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            Veran

         
         I’m being followed.

         
         I noticed them a few hours ago, as the sun rose across the rugged Ferinno Desert, turning the distant wash of the South Burr
            to eye-searing gold. To give my watering eyes a break, I had twisted in my saddle to look back into the lingering purple dawn,
            and that’s when I saw them—the helms and tack of soldiers, glinting in the dust, following my line across the sagebrush flats.
         

         
         I chew my lip and scan the ground again. Thanks to the still-damp soil from last night’s hellacious thunderstorm, my horse
            Kuree is leaving deep hoofprints as clearly as if I was stamping a trail for the Moquoian soldiers to follow. I’m well off
            Lark’s course, so I’ve yet to see any prints left from her horse, or an errant paw mark from a loping coydog, but maybe that’s
            just part of her power—leaving no mark on the landscape.
         

         
         I try to shake that notion. Lark’s not a magical desert sun goddess. And she’s not a bandit, either.

         
         She’s a princess.

         
         Drowning my anxiety at the pursuing soldiers is a now-familiar wave of . . . of, Light, I don’t even know what this emotion
            is. Shame? Regret? Astonishment at my own stupidity? I traveled with Lark for six days across the desert, saw her eyes from
            inches away as she hauled me down a ridge, saw the freckles mixed in with the dirt and the eyeblack on her cheeks, and not
            once did I make any connection to her twin sister, Eloise.
         

         
         She was wearing a bandanna, I insisted to Rou just hours ago as we both stood aghast in the rain. The eyeblack, the dreadlocks,
            the hat, the be-damned sun always blazing behind her . . .
         

         
         But no. In the long, lonely ride through the night, I’ve finally realized what I wasn’t seeing. Lark’s difference from Eloise
            goes further than hairstyle and sunburn. Eloise is like her father, Rou—amiable, generous, easy, with a quick smile and a
            ready laugh.
         

         
         Lark—Moira—Moira Alastaire, she isn’t like Rou.

         
         Lark is like her mother.

         
         The way she stands with her shoulders thrown back, the way she uses silence to intimidate and establish power, the way she
            turns a rock or a bucket or her horse’s saddle into a throne, the judicious way she hands out approval.
         

         
         The way she uses all that hardness as a front for how much she actually cares about the people around her.

         
         Eloise is like Ambassador Rou.

         
         Lark is like Queen Mona.

         
         I twist in the saddle again. The dust cloud seems closer, or maybe the growing light is just making it more obvious against the long shadows thrown by the dusky sage. I’m leading them right to her, right to the hidden camp in Three Lines Canyon. But I don’t dare veer off to try to lose them in a creek or rocky rise—once Lark reaches her canyon, she’s not going to stick around. And I can’t risk losing her trail. 

         
         If I don’t find her in Three Lines, if she disappears into the Ferinno, there’s no way I’ll see her again unless she wants
            me to.
         

         
         Which, given current circumstances, is beyond impossible.

         
         I shake myself, slapping my cheeks. I’ve pushed Kuree through the night, only stopping to rest once the Owl star rose, and
            then for less than an hour. I didn’t sleep. I paced back and forth under the wheeling star as it eased above the horizon.
         

         
         The Owl star. I grimace. I am such a faker, pretending to be one of Mama’s scouts, pretending I’ve sat through the night watches
            in the canopy platforms, sharing the culture of the Wood Guard around the campfires. Bat star, Wolf star, Owl star, Whippoorwill
            star. I know all the good-natured grumbles about each one, all the jibes and jokes about who takes which watch, how the Wolf
            star is the worst, because no matter how you slice it you never get a decent sleep, how the Owl star is the loneliest, how
            the Whippoorwill star will make you crazy with the predawn birdsong.
         

         
         I know it all, but it’s not mine. Not truly. I’m no Woodwalker. I’m no scout. My chances at entering the Wood Guard were foiled long ago, when it became clear my childhood seizures weren’t just freak occurrences. At ten years old, when my friends were all being fitted for their trainee uniforms, I was being tailed by a physician, ready with ointment and nausea pills and clean clothes for when I puked or pissed myself as my body relaxed after seizing. They moved me from Vynce’s room back into the old nursery, so my physician could sleep in the adjoining nurse’s room. They made me sit instead of stand, walk instead of run, take long rests after dancing. They made me stay at my father’s side in the council room, instead of hurrying along with my mother as she ran ridges and checked caches and trained scouts in the language of the Silverwood. 

         
         Thinking of Mama and Papa does nothing to ease my anxiety. They would die if they knew where I was and what I was doing. Not
            the racing after a notorious outlaw—they’ve both done worse—but rushing into the merciless desert, alone, after a string of
            near-sleepless nights, without enough supplies, and after I’ve already had two seizures within a week of each other. That’s
            the shortest lapse between episodes I’ve had since I was fifteen.
         

         
         What choice do I have, though? I twitch my head, trying to banish the cobwebby exhaustion fuzzing the edges of my brain.

         
         Three Lines. Have to get to Three Lines.

         
         I look over my shoulder again at the pursuing Moquoians. I’ve spent so much energy worrying about Lark and Rou and Eloise
            and myself that I’ve spared almost no thought for Tamsin and Iano. Tamsin is, after all, the reason I first rode out into
            the desert to find Lark. Despite being weak and starved, she made it through the ride from her prison cell over the past two
            days, but the chance I thought she’d have to recuperate in Pasul was whisked away by the soldiers combing the town for her
            and the Moquoian prince. Instead of resting, she and Iano had to bolt into the mountains, angling for a hamlet in the giant
            redwood forests of the western coast.
         

         
         By the Light, I hope she’s all right. I suppose I should be glad the soldiers are following me and not her. If she and Iano can stay hidden long enough to find out who kidnapped her and blackmailed Iano, then something might be salvaged of this smoking wreck. But if they’re caught before they can pinpoint who their enemy is . . . my mind wheels. It could mean a coup in Moquoia. 

         
         And as the Eastern ambassadors—me, Rou, Eloise—are purportedly involved, it could mean full-out war.

         
         I almost laugh, giddy with lack of sleep and gripping anxiety. I set out on this journey to Moquoia two months ago with dreams
            of political victories to call my own, and instead I may have started international war.
         

         
         Kuree noses toward some tough grasses, and I squeeze her flanks with my knees.

         
         “Come on,” I murmur. The South Burr is nearer—soon I’ll ford the water, and then it’s just a matter of finding that grassy
            trace leading up into the caprocks. Hopefully I’ll find the little track left by the comings and goings of Lark’s camp. If
            I’m lucky, I may even spot her making for the mouth of the canyon.
         

         
         And if I’m really, really lucky, she might decide not to kill me on sight.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Tamsin

         
         I open sticky eyes to a yellow morning. Impulsively I shift to look for the light from the tiny window in my cell wall, only
            to realize the light is everywhere. Morning is everywhere, not trapped beyond dingy adobe walls but rising, nudging, laying
            wet over the cloak wrapped around my shoulders. I shiver and then regret it—the movement replaces the hazy sleep with a spiky
            headache.
         

         
         “Tamsin?”

         
         I roll over, clumsily, because half my body doesn’t feel like it belongs to me and the other half feels full of rocks. A face
            swims just a few inches from mine, golden-pale against the loose fall of black hair.
         

         
         “Ia’o,” I say, and wince.

         
         “Tamsin,” he says again, and I wonder if this is just what life is now, repeating each other’s names in lieu of conversation.
            He shifts upright a little more, and I realize the warmth along my back wasn’t from the cloak, but from him pressed up against
            me.
         

