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      The saddest thing about Mom’s life is that she spent all of it waiting on Dad. She knew he couldn’t just stop in to visit whenever he wanted—he was king, after all, and that keeps you busy.

      Plus, of course, he was married.

      That’s the reason we had to keep his love for Mom a secret. It would hurt his wife, and she’s a very kind lady. He was clear about that—he cared about Mom, but he loved his wife. If Mom or I did anything to hurt her, he would be very, very angry. Mom was the kind of person who relocated mice instead of killing them. She would never have done anything to hurt anyone, especially not someone Dad loved.

      There were many things I wished when I was growing up, but most of all, I wish Dad would have called before he came over to visit. He never did, which is why Mom got up and got dressed and did her hair and makeup every single day . . . just in case he had time to come by. Watching her wash off her makeup every night, her face downcast, her hands moving absently, it upset me for reasons I couldn’t quite articulate. Watching her disappointment began to feel like some kind of metaphor for her life.

      She spent every moment waiting, and waiting, and waiting.

      For him to come for a visit.

      For him to smile at her.

      For him to share a kind word.

      For him to send her a gift or a token—something that meant she mattered to him.

      For him to tell her that she was enough—that he really did care about her in the ways that matter.

      More than anything else, that’s why I hate him the most. For all that wasted time. She waited on him for her entire life. Mom never blamed him, of course. She credited him with saving her from death until the very end. She said I was her miracle—that I’d never exist at all if it wasn’t for Dad—because she’d never have lived long enough to have me. Every single minute she was afforded from the moment they met was bonus time, and she only had it because he healed her.

      But no one can escape forever, and Dad didn’t heal her in the end.

      I don’t cry at her funeral, even though I’m profoundly sad. And no matter how long I wait, no matter how many times I glance at my watch, no matter how late it grows, he never comes to pay his respects.

      That’s when I realize that I’ve spent my entire life waiting for him, too.

      For a kind look.

      For a compliment.

      For a nod of approval.

      I never got any of those things.

      Just like my mother, I am profoundly pathetic.

      Which is why, at the age of seventeen, I resolve to run away. I’ve heard the Unmarked will take people, no matter their background, if they’re clear of the Mark. They have communities a lot like ours, people who won’t know my father. Who would never guess that he didn’t find Mom or me good enough.

      Unless he was drunk and angry. Then we were just what he needed.

      But the very morning I plan to leave, a letter arrives.

      Dear Adam,

      You’ve been invited to join the training program for the Royal Guard. It’s quite an honor, and you shouldn’t take it lightly. Thanks to your promising test scores and superior physical examination, we’re prepared to waive the expense of training.

      If you’re interested in becoming a royal guard, please present yourself on the first Monday of the month at the registration desk in the front office of the Royal Armory.

      Sincerely,

      Clayton Hess, Captain of the Royal Guard

      The first Monday of the month is in three days. I should probably still leave, but I can’t, no more than a dog could run away from its owner. The same hand that always cuffed me is offering me a bite of bacon. It’s not much, but I could more easily draw a blade across my own throat than I could turn down the proffered treat.

      So I show up on Monday.

      And every day thereafter.

      Dad never acknowledges me.

      Most days I’m not sure whether he remembers me.

      Our only real interactions were the times I leapt in front of Mom to spare her, deflecting his blows the only way I could. It’s possible, given our limited contact, that he’s forgotten me entirely. Or maybe he knows who I am, but wishes he didn’t. A small part of me hopes that he just can’t show it. I am being trained near the palace where his wife lives. The one he loves, the one he never mistreated.

      Some days, I wonder whether perhaps he saw something in my stoicism. Perhaps his attacks on my mother were intended to cause me to react, a test of sorts. If so, I hope that I passed. Perhaps my admittance into the guard was my reward. Maybe he has found me to be good enough, for this at least. To serve him. To bask in the glow of his glory. To protect him from any outside threat.

      I hate how much I want him to find me acceptable.

      But I want it anyway.

      Until the day Ruby appears. From that first moment, when Solomon says she’s his daughter, I love her more than I’ve ever loved anyone, excepting Mom.

      And I hate her, too.

      She’s so bright and shiny. She’s so fiery and sure of herself. And the terrifying, impressive, dire soldier with her scares me down to my toes. He clearly worships her the way every citizen of WPN worships King Solomon. Or maybe even more. The way he looks at her, like she hung the moon and decorated the sky with the stars—it’s unnerving.

      It shouldn’t improve my opinion of her, but it does. Strangely, my admiration actually exceeds my jealousy.

      She waltzes in, and because her mother was . . . what? What did Queen Josephine have that my mother didn’t? I don’t know how to define it, but even I can see it. Queen Josephine and Ruby are both lit from within with the same kind of light. I want to leap in front of my half-sister and tell her who I am, but I have no idea what would happen if I did something that imprudent.

      Maybe she would stare at me, stunned.

      Maybe she’d slap me.

      Maybe she’d hug me and cry.

      Maybe Dad would have me shot.

      I’m not sure what reaction I hope for, or which one I fear the most. But I know that as I listen to her, for the first time, I understand what I’ve been missing. The pieces finally fall together in my brain, and I’m ashamed I didn’t see it before, for myself. Solomon isn’t God’s chosen. He’s not a good person at all. In fact, he’s despicable. And it took a little girl younger than I am to help me realize it.

      I’ve been serving someone who is terribly unworthy.

      I vow then and there that I won’t do it anymore. So when the chance comes, I support my sister. I don’t tell her who I am or why I’m on her side, but I am there for her.

      Forever.

      And in a somewhat similar way to the joy I found serving Solomon, I’m elated to protect my sister. She’s so good, and so well-intentioned, in a way I’ve never seen. She would have accepted my mother, I’m almost sure of it. She would have taken care of us. She takes care of everyone, and she always does the right thing. For the first time in my life, I yearn for family, and to have a real place in this world.

      And for the first time, I contemplate telling her who I really am. I’m not just a guard sitting outside her cell while we wait the requisite days to make sure she was protected in the Trial by Fire. I’m not just a man who was trained by David Solomon to guard him from threats. I’m not a hand-me-down captain of the guard who’s doing his job.

      I’d leap in front of a bullet for her.

      I’d lie down on a train track.

      I’d walk through fire, without being asked, if it could help her or keep her safe.

      I open my mouth to tell her . . . something. I’m not sure what, but something. But before I can . . .

      “Would you rather,” Ruby asks, “have the general public think you’re wonderful while your family knows you’re a terrible person, or have the general public hate you, but your family be proud, because you treat them right?”

      Ruby’s best friend Wesley frowns. “This one’s easy. Obviously—”

      “Ah, ah, ah,” Ruby says. “It’s Adam’s turn.”

      I bite my lip. “It’s not much of a question, really. In one scenario, I’m a good person, and in one I’m not, right? I think, regardless of who thinks you’re good, you should want to be a good person at heart.”

      Ruby shakes her head. “The question doesn’t address whether you’re actually good. You could be good or bad in either scenario. You’re you. The question is, which set of people’s opinions do you value? The general public? Or your family and close friends?”

      I shake my head. “Let’s assume I’m a good person, then—”

      Ruby stands up and walks toward me, placing her hand against the plexiglass separating her from where I’m sitting in the hall. She’s so close, every speck of her attention focused on me. It’s a little bit unnerving. “It’s not about truth, Adam. Focus here for a moment. It’s about whose opinion matters most. Which is it? Family, or the world at large?”

      Hers, I want to say. It’s the only one that matters. But she doesn’t know I’m her family. And I doubt she considers me a friend. I blink. What should I say? What would she say? Obviously, the one affects the other. If the world thought I was disgusting, would Ruby want anything to do with me? “I don’t have much family. My parents are both dead, and I don’t have any friends. I guess I’d choose the general public.”

      Ruby’s face falls. “No family and no friends?”

      Except for you, I want to say. It’s my opening. I can tell her, right now, and she has to listen. She’s stuck in this cell. But Wesley’s looking at me over her shoulder with so much pity it practically chokes me. I don’t want to tell her like this, with the two of them feeling sorry for me. “My mom and I were really close, but she died of cancer two years ago.” Okay, that’s not helping. Now they feel even worse. “I enlisted right after that.” I’m fine. I have a job. I have a career, and I’m strong.

      My half sister has no idea who I am, but she closes her eyes and leans against the plexiglass as if drawing nearer might comfort me. “I’m sorry, Adam. I haven’t known you long, but for what it’s worth, I consider you a friend.”

      My heart lifts. She considers me a friend? She has no idea who I am or what I’ve been through, but she’s worried about me. I almost spit it out. You’re my only family in all the world and I love you. But I can’t risk scaring her away. I can’t quite help the smile that sort of claws its way out. “Then maybe I’ll pick friends instead of the public.”

      “Oh, come on,” Wesley says. “This handsome, muscled dude flirts with you all day, but the second I say anything about kissing or relationships—”

      Flirts? Kissing? I practically choke. “I would never flirt with Her Royal Highness.” That would be disgusting. And inappropriate. And gross.

      “Oh, woe is me.” Wesley stands up and begins to pace. “I have no friends and no family, which is why I focus on intrinsic goodness, and perfecting my six-pack abs. Since I inevitably have time left over, I’d better work on making my biceps the size of cantaloupes. My perfect hair and Adonis-like facial features can’t quite drown out the sorrow of my life.” He snorts. “All you need is a puppy or an orphan child you’re raising on your own, and you’d be ready to go trolling on the beach.”

      I like Wesley usually, but right now he seems to be insinuating that I’m trying to separate Ruby’s affections from Sam and draw them to myself. I suppress a shudder, since she doesn’t know who I am and she might take that the wrong way. “I have no idea what he’s talking about most of the time. Trolls? There aren’t any trolls, and if there were, they’d certainly not be walking anywhere near a beach.”

      Wesley slaps his forehead. “I was saying that you flirt with Ruby all day long, but if I so much as even think about telling her she looks amazing in those jeans and that t-shirt, which you do, by the way, Rubes, then—”

      Sam clears his throat behind me.

      I jump. I have no idea how he always does that, but it’s very hard to act competent when he’s always appearing silently out of nowhere.

      “See?” Wesley shakes his head with practiced exasperation. “Lover Boy shows up to scowl at me and flex his muscles and generally stomp around.”

      I glance at Sam. “I think Lover Boy knows I have no intention of ever wooing Her Royal Highness.”

      “Wooing?” Sam smirks. “And can I just say how happy I am that Wesley’s stupid nickname for me is catching on?”

      In that moment, I realize that it’s not only Ruby I want to win over. I long for Sam to consider me a friend. Or even, eventually, as family. Their approval means so much more than Solomon’s ever did. I think about it during Ruby’s coronation. And I ponder her question about the future, about what I’d give up if it meant I had a place and a family.

      I realize that I’d do most anything to belong.

      “Adam?” Ruby asks. “What about you?”

      I blink. What about me, what?

      “Could you stand in as Regent?” Ruby looks me up and down and smiles encouragingly.

      If she knew who I was, she would never ask me to step in for her. She’d be too afraid that I’d reach for more.

      And if I’m honest, she’d probably also be worried that I’m too much like our father. That’s the real reason I’ve never confessed who I am. She hates him so much, how could none of that sentiment transfer to me?

      If she ever looks at me with anything bordering on the level of hate she reserved for him . . . I couldn’t handle it. I can’t. But if I don’t tell her and she finds out any other way, that’s it. It’ll be the end of all my hopes for a future with a family.

      “I’m a guard. I couldn’t possibly.” Maybe that’ll be enough to dissuade her.

      “You’re the captain of my guard,” she continues, “voted in by the confidence of your co-workers in spite of your youth. Sworn to protect and obey me.”

      I agonize for a moment but finally, as if the words are ripped from my very soul, I say, “I can’t. I won’t.” I will never be like him. I will never order people around. And I’ll never do anything that might endanger my relationship with her.

      “Why not?” Her huge blue eyes are wounded—filled with hurt that I’m causing.

