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To the girl in the yew tree,

God hears your prayers.








  
  [image: ]
Chapter One


Do I dare? 
The seed rests in my quivering palm. Every morning this week, I’ve risen with the red foxes at dawn; their hunting cries echo through the olive groves, a warning of time slipping away. But no matter how many times I try, the results remain the same. 
Please, let today be different, I beg the Guardians as if Earth and Sky would listen now after years of waiting. Still, hope flickers within me like a breath of wind feeding embers.
I’ve deliberated too long. Already, friends and neighbors arrive in droves for my family's farewell party. Outside my bedroom door, their sandals slap against the dusty tiles. Laughs and greetings call across the empty rooms. 
Before I lose my nerve, I press the olive seed into the dirt. The clay pot warms as I hold it close against my chest. The Song of Growth drifts so softly from my lips that I barely hear my voice, yet I will the Guardians to feel my desperation. 
Today will be different. It has to be.
The song dances around the barren bedroom, searching for a partner. There's little left in this space for the Guardians’ magic to cling onto, yet it passes over me, deeming me a stranger unworthy of its companionship.
Please.
My eyes lower to the clay pot. Empty.
If the Guardians granted me a gift, a landworking one would be the most likely. For any other child in Mezrea, the olive seed would have miraculously sprouted in the dirt.
You may be a Torlan, child of Earth. But Earth will not bless you with a landworking gift. You are cursed.
I flick the loamy soil with a finger, resenting its mockery. I’m not surprised, yet disappointment sweeps over me, cold and merciless. 
In three days, the extension to my gift naming ceremony will end. In three days, I will turn fifteen and be officially nameless.
I want to hurl the pot at the wall, but instead, I force my shaking fingers to slide the pot under my bed. Even though another attempt is pointless, I have one more day to test this gift before we leave for Talaneamh's capital.
I retrieve my notebook from my trunk and carefully cross out the landworking gift emblem from the page. I’ve already tested aptitudes for other gifts today: drawing, mathematics, embroidery—anything that can be done discreetly with our house fully packed. Had I asked, my family would have helped me test, but I cannot bear the thought of them witnessing my failure again and again. I’ve caused them enough grief.
The door creaks open, and my sister Neasa peeks in. A loose curl falls over her graceful shoulder, the afternoon sun catching the vein of bronze running through the strands.
“Nour! Why aren’t you dressed yet? Everyone’s already here.”
I lift my yilwen out of the trunk and playfully shake the long coat at her. My sister rolls her eyes. She knows I would hide in here all evening if I had my way.
“When you see Mother, tell her I checked in. And don’t keep her waiting long. She’ll be angry if we don’t properly thank everyone.”
I nod, hastily wrapping the yilwen around my tunic and securing it with an umber sash. I don’t know why they insist I attend. This farewell party is to honor my family, not me. Most Mezreans are relieved to see me go. 
The door shuts, and my fingers reverently trace my sister’s handiwork. Dress yilwens are passed down as heirlooms, given to the child or grandchild with a gift most similar to the original wearer. Families claim the fruitfulness of a shared gift increases with each generation, so most people are eager to mark legacy gifts on their yilwens. 
Mother’s is particularly old; she is an only child from a long line of healers, going back eight generations. For her sake, we hope Neasa will one day bear a child with a healing gift. I will never have the opportunity for marriage or children. Because of or despite the fact, Neasa has lovingly stitched my dress yilwen for years. 
The long, sage-green coat outlines our family’s gifts for the last four generations. Various gift emblems adorn the edge of the skirt: woodcraft gifts from Father’s line and healing gifts from Mother’s are most prevalent, but Neasa has included a masonry gift from a great-uncle and an artisan gift from some other distant relative. She wanted to clothe me with the strength of my ancestors, but instead, I wear the weight of their unmet expectations. 
I shake curls loose from a messy braid. Dark tresses cover the area over my heart where my gift emblem should be, but instead of an empty space, Neasa has sewn a silk rose. She thinks of everything. 
I move toward the mirror to adjust my sash. Yellow, hungry-looking eyes stare at me, too large and strange in my fragile face. I’ve overheard whispers that the distinct color gives me a rather haunted appearance, as if the knowledge of my fate is steadily eating me away.
Nonsense. 
I square my shoulders, fling open the door, and step out before I change my mind. 