         
         “How are you? Did you sleep? Don’t . . . you don’t have to try to speak.” A hopeless kind of look crosses his face, as if he can’t come up with a suitable alternative. “Just . . . do you want to sit up?” 

         
         I wrap my grimy hand around his and let him help me struggle upright. I hang my head for a moment, waiting for the throbbing
            in my temples and tongue to lessen. It doesn’t. Iano rubs my back.
         

         
         Memories of the last twenty-four hours are coming back to me—the flight from Pasul into the hills with nothing more than a
            half-lame horse and the clothes on our backs, hours of silent travel uphill, probably a few more hours where I fell asleep
            on the horse’s back, and then the short foray off the trail to find a decent place to lie on the ground and continue sleeping.
            I lift my head. The place we chose is little more than a marginally flat place on the upper slopes of the Moquovik Mountains,
            populated by talus, wind-bent juniper, and a dastardly breeze. The horse stands a few paces away, cropping the pitiful strands
            of grass clinging to the rocks. I realize that we aren’t quite as unequipped as I thought—leaning against the horse’s tack
            on the ground is Iano’s bone-white longbow and quiver of blue-fletched arrows.
         

         
         “I think we’re getting close to the rainshadow,” Iano says. “We got higher than I thought we would last night. Tonight’s camping . . .
            may be harder.”
         

         
         I’ll say it will be. The eastern slopes of the Moquoviks are cold and sparse but dry, at least. If we cross the rainshadow today, though, chances are high we’ll be soaking wet as well as cold, and we have only Iano’s traveling cloak to share between us. Realizing said cloak is wrapped only around my shoulders, and not his, I start to slip it off, but he puts his hand on mine to stop me. 

         
         “Keep it on a little longer, Tamsin. You look . . . you just keep it.”

         
         I look atrocious, most likely, spider pale and sheep shorn, cheeks swollen with the unhealed wounds in my mouth. As if following
            my thoughts, his gaze drifts down to my lips.
         

         
         “Would you let me see again?” he asks quietly. “In the daylight. I didn’t get a good look yesterday.”

         
         Gingerly I part my lips. He places his thumb gently on my chin and tilts my face toward his. I’m facing into the morning sky,
            so it must be no trouble to see the swollen split in my tongue. His chest rises with a short breath, and he draws me against
            him.
         

         
         “I’m sorry.” His voice is anguished against the murdered fuzz of my hair. “Tamsin, I—I’m sorry. I never thought . . .” His
            grip tightens. “I’m going to find them. They’ll pay for what they’ve done, I swear it. And then I’m going to marry you and
            crown you queen of this country.”
         

         
         Now that’s an amusing image—me floating silently around Tolukum court in Queen Isme’s scarlet silks, with her twin jeweled combs perched
            on my shaved head. I shake my head against his chest and lean back, in part because hearing him talk this way turns my stomach,
            and because his shirt button is pressing into my lip and it all hurts too much.
         

         
         I swipe a patch of dirt beside us and scratch a few letters with a twig.

         
         HIRES, I write.
         

         
         He frowns at my word. “The Hires?”

         
         I nod.

         
         “What about them?”

         
         I circle my hand, wanting him to think about the group of fanatics who planned the attack on my coach. One of my captors,
            Poia, was a Hire—a group with the firm political belief in the hierarchy that places slaves and bond laborers at the very
            bottom of society, while wage earners like herself occupy a higher rung.
         

         
         When Iano doesn’t comment, I write in the dirt again.

         
         STILL OUT THERE.

         
         “Well, of course they’re still out there,” he says. “I didn’t know they might be involved until last night.”

         
         Surely he must realize that we can’t accomplish anything until we can pinpoint who in our court is affiliated with the Hires.
            It’s not a desirable or admirable label to be branded with, despite the fact that some of them have literally branded themselves
            with tattoos stating exactly that. Those can be kept hidden, though, and whoever the traitor is has clearly kept their association
            a secret to avoid losing allies. But those extremist views must have colored all of their politics, and that, ultimately,
            is what makes them dangerous—a vocal supporter could be pinpointed and their influence diluted.
         

         
         A quiet one, a secret one, who can influence without being exposed . . . that’s the real threat.

         
         I try to put some of this into words, scratching them carefully in the dirt, but there are too many, and the soil is too pebbly.
            Iano puzzles at my work, and my frustration spikes at the piling up of words I can’t speak. My head still aches, my body buzzes
            with fatigue, and my stomach rumbles, ravenous again after breaking my hunger strike. But before I can muster the energy to
            clear the ground for writing again, we both freeze.
         

         
         From the direction of the path comes the unmistakable sound of horses’ hooves on rocky ground. We’re about a bow shot off the track, but there’s little cover between here and there, only a few boulders shielding us from view. All anyone would have to do is . . . 

         
         “Hang on, look,” says a muffled voice. “Doesn’t that look like prints? Somebody veered off the path.”

         
         “Probably a shepherd.”

         
         Yes, it is absolutely a shepherd, listen to your idiot friend, please listen. My mind wheels and I lock gazes with Iano. His fingers creep toward his bow and quiver, but hesitantly, as if he’s not sure
            what he’ll do with them once he gets them in his grip.
         

         
         “Tending what, rocks? There’s no grazing up here, not even for goats. Come on, let’s just take a look and then we’ll head
            on down. The captain won’t notice a five-minute delay.”
         

         
         Hooves crunch on stone; rocks go slithering down the slope. Behind us, our horse lifts his head from the grass.

         
         Iano’s fingers close on his bow, but by now we both know who’s coming around the bend—two soldiers, in the black-and-white
            livery of Tolukum Palace, with the redwood cone crest on their chests.
         

         
         They’re in single file, so the first one rounds the nearest boulder and practically falls off his horse in surprise.

         
         “Oh!” he says. His gaze flicks between the two of us. “Oh . . .”

         
         “What?” says his companion, still behind the boulder. “What is it?”

         
         He’s young, and wearing the orange belt of a new recruit; he’s probably never seen a portrait of Iano, let alone been in close enough proximity to see his face. And neither of us is looking particularly royal at the moment—Iano’s hair is loose and rumpled, with no pin or jewels, and his shirt and trousers, though finely made, are filmed with dirt and mud. I, of course, look worse. Maybe we can pass for innocent travelers. 

         
         But the soldier’s gaze doesn’t linger on Iano—it jumps to me.

         
         “Oh!” he says again, and his hands begin to fumble around his saddle.

         
         “Dammit, Olito, what is it?” demands his companion, attempting to edge his horse around the boulder.
         

         
         “That’s—it’s the accomplice!” Olito says frantically. “It’s . . . look, look—she’s just as the orders said . . .”

         
         Accomplice?

         
         I realize now what he’s fumbling for. A crossbow. He wrenches a quarrel from under his saddle flap and jams it in place, awkwardly
            winding the crank.
         

         
         “Let me see, Olito, move your damned horse—”

         
         Iano jumps to his feet and draws his bow. It’s a beautiful movement, graceful and fluid, wonderful for a relaxed afternoon
            of targets at the royal hunting lodge, but not at all comforting when facing the prospect of two loaded crossbows. All the
            thrilling appreciation I’ve ever had for his clever handling of his artisanal bow vanishes as I wonder why on earth he didn’t
            choose a more modern weapon to train with.
         