      I look down at my hands, anywhere but at the sister I love with every part of a soul that’s stained and blackened by my past. “I should’ve told you right away.” Now I’ve done it. It’s the beginning of the end. I lied to her by omission, and after I fess up . . .

      “What should you have told me right away?”

      I glance up long enough to confirm the suspicion I hear in her voice. “I didn’t quite rise in the ranks on my own merits, not entirely.” Or at least, I’m not sure whether I did.

      “What does that mean?” She’s practically scowling at me.

      I explain about my mom—how she thought David Solomon healed her—and how grateful she was, and how she was willing to do anything, to give Solomon anything, to show how happy she was. And then I explain what that got her:

      Me.

      No husband.

      And a lot of what (now) appears to have been misplaced gratitude.

      “So that means . . . ” Her eyes are wide, almost fearful, but there’s more there too. I think it’s hope.

      “I’m your older brother.” My heart nearly beats itself out of my chest while I wait to see how she’ll react. Will she call me a liar? Will she hate me? Will she cast me out?

      After a flurry of questions, Ruby looks me in the eye, and for the first time in my entire life, someone sees me. Not the guard. Not the errant, disappointing son. Not the nuisance that must be dealt with.

      Me.

      Hopes. Dreams. Fears. Inadequacy.

      And she doesn’t turn and run. She doesn’t yell. She accepts me. I can see that much, at least. She loves me in spite of all of it. In spite of the sins of my father.

      “I know you don’t know me—”

      Ruby stands up. “I do know you, actually. You grew up just like me, without a dad. And recently, without a mom, too. You learned as you grew that your father wasn’t who you hoped he was. Instead of caring for you, he broke you a little inside every day. But I also know that those things don’t define us. Which is why I’m leaving you to rule in my place. I trust you to prevent the Port Heads from attacking the Marked, and I trust you to serve the people here and prepare to help the Marked, whether we can cure them or not.”

      “This is a mistake,” Wesley says.

      But I vow then and there that it won’t be a mistake. Trusting me will be the best decision Ruby has ever made.
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      Tercera wrecked all my dad’s hopes and dreams.

      There’s no place for an Olympic athlete in a world that doesn’t care about excellence, or athletics. Post Tercera, nothing mattered except food, shelter, science, and survival. My mom’s medical degree became more valuable than ever . . . but Dad’s accomplishments narrowed to one: he was a crack shot. His gold medal became an ancient relic, meaningful only to his family.

      I figured, when I followed him into security, that I’d never be in a similar position. I mean, the one thing you can count on in a post-apocalyptic world is that they’ll always need a gunslinger. Right? But here I am, at the ripe age of twenty, and I’m already unemployed. “What would you do if your little sister brokered world peace, eliminating your job?”

      “Please hold still.” Lisa the dressmaker mumbles grumpily, her lips compressed around a handful of straight pins.

      I shift on principle and get poked in the side rather sharply for my efforts. I’m not sure why I thought she’d have any answers for me. No one can fix the problem of my irrelevance.

      Ruby used to be the one with no idea what to do with her life, not me. I’ve always known. They called me a prodigy when I hit the bullseye with pretty much any projectile at the age of nine. But now Ruby’s busier than ever, leading not one, not two, but three countries, and I’m drifting around, lost, being fitted for the ugliest bridesmaid’s dress of all time, for her wedding.

      I’m happy for her. Like, as happy as anyone could be in the whole entire world, happy. I can’t think of anything I’d rather do than dance at her wedding, truthfully. But it kind of throws the inadequacies of my life into sharp relief by contrast. At least the dressmakers keep these fittings as short as they possibly can. I’m sure having me glowering at them doesn’t improve their day much either.

      “You may go.” Lisa’s face is sour, but then it’s always like that.

      “Thanks.” I’m out of the room so fast that I don’t check to make sure the hallway is clear and barrel right into Adam, Ruby’s half brother. His hands wrap around my waist to keep me from falling.

      Some days I wish she didn’t have a half brother at all. It’s not his fault, but the existence of a legitimate, blood sibling sort of leaves me feeling . . . I don’t know. Like an imposter. “Sorry,” I mutter.

      He still hasn’t released my waist. My stomach flips, and then it flops. I brush his hands away.

      His eyes widen. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean—”

      “Whatever,” I say. “It’s fine.”

      “Oh!” Ruby’s standing at the end of the hall, wearing a bright red blouse and slacks. She waves and races toward us as if we might not have seen her, dressed like a torch.

      “Do you need to talk to me?” I ask. “Or Adam?”

      “Both of you, actually,” she says.

      Weird. “Okay,” I say.

      She points at the Garden Room, which is my least favorite place in the whole house. It’s like a boardroom and a greenhouse had a baby, and that screaming brat is ugly.

      We duck inside, and thankfully she doesn’t ask us to sit. “So I know it’s odd for me to be asking this,” she says. “But Sam doesn’t really want to have to ask you for some reason.”

      I blink.

      “Rhonda, will you be my Maid of Honor?”

      My mouth curls into a huge grin. “Of course I will.”

      But why is he here?

      As if Ruby can hear my thoughts, she turns to face Adam. “So here’s the odd part, but look, we asked Job to officiate for us. He’s been reading the Bible with Sam, which is bizarre, but whatever. Since he’s officiating, and Rafe straight up refuses to be in the wedding party, Sam wanted to know whether you’d be willing to be his Best Man?”

      I kind of expect Adam to be angry. I mean, Ruby’s basically saying that he’s third in line, and she’s asking for Sam . . . I’d be annoyed at the very least.

      But Adam’s entire face lights up with joy, as if he wasn’t handsome enough before. “I’d be honored.”

      Ruby hugs him. Why does he get a hug? I didn’t. I don’t frown, because that would be childish, but I’m about to stomp my foot, I swear. Ruby’s arm wraps around me then and drags me into a bizarre three-person hug. You’d think as a twin with a younger adoptive sister, something like this would have happened in my life before, but nope, this is my first three-way hug.

      Ruby’s so small that it’s really me and Adam hugging, with one arm slung around each of us by her. I don’t love it.

      Adam’s half smile annoys me even more.

      I clear my throat. “Well, I have—”

      “I know you’re both busy,” Ruby says. “I didn’t mean to interrupt, but thank you, both of you. You two and Job and Rafe are the most important people in our lives.”

      Is Adam tearing up? Oh, come on.

      I cannot wait to get out of here and move on with my day.

      Except over the next few days, Adam and I keep being flung together. First Ruby asks me to help select the flowers for the ceremony—me and Adam, under the auspices that we need to approve the corsages for the wedding party. And then we both have to help select gifts for the wedding party, which is really only me, Adam, and baby Rose. So basically, we walk down the street shopping for ourselves.

      It gets bad enough that I almost run when I see Ruby coming.

      “Hey, Rhonda, you have time to help Adam pick a cake, don’t you?” Ruby asks. “Sam and I are stuck approving a few of the new transition laws and it’s a real drag.”

      How can I turn down cake tasting when she’s poring over boring legal treatises? Ugh. “Of course.”

      “Good. So listen, you know I love chocolate, but Sam likes things to be a little fruity. So, maybe pick two? Then people can get whichever they want.”

      I almost suggest that I select the cakes without Adam’s help, but I don’t quite have the nerve. I feel like any objection on my part would be misconstrued. “Okay,” I say. “Sure.”

      I skip lunch so that I’ll be hungry, but that means that when I reach the tasting and Adam’s not there, I’m a little crabby about it. Fifteen minutes later, when he finally shows up, I’m about ready to rip his throat out.

      “Sorry,” he says when he finally arrives. “I had a meeting—”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I say. “We get it. You’re busy. We’re all busy.” Except me. I have nothing to do. Thanks for the reminder. “Ready to eat some cake?” I point at the plates in front of me. “Because Olivia insisted on waiting for you to arrive.” If my eyes flash and my tone is sharp, well, I’m hangry.

      “Absolutely.” Adam drops into a seat. For some reason, I expect him to take small bites, careful of how much sugar he eats. Most guys with abs like his watch their diet closely.

      But no. He eats like a kid who never got invited to a single birthday party growing up. “Oh my gosh, this is amazing.”

      His eyes go round as saucers when he eats the plain old chocolate cake. And when he tries the strawberry cream. And the lemon poppyseed. And the almond. And the vanilla bean.

      I want to be annoyed, but I find that I can’t. He’s too cute. I don’t like him, obviously, but maybe he’s growing on me. He’s kind of like a puppy. It pees on your shoes, but it’s so adorable that you almost don’t mind.

      By the time we’re done, I’m thoroughly charmed, but I remember to act annoyed. “You’re no help at all.” But the corners of my mouth keep turning up against my will.

      “I’m just saying, I don’t think we can choose a bad one.” He beams at me. “Olivia did such a wonderful job, that they’re all perfect.”

      I sigh. “Fine. Let’s do the red velvet, so it’s a little dressier than plain old chocolate, and a strawberries and cream.”

      “Did she mention how many guests will attend?” Olivia asks. “I’ve pressed a few times, but she never gives me an answer.”

      I shake my head. “No idea.”

      “I’ve been asking too,” Adam says. “I really need a guest list so we can plan the total number of guards and where to place them.”

      I don’t laugh, but it’s kind of nice to see that there are problems, even for people who have fulfilling and appreciated jobs.

      “Actually, Rhonda, you might be ideally situated to get a feel for that,” Adam says.

      He and Olivia are eyeing me like a group of hungry tigers, which makes me the exhausted gazelle at the back of the herd. “Oh, no. I’m not going to force her to make any final decisions.”

      “The wedding is in a month,” Olivia says. “I need to know. Strawberries aren’t hard to grow in February, but I’ve got to talk to Jose to plan out the chocolate order. Not to mention, Ruby hasn’t finalized the menu for the dinner.”

      “I hear what you’re saying.” I stand up and start to inch away from them. “The next time I see her, I’ll try and pin her down on the size and get her to focus on a guest list.”

      “That sound like a good idea,” Adam says.

      Even though it’s important, it’s hard for me to feel like they’re not asking me to do this because I have nothing else going on.

      The next day, when I see Ruby coming, I should be prepping myself to grill her about the size of the wedding, but instead, Adam’s face flashes through my brain and without much thought, I turn and head the other way. She trots after me doggedly, seemingly oblivious that I’m trying to ditch her. I finally give up and let her catch me. It’s fairly impressive she kept jogging after me with such tiny legs. “Hey! Rhonda!” She’s breathing heavily. “I’m so glad I ran into you.”

      Emphasis on the ran. “Right, me too.” Not. What wedding thing does she plan to hurl at me now, which will inevitably toss me in the same room as Adam?

      “Hey, so.” She pants a bit. “Sam and I were thinking that maybe you and—”

      “I’m going to stop you right there. If there’s something else you were thinking I might do with Adam—”

      “With Adam?” She frowns. “I was going to ask if you and Job could help me narrow down my selection on the invitations. But if you—”

      “Oh, then sure.” I sense an opening and take it. “Speaking of invitations, have you figured out how many people will be present?” There. I did what they wanted.

      “Actually,” Ruby says, “I had a brilliant idea.”

      Of course she did. Does she have any other kind? “What?”

      “I’m going to keep it very, very small. Rafe—”

      “I still can’t believe Rafe doesn’t want to be best man. You’d think as Sam’s only brother . . . ”

      Ruby laughs. “Sam’s not offended. Rafe will be there—and that’s about as far as it goes. Rafe hates any kind of organized party, and the idea of a government-sanctioned ceremony, well.” She shrugs. “For best man, we needed someone who would actively help us prepare, someone who’s excited and happy to help. Rafe is many things, but one thing he’s not is a helpful people pleaser. Plus, he lives in Baton Rouge.”

      You certainly couldn’t find someone more interested in pleasing Ruby and Sam than Adam. He practically bends over backward. “Alright, well, when did you—”

      Ruby smacks her forehead. “Oh drat. I just remembered. Job’s going out with your mom tonight—they’re doing that health clinic thing on Thursday nights.”