I wish I had waited longer. 
A startled gasp is the only warning I get before I nearly collide with a neighbor. He dives to one side, narrowly avoiding grazing my elbow, but consequently, slams another guest against the limewashed wall. We all mutter apologies as they scurry away to escape my vicinity. While there is no proof that the nameless damage a person’s gift through touch, I’ve been encouraged to keep my distance since my twelfth birthday.
With that promising start to the party, I drift toward the parlor already crowded with people. Keeping close to the wall, I slip into my designated corner. With luck, I’ll avoid any conversation for the evening.
“Nourahna, there you are! I knew you’d be lurking somewhere. I wanted to give your present in person.”
My mouth lifts into what I hope is a grateful smile. It isn't that I particularly dislike Landworker Guven. In fact, the woman's frankness is refreshing, if not amusing at times, but I cannot bear her honesty today. Not three days before my fifteenth birthday.
“It’s my famous hair oil,” Landworker Guven explains irritably as I stare blankly at the glass bottle in my hand. Her wrinkled lips purse in exasperation. “I thought it might do your curls some good. It won’t make you pretty like Eleneasa, but you’re old enough to control that mane of yours.” 
I’m not offended at the landworker’s comparison. My older sister is everything I am not. Balancing a tray of hazelnut cookies in one hand while pouring a tea kettle with the other, Neasa somehow circles the group of women while being at the center of it. There’s a loveliness to her that has nothing to do with how beautiful she is. Admired for her amiable manner and genuine goodness, Neasa's a sunbird among common sparrows in Mezrea.
My sister is one of those rare individuals whose gifts spontaneously blossom without a family lineage. Even though she was never taught more than a simple darning stitch, our parents found seven-year-old Neasa singing the Song of Creation while embroidering her doll’s skirt with an elaborate spray of bees and butterflies so lifelike they appeared ready to take flight. By the time Neasa was eleven, she was running her own sewing business out of our home. Her needlework became so valued that even the governor’s young wife occasionally forwent her seasonal trip to the cities, choosing instead to have her yilwens stitched in Mezrea. 
In our small agricultural district in the borderlands, it is unusual for families to produce anything but landworkers. Neasa assures me her gift is as common as dirt in Talaneamh’s mainland, but I’m convinced no one can match the talent of my older sister. But I fear her unique gift has not received the attention it deserves. 
For years, our parents have driven Neasa to the Punaksar district to complete apprenticeship hours under a Master Seamstress. Despite her diligence, Neasa has fallen dangerously behind on her hours. Clever, beautiful, and talented—my sister is meant for far more than rural Mezrea. Our family’s move to the capital, Ginah Valley, should give her all the opportunities she’s dreamed of—as long as I don't hold her back.
“Now, Nourahna, tell me,” Landworker Guven whispers. Bulging eyes scrutinize my face. “You didn’t notice anything different today, did you?”
Cheeks hot with resentment, I shake my head miserably, and she surprises me by patting my hand.
I flinch. Except my family, no one dares to touch me—I am cursed.
“That’s a pity.” The woman smacks her lips, tasting the lingering wine. “I suppose it was too much to hope for, and we should count our Guardians’ blessings—in your condition, there are far worse places to live and families to be born to. We can be grateful for that.” 
I nod curtly. Grateful. I cannot afford to be anything but grateful.
Unlike most children, I never had any indication of a budding gift from our Guardians, Earth and Sky. In Mezrea, it is a common practice for children to plant a seed on their birthdays. Within minutes, the seed will sprout the length of a thumb, indicating a landworking gift. (Not including the pot under my bed, I have a whole collection of seeds from these failed attempts.)
Artisanal gifts such as soapmaking or beekeeping are usually inherited, with each new generation boasting the refinement of their gifting, but not always. Some gifts are difficult to discover. Isolated gifts unexpectedly appear in family lines, such as in my sister’s case, for the Guardians choose whomever they will. However, Torlans, children of Earth, often beget more Torlans and their corresponding gifts, while Brynmors, children of Sky, are gifted with the treasured gifts of heaven. But whatever the gift, it is officially announced on the child’s twelfth birthday at their naming ceremony, where a family is legally required to register their gift with their district’s governor. After that, the governor can call upon its use at any time. If a gift is highly prized, perhaps the province’s lord or even Talaneamh’s King can summon it for personal use. 