         
         Olito draws his crossbow up to sight, but his companion is finally maneuvering his horse around his, making the animal sidestep
            and bob and Olito’s aim waver.
         

         
         “Hold your quarrel, Olito, hang on, let’s just make sure—by the colors.” His companion finally gets a clear look at me, twisted halfway in the saddle as his horse negotiates the rocky slope. “You’re
            right!”
         

         
         I do the only thing I can think of given the circumstances.

         
         I flee.

         
         I scramble on leaden fingers and toes for the cover of another boulder. I hear the whir of a crank, and a quarrel skips off
            the rocks where I’d been sitting.
         

         
         “Hold your quarrel!” Iano roars behind me. “How dare you—by order of the crown, hold your quarrel!”

         
         But several things then happen at once. There’s another wind of a crank, and then a twang of a string as Iano releases, and
            all those afternoons of targets and darts and fox-in-the-hole funnel right into his arrow as it punctures the young soldier’s
            throat. Olito slumps in the saddle, his reloaded crossbow clattering to the rocks. The horses spook, their frantic movements
            dislodging rocks and adding to the disarray. The second soldier panics, first grabbing for his crossbow, and then abandoning
            it for his saddle horn as his horse bolts instinctively down the mountainside. But the terrain is too loose, and too steep,
            and the animal makes it only a few strides before it stumbles. The soldier is half-thrown from its back, but he barely makes
            it to the ground before the horse rolls right over him. There’s a horrible sight of four flailing hooves in the air, of flying
            rocks, and then the horse disappears over the sharp lip of the mountain, the sound of grinding stone following it down.
         

         
         The soldier doesn’t move. He stays facedown in the rocks, one of which bears a wet, straggled line of red.

         
         Iano drops his bow and stumbles backward.

         
         “Oh, Light,” he gasps.

         
         Slowly, I rise from my half-crouch by the boulder. I wish I felt ashamed for running, but I don’t—staying put would have only earned me a quarrel. I wobble back toward Iano, who’s staring at Olito still slouched half out of his saddle. As we watch, the horse takes a few nervous steps down the path, and the soldier’s head bumps the boulder. With a slow, terrible slide, he falls to the ground. 

         
         Iano’s palms fly to his head, his lips white. “Oh, Light . . .”
         

         
         I grip his shoulder to steady both of us. His frantic gaze jumps to me.

         
         “He was . . . he would have shot you! But I didn’t . . . I didn’t mean . . . oh, Light . . .”

         
         I squeeze him, fighting down my own panic. His gaze moves down the slope, where the second soldier is still unmoving on the
            rocks. There’s no sound from beyond the lip of the cliff.
         

         
         Iano suddenly bends at the waist, his hands on his knees, gasping as if he’s going to be sick. I sink with him—my legs are
            reedy and trembling from my burst of movement. I peer up into Iano’s stricken face.
         

         
         “I killed him,” he whispers to the ground. “I killed them both. Our own soldiers . . .”

         
         Perhaps it’s because I know I can’t offer any condolences, but suddenly there’s something else I want him to focus on. I swipe
            at the ground below his face and drag my fingernail through the dirt.
         

         
         ACCOMPLICE? I write.
         

         
         “Who’s an accomplice?” he asks.

         
         “Me,” I say. I point to the soldiers. “Called me . . .” I point to the word in the dirt again.

         
         “They called you an accomplice,” he says, and then his brow furrows. “They must have had you confused with someone else.”

         
         They’d seemed pretty certain, though, and there was no hesitation in how they should act upon it. They were ready to shoot on sight. 

         
         I rise and slowly approach the riderless horse, stepping carefully around Olito’s body. The horse tosses its head, still uneasy,
            but I grasp its dangling reins and reach for the saddlebag.
         

         
         “What are you doing?” Iano asks.

         
         I gesture to the bag, unhooking it from the saddle. Bringing it back to Iano, I open it and rifle through the contents. The
            topmost items are camping goods—packets of food, a tinderbox, a canteen. But below these things is an oilskin pouch, crinkling
            with parchment inside. I pull it out and open it.
         

         
         It’s a stack of documents, all marked for the captain of the garrison in Pasul. I unroll the first and come face-to-face with
            Lark, the woodblock-printed image staring out in crisp black ink from under her broad-brimmed hat and raised bandanna.
         

         
         
            Wanted: Dead or Alive

            The  Sunshield Bandit

            for the Murder of Ashoki Tamsin Moropai, Abduction of Prince Iano Okinot in-Azure, and Attacks on Moquoian Industry.

            Subject Should Be Considered Armed and Dangerous.

            Reward: Two Hundred Crescents

            Fifty Crescents for Accomplices, Dead or Alive

         

         “Oh no . . . ,” Iano breathes, reading over my shoulder.

         
         My own chest is locked tight with dread. Lark is being blamed not just for my faked murder, but for Iano’s disappearance, too? My gaze travels down the page, where there’s a splash of red wax at the bottom. Iano’s fingers jump to grasp the parchment, lifting it closer to be sure. He draws in a sharp breath. 

         
         It’s his mother’s seal—the stamp of Queen Isme Okinot in-Scarlet.

         
         We lock gazes—his eyes are creased with shock.

         
         “Not . . . ,” he begins. “I mean . . . just because . . . she authorized the bounty, it doesn’t mean that she . . .” His anguished
            gaze drops to my lips. “Does it?”
         

         
         I shake my head, but it’s a worrying thought, that Queen Isme might have been the one behind my attack.

         
         “She’s not a Hire,” he says firmly, almost angrily.
         

         
         I don’t say anything. I can’t. Instead, I tap the phrase at the bottom, with the reward for accomplices.

         
         “Vee,” I say.

         
         “V?” he repeats, and a full five agonizing seconds pass before his expression clears. “Oh—Veran?”

         
         I nod.

         
         “I suppose this puts him at risk too—assuming he finds her.”

         
         I nod again, release the bounty sheet, and rifle through the other documents in the pouch. They’re all copies, meant to be
            posted throughout Pasul. They’re hastily made—the woodblock was clearly carved in a hurry, with uneven spaces between the
            letters and smeared ink where they hadn’t been left to dry long enough. I close the oilskin pouch and lift out the one beneath
            it, also full of parchment. I have a sinking feeling in my stomach, a growing dread at why, exactly, the two soldiers recognized
            me as an accomplice.
         

         
         I open the pouch and pull out the first sheet.

         
         “Great Colors of the Light,” Iano blurts out in shock.

         
         Sure enough, there’s my face, or as near enough as the woodcarver could come. It’s rounder than it appears now, more like it used to be when I was a healthy weight, but the most damning thing is my hair. It’s gone, just as mine is now, suggested only by a few sparse black lines on my head. At the bottom, just like Lark’s, is the queen’s seal. 

         
         
            Wanted: Dead

            Accomplice of the Sunshield Bandit

            Name Unknown

            Moquoian National. Amber Si-Oque, Possibly Forged. Shorn Head. Mute.

            Subject Should Be Considered Armed and Dangerous.

            Reward: Two Hundred Crescents

         

         We stare in silence. I fix on that one word at the top, the finality of it lending some sense to our soldiers’ panicked reactions.
            Dead. I’m not supposed to be brought in alive.
         

         
         “What . . . how?” Iano finally asks, his voice weak. “How could someone know what you look like? How could they know that I gave you back
            your si-oque? How could they know that you’re . . . about your tongue?”
         

         
         I turn the heavy parchment over and sweep the ground for a pebble. I roll it in the dirt and use it to form an inelegant scrawl.