      My lips press together.

      “So maybe it will be you and Adam looking over the invitations. You don’t mind, do you? I mean, is that a problem, the two of you spending time together?” I swear there’s a sparkle in Ruby’s eyes this time.

      “What are you doing?” I put a hand on my hip.

      She shrugs. “Nothing. Why are you asking? Does being around my brother make you feel . . . uncomfortable?”

      When I scan her face this time, I don’t see any sign of mischievousness. Maybe she really is swamped—no, of course she is—she’s running three governments and hammering out the details of a peace treaty with CINOW. Geez, what’s wrong with me?

      I schlep myself over to the Garden Room (why do all these meetings always have to happen here?) to meet Adam after dinner, like Ruby told me to, and this time, he’s there already, poring over the options. He looks like he’s deciding how to solve the problem of world hunger.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more devoted Best Man,” I say.

      “Have you seen many Best Men?”

      When he looks at me, something zips through me, and I shiver. I can’t look away.

      “Have you?” Adam’s expression is open, honest, and bright, like always.

      Have I what? “Uh, I’m sorry?”

      “Have you seen many Best Men?”

      Right. I shake my head. “Nope, not really.”

      “Well, if you have pointers, let me know. I really want to do this right.”

      I’ve always viewed his eagerness with annoyance, like he’s trying to show me up. He has the job I wish I had, and he’s always there, helping Ruby with whatever she needs. He knows everyone within WPN and has a place at her side without even trying. Me, on the other hand, I’m an add-on. A byline. Someone Ruby needs to help instead of the other way around. I hate being a charity case, but that’s how I feel, pretty much all the time these days.

      Give me a lion to slay, and I’m there, sword drawn. But sitting around, buffing my nails? No thanks.

      For the first time, though, I see the vulnerability in his eyes. He’s as desperate a man as I’ve ever seen—to make Ruby happy.

      Could I have dreamed up a better brother for her?

      No, I could not.

      Maybe I ought to ease up a little.

      So that night, when I sit down to discuss the invitations, and the list of fifty people to whom they will be sent, I don’t fight back the smiles that keep rising up. And Adam rewards me with plenty of grins of his own.

      It’s actually fun, this wedding planning. And for the first time in a long time, I enjoy myself. “This wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be,” I say. “But I’d better head to bed.”

      “So we’re decided on this one?” He shows me the simplest one.

      “I think Sam would like it best,” I say. “And Ruby approved them all.”

      “I’m glad you know him so well,” Adam says.

      I snort. “I’m just relieved Ruby doesn’t mind.”

      He frowns. “Mind what?”

      “Nothing,” I say. “Never mind.” I have a tendency to way overshare, but for some reason I don’t want to do that here. I feel like the ground beneath me is shifting too quickly lately, especially around Adam. It’s unnerving.

      “You can tell me,” he says. “Whatever it is.”

      And I realize he’s serious. “I had a crush on Sam for a while,” I say.

      He laughs. “Join the club.”

      Oh my goodness. Is he gay? I’m such an idiot.

      His eyes widen like saucers. “Oh, no, not like a real crush, but in a man-crush kind of way. I mean, who isn’t bowled over by him? He’s kind of my hero.”

      My laugh is big and embarrassingly loud.

      Adam’s eyes brighten. “I’m happy to see you laughing. You seem to hate it here. I was worried you’d bolt the second Ruby and Sam tie the knot.”

      I flatten my hands against the polished wood of the table. “I will probably go back to Baton Rouge as soon as it’s finished. My parents live there now.”

      “Oh.” Adam frowns.

      “I don’t have anything against Galveston, but there’s not much for me to do here.”

      “Ruby said you needed a break,” Adam says, “and I’d hate to overstep or make you uncomfortable, but I was hoping you might want to stay. Maybe you could work with me—I could really use the help.”

      I blink. “Work with you?” Not for him?

      “Well, I run the guard for Ruby specifically, but she needs someone else to head up the security detail for the major venues, not just for when Ruby visits, but all the time. I thought you might want to take that position. We’d both report to Sam, of course.”

      Is he tossing a job my way like you’d toss a dog a bone? Or does he really need my help? “I’ll think about it.”

      When he smiles, it sure looks genuine.

      And for the first time, when I think about the future, it has a shape, and I might have a place in it.
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      The sunshine skittering across the surface of the waves is one of my favorite things in the world. Combine that with the swooping and calling of gulls and the salty spray from the receding tide, and most any stress I have disappears. It’s one of the reasons I started running in the first place—it was an excuse to be outside.

      Not that I really need it this week. I’m just running for sheer joy this morning.

      Ruby’s getting married, and I still like the guy. I was worried for a bit there, that I might have to punch Sam. If it had come to that, I was pretty sure I’d get my clock cleaned, but I would have taken that swing anyway. Thankfully, Sam got his head back on straight and here we are. Days away from an actual wedding—the kind of commitment that Mom and I never got. Actually, knowing what I know about him now, I’m probably lucky Solomon never deemed my mom worthy.

      My feet pound on the slightly wet sand in a nearly perfect rhythm.

      I’ve been waiting my entire life to have a real family, to find exactly what I finally have. A sister who loves and accepts me. A sister I admire and adore.

      She came with a lot of bonuses. Sam is . . . there aren’t really words for how much I look up to him. In fact, Ruby’s entire family has been warm and friendly to me, which is more than I hoped. This moment in time should be perfect, but it’s not quite. How could it be? Rhonda smiled when I offered her the job, but she didn’t take it.

      I can’t think for very long about why that bothers me so much.

      After all, Job behaves like the brother I never had, and his parents act like I’m one of them, like I fit into their family perfectly.

      But I don’t think of Rhonda like a sister.

      I speed up.

      Because surely, running a few extra miles will solve this puzzling problem for me.

      A problem I don’t want to contemplate, much less talk to anyone about. I want to focus on the peace that I always find when I’m running. The light on the surface of the Gulf. The seagulls snapping up tiny clams.

      Rhonda’s face haunts all of it.

      At first she seemed to hate me. Then she was annoyed by me. Then she admitted that she liked Sam and I got it. How could someone who liked someone as perfect as Sam ever settle for me instead? At best, I’m a weak facsimile. I’m not as smart, as strong, or as awesome. Of course she doesn’t like me.

      Which is totally fine.

      It would probably be weird if she did. Me, and Ruby’s sort-of-adopted-cousin-sister. It’s such a tangle—better to avoid all of it entirely. Which is why I run a little too long and realize I’m almost out of time to shower before work. I duck around the corner of the white mansion Ruby insists I live in as part of her family.

      And I slam right into someone else. Someone softer than I am. Someone warm.

      Rhonda.

      “Oof,” she says. “Geez.”

      I leap away from her. “I’m so sorry.”

      “I was about to go for a jog.” She says her head. “I didn’t realize anyone else was up.”

      “Oh,” I say. “Did you want to run with me?”

      She frowns, taking in all my sweat, some of which embarrassingly transferred onto her shirt in our collision. “Aren’t you already done?”

      I cough. “Right. I mean, yeah, today I am, obviously.” Today I am? What am I even saying?

      “Okay.”

      How can I fix this? “I meant another day, maybe?” I shouldn’t have made that a question. It’s not like she knows what I was trying to say.

      “What time do you start running?” She glances at the sun, barely rising now.

      I shrug. “I love mornings.”

      “I can see that.” The corner of her mouth turns up in a smile.

      “You don’t?”

      She inhales. “Oh, no, I do.”

      “Feel like jogging with me tomorrow, then?”

      “Can you wait until six-thirty?” She lifts both eyebrows.

      “It’ll be a struggle,” I say with a grin. “But I suppose I could do that.”

      “Alright,” she says. “It’s a date.”

      A date? I duck my head so she won’t see my reaction, but I beam my way through my shower and right into breakfast.

      “What’s up with you?” Sam asks.

      “Nothing,” I say.

      “You look dopey,” he says rather uncharitably.

      That kills my smile. But I’m still almost giddy. I’m running with Rhonda tomorrow, at sunrise. What does it mean?

      Right before dinner, Ruby pulls me aside. “So I hear you and Rhonda are going to go over final wedding details on your jog tomorrow.”

      To prepare last minute details for the wedding. Of course. I force a smile. “Seems like an efficient use of time. Two birds with one stone and all that.”

      Ruby’s lips press together. “Really?”

      I shrug.

      “Because it seems to me like you get all nervous and jittery around her.” She leans against the wall. “Or even when I bring up her name.”

      I shake my head. “Huh?” Be cool, Adam. Be cool.

      “Are you sure you don’t like her?”

      “Of course I do,” I say. “She’s smart and funny. What’s not to like?” I feign my best idiotically obtuse smile.

      Ruby narrows her eyes at me. “Look, I need to know whether you like her, Adam, so I’m done beating around the bush.”

      Why does she need to know? Did Rhonda ask her? Or is she worried I might embarrass her? Well, she has nothing to worry about. I’d never pressure Rhonda—I’m not my father. I’m nothing like him. She doesn’t like me? Message received. “Are you asking whether I like her romantically?”

      Ruby nods.

      I compress my lips and sigh with exasperation. “Of course not. She’s your sister, which means she’s my sister. I’m not—that’s not—I mean, just, no.”

      “You realize that Rhonda’s not actually biologically related to either me or you, right?”

      “I do. I’m not a moron. But you don’t have to worry about anything like that. Not with me.”

      Ruby’s nose scrunches. “Alright. If you’re sure.”

      “I am.”

      She sighs. “Then I’ll tell him that it’s okay.”

      Tell who what? “Wait, what are we talking about?”

      “Kimball’s dad is still pressuring him—we’ve finalized nearly everything about the peace treaty, but they’d like a closer connection between our two governments. More specifically, they’d love to have someone they can trust on their side of the world. He asked my permission to court Rhonda, and if she’s amenable to the idea, she could go back home with him as an ambassador. If they hit it off, who knows where her time there might lead.” Ruby shakes her head. “Either way, if you’re not going to be upset about her leaving, I’ll let her decide what she wants to do.”

      I’m an idiot.

      But I can’t quite bring myself to admit it.

      So instead, I keep faking my smile, and I begin to dread our run. I toss and turn all night, in fact. I give up long before six in the morning and spend more than my usual half an hour reading the Bible. But today, of all days, I find nothing useful at all. Even when I close my eyes and flip to a random page. Leviticus is utterly unhelpful—purification after childbirth? Turtles? I swear, some of these chapters are bafflingly strange.

      I surrender and lace up my shoes.

      Really, having Rhonda leave with Kimball would probably be for the best. He’s handsome, smart, wealthy, and powerful. He’s got great parents, as far as I can tell, and I actually like the guy. Rhonda’s sure of herself, witty, kind, vivacious, and hilarious. She doesn’t deserve someone like me—someone who isn’t positive about much at all. Someone who grew up longing for the world’s worst father to pay him any scrap of attention.

      Ruby had the same father—but unlike me, she despised Solomon the very second she met him. She never confused sin for grace. She was never desperate for his praise or his attention or his love. She spit in his face the first time they met. Rhonda needs someone like that—not someone like me.

      When I reach the back porch, Rhonda’s already waiting, standing at the edge of the waves and staring out at the water.

      I clear my throat.

      “Morning, sleepyhead,” she says.

      I can’t help the smile. “I’ll have you know, I’ve been up for a long time.”

      “Where were you then?” She tilts her head. “Curling your hair?”

      I turn to the right and start to jog.

      “Did you already eat breakfast?” She keeps up with me easily. “Because it would be pretty funny if you puked.”

      “Hardly,” I say. “If you must know, I was reading the Bible.”

      She practically chokes.

      I slow down. “Are you alright?”

      “You’re religious?”

      “I am.” I try not to sound offended at her derision.

      “Your dad was David Solomon.”

      “True,” I say.

      “And you still believe in God?” She glances my way, her contempt clear in all the lines of her face.

      “There have been bad people who used God as a mask for their sins, and there will be again, I’m sure. It doesn’t mean that God is any less real.”

