by the way.”
         

         
         “You’re a big fan of your ma, aren’t you?”

         
         “You’re dodging my question.”

         
         She rolls her eyes again. “I’m not going to say your ma’s not brave. You’d probably make a show of trying to fight me, and I just want to get you down this hill.” 

         
         I’m about to reply that I’ve never had the stamina for fighting, when my foot slides on a loose rock. I pivot toward her and
            instinctively throw my free arm around her shoulder—she grabs me just as quickly under the armpits, and by the time I’ve dug
            my toes into the ground, we’re in an awkward, crouched embrace. Our eyes lock for a breath, just inches away from each other.
            Behind her, Jema throws up her nose at the abrupt halt.
         

         
         Heat flares in my face—I hadn’t thought anything could be more embarrassing than making a fool of myself in a foreign court,
            but turns out throwing myself into the arms of the Sunshield Bandit tops it.
         

         
         “Sorry,” I gasp, trying to dig my toes farther into the loose soil. I don’t know how to push away from her without first pulling
            myself closer to her face.
         

         
         Her bandanna pulls toward her mouth as she draws in a breath. She widens her stance, and with a heave, hefts me upright. She
            plants her palms on my shoulders and locks her elbows, holding me at arm’s length.
         

         
         “There, you see?” she says. “Always trying to pick a fight. I’m warning you—I’m only going easy because you make pretty good
            sausages.”
         

         
         My cheeks blaze more, but I’m grateful for the banter. Finally steady, I drop my grip around her neck. “What happens when
            the sausages are gone?”
         

         
         “All bets are off.” She doesn’t take her palms off my shoulders. Her gaze sharpens over her bandanna. “You’re good?”

         
         “No, I’m a mess.”

         
         “Well, keep it together for another fifty feet.” She rearranges Jema’s reins in her back pocket and then threads my arm over her shoulder again. With a last bit of huffing and puffing, we reach the stand of boulders, their flanks overgrown with stubborn catclaw. With a grunt, Lark slides me off her shoulder and into the shade. I wobble to the ground with relief. 

         
         “Blazes.” She winds her arm and straightens her vest where I yanked it askew. She looks down at me, and her gaze drops to
            my hands. I’ve opened my palms toward her—my breath just hasn’t caught up.
         

         
         Or maybe the words just stick.

         
         Thanks. It bubbles up in my chest, and I mean to say it—really I do. Thanks, Lark. You saved my life a little while longer.

         
         I pause too long.

         
         “Oh—water?” She digs for the canteen and places it in my upturned hands.

         
         “Thank you,” I blurt.

         
         “It’s your canteen,” she says, shrugging and turning away. “I’m going to settle the horses. Rat, you stay.”

         
         Rat yawns and flops down beside me. I close my fingers over the canteen as Lark clucks to the horses and leads them out of
            the brush. Sighing, I drag my hand over my face before remembering the eyeblack. I gaze wearily at the black smears on my
            palm.
         

         
         “I’m an idiot,” I say.

         
         Rat thumps his tail once on the dusty ground—probably in agreement.

         
         Resigned, I work the cork out of the canteen.

         
         I know one thing for sure.

         
         I’m pulling out all the stops on dinner tonight.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Tamsin

         
         I’m woken this morning by the creak of my cell door. I open my bleary eyes and wait to move until the world has stopped spinning.
            But I don’t get the chance. Before I fully latch on to consciousness, Poia takes my shoulder and turns me onto my back. I
            grunt in surprise, but I’m weakened by lack of food and life in general, and it takes little effort for her to hold me in
            place. I hear the pop of a cork. Poia kneels over me and grasps my cheeks in her fingers. I cry out, squirming. She tips the
            contents of a bottle into my mouth.
         

         
         Great shining colors of the Light, she may as well have dunked me in oil and set me on fire. It splits my head open, blinding
            me. I writhe under Poia, my back bowing off the ground as I gag on the liquid, spraying bloody droplets.
         

         
         “Get off,” Beskin says suddenly. “She might vomit.”

         
         Poia moves off my chest, and I roll onto my side like a dying cockroach, tears and snot streaming down my face as I spew the liquid out. I’ve once seen a boiled egg burst out of its shell, the gelled albumin blistering in the water. That’s how it feels, like everything soft and tender in my head is bursting from my skull only to be seared by boiling water. I shake, blinded. 

         
         “That should fight off infection, anyway,” Poia says matter-of-factly. “Beskin, change out her mat and blanket.” She pokes
            me in the back as I clutch my head once again, trying to squish the insides of my skull back behind my teeth. “Tamsin, I’m
            going to bring you some broth later. You’d better drink it, if you don’t want your mouth to get worse.”
         

         
         They roll me off my bloody mat and set a new one down. They drop a new blanket over me. I don’t even care that it’s actually
            big enough to cover my feet. I curl into a ball, half on the mat, half off. Fetal and on fire, hungry and broken, I’ve got
            no strength left to spare for my brain, which happily plunges into self-pity.
         

         
         Iano.

         
         I squeeze my eyes shut, tears still streaming from them. Great Light, Iano. I miss you. I miss your proud eyes and steady
            arms and archer-clever fingers. I miss your deep, genuine laugh and your determined sense of right and wrong. I miss the way
            you threaded my hair loose and kissed my eyes. I miss the way you listened, the way you leaned forward, rapt, as if hungry
            for each word.
         

         
         What you would think of me now, hair gone, eyes red, left with no words but the guttural sounds I can spit from my swollen
            lips. You’d turn away. I know you would—it’s only what would be expected. You are the people’s prince, the court darling,
            drawn to lovely, adorned things. You’re expected to appreciate strength not in raw form, but carefully polished and presented
            just right. A pretty woman in pretty silk singing with a pretty voice.
         

         
         I can’t blame you. I was glad I fell so neatly into that box.

         
         Leave it, Iano. The picture you’re hanging on to isn’t accurate anymore, and it won’t be ever again. Don’t let them twist
            you into anarchy over me, because all the things you would have fought for are gone now.
         

         
         Leave it.

         
         Leave me.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Lark

         
         I shift in my saddle, surreptitiously loosening my belt. I ate too much last night, more than I have in months, though I’ve
            been reasoning that somebody had to finish the last serving in the pot, or it would’ve attracted animals during the night. To be fair, I think Veran made
            an extra helping on purpose. I can still taste the sweet potatoes and fat red beans, mixed up with spicy sausage and garlic
            and onions fried a little too long. By the Light, that was a good meal.
         

         
         I wonder what else he has in his pack.

         
         He’s less woozy today, after some rest. The bruise on his forehead is a rich berry purple, half covered by a flop of dusty black curls. We’ve fashioned a kind of cowl out of his cloak, and I gave him another round of eyeblack. He made a fuss about washing out my sword rag before tying it back over his chin. Now he’s almost unrecognizable, just a pair of eyes and eyebrows and those obnoxious eyelashes and that little scar. I study him out of the corner of my eye—the horses are picking their way down a crumbly slope, and I don’t want him swaying too much. 

         
         He catches my glance. “What?”

         
         “Oh, I was just thinking, if it weren’t for how clean your tunic is, you could pass for just another desert vagabond. Maybe
            we can turn over a stage and score you a hat.”
         

         
         He grunts and hitches the handkerchief farther up his nose. “After all this is over, I’m taking you shopping. You’d be amazed
            how much stuff you can get without violently taking it from other people.”
         

         
         “Oh, don’t preach at me. Most of the stuff for camp I have bought, fair and square, from Patzo’s in Snaketown.” Though let’s not get into details about where the money came from. “And
            it’s thanks to your nosy old professor that I can’t anymore.”
         

         
         “If by nosy you mean traveling in a private stage across the desert, minding his own business until you attacked him, then yes, I see what you’re getting at.”
         

         
         “He reported me back to Callais! He tripled my bounty and set the reward for my live capture! What does he want, to hang me
            himself?”
         

         
         Veran, strangely, looks away, down toward the dark line that’s the rock cliffs of Utzibor. Just another hour and we’ll be
            there. “On the contrary, Colm has . . . different reasons for wanting to talk to you.”
         

         
         “Something tells me a hundred fifty keys is a little high for just a conversation.”

         
         “Do you know who Colm is?” he asks, looking back at me.

         
         “Well, I know now that he’s some high hat at the university.”
         

         
         “Well, yeah, he’s a dean, and he’s married to the provost, Gemma.” He throws a dirty look at my horse. “But he’s also the brother of Mona Alastaire, queen of Lumen Lake. And fifteen years ago, Queen Mona and her husband, Rou, and their twin daughters, Eloise and Moira, were in Matariki with me and my ma for a diplomatic summit, when Moira disappeared off the pier. They searched the docks, and then the streets, and then the whole city. Lumeni divers were rushed in to trawl the harbor. My ma’s entire Wood Guard was sent into the surrounding countryside to search for leads. The Paroan and Cypri navies were sent out. For months and months they searched. But there was never a body, or any record of where she might have gone. This was at the height of the ocean slave routes—after that happened, the navies started going aggressively after seafaring traffickers.” 

         
         “Because a princess was stolen,” I point out. “Not because of all the other few hundred folk who suffered the same thing before
            her.”
         

         
         “I don’t deny it. And the crackdown on ocean trafficking made for a jump in desert trafficking, and here we are. But that’s
            not the point—the point is that Queen Mona and Ambassador Rou, and Colm and the rest of us, have always kept our ears open
            for leads on Moira. And your reputation is known more broadly than you think. So when you appeared in Colm’s stage door . . .”
            He trails off and shrugs.
         

         
         “Why does everybody assume I personally know every slave who’s passed through the system?” I ask.

         
         “Well, you know more than the rest of us, for sure.” He eyes me sideways over his handkerchief. “And you told me you have
            a Lumeni girl in your camp.”
         

         
         “She’s not full Lumeni, though—”

         
         “Neither was Moira. Neither is Eloise. Mona is Lumeni, like Colm. Ambassador Rou is Cypri. Brown skin, brown eyes, fine curly hair. Moira and Eloise are a blend of both—light brown skin, freckles, curly golden-brown hair.” 

         
         I glance down at the back of my hand, sun-crisp and scratched, a dark sepia under the dirt. Lila swims in my vision, her tan
            skin and long lashes and tendency toward fickleness. If anyone in our camp could be a princess, it’s her.
         

         
         “Lila’s hair is sort of dirty blond,” I admit. “But it’s not curly. And I don’t think she has any more freckles than anybody
            else.”
         

         
         “Well, I don’t remember exactly how identical Eloise and Moira were. I was little at the time, and I’ve only seen one portrait
            of them together. They could look completely different now. Are Lila’s eyes blue or brown?”
         

         
         “Brown.”

         
         “Hm,” he says. “You see why I might be interested in the others in your camp? Why Colm might be interested, or Eloise or Ambassador
            Rou?”
         

         
         “I’m not going lie, Veran—if she’s not dead, she’s probably not in the Ferinno. I mean, there’s a chance it could be Lila.
            Or it could be someone still in the quarries. But if she was stolen in Matariki and put on a ship, she was probably sent around
            the cape. At the very least, she’s in Moquoia, but it’s more likely she’s out on one of the islands. All the slaves who work
            here in the desert started out here—even the older ones.”
         

         
         He frowns in thought. The sun is edging lower in the sky—once we cleared the slot canyons after lunch, I purposefully put
            myself on his western side, but unlike the past few days it was more to be sure I could see him clearly in case he started
            to fall. Now he turns to me again, squinting against the glare behind me.
         

         
         “This is a big reason we need diplomacy with the Moquoians to go through,” he says. “Creating a strong alliance with them means we can start dismantling the system that took Moira away. We can make sure it doesn’t happen again.” 

         
         I look away. “I get that. But do you understand how it feels to hear you say that, when it didn’t matter for the rest of us?
            Nobody sent out navies after me. Nobody stood on a dock, wondering where I’d gone.”
         

         
         “How do you know they didn’t?”

         
         I squint hard at the dark line of Utzibor, my mouth twisting underneath my bandanna. I’d like to tell him off—he has no right
            to make assumptions about my past. Though, I suppose, that’s all I’ve ever done.
         

         
         When he continues, his voice isn’t smug or barbed. It’s soft. “I know your campmates are your family, but if you don’t know
            where or who you came from, who’s to say someone didn’t search for you? Who’s to say someone doesn’t miss you?”
         

         
         “I know who I came from,” I say, trying to inject warning into my voice. Stop, beware, turn back now.

         
         But the idiot doesn’t catch it. His face splits with shock. “You do? Do you have names?”

         
         “A name,” I say pointedly. “My father’s.”

         
         “But that’s something! That could be everything! Have you asked around? Have you checked town registers—”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “But he could still be alive—by the Light, Lark, he could be in the Ferinno.”

         
         “Probably.”

         
         He stares at me, squinting hard against the sun. I look out over the terrain—we’re starting the gradual descent toward Utzibor.

         
         “Don’t you want to find him?” he asks. “He probably looked for you—he might still wonder where you’ve—”

         
         Finally, I snap and turn back to him. “I know my father’s name because it was on my sale papers, Veran. I didn’t get captured. I was sold by my family.”
         

         
         He goes silent. He goes so silent I can hear the gears grind to a halt in his head, and then the clamoring of questions as
            they racket around his mind. And I don’t want to answer them, but I know if I don’t he’ll always have this assumption, that
            a family can only be a unit, a tether—not the knife that cuts your rope.
         

         
         “Vega Palto, Port Iskon,” I say. “That’s his name, and where the sale was made. My name is Nit, and that’s as much as I know.
            The rest of the document was just my health records at the time of purchase. I risked my neck to swipe it out of my file—I
            actually broke my finger on purpose so I had to be brought in for medical examination.” I tilt my left hand to show him the
            little bumpy knit on my knuckle, lost among all the other scrapes and scars. “And that’s what it told me—that my Alcoran father
            sold me for a hundred fifty keys. Funny, that’s still what I’m worth, isn’t it?”
         

         
         He’s dead quiet. The rocks sound with the dull thud of our horses’ hooves. The brush shakes as Rat lunges. A doomed creature
            gives a death squeal.
         

         
         “The wild thing,” I continue, “is that I remember him a little. I try not to, but I distinctly remember that he liked cinnamon in his coffee. I remember that smell. And if he was Alcoran, then I assume my mother was Cypri, and I remember her braiding my hair. And I remember feeling happy. That’s the weirdest part. All the other kids I knew who had been sold came from broken families, desperate families, families willing to sell a spare child on a ten-year bond to try to make ends meet. Not me—I was sold by a happy family, one that could afford a spice like cinnamon, with no bond. No expectation or interest in ever getting me back.” 

         
         “It . . .” he begins. “It could be a mistake, Lark. Or . . . or . . . you could be remembering it wrong . . .”

         
         “You’re right,” I say sharply. “I could be inventing the part about being happy—it’s the part that makes the least amount
            of sense. I could search them out and find out that I made up those little details—maybe they’re layabouts who just needed
            extra cash.” I mirror his question from a minute ago. “You see why I might not want to make a search for them? At least on
            my own I know what I have. I know what I am. I’m not interested in my family, Veran. They’re not safety or identity to me.
            It’s just blood, and that’s less than worthless out here. Family doesn’t last.”
         

         
         A rocky bluff has risen to my right, momentarily blocking the red sun as it sinks toward the horizon, so he doesn’t have to
            squint to look at me. He just gazes, his sagebrush eyes wide and sad over his blackened cheeks and my grubby polishing rag.
         

         
         “Don’t pity me,” I say.

         
         “I’m not.”

         
         “Yes, you are. You’re doing it right now. Stop it.”

         
         “I’m not pitying you,” he says. “I just . . . I wish I could change it.”

         
         “Life can’t be changed. We’re just meant to react to it.”

         
         “I don’t . . . I don’t believe that.”

         
         “You wouldn’t, would you? You can probably give a single word and your whole world tips to suit you.”

         
         “Except that my body gives way and takes my mind with it,” he says, each word slow. “And it endangers my life and restricts those around me, and I won’t ever be able to do the things I know I can otherwise do, and I’ll probably die a young man.” 

         
         My breath catches behind my bandanna.

         
         I keep forgetting that.

         
         I look away, just as the bluff to my right disappears. The sun blazes across my eyes. I tip my hat brim down.

         
         “Sorry,” I mumble. “I didn’t mean that.”

         
         “Yeah, you did. But I understand. I’ve been more privileged than most. I’m certainly more privileged than you. But the idea
            that life is what it is, and I’m just meant to roll along with it—what’s that mean for me, Lark? Do I stay in my room with
            pillows on the floor for the rest of my life? Because a lot of folk think so.”
         

         
         “There must be something in between pillows on the floor and flirting with every opportunity death throws your way.”