         
         OUR BLACKMAILER DID THIS.

         
         It’s the only answer I can think of. The court had already been twitchy about the Sunshield Bandit, but the only person I can think of who would know these details about me, besides my now-dead captors, is the person who orchestrated the attack itself. 

         
         Which means they must know that I’ve escaped. And this is their way of getting rid of me before anyone finds out that I’m
            the ashoki who didn’t die.
         

         
         Iano’s right—just because his mother’s seal is on the bounties doesn’t mean she’s the mastermind. But it does mean she’s been
            drawn into the lies.
         

         
         It means we’re even less safe than we thought.

         
         Iano scrubs his face. “We need to get to Giantess Township. We have to get to Soe’s, find somewhere we’ll be safe. This is
            getting out of control—someone in Tolukum is somehow one step ahead of us. I just hope they haven’t figured out where we’re
            going.”
         

         
         I don’t know how they could, but we can’t afford to linger anyway. Together we pile the bounty sheets back in the saddlebag.
            For one terrible moment, we both pause, and then simultaneously look to the riderless horse.
         

         
         Iano inhales.

         
         “You get on,” he says, his voice tight. “I’ll get the rapier.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Lark

         
         The South Burr is running high.

         
         I stand on the far bank, my boots inch-deep in muck, staring at the rushing, rust-colored water between me and the trace leading
            up to Three Lines. Last night’s thunderstorm was no typical desert shower—the grass along the banks is slicked flat and strewn
            with debris, and the water is still well above its usual course. As I watch, a cottonwood tree bobs hurriedly downstream,
            shedding green leaves along the way.
         

         
         We never needed to worry much about flash flooding in Three Lines. The worst that ever happened was that the freshwater seep
            would overflow and send a creek down the side of camp, but since all our gear and stores were on the higher slopes, we were
            never in any danger. I see that telltale creek now, trickling down the grassy trace, but now I’m on the wrong side of the
            Burr, and what was usually a line of defense is a barrier.
         

         
         It doesn’t matter, though. Flooding or not, I have to ford it. I have to get my campmates out of the canyon, out of the Ferinno. I have the barest head start. If we leave everything, we can get away before anyone comes looking. 

         
         And Sedge’s crossbow is in camp. So I can deter anyone trying to follow.

         
         I shouldn’t have thought of the crossbow. Thinking of the crossbow makes me think of Saiph, and then of Rose, and then of
            the disaster all our lives have become. Saiph is missing, either lost along the road or injured, or killed, or captured by
            slavers, or in prison in Pasul—and I don’t know how I’m going to find out which. Short of following the track he was supposed
            to take south of the water scrape and then knocking on the sheriff’s door, I can’t figure out how I’m going to find him.
         

         
         And Rose . . .

         
         It’s been two weeks since the catastrophe with the slave wagon, the one that killed Pickle and wrenched the last good bit
            of Rose’s amputated leg below her knee apart. And it’s been five days since I left her with the others, feverish and unconscious.
         

         
         I’ve grown sicker and sicker with dread this whole ride, afraid of what’s waiting for me in camp.

         
         And I loathe the self-absorbed, manipulative prince Veran Greenbrier.
         

         
         Jema stands with her head drooping over the rushing river, nose almost to the water. Poor Jema. I finally stopped to let her
            rest once we reached the shiprock, but it wasn’t enough, and I need her to keep going.
         

         
         We have to get across the Burr.

         
         “Rat,” I call. “Here!”

         
         Rat lopes up the bank, leaving paw prints in the deep mud. I grab hold of his ruff and wrap my arm under his chest.

         
         “You’re not going to like this,” I warn him. “Bear with me, okay?”

         
         I hoist him off the ground, and immediately he whines and wriggles, smearing my trousers with mud. But they’re about to get
            soaked anyway, so I move forward and take up Jema’s reins. I maneuver upstream of her—if she slips, I don’t want to be in
            her path. With a cluck, I slosh forward into the thick, muddy rapids.
         

         
         We’re okay, at first. The slope is gentle and the ground is pebbly. Rat gives a stringy coyote whine at my hip, and I clutch
            him tighter. Jema snorts, tossing her head.
         

         
         “It’s okay,” I soothe them both, leading us farther out into the river. On a typical day, a ford here would barely get my
            knees wet, but just a few feet in, the surface is already over the tops of my boots. They flood, dragging my steps.
         

         
         By the time we’re ten feet in, the water is sloshing against my thighs. Something—a branch or root washed free by the current—slaps
            my knee, and I lean into Jema’s shoulder. She tosses her mane, her nose high.
         

         
         “It’s okay,” I say again. “It’s okay, Jema. Jema, come on . . .”

         
         The water’s at her chest, and she doesn’t like it—she keeps trying to turn away from me, to move downstream.

         
         “Jema,” I say breathlessly. “Jema . . .”
         

         
         And Colm.

         
         The name slams into me and I slip on the rocky bottom, clutching the reins to keep from falling. Rat’s claws catch my trousers.

         
         A familiar voice enters my head.

         
         You named your horse after Gemma Maczatl? The Last Queen of Alcoro?

         
         I’d scoffed at Veran a few days ago, glad to use his affront against him, but I hadn’t given his comment much thought. The night I stole Jema was two years ago, in Teso’s Ford. There was a group of university officials in town for a lecture, and as I lurked around the back of the amphitheater, pinching coins from pockets, I heard that name dropped more than once. When I stole one of their horses, a big, burly black mare, I gave her that name. 

         
         I liked it. It felt fancy, felt right.

         
         Felt familiar.

         
         “No, no, no,” I murmur, gritting my teeth. I wrap Jema’s reins around my fist, trying to pull her along, but now I can’t get
            that other name out of my head—the one that often accompanied the first.
         

         
         Gemma and Colm. Colm and Gemma.

         
         Your uncle’s coming to visit . . .

         
         Look, we got a letter from . . .

         
         “NO.”

         
         I drag Jema forward, trying to outrun these ghosting half-memories, trying to drown them in the raging water. The ground dips
            under my boots, and suddenly I’m up to my stomach. I hoist Rat up under my arm, his paddling legs clawing my shirt.
         

         
         Those memories aren’t mine. They don’t belong to me. I’ve got no past in that lofty, untouchable world, a world of queens
            and kings and castles all built on the backs of innocent people. A world that trades in flesh and blood.
         

         
         This was a bad decision, choosing to ford here. I should have continued downstream to the place where the current eases, but
            that would have taken me two miles out of the way. Two miles from Three Lines, two miles from my campmates. Two miles safer. I shake away that thought and take another step.
         

         
         The water’s at my chest; I lift my chin above the dirty droplets leaping from the surface. Rat clambers over my shoulder,
            his wet fur sticking to my face. I can feel him shaking.
         

         
         “S’okay,” I spit around the hair and spray. “Come on, halfway there . . . no, Jema—”
         

         
         Jema’s had enough. She turns downstream, her ears flat against her skull. I haul on her lead, but with both her and the current
            tugging me in the same direction, my feet slide, and I pitch forward. My head slips under the surface. Rat’s claws scrabble
            at my shoulder, tearing my skin . . .
         

         
         And then he’s gone.

         
         I suck in a dirty mouthful of water, my body free in the rapids. I bounce off a rock, jarring my injured shoulder. By chance
            my toes catch the riverbed, and I fight to dig my heels in. They pop free almost immediately, but it gives me the chance to
            thrust my head above the surface, spewing out water.
         