There was a time when my mother believed I’d develop an affinity toward healing. I loved trailing after her in the medicinal garden, and she dedicated a significant amount of hours teaching me herblore. Our grandfather was a prestigious physician in Ginah Valley, and my mother received his generational gift. She finished her apprenticeship under him and nearly became a Master Healer. Although Mother lacks the title, every Mezrean resident would visit Jael Cesaret for treatment far beyond what a Craftsman Healer should offer. Rules are lax in the borderlands, and consequently, Neasa and I were taught early how to create remedies. 
Neasa was dismissed after learning the basics, but I was determined to follow my mother into the kitchen night after night to chop, boil, stew, or distill. It was satisfying work, and I took pleasure in discovering Earth’s healing properties. With time and practice, I managed to concoct half-decent tinctures and salves, but unlike Mother, my infusions can only do so much; there are no miraculous recoveries from my efforts. And when the neighbors learned they were taking remedies, however simple, from one ungifted, they started asking for my mother’s hands specifically. There were precious few ways to practice after that.
At ten, my parents began to worry. Mother exposed me to all sorts of gifts by asking our good-natured neighbors to take me in turn until we exhausted all the options in Mezrea. My parents even took me to other districts, so I could observe a candlemaker, a musician, a road builder. With the help of Father’s generous library, I received a more thorough education than most children in Mezrea, yet it was obvious I lacked an aptitude for academics. Our shelves soon filled with books and trinkets Father brought back from Ginah Valley, in hopes of igniting some unforeseen talent in me.
In my wildest dreams, I have always wished for one of the renowned gifts of heaven. I gave my parents a scare several times when they caught their adventurous daughter playing on the roof. And once, I succeeded in breaking my arm by pretending to fly like a windrider.
My family is Torlan and has been on both sides for generations. But in desperation, my parents urged me to roam freely on the days Governor Awnan caused it to rain, for the improbable chance that Sky would choose me as a Brynmor. But instead of a blessing, I found myself blundering about in the storm, wondering what I had done to receive the rejection of Talaneamh’s Guardians.
My parents are kind, never blaming, and always encouraging. They tucked away their doubts behind sympathetic reasoning. I was a late bloomer, that was all, they assured me with a kiss. Perhaps my gift was rare—those did reveal themselves later. My time would come. 
With my father’s good standing with Governor Awnan, I was allowed the maximum three-year extension to the registration. My twelfth birthday came and went, without commotion or incident, for of course, there was none. 
But now, three years have dwindled to three days. No one will say it openly, but everyone knows in three days, I will become one of the nameless, the cursed: people too decrepit in mind or body to work, becoming burdens to their families, if they have any, and beggars if they have none. Those who can work are given discarded and dangerous jobs that no gifted Brynmor or Torlan would agree to.
I steel myself for more platitudes and pity. This is my future.
“Is that your wonderful hair oil?” Mother asks Landworker Guven, scattering my thoughts. Her voice, warm and confident, carries across the parlor. As Mother glides toward us, neighbors step aside or bow as if addressing royalty. Like my father, she’s gained both the respect and love of the Mezreans.
Mother squeezes me on the shoulder, and my muscles relax. She has an uncanny knack for sensing my discomfort. 
“It is, indeed. But Jael, I’m afraid I cannot give you the recipe. It’s a family secret.” 
I smirk. Landworker Guven’s concoction is nothing more than Mezrean olive oil scented with rosemary and lemon rinds and preserved with a splash of alcohol.
Mother laughs gaily. “I’ll try to wrangle it out of you another day. In the meantime, I’ll barter for a few more bottles to take with us to Ginah Valley.” 
“I have more in my pantry I can give you girls,” Landworker Guven responds amiably before huffing. “I still think you’re making a terrible mistake taking Nourahna. We all know Eleneasa was meant for the city—she takes after you—but Nourahna? Perhaps, one of us could—”
“We are a family and wouldn’t think of being separated. We’ll all go to the capital together,” Mother says briskly, plastering on a smile. “Nour, please thank Landworker Guven before packing that away. I’m sure others wish to bid you farewell.” 
I sincerely doubt that, but I bow to Landworker Guven in silent gratitude. I am about to escape when Mother touches my arm. 
“Speak, Nour,” she insists under her breath.