         
         “If there is, I’d like to hear it, and fast,” he says. “Because so far I’ve only become acquainted with the two extremes.
            Honestly, if I could die at any moment, I’d rather it be a death in action rather than on the floor of my bedroom.”
         

         
         Before I can reply, there’s a sting on my right wrist. I shake off a horsefly, letting out a breathy curse. It’s bitten me
            right on the e of Strength. I stare at the tattoo, remembering my comment to him yesterday, that these two things—strength and perseverance—are what
            it takes to survive.
         

         
         What if you had both of those things, but they weren’t enough?

         
         “So don’t pity me,” he says.
         

         
         I look up. “I’m not.”

         
         “Exactly.”

         
         I twist my mouth behind my bandanna, and his cheeks round under the eyeblack. Then he cuts his gaze away, rubbing his eyes.

         
         “You and the be-damned sun, I swear.”
         

         
         I glance out at the horizon, about to relent and offer to ride on his other side for a while, when my thoughts freeze in my
            head. I suck in a breath.
         

         
         “Veran, stop—hold on, stop.”

         
         He eases gently on his horse’s reins. I move Jema closer to him, peering hard at the terrain in front of us. He follows my
            gaze.
         

         
         About a mile ahead of us lie the buckled caverns of Utzibor, spread with the wide tamped-down branding rings. Already, in
            the orange sunset, a few black specks are flittering around the cottonwoods, bats roused from their daytime roosts. Soon there
            will be more, many more. But between us and them are four figures, mounted, picking their way along a brushy draw to keep
            out of sight of the adobe compound built against the bluffs. Late sunlight flashes off a mattock head strapped to a pannier.
         

         
         “Who’s that?” Veran asks. “Are those Tamsin’s guards?”

         
         “It’s Dirtwater Dob,” I say. “Another outlaw. I had a run-in with him and one of Tamsin’s guards a little while ago. They
            must have found where she’s holed away.”
         

         
         “Dammit.” Veran’s hands tighten on his reins. “Of all the rotten timing—what do you suppose they’re trying to do?”

         
         “I don’t know, but I’m sure it’s no good. Let’s dismount and get a little closer—there’s a copse over there where we can wait
            and watch. We have to make sure this really is where Tamsin is, anyway.”
         

         
         We slide off our horses and lead them down the slope, keeping an eye on the little posse creeping toward the compound. I glance over my shoulder a few times, nibbling my lip—I wish we could put the sinking sun more directly behind us, but to do that we’d have to ride nearly even with Dob’s group. Fortunately, the approach is studded with rocky upthrusts, like roots of the cavern bluffs. We skulk from cover to cover, trying to keep the horses out of gravel that might slide and give us away. 

         
         Finally we reach the shade of a stand of cottonwood trees, thick with scrub willow around their roots. We tether the horses
            and creep through the thicket. At the edge of the brush, we lie on our bellies, gazing down at the compound.
         

         
         Dob and his three companions have sheltered themselves by the river and are scoping the compound from the sage. I scan the
            branding rings and the lumpy adobe buildings pressed up against the cavern bluffs, their desiccated timber-and-reed roofs
            red in the sunset. One outbuilding looks less abandoned than the others—the windows are uncovered, and the clay chimney is
            black with new smoke. The dirt leading to the door is tamped down, not windblown and scattered with twigs like a few of the
            other buildings.
         

         
         “There are mules,” Veran whispers, nodding.

         
         In the shadowed corner by the occupied building is a covered hitching post, where two dun-colored mules and a donkey idly
            nose the ground.
         

         
         “I think that bigger one is the one I saw last week,” I say. “The one the woman was riding when she ran into Dob’s posse.”

         
         “What are they looking for?” he wonders, his gaze on Dob. “Do you think they’ve heard about Tamsin?”

         
         “I can’t think what they’d want with her,” I reply. “It’s not particularly like Dirtwater Dob—he’s a poacher and a part-time rustler. He’s never had an interest in slavers or the road besides wanting territory closer to the grazing grounds up north. More likely he’s here to settle a score—that traveler he jumped had a lot of parcels, which means money and goods. He’s probably in the mood for a heist.” 

         
         Veran blows out his breath. “What do we do?”

         
         “We’re going to have to wait,” I say. “See what Dob does. Who knows—maybe he’ll do some of the work for us.”

         
         “You think he’ll let Tamsin out?”

         
         “No, you dunce, I think he might kill a few of the guards inside.”

         
         He winces. “I was sort of hoping we could avoid killing anybody.”

         
         “How did you think we were going to break Tamsin out?”

         
         “I . . . hadn’t worked much further past making it out of your camp alive,” he admits.

         
         “Blazing Light, you really have absolutely no forethought, do you?”

         
         “None at all,” he confirms. “My excuse is that part of my brain is the part that’s glitchy.”

         
         I shake my head, and he snickers.

         
         “Though I can pick a lock,” he says. “I figured that might be useful.”

         
         “It might be. But let’s wait, and get a sense of what we’re up against first. We don’t know if there’s one guard or twenty.
            I’d rather Dob do that dirty work, if possible.”
         

         
         He pulls his handkerchief down and settles his chin on his arms. I set my cheek on my fist. Rat lopes out of the underbrush
            and flumps down between us.
         

         
         “Your dog stinks,” Veran says.

         
         “You would, too, if you lived off carrion.”

         
         “I guess so. What a diplomatic worldview. You could make a persuasive politician. Shall we switch jobs?”

         
         I get a sudden vision of him stranded out here, all his soft edges and determined buoyancy eventually sanded raw into sharp
            weariness. “No,” I say quickly. “But only because you’d make a lousy bandit.”
         

         
         “That’s true.” He adjusts his folded arms. “Ah well, you’d probably start international wars, just for kicks.”

         
         “I think I’d prefer to just lie around and eat jam biscuits,” I say.

         
         “Without dirt on them.”

         
         “Exactly.”

         
         “Why jam biscuits?”

         
         “I once snitched a hot plate of them off a windowsill in Bitter Springs when we passed through with the rustlers. Rose and
            I stuffed our faces with them. They were the most delicious things I’ve ever eaten.”
         

         
         He turns his head so his ear is resting on his arms and his gaze is on me. There’s a funny look on his face, something quiet,
            like the sound of rain outside a window. A jam biscuit is probably one of the least glamorous things he’s ever eaten. To get
            away from that soft stare, I look back out toward Utzibor.
         

         
         “That’s the ring where Rose lost her leg,” I say, nodding to the clearing to the right of the compound. I’d finally filled
            him in on the rest of my campmates during the morning’s ride.
         

         
         He turns his head to look. “It must have been horrible.”

         
         “Yeah. It was. She passed out for most of it. I had to hold her still while they sawed it off. I still . . .” I trail off,
            fiddling with the edge of my bandanna. “I think about it a lot.”
         

         
         “Do you have nightmares?”

         
         “I dunno, sometimes, I guess.” I fidget with my hat. “But Rose has the worst of it, obviously. She lost her leg.”

         
         “Just because somebody’s suffering is worse doesn’t mean yours doesn’t hurt, too.”

         
         Oh, that’s ripe for a snark, something acidic about what a little philosopher he is, how wise and noble an oracle. But I can’t
            make the words come out. They hover just behind my bandanna, my gaze fixed on that place, that precise place, where we sat
            slumped in the dirt. It’s a wonder the ground isn’t still red there. Is her blood still mixed into the soil?
         

         
         I clear my throat. “I hope she’s okay.”

         
         “Me, too,” he says.

         
         We melt into silence again. Dob and his posse are edging along the riverbank, toward the outer edge of the compound.

         
         “Lark,” he says.

         
         “What?”

         
         “If you don’t mind me asking, how did you end up in the Ferinno when you were sold in Moquoia?”

         
         “I wasn’t sold in Moquoia.”

         
         “You said Port Iskon.”

         
         “Yeah, that was what was on my papers.”

         
         “That’s not an Alcoran name,” he says. “At least—there’s no port town I’ve ever heard of by that name. Alcoro’s coastline
            is too rocky to support much more than Port Juaro and Port Annetaxian.”
         

         
         “And obviously if you’ve never heard of it, it must not exist.”

         
         “I’m serious, though. Iskon is the name the Moquoians call the redwood trees. It’s the name that the first color of the year comes from, iskonnsi.”
         

         
         “But my father’s name was Palto.”

         
         “Yeah, so . . . how did that happen? How did an Alcoran man sell you in a Moquoian port, only for you to wind up back out
            here?”
         

         
         I gaze out at the compound, unable to really process whether this is important, or whether it means anything at all. The more
            I think about it, the more it needles me—not that I started out in one place and ended up in another, but that I’ve had the
            wrong interpretation of one of the few known details about my life. It shouldn’t surprise me. Probably most of the other things
            are wrong—the cinnamon, the braids, the happiness.
         

         
         Just as I’m about to muse further, there’s a familiar whirring. The sky, now a deep blush, is speckled by a rising cloud of
            black bodies. They shoot from the dark gaps in the rocks like a flash flood. They swirl and swarm, growing thicker and louder,
            diving after invisible bugs midair. Veran picks his head up off his arms.
         

         
         “Whoa,” he says.

         
         The smell hits me, that wave of ammonia, bringing a familiar churn in my gut. But instead of the usual visions of a bloody
            bow saw separating Rose’s calf from her knee, I glance sideways. Veran’s lips are parted, his eyes darting here and there
            as the bats cloud. His hands twitch and then turn over, palms up. It seems an odd gesture with the way he’s lying, strangely
            solemn. Almost reverent.
         

         
         I look back up at the bats, now spiraling out of the Utzibor crevices with such force they create a kind of cyclone, like
            a dust devil kicked up in a wind. A cloud of them races over our heads, swooping for the bugs rising from the heads of the
            cottonwoods.
         

         
         “They’re amazing,” Veran says, hushed.

         
         I never thought of them as more than a timepiece, and a rank one at that. But the more I watch them bank and dance, like a current of water suspended in the air, the more I agree with him. 

         
         “Yeah,” I say.

         
         He follows a trail of bats as they break off toward the sinking sun, and then his gaze drifts back down toward the compound.
            He squints in the dying light.
         

         
         “What are they doing?” he asks.

         
         Dirtwater Dob and his group have left their horses standing in the river. Now on foot, they’re creeping toward the outer edge
            of the compound, where the mules and donkey are tethered.
         

         
         “They’re probably waiting for dark, and then they’ll steal the mules,” I say.

         
         “That one there is messing with something.”

         
         At first it’s hard to make out—the sky is so vivid that the little flash in Dob’s hands could just be a reflection of sunset.
            But then the flare grows. It smokes.
         

         
         “What the blazes . . .”
         

         
         “Is he setting a fire?” Veran pushes himself onto his forearms. “Why?”

         
         We both scramble to our feet. Rat starts upright, ears perked.

         
         One of Dob’s group peels off toward the mules. Dob himself takes a few running steps and hurls his flaming bundle at the splinter-dry
            brush roof of the compound.
         

         
         Veran jumps forward and then back immediately. His fingers flex. “What—what do we do?”

         
         “Wait a minute, let me think . . .”

         
         “We have to get Tamsin out!”

         
         “We don’t even know if she’s really in there!” I snatch his arm to keep him from rushing down the slope. “And we can’t just run in with Dob attacking—we’re going to end up in the crossfire.” 

         
         “But . . . but . . .”

         
         A tongue of flame shoots up from the roof, and then it runs sideways, licking through the brush. There’s a shout from inside.
            Dob and his companions are running for the door at the far end of the compound, weapons ready in their hands. In the sky,
            the bats veer from the burning roof, spiraling away across the flats.
         

         
         Veran shakes my arm. “Lark!”
         

         
         “They set the fire on one end to cause a distraction,” I say. “They’re going to ransack the place and leave it to burn.”

         
         “It’s going to spread! We have to get Tamsin out!”

         
         “But if we rush in while they’re fighting—”

         
         There’s another shout and then a smash of crockery. Part of the roof caves, sending up sparks and a glut of black smoke. It’s
            burning fast.
         

         
         Faster than they expected, probably.

         
         “Dammit.” I pull up my bandanna. “All right. Cover your mouth. Keep your head down. Rat, stay. You stay.”
         

         
         We break from the cover of the trees and race down the hill. Off to our left, the fourth bandit is dragging the mules and
            the donkey back toward the river, hollering to keep them moving.
         

         
         “What’s our plan?” Veran gasps as he keeps pace with me.

         
         “By the Light, I don’t know.” I’m only just realizing he has absolutely nothing in his hands, no weapon, nothing to defend
            himself with. But then the bandit with the mules shouts, his face turned toward us. We’ve been spotted—it’s too late to send
            Veran back.
         

         
         “You try to find Tamsin,” I say, sliding my buckler from my forearm to my fist. “Look in the outside windows. There’s a grain
            storage down at the far end—”
         

         
         “The end that’s burning?”

         
         I don’t have time to answer. As we reach the door, it flies open, and out races Dirtwater Dob in a plume of smoke, his arms
            full of foodstuffs and loot from inside. The distance is too short for Veran and me to dive for cover or veer away—all we
            can do is skid to a stop. Dob does the same, his eyes creased with outrage over his colorless bandanna.
         

         
         “What the—”
         

         
         There’s a roar from inside, and through the door barrels the one-eyed traveler like a bull out of a pen. Her patch is off,
            baring a milky blind eye, and her shoulder and sleeve are soaked with blood. Dob wheels from me, dropping his armful of loot
            unceremoniously onto the ground, and grabs for his mattock. With a mighty swing that’s as much luck as aim—the one-eyed traveler
            doesn’t slow down a single click, her sword leveled for his neck—his mattock skips over the top of her attack and catches
            the side of her face.
         

         
         Oh, thundering rock, it’s horrible, blood and mass and teeth flying. I crouch with my sword and buckler up as if it’ll shield
            us both from the sight of the traveler spinning in place, the side of her head smashed like a pumpkin. She drops to the ground
            in a heap, surrounded by a neat perimeter of red. Dob spares himself a single moment of shock, staring at the work of his
            mattock as if he never expected a piece of heavy-duty timbering equipment to wreak such damage to a human face. Veran’s breath
            is ragged behind me.
         

         
         There’s shouting—a quick glance over my shoulder shows the fourth bandit racing up from the river where he’s left the mules.
            From the doorway staggers another, clutching a bundle of jarred goods and rubbing smoke from his eyes.
         

         
         “Damnation, Dob, Berta’s down! And I can’t get that last door open—” He stops, seeing the mangled traveler and Dob and me and Veran and the fourth bandit racing up behind. Dob shakes himself out of his pause and swings on us, his mattock head flinging red droplets. 

         
         He lunges. “I’m just about sick of you!”
         

         
         I catch the swing on my buckler—blazes, it’s heavier than any longsword, and not built to deflect like a regular blade. Instead of glancing off the rounded edge,
            the pickax head simply punches through the mirrored surface. Pain races through my knuckles from the impact. Gritting my teeth,
            I swing for his open side, but his companion jumps in with his bundle of jars, throwing the lot at my head. I duck as jars
            and lids smack off my forehead before shattering around my feet. The smell of pickles swirls together with the scent of blood
            and smoke and ammonia. My sword connects with something soft, but it’s a glancing blow, giving way into open air.
         

         
         A flare goes up from the roof just behind Dob, sending a thick column of smoke billowing out the door. It buys me a half second—Dob
            pauses to paw at his tearing eyes. I use that moment to whirl around to look for Veran—I have to get him out of here. But
            as I turn a complete circle, I realize he’s not behind me like I thought he was. I spin back to Dob just in time to raise
            my buckler again for another swing from the mattock—I dodge—and then I see Veran. Dob’s companion is on the ground, clutching
            his forehead, which is covered with glass splinters and bits of pickled okra, and the fringe of Veran’s boots is disappearing
            into the smoking doorway.
         

         
         “Veran!” I arc my sword and catch Dob’s next lunge on his mattock handle, biting deep into the wood. A follow-through with my buckler is hindered by the giant, unwieldy pickax head—the best I can manage is a heavy kick to his kneecap. He hops away, but by now I hear the approaching footsteps of the fourth behind me. I pivot at the last second and deflect a familiar scythe as it cuts through the air. I catch it under the head and slice the curved blade off its handle. This time the follow-through is clear, and I ram my buckler into the face of the bandit with the missing tooth. 

         
         It’s the last clean hit I land before Dob jumps back in. A tangle of snarling arms and legs, we topple to the ground, me sandwiched
            between their two ripe bodies like a sardine in a tin. A box to my ears leaves my head ringing. I plunge my elbow backward
            and connect with a nose. Warm blood spurts over my shoulder. There’s a crash of falling timber, and then we’re swamped in
            smoke, turning the fight into a blind grapple in the dirt. My cheek scrapes raw on the ground. Sand fills my mouth.
         