      She blinks, but she doesn’t scoff again.

      We don’t do much wedding planning. But she slowly speeds up, and I match her pace. If she’s hoping to exhaust me, it doesn’t work. Our legs are nearly the same length, and I like to run. But we’re really pounding the sand about two miles in.

      “How far down do you usually go?” Rhonda’s breathing pretty heavily.

      “However far you’d like to go.” I point ahead to where the seawall ends. “That’s about the two-and-a-half-mile mark.”

      “Whatever you usually do is fine,” she says.

      “Most mornings I go between five and ten miles,” I say.

      She bursts out laughing.

      I slow to a jog. “What’s funny about that?”

      “You’re like a machine.”

      “I enjoy running.” I try not to sound offended.

      “You have more in common with Sam than I realized,” she says. “You’ll make a good brother-in-law.”

      “Does the wedding upset you?” I ask softly.

      Rhonda stops.

      I drop to a walk and circle around to face her. “Sorry. Should I not have asked?”

      Her cheeks are pink. “It wasn’t like I ever thought that Sam and I . . . ”

      “So you’re not upset?”

      Rhonda shakes her head. “I’m happy for both of them.”

      “But it doesn’t keep you from being a little sad,” I whisper.

      Her eyes fly up to mine. “How do you know that?”

      I shrug. “I’m happy for them too.” I let the other side of my confession hang in the air, unsaid.

      “You really did have a crush on Sam?” She smirks.

      “Oh, please. I’m delighted for them, but I’m still alone.” My words sound so pathetic and small. For once, the sound of the crashing waves does nothing to comfort me. “And sometimes I wonder if I’ll always be alone.”

      Rhonda looks me up and down from my head to my toes. “You really are like Sam—completely oblivious. You must have noticed the hordes of little Christian girls who giggle and bat their eyes at you everywhere you go.”

      I lift one eyebrow. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      She turns back toward the house. “I think that a solid five miles is enough for me.”

      I follow, but I think about what she’s saying. There are plenty of women who live here, in Galveston, citizens of World Peace Now, who might be interested in me. I’m sure that’s probably true.

      But I don’t like any of them.

      The words are on the tip of my tongue—but then I think back to Rhonda’s future. Even if she might like me, would she be better off with me or with someone like Kimball?

      That answer is pretty obvious.

      So when she asks me about the plans for the broadcast of the wedding ceremony, I focus on details and forget all about the fact that Rhonda will likely be leaving. I don’t stare at her full lips. Or gawk at her shapely calves.

      I stare at the sand instead, and I answer her questions quickly and efficiently. That way, when we get back and she heads off to shower, I don’t need to pine over anything at all.

      But somehow, even knowing it’s the right call, I’m profoundly sad at the thought of her leaving.
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      Tomorrow, Ruby and Sam are getting married. On Valentine’s Day. I can’t believe it’s about to happen—and Sam still has no idea that it’s not going to be a huge ceremony in the convention center. That hasn’t been easy to coordinate, especially since he’s ‘technically’ overseeing all the details.

      Adam and I have spent a lot of time preparing the plans we’re showing Sam for approval—which are still necessary since the citizens will be gathering—and the real plans for what’s actually happening. Job has helped quite a lot too, especially with working out some of the technical aspects.

      And surprisingly, Kimball has been pretty useful as well. He’s a tech whiz, and he’s been even more impressive with his medical and administrative knowledge. Mom loves him. I’m reviewing his timetable right now, one last time. It has to be perfect when I pass it off to the broadcast crew.

      A knock on the doorframe pulls my attention away from the schedule. It’s Kimball, probably checking in on the timeline. “I think your proposed timing is fine. Do you need to change any of it?”

      He shakes his head and drops into a chair. My makeshift office isn’t very large, but it’s nice to have a place to be. “I’m actually not here about the wedding.”

      I straighten. “You’re not?”

      This time when he shakes his head, it’s slow, and his eyes meet mine. He’s an intense guy. I can see why he turned Ruby’s head. “Then what’s up?”

      “You know that I had an interest in Ruby,” he says, “and that she shut me down.”

      I laugh. He doesn’t beat around the bush, and I appreciate that. “I did hear that, yeah.”

      “Part of the reason I pursued her to begin with is because my dad wants there to be a connection between our countries. Without some kind of formal engagement between her and me—well, we both know Ruby wants to transition things. And when that happens, no one knows who will be in charge. That leaves my father . . . nervous. At least in the short run Ruby has offered to send an ambassador to sort of alleviate our concerns.”

      “She has? Okay.” I blink. “But what does that have to do with me?”

      “I asked for you as the ambassador.” The corner of his mouth turns up slightly, and a lock of hair falls over his left eye. He’s almost like a movie star from Before. A little too charming.

      “You did.”

      “You know all the major players here. You’ve lived among the Unmarked and for several weeks among the Marked. And your sister is the queen—”

      “President of Triptych now,” I correct.

      He smiles. “Even so.”

      “But I’m not very diplomatic,” I say. “I never speak carefully.”

      “I like that about you,” he says. “And I think we’d work well together.”

      He stands up and steps toward my desk, bracing his hands on the wood. His face is less than a foot from mine. “I heard Ruby when she said she had no interest in me, and I’ve redirected, as it were.”

      Is he saying . . . ? “You want me to be an ambassador? Or you want to date me?”

      His right eyebrow quirks. “Are they mutually exclusive?”

      I swallow. “I suppose not.”

      He beams. “Good—I didn’t think so either.”

      My stomach flips. “I’ll think about it.”

      “You do that.” He leans closer, and I wonder whether he’s going to kiss me. But he doesn’t. At the last moment, he backs up. “Let me know tomorrow. I’ll be leaving the next day.”

      Two job offers in two weeks. One here, with my family, one in a new place, full of possibilities. I wish I knew what I wanted. I wish I was sure.

      I think about staying here—working with Adam, and for Sam. I think about dinners with Mom and Dad, Job, and Ruby, and Sam. I think about the electric moments I’ve shared with Adam—and the way he told me not to be ridiculous. I have no idea what he thinks—whether he likes me or is repulsed by me.

      Kimball’s clearly interested.

      I worry over thoughts of the future all day. I watch Sam and Ruby flirt, and hug, and kiss. I watch my parents stare into one another’s eyes—still almost disgustingly in love after all these years. That’s what I want, but how do I get it? When I go to bed, I’m no closer to deciding.

      New place, hot guy, and a clean slate? Or carve out a place here, alongside a religious zealot whom I like more every day? Why isn’t this decision simple? No one’s life is at stake.

      Only, I realize that’s not entirely true. Saving someone’s life is an easy decision to make. Directing your own—allocating the use of each and every minute—that’s harder to get right.

      “I love your hair,” Ruby says with a smile, bringing my focus back to the now.

      She’s absolutely stunning in her dress. I pat my own hair, pulled back and plaited into a crown by Mom early this morning. “It’s not too juvenile?”

      “Juvenile?” Ruby laughs. “No one would ever look at you and think you were anything other than adult.”

      I hug tiny little Ruby, my chest swelling with delight. “I can’t believe you’re getting married. I’m so proud of you.”

      “Thanks,” Ruby says. “I’m proud of you too, you know.”

      I blink. “You are.”

      “Of course I am. I’ve looked up to you my entire life. The past few months haven’t been easy ones.”

      I frown. “No? Let’s see.” I hold up one finger. “You cured Tercera. You effortlessly united three countries. And you’re running them all, shoving the old guard government leaders kicking and screaming toward freedom and peace.” I laugh. “I suppose it hasn’t been easy for you.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I mean for you.”

      I bristle. “I’m fine.”

      Ruby squeezes my arm. “Of course you are. You’re Rhonda. But it’s not easy to completely redesign your future and you’ve done it with confidence and bravery. Adam told me he offered you a job, and Kimball mentioned that he did too.”

      Trust her to hit the nail right on the head.

      “Today is about you,” I say.

      “But Kimball’s leaving tomorrow,” Ruby says. “So it’s a little bit about you and what you want for your future too.”

      I swallow.

      “Have you decided?”

      I shake my head.

      Ruby leans close to my ear. “Then . . . let me help you focus.” She wiggles her eyebrows. “Who do you like more? Adam or Kimball?”

      My jaw drops.

      “No thinking. No mulling. No analysis. Just pick one, right now.” She snaps her fingers.

      “Adam,” I say. And then I blush from my toes to the top of my head.

      Ruby beams. “I knew it.”

      I gulp. “I mean, of course I like him. Like a brother.”

      Ruby shakes her head. “No, none of that here. He’s not your brother and you didn’t like him at all a month ago.” She bites her lip and leans a little closer. “But now you do.” Her smile cannot be contained. “This is the best news.”

      “He doesn’t like me,” I say. “Trust me.”

      Ruby frowns, but she doesn’t argue.

      “See? You know it too. I’d be an idiot to stay.”

      “You don’t care for Kimball.”

      “I don’t know him. I might with time.”

      Ruby nods. “Possibly, and I do think he’s a good guy.” She bites her lip again. “Promise me one thing.”

      I cross my arms.

      “Tell Adam how you feel about him before you decide.”

      My face floods with heat just from contemplating the concept of telling Adam how I feel. I shake my head. “No way. He’s the guy—he has to be the one to express interest.”

      “Oh my gosh, what year is it, again? I didn’t realize it was 1952!”

      I laugh. “If he can’t bring himself to admit he likes me, this will never go anywhere.”

      “Our dad didn’t exactly model a perfect man—and Adam still beats himself up for that example. It’s not his fault that he’s scared of being like our father—heck, I’m scared of the same thing most days. So that’s my request, from a bride whose day you’re kind of overshadowing just a bit. Tell him how you feel, and if he’s not interested in you, you can fly off to California the very next day.”

      It’s true that I do have an effective escape strategy. “I’ll think about it.”

      The wedding ceremony itself is beautiful. The waves, the sunset, the vows, all of it. I almost forget Adam’s videotaping it so that all of Ruby’s adoring fans can watch. Almost. He finally sets the camera up on a tripod when the dancing starts.

      Kimball circles around the side of the dance floor and holds out his hand. “Can I have this dance?”

      How can I turn him down? Of course he turns out to be an expert dancer—and there’s definite chemistry between us. It’s obvious in the energy connecting his fingers to mine. In the thrill that races up my back from his touch.

      But my eyes still follow Adam.

      Which is why I notice when he glances my way and then walks out toward the dark area where the waves meet the sand at the edge of the party.

      The second the song ends, I thank Kimball and excuse myself. I’m jogging toward the water’s edge before I can second guess myself. I promised Ruby, after all.

      “Adam?”

      He spins around at the sound of his name. “Rhonda?” His brow furrows. “Are you alright?”

      “You’re not dancing?”

      He shrugs.

      “Okay.” I didn’t think this through. “Well.”

      “Wait.” He steps toward me. “I hear you’re going to California.” He glances past me, at Kimball.

      I shake my head.

      “You aren’t?” He blinks.

      “I haven’t decided.”

      “You haven’t.”

      I shrug. “The thing is—” But now that I’m here, I can’t do it. I can’t tell him I like him. It’s too pathetic. What if he acts like he did when I mentioned that a bunch of WPN girls like him? What if he says, ‘Don’t be ridiculous’? I’ll feel like a complete moron. I’ll be vulnerable.

      And that’s the first time I ever realize that Ruby is the brave one, and I’m the coward. She may not be big, and she may have bad aim, and she may not be physically intimidating, but she puts herself out there constantly. With family. With friends. With her citizens. She loves, and she cares, and she risks, and she does it all in spite of her past. I would be lucky to be more like my little sister.

      So I don’t startle when Adam steps closer. Or when he carefully brushes an errant hair back behind my ears. And I don’t run when he asks, “What’s the thing?”

      I don’t run, but I can’t quite bring myself to say it, to put it all out there.

      But he’s only a few inches away. I inhale sharply, drawing in the salty ocean air, and the sharp, grassy smell of Adam. And then I shift forward and press my mouth against his.