My shoulders and chest tighten in anticipation, knowing my traitorous mouth will be uncooperative. “Th-th-th-th-thank you.”
Face burning, I finish my mutilated thanks and flee toward the kitchen. I would avoid speaking entirely, but my parents disapprove of my childhood habit of motioning for what I want. It is the only thing they are strict about.
As if I don’t have enough things making me different.
Why do they force me to speak? If I do not talk, I will not stutter. And I’ve never had a day free of tripping over my own tongue. That stupid, tugging sound tears itself out of my mouth, causing children to giggle and adults to avoid my eyes. The stuttering grows worse when I am nervous, and I can hardly imagine a situation that would grant me confidence. 
As the land manager’s daughter, I am in public view. My parents could have held themselves apart from the Mezrean community, as Governor Awnan’s family does, but instead, they deliberately chose to integrate themselves into the grove workers’ daily lives. The community adores them for it. Father walks the olive groves each morning, greeting workers by name as he tests the soil. He often drags Neasa or me along in his resolve to “make ourselves available to our neighbors.” They blush and bow to Neasa, as if amazed that a member of the Cesaret family would deign to be in their presence. I, on the other hand, am ignored, or worse, rewarded for my effort with pitying glances. No one would dare openly mock Tobin Cesaret's daughter; however, it is clear that most consider me either slow in the head or mute. 
Despite my family’s prominence in the district, my speech impediment has been swept under the rug, a privilege only achievable by growing up in a sleepy borderland district. Originally, my parents planned to return to Ginah Valley shortly after completing Father's compulsory term in the borderlands, but my parents grew fond of Mezrea—at least, that is what they told Neasa and me. I have a growing suspicion that they were afraid to return with a nameless child. Over time, Father developed a fine reputation for his advocacy for Mezrean workers, ability to settle disputes, and level-headedness during a land revolt. But it is his repeated success in regaining land after an attack from the wasteland that has gained him prestige in the borderlands. And after sixteen long years, the Land Guild demanded his recognition.
Father has politely declined numerous invitations from the capital. However, the Land Guild finally ordered him to return to Ginah Valley. He is being promoted to the Land Guild Council as advisor over all the districts in Tarla Province. It is a great honor and everything my parents dreamed of when they first set out to make their fortune in this forgotten district. But that was before I became a liability.
With Mezreans gathered in every corner of our home, I slink toward the kitchen. Despite the house being cleared of everything but the borrowed furniture, grove workers pile into the hallways, spilling out the door and into the sandy courtyard. Everyone wants to say farewell to the Cesarets, or at least, enjoy an afternoon of leisure before returning to work.
The olive groves are the only reason Mezrea exists. With skin sharing the same hue as the fruit they grow, our people wrap their faces every day to shield against the swirling dust that covers them completely, clinging to hair and stinging mouth, nose, and eyes. In the choking heat, the grove workers subject themselves to the weary task of weeding and pruning, singing as they work. The songs protect us from the threat of the wasteland, promise the ground of our goodwill, and encourage the fruit to grow.
They say the first people of Mezrea struggled to find a suitable crop for the tumultuous land. The ground rejected the various potatoes that were easily accepted in other parts of Tarla, and the beans that grew so well in Otlak refused to sprout in the dry soil. 
It was the old Keeper who first dreamt of the olive groves, with their silver leaves shimmering like the ocean and their boughs full of dark fruit, large as plums. Awaking, the Keeper declared it a message from the Guardians. When Sky blessed the first seeds with dew, and Earth allowed the crop to prosper, they knew Mezrea would grow nothing else. There are still occasional revolts from the wasteland, bad winds and light tremors—security is never guaranteed in the borderlands. Yet after two centuries, our insignificant district boasts the finest olive groves in all of Talaneamh.
It is the trees I will miss the most. I sometimes wonder why I take pride in each year’s harvest, for I no longer participate. Since my twelfth birthday, the workers wince every time I walk through their groves or make excuses as to why I should no longer help with picking season. But I love watching the wind rustle through the leaves, carrying songs and laughter. These trees represent the dreams of my people. Mezrea has transformed this piece of wasteland into fertile soil by the sweat of their brow and bravery of soul. When I stand beneath the eldest trees, I almost believe I belong to this legacy. Almost. 