         
         Blazes.

         
         This is not how I’d wanted to die.

         
         Or rather, this is not where I’d wanted to die.
         

         
         Fighting, okay.

         
         But not here.

         
         And honestly, not right now.

         
         I throw all my weight to one side. Whoever’s on top of me tumbles off, giving me just enough time to use my momentum to arc
            my sword through the air. It flies downward, and this time, it bites deep, the blade stopping only when it strikes bone. A
            scream spouts toward the sky.
         

         
         My shoulder throbs. My brain fixes on the blank need for survival. I grit my teeth and set my feet under me, my sword still
            wedged in bone.
         

         
         Not going to die today.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Tamsin

         
         I open my eyes. The bats are flying, swooping, squeaking. But that’s not what roused me. I frown, the world blurring around
            the edges. There’s some other sound, something else that prodded me out of the haze my body and mind are sinking into.
         

         
         Loud sounds. Loud voices.

         
         Shouting.

         
         I pick my head just slightly off my mat, my muscles protesting. I can’t keep it up for very long—I lower my ear again to the
            ground, my limbs hollow. There’s a clang that sounds like two pots clashing together. I wonder if Poia has finally snapped.
            I wonder if she’s laying waste to the kitchen, shattering Beskin’s obsessive ordering of the crockery.
         

         
         Then somebody screams.

         
         Not shouts, as if angry.

         
         Screams. As if hurt.

         
         I pick my head up again, forcing my trembling arms to hold my weight. I squint up at the little barred window in the door. Standing up to look out seems beyond me—though I doubt I could see anything in the gloom anyway. 

         
         As if in response, the dark window flares. A flicker of orange plays against the metal bars—a deeper orange than sunset dequasi, the sky hues I’ve been studying and naming and whispering to the emptiness. An urksi orange, the deep mellow color of contentment.
         

         
         Contentment. I lay my head back down, my gaze still on the little window. It’s a beautiful color. Very close to mine, the
            noble title I gave myself as I walked into Tolukum court three years ago with a new dulcimer. Tamsin Moropai in-Ochre.
         

         
         Perhaps this is the fadeaway. Perhaps this is the final dissolution. A melting into the opohko of the Light, a consciousness sliding from flesh into fractured color.
         

         
         The screaming outside is a little weird, though. I wouldn’t have expected there to be screaming.

         
         The orange burns brighter, becoming yellow-gold. A waft of darkness curls past the bars, like the clouds of bats teeming outside.

         
         Smoke.

         
         It’s Beskin screaming, I’m sure of it now. It’s high and long, and then it cuts off abruptly. There’s a crash of falling dishware—now
            it really does sound like the kitchen is being destroyed. More shouting, harried words in Eastern. Perhaps if my head were
            clearer I could make them out, but my Eastern has never been as fluent as Iano’s, and I doubt I’ve studied the nature of the
            commands and invective hurtling up and down the hallway. The smoke grows thicker—it’s sliding in between the bars and the
            gap under the door. My carved letters of HIRES dance and haze.
         

         
         A shadow appears in the little window. The knob on the door rattles violently.

         
         “Locked!”

         
         I understand that word, though not the ones that come after it, the hurried jabbering. The knob rattles harder, followed by
            a few blows of what sounds like a pickax against the door.
         

         
         The air is growing warm, and it’s only just starting to occur to me that I might want to be alarmed. Something is on fire.
            Something happened to Beskin. I don’t especially care about Beskin’s well-being, but if something—someone—has hurt her, then
            what will happen to me?
         

         
         It seems a silly thought. Just a moment ago I thought I was finally sliding into death.

         
         The door shudders under the repeated blows, but it doesn’t give way. Whoever is hammering at it stops and tries to peer through
            the bars again. But now the light outside is bright as morning, and the smoke is thick, and I doubt they can see anything
            inside my lightless cell.
         

         
         “Help,” I say.

         
         But the weak, ill-formed word is lost to a crash—not the fall of crockery, but of timber. The little gap between the rafters
            and the wall flickers red.
         

         
         The door shudders a few more times, and then there’s an impatient shout outside. A fragment of burning material falls behind
            the shadowy figure at the door. He curses and disappears. Without his head blocking the window, the air is glittery bright.
         

         
         I cough on the thickening air. Pain shoots through my head, momentarily blinding me. I crawl forward, my head hanging off my shoulders. My limbs quake, my vision spins. My fingers bump wood and travel upward, up to the blank patch where the doorknob was removed. I curl my fingers, trying to grasp something, but there’s nothing to hold, nothing to shake. I press feebly on the wood, hoping it might give way after the beating from outside, but nothing yields. I curve forward against the door. 

         
         Timber crashes again. Ash and sparks trickle down from the ceiling. Smoke pours in, burning my lungs. I cough again. I had
            hoped to die placid and easy on my mat—now I’ll be found arched and blackened against the doorframe. The letters I worked
            so hard on—earned so much pain from—won’t be found after all. I slump down, my cheek pressed to the cool earth. I should crawl
            to the little window to the outside, give the bats my final moments of lucidity, but I realize I’ve used all my strength.
         

         
         I thought the bats would save me. Thought for sure Iano would see the strange flourish in my signature and follow it like
            an X on a treasure map. Bats mark the spot.
         

         
         I don’t blame him, or the bats. It was too much to hope for.

         
         Heat shimmers through the door. I cough again and close my eyes.

         
         My brain numbs. It whispers. It murmurs, quick and urgent. It fumbles, metal scraping metal. It turns. It clicks.

         
         It creaks.

         
         Something nudges my body, something dense and hard. A slice of light beams across my eyes. I slit them open.

         
         The door is open. The door is open and hinging against my rib cage.

         
         In the doorway is a crouched figure, blurred face half covered by a dirty cloth, holding a bintu knife and an ornamental hairpin. The jewels gleam red.
         

         
         “It’s okay,” he says in Moquoian, though the panicked look in his eyes suggests things are absolutely not okay. “You’re okay,
            Tamsin.”
         

         
         He thrusts the knife and pin into his pockets and stoops down. He loops his arm under my shoulders and lofts me upright.

         
         Oh, blessed colors, my body is not ready to be vertical—my vision gutters, and I sag on watery legs. He wobbles at my fall,
            spreading his feet wide to keep us upright. He coughs violently.
         

         
         “It’s okay,” he croaks, and he takes a few steps forward. My feet drag behind us—I can’t make them move. The air is painfully
            hot, singeing the hair on my arms and legs. A chunk of the roof falls in a shower of sparks—he ducks and staggers to one side
            to avoid the burning timbers. But he stumbles, and in a lurch of pain and panic we’re suddenly crouched on the ground, and
            Beskin’s face is right there in front of mine—only it’s half her face, quickly being seared by the line of fire that’s already
            engulfed her torso.
         

         
         He mutters something, something fast and frantic in Eastern. He places his feet to haul us up again. I try to help but it’s
            all I can do to lean, to hold, to not immediately die. But I’m too heavy for him, and the smoke is too thick, and more of
            the roof is falling, and we’re just not going to make it, my friend—it was a valiant attempt, but we’re not making it out
            of this with our lives. Beskin’s face is gone, swallowed by flame.
         

         
         There’s a burst of fiery timber, but it’s not from above—it’s from ahead of us, just a little way down the hall. A door has been smashed inward, and standing suddenly in our midst is a specter of shadow and flame, a sword and a shield glaring with light, burning eyes set between black hat and black cheeks. But it’s not some sun guardian come to guide us to the hereafter—the sword is sheathed, and the figure lunges forward. My world tilts once more, and my feet leave the ground, and then we’re running, bounding through the shimmering hall toward the open door. 

         
         The blaze of heat shivers away—cool air slides over my skin. My body bounces and jostles like the braces on a stagecoach.
            There are urgent words, a grappling of arms that bloom new pain, tipping, tilting, sliding. My brain fuzzes into half consciousness.
            And then there’s a new movement—rocking, rollicking. The sound of crackling timber gives way to a cycle of pounding hooves.
         

         
         I don’t know how long this lasts. My vision is still dark. My mind slips and sloshes. Every now and then something prods me—fingers
            clamped over my wrist, a hand held close to my mouth. Pulse, breath. Checking for life. I can’t be sure if they’re finding
            it or not.
         

         
         I don’t realize we’ve stopped until my body tilts in a different direction. A web of arms are sliding me into open space.
            I drift to the ground.
         

         
         The shuffling of fabric. Words in Eastern. Words in Moquoian.

         
         “Tamsin? Tamsin, I’m going to prop you up. I have water here. Can you drink?”

         
         The words are slanted, accented with vowels a little too broad and consonants a little too sharp to truly be from home. Something
            bumps my lips, and I do my best approximation of swallowing, spilling a generous amount. Even lukewarm, the water soothes
            my scratched throat and burning mouth.
         

         
         There’s water on my forehead now, too. Someone is sponging me off.

         
         I slit open my eyes. Against a bakksi-indigo sky thick with stars are two shadowed figures. One of them is occupied with something—there’s a flick and a sizzle,
            conjuring a flare of light. I squeeze my eyes again. Some murmuring in Eastern, and then the light fades to an ambient glow
            behind my eyelids.
         

         
         “Sorry—the candle’s lowered. You can open your eyes.”

         
         I’m not so sure I can, but I give it a shot anyway. Shadowed in the dancing glow are two faces, one wide with worry, the other
            sharp as flint. Both are smeared with grease and soot and—on the worried one—bruises. Nearby comes the sound of fast, labored
            breathing—flopped on the ground is a dog, panting anxiously, tongue lolling from its mouth.
         

         
         “Hi,” greets the worried one a little lamely. He shifts his arm under my head. “Uh—I’m Veran. And this is Lark. We’re friends.
            Iano sent us to find you.”
         

         
         My eyelids flutter. The sharp one says something in Eastern, her voice desert rough. He replies in some kind of affirmative,
            his voice worried.
         

         
         “Rä, isten slo . . . Tamsin, can you—do you understand me? Do you remember Iano?”
         

         
         Do you remember Iano? I was trying not to, thanks. It hurt too much. Then I lost the last shreds of self-discipline and I couldn’t stop.
         

         
         The worry on his face deepens at my silence, but I gesture for the water again, my hands mothlike. He holds the canteen to
            my lips, and I drink with more conviction this time. I wipe my mouth.
         

         
         The sharp one speaks in Moquoian. “Your mouth hurt?”

         
         I wince. My mind’s clearing up, enough so that I can catch the gist of the next exchange.

         
         Of course she is hurt, I’m just trying to figure out—

         
         No, look at her mouth, look how she’s drinking. Why isn’t she saying anything?

         
         She’s probably hallucinating, she probably doesn’t know where she is, she might not remember . . .

         
         While they bicker, I inch my fingers along the dirt, to where the single flame dances in the corner of my vision. They both
            realize what I’m doing as my fingers brush warm wax.
         

         
         “Do you need the light?” asks the worried one. “Here, Lark—dit’isponse lell . . . oh, you want to hold it yourself?”
         

         
         The sharp one keeps a hold on the candle as I lift it and bring it close to my face. The worried one lifts a hand to push
            it away.
         

         
         “Careful, it’s dripping—Tamsin, careful, not so close . . .”

         
         I push his fingers away and draw the flame next to my lips. Its heat bathes my skin. While they both stare, their eyes glinting
            wide, I tilt back my head and yawn.
         

         
         I watch them react, watch them blanch as the light washes over the split cut neatly into my tongue.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Veran

         
         Both Lark and I stare at Tamsin. Her tongue has been split in two.

         
         “Blessed earth,” I stammer, before switching back in Moquoian. “Tamsin . . . they . . . they cut your tongue?”

         
         She closes her mouth and nods, settling back against the crook of my arm.

         
         “By the Light. I’m—I’m sorry. We’ll . . . we’ll get you to a healer . . .”

         
         She flutters a hand, in equal parts dismissal and nonchalance. Her meaning is clear—a healer might be able to keep the wounds
            free of infection, but nothing’s going to knit the muscle back together again. I exchange a glance with Lark—her lips are
            pursed, her brow furrowed.
         

         
         “There are a few scraps of parchment in my pack,” I say. “And some charcoal—can you get them out? She can write down responses
            instead.”
         

         
         “Let’s try to get some food in her first—she looks starved.” Lark sets the candle down and opens up my pack. “Ask her if she’s hungry.” 

         
         “The easiest thing I have is honey . . . but that’s not enough.” I rack my brain, trying to recall all the passages I’ve read
            on reviving someone who’s collapsed, all the times Mama described treating ill scouts, all the times I’ve been roused, aching,
            from the floor. “She’s going to need salt, broth . . . something more substantial . . .”
         

         
         “And we can get it in Pasul, Veran—right now we just have to do the best with what we have.” She pulls out the jar of honey.
            “Try this for now.”
         

         
         I reach for the honey, but my fingers close on Lark’s sleeve instead. It was a blind race in the dark from the collapsing
            building to this patch of desert, and I’m only just now noticing the tears in her sleeves, the singed edges, the shiny skin
            below—burns. And—by the Light, that’s not a shadow along her shoulder, it’s blood.
         

         
         “You’re . . . you’re hurt.”

         
         Her head is tipped forward, her hat brim hiding her face. “Yeah, it better not have screwed up any of my tats.”

         
         I dip my head and catch sight of the dark spatters on her nose, her bandanna. “Lark—”

         
         She shakes my hand off her arm. “Come on, Veran—focus on Tamsin. The stronger she is, the quicker we can get to Pasul. We
            can be there by tomorrow evening if she can hold up.” Her gaze slides from my eyes to around my ear. “And anyway, you’re hurt,
            too.”
         

         
         “I am?”

         
         She brushes her thumb over my temple, bringing a sting with it. I follow her touch and feel a raw patch near my hairline. She leans forward to examine it, her face just a few inches from mine. The candle flame gleams gold in her eyes. My stomach swoops with the suddenness of one of the Utzibor bats. 

         
         Her gaze shifts back to my eyes, and she hurriedly straightens again. “I’ll clean it out later. Focus on Tamsin right now.”

         
         She goes back to the honey jar and pops the cork off. I look back down at Tamsin slumped in my arms. She’s leaning her head
            against my shoulder, but her eyes are still open. She looks worlds different from the pencil portrait in Iano’s room. Her
            cheeks and eyes are sunken, her skin paled to gray, her lips cracked. Her thick, shiny hair has been shaved off, and not gently,
            either—there are rough patches where razor cuts have scabbed over. But she’s eyeing me with that same wry discernment the
            artist depicted in her portrait, the gleam of an ashoki who has a truth to tell.
         

         
         I shift into a more comfortable position, easing her upright a little more. Lark rummages in my pack for the cook kit and
            comes up with my wooden spoon.
         

         
         “We have some honey here,” I say. “Would you like to try to eat some?”

         
         Tamsin nods. Lark dips the spoon and holds it to her lips. She takes it from her and eases it into her mouth. Her gaze flicks
            over me, squinting a bit as if in thought. With her other hand, she pokes me in the chest.
         

         
         “What?”

         
         She gestures to me, and then at Lark.

         
         “You want to know more about us?”

         
         She nods, sliding the spoon out of her mouth and dipping it again in the honey pot.

         
         “I’m Veran Greenbrier, son of King Valien and Queen Ellamae Heartwood of the Silverwood Mountains. I’m the translator for the Eastern delegation. I traveled with Princess Eloise Alastaire and her father from Alcoro to Moquoia.” 

         
         She nods in understanding and dips the spoon again.

         
         “And Lark . . .” I look to her, unsure of how she wants herself described.

         
         “I am helping,” she says in rough Moquoian.

         
         “She’s my friend,” I say, before I realize I’ve said my friend instead of the generic a friend that I had been going for. It hangs in the air for a moment. I wait for Lark to scoff or snort, but she doesn’t. Maybe her
            Moquoian isn’t polished enough to have caught the difference.
         

         
         Tamsin is eyeing Lark, her gaze drifting to the back of Lark’s hand. She sets the spoon in the pot and slowly closes her fingers
            over Lark’s wrist. The last time I tried that, I got a buckler to the face, but Lark allows Tamsin to hold the back of her
            hand to the candlelight. The flame flickers off the rays of her sun tattoo.
         

         
         Tamsin’s eyebrow lifts.

         
         She knows.

         
         “Um . . . so, Lark is known to some as the Sunshield Bandit,” I say quickly. “But she didn’t attack your stage outside Vittenta.”

         
         Tamsin rolls her eyes.

         
         “You knew that already?”

         
         She nods and dips another spoonful of honey. “Uah.”
         

         
         It takes me a moment to realize she’s spoken. Her voice is raw and cracked. So she can speak a little—the Moquoian word for
            yes has no tip-of-the-tongue consonants.
         