         
         “Rat!” I fling my soaking dreadlocks out of my face—my hat is gone—and desperately scan the water downstream. It’s a raging
            mess, foaming and plunging, branches appearing and disappearing as they tumble. I’m rushing along with them—rushing past the
            trace to Three Lines. In a moment I’ll be swept past and have to double back, losing those precious minutes . . . I give a
            wordless shout and start to stroke—I’m no swimmer, never had to be a swimmer in the desert, not since the lake, stroke from your shoulder, not the elbow, fingers into spoons, not forks, sweetheart—

         
         My next shout is more of a gasp, and then I see Rat—he’s twenty feet ahead, paddling for the shore we started on, where Jema is cantering out of the river, shedding streams of water. But the coyote is already being carried past the horse, floundering in the middle of the current. 

         
         “Rat!” I take one long shoulder stroke downstream before something slams into my stomach, knocking the breath from my lungs.
            Something wild and waving punches my ribs—a branch. I’ve hit a tree lodged in the bottom, stopping my progress. Rat shoots
            farther and farther away from me.
         

         
         “Rat!” I scream. The current is so strong it’s moving me sideways, along the angle of the tree. It’s shifting me toward the
            far bank, toward Three Lines, but now Rat is out of sight. I fight to free one leg from the net of branches. I nearly have
            it thrown over the blockage when from the corner of my vision, a figure comes barreling down the riverbank, near where Rat
            just disappeared. It dives into the torrent.
         

         
         The tree I’m flattened against judders, and I go under again. The current pushes me down its length, every twig and knob finding
            a way to pinch or scrape or slap. I emerge, choking, and realize that I’m nearly in the first reeds on the far bank. My boots
            grind on the bottom, and I lift my shoulders free. Gasping, I wind my fingers in the reeds—bless you, cattail—and haul myself
            into the pebbly muck. The water tugs at my boots, but now I can crawl, coughing, through the weeds and up onto the bank.
         

         
         I’m a uniform dirty brown, from my hair to my once-white shirt to my boots. I slouch for a moment, drawing rattly gasps of
            air, my ears still full of the rushing water.
         

         
         Stupid, stupid, stupid.

         
         Stupid.

         
         My dread now cresting like a swell, I lift my head and stagger to my feet. I barely get my boots under me before I hear the last voice I want—or expect—to hear. 

         
         “Lark! Lark, I got him!”

         
         From the willows staggers an equally-brown Veran, his sopping clothes hanging off him, hair plastered to his forehead. He’s
            clutching a bedraggled Rat in his arms. An anxious coyote whine rises over the sound of the current, and my dread flushes
            into something like relief.
         

         
         Something, but not quite.

         
         I glance across the river—Jema is safe, nosing along with the pretty palomino Kuree, both their reins dangling. My buckler
            winks on her saddle, along with my sword hilt. I look back to Veran as he stumbles forward eagerly, eyes bright.
         

         
         “I got him,” he gasps again. “I wasn’t sure I could, but I learned to swim with Eloise as kids—your ma made sure I could . . .”

         
         A searing, irrational bolt of anger flares through me, and I slap my thigh. “Here, Rat.”

         
         Rat struggles out of Veran’s grip and hops toward me, panting. Veran doesn’t stop, picking up his pace to close the distance
            between us.
         

         
         “Lark,” he says. “You have to let me talk to you. Please—”

         
         I don’t wait for him to slow down; I take one step toward him, the heel of my hand out for his sternum, aiming to tip him
            off-balance and maybe kick him once he’s down. But before I can make contact, his hand flies through the air to clamp over
            my wrist.
         

         
         He smothers his own look of surprise at his reflexes. “I thought you might try that,” he says. “I’m not entirely stupid, you kn-oow, blue blessed Light—”
         

         
         His remark is cut short as I finish twisting his arm. His fingers release, and in the brief few seconds he takes to clutch
            his wrist, I break into a run for Three Lines.
         

         
         “You follow me and I’ll shoot,” I shout over my shoulder.

         
         “Lark!” he cries. “Wait—stop! There’s something I need to tell you!”

         
         But I’m fueled by anger now, and my shaky exhaustion is replaced by a burst of energy. I race up the grassy slope, Rat tearing
            along behind me.
         

         
         I don’t stop to wonder why there’s nobody out in the trace—Andras should be here with the ox and the horses, watching the
            road and letting the animals graze. Lila should be gathering greens, maybe with little Whit at her side. But the slope is
            silent and empty. Perhaps it’s too early in the day, or they’re waiting until the river recedes so they can bring the animals
            to water.
         

         
         Perhaps some horrible thing has happened, perhaps the canyon flooded in the night, perhaps it caved and they’re stuck inside,
            perhaps lightning struck and set the place burning, perhaps, perhaps, perhaps.
         

         
         I run faster.

         
         “Lark!” Veran is following me, stumbling over the rocky tussocks. I hope Sedge has the crossbow oiled and loaded—maybe if
            I shout he’ll do the aiming and shooting for me. My lungs burning, I reach the lopsided boulder at the entrance of the canyon.
            The three wavy lines carved into the rock, the ancient glyph proclaiming a water source inside, blur as I rush past them.
         

         
         “Sedge!” I call. “Lila!” My voice bounces off the rocks. “Rose! Andras, Whit, Moll!” Pickle. Saiph. The litany of my campmates cycles through my head, my throat hitching at the two I’ve already lost.
         

         
         “Sedge!” I shout again. “Get your crossbow! Get the horses!”

         
         I hop over the stream coursing over the path from the overflowing seep. On any other day it would be a blessing, fresh water
            running right by our toes, but now it’s only another unnerving anomaly—where is everyone? Are they hiding? Does Sedge have them sheltered above the seep? And where—I crest the little rise to the flat place
            where we keep the horses—where are the horses?

         
         “Lark!” Veran calls again. “Stop!”

         
         I break through the scrub oak fringing the camp and skid to a halt.

         
         There’s nothing, nobody. The fire ring is black and cold. The mud-and-stick lean-tos are in stacks on the ground. One of our
            rock walls has been disassembled and lies in a pile. There are no blankets, no pots, no bits of survival scattered around.
            No, that’s not quite true. There’s the ax handle I broke a few weeks ago, still missing its head, and the dinged-up metal
            staff Pickle used to throw to jam stagecoach wheels.
         

         
         But everything else, everyone else, is gone.
         

         
         Veran crashes through the scrub behind me, gasping. “Lark—”

         
         I don’t let him finish. I take off in the direction of the seep. They must be there, up the little slope—maybe the water rose
            too high, maybe Sedge decided it would be easier to defend . . .
         

         
         “Damnation, Lark!” Veran shouts. “They’re not up there! They’re not here! They’ve left—I sent a wagon!”

         
         I slide to a stop again, rocks scattering under my boots. My blood rages in my ears, and I stare up the slope without seeing
            it, my vision spotting white.
         

         
         “I mean, not a wagon, like—that kind of wagon,” he continues behind me. “A cart. In the letter I wrote to Iano—that Saiph carried to Pasul—I told him to send Saiph back with an eight-seater cart. We paid the driver—they’re probably nearly to Callais by now. No, wait—” 

         
         I pivot toward him, and he throws up his hands. “I was going to tell you in Pasul. I thought the sooner they could get help—”

         
         I advance on him, ready to break his nose, his fingers, his knee. He stumbles backward on the rocks. “Lark—”

         
         “You have taken every single thing away from me!” I snarl.