I toy with the bottle of hair oil in the kitchen, unsure of how to whittle away the remaining hours of this party. From the parlor, Neasa beckons me to join her circle of admirers, but I pretend not to see her. Her friends tolerate me with the same patient condescension that they would a child. Most people assume I am many years younger than Neasa. Other than the rebellious spots that pepper my skin, nothing about me suggests I’ve reached adolescence. I am small for my age, as if even my body feels guilty of taking up more space than is absolutely necessary.
Neasa waves again, more urgently this time. I slip the bottle into my pocket and wipe my sweating hands across the fabric. I can do this.
But as I near the group of girls, one of them smirks at the silk rose pinned to my yilwen. She whispers to another, and I veer away, so I will not overhear the next bit of their conversation. I can imagine it all too well. The past few years, I have heard it often enough:
She’s cursed, alright. Whoever heard anyone speak like that?
I’ve always wondered if the Cesarets were hiding something. My father says that city folk don’t bring their families to the borderlands. Perhaps they are atoning for some misdeed?
Impossible! Earth and Sky have certainly blessed the rest of them. My gran says it’s the aldanmas. I’m telling you, the wasteland has gotten into the girl.
They shouldn’t let her wander so freely. I’m surprised she hasn’t been driven mad by an aldanma already.
Maybe they are hoping she will be.
You’re terrible! But what will they do in Ginah Valley? You know how they treat the nameless there.
I pass Neasa, ignoring the way her friends shrink away from me and continue toward the dining room alcove where, in the midst of the party, my father has claimed a private corner. A frown carves his handsome face as he studies the books spread out across the table in haphazard stacks. I doubt Governor Awnan requested he work these last few days, but my father has qualms about the incoming land manager. He is a young man, fresh out of his apprenticeship in Aktendi, and unfamiliar with life near the wasteland. The Land Guild often recruits new members to be shipped off to the borderlands, promising promotion after they serve a few years. Most do not last their full term. The new land manager will be unprepared when the aldanmas provoke this land to revolt.
I slump into the chair beside him and wait nearly a full minute before he acknowledges my presence. When he does, he sighs, stretching his neck before shutting his book.
“There is always one more thing to take care of. But what about you? Are you not enjoying the party?”
I lift a brow, and he smiles wryly. “We should get used to these kinds of events. Ginah Valley is full of social obligations. You’ll have to watch your mother for proper etiquette.”
I bite my lip, wondering why he pretends I will be allowed into guild member parties. I suppose it comes from our fascination with them when we were children. In Ginah Valley, the twelve guilds take turns hosting a gathering each month, using the opportunity as an excuse to parade their accomplishments before the other guilds. 
Early in their marriage, my parents would travel to Ginah Valley whenever they were invited. Neasa and I were too young to attend the extravagant guild parties, but we adored watching our mother don her finest gown and decorate her dark hair with jeweled pins. We would stay up all night until their return at dawn and begged them to recount the evening. Neasa demanded to know what everyone was wearing, but I was curious about the guests themselves: scholars of the magnificent libraries, Eindhgalen fur traders, orators who made audiences weep or laugh in equal measure, and Brynmor artists who painted visions given to them by Sky. Occasionally, even a windrider would be in attendance; the gifts from Earth and Sky are plentiful and diverse in the cities. But after I turned eleven, my parents stopped taking me on their trips to Ginah Valley, thinking it unwise to parade their unnamed daughter in view of the guilds.
When I don’t respond, Father’s face softens. He clears his throat. “We’ll make do, though. To survive the borderlands, you must be strong. Our family has thrived in Mezrea. If we succeeded in making our home here, we can make one in Ginah Valley.” 
I nod, trying to match his confidence. My family has to go back—and wants to. They will never admit it, but I am the one who hindered their plans for so long. Seeking to change the subject, I point to the book closed beneath his palm. 
“Ah. Why do I work during our farewell party? The ground stirred earlier, and I received word that Arpa was experiencing some strange winds. Keeper Ozan went to assist them, and Governor Awnan is watching from his tower in case it moves south—that’s why they aren’t here. I’m adding some notes for the new manager in case something happens after we leave. We’ve been due for a land revolt for a while now.”
I shiver. Something felt off when I awoke this morning, but I attributed it to my nerves. My land-sense isn’t as strong as Father’s. 