         
         “Do you know, then, who attacked you?” I ask.

         
         “Hire,” she says.

         
         I lean forward. “Who?”

         
         She looks pointedly at Lark, cupping her hands to form parentheses. “Hire.”

         
         Understanding blooms in Lark’s expression. Her jaw clenches.

         
         “I should have known it,” she says in Moquoian. “The woman with one eye—when she sees my brand . . . I should have understood.”

         
         Tamsin nods, but I’m still lost. “Understood what?” I ask Lark.

         
         She shakes her head and switches back to Eastern. “When I ran into that woman in the desert, she caught sight of my brand,
            and she immediately went on the attack. I didn’t think much about it at the time—a lot of people in the desert don’t like
            me—but now it makes more sense. She was a Hire. They’re this crazy group of fanatics—they see people under bond as the lowest
            members of society, working without the dignity of wages, as if we do it out of laziness, or carelessness.” She looks at Tamsin
            again and asks in Moquoian, “She has the curved tattoo?”
         

         
         Tamsin nods and points to her ankle.

         
         “Some Hires—not all, mostly the really dedicated ones—get tattoos,” Lark says to me. “Two half circles, not quite touching—sort
            of like the circular brand slaves get, only not complete. Open-ended.”
         

         
         “Not bound,” I say, aghast.

         
         “Right.”

         
         I goggle at her. “I’ve never heard of them.”

         
         “It’s not an affiliation one might want to parade around court,” Lark says, holding the honey pot so Tamsin can dip the spoon again. “They have a lot of swagger when they’re among their own kind, but in greater society they tend to be looked down upon.” 

         
         “That’s . . . that’s terrible. But—this is good, too. These are answers.” I look back at Tamsin, sliding back into Moquoian.
            “We know who attacked you, and she’s dead now. You’re safe—Iano’s safe. The court . . .”
         

         
         But Tamsin is shaking her head. Gingerly, she slides the spoon from her mouth and covers one of her eyes with her hand, still
            shaking her head.
         

         
         “The woman with the eyepatch?” I ask. “She’s dead, we saw the bandit kill her . . .”

         
         “It wasn’t her,” Lark says in sudden comprehension. “You are saying it wasn’t her who attacks you? Who hurts you?”

         
         She lowers her hand and nods.

         
         “No’ her,” she says, and then winces at her pained words.

         
         “Not her,” I repeat, dumbfounded. “What about the other woman—the one we saw in the hallway?” I try not to picture the flames
            crackling across her skin.
         

         
         Tamsin shakes her head again.

         
         “Iano was getting threatening messages from a big man with a bintu knife,” I say. “Was there anyone like that?”
         

         
         Again, she signals no.

         
         I chew my lip. There goes that brilliant plan of mine—that Tamsin would know who the traitor in court was.

         
         Is.

         
         “That means whoever it is,” Lark says in Eastern, voicing my own thoughts. “Whoever’s doing all the plotting—”

         
         “They’re still out there,” I agree.

         
         We’re silent a moment. Tamsin sips some more water and eats another spoonful of honey.

         
         “Well . . . we’ll figure it out, I suppose,” I say. “Iano’s waiting for us in Pasul. Maybe he’s found some answers. He’s going
            to be beside himself that you’re alive . . . what?”
         

         
         She’s closed her eyes in a slow, aggrieved movement. Her brows knit together.

         
         “What’s wrong? Don’t you want to see Iano?”

         
         She opens her eyes, but she doesn’t look at either one of us. She stares past us, up to the starry sky overhead. Her expression
            is something very close to resignation. Lark and I exchange a glance. This might be more than a yes-or-no conversation.
         

         
         Lark checks the horizon behind us. “Listen, why don’t we get a little farther away? It would be smartest to cover as much
            ground as we can now and rest once the sun rises. If sparks from the fire hit the flats, it’s going to spread in a heartbeat.
            And I can’t be sure Dirtwater Dob won’t pick up our trail.”
         

         
         I glance at her. “He got away? I thought I saw bodies . . .”

         
         “He was on the ground when I ran into the compound. He wasn’t there when I left.” She looks away. “I killed the one with the
            missing tooth, and I finished off the one you brained with a pickle jar.”
         

         
         Her voice is flat, straightforward, but not entirely steady. I hadn’t wanted to kill anyone. Now I realize she hadn’t wanted to kill anyone, either.
         

         
         She looks back at me, her face shadowed and smudged with soot and blood. “Let’s get out of here.”

         
         “Right, okay. Tamsin, we’re going to try to go on a little farther. Is that okay?”

         
         She nods and fumbles to put the cork back in the honey. I finish the job for her. Lark snuffs out the candle and bundles things back into my pack. While she brings the horses over, I unhook my cloak and wrap it snugly around Tamsin. 

         
         “Do you mind riding with me?” I ask her.

         
         Tamsin’s eyes are closed again, and she gives a slight shake of her head. The fabric of my cloak rumples, and her hand emerges
            from the folds. She unfurls her palm to me. My folk’s gesture of thanks. This must be in some Moquoian primer on Eastern culture
            somewhere. I clasp it and give her a squeeze.
         

         
         Lark brings my horse alongside. “You mount. I’ll lift her up.”

         
         I climb into the saddle, but instead of stooping to Tamsin, Lark rests her hand on my knee.

         
         “Are you okay?” she asks. The moon is half full and low on the horizon, but it slants off her eyes all the same. Like she
            really is made of sky.
         

         
         “Yes, I’m fine.”

         
         “You’re tired,” she says. “It was bright in there.”

         
         Something stirs in my chest, something other than the shame I might normally feel, something warmer. “I’m okay right now.”

         
         “Tell me,” she says, her grip tightening. “Tell me if you don’t feel okay.”

         
         I nod. “I will.”

         
         She lets go and crouches down. She cradles Tamsin and straightens, settling her in my arms. She’s almost weightless, birdlike.
            I clutch her close to my chest and take up the reins. Lark mounts her own horse—stiffly, I think, slowly. Light be damned,
            she’d better not be more hurt than she’s letting on.
         

         
         She situates herself in the saddle and whistles to Rat. With a jerk of her head, she starts us forward into the night.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Tamsin

         
         We ride through the dark. At some point I fall asleep—I wouldn’t have thought it possible, woozy and swaying on the horse’s
            back, but one minute I’m leaning against Veran’s chest and the next I open my eyes to a deep midmorning shade.
         

         
         I shift, testing the aches in my body—I’m on the ground, on somebody’s bedroll, with a cloak draped loosely over me. We seem
            to be under an overhang—the ground is shaded and cool, but the air is starting to warm. Carefully I turn onto my side, wincing.
         

         
         Lying next to me is the bandit, Lark. She’s on her back, her fingers laced over her chest and her head turned toward me. It looks like her hat was propped over her face but has since slid off. I study her for a moment, taking in her sloped nose, her full lips, her dark eyelashes, the spatter of freckles hiding under the grease and dirt and sunburn on her cheeks. She looks tough, it’s true, but it’s not the mean toughness I might have expected. It’s more of a resigned toughness, an armored veneer tacked up out of necessity. There’s a crease between her brows, but her lips are relaxed and her breathing is deep. The coydog is flopped over her calves, his paws twitching in sleep. I try to reconcile the placid image with the tales of the notorious bandit who has been plaguing the slave trade for the past four years. 

         
         “Psst.”

         
         I look away from Lark to the edge of the rock overhang, where Veran is sitting in front of a tiny cookfire. He presses a finger
            to his lips and then scoots forward, hand extended. I take his arm and let him help me move toward the fire.
         

         
         “We stopped around dawn,” he whispers. “She made me sleep first. I only just managed to make her take a rest herself.” He
            has a shiny burn along his temple, taking a small bite out of his hairline, and the dark copper of his forehead is discolored
            with a purplish bruise. He hands me a canteen. “How are you feeling?”
         

         
         I swish water around my mouth and level my hand. So-so. He nods and gestures to the fire, where there’s a little pot bubbling.

         
         “I’m boiling some jerky and onions and a few herbs to make a broth. It might help more than the honey.” He points down the
            hill. “There’s a little creek in those willows. I can help you get down there if you want to wash.”
         

         
         I nod, and he helps me up. The process is painful and slow—I lean heavily on his arm as we shuffle down to the bank. He helps
            me dip water and wash my face and hands. I rub weeks of grime off my neck and arms, watching dirt slough away and cloud the
            water. He guides me to a gnarled old tree trunk to lean against, stepping away while I relieve myself. Once I’m put back together
            and marginally cleaner than before, he steadies me back up the hill.
         

         
         “’hang you,” I say to him back at the fire, trying not to wince at the tenderness in my mouth and the garbled edges of the words. 

         
         “You’re welcome. Here.” He strains some of the broth into a cup and hands it to me. “See if that’s any good. Don’t have high
            expectations.”
         

         
         It’s not bad—more nourishing than salted corn mush, anyway. I sip it slowly. He offers a bit of an onion roll. I dip little
            pieces in the broth to soften them.
         

         
         He gestures to his pack. “I have some parchment and charcoal. Would you be willing to write? I have some questions.”

         
         That sounds like an ordeal, but I have questions for him, too. I beckon for the parchment, and he lays a few sheets on the
            back of his camp skillet and hands it to me. He waits while I block out some letters, my fingers shaky.
         

         
         WHERE ARE WE?

         
         “About fifteen miles from Pasul,” he says. “Lark thinks we can make it by this evening, though we’ll have to stop before that
            to rest the horses.”
         

         
         And me, I think. I sip some more broth and write another question.
         

         
         IANO WAS GETTING THE BLACKMAIL LETTERS?
         

         
         “Yes. They were delivered through the head of staff. Fala. We don’t know who was sending them to her. You have no idea who
            attacked your stage?”
         

         
         I shake my head. NIGHT. 5 OR 6 RIDERS. BLINDFOLDED, THEN—
         

         
         I gesture generally to my head, my mouth.

         
         He winces. “I’m sorry, Tamsin.”

         
         I go back to my broth, trying to appear unbothered. Because if I dwell on it too long, I’m going to sink back into that horrific spiral of fevered pain, of shock, of denial. The gutted realization of not only being completely powerless—hands and feet tied, eyes covered—but of losing a power I hadn’t considered losable. 

         
         The broth swirls warm in my mouth, like blood. My scalp prickles.

         
         I turn a tremor into a hair toss before remembering it’s gone. I clutch the charcoal and write a question simply to redirect
            the conversation.
         

         
         WHAT IS HAPPENING IN COURT?
         

         
         “Oh, well—” His face blanches, as if in realization. “Um, there’s a new ashoki. It’s Kimela Novarni.”
         

         
         I had guessed as much—I saw her name specified in the first few blackmail letters, so the news doesn’t bother me as much as
            he seems to think it might.
         

         
         “He had to go through with it,” Veran continues, and I’m oddly touched that he’s defending Iano to me. “Appointing Kimela,
            I mean. He didn’t know where the threat was coming from, or how to make it stop, until we decided to seek out Lark. She was
            the only person I could think of who might be able to find you. And she did—she understood the bat in your signature right
            away.”
         

         
         It had been a long shot, but it had worked after all. I glance back up at the sleeping bandit.

         
         “Do you think you’ll be able to set things right?” he asks. “I mean—obviously you’ll need to heal. And I suppose . . . there
            won’t be much you can do . . . for a while . . . not that, I mean, that you can’t do anything, it’s just—”
         

         
         I wave to shut him up. I choose to be slightly offended, because it masks the real emotion simmering just underneath—he’s right, if we’re being honest. For so long my focus was on first surviving prison, and then dying with some shred of dignity, that I didn’t spend much time dwelling on how little I would be able to accomplish if I ever got out. 

         
         I sip some broth, wincing as a shred of jerky catches in my teeth.

         
         FIRST THING WILL BE FIGURING OUT WHO ATTACKED, I write. CAN’T DO ANYTHING WITHOUT KNOWING WHO’S BEHIND IT.
         

         
         “But we have a lead, don’t we?” Veran asks. “The Hires. That’s something we didn’t know before.”

         
         IT’S SOMETHING, I concede. BUT NOT EVERYTHING. JUST BECAUSE POIA WAS A HIRE DOESN’T MEAN THE MASTERMIND IS.

         
         And anyway, the Hires aren’t like the philosophers’ coalition or mushrooming enthusiasts. They don’t advertise public meetings
            in the town square. Their business is conducted in people’s homes and tavern corners, and they’re known for protecting their
            own. Waltzing back into Tolukum and asking around for people affiliated with the group wouldn’t just be fruitless—it could
            turn dangerous.
         

         
         I close my eyes, thinking of all my enemies in court, everyone I nettled since my career began. I think of all the people
            who would have an interest in preserving an economy based on slave labor—quarry managers and plantation owners and angry change-averse
            citizens who mistake personal nostalgia for universal utopia.
         

         
         It could be—give or take—anyone.

         
         “This isn’t going to sit well with the Eastern courts,” Veran says, more to himself than to me. “Rou and Eloise assumed the alliance would be difficult to secure, but they didn’t expect it to deteriorate this much.” 

         
         I’d forgotten about the Eastern ambassador and Lumeni princess. It suddenly strikes me that he hasn’t said anything about
            them leaving Moquoia.
         

         
         WHERE ARE THEY NOW? I write.
         

         
         “Well . . . I’m not entirely sure. If they’re not already in Pasul, they’re probably close. Why?”

         
         NEED TO BE CAREFUL. IF THERE’S AN ENEMY IN COURT . . .
         

         
         He frowns at my words, and then at me. “You don’t think . . . they might be in trouble?”

         
         I gesture uncertainly. LOTS OF MOQUOIAN DIPLOMATS OPPOSED TO EASTERN ALLIANCE. LOTS OPPOSED TO MEDDLING IN INDUSTRY PRACTICE. YOU DISAPPEARED WITH IANO. IF THE RIGHT PEOPLE THINK YOU’RE SWAYING HIM . . .
         

         
         He frowns. “Or if this group of fanatics gets wind that he and I set out to find you—if our enemy is a Hire, that is—it could
            be dangerous for Rou and Eloise. Earth and sky, I didn’t think we’d put them at risk. . . .”
         

         
         And maybe they’re not. But my fingers are aching, and I can’t bring myself to write out a long string of pointless placation.
            If I know our court—and it was my job, after all—then the Eastern diplomats could very well be in trouble. Difficult questions
            they probably can’t answer, at the very least. Possibly detainment, or deportation.
         

         
         Or worse.

         
         Veran’s chewing on his lip. “Well, now I’m worried. We should get going. I’ll feel a lot better when we can all sit down together and lay this whole thing out. I’ll feel better when it’s back in Rou and Eloise’s hands.” He looks up to Lark. “I wish we could let her sleep longer, though.” 

         
         I drink down the rest of the broth and flex my hand before picking up the charcoal again.

         
         WHY LARK? I write.
         

         
         He studies the two words for a moment, so I add, FOR RESCUE.
         

         
         He purses his lips and looks back up to the sleeping bandit. “She was the only person I could conclusively believe didn’t
            have a hand in your abduction. And . . . initially I thought she could help in other ways, but now I’m not sure. I think I’ve
            been an idiot.”
         

         
         After a moment’s pause, he looks back at me and sees my raised eyebrow. His sunburned cheeks go a little redder, and he shrugs.

         
         “I thought she could help me find Moira Alastaire. You know the story about Queen Mona and Ambassador Rou’s daughter? The
            one who was abducted in Matariki all those years ago?”
         

         
         “Uah.” I’ve heard the hearsay—especially the rumblings that this whole diplomatic affair was an attempt by the East to slander
            Moquoia with the Lumeni princess’s disappearance.
         

         
         Veran shakes his head. “I had this stupid, heroic idea that I might be able to find traces of Moira, and that Lark could help me do it. And she still might be able to—she has a part-Lumeni girl hidden away in her camp, and if that’s not her, she may be able to help me find her in the quarries.” He shifts and pokes the fire. “But now I realize . . . well, all the stories always make the Sunshield Bandit out to be either an untouchable desert deity, or else a wretched assassin out for her own gain. And I guess the smug part of me thought that whichever of those were closer to the truth, I could make use of it—her legendary prowess or her desperation. But she’s neither. She’s just . . . a person, doing her best. I mean—she’s amazing at what she does.” He looks back up at her, his expression almost reverent. “But I can’t ask her to get tied up in things that aren’t her concern anymore. She’s got enough of her own battles to fight, and at this point I’d rather make an effort to lighten her burden rather than weigh it down.” 

         
         I hadn’t known I’d prompt a soliloquy, but he seems to be processing his thoughts aloud as much as answering my question.
            I pat his arm. He looks back at me, still a little red, and then his gaze travels past me, out to the desert. He frowns.
         