      He stiffens.

      And I wish I could die. I jump backward, glad of the lack of light now that the sun has fully set. But before I can spin around and disappear, strong arms circle my waist. “You surprised me.” Adam’s voice is deep, rough, and so tender.

      I soften a bit, at his words. “I did?” I look up at him, our eyes meeting, finally.

      He’s every bit as intense as Kimball. “In the very best way.” And then his mouth is on mine, and his hands tighten on my waist, and the waves crash, and my heart hammers against my ribs. I’m worried it might explode, but it doesn’t.

      And just like that, there’s no chance I’m going to California.

      The second he finally releases me, I whisper, “Actually, I think I have decided.”

      “You have?” He’s still so close, I can feel the smile on his mouth.

      “I’d like to take the job you offered me, if it’s still available.”

      “It is,” he says. “It definitely is.”

      When he kisses me again, I forget where I am. I forget who I am. I forget that I ever felt like I didn’t have a place. And I realize how much of my uncertainty came from my confusion about what Adam might think of me. But now that I know—now that he’s kissing me—I realize that I always wanted to be right here, with my family, in what has come to be our new home.

      When we walk back to the dance floor, hand in hand, Ruby’s eyes widen, and she whispers furiously in Sam’s ear. He turns to smile at us, too, and I wonder how I was ever scared of this. Of Adam. I lean a little closer to him, and he releases my hand.

      But only to wrap an arm around my shoulders. His body language is clear—he’s broadcasting MINE. And I couldn’t be happier, even if it is a little testosterone-y for me.

      “So are we going to dance?” I ask.

      This time, it’s Adam who bites his lip.

      “What’s wrong?”

      He looks at his shoes. “I’m not really very good at it.”

      I laugh. “You know how you improve?”

      When he meets my eyes, his are wary. “This is where you say ‘practicing,’ right?”

      I tug him onto the dance floor by way of response.

      We fall quickly into a routine after that night. Morning jogs. Arguments over guard placement, and hand-to-hand combat training. But by dinner, we’re never crabby. Bruised or sore sometimes, but not upset.

      I’m the one who yells a lot.

      He’s the one who storms off.

      We both say ‘I’m sorry’ more than we pout. I never regret staying in Galveston, not even a single day. Because as different as Adam and I are, we’re also the same in the ways that count. We fit together like a puzzle piece.

      A few months later, as we watch Fourth of July fireworks explode overhead, I’m again standing at the place where the waves meet the sand. Adam’s arm is wrapped around my waist, and I’m leaning against his shoulder. “I’m glad you took the job.”

      I nip at his shoulder. “My boss can be a real bear sometimes, but I’m glad too.”

      He mock growls. “As long as you’re talking about Sam, we’re good.” He squeezes me tightly against himself. “And I’ve got another question to ask you.” He releases me and drops to one knee.

      What? My heart races. “You do?”

      He nods, and pulls a piece of paper out of his pants pocket, offering it to me.

      I squint, but the light’s not so bad that I can’t tell it’s a paper. “Um. That’s not a ring.”

      He laughs. “It’s not.”

      I bring the paper up close, but I can’t quite make out what it is with only the erratic bursts of light overhead.

      “It’s a color swatch,” he says.

      “Excuse me?” I ask.

      “Rhonda Orien, I want to marry you. You didn’t guess wrong. But I know you—you’ll want to pick out your own ring, and you know me. I’m the kind of guy who always gives you just what you want. So instead of getting you something you won’t love, I’m proposing with this.”

      “With a color swatch?” I scrunch my nose. “Really?”

      “I’ve hired a crew to build us a house,” he says, “next door to Sam and Ruby’s house.”

      “That’s pretty optimistic,” I say. But internally, I couldn’t be happier. He knows me—maybe too well.

      “Ruby and Sam wanted a little house in the country, remember?”

      I nod.

      “They don’t have the luxury of doing whatever they want, and they’re stuck with the ridiculous mansion Solomon built—they’re too practical to increase taxes or divert aid from the poor to replace it,” Adam says. “But we aren’t stuck like they are. You and I may not be the President of Triptych, and we may not be beloved by over a million people, but unlike them, we are free to live as we choose, and the person I want to live with more than any other is you. If you’ll have me.”

      I yank him up next to me. “Yes.” I kiss him. “Yes, yes, yes!” I kiss him again. “But only if . . . ”

      “If what?” I can barely see his smile in the light of the exploding fireworks. “I’ll give you whatever you want, always. You know that.”

      “I want our house to be bright yellow, the exact color Sam and Ruby wanted.”

      “You’re a diabolical woman,” Adam says, “and I love that about you. Which is why, once it’s light enough for you to see, you’ll notice the color swatch I grabbed is three different shades of yellow.”

      “You do know me.” I tuck the stiff paper into my pocket.

      “And I love every inch.” Adam wraps his arms around me from behind and hugs me tight. “So that’s a yes.”

      “It’s a heck yes,” I say.

      “It’s about time,” Ruby says from a dozen feet away.

      She and Sam are holding hands as they walk past us along the beach.

      “Adam’s been bugging me about possible ways to propose for a month,” Sam says.

      “I did wonder what took him so long,” I say.

      “I had to make sure that this was what you wanted,” Adam says. “And what I wanted. I needed to be sure that we were right for each other.”

      “You’re finally satisfied that we are?” I look back at him.

      “One hundred and ten percent,” he says.

      “Adam believes it’s better to do things the right way than the fast way,” Ruby says.

      I realize, as she and Sam disappear, that he’s right. In the post-Tercera world, people all around us are getting engaged in a week, or for the more conservative couples, inside of a month. Everyone seems to sense rather keenly that our time here is a gift, and no one takes that for granted, not anymore.

      Dating Adam since February has felt . . . slow, and yet, it has felt excitingly fast, too. I agree with him, that it’s better to do things right than quick, even in a world where we know our moments are limited. But no matter how much time we have, I know right down to my toes that being with him is the right way. Adam helped make a place for me here, and now I can’t imagine a world without him at my side.

      Luckily, I’ll never need to imagine it, because he’s not going anywhere. And neither am I.

      

      *** I hope you enjoyed this little bonus story about the Sins of Our Ancestors world. If you read on, you can read a few pages of my next story, Anchored, as well. It’s the story I wrote to honor my brother, Jesse, whom I lost in 2007.
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        Prologue

      

      

      The human brain interprets an image in thirteen milliseconds. At any given time, more than a hundred billion neurons are firing in the gray matter of an average kid. I learned that on my very last day of school.

      The day before I escaped.

      In spite of all those speedy, hard-working neurons, humans frequently make very poor split-second decisions. I’m kind of the expert on the consequences of bad calls.

      If the semi-truck driver had serviced his brakes properly, my parents might still be alive. If I’d just lied about my bizarre dreams of Terra, Aunt Trina might not have surrendered us to the state. If I’d dealt with things better at the group home, well. There probably isn’t any reality where that would have happened. But if I hadn’t freaked out and screamed at my caseworker when he suggested separating me from my big brother Jesse, he might never have fixated on me.

      If so many tiny details in my life had played out just a smidge better, someone else could be stuck making this decision instead of me. Someone else could be responsible for saving the world, and that would probably be way better for, well, for everyone.

      Because if I'm being honest, I'm not sure the world deserves to be saved.

      
        
        Chapter One: Terra

      

      

      A few years ago, Abraham decided to add a chicken to the performing animals in the troupe’s show. We all laughed. I mean, who’s heard of a trained chicken?

      Except the audiences went wild for her.

      That chicken jumped up for treats. She pecked the poodle on the nose when he got too close. She fluffed up and strutted around on command.

      A year later, Abraham’s poodle caught a duck, and we ate it for dinner. We didn’t find the honking little duckling until the next day.

      It was all alone—doomed, really.

      Or so we thought.

      But our chicken adopted that duckling, ushering it around, feeding it, and grooming it. They were entirely different animals, but the chicken didn’t care. Sometimes the duckling would hop into a puddle to splash around while the hen looked on with horror, but otherwise, they were inseparable.

      I’m exactly like that duckling.

      Although, at seventeen, I guess I’m technically a duck.

      Either way, after Mom died, the troupe took care of me. Only, unlike the duck, I can’t ever float or quack or honk. I have to pretend to be a chicken, and everyone outside of my troupe needs to believe my act.

      When the first rays of the sun warm my face, I slide out of bed and dress. The first hour or two of every day are the very best—because there aren’t any other ducks around to notice me.

      I can be myself.

      “Alora,” Betty calls from outside. “Are you awake yet?”

      “Mornings are the worst.” My best friend Rosalinde pulls a blanket over her head. Her words are so muffled that if she didn’t say the same thing every morning, I might not understand her. “And they just happen over and over.”

      “The alternative is probably worse.”

      “Too early for jokes.” Rosalinde throws a pillow at me.

      I duck and escape out the door of our wagon.

      “Wait,” Rosalinde mumbles. “Raisins!”

      As if I’d forget.

      I love our troupe’s cook, Betty, but her porridge is disgusting. To be fair, it’s not like anyone makes great porridge. It’s essentially mush, after all. Sugar is too expensive for regular use, but raisins make the tasteless slop almost bearable. Unfortunately, they’re usually gone by the time Rosalinde finally drags herself out of bed. Or, they would be, if I didn’t fill my pockets for her.

      “I need water from the stream for washing the pots and pans,” Betty says. “And—”

      “You need more firewood,” I say.

      “Exactly.” Her mouth snaps shut, her hands drop to her belly, and her eyes look off into the distance. She’s not paying attention to me anymore.

      “Is the baby kicking?”

      She nods. “He or she is a feisty little thing. Kicks like a mule.”

      “Do mules kick harder than horses?” I lift one eyebrow.

      Betty rolls her eyes. “No idea, but that’s the saying, Miss Sassy. Now get to Lifting.”

      I could physically reach down and stack the enormous empty buckets and then lug them down to the stream with my capable bare hands, but it’s so much easier to reach out with my duckling senses until I feel each bucket, and then Lift them into the air.

      With the sun barely rising, it’s dark enough that it’s still enormously apparent when I do, because every time I Lift, light spills from my eyes—like a warning beacon that I’m a duckling to anyone close enough to see.

      “At least you don’t need a candle to keep from tripping.” Betty laughs. “Now hurry along. I need water for the coffee right away—you’ve seen Martin without it. No one wants that.”

      The six large buckets float through the air next to me as I skip down the path to the stream. They’re easy to Lift when they’re empty, but even once I fill them up, it’s not so bad to Lift them back to the wagon circle. I set them down carefully in their proper places around the makeshift kitchen—one on the table near the breakfast pots. One near the fire for coffee. The rest near the washrack. Betty can’t lift anything heavy right now with her baby due any day, so I make her job as easy as possible.

      By the time I come back with several dozen logs and stack them in a neat pile by the fire, Betty’s porridge is almost ready and everyone else is turning out of their wagons, bleary eyed and stiff.

      “I’m starving.” I pick up a bowl and ladle it to the brim with porridge. Lifting works up an appetite, almost as much as if I had actually hauled everything myself.

      “Don’t be taking a double helping of raisins,” Betty says. “If Rosalinde wants them, she can roll out of bed early enough to get them herself.”

      “Yes ma’am,” I say.

      But when Betty turns her back, I Lift a handful of raisins and tuck them into my pocket. We’ve been playing this game for years.

      Betty looks at the raisins in my bowl and narrows her eyes at me.

      I’ve never been caught, but she knows I’m doing it. She’s mostly only pretending to be annoyed. Rosalinde isn’t Betty’s daughter, but we’re all part of the same flock in this troupe. Which is why I can Lift here—safely. Without fear. At least until the citizens show up, the ones who would be appalled that a woman can do what only men can.

      Everyone always says they want to be special, but in actuality they want fancy feathers or a shiny beak. They want to stand out. . .while fitting in perfectly.