Arpa is the district directly north of ours. Keeper Ozan often travels between the two districts because, after Arpa’s old keeper died, the Governors Guild never sent their replacement. In the borderlands, it is not unheard of for a keeper to oversee several districts. The Governors Guild struggles to find members willing to be stationed here. Even more difficult is convincing them to stay. Arpa has cycled through more governors than I can count, and their current governor is not the least bit promising. She spends most of her time commuting between the cities instead of leading her district. It’s unsurprising that with all the changes in government, the land is uneasy. But if Arpa’s land revolts, it is likely Mezrea will also be affected. 
Mezreans are always prepared for land revolts, but that doesn’t mean we take them lightly. A small revolt can still destroy a crop or permanently damage legacy trees. A large revolt can overturn the land, returning it to wild wasteland. 
And there is always the fear someone will spot an aldanma.
Those otherworldly creatures are near-legendary, as they are rarely seen, but are all the more terrible when they are sighted. Aldanmas are formless, unless possessing one of the living. Their possessions take the form of plants or animals, such as rodents, but stories tell of the more powerful aldanmas having the ability to possess humans. Whether plant or beast, the possessed do not last long; the aldanmas corrupt whatever they touch. 
Most city folk don’t believe in them, but when my parents were newly settled in Mezrea, they experienced a particularly vicious aldanma attack. People wrongly assume that revolts start with destruction, but that is not always the case. On this occasion, the infected trees grew tall, the leaves became a dazzling silver, and the olives swelled in decadence, begging to be picked. Unnoticed in the commotion, a young boy greedily shoved a fallen olive into his mouth. Later that evening, driven by uncontrollable cravings, he snuck out of the house to eat some more. In the morning, they found the boy dead, drowned in his own vomit, his belly bulging with the poisoned olives. 
One of Father’s first actions as land manager was to post workers in shifts around the trees. For months, they guarded them in fear that the people would continue eating its fruit. There were a few close calls, but after some time, the glory of those trees faded and then disintegrated all at once, their boughs crumbling into themselves in tormented shapes. The workers have been singing over that spot for years, but the land has never recovered. It has become part of the wasteland. 
“I didn’t want to tell you girls this morning,” Father continues. “Your mother would have worried, and she was anxious about the party going smoothly. I am sure everything is fine, but I like to take precautions.”
I kiss his forehead before heading out the door. I like to take precautions, too. 
I exit our mud-brick house, circling back to the garden. We’ve let it run wild this past week, and now succulent cucumbers hang swollen and heavy on the trellises. Beside them, jute mallow threatens to overflow their raised bed while flowering peppers and tomatoes climb stakes toward the sun. They’ll be ready to harvest when the new land manager moves in. 
Placing my leather sandals on the garden box, I curl my toes in the dust and inhale the sunbaked air. Despite Father’s alarm, a familiar peace wraps around me. The laughter and chatter fade as my body listens.
Keeper Ozan tells us it is our Torlan blood that allows us to hear the deep turnings of Earth, a mother’s lullaby. As Torlans, we care for her ground as she protects and nourishes us. Earth may be bound by eternal sleep, but she is alive and dreaming of her restored land. If we quiet our hearts to listen, Earth will grant us wisdom. 
I might be nameless, but there is Torlan blood running through my veins. I close my eyes and hum the Song of Insight. Earth, guide me. 
Nearby, I sense the unhurried movement of our neighbors’ gardens: flowering vegetables and fresh beans curiously crawling up their poles. Across from them, the trees in Main Grove complain of their thirst, digging their roots into dry soil, searching for water—Governor Awnan needs to summon more rain. 
As if stretching, my mind meanders through the dusty rows of olive trees until I reach the groves closest to the wasteland. These newer trees, cared for by individual families, are easily influenced and temperamental; their limbs branch out this way or that with the slightest change of wind. They gossip with one another, spreading tales with the passing breeze.
I bristle. The trees on the far edge whisper a warning. There is a wariness to them that had not been there this morning. Communicating in earnest now, a feeling of unrest spreads through the nearby groves. The older ones bend toward the wasteland, waiting.
There. 
My eyes fly open. The aldanmas are swarming Arpa.
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Chapter Two


Casting propriety aside, I crash into the parlor. “…A-A-A-Arpa,” I gasp, locking eyes with Father. 
“We know,” Father says gently. I flush, realizing the merriment of the room has dropped to a tentative murmur. “These men just informed us.”