         
         “Looks like rain,” he says.

         
         I glance over my shoulder at the western horizon. Above the brushy willows, clouds are billowing, their undersides ominously
            dark.
         

         
         “We should get going,” he says, but before he gets up, I grab his knee. He looks at me inquiringly.

         
         I hesitate over the parchment.

         
         IANO, I write. HE’S OK?
         

         
         “He’s in Pasul,” he says, which doesn’t answer my damn question, Veran. “He’s worried sick about you. He’s been a wreck in
            court. What?” He ducks his head to see my face. “You keep making that expression when Iano comes up . . . like you don’t want
            to see him. I thought you were for love?”
         

         
         He means in love, but it’s the were that sticks. Past tense. I blow out a breath. I’m not sure how to articulate this on paper, and Veran’s near enough a stranger that I don’t know if he’ll understand. 

         
         Iano wasn’t in love with me. He thought he was in love with me. I think I always knew the truth, but I was willing to overlook it—he was in love with what I brought
            with me.
         

         
         At this point, any scenario I envision of reuniting with Iano ends with a kind but quietly horrified succor, and that’s if
            he doesn’t immediately recoil. What am I going to do in that moment, when his eyes flicker in shock, when his hands falter
            as they reach for me? He and the people around him might have accepted the marriage of the king and the ashoki if it was presented just right. But now the power and the package are gone. He was in love with a pretty singer with good words and a comfortably unfortunate past. Not a ripped-down,
            maimed heretic flipping all the wrong tables in court.
         

         
         I adjust my grip on the charcoal, but still I don’t write. Veran’s gaze flicks between me and the page, waiting.

         
         Out over the willows, thunder crackles.

         
         There’s a thrash of boots, and Lark sits up. Her thick eyeblack is smeared on one side, and her bandanna droops in front of
            her lips. Her startled gaze jumps past us to the sky. She swears in Eastern. Veran replies, I think asking if we should sit
            and wait out the storm.
         

         
         She gets up and leaves the shelter of the overhang, squinting out at the clouds, and then she turns and scrambles up the rock,
            disappearing from sight. We hear her boots scattering pebbles over the top.
         

         
         Suddenly her voice cuts the air, sharp as a whip. Veran’s head jerks up. He blurts a reply—both of them are speaking too fast
            for me to catch on.
         

         
         I flick his sleeve. “Wha’?”

         
         “The bandit from last night,” he says. “Dirtwater Dob—he’s picked up our trail.” He calls up to the top of the overhang. “How
            far?”
         

         
         She responds, and he translates. “A mile or so.”

         
         Lark jumps from the top of the overhang, her boots crunching on the ground.

         
         “Have to ride, fast,” she says to me. “You okay?”

         
         Does it matter? I take her proffered arm, my fingers closing around the swirling water tattooed over her skin. She hefts me
            to my feet and waits while I steady myself.
         

         
         “Ride with me?” she prompts. Her Moquoian is slurry, roughed not so much from translation but from learning it at the edges
            of society.
         

         
         I look up at her—she’s a foot taller than me, at least. Her face is rugged and sun freckled from life in the Ferinno, creased
            with squint lines. But those eyes are clear, and I realize what I took for ferocity last night is more akin to dauntlessness,
            frightening only in her sheer acceptance of bad luck.
         

         
         I nod, and she breaks away to where the horses are tied. Veran scrambles around our campsite, stomping out the fire and stuffing
            things back in his pack. I try to be helpful by tottering to the edge of the overhang, steeling myself for another grueling
            ride. Cool air gusts from the thunderstorm ahead. As I come out into the doomed sun, I squint at the horizon behind us. A
            figure is stopped about a mile distant, dismounted next to his horse. He’s peering at the rocky ground, and then he straightens
            and turns our way.
         

         
         Our flight has become a hunt.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Lark

         
         Tamsin sweeps a muddy forefinger in the dirt by her side.

         
         WHY DOES HE FOLLOW? she writes.
         

         
         It takes me a moment to translate the patchy letters on the ground, and another moment to organize the right response, all
            compounded by trying to keep the food bag out of the rain. We’re crouched in a little stand of pines—the closer we get to
            Pasul, the more these copses dot the landscape. We’re just a few miles from town, but there’s a whole bunch of open land between
            here and there, and we need to let the horses rest before we attempt it—especially Jema. She’s strong, and Tamsin weighs so
            little, but I imagine having the load unbalanced on her saddle is as uncomfortable on her back as it is on my butt. I rub
            my thighs, sore from leaning back to give Tamsin as sure a seat as possible. Rat, too, is sleeping like he’s dead—keeping
            up with the horses has pushed him almost to his limit.
         

         
         “Stage road,” I explain, offering her the last of Veran’s soft onion rolls. She pinches off a little piece, and it takes a good deal of restraint not to scarf down the remainder myself. “Dob wants the road. I make him mad. He knows I am alone.” 

         
         And wounded, I think grimly. That blow he landed with his mattock is the real reason he’s tailing us so confidently. I surreptitiously
            shift my shoulder again. The blood was easy enough to pass off as somebody else’s, but it hurts like fire to lift my buckler.
            I itch for a crossbow—if I had one, I could wait somewhere and snipe at him as he picks after our trail. I’d like to think
            we can outlast him, especially in the rain, but if it comes down to another swordfight . . .
         

         
         Thunder booms. Worriedly I glance up at the sky. It’s darkened dramatically in the last ten minutes. I’d hoped this storm
            would rush through like they often do, perhaps blowing off to one side. But the clouds haven’t cleared, and our route is taking
            us closer and closer to the dark center. So that’s what we have—Dob on one end and lightning on the other. Normally I’d choose
            a fight over a storm, but pain shoots up my shoulder again. I grit my teeth.
         

         
         Tamsin notices. She reaches up to brush my shoulder, quirking an eyebrow.

         
         “I am okay,” I say. More and more of my gutter Moquoian is coming back after our handful of exchanges in the saddle. She drew
            letters on my back a few times, mostly to ask for water. At one brief stop she finally corrected my inflection with a persistent
            upward jerk of her thumb—apparently I was saying you’re delicious instead of you’re welcome, which makes me wonder about my past few forays into Pasul.
         

         
         She smooths her palm over the dirt and writes again. VERAN CAN’T FIGHT?
         

         
         I glance over my shoulder. Veran is at the edge of the copse, keeping an eye on the drainage leading up to us—if Dob still has our trail, that’s where he’ll come from. In one hand Veran’s holding a fancy knife that I would have stolen off him the first day if I knew he had it. His other hand is absently scratching Rat, who’s sprawled by his knee. 

         
         “He can maybe fight a little,” I say. “But not, uh, not mulch.” She shakes her head and tips her thumb down. I try again.
            “Mulch. Molch. Much.” She nods and goes back to pinching off the onion roll. “He cannot fight much. He has a—problem.” I tap my head. “He falls . . .
            down, falls asleep very fast, and he shakes.” I twitch my hand back and forth.
         

         
         Miraculously, she seems to understand this garbled explanation. “Ah,” she says, nodding.

         
         “I am worry he will not tell me if he is feeling bad,” I say. “You will help me see if he needs help?”

         
         She quirks an accusing eyebrow and looks pointedly at my shoulder again.

         
         “I am okay,” I say again. “We just get to Pasul, and then I am okay. Not far.”

         
         She shakes her head, but her next letters on the ground are familiar by now.

         
         THANK YOU.
         

         
         “You’re del . . . welcome?”

         
         She grins through cracked lips.

         
         “Lark,” Veran calls.

         
         I hand Tamsin my canteen and get up, brushing the mud off my knees. I sidle through the pines until I get to his side.

         
         He’s peering hard at the drainage. His hood is up, and a few runaway curls are dripping water onto his cheeks. “I keep thinking I see movement down there, but nobody’s come up—shouldn’t Dob have cleared that bank by now?” 

         
         “He’ll have to rest his horse as much as us,” I say, settling down beside him. Rat doesn’t even twitch—if his sides weren’t
            barely lifting with breath, I’d be worried he’d died. “The movement you’re seeing could be water—there’s the chance that drainage
            will flood. All the better for us.”
         

         
         “Hm.” He doesn’t look convinced. “I wish he hadn’t shown up. I don’t like being chased like this.”

         
         “He’s not after you,” I say. “He’s after me. Once you get into Pasul, you’ll be fine.”

         
         He turns his searching gaze from the landscape to me. “What do you mean, you?”
         

         
         “What do you mean, what do you mean?”
         

         
         “You’re coming into Pasul with us, right? I mean, you have to, if you want me to pay you.”

         
         I shift. “I’ll come in a little ways. I’m not coming into the upper city.”

         
         “That’s where Rou and Eloise will be.”

         
         “Well, good. You get Tamsin somewhere she’s safe and comfortable. I’ll probably stay at the posthouse.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because they’re the least likely to kick me out or turn me over to the authorities,” I say more sharply than I mean to. “Fire
            and sun, you really do make a terrible outlaw.”
         

         
         “I’m not sure I’m technically outside the law yet,” he says. “But at any rate, we’re going to have to sit down and make arrangements
            for relocating your campmates.”
         

         
         “Yeah, and we can do it at the posthouse. I’m not coming into the upper quarter, Veran.”

         
         He’s still looking at me. I use his negligence as an excuse to stare hard at the rainy landscape. He’s right—there is movement
            in the drainage. It doesn’t look like water, but it doesn’t seem to be getting any closer, either.
         

         
         “And after you get the money?” he asks.

         
         “I told you back in Three Lines,” I say. “I’m done. You go your way, I go mine.”

         
         “Back into the Ferinno?”

         
         “Probably.”

         
         “You could leave.”

         
         “I’m aware.”

         
         He pauses, and I feel this tangible buildup, a tightening of emotion, like some thread between us is suddenly pulled taut.

         
         “You could come with me,” he says.

         
         I lift an eyebrow, not looking away from the flats. “To find your lost princess?”

         
         “No,” he says. “I . . . I know that’s what I made it seem like before, but . . . Lark, I don’t want you to disappear back
            into the desert again.”
         

         
         “I’m dust in a hat and vest,” I say. “If I step out of the desert, I collapse, and then you’ll just have a pile of secondhand
            clothes to pick through. If you want my hat that badly, I can try to find you one.”
         

         
         He doesn’t laugh. The eyeblack I applied to his cheeks this morning has rain tracks through it, slowly sloughing off.

         
         “I just . . . what happens to you out there, without your camp? Will you just live up in that canyon by yourself?”

         
         “No, I have to find a different one now, thanks to you.”

         
         He still doesn’t smile. His sage-green eyes are crinkled with worry. “I could help you. I know you don’t want my charity,
            but I could help you get set up somewhere. I could help you get a job in Callais, or Teso’s Ford. Or you could leave Alcoro,
            Lark—you could go to Cyprien, or Paroa. You could train to be a ferry boat hand in Bellemere, or a shepherd in Wyddroan. You
            could run for mayor of Poak. Earth and sky, Lark, come be a scout in the Silverwood. My ma would kill for a recruit like you.”
         

         
         “You forget I have a bounty,” I say, something weird and snaky slipping around in my chest at his high expectations. “Something
            tells me folk won’t be too keen to hire a wanted outlaw.”
         

         
         “I can get it lifted. Blazes, I know . . . I know that sounds so conceited, but I can talk to Colm and Gemma, and they can
            talk to the Senate. My ma can talk to the Senate, Rou or Eloise can talk to the Senate. We can get it lifted. Especially since
            you helped with this. I think they’d have done it anyway, but now you’ve helped us, and you’ve helped me.”
         

         
         “Colm wanted me to find that princess.”

         
         “Colm will understand. He was just looking for a chance, that’s all.”

         
         “No, I don’t think he will, Veran, and I don’t think you do, either.” I shove away images of trees and water and soft boots like his—a difficult thing when surrounded by all three of those things. “Even if somebody did want to hire a beat-up mule like me, you forget that I’ve been at the mercy of your friends before. That same system that’s protected you kept me pinned down in the ditch. I’m not just going to follow you up into the upper crust and pretend it’s not all a song and dance on other folk’s backs. I’m not going to take a job handed to me because now I have a friend with a crown, and leave everybody else behind.” 

         
         I know I’m being mean, but I can’t help it—what he’s asking feels too much like betrayal, too much like cuddling up to the
            very thing me and Rose and the others have been fighting against for so long.
         

         
         What makes it all the more agonizing is that it would be so easy just to do what he’s asking. To trust what he says.
         

         
         He’s looking at me, his curls still dripping over his bruised forehead and eyelashes and making more tracks down his cheeks.
            I want him to knock it off, stop shedding the vestiges of life in the desert so easily and aesthetically.
         

         
         “Why is it your job to save everybody else?” he asks.

         
         I shake my head. “You don’t understand.”

         
         “I know,” he says, his voice straight and steady. “I know I don’t, Lark. I thought I did before, but I don’t. And I’m sorry
            that I made it seem like I had all the answers, that I could assume exactly what you’ve gone through. I never considered what
            my own privilege was built on, and I shouldn’t have tried to project my assumptions on you.”
         

         
         My eyebrows lift despite myself, my gaze fuzzy on the landscape.

         
         Hot damn. He was listening.
         

         
         I’m not sure what to say, and as my silence stretches, he streams out a breath and looks down at the muddy toes of his fringed
            boots. The silver medallions on them bead with water.
         

         
         “If you don’t want my help, I’m not going to make you take it,” he says. “But at least let me put you up in Pasul for the night, somewhere quiet where folk won’t notice you. And then . . . before we go our separate ways, I’d appreciate you sitting down and helping me figure out what I can do with the means I have. It’s about all I’ve got, Lark. Connections. Folk aren’t ever going to let me do much else. And I
            want to do some good with it—not just throw it around at charity cases like a lot of folk do, but actually try to fix a few
            things.”
         

         
         “You can start with my campmates,” I say, my neck hot under my bandanna despite the wet.

         
         “Okay,” he says.

         
         A quiet falls between us, whispery with rain. Both of us are looking out at the desert, but I’m not sure either of us are
            actually seeing anything. My stomach is a tumbleweed, all weightless and unsettled. Lightning flashes, and at the edge of
            my vision, I see him pass his palm over his eyes to shade them. It’s a tiny motion, so natural it would be easy to think nothing
            of it, but my stomach drops. How many unassuming things must he have to navigate day after day? A flash of light, a flight
            of stairs, a hot drink in his hand. And suddenly, instead of a picture of me skulking back into the Ferinno alone, I get an
            image of him sucked back into that insulated world, watching the current of life carry on without him.
         

         
         He’ll be safer there, I reason. Safer where folk can watch out for him, where they can keep him steady and stable when he
            collapses.
         

         
         Never mind that’s the exact opposite of what he wants.

         
         Suddenly I wonder if a life beyond the Ferinno is as much of a betrayal as I’m banking on.

         
         “You’re . . .” I begin, and then stop.

         
         He sets his chin in his hand. “An imbecile,” he finishes for me.

         
         “Not an imbecile,” I clarify.

         
         He sighs. “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

         
         I snort, and he smiles, his gaze distant. The air is cool and threaded with the scent of water and pine. Thunder rumbles, and he closes his eyes, lazily, as if enjoying the sound. Like with the bats, his easy pleasure in something I usually dodge is infectious. I take a deep breath of rain and lick the droplets off my lips. 

         
         Over the patter, there’s a familiar click of a crank, followed by a whiz and a thump. A chip of bark jumps from the tree just
            over Veran’s shoulder, where a quarrel lodges, quivering.
         

         
         I lunge sideways, slamming him to the soggy pine needles. He gasps in my ear, his breath washing my skin. It doesn’t quite
            cover the sound of a curse and the hurried rewind of a crossbow crank. Rat wriggles between us, trying to find his feet.
         

         
         “Get Tamsin!” I scramble off both of them and haul Veran upright. I push him back through the pine trees, throwing a fast
            glance over my shoulder. I catch a flash of dirty leather through the trees and the glint of a mattock as Dirtwater Dob brings
            his crossbow up to sight.
         

         
         “Fire and smoke.” I weave, and the quarrel skips wide. He had the same idea I had, only he actually has a crossbow. I keep my head low, recalling
            the movement down in the drainage—now that I think of it, it did have the look of a horse casually flicking its tail. Dob
            dismounted to creep up the side of the copse on foot.
         

         
         Across the clearing, Tamsin’s sitting forward. Veran lets loose a string of frantic Moquoian, and her face blanches. She grabs
            his proffered arm and struggles to her feet.
         

         
         “Who should take her?” Veran asks me, holding her upright. “You or me?”