         
         “You wanted me to get them out, you wanted me to help them, I thought—”

         
         “You’ve ruined. Everything!” I shout. “You and your stupid hero complex, you’ve ruined everything I ever had!” I stoop down and scoop up a stone, cocking
            it back over my shoulder. He flings his arms over his face, crouching by the scrub.
         

         
         I stop. From this angle, on the other side of the stacked lean-tos, I again catch sight of the pile of rocks from one of our
            walls. But it’s not just a pile. Something’s wrong about it—it’s arranged too neatly, too purposefully, and in too recognizable
            a shape, longer than it is wide, with a large, flat stone propped up at the far end . . .
         

         
         I drop the rock. Veran looks up half a breath later, but I’ve already veered toward the pile. He rises slowly from his crouch.

         
         “Lark . . . is that . . . ?”

         
         I stop at the foot of the mound, first staring directly between my toes, where a frayed corner of a blanket peeks out from under the rocks. I catch more glimpses of the fabric through gaps, wrapped neatly, tightly, around something inside . . . my gaze travels to the big, flat stone at the head of the pile, leaning against the canyon wall. I recognize the stone—it was one of our general work surfaces, something we’d use to stitch leather or hammer metal or beat corn into meal. The face has been cleaned, and the remnants of black smudges, drawn on with charcoal, fleck the surface. The thunderstorm has rendered them unreadable, but it’s clear they were initially letters. 

         
         A few letters, spelling out a short name.

         
         The name of someone I left here, near death, at the reckless whim of a royal stranger.

         
         Rose.

         
         My heart shudders to a stop. My knees buckle, and I land at the foot of the cairn, staring again at the frayed corner of the
            blanket that’s serving as a shroud. The blood has ceased roaring in my ears, leaving only a vast, noiseless void.
         

         
         “Rose.” My voice is hoarse, abraded by muddy water and too much emotion. My fingers clench on the rocks, and I fight the sudden,
            wild urge to tear away the cairn, to rip open the shroud beneath.
         

         
         “Is it . . . how do you know?” Veran whispers behind me. “It’s just . . . there’s no name . . .”

         
         I clench my jaw so hard it pops. How do I know? Which one of my campmates did I leave unconscious while I rode off to Utzibor?
            Which of my campmates had already lost a calf because of me, and now, thanks to my mistakes at the wagon, lost her life? My
            oldest friend, the closest thing I’ve ever had to family . . . my chest tightens, crushing my breath. I wind my arms around
            my head and squeeze.
         

         
         “Lark,” he says again, seemingly ignoring my silence. “Listen, I know . . . I know this is bad, but we need to get to the horses. We need to get on the road, head toward Callais. I sent your campmates to my friends there, to Gemma and Colm, and if we start now, we can be far enough away before the soldiers—” 

         
         I snap.

         
         I jump to my feet and whirl around in one sharp movement. He leaps back a second too late—I’ve already lunged and caught him
            by the collar. He staggers and we both go down, his breath whooshing from his lips as he lands with me straddling his chest.
            The packed ground sends spikes of pain up my knees, but I barely feel it. I cock my wrist back.
         

         
         “Lark,” he croaks. “I’m sorry, listen, I’m sorry—”

         
         I pause to aim. I’d like to break his teeth, or his jaw, but that would hurt my knuckles. I decide to settle for his nose,
            his pretty aquiline nose—that’s going to hurt, too, but at least I shouldn’t get anything embedded in my skin. I hinge back
            a little farther.
         

         
         He blinks up at me, his chest rising and falling under my legs. Some of the dirt from the river has sloughed off, and underneath
            I can see the pink scar over his eyebrow, and the purple-green bruise on his forehead, the lingering mark from where he hit
            his head after collapsing in a seizure a few days ago. Down above his right ear is the blistered patch from rescuing Tamsin
            from the burning building. On his neck is a fresh wound, a long, thin scrape, as if from a flailing dog’s claw.
         

         
         My fist trembles in the air. My own burns sting; my shoulder twinges from the blow from Dirtwater Dob’s mattock. My scrapes
            and bruises from the flooded Burr throb.
         

         
         He continues to gaze at me with those sagebrush eyes, his palms shaking on the ground.

         
         “I shouldn’t have sent them away without telling you,” he says slowly, softly. “I’m sorry, Lark. I made that decision before we ever left Three Lines—I thought I was doing you a favor, getting a head start on things, that you’d appreciate it later. It was only after we’d been traveling for a while that I realized I messed up. And I never imagined someone might die while you were away. Lark.” His voice cracks. “Hit me if you want, if it’ll help, but then let me fix some of this. I know I can’t fix all of it, but the rest of your campmates are all right—Saiph is okay. If he weren’t, the others would still be here.” 

         
         My shoulder aches with holding my fist back. I rearrange my knuckles. He winces in anticipation but doesn’t toss up his hands.

         
         From down the canyon comes the echo of a voice.

         
         Veran’s eyes widen a little. “Uh, that’s the other thing. We’re being followed.”

         
         My arm spasms, and my gaze drifts to the rocky earth just over his right shoulder.

         
         “Don’t—!” he warns, but my fist is already flying down. I ram my knuckles into the dirt by his ear. We both suck in a breath
            at the same time—he in shock and me in pain. But I don’t waste any more breath. I roll backward, my left hand still closed
            on his collar, and drag him upright.
         

         
         I hold his face inches from mine.

         
         “What do you mean, we’re being followed?” I snarl.
         

         
         “The soldiers from Pasul,” he gasps. “From the Moquoian palace—they followed my trail after I set out after you. I didn’t
            think they’d move this fast, but they’re on fresh horses.”
         

         
         The horses. “And you just left Jema and Kuree by the river?”

         
         His eyebrows knit. “Well, you did, too!”

         
         I shake him. “Because I was planning to shoot you and be done with it.” I look over his shoulder. “How many?”
         

         
         “I never got a good count. Five or six, maybe?”

         
         “Armed?”

         
         “Yeah, definitely.”

         
         I grind my teeth again and glance around, but Sedge and Lila were thorough—all our caches are cleaned out, empty. Not so much
            as a blunt knife. I let go of his collar—maybe with an extra shake—and stalk to the old ax handle and metal staff. I toss
            him the handle. He drops it, and then stoops to pick it back up.
         

         
         “We’ll have to go over,” I say.

         
         “Over what?”

         
         “The canyon,” I say. “We can climb up the track to the water pocket and then over the ridge. We can come down the draw on
            the other side and try to get to Jema and Kuree.”
         

         
         “And then Callais?”

         
         “One thing at a time, okay?”

         
         The dirt on his face cracks as he smothers a smile.

         
         “What?” I demand.

         
         “You got that from my ma.”

         
         I point at him with the metal staff, my collar hot. “Look, rule one is you absolutely shut up about—any of that, you understand? I am still so close to punching you.”
         

         
         He twists the corner of his mouth, trying ineffectively to smother his smile. “Got it.”

         
         I nearly swing the staff at his head, but now the canyon walls echo with clattering rocks. I turn away from him, my stomach
            dropping as my gaze passes over Rose’s cairn again, and then I start for the overflowing seep.
         

         
         “Keep up,” I say without looking back.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Veran

         
         The climb up the canyon headwall is steep and loose, with several slips saved only by a grip on clumps of stringy grasses.
            A few scorpions and a tarantula skitter from our approach, and at one tight twist, the air fills with the gut-wrenching whisper
            of a snake rattle. But Lark only growls impatiently at the creature, giving it just enough berth, as if she’s angry at it
            as well as me.
         