“The wind changed,” a worker says from behind me. His friend eyes me uneasily. “No word from Keeper Ozan yet, but my boy is waiting for his message.”
Father clears his throat, seizing the room’s attention. “Gather everyone to Main Grove. In ten minutes, you’ll be given shifts and placements. Expect a vigil tonight.”
There are no protests, grumbling, or excuses. Mezrean workers exit our house with efficiency and order, a handful stopping to bow to my mother on the way out. In less than a minute, only Landworker Guven remains. 
She shakes her head wearily. “A revolt two days before you leave. What will the governor do without you?”
“A revolt hasn’t happened yet,” Mother calls from the bedroom. From the hallway, I watch her retrieve her work yilwen and medical kit from the trunk. She mumbles to herself, making a list of supplies.
“But it will.” Landworker Guven inhales slowly. “You can feel it in your bones. The ground’s been restless all week.”
“You’ll watch the girls, won’t you?” Mother asks her.
“Of course, m’dear. I’m too old to be out singing until dawn.”
Neasa and I glance at each other. Entertaining Landworker Guven is not how we wanted to spend the remainder of this evening, but we don’t argue. Instead, Neasa picks up an empty platter. “Nour and I will finish cleaning up,” she assures Mother. 
I follow her lead, gathering crumbled bits of semolina cake and abandoned tea glasses into the kitchen while Landworker Guven makes herself comfortable in the last armchair.
“What a day.” Neasa sighs. “I am sorry this wasn’t the party we wanted for you.”
I stifle a bitter laugh. Only Neasa would pretend this farewell gathering was my birthday party. She’s determined to commemorate the day even though most people stop observing after childhood, choosing instead to celebrate their naming day. 
“Th-they’ll be more… p-p-p-p-parties later.”
“That’s true—festivals and guild parties every month! Will they be as grand as we imagined?” She revels in her daydream before exclaiming, “And we didn’t sing for you!” I make a dismissive gesture, but she shakes her head. “It’s inexcusable. You must have the Song of Blessing for your birthday.”
In response, I jab a finger toward the window. Sure enough, the workers begin to sing. Starting with the Song of Inspiration, they will make their way through the twelve Songs of Talaneamh tonight. Depending on the length of the vigil, the Song of Blessing could be reiterated numerous times.
“Girls, what are you gabbing about in there?”
“We are washing dishes,” Neasa calls out. “Can I get you anything, Landworker Guven?”
“Start the kettle, would you? I suppose I’ll have a bit of cake as well. It doesn’t keep, and I’d hate to see it go to waste.”
Neasa rolls her eyes. “Nour, toss me your yilwen. I’ll get our work ones from our trunk.”
I untie my sash and drape the embroidered coat into her hands. There will be precious few opportunities to wear this yilwen again. I stroke the silk rose one final time. “Th-th-thank you,” I say, even though it brought me unwanted attention.
Neasa beams. “I thought it made a pretty addition.” She glances down at her own matching flower. Although Neasa has nothing to hide, she chose to cover her own gift emblem, a threaded needle and scissors, for my sake.
When Neasa returns with our sturdy work yilwens, we tackle the mountain of dishes teetering dangerously on the kitchen table. Most of our belongings have been shipped to our new home in Ginah Valley, so we borrowed dishes from various neighbors. I wash while Neasa dries tea glasses and plates, tediously sorting them into piles. The unclaimed vessels are shoved into a corner.
“Okay, so we have a platter, three separate spoons, and two tea glasses that don’t belong to anyone we know. And we are missing a sugar bowl.” 
I shrug. I have no idea how Neasa keeps track of it all. 
“Go ahead and bring her the cake and tea. I’ll finish up here.”
I carry the tray into the parlor, now dim and lifeless without the presence of people. Instead of resting in the armchair, Landworker Guven loiters at the window where the fading sunlight pours in, accentuating the dust on the floors and painting it in shades of muted gold and auburn. Crossing the room, I join the old woman in listening to the faint echoes of the grove singers.
“You girls don’t know how lucky you are, having a community like this. Your mother says it’s important you both apprentice in Ginah Valley—but those folks don’t know a sapling from a weed.” She turns from the window, searching my face. “I know what you’re thinking, little Miss Nourahna, but I know what I’m talking about. My nephew travels to and from the cities, and he knows what the guild folk are like. Putting on airs, and everyone trying to prove they’re better than the rest. No kind of neighborly feeling among the lot.” She leans closer. “Your father thinks he can protect you, but he’s wrong. Your mother knows better, but she’s stubborn. She won’t let you go, although she knows you won’t make it there. You’re a brave girl. You understand what I’m talking about?”