         
         “You,” I say grimly, snatching at Jema’s saddle. I draw my sword from its sheath in one long motion. “Get into Pasul, both
            of you.”
         

         
         “What’re you . . . you’re coming too, right?”

         
         “I dunno, we’ll see if I can avoid getting a quarrel through the eye.”

         
         “You’re not staying here!”

         
         “Go, Veran!” I sling my buckler over my fist. “If we break the trees now, Dob’s just going to pick us off.” I can hear him
            scraping through the pines, trying to find a place to shoot where I can’t fire back—he doesn’t know I don’t have my crossbow.
            I thrust my buckler into the small of Veran’s back and shove him toward his horse. “I can hold him off long enough for you
            both to get out of range. Here, Tamsin.” I crouch along Veran’s horse and pat my thigh. She steps up and struggles to slither
            over the saddle. I push her up the rest of the way.
         

         
         “But you’ll come back!” He gasps it as a statement, almost a plea.

         
         “Dammit, Veran, if I live, okay? Get on the horse so I can find a better position.”

         
         He grabs my arm. “Tell me you’ll come into Pasul.” His sage-gray eyes flick back and forth between mine, creased and bright.

         
         I grip his elbow around my hilt, in part to force him into the saddle. “I’ll come into Pasul. Wait for me at the posthouse.”

         
         He nods and lets me shove him up.

         
         “Get out of range.” I step back. “Don’t stop—don’t wait for me. Just go.”

         
         He looks like he wants to argue more, so I lift my sword and bring the flat down with a slap on his horse’s wet rump. Kuree
            startles forward, and Veran swings to grab the saddle horn. And then they’re gone, tearing down the pebbly slope into the
            driving rain.
         

         
         I don’t stay to watch them disappear. I break off to the right, away from Jema—I doubt Dob would shoot a good horse he has a high chance of stealing, but I’m not going to risk it. Rat, though, he would shoot—I’m sure of it. 

         
         “Rat, stay!” I hiss fiercely over my shoulder. He crouches by Jema, panting agitatedly.
         

         
         The rain is falling harder, cascading through the waving branches. Timber bends and creaks. Thunder booms. Good. It smothers
            my footsteps as I run through the pine needles. My best hope is to draw Dob’s fire—force him to make a bad shot, and then
            rush him when he’s reloading. My shoulder burns with the weight of my buckler.
         

         
         I see his dirty jacket through the trunks. He spots me half a breath later. With a yell, he swings his sights onto me. I dodge
            behind a trunk just as he fires.
         

         
         “Sunshine!” he roars. “You’re mine!”

         
         “Hack off, Dob!” I yell back. “Don’t make me cut you up like the other two back at Utzibor.”

         
         Please.

         
         But he’s crashing through the brush. I hear the rattle of quarrels.

         
         “You took my whole crew away! Berta and Mosset and Goon—”

         
         “You did that yourself, stupid!” I jump from my cover before he can reload and lunge for him—he hasn’t managed to wind his
            crank yet, and he brings the crossbow up to parry my swing. My sword catches the lathe of the bow and snaps the whole thing
            in two. He swears and throws the pieces to the ground. I follow through with my buckler—half grateful I don’t connect, my
            shoulder’s on fire—and then up comes his mattock.
         

         
         “You’re done, Sunshine—you and your sorry bunch of runaways.” He heaves his mattock, and I dodge backward to avoid having to block it. “You’ve been the ratty queen of nowhere for too long.” 

         
         I duck another swing and make a quick strike of my own, but he wheels his mattock handle down to block it. The impact sends
            a hornet’s nest of pain racing across my shoulders. I skitter back toward the edge of the copse, gritting my teeth.
         

         
         “What’re you going to do with the road, Dob?” I call, hoping to slow him down. “Pick off an ox here or there on the wagon
            trains?”
         

         
         “Do you know what I could do if I could move beef from the plains through the water scrape? The Burr is wasted on you.” He
            swings again, expecting me to duck—I bend almost double, and my hat tumbles from my head. I make a strike for his boots, but
            he hops to one side, skidding in the loose pebbles. We’re out of the trees now, the flats rolling away and running with water.
            Droplets sting my scalp.
         

         
         “That’s the thing about the sun, Sunshine,” he snarls. “It sets, and gives everybody else a fighting chance.”
         

         
         “It always seems to rise again, Dob!” I lunge. He blocks, and with every ounce of grit I can muster I sling my buckler from
            the other direction. I catch him across the nose, sending a shock through my left shoulder. I gasp; he hollers. Blood spurts
            over the metal. I pull back, letting my shield arm drop, deadened. I skid down the slope a few paces, gripping my throbbing
            shoulder.
         

         
         “Leave me alone, Dob,” I croak. “You and I are nothing—neither of us is worth killing.”

         
         He swears, spits blood, and charges again. The glint of lightning flashes off his raised mattock. The pickax head arcs down.

         
         In any other scenario, the higher ground might have saved him.

         
         I hate myself.

         
         I sling my buckler up again, and just like outside Utzibor, the pointed end of his mattock punches straight into it. The pain
            that follows is as bright and blinding as the lightning, but unlike last time, I’m ready for the follow-through. With his
            mattock still buried in my buckler, I wrench my left arm down. He lurches forward, pulled by his grip on the handle. Letting
            raw pain take the place of regret, I swing my sword in a crisp arc to meet his bared neck.
         

         
         It’s not a clean slice. My blade lodges where the workings of his throat must meet bone. Blood sprays. I turn my face away.
            My fingers loosen on my buckler at the same time his fists open on his mattock. There’s no sound—no moan or cry. My sword
            slides from my grip as he crumples forward, staining the ground red beneath him. Unable to come to a rest on his stomach,
            my hilt forces him over on his side, where he lies, motionless, save for a final death tremor in his hands and the still-flowing
            blood from his nose. It crawls upward along his cheeks, following the downward slope of his body on the hill.
         

         
         This rotten, nameless hill in the middle of nothing, sucking up his blood and breath and juices. The storm will wash his life
            down the rills and slots like it never was, and a hundred circles of the sun will bleach him dry, and the horde of teeth and
            beaks will scatter the rest.
         

         
         I bend double, my stomach roiling, intending to put my hands on my knees, but my left shoulder gives at the first touch of pressure, and I arc upright. I throw my head back to the sky. Rain thumps off my cheeks, my eyes, my tongue, because my mouth is open and before I realize it, I’m yelling upward. I don’t know what. I don’t know why. It’s just an ugly block inside me that comes billowing out at the raging storm. 

         
         The taste of soot washes my tongue—my eyeblack is sloughing off, probably along with the grit of twenty years, making muddy
            tracks down my skin. It feels like shedding armor. Water seeps under my locks and trickles along my scalp. I want to tear
            my clothes off, bare all my skin under the deluge, let it saturate the dirt in my veins until I run clear.
         

         
         But I don’t. I have places to be.

         
         Places that aren’t here—not anymore.

         
         I look down—the rain has darkened the sand around Dirtwater Dob so his blood is barely distinguishable. My buckler, too, is
            free of streaks, now with two square holes punched into the curved metal. I almost leave it—drop it alongside my sword embedded
            in his neck, but that seems premature, and anyway, it’s as blatant as carving my name alongside the death wound. I step forward,
            light-headed, feeling a little drunk, and tug the blade from his neck. He follows the pull, like he’s getting ready to get
            back up again, but finally the sword comes clear, and he falls back to the ground. My stomach bubbles, sour. I wipe the blade
            on his sleeve.
         

         
         “Think I’ll take your advice, Dob,” I say. “You can have the road. Me and the sun, we’re going to Pasul, and then we’re going
            east.”
         

         
         I head back up the hill, slowly, unsteadily, because I’m feeling both light as wind and heavy as a rockslide. I pick up my
            hat along the way, flicking the mud from it and setting it back on my drenched locks. I weave through the waving pines to
            where Rat is crouched by Jema. I mount and nudge her down the slope.
         

         
         I tip my hat to Dob’s slouched body as we pass, and then I spur Jema toward Pasul without looking back.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Tamsin

         
         Pasul is blurred and running with mud, as dark as twilight under the billowing clouds. Veran pulls his horse out of its canter
            at the town signpost, but he doesn’t pass under yet. He turns in the saddle and stares back across the flats, looking for
            Lark. I can feel his heart pounding against my back.
         

         
         “She’ll . . . she’ll be okay,” he says, his voice shaky. “I mean . . . she’ll be okay.”

         
         I free one of my hands from inside the cloak and pat his knee. It’s the closest thing I can approximate to reassurance—even
            aside from my mouth, I’m too exhausted to summon more energy.
         

         
         He shakes himself and turns his horse back under the signpost. Pasul is situated on a slight slope, so the town rises gradually before us, twinkling with lanterns in the downpour. We slosh up the main street. The posthouse for the stage line is the dominating feature of the lower town, surrounded by corrals of droopy workhorses, all pressed together in the rain, their coats slick and gleaming. A line of coaches are parked under a long shed. Nobody would think of setting out in this weather. 

         
         Nobody, it seems, except one small mud-coach on the end. The doors are open, and the driver is readying it for travel, prepping
            the iron wheels for rough roads. They’re going out into the desert.
         

         
         We plod nearer. All the lights in the posthouse are blazing, and shadows hurry in front of the windows, as if people are rushing
            to and fro inside. But one person is stationary, standing on the porch and looking out into the rain. My head hurts, and Veran
            is distracted, and so it takes us both until we’re nearly even with the front door to recognize who it is.
         

         
         To be fair, his hair is down, and he’s in a dark traveling cloak made colorless by the rain. I can’t remember when I’ve ever
            seen Iano without colors or hairpins, so I can’t be blamed for passing over his silhouette. But the mistake doesn’t last long,
            and I snatch at the reins in Veran’s hands, causing his horse to snort and jerk to a stop. Veran shakes himself behind me.
         

         
         “Iano?” he says.

         
         Iano is staring hard at us through the rain—he leaves the glare of lantern light and steps out into the muddy street.

         
         “Oh . . . eta, Iano!” Veran comes to himself and slithers to the ground, landing with a splash in the road. “Ista . . . I found her! Look . . . look! Tamsin is here!”
         

         
         Veran reaches up wildly and starts to pull me from the saddle like I’m a parcel. I wobble when I hit the ground, sinking up
            to my ankles in muck. Iano has drifted nearer, now a few arm’s lengths away. Close enough, I expect, to see the damage that’s
            been done.
         

         
         Though, perhaps not. He takes a few splashing steps, close enough that I can see his expression but can’t interpret it, just lines of agony, probably shock. Perhaps dismay. Any moment now, he’ll stop again and simply stare. He may even argue that Veran brought back the wrong person. 

         
         But he doesn’t. The nameless expression on his face only intensifies, and now he’s running, and it’s only as he reaches me
            that I realize he’s crying.
         

         
         I’ve never seen him cry.
         

         
         He clamps his hands on my shoulders, and then on my face, holding me close enough so that I can see which rivulets are rain
            and which are tears.
         

         
         “Tamsin . . .” His voice is cracked. “Oh, Tamsin . . .”

         
         “Uh!” Veran says suddenly. “Uh, Iano . . . I should mention . . . probably wait on the kissing. They, um, . . . they cut her
            tongue.”
         

         
         Now, then. Now it’s over. Iano’s face ripples with shock, and his cold fingers tighten on my cheeks. Numbly, I lean back,
            out of that intimate space only for whispers and kisses, and open my mouth. I take one of his hands and move it up to the
            fuzz above my ear, trying to make him realize, to see. To come to his senses. Hair gone. Words gone. Skin and swells and self
            gone. I’m not anything for you anymore, my dear. Let’s hurry this thing along, I’m tired.

         
         His fingers brush along my scalp to cradle the back of my neck. And his gaze, instead of fixing on my mangled tongue and cracked
            lips, locks back on mine again, creased and still spilling tears.
         

         
         “Oh, Tamsin,” he whispers. “Bless the Light you’re alive.”

         
         I sag, catching both of us by surprise. Be it hunger or exhaustion or the sudden realization that he hasn’t stepped away, that he really is here in the mud and excreta of the street . . . we sink to our knees. He folds around me, arms warm, pressing his face into my neck, and I simply lean my aching head on his shoulder. 

         
         “Oh, Tamsin,” he whispers, and I realize that he, like me, has no other words. His breath hitches in his chest, and he tightens
            his grip. “Oh, Tamsin.”
         

         
         I hear Veran shift awkwardly, his feet squelching in the mud. His horse blows wetly, champing its bit.

         
         “Were you coming out to find us?” Veran finally asks.

         
         Iano lifts his head from my neck but doesn’t look at him, still gazing down at me. “What?”

         
         “That coach—were you riding out to find us?”

         
         “Oh—no. It’s not for me.” He blanches suddenly and looks up. “No . . . sorry. It’s for your ambassador. And the princess.
            They’re inside.”
         

         
         “They are? Eloise, is she—”

         
         “Very sick,” Iano replies. “She’s very sick. But—Veran, wait!”

         
         But Veran has taken off running toward the posthouse, dragging his horse behind him. Iano calls after him again, but whether
            it’s lost to the rain or Veran’s simply ignoring him, it does no good. Iano turns back to me.
         

         
         “They got here this morning,” he says. “They were escorted out—deported. The ambassador is furious. But, Tamsin—the guards
            are here, in Pasul. They ransacked my room. If I hadn’t been out by the crossroads, they’d have taken me in. They’ve found
            out about you. Someone . . . someone knows. Someone is against us, someone close. And I don’t . . .” His face is slowly paling,
            as if he’s coming to all these realizations now. “I don’t think we can go back.”
         

         
         He waits, as usual, expecting me to reply, to carry his thoughts forward. But I don’t.

         
         I can’t.

         
         He lifts his cold fingers again and brushes my cheek, my lips. He leans forward, but at the last moment aims just to the side,
            pressing a kiss to the corner of my lips.
         

         
         He leans back. “But you’re here. You’re back. And we’re together again.”

         
         He fishes in his pocket and comes up with my si-oque, the amber one I commissioned the day I got my right to title from the king. I turn it over and rub my thumb along the three
            glass beads—green for my mother, pale blue for my father. Yellow for me. Ochre isn’t a popular color among the titled—difficult
            to match, tricky to flaunt. Too pale and it becomes sickly, too dark and it becomes muddy. But when it hits just the right
            shade, just the right notes, it soars.
         

         
         I thought that was poetic when I first decided to keep it.

         
         Now it feels impossibly narrow. A too-small box I built for myself. A mold I don’t fit anymore.

         
         I slip it onto my wrist, where it settles, loose, against my skin. Iano folds his fingers around mine.

         
         “Things are . . . they’re going to be all right,” he says.

         
         I want to make him think rationally, to parse through this step by step. I want to tell him about the Hires, and Poia, and
            the unanswered questions still casting their shadows on us.
         

         
         But I can’t. So I say the only thing I can.

         
         “Uah.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Veran

         
         The posthouse is a flurry of light and bustle. I throw Kuree’s reins over the hitching post and splash to the door, dripping
            from head to foot. Inside, porters are hauling luggage out the side door to the carriage shed. Rou is standing in the midst
            of everything, arguing with the post manager and looking angrier than I’ve ever seen him. Eloise is past him, curled in a
            hardback chair by the fireplace, wrapped in a quilt.
         

         
         By the Light, she’s lost weight, her normally appled cheeks hollow. Her skin has paled to chalky beige under her freckles.
            Her eyes are closed, her chest rising and falling in shallow breaths under the quilt.
         

         
         I start to creep forward, hoping Rou is too distracted to notice me just yet, but it’s no good. His sparking gaze falls on
            me, and his whole body seems to spasm in shock.
         

         
         “Veran!” he exclaims. And then, again, in more of a shout. “Veran!”
         

         
         I toss up my hands. “I’m sorry—Rou, I’m sorry, but if you’ll let me explain—”

         
         Eloise’s eyes slit open, and she lifts her head slightly. “Veran?”

         
         Rou is plowing past the porters, advancing on me, and I can’t for all the world tell if he’s going to hug me or throttle me.

         
         “What the blazing, blinding Light were you thinking?” he yells.
         

         
         Throttle, then, definitely. I use the hapless interference of a few porters to skitter around the periphery of the room toward
            Eloise, dashing for her chair like it’s a safe zone in a game of Tag the Buck.
         

         
         Rou doesn’t miss a beat, pivoting to follow me. “Running off into the desert alone?” he roars. “Do you have any idea what
            your mother will do to us both?”
         