      If they really were different, they’d hate having to hide all the time. I scarf down the last few bites of my breakfast, carefully allocating one raisin to each bite, and head for the arena, dropping Rosalinde’s raisins in her bowl with a wink.

      “You better hurry, Alora. I hear the citizens of Spurlock wake up early,” Martin says.

      I can’t allow any of them to see my eyes light up, or they’ll know. I trot the rest of the way to the clearing where we’ll be performing before too long.

      The framework for the set is stacked against a thick copse of trees. I Lift each piece of wood quickly and, almost without thinking, assemble the risers and fix them in place. I’m careful to loop rope around each of my corners so they don’t look anomalous, but I Bind it all nice and tight. Can’t have anything falling apart mid-show. Once the risers are done, I move to the arena floor, the wooden support pieces flying through the air.

      I’ve never talked to anyone else who can Lift, and I’ve certainly never been trained properly, but it comes as easily as breathing, as naturally as running or jumping or riding a horse. Maybe even more so.

      Finally, I finish by setting up the tightrope across the top of the entire arena, with a rope ladder dangling from either side. Just after I Bind the last cords and cables in place, I notice little specks moving upward from far downhill—from Spurlock castle. They’re people, trekking up the hill toward us.

      Martin wasn’t wrong—they do wake up early here. Luckily, Dolores is already standing at the ticket booth, ready to take their money.  Healers may not own any arable land, and they may rely on the patronage of citizens to support themselves, but at least they’re able to travel from place to place. Since they’ve taken me in, I can sleep under the stars and see all the sights Terra has to offer. Citizens may look down on Healers, but this life’s not so bad. Not so bad at all.

      By the time I walk back to the wagon ring to check in, Abraham has the animals ready in their pens. The horses stomp their hooves and toss their heads, their feather headdresses shaking. Ironsides the elephant sprays the monkeys, and they shriek and throw clumps of what I really hope is dirt at Abraham. He should’ve moved her water bucket once the elephant finished drinking. I Lift it and shove it a few feet back. Abraham salutes by way of thanks.

      Martin walks away from our circle and toward the arena, resplendent in his finest suit, the red lapels freshly pressed, his teeth gleaming when he smiles. Rosalinde's stretching to prepare for her contortionist act in the center of the circle, alarmingly close to Betty’s banked fire. All around me the troupe’s finalizing last-minute details for our performance, but there’s still no sign of Thomas, my partner.

      When a rock flies past my head, I whirl around, smiling. He’s headed for the clearing, ready to warm up. I jog after him, excitement filling me along with big, heaving lungfuls of air.

      We always warm up as the stands start filling to give people a little taste of what’s to come.  Citizens have been known to march all the way out here and balk at the ticket price without something to lure them into the show. Sometimes I Lift Thomas up to the wire for our warm up, but not today. The stands are already filling. My lovely fear-free morning is gone. Now it’s time to follow my one cardinal rule.

      No one outside of our troupe must ever discover that I can Lift.

      Mom’s been gone for a long time and my memories of her fade more every day, but I can still hear her voice in my head, repeating the same thing over and over. “Keep your ability hidden, Alora. It’s the only way to stay safe.”

      Healers can’t Lift like citizens—they can only Heal.

      And among the Healers and citizens, only men have powers. Women can’t Lift or Heal. They’ve never been able to do either. A woman’s main purpose in life is to bring Mother Terra’s new children into being.

      Except for me.

      Martin says if anyone finds out what I can do, the citizens will take me away, ripping me from the people and the life that I love. Or worse, they could decide that I’m dangerous. . .and destroy me.

      I’d rather avoid both alternatives.

      Thomas climbs up the ladder closest to us, one rung at a time, and I follow after him, a little impatient. Once we finally reach the top, I grab the rods sitting on the platform. Thomas snatches both of his staffs out of my right hand, clearly ready to begin, and maybe a bit annoyed that I’ve been following so close on his heels.

      He lifts both sticks over his head immediately, but I land the first strike, our poles thwacking loudly, and we're off. Our routine has changed over the years as we've grown older and bolder. Last month I added the second wire, and that has been my favorite addition yet. We race up one side and down the other, striking and blocking slowly, and then a bit faster. We’ve just started when Martin waves at us, signaling that we’re nearly ready to begin. Indeed, the stands below us are nearly full—which means we’ve accomplished our task.

      Healers are allowed to camp near citizen settlements because of the service they provide—Healing for the injured. They pay for that, and it’s enough to buy necessary provisions.

      Most of the time.

      But if citizens get lucky and avoid injury, or if there’s a lean year, things get dicey.

      More than fifty years ago, Martin’s grandfather worked with several other wagon trains of Healers and came up with a plan. They needed another revenue stream, another way to earn money and purchase food and textiles from the citizens. Now pretty much every troupe of Healers performs as they travel. Our shows usually only draw a decent crowd for the first few days in a new place, but it’s enough to cover what we need and set a bit aside. Plus, the performances alert the citizens in each area to our presence, and they bring anyone who’s injured after the shows. It’s a win all around.

      When Martin stands up and begins talking to the crowd, the usual expectant buzzing begins in my arms and spreads through my body. It’s always like this prior to a performance. Before my very first show, years ago now, I was terrified, worried that I would completely screw up. I thought the buzzing might make my hands shake, or worse, that I might fall.

      Today, I watch, high on buzzy anticipation as Gibby the monkey rides Fuzz the donkey. Biff, Boff, and Buff, our three poodles, jump through hoops, and Ironsides stands on her hind feet, her massive trunk held straight up in the air. The buzzing amplifies when Martin announces Betty's singing and again when he brags about Rosalinde's incredible bending abilities. When Martin announces Roland's strength, the buzzing disappears, because I finally have something to do, some way to contribute. I hide behind the barricade while Roland starts off by lifting small objects. A heavy iron barbell. An enormous barrel with liquid in a chamber at the very top, so it sloshes out. That makes it look full when it really isn't, and then finally, it’s my cue.

      I help Roland by Lifting an empty wagon for his grand finale. The crowd gasps and cheers, absolutely stunned that he’s a Healer, yet he's lifting an entire wagon. It’s magical precisely because there’s no way he could possibly do it other than using his own brute strength. His eyes aren’t lit up, which is the first piece of evidence for the crowd that he’s a Healer, not a citizen Lifting. But the second piece is that if he could Lift a wagon, he’d be powerful enough to join a Unit, the leaders of the citizen’s standing army. No one strong enough to Lift a wagon would forego that kind of honor.

      Unless they weren’t supposed to Lift at all.

      Martin announces Thomas and me next. We stroll out from opposite sides of the stage and climb the ladder up to the tightropes, our poles now tucked into the back of our waistbands. The key with any performance like this is to hold their attention while simultaneously building their anticipation. The beginning is actually the hardest part for me, although it's not at all tricky. It’s the panache, the presentation aspect of it that stresses me out, because to prepare them for the second half, I have to make them believe I’m in danger, which means making intentional mistakes and fumbles.

      I walk the wire slowly, inching forward, wiping my brow, glancing down at the ground below and wobbling. Thomas walks toward me slowly, steadily, holding out one hand to reassure me. When he finally reaches me, he feints at me threateningly, and we both whip out our sticks. That's when the fighting begins. He and I have practiced pole fighting on a tightrope since shortly after Mom and I joined the troupe. It comes easily to me, mostly because I sense the wire and have a natural understanding of rhythm. Moving fifty feet in the air feels almost as natural as it does on the ground.

      After a moment of our sticks clacking as we turn, dodge, and duck, I leap across the three-foot gap to the cable that runs parallel to the one on which we began. No ladders connect it to the ground—it looks as though it hangs from two tall, thin poles. This crowd gasps, exactly as they always do. Thomas leaps across after me. While we jump back and forth, sticks still clacking, Rosalinde climbs up the ladder on my side. She’s carrying a black sash in her hand. It's thick and dark and quite substantial. It has to be, or it won't work. Even with my eyes closed, light leaks through when I Lift.

      Martin stops us with his booming voice. “This delightful audience is bored! We demand more.” The audience leans forward in their seats, hooting and shouting, clearly agreeing with him wholeheartedly. They clutch snacks in their greedy hands, their mouths drop open, and their eyes widen.

      Martin motions to Rosalinde, and I twirl my way down the wire until I'm standing in front of her. She makes a show of grabbing my wrist. I struggle, but she refuses to release me. Finally I relent, and she ties the sash around my eyes. Not once, not twice, but three times around, and then she knots the back. I can't see anything anymore, but I know that on the other end of the wire, Abraham’s trading Thomas' sticks for two shiny, whip-thin long swords. They're blunt, but the crowd can't tell from so far away. They gasp and sigh and exclaim all around.

      One woman, bless her, actually cries out. “Watch out! He has swords!”

      Now that my eyes are covered, my other senses rush to fill the void. The wash of cool autumn air flows over my body, and the sun's rays lick the bare skin of my arms. People shift and murmur in the stands. Thomas dances across the wire to face me, but I stay still, fixed in place, while Rosalinde and Abraham climb back down the ladder. The smell of popcorn and apple pies wafts toward me from Betty's food stand. Based on the smacking of lips, the jangle of coins, and the crinkle of the pie’s wrapping paper, she’s doing brisk business for this early in the day.

      The thin wire flexes beneath my feet, and I sense the parallel cord as well, Thomas moving toward me along it. Nearly three hundred people are watching down below. It's the perfect time to perform here, really. It’s too early in the season for the fall harvest, and too late for watering to be necessary anymore. While the citizens wait for their crops to dry out enough to be cut, they have very little to do, so a troupe in the area is welcomed with giddy glee.

      It's strange to think that I used to need my abilities to handle anything up here at all. After so many years, I'm completely comfortable standing blindfolded on a wire, high in the sky. I rush Thomas, leaning forward as I sprint along the cable. Just as I reach him, I leap into the air, grab a pivot point I've Bound with sand, and spin over his head. I smack him in the back and he stumbles forward. He spins around and comes after me with his swords. I block him easily with my sticks and leap to the parallel wire.

      The crowd cheers as we hop back and forth again, much like we did at the beginning, except now I’m blindfolded and defending against Thomas' swords with my sticks. Eventually, we wind up near the platform on Thomas' side of the wire and I stumble backward and drop one stick. The same woman from before cries out again, and a young child sobs. Poor thing.

      I hold up my remaining stick to block his sword strike and when he hits the stick with the dull blade, I release a Binding and the top of the stick falls to the ground below as though he sliced it off.

      I may never tire of the crowd’s reaction.

      The remaining piece of my stick falls from my hands, and I wobble in what I hope looks like fright, and fall, grabbing the wire with my bare hands, dangling pathetically from it. I swing back and forth a few times to get some momentum before I jump out and grab the parallel wire. I swing hand over hand the entire length of the cord until I reach the far end. Finally, I shimmy down the pole holding the wire up and land on the ground. I take a bow to pretty impressive applause for a morning show.

      A startled yell from far above me and to the right can only be from Thomas. There's no time to try and sense what's happening that far away. I yank off my blindfold and spin toward the sound. Thomas’s wire has broken and he's holding on to the end, swinging downward. I have a split second before he lands on the hard ground with a splat. I close my eyes as tightly as I can and slow his descent to the ground so that he lands more softly, probably only breaking his arm. I probably shouldn't have done anything, but I couldn't just watch and hope he wouldn’t break his neck and die instantly.

      You can’t Heal dead.

      Hopefully no one was watching me. I was facing away from the crowd, and my eyes were closed, so not much light would leak. I doubt anyone would notice the split second slowing of his fall.

      But if they did. . .

      The trouble is, very few people alive can Lift a person. Every single one of them has been born into or drafted for military service, and they're probably all ranked in a unit somewhere, commanding officers for either Isis or Amun. My eyes flaring to light while my friend's descent miraculously slowed could be a beacon for anyone who’s looking.

      I finally take a huge breath, let it out, and turn around.

      Not a soul is looking at me—all eyes and attention are focused on Thomas. My heart rate gradually slows, and my breathing evens out.

      “Alora,” Martin says, his voice urgent and low.