         
         I shouldn’t have grinned at her down there, not after seeing the grave, but by the Light, so much about her makes sense now.
            I want to point them all out to her, connect all her mannerisms and turns of phrase, but climbing takes all my breath, and
            chances are high she’d use that metal staff to send me over the edge.
         

         
         There’s a shout from down the canyon, and I glance over my shoulder.

         
         “They’ve spotted us,” I call. Lark twists, frowning at the knot of soldiers pointing up at us. She pulls her bandanna up over her nose and mouth—it looks odd without her eyeblack and broad-brimmed hat. She turns back and keeps climbing, using the metal staff as a hiking pole. 

         
         “Is this just about my bounty?” she asks gruffly.

         
         “No, I don’t think it has anything to do with your bounty,” I say. “I think they’re after me.”

         
         “Oh, is that all? Why the gall am I running, then? Is there a reward?”
         

         
         “Ha,” I reply flatly. “I’m sure they’d be just as happy to get their hands on you, too, so I wouldn’t risk it.”

         
         “What’ve you done to make a bunch of Moquoian soldiers chase you from Pasul?”

         
         “Rescued Tamsin, obviously.”

         
         “Obviously,” she mimics, a snarl in her voice. “I thought we rescued her for the prince. I wouldn’t have thought that would
            result in jail time.”
         

         
         “Tamsin isn’t just a court noble,” I say. “She was the ashoki, the—”
         

         
         “The folk who sing at everybody to tell them what to think?”

         
         “It’s a little more complicated than that,” I say, annoyed. “They don’t just tell people what to think, they bring things
            to their attention, frame things in ways people haven’t thought of. Tamsin got caught up in the slave trade several years
            ago. She made it her goal to play for the court to make lawmakers see the system doesn’t work like they think it does, that
            it’s not a just institution.”
         

         
         “Funny that somebody had to explain that to them,” she says shortly.

         
         I sigh. “I won’t argue that point. Politics can be an insular world, I don’t deny it. And I won’t defend it. Folk are resistant to change, at their best, and greedy and corrupt at their worst. But that only makes Tamsin’s work all the more remarkable—she completely changed Iano’s frame of mind. The next king of Moquoia, Lark. He has no compelling reason to disrupt the status quo, except she helped him see that he should, and he could. Don’t you think that’s remarkable?” 

         
         She doesn’t answer my question. “So what you’re saying is, some of the politicians in court got angry that she was rocking
            the boat?”
         

         
         “That’s a Lumeni phrase,” I point out.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Rock the boat. You learned that in Lumen Lake.”
         

         
         She stops dead and turns to me, her bronze eyes blazing over her bandanna. The end of the metal pole hovers an inch from my
            nose.
         

         
         I wave it away. “Sorry, couldn’t help it.”

         
         “You’d better start helping it.”

         
         “Come on, the soldiers are starting up.”

         
         She looks down, to where the first Moquoians are starting the ascent up the headwall, hindered by their crossbows. She makes
            a frustrated sound and continues.
         

         
         I press on, wanting her to have the full story, still fighting the guilt of not telling her about the wagon. “You’re right,
            though—Tamsin made enemies in court. The problem is, we don’t know who. There are plenty of people who would be against upsetting
            the slave trade, and in favor of Iano appointing an ashoki with more traditional politics. The minister of infrastructure is at the top of my list.” I recall my handful of unpleasant interactions with Minister Hetor Kobok, coupled with his long absence around the time Tamsin was abducted. “But it could be anybody, really. It could be the new ashoki, or an ally of hers determined to keep a proslavery voice in power. Or any of the ministers who depend on exploited labor.
            Or someone with some other motive; I’m not familiar enough with the nuances of Moquoian politics to—”
         

         
         “Veran,” she says.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Shut up. Focus on breathing, or you’re going to pass out. If you do, I’m leaving you.”

         
         I fall silent, following the crunching of her bootheels. Rat’s panting is the only other sound.

         
         “I mean,” she says suddenly, as if realizing what she’d said. “I’m not going to leave you if you . . . that’s not what I—”

         
         I allow a dismissive sigh, letting her hear my irritation. “Oh, so it’s one thing if you shoot me yourself or knock my brains
            out, but blessed Light, you couldn’t bring yourself to leave me if I have a seizure? I don’t want your pity, Lark.”
         

         
         She doesn’t turn around, but her steps slow just a bit. A few rocks scatter under her boots.

         
         “Sorry,” she says.

         
         “You can shut up, too,” I snap.

         
         We toil upward. My thighs burn from the climb, my breath hitching in my chest. Every now and then I glance down at the Moquoians—we’re
            keeping pace ahead of them, thanks to Lark’s familiarity with the nigh-invisible path. I work to keep my footprints as light
            as possible, to avoid making the way any clearer for them.
         

         
         “Here’s the pocket,” she says after a while. I follow her over a lip of stone to see a shallow depression. Lying in the center is what looks like an oblong puddle, but I know from our last foray up the sandstone bluff a few days ago that it must be deep to provide such a reliable water source. 

         
         We drink from the pocket in silence, the cool, sweet water washing some of the mud out of my throat. I splash my face and
            hair and let the droplets fall through my fingers. I wish we could carry some with us—I wish we had a canteen or a bottle,
            a pot, a skin, anything. Lark seems to be thinking the same thing. She crouches at the edge of the pocket, gripping the lip
            with her knuckles in the water, staring down into its depths.
         

         
         “It never ran dry,” she says. And I realize then that she’s not just climbing out of Three Lines Canyon—she’s saying good-bye
            to it. With the soldiers behind us and her campmates in Callais, she might never be back in this place again.
         

         
         My thoughts flicker briefly to the Silverwood, to the dark slopes and ancient trees, and my heart squeezes a little tighter.
            I’ve said good-bye to my home plenty of times, but I’ve never expected I’d never return.
         

         
         I glance down the canyon—the helmets of the soldiers bob as they scramble up the slope, still over a quarrel shot below us.
            My gaze drifts out to the canyon floor, and I frown. Instead of continuing up, two of the soldiers have turned around and
            are running back through Lark’s camp.
         

         
         I bite my lip, not wanting to rush Lark through her good-bye, but she tears herself away from the water before I say anything.
            Without looking at me, she turns for the slope.
         

         
         “We’re close to the top, but the last bit’s a scramble,” she says stiffly. “We never had much need to go over the rim. Come
            on, Rat.”
         

         
         “Where does the adjacent canyon let out?” I ask as we start up the crumbly incline.

         
         “About half a mile downriver.”

         
         I glance back at the two soldiers running back down the canyon. “And if we can’t get out that way?”

         
         “Why couldn’t we?”

         
         “Two of the soldiers are going back. What if they blockade the canyon entrance?”

         
         “How many are following us?”

         
         “Four.”

         
         “Then we have nothing to worry about. You said there’s only six.”

         
         “I said I didn’t get a good count.”

         
         She grunts cryptically. “Well, we can’t go back. We have a head start. We should reach the end of the canyon before them.”

         
         “They probably have horses.”

         
         She spins on me, her arms spread wide. “What do you want me to say, Veran?”

         
         “I just want you to know all the angles,” I say hotly.

         
         She makes a disgusted sound and goes back to climbing. “If you hadn’t followed me, we wouldn’t have this problem.”