         
         “But I’m fine,” I gasp, hovering behind Eloise’s chair. “I’m fine, and I did it—I got Tamsin back, the ashoki, the reason everything was falling apart—”
         

         
         “Oh, it’s come apart.” He wavers, trying to gauge which way I’m going to circle around the chair, before planting himself firmly in the middle.
            “It’s come apart into an international incident—we have been officially deported, and that’s not the worst of it. You’re being named as a conspirator against the Moquoian
            throne and an enemy of the court, and it was only by a spark’s luck I was able to argue for deportation and not prison for all three of us. Did you think at all? Did you think what running off with the prince just weeks before his coronation with the court on eggshells would look like?”
         

         
         “I thought it would help,” I croak—he’s rivaling Mama for sheer lung power. I cower behind Eloise. “Eloise and I . . . we
            thought it would help . . .”
         

         
         But no, that isn’t fair—Eloise had nothing to do with me running away. She rouses a little from the quilt and turns her head toward me. Her voice is soft enough that I think maybe she’s going to try to back me up, to calm things down. But in the brief moment that Rou’s taking a breath, she whispers, “I am so angry at you.”
         

         
         This seems to inflame Rou all the more. “You put everyone in danger, Veran. If you were my son—”
         

         
         “I’m not, though,” I say, straightening a little. “I’m not, and . . . and I did what I thought was right, and I’m not entirely
            convinced it wasn’t. If you would just listen, and sit down and let us all talk—Iano and Tamsin, the guards, whoever it is who’s tugging all these strings . . .”
         

         
         “Blessed Light, no,” Rou says. “We’ve been given to the end of the hour to leave Moquoia before we’re arrested. We’re getting
            in that coach and we’re setting the land speed record across the Ferinno. You can answer to the Alcoran Senate, and then your
            ma and pa. I’ve got Eloise to take care of now, and we’re lucky enough for that.” He stabs the air with his finger. “You sit down and don’t leave this spot until we’re ready to leave.”
         

         
         He storms back toward the porters and out the side door, slamming it so hard behind him a map of the desert jumps from its
            peg on the wall. I sink miserably into a chair beside Eloise.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Eloise—I just . . .”

         
         “I thought you were going to talk to Iano,” she whispers, clutching the quilt tighter under her chin. Her curls are damp with sweat, darkening the deep golds hidden
            in the smoky brown. She shakes her head. “I was so worried. What if you had died?”
         

         
         “I didn’t, though, Eloise. I even had a seizure out there, and look, I’m fine.”

         
         Her eyes crack open again, and she studies me. “All by yourself?”

         
         “Well, no, I . . . I went to find the Sunshield Bandit. No, listen . . .” I put up a hand to stop Eloise’s exclamation. “She’s . . .
            she’s my friend now. She figured out where Tamsin was. She got us across the desert, and in and out of Tamsin’s prison. And
            she kept me safe while I was seizing. It was all okay. And she’ll be here in just a few minutes.” By the Light, as long as
            she hasn’t died fighting that bandit. Why had her staying behind been the most logical choice? She should have fled with me.
         

         
         And then there’s the matter of all my promises—the vow to get her campmates to safety, to get her sentence lifted, to help
            her figure out a new life outside the desert. How am I going to do that if every government from coast to coast is angry at
            me?
         

         
         “I’ll make it work,” I say aloud.

         
         Eloise shakes her head, her shadowed eyes closed again. “I’m not so sure we can,” she murmurs.

         
         The door opens again, and in come Tamsin and Iano, their clothes clinging to their skin. Iano helps Tamsin to the closest
            chair. She slumps for a moment, eyes closed. She must be exhausted. And she needs to see a healer.
         

         
         Rou comes back in the side door, spattered with rain. “The coach is ready. Veran, go get inside.”

         
         This is all happening too fast. “Rou—sir—please, can’t we just take a minute, and work some of this out?” I gesture to Tamsin.
            “At the very least, can we get Tamsin somewhere more comfortable?”
         

         
         “No, V.” His nickname is used more as a warning than a familial term. “We’re under royal orders to depart the country by three bells, and I am not letting them put Eloise in a cell, or you, for that matter. Go get in the coach. Iano . . . I don’t know what to tell you. Your guards are searching the upper city for you.” 

         
         I swivel to Iano, my heart racing with desperation. “Can you stand down the order for deportation?”

         
         He shakes his head. “Not if it came from my mother. The throne is still hers.”

         
         “You could come with us,” I say quickly. “We could talk in the coach—”

         
         “And be accused of taking the Moquoian heir hostage—blazes, Veran, think, think, think.” Rou taps his own head angrily. “Think about this stuff! This isn’t debate class! This could mean international war. Go get in the coach.”
         

         
         Failure, then. All this to salvage something, and it all led to failure anyway.

         
         Eloise gives a thick, rattly cough. Under her father’s furious glare, I get up slowly from my chair. I look to Iano, who’s
            folding his wet cloak around Tamsin, who still has her eyes closed.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” I say in Moquoian. “I didn’t mean to make such a mess. What will you do?”

         
         “I’m not sure,” Iano says. Despite the crumbling of the world around us, he looks calmer than he has in days, a resolution
            in his face that can only be described as kingly. “But you helped bring Tamsin back. So things aren’t as dark as we think.”
         

         
         Tamsin gives what might be a roll of her eyes behind her eyelids, perhaps at Iano’s poetic surety. She opens her eyes and
            surveys me, lips pursed. She turns gingerly toward the fireplace, looking first at Rou, who is waiting expectantly for me
            to make a move toward the door. Her gaze moves to Eloise, who is doing her best to stay awake and upright.
         

         
         Tamsin starts to look back to me, then her gaze stops, and she sweeps back to Eloise. She sits for a moment, her tired, emaciated body suddenly rigid. Her chapped lips part slightly. 

         
         And then she’s a flurry of agitation, waving both at me and Iano, motioning around the room.

         
         “Aou’ha,” she says urgently. “Aou’ha.”
         

         
         Iano takes one of her frantic hands. “What? Tamsin—”

         
         “Parchment,” I say. “Daona—parchment. Here.” I lunge for the map that fell from the wall earlier and scramble for a scattering of quills near a ledger.
            She snatches the objects from my hands with urgency, grabbing for the jar of ink even as I’m shaking it. She pries the cork
            out and dips the quill, slopping spots across the map in her hurry. They spread and stain, leaving a trail across the desolate
            Ferinno.
         

         
         Iano and I crowd behind her to see her writing. Even Rou, who is readying Eloise to stand, pauses his work.

         
         I stare in shock at the letters forming on the page.

         
         Outside, thunder rumbles.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Lark

         
         The thunder is accompanied by lightning—the storm is directly overhead, and it’s a miracle I wasn’t struck dead while cantering
            across the flats. We slosh under the Pasul signpost. Jema is coated with mud from her shoulders to her hooves, and Rat looks
            like somebody dunked him in a coat of brown paint. I, ironically, am probably cleaner than I’ve ever been—my boots are coated,
            of course, but the rest of me is practically pulverized clean. The rain stings my cheeks where my eyeblack has washed away.
         

         
         I spy Veran’s horse outside the posthouse, and I flush with relief. They made it. I wonder if Saiph is with them, or somewhere
            else with the Moquoian prince. I guide Jema alongside Kuree and dismount with a splash. Rat hunkers down under her hooves
            and lies in the mud, panting.
         

         
         I pull my bandanna down and peel my hat off my head, water streaming from the brim. Wiping flecks of mud from my cheeks—it
            feels strange not to have them thick with grease—I push open the door.
         

         
         Veran is there, standing behind Tamsin as she scribbles something on a map. Beside him is a bedraggled Moquoian man, long black hair still dripping with rain. At the far end of the table stands an older man, Cypri, I guess, and behind him a pale figure curled up in a quilt. All five of them stop and look up at me as if I’m an apparition. Tamsin’s eyes are the sharpest, practically narrowed at my sudden arrival. 

         
         “Uh.” I waver in the puddle I’m creating, suddenly aware I’m in a room of aristocratic near strangers, and that my face is
            still on a bunch of bounty sheets. My stomach turns uncomfortably. I gesture at Veran. “Where’s Saiph?”
         

         
         The attack comes from the back of the room.

         
         I’m distracted, and in pain, and off my guard—serves me right—so I react too slowly. The old Cypri literally throws a chair
            out of his way—it crashes against a wall—and barrels straight for me. I put my fists up, but not quickly enough. His hands
            fasten around my throat.
         

         
         No, not my throat.

         
         My face. He plants both palms on either side of my face.

         
         “Moira!”

         
         I jerk backward, out of his reach, leaving his hands clawed on the air. His face is split with a bizarre emotion—he looks
            downright deranged.
         

         
         “Light,” he croaks. “Oh, Light.” He presses forward again, reaching.

         
         I knock one of his arms out of the air. “Don’t touch me.”

         
         I’m expecting somebody to move, to gently guide this addled stage passenger away so we can carry on our business, but the rest of the room is utterly still. Tamsin is still staring shrewdly, her quill limp in her fingers. The Moquoian man isn’t looking at me—he’s fixed on the back of the room, at the quilted traveler. 

         
         But Veran—he’s staring, too. Those two sagebrush eyes are practically popping, the eyebrows and that little scar thrown high,
            rumpling his bruise. His lips form an almost perfect o.
         

         
         The Cypri man clamps a hand on my wrist, and I twist it away. “I said, don’t touch me, old man. Veran—what’s going on? Where’s Saiph? Are we in trouble?”
         

         
         But this man is all hands—he lifts them toward my face again, stopping just short of my chin when I jerk away.

         
         “I mean it,” I warn. “I’m going to start throwing punches.”

         
         “Moira,” he says again. And then, blazing, burning Light, he starts to cry. This old man, in this room full of people. He
            goes for one of my hands—I snatch it out of his reach and finally step around him. He turns with me like a pull-along toy.
         

         
         “Moira,” he says for a third time.

         
         “Sun be damned, stop saying that,” I snap. “Go sit down. Somebody make him sit down—he’s addled.”

         
         Still, nobody moves. The man beckons for the back of the room. “Eloise, please, lolly, come here.”

         
         The quilted figure rises, dreamlike, from the chair, letting the blanket slip down her shoulders. She has a sickly look to
            her, her cheeks hollowed and her eyes shadowed, like little Whit back in camp. Still, I can’t help but notice the fine cut
            of her traveling dress, and the pearl droplets in her ears, and the gold thread embroidering the band holding back her tumbling
            curls. She can probably get all the hair care products she can dream of.
         

         
         I edge away, hoping she’s not going to try to touch me, too, but now the corner of the table is blocking my path. I’m boxed in, and I don’t like it—I feel like a rabbit in a snare. The girl stands looking me hard in the face. A handful of freckles spatter her nose and the corners of her eyes. 

         
         The old man is still crying, fingers flexing toward me. “Great blessed Light.”

         
         “Stop it,” I say. “Go sit down. Leave me alone.”

         
         I look again at Veran, but in one swift motion, he covers his face with both palms, flattening them over his mouth, nose,
            and eyes. The Moquoian man is staring, his gaze jumping between me and this soft, pretty girl standing half a pace away. Tamsin
            is the first one to move—she drops her quill on the table and rises from her chair. She picks up the map, a print of the Ferinno,
            and holds it firmly outward. In the dead, empty space not far from Three Lines, she’s written three words in large, hasty
            letters.
         

         
         
            LARK IS MOIRA

         

         “Moira, darling,” the Cypri man says, voice thick. “You’re my daughter. You’re Eloise’s sister. You were stolen from us in
            Matariki fifteen years ago. Do you remember it at all? We searched for you, your mother and I—we searched for years.”
         

         
         I cut my gaze toward Veran, wondering what’s witched everybody to toddle along with this nonsense. Veran, at least, should
            know the truth. Tamsin’s barely known me a day, and she’s been half starved and swooning. The rest of these folk have never
            clapped eyes on me before. But Veran and I traveled together for nearly six days, and he never said a thing to this effect.
         

         
         Though . . . now I wonder why he was so keen on me coming into Pasul.

         
         And where the balls is Saiph?
         

         
         The hair on the back of my neck rises.

         
         “This is stupid,” I say. “Veran, come on, tell them to knock it off. I thought we had things to do.”

         
         He finally moves, but not much—only sliding his hands down his face to his mouth, staring at me over the tops of his fingers.

         
         The old man wipes his wet cheeks, and then he does touch me again—he takes my hand in both of his. “Oh, Moira . . . oh, love.
            You look so much like you did. You look so much like your sister, like your mother. Do you still have that silly circle of
            freckles on your tummy? We used to practice counting them together.”
         

         
         One, two, three, four, five, six.

         
         He leans closer, and I’m washed suddenly in a rush of coffee and cinnamon.

         
         I pivot on my heel, wrenching my hand from his, and take three long strides back to the door. Folk begin shouting behind me,
            but I kick it open and shut before anyone can touch me again. I storm across the porch and out into the rain. Rat lifts his
            head from under Jema’s hooves. Next to her, Veran’s horse stands idly by the hitching post. He hitched her in a hurry—her
            reins have slid off the post and lie trailing in a puddle.
         

         
         A rectangle of yellow light blooms across the mud, throwing my shadow long. A swirl of voices accompanies it, shouting that
            foreign name, shouting at me to stop. The old man’s voice is loudest, but it’s underscored by a softer one, a female one,
            young and sweet without the harsh edges of the desert in it.
         

         
         I don’t stop or turn around. I jerk Jema’s reins from the hitching post and swing onto her back.

         
         There’s splashing, and a hand grabs my knee.

         
         I’m sick of folk touching me when I don’t want to be touched. I kick out with the hard toe of my boot. Veran snatches his hand away, clutching his elbow. 

         
         “Lark—Lark, wait. Please, wait.” His eyes are turned up to me, and I can see him still searching, still staring. My gut clenches—I
            don’t want him hunting for their lost princess in my face.
         

         
         He must understand the emotion on my face better than me, because his flittering gaze locks back on mine.

         
         “I didn’t know,” he says. “I swear it, Lark.”

         
         The old man is out the door, making for me with his hands out. In one quick move, I draw my sword from its sheath, holding
            it high. Veran flinches and jumps backward.
         

         
         I swing the sword downward and slap the flat across his horse’s rump.

         
         Kuree starts mightily and bolts, cantering up the road toward the upper city, reins flying. Veran turns a full circle, watching
            her run, before whirling back to me, mouth open.
         

         
         “Wait!” he blurts.

         
         “No!” I jerk my bandanna back over my nose and give Jema a mighty kick. She jumps forward, throwing up mud. Rat streaks along
            with me.
         

         
         “Stop!” Veran shouts behind me. “Lark, stop!”

         
         I don’t stop, and he can’t follow. Jema puts on a burst of frantic speed, and we race back under the Pasul signpost, out into
            the desert bowing under a lashing sky.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Veran

         
         Oh Light.

         
         Oh Light.

         
         Oh blessed Light.

         
         I stop at the signpost, ankle deep in mud, as Lark is swallowed up by the rain. I clutch the wood, drawing great ragged gasps
            of air. Water sluices off me. Another round of thunder peals. Lightning splits the land beyond, but Lark is gone.
         

         
         There’s splashing behind me, and I turn as Rou comes even with me. I press my back against the signpost, but he doesn’t look
            angry anymore. He looks cut wide open. Mama always uses that phrase—cut wide open—and I never had a visual for it until now.
         

         
         He stares out into the rain. Then he swings to me.

         
         “I didn’t know,” I gasp. “I didn’t realize. I—I never saw her full face. She was always wearing eyeblack, and the bandanna.”
            Or else I was coming out of a seizure . . . or else she was wearing nothing at all. And always that sun, that damned sun . . .
         

         
         Frantically, I set Eloise’s face next to Lark’s in my head. One smooth and unscarred, full-cheeked and sparkle-eyed, a gentle
            tawny brown. And the other . . . rough-edged and chapped, hollowed and sun-dark, with lightning in her eyes. Tumbles of soft
            curls, long locks streaked with gold. But now I see it—the sloping nose, the scattered freckles, the brown eyes . . . Rou’s eyes, damnation . . .
         

         
         I am the biggest fool who ever did breathe.

         
         “Where . . . where did she . . .” Rou’s voice sounds disjointed, like none of the words are actually hooked together.

         
         “She ran,” I say. “Into the desert.”

         
         He takes a few steps forward, as if setting out to follow her on foot. But he stops before I can find anything to say, and
            then a sound from behind us makes us both turn.
         

         
         The door to the posthouse is open, and three figures are shadowed against the light. The foremost is nearly at the edge of
            the porch, her traveling dress whipping in the wind.
         

         
         Rou does a hard pivot and starts jogging back to the porch. I follow numbly, the mud sucking at my boots. As we get nearer,
            Rou flaps his hands at Eloise, trying to send her inside, but she doesn’t budge. She’s hugging herself, shivering.
         

         
         “Papa . . .” she gasps once we’re in earshot.

         
         “Inside,” Rou croaks. “Inside, Eloise.”