      “Yeah?” I brace myself for a monumental scolding.

      “Betty’s having her baby.” Martin points. “That means—”

      “I’ll take care of her chores too,” I say. “I know.”

      He winds his way back to the front of the ring and closes out the show. Even after the performance is over, he doesn’t miss a beat. Not with Thomas falling—he heals his broken arm in front of the gathered audience as some kind of bonus—and not when Betty’s baby decides to come early.

      I race to complete all my tasks so that I can be there when the baby’s born. I’ve never seen a Naming, and I’m desperate to be at my first. After all, if I’m ever blessed with a baby of my own, I’d like to know a little more about what’s coming.

      I race toward Betty’s bright blue wagon, elbowing my way past my friends who are lined up outside. “She told me I could watch,” I say.

      “She told everyone that,” Thomas says.

      “You owe me,” I hiss.

      He rolls his eyes and shoves Roland back so that I can squeeze past and up the stairs. “Now we’re even.”

      “Hardly,” I say. I try to push past Sara, Betty’s oldest daughter, who’s standing on the top step.

      “Um, family trumps friends.” Sara crosses her arms. “I can barely see from here as it is.”

      I can’t even argue with that, but I’m desperate to finally see a baby be born—and the magic that happens afterward, when Mother Terra names it. Then I notice the window off to the left. No one can see through the window, with it being almost ten feet off the ground. But. . .I Bind some dust in two places and leap across to it, dangling from my newly created handholds and peering through the window and into Abraham’s wagon.

      Betty’s lying on her back on the bed, her head leaned back against the wagon wall, her hands braced on either side of her belly. Her face is bright red and her mouth is wide open. She’s in obvious distress and possible pain. I blink. This is nothing like I was led to expect. I release my hold and drop to the ground.

      Thomas throws his head back and laughs. “Serves you right.”

      “No one mentioned it would be so. . .disturbing.” I frown.

      “That’s the birth.” Sara smiles at me. “The birth is always hard. It’s the Naming that people love to see. Give her a moment. The birth is nearly done.”

      “Will you tell me when it is?”

      Sara nods with a half smile. “I will.”

      It doesn’t feel like a moment. It feels like I’m pacing for an hour. Two. But finally, Sara points at the window. “The baby’s born, and she’s wrapped.”

      I Bind handholds again and leap upward, dragging my face up and into the window.

      Sara’s right. Betty no longer looks upset, or angry. She looks peaceful, and the tiny child wrapped in her arms looks pinker than I expected, but she looks healthy and strong, one arm waving back and forth next to her head.

      And then a golden glow begins around Betty and the child. I rub my eyes, but everything looks the same. It really is otherworldly, just like I’ve heard, as if they’re somehow lit from within. Then I notice that Abraham’s glowing, too.

      “Her name is Sheena,” Betty whispers.

      Abraham bows his head. “Her name is Sheena. Welcome to the world.”

      “Does he hear it too?” I hiss. “Or just the mother?”

      Sara rolls her eyes. “Both mother and father hear the name when a child is born.”

      But sometimes there is no father—or no father who will claim a child, anyway. Like with me. I had only a mother, and when she Wasted. . .

      I release my handholds and drop to the ground.

      And not a moment too soon. Seconds later, a thundering of hooves sounds just past the ring—coming up the hill from the castle below. Most citizens who need Healing come by foot or in the back of a wagon.

      A dozen mounted riders? That’s nothing good.

      I think back to the risk I took, Lifting Thomas to slow his fall. . .without the blindfold. No one did anything at the time, but what if someone noticed. . .and took the information back to Spurlock Castle? It would take them some time to determine what to do, and then to return here. My heart hammers, and my mouth goes dry. I consider hiding, but it’s likely already too late for that.

      The riders are already here. Eleven horses, by my count, each of them ridden by a soldier in a bright red livery, halt just past our wagon ring.

      That’s far too many soldiers for me to do anything other than lift my chin and wait . . . and offer a silent prayer to Mother Terra that they aren’t here for me.

      
        
        Chapter Two: Terra

      

      

      Martin must have heard the commotion, because he quickly emerges from Abraham’s wagon and jogs down the stairs. The riders have just stopped, their horses nervous and jittery. They chomp on their bits and stomp their hooves. The men mounted on them appear much calmer.

      “Where’s the troupe leader?” a dark-haired man with a gravelly voice asks.

      “I’m here.” Martin swells up, his chest expanding. “Do you need Healing?”

      “None of us,” the man says, his expression grim. “But our Unit Leader’s son requires your assistance.”

      I shouldn’t breathe a sigh of relief at hearing a child is injured, but I do. I’m a bad person.

      “Your leader is the Lord of Spurlock Castle?” Martin glances in the direction of the largest settlement on this side of the Flashing Forest.

      The soldier nods brusquely.

      Martin closes his eyes. “Is his son Wasting?”

      The man shrugs. “He says no. You’re bid come to evaluate him.”

      The citizens almost always insist on having Healers come when a young person is Wasting, though there’s nothing anyone can do about that. Abraham would normally accompany him as part of the Healing pair—his size and strength are usually a slight deterrent to grief-induced rage. Even Lifters don’t want to mess with two good-sized men, but Martin won’t ask him to leave his baby, and he won’t take Roland and leave the troupe utterly defenseless either.

      “I’m ready.” Martin jerks his head at Thomas. “Bring my horse.”

      “And mine, too,” Thomas says.

      Martin shrugs. Thomas isn’t very skilled yet, but Healers work in pairs.

      Unfortunately, Thomas is so small, no one would think twice about him being around. Not much protection for Martin in a possibly hostile situation. While Thomas prepares Francis and Sunshine near the front of camp, I lead Wind over to the big oak tree on the side of the camp and throw his bridle on—with my balance, I don’t need a saddle. I’m hoping if I leave near the back of the group, Martin won’t even notice I’m going until we’re almost there.

      I won’t allow him to treat someone who’s doomed to die without anyone to watch his back.

      My plan works perfectly. Martin’s so busy talking to the gravelly-voiced man that he never even turns around. Thomas is such a nervous rider that he focuses all his attention on keeping Sunshine from jumping six feet in the air over every rain puddle. Any horse dumb enough to be terrified of water should go into the cookpot, but Thomas unreasonably loves his stupid mare—probably for her gorgeous butter-colored coat.

      The guys are going to kill me when they realize I’m behind them. Every time Martin glances over his shoulder on the side I’m on, I pull Wind back or urge him forward so there’s another horse and rider between me and him.

      As we draw closer to the castle looming ahead, I urge Wind to put on a little more speed.

      “Whoa,” a tenor voice next to me says. “Why aren’t you up by the other two Healers?” His eyes narrow. “And why would they bring a woman?”

      Because we can’t Heal, so what’s the point? “I’m an assistant.”

      His frown deepens, probably because I don’t have a bag or supplies, so how can I possibly be planning to assist? Luckily, like most citizens, he knows very little about Healing, so he doesn’t bother to argue further.

      He does mutter something rather rude about women and racing around and Healers not keeping us in line. Then he shakes his head and spits. He doesn’t shift over at all, forcing me to ride along the weedy hedge instead of making room for me on the well-packed and worn road.

      Not that I’m surprised. Most of the Followers of Amun treat women like trash. It’s one of the many reasons Martin would have objected to me coming, had I given him the chance.

      As if he heard my voice, Martin turns around, his eyes widening in alarm when they meet mine. His lips flatten into a thin line. I knew he’d be upset, but what can he say? They won’t let him take me back home. He’s stuck with my help, whether he wants it or not. I may not look as impressive as Abraham or Roland, but I pack a bigger punch, and it’s one that none of these idiots will ever see coming.

      Not that I want to chance it. Martin has been so severe about keeping my abilities hidden—he’d probably rather go home on a stretcher than have me stop them from harming him.

      The second we reach the wall that surrounds the settlement around Spurlock Castle, the large wooden doors swing open. The men on horses urge their mounts through, and we follow. Racing through the streets of an actual city isn’t something I imagined I’d be doing anytime soon. My heart hammers against my ribcage and my thoughts rattle around in my head like dice in a cup. It’s so big, so grand, and so overwhelming.

      I force myself to focus on why we’re here.

      A little boy is probably dying.

      There’s nothing on Terra that Healers hate more than Wasting. It’s the one thing they can’t Heal, the one injury for which they can’t puzzle out a fix. One day you’re fine, and the next you’re burning up with fever. Three days later, you die.

      I wonder how many days this little boy has been struggling.

      I hope against hope it’s not the Wasting. Maybe it’s something else. Maybe it’s an unidentified injury.

      When we reach the next set of enormous wooden doors, the last defense around the castle proper, the men begin swinging off their horses and tossing reins to stable boys. I’m not sure what to do with Wind, so I lead him over near Martin and Thomas. They’re tying Francis and Sunshine to a fence post. Since Wind doesn’t get along with others very well, I move down one section and tie him alone.

      “I know you’re going to say—”

      “You should not have come,” Martin hisses, his eyes flinty.

      “Abraham wasn’t coming,” I argue, “and I didn’t want you here alone.”

      “Hello.” Thomas waves with a small scowl. “I’m right here.”

      “You know what I mean,” I say as kindly as I can manage. “It’s not like you know what to do with a real sword.”

      “Well, I can’t tell you how pleased I am that instead of being alone, I’ve got two of you to babysit.” Martin glares.

      Does Martin really see me as a liability? Still? After my mother Wasted, I know I was a burden, but I was only six. I feel like I’ve grown and become much stronger—I’ve proven myself since then. Abraham knows how to punch someone in the nose, but I can Lift an entire wagon.

      “Joshua, our leader’s son, has been like this for two days,” the gravelly-voiced man says. Now that he’s dismounted, it’s clear that he’s tall. Like, ridiculously tall. He towers over even Martin. “Come this way.”

      I bow my head out of habit, and possibly as a result of the ingrained respect and fear that everyone on Terra has for members of the units, the thirteen men at each castle who command the rest of the soldiers. This man isn’t only large—for him to be wearing the livery and running errands for the Spurlock unit leader, he’s likely a member of the unit himself. That means he’s one of the most powerful and well-trained Lifters in this entire region.

      He could very likely squash me like a bug. Maybe Martin was right. Maybe I shouldn’t have come. I force my hands to stop shaking. My fear’s natural, but hardly helpful.

      I expect Martin to explain to this huge man that he can’t Heal someone who is Wasting. I expect him to prepare this leader of soldiers for the inevitable. But instead, Martin merely walks alongside the tall man, tight-lipped, his movements jerky.

      He’s scared.

      Even if I’m no match for one of these military trained men, much less thirteen, I’m still glad I came. Family sticks together, no matter what. Martin may not have been Named my father with some kind of golden glowing light, but he’s the father of my heart, and that’s what matters.

      We finally enter a dark room, the curtains pulled firmly closed, blocking nearly every bit of sunlight that would otherwise stream through. The only light comes from a handful of candles strewn around—two on the bedside table. Two on a desk. A lone candle on the wooden beam at the foot of the bed.

      It appears they aren’t worried about the bedding catching fire, but I certainly would be.

      Focus, Alora. That is so not the issue right now.

      “My lord, the Healers are here.” The tall soldier stands entirely still and stares at the man by the bed.

      The broad-shouldered man by the bed rises from his chair. I assume he’s the Lord of Spurlock Castle—currently their Unit Leader. “You’re Healers?”

      Martin nods.

      “Good. Joshua’s injured.” Even in the dim light, I can see that his hands are clenched at his sides.

      “He’s injured?” Martin’s eyes are kind. “Or he’s Wasting?”

      The lord’s brow furrows and his lips twist. “It’s not the Wasting. If it was, there would be no reason to bring you, would there?”

      Oh, no. He’s already this aggressive?

      “Why don’t you tell me what happened, exactly?” Martin walks slowly toward the bed, Thomas tripping along at his heels. I stand against the wall. “What kind of injury is it?”