         
         “If you hadn’t run—” I blurt out before I can help it, but even if I hadn’t stopped myself, I wouldn’t have been able to finish. With a shout
            of anger, Lark whirls around, the metal staff wheeling wide. It’s only thanks to the steep slope that I’m able to duck under
            its path.
         

         
         “We have to go, Lark!” I gasp, my feet sliding backward down the incline. I crouch again as the staff makes the return arc,
            ruffling my hair. “We don’t have time—”
         

         
         Lark pulls back for another swing, her eyes burning and her feet wide. She’ll make contact this time. I scramble to get out of the reach of the staff, but before I make it far, Rat barks. Lark’s gaze jumps past me just as I hear the familiar wind of a crank. And then the staff isn’t slicing toward my head—she lunges and hooks the end in my tunic like a sailor’s gaff and shoves me into the canyon wall. I swear breathlessly—the end pins me to the rock, bruising my shoulder. A quarrel shatters off the path where my torso had been. 

         
         I glance down between my toes—the first of the soldiers has her arms hooked over the lip of the water pocket, her crossbow
            sights trained up at us. She swipes another quarrel from one of her companions below her and jams it in place.
         

         
         “Get up!” Lark snarls, as if I’d been rolling around on the path for no reason. She withdraws the staff and snatches a handful
            of my tunic, and then we’re running—bent nearly double as we race to get back out of range. The sound of the crank is lost
            to the shower of rocks washed loose from our scramble, and the next quarrel hits near Lark’s grip on a juniper root. Without
            pause she scoops up the quarrel and wedges it down in her ponytail for safekeeping.
         

         
         In another few breaths, we’re out of range again, but now the soldiers have summited the bowl of the water pocket. I race
            after Lark’s boots, choking on the dust she kicks up and trying not to panic when my toes slide on loose gravel. There’s no
            space for panic, though. No space for thought.
         

         
         Only flight.

         
         We reach what amounts to the rim of the canyon—merely a broadening of the incline, so that we can run upright instead of scramble. Lark takes off through the thick sage and juniper, occasionally shouting things over her shoulder like, “Snake!” or “Burrow!” I labor after her, my lungs seizing on my breath. I haven’t put my body through these kinds of paces in . . . forever. Not ever. Even during the few times I’ve managed to slip into the forest on my own, I’ve been careful to take things slowly, to rest and drink and eat, to scan my body for the occasional telltale signs that meant I’m pushing myself too hard. Fatigue, nausea, headache—sometimes these things warn me that my body’s about to give way. But not always. And not now. Now my body’s just a mess of screaming muscles and blurry vision and adrenaline. Two days without sleep, two nights of frantic riding, a swim across a swollen river with a flailing dog, a run up a canyon wall . . . 

         
         I don’t think I can make it.

         
         “Lark,” I gasp aloud, stumbling numbly over a rock. “Wait . . .”

         
         My voice isn’t loud enough for her to hear, but to my surprise, she stops anyway, her boots skidding in the gravel. I practically
            crash into her a second later, unable to change the mindless pace of my legs. She swears and widens her stance, gripping my
            shoulders to steady me. I lean unapologetically on her, dragging air into my burning lungs.
         

         
         “Hot damn,” she says grimly, and I look up. We’ve reached a knoll on the canyon rim, high enough to be able to see down to
            the canyon on the far side, as well as the grassy trace leading to the river. I suck in an agonized breath.
         

         
         The bank and both canyons are swarming with soldiers. Most are mounted, cantering this way and that, but some are weaving up the canyon floor, wedging themselves behind rocks. The climbing sun flashes off swords, off helmets, off quarrels. Across the foaming brown river, I can just make out Jema and Kuree hitched to two Moquoian mounts, their saddlebags torn open. 

         
         “Six,” Lark says.

         
         “I said I didn’t get a good look!”

         
         “Six is a lot different from twenty!” she snaps.

         
         I can’t even be bothered to argue. I bend at the waist, still clutching her arms, trying to slow my breathing.

         
         She twists to look over her shoulder, scanning for the four pursuing soldiers. I can’t find the strength to turn my head,
            but I don’t hear the crunch of approaching footsteps yet.
         

         
         She lets out a breath and turns back to the canyon. “Blazes.” She hitches me up a little higher. “Okay. Okay. There’s a bit
            of a climb, and then the rim here turns into a mesa. There’s no descent on the southern slopes, but we can probably find a
            way down the northwestern side . . . except . . .”
         

         
         She trails off.

         
         “Except what?” I ask.

         
         “Except it leads out into the water scrape,” she says. “About fifty miles, give or take, with no water.”

         
         I’ve heard of the water scrape. It’s been the bane of planning the final western reaches of the proposed Ferinno Road, and
            it’s what made Lark’s camp on the South Burr so strategic. Every traveler, every stage and caravan and slave wagon, had to
            come to the Burr to water their animals. The official track to Pasul, as it exists now, makes a dramatic bend southward to
            minimize the distance between the South and North Burr. If a driver could cut across the water scrape, they’d reach Pasul
            two days earlier, but their animals would die of thirst halfway across.
         

         
         The idea of walking across it is nothing short of laughable.
         

         
         “Can we descend the mesa on the northwest side and then circle back around for the eastern side?” I ask.

         
         “Are the Moquoians expecting you to go east?” she asks.

         
         After Rou and Eloise took off east, after I fled east from Pasul, after I brought the wrath of the Moquoian court down on
            the Eastern Alliance?
         

         
         “Yeah,” I say, straightening as much as I can.

         
         She looks again at the soldiers in the canyon, and then down at the trace, and then to Jema and Kuree across the river, and
            finally over her shoulder. She sighs again, lifts my arm, and settles it over her shoulders.
         

         
         “Let’s just focus on getting across the mesa first,” she says.

         
         “One crisis at a time,” I say, because I’m lightheaded and it feels like a lifeline to repeat my mother’s mantra.

         
         Lark snorts. “Oh, we’re way past the luxury of only worrying about one thing at a time. Come on. If we get out of sight, the soldiers behind us may think
            we’ve gone down the next canyon.”
         

         
         She starts me forward, veering away from the drop into the canyon and instead up the incline spreading to our right. It’s
            studded with boulders, and within a few feet, we’re screened from the immediate view of anyone following. I set my feet carefully,
            wobbly—but at least I’m not as completely spent as a few days ago, when she had to all but carry me down the ridge after I
            collapsed. After getting my breath back, I take some of my weight off her shoulder.
         

         
         “I think I can walk now,” I say, sliding my arm from around her neck.

         
         She frowns at me over her bandanna and then hands me the metal staff. “Here. Use that to balance with. I’ll need it back if
            there’s fighting to be done.”
         

         
         I take it, trying not to show how relieved I am to have something to lean on that’s not her.

         
         “I see you’ve lost the ax handle,” she remarks.

         
         “Yeah, I dropped it when I thought I was going to get my head bashed in,” I say tersely. “Too bad you missed—you could have
            been rid of me.”
         

         
         Something flickers on her face, but she smooths it out—by the Light, she’s exactly like her mother—and turns up the slope again.
         

         
         “If I had really wanted to hit you, I would have,” she says.

         
         I take one step and then stop. “What?”

         
         “Come on. Keep quiet. We’re hardly safe here.”

         
         She continues on, hopping nimbly among the rocks. After a moment, I shake my head and follow, more silent but less steady
            than she, and now emotionally exhausted as well as physically from trying to figure out if we’re allies or enemies.
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