         
         Together we all file back through the door, edging past Iano, who’s staring up the street.

         
         “The guards are coming,” he says as I draw even with him, nodding up the slope.

         
         I follow his gaze to where a knot of mounted riders are materializing in the rain. Lightning flashes off metal helms.

         
         Tamsin reaches out and grasps his sleeve, dragging him back inside. We cluster in the doorway. The post manager is righting the chairs that were flung aside just moments ago, but one look at the shock and dismay on our faces, and she seems to think better of making any reprimand. 

         
         “I’m riding out after her,” Rou says, first to nobody in particular, and then homing in on Eloise. “I’m going after her. You
            stay here . . .”
         

         
         “Papa, the guards,” she whispers. She’s spattered with rain, and still shivering. I remember the threat of prison if we’re
            not out of Moquoia by the end of the hour, and suddenly I’m in agreement about one thing—she needs to get out of Pasul.
         

         
         “Then you take the coach,” Rou says. “You and Veran go as far as you can tonight, and keep going until you reach Callais.
            Have Colm send a letter to your mother . . .”
         

         
         “I’ll go after her,” I say.

         
         “No.”

         
         “Rou . . .”

         
         “No.” There’s pure agony in his voice. His hand jumps to the wall almost involuntarily, as if he suddenly needed to steady himself.
         

         
         “I know where she’s going.” I swallow. “I know exactly where she’s going. You won’t be able to find her camp, but I can. And . . . she knows me.”
         

         
         The unspoken meaning hangs in the air.

         
         She knows me.

         
         She doesn’t know you.

         
         Something close to horror mixes with the agony on Rou’s face. I bite my lip, but I don’t break his gaze. I take a shuddering
            breath. “I’ll go. You stay with Eloise and send word to Queen Mona.”
         

         
         “Your parents—”

         
         “Won’t know until I’m back,” I say. “We’ll say I ran away. And I will, if you put me on that coach.”

         
         Rou’s face spasms—I’m being absolutely wretched, I know it—but before he can reply, Eloise gives a thick burst of coughing
            that she’s clearly been fighting to hold back. She hunches over, her hands over her mouth, struggling to draw a breath. Both
            Rou and I take one of her shoulders.
         

         
         Iano’s leaning against the window, his anxious face reflected in the panes. “They’re at the intersection.”

         
         “No,” Rou says to nobody, to all of us, almost on principle.

         
         Tamsin leaves our huddle, but instead of going to the window, she heads for the post manager, picking up the quill and inkwell
            on the table along the way.
         

         
         Eloise gulps a few breaths and straightens, her hand on her chest. I thread my shoulder under hers and look to Rou entreatingly.
            “I can do it. I did it once—let me do it again.”
         

         
         This despite the fact that Lark probably hates me and will never trust me again.

         
         “No,” he says again. “It’s not safe.”

         
         Eloise steadies herself and takes her father’s hand.

         
         “It’s not safe for any of us, Papa,” she whispers, siding—to my shock—with me. “I need you for this trip.” She takes a difficult
            breath but presses on. “We should focus on getting to Callais and sending word to Mother. She has to know. Let Veran go.”
         

         
         He mouths the word no again, but no sound comes out. He stares at Eloise as if unable to see her.

         
         Choosing, I realize. Choosing a child. All because I was too stupid to understand what was right in front of me.

         
         Oh, Light.

         
         Tamsin gives a little whistle from her conference with the post manager, half of which is scribbled on a blank page of the ledger. She beckons to Iano, who leaves the window and joins her. She plunges a hand into his inner cloak pocket and withdraws a handful of coin. She dumps them on the post manager’s ledger. The manager scrutinizes them, tallying them up. 

         
         “Very well,” she says. “A single horse.”

         
         Tamsin raps the ledger, her face cool and intimidating even without a single spoken word.

         
         “And you weren’t here,” the manager agrees with a bow. “None of you were, save the two Eastern travelers taking the mud-coach.”

         
         Tamsin nods with satisfaction. She scribbles another few lines on the ledger, rips off the bottom of the page, and brings
            it to me.
         

         
         
            SOE URKETT

            GIANTESS FOREST TOWNSHIP

         

         “This is where you’re going?” I ask.

         
         She nods. I glance at Rou. I haven’t made clear—to any of us—whether I’ll return to Moquoia or Alcoro. If, of course, I catch
            up to Lark, and if she doesn’t murder me on sight, and if I can think of a single thing that might convince her to come back
            with me.
         

         
         The likelihood of success is not high.

         
         “I have to find Lark first,” I say. “But then . . .”

         
         There’s a new sound with the rain outside—a muddling of horses’ hooves in the mud, dim voices. Tamsin nods and claps my elbow, then tugs Iano toward the side door to the corrals. The post manager turns mildly away, taking the pile of coin to her lockbox and ignoring the rest of us. 

         
         Rou seems to have been holding a breath for at least three minutes. I look back to him, and he finally exhales.

         
         “She’s my little girl,” he says, his voice cracked in a way I’ve never heard.

         
         “I guarantee you,” I say. “She’s got more chance of surviving than any one of us. It’s not a matter of whether she’ll be all
            right. It’s a matter of whether someone can get to her before she goes somewhere we can’t find her again. Once she gets to
            her camp, she won’t stay long. Please, Rou. Take care of Eloise, like she said.”
         

         
         He flattens his palm over his chest, as if his heart is literally breaking to pieces.

         
         “I can’t say yes,” he says, and then his breath hitches. He doesn’t go on. And I realize that maybe I’m part of this equation,
            too—that as mad as he is at me, if something happens to me out there, he’ll pile it on his conscience.
         

         
         “Then don’t say yes,” I say quickly. “Just get in the coach. Go, before the bells.”

         
         He doesn’t move, doesn’t blink.

         
         There’s thumping on the porch, and Eloise suddenly turns for the side door, her arm looped through mine. I stumble alongside
            her, throwing a glance over my shoulder at Rou’s cut-open face, wondering if he’s going to stall the Moquoian guard or simply
            stand as he is now, frozen and wrecked.
         

         
         Eloise drags me out of the bright posthouse and into the shadowy maze of parked carriages. Her breath is ragged.

         
         “I have to go now, Eloise.” I squeeze her arm in mine. “Please take care of yourself.”

         
         She squeezes back but doesn’t let go—she turns to me and takes a fistful of my sodden tunic. I place my hand over hers, unsure if her grip is aggression or not. Her eyes glint in the slivered lantern light—Lark’s eyes. Was I too busy wondering if she was made of sky to see the same set of eyes I’ve been friends with my whole life? 

         
         “I’m still mad at you,” she whispers hoarsely. “But I will be much madder if you die.”
         

         
         “I won’t die.”

         
         “You can’t promise that,” she says. “So don’t. Veran. I’m going to be taking care of Papa now, as much as he’s going to be
            taking care of me. I was too little to understand what happened to him after Matariki, but I know enough now. This will kill
            him, if it goes wrong. If you can’t find her, or if one of us dies on the trip . . .”
         

         
         “Don’t, Eloise, please don’t say that.” Eloise can’t die, she can’t, she can’t.

         
         “It’s more than a possibility, Veran—don’t pretend like it’s not. I’ve gotten away from fever in the past, and you from the
            bows, but luck is against us all now.” She shakes her head, her fingers trembling on my tunic. “Just come back alive, both
            of you. Don’t—” Her other hand jumps to cover my mouth. “Don’t promise. You can’t promise. Just do it.”
         

         
         I nod behind her fingers just as a door creaks, spilling light among the shadowy carriages. From the posthouse comes a voice
            arguing in stilted Moquoian, made worse with emotion.
         

         
         “I go, I go, look—yes, yes. I with my daughter go.”
         

         
         Eloise pushes me down the row of dark stagecoaches, turning back for the little mud-coach waiting in the rain. I don’t wait to watch them board—I steal among the lines of coaches and into the street on the far side. 

         
         There are more guards in town, knocking on the doors of inns and demanding to see their registers. But there’s no raised alarm
            or shouts of discovery, so I can only assume Iano and Tamsin have managed to slip away—for now. As for me, it takes six side
            streets and a tiptoe across the roof of the general store to locate Kuree, and a breathless run through the rain to get her
            away from the town center. Bless this storm—it will certainly muddle any rogue tracks and curious sound, if it doesn’t drown
            the lot of us first.
         

         
         I make a wide circle around the perimeter of Pasul before finally reaching the edge of town. I’m cramped with cold and dogged
            by fatigue, and I can almost hear Mama hollering from here.
         

         
         Listen to your body, she shouts, she whispers, my face cradled in her palms. Your body is smarter than your brain. It tells you what it needs. Listen, Veran, listen to it.

         
         But I can’t right now, Mama. And I can’t listen to my head, either. I don’t know what I’m listening to—the truth about Lark
            has knocked all sense out of me.
         

         
         I hope Mama and Papa will understand. I hope they won’t blame Rou. I hope he’ll be all right—I hope Eloise will be all right.

         
         I hope I haven’t used the last of my luck.

         
         And Lark . . .

         
         I have no idea what to hope for her, so with a kick, I urge Kuree forward. She springs over the flooded flats.

         
         We thunder back into the Ferinno.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Tamsin

         
         Iano reins the horse in on top of the ridge overlooking Pasul. We had almost no time to select a mount from the corrals, and
            even less to properly saddle it, so we’re on an old, bow-backed mare with only a blanket beneath us. But I’m light, and the
            poor animal so far seems sturdy enough, bringing us to the crest of the trail just as the thunderstorm slackens.
         

         
         We sit for a moment, watching the dark clouds tumble away into the desert. Every now and again a stray bolt leaps from the
            sky to connect with the earth.
         

         
         “By the colors, I hope they’ll be all right,” Iano says. He’s in front of me, his waist a solid trunk for me to cling to.
            I lean my head on his shoulder blade, gazing out at the open sky and absently worrying the amber beads on my too-loose si-oque.
         

         
         He twists on the mare’s back, turning to look me over with anxious eyes. Things are lightening now into an early sunset made
            brilliant by the streaks of clouds still left in the west. His damp skin and hair are glazed with red and orange.
         

         
         Tekonnsi. Urksi. Energy. Contentment.
         

         
         I feel neither of those things.

         
         He reaches back to brush my cheek with his thumb. He runs his fingers through the fuzz of my hair.

         
         “Tamsin . . . I’m sorry.”

         
         I am, too. I don’t know what this thing looks like now, this bridge between him and me. It feels like every peg and rafter
            holding it together has gone up in flames, and all that’s left is a smoking scaffold waiting to collapse.
         

         
         How long before this giddy relief at being reunited wears thin?

         
         He takes my hand and presses my fingers to his lips, squeezing his eyes shut. When he opens them again, the light has shifted,
            as it did so often in my cell window. It slides from the tekonnsi reds into dequasi golds.
         

         
         New beginnings.

         
         That one, maybe, is more appropriate, though a beginning, at present, sounds exhausting.

         
         He squeezes my fingers again before letting them go and turning back around.

         
         “It’s a day over the ridge, and then another to Giantess,” he says. “We’ll have to be careful of the crossroads. You’re sure
            Soe still lives there?”
         

         
         I’m sure. It’s been three years since I shared a locked room with her and a dulcimer in the Blows, but I stopped to visit
            for a day on my way out to Vittenta all those weeks ago, before this disaster came roaring into my life. And anyway, all the
            other possible refuges I can think of are noble houses in Tolukum, and it’s not safe for either of us to depend on those.
            I nod.
         

         
         “All right. To Soe’s. You’ll let me know when we should stop?”

         
         I pat him tiredly in affirmation. He releases a breath and nudges the horse forward.

         
         “I hope . . .” he begins, and then falls silent. We sway with the mare’s movement as she steps over a crumbling log.

         
         “I hope we can figure this thing out,” he says.

         
         I run my index finger down his spine and trace a few letters on his back.

         
         WE WILL

         
         He straightens. “Sorry, I missed that . . . ?”

         
         Too complex. I revise.

         
         I WILL

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Lark

         
         By midnight, the last dregs of the storm have been defeated by the desert as if it never was. The moon beats down in a harsh
            half slice, just bright enough to catch the big rocks and rough spots in time to weave around them. But not bright enough
            to track my trail—for that I’m grateful. With any luck someone following will only have a general direction, and not the direct
            line I’m cutting across the barren flats.
         

         
         Rat whines from the saddle. He hates being on Jema’s back, but he was lagging, and I can’t risk slowing down for him. He squirms
            against my hold on his ruff.
         

         
         “It’s okay.” I try to scratch his ears, but I can’t lift my hand or else he’ll worm off my lap. “It’s okay.”

         
         It’s not okay. Jema has slowed to a plod and is tripping over stones—soon I’ll have no choice but to stop and let her rest. I can’t stand the thought of stopping, because if I do, that current of memories I’m just managing to outrun will catch up with me, sweep alongside, carry me away. It’s like the flash floods in the canyons—they never give any warning. There’s just a moment’s sound of grinding rock, a wash of rising water, before a torrent of debris eats a path through the earth. 

         
         Come with me.

         
         Things could be different.

         
         Jema catches a hoof on a rock, and I lurch to grab the saddle horn. At once, the images I’ve been staving off prickle my brain—that
            unhinged Cypri man lunging for me, hands out. The sweet, smooth face of the girl, all freckles and eyelashes and soft curves.
            Tamsin’s sharp, shrewd stare. Veran, utterly aghast, clutching his face. That name, tossed at me over and over, as if hoping
            it would stick.
         

         
         That smell, of dark coffee and cinnamon, drunk hot in ceramic mugs rimmed in gold.

         
         I shake, brushing myself, slapping my vest—I can’t get that scent off me, can’t get rid of it. It overpowers the water-flushed
            sage and wet dirt, the smell of horse and dog and old leather, the smell of my own skin and hair, the back of my bandanna,
            which is up even though it’s dark and damp, the sooty grease spread thick on my cheeks. Every single thing I’ve ever been
            and ever trusted, drowned.
         

         
         Jema stumbles again, and I kick her harder than I mean to.

         
         “Come on,” I urge her. “Please, Jema, just a little farther.”

         
         She snorts and plods a little faster, head drooping. My stomach surges with every tired step.

         
         Three Lines. Three Lines is my only chance now. I’ll put Rose on the ox, with Sedge leading it, and little Whit with Andras on Pokey. Lila can take Moll on Jema, and I’ll walk with Weed. We won’t have time to pack, or disassemble the lean-to, or bring coals with us. We’ll leave things as they are—the fire rings, the rock walls, the deep, sweet water pocket that never ran dry. We’ll head north, into the plains. They’ll expect me to go south, or east, into familiar territory, but I won’t. We’ll find someplace in the endless bison grasslands, or farther, into the wolf-wilds, where the grass turns to talus and the trees disappear. Somewhere nobody will find us, not ever. 

         
         For the hundredth time, I wonder where Saiph is—if he’s back in Pasul, or if he never made it there at all, or if he got lost
            or hurt or killed on the road. For the hundredth time, I wonder if Rose is still alive, or if she died because of this disastrous
            decision to leave my campmates alone.
         

         
         For the hundredth time, I curse Veran Greenbrier deep in my gut.

         
         Rat whines again. Not far away, a single coyote croons a lone, mournful note, perhaps expecting an answer and receiving none.
            I shiver at the sound and the slice of wind through still-wet clothes.
         

         
         “Farther, Jema,” I call. “Just a little farther.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epilogue

         
         In Tolukum Palace, this night is not a time of rest.

         
         Queen Isme stands in her parlor, clutching a crimson robe around her throat and listening to her private guard nervously report
            that there is still no trace of Prince Iano—or the Eastern translator.
         

         
         Kimela Novarni sits before her mirror, turning her head this way and that as she scrutinizes which jewels to wear for her
            debut performance—a performance she’s determined to give despite the sudden disappearance of the prince.
         

         
         Minister Kobok paces the rug in front of his fireplace. He’s dismissed all his servants and forgone his elaborate evening
            ritual. Every now and then, his gaze strays to the small box on his mantel, and his pacing quickens.
         

         
         Many floors below, Mistress Fala tries to concentrate on cataloging the pungent cleaning solutions in the supply closet, but
            her thoughts keep straying to the halls above. So much in the palace has changed in so short a time, and the work that had
            seemed so safe now seems fraught with danger around every corner.
         

         
         Throughout the rest of the palace, the halls bustle with hushed activity. A girl hurries from fireplace to fireplace with her bucket of ashes. A boy scrubs the colored tiles at the roots of the silent cedar trees. Outside, a glass cleaner pauses his precarious ascent to pick up a dead sparrow from a windowsill, tucking it into the bag on his belt with several others. 

         
         There is no rest.

         
         The work goes relentlessly on.
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