      “A few nights ago he fell off his bed. Joshua told us about it the next morning,” Lord Spurlock says. “Then later that day, he started feeling poorly. I’m sure it’s related.”

      The kid fell a few feet. . .and got up and told his parents about it. They think that caused this? He’s lying prone, utterly unmoving. I’m not even a Healer, but I can tell he’s Wasting. The father’s delusional. A Unit Leader would be completely capable of ending Martin and me, and no one would stop him. But the Lord of Spurlock Castle, who also happens to be their Unit Leader?

      He could stab us in the heart and no one would even bother to reprimand him.

      Based on the slump in Martin’s shoulder, he knows that as well as I do. He rubs his hands together. “Let’s check the little fellow out.” He steps toward the bed and places his hands on Joshua’s small shoulders.

      “Can you make me better?” His voice is tiny, desperate.

      “I sure hope so,” Martin says.

      Thomas glances back at me, his eyes downcast. We’ve been partners on the tightrope for years. I always save him when he stumbles or falls. I always keep him safe.

      But I have no idea whether I can catch any of us today, after this.

      Martin releases the boy and straightens. “I’ve delved him.” He clears his throat. “I can find no injury.”

      Lord Spurlock growls. “Try again.”

      “There isn’t anything—”

      “Try again!”

      Martin flinches and turns back toward the boy.

      “Dad.” The boy’s voice is tiny. “No one can Heal this.”

      “He hasn’t even tried.” The father steps closer. “He will do his very best. He’ll try all night, if that’s what it takes.”

      So Martin delves the boy again, and then he keeps right on trying. I’ve asked so many questions about Healing over the years that I already know it’s a total waste of time. I can sense objects that surround me—their weight, their structure. I’m assuming all citizens can—or at least the male ones who can Lift. I’ve never asked, since apparently females can’t Lift, just as they can’t Heal. I can sense anything that I Lift or Bind—although luckily I can’t sense the Bindings of others. Similarly, Martin and Thomas can sense the internal organs when they delve. I’ve tried, and all the inner organs feel like a big mushy mess to me, like one mass of gooey juice. Like the inside of an orange.

      But to a Healer, every part of the human body is distinct and different.

      And when someone is Wasting, everything is working perfectly. The body simply heats up. . .and then gives out. Which means there’s nothing for Martin to fix, nothing to adjust, nothing to correct. All he can do is sense the shape and feel and functionality of perfectly working body parts over and over. . .until the boy dies.

      An agonizing hour after we arrive, a woman I assume is the boy’s mother enters. “Oh, Joshua.”

      Martin gratefully shifts backward so that his mother can embrace him.

      “Is this the Healer?” Her bright eyes are hopeful in her round face. “Does he know what’s wrong?”

      Lord Spurlock’s tone is flat. “Not yet.”

      “Kyle said he’s been here an hour.” She frowns. “Just tell me.”

      “There’s nothing to tell,” the father says. “Nothing.”

      “He’s Wasting,” she whispers, her face turning up toward Martin. “Isn’t he?”

      Martin nods.

      “He’s not,” Lord Spurlock practically shouts.

      She places a hand on her husband’s arm. “Hush, Leonard. Yelling at these people won’t help Joshua.” Her voice drops to the barest of whispers. “And it won’t help me, either. You can’t frighten this away, dear. Not this.”

      Lord Spurlock’s shoulders droop first, and then his entire body slumps, like a puppet with sliced strings. He collapses into the chair, and his wife sits down on the edge of the bed, next to Joshua. Both of them talk softly to their son.

      Martin and Thomas inch backward toward me slowly, trying not to draw any more ire. We stand by the wall for three more hours, almost forgotten.

      Until the boy dies.

      His mother sobs quietly. Lord Spurlock picks the little boy up and clutches him to his chest, rocking back and forth. It’s an extremely private moment, and I’m uncomfortable witnessing it. I scoot quietly toward the door and crack it a bit.

      The gravelly-voiced man, probably Kyle, stands outside, his eyes widening when he sees me. “Is Joshua alright?”

      I shake my head tightly.

      His face falls. “Oh, no.”

      “We probably ought to leave,” I whisper. “I think they need some privacy.”

      “It was the Wasting, then,” he whispers, his voice surprisingly gentle.

      I nod.

      “Yes, you probably ought to be shown out.” He widens the door and motions silently for Thomas and Martin to come. They don’t waste any time following Kyle’s directions. We’re halfway down the hall to the main corridor when someone calls for us.

      “Wait. Healers, wait.”

      I freeze, dread pooling at the bottom of my stomach. We were so close to escaping. I turn slowly, Martin and Thomas turning stiffly at my side.

      “Yes?” Martin asks.

      It’s Joshua’s mother. Tear tracks streak her face. “You haven’t been paid.”

      Martin shakes his head. “No payment is necessary.”

      She walks toward us, her soft slippers barely making a sound on the plush carpet. “You came to try and save my boy in his last moments. You knew what was happening, and you came anyway. And when my husband frightened you, you were still kind.” She unclasps a golden pendant from around her neck and extends it. “I don’t have money with me, but please. Take this.”

      Martin’s eyes widen. “I couldn’t possibly.”

      “If you don’t, I’ll be forced to leave and hunt down our clerk to obtain payment.”

      She’ll have to leave the bedside of her deceased child and his mourning father. Martin sighs and extends his hand, reluctantly taking the ornate pendant, a symbol of a Ram’s head. It represents Amun, the foretold God whom the Followers of Amun believe will one day return.

      “I know Healers don’t believe in Amun, but you can melt it down or sell it to one of his followers.” She forces a sad smile. “Thank you for your kindness and your willingness to help.” Her eyes well with tears.

      “Our thoughts are with you, Lady.” I try to curtsy. I have no idea what I’m doing, but I manage not to fall on my face.

      She wipes her eyes and turns around, jogging back to her husband and departed son.

      And then we walk out, mercilessly safe. Unchallenged. Alive. I shouldn’t be, but I’m startled to find that when we emerge, the sun has already set. There’s a chill in the air, and I shiver. Most concerning of all, Francis, Sunshine, and Wind aren’t where we left them. Martin looks at me, and then we all turn to the soldier who brought us.

      Kyle grunts. “I trust you can find your way back to your wagon ring.”

      “What about our horses?” Martin asks. “We tied them to this post in our haste.” He points to the conspicuous lack of mounts anywhere.

      “Ah.” The man nods. “They’d have been taken to the stable. Look for Robert and tell him you’re the Healers whom Lord Leonard bid come.”

      We follow his directions to the stable and locate Robert pretty easily. He has the reddest face of any man I’ve ever met, and he’s even surlier than Lord Spurlock. . .which is moderately impressive. His nearly black hair is streaked with silver, almost the exact color of his eyes. “They’re here.” Robert points, and I follow the direction of his arm and find our horses. Thank goodness.

      The guy’s saddles are slung over the side walls of the stall doors. The bridles are slung next to them.

      I didn’t expect them to take such good care of our horses, honestly. I lift the latch to enter Wind’s stall and he whuffles against my hand, searching for a treat. “The second we get home, boy, I promise.” I bridle him and lead him out while I wait for Martin and Thomas to saddle Sunshine and Francis. They lead their horses out, and Thomas gives me a boost up onto Wind. After all, I can’t exactly Bind handholds to hop up right here in the Unit stable.

      I breathe a heavy sigh of relief as we all head for the exit. Wind is nervous, as are Sunshine and Francis. They can probably pick up on our nerves, but soon we’ll be gone. Robert’s leaning against the front doors of the stable, glaring. We can’t escape this place fast enough.

      “Your saddle is canted sideways,” Thomas says.

      I glance over at Martin and realize that his is. Every horse holds in some air, but Francis is the absolute worst about it. It would be just our luck for it to slide around sideways and have Martin fall off now that we’re finally heading home. He groans and swings off, bending a little to tighten the girth.

      The necklace hardly makes a sound when it slides out and lands on the cobblestone floor of the front of the stable. Only a tiny clink, really. But Robert notices it immediately, his eyes narrowing and his lip curling. He straightens and strides toward us. His fingers dart downward and pick it up. “You trashy thieves. This is her ladyship’s pendant.”

      I shake my head. “No, you don’t understand. She gave it to us, as payment.”

      He sneers. “She would never—she wears it everywhere. You stole it, and you won’t get away with it.” His eyes glow, silver light spilling outward, and I realize he’s Lifting something. I reach out with my senses, feeling for any threat.

      The dagger isn’t large, but even something small can do a lot of damage when it’s aimed at a man’s heart. I don’t have time to think, to argue, or to be rational. It’s why I came—to protect Martin.

      I Lift the dagger and send it flying into the side wall. Then I Lift Robert from the ground by his throat, his eyes bulging, and fling him against the front of the stable. His head makes a thump as it connects with solid wood, and I shudder.

      “Run,” Martin shouts. “Run, now.” He leaps to the back of Frances and gallops out of the stable. Thomas and I follow without argument. The guards aren’t accustomed to blocking people from exiting, and they simply move aside as we thunder past the gates to the main castle. By the time we reach the entrance to the surrounding town, someone is sprinting after us, shouting.

      “Faster,” Martin screams.

      Wind could outpace both the other horses without a thought, but I don’t let him. I stick to their sides, and as our horses exit the main city gate and cobblestones give way to packed dirt, we accelerate yet again. We reach the wagon wing of the troupe in record time, all three horses winded and huffing.

      “Hitch up the wagons,” Martin yells. “We leave immediately.”

      “I don’t understand,” I say. “You didn’t actually steal anything. Surely the lady will clear that misunderstanding up.”

      Martin doesn’t even look at me. He’s staring at the other members of the troupe who are all goggling at us wide-eyed and open-mouthed. “Alora Lifted in the camp. They’ll be coming for her any moment.”

      They pack faster than I imagined possible. Moments after we arrive, the wagons are hitched, the horses are hooked up, and we’re on the road.

      “Tie Wind to the back of my wagon,” Martin says. “Next to Francis. He’ll need a break.”

      “But then where will I—”

      Martin pats the bench seat beside him. “I have some things to tell you, and they aren’t good.”

      “What do you have to tell me?” The hard ball forming in my stomach isn’t patient. I shouldn’t have Lifted or harmed Robert, but he tried to kill Martin. It was self defense. Surely Lady Spurlock will see that.

      “I’ve always stressed the importance of keeping your ability hidden.” Martin’s voice is gruff, angry even.

      “He would have killed you,” I say. “He sent a dagger—”

      “Thomas could have Healed that,” he says. “And as you say, the lady would have cleared up the misunderstanding.”

      “You can’t Heal dead.” I set my jaw. That dagger was headed for his heart.

      Martin’s strong hands cover mine where they’re knotted on my lap. “I love you, Alora. You know that.”

      “I’m sorry.” My voice is small, broken. “Did I ruin everything?”

      He turns toward me then, his hands squeezing mine. “I’m not angry with you. I’m worried about you.”

      “But why?” I wail. “Everyone knows women can’t Lift. It’s not a crime to abandon life as a citizen and join a troupe, they just think it’s a fate worse than death so none of them do it. They’ll assume you Lifted to stop his dagger, or that Thomas did. No one will suspect what they know cannot be.”

      Martin shakes his head slowly. “Robert was staring right at you. He saw your eyes light up.”

      “So they’ll finally know the world isn’t as simple as they thought,” I say. “It was the Followers of Amun. They hate women. They probably won’t even care.”

      “Wrong,” Martin says. “They do hate women, but they have a prophecy about a woman who will one day be born who will be able to Lift. They call her the Warden, and they believe she will destroy Terra.”

      I swallow. “They can’t possibly—”

      “They’ve all taken an oath, every last member of the Followers of Amun.” Martin stares straight ahead. His knuckles grip the reins of the wagon so tightly that they’re entirely white.

      “What kind of oath?”

      “To kill you, Alora.” His voice trembles. “Now they know you’re real and not some empty threat made up by their forefathers. They’ll never stop coming for you.” He turns to face me. “You’ll never be safe again.”

      Anchored is out now!
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