Her eyes pierce mine. I dip my head, ashamed.
“Traveling on your fifteenth birthday. Have they told you their plan? If they’re smart, they’ll make you disappear. They’ll tell others you stayed behind in Mezrea, while you are actually hiding away in some attic. Neasa won’t be bringing home friends or suitors, but she’ll do alright if you stay hidden.”
I can’t help it. My whole body trembles, and I cross my arms to hide my shaking hands. Deep down, I know these facts, but I don’t want to think of them. My parents avoided discussing my future in Ginah Valley, and I was happy to oblige. Do they truly plan to make me disappear?
“I already told your mother that I’d take you in. Now that Ranko’s gone, I have no one to help me with the house. I can’t pay in coin, but I’ll house and feed you and make sure no harm comes to you. You won’t see your family much, but you’re all fooling yourselves thinking there won’t be problems for you in the capital.”
I could do a lot worse. Landworker Guven, however annoying, is the next best thing to family. Anyway, what can I hope for in Ginah Valley? My parents pretend I will be part of guild society, and while I have played along for their sakes, I am not entirely ignorant of my situation. 
But I hadn’t considered the possibility of disappearing. Is there an alternative? Father’s position won’t shield me as it has in Mezrea. My parents will risk their jobs and social connections if I’m out in the open. And Neasa is two years from finishing her apprenticeship. After finding a new master, she has to catch up on hours and network with as many guild members as possible since we don’t have a seamstress in the family. Already, it will be difficult for Neasa to be accepted into a guild, but I’ll ruin all her chances. 
I twist my sash. Neasa is selfless. She will sacrifice her whole future for me without a second thought. I cannot let her do that.
Landworker Guven nods as if reading my mind. “You don’t have to say anything now. But talk to your parents tonight. Convince them that this is what you want. It will make the decision easier for them.” 
I nod, sputtering something about needing to find my sandals. I barely make it outside before a sob escapes my throat and hot tears spill down my cheeks. Brushing them away, I run past our garden through the neighbors’ groves. The singers are making their rounds, but I have learned to be invisible here, as I learned to be invisible everywhere. 
Run. Disappear. The wind whispers with the leaves. Fear gathers in the air, our shared distress becoming a discordant countermelody to the song. 
I cross west of the main road, avoiding a line of mud-brick houses, and head toward old Grigor’s groves. Few workers will be there. Grigor Solak is one of the independent grove workers who, after a couple of generations of saving, managed to buy a scraggly piece of land at the wasteland’s edge. Not many families can afford to do it nowadays, as the boundaries of Mezrea have not expanded in a decade. Being the westernmost grove, old Grigor doesn’t mind my excursions onto his property. He figures if his trees can defy the aldanmas and the cursed soil, they can withstand the touch of a cursed girl.
I leave his cultivated rows to face the endless sea of sand. The wasteland watches me approach in eerie silence. A gust of wind tugs at my yilwen, and I collapse, shivering upon the gritty soil. The cracked, dun-colored sand sings of half-buried dreams, of wounds that never healed and barrenness unredeemed. Staring at the stark wilderness, I remember that our world was in a state much worse than this, and the Guardians still chose to give us their songs of magic.
Both Torlans and Brynmors fear the wasteland, for it is ground and wind held captive since the days of old, when the aldanma king enslaved the children of Earth and Sky. Its presence reminds us that at any time, the land can become defiled and the wind poisoned with ill intent.
One might say it is dangerous being a nameless so close to the wasteland. Without the blessing of the Guardians, a person is too easily influenced by diabolical forces—or so I’ve been told. In reality, I blame Talaneamh’s laws for making the nameless unable to function in their communities. For mere infractions, the nameless are at risk of being carted off to the wasteland. After that, it is only a matter of time before they starve to death or the aldanmas drive them mad with torturous visions. This is the graveyard that swallows those who cannot find their place in this world.
And yet, when I gaze upon the vast wilderness, I feel a certain kinship with this desolate place. It does not fear me, and the wildness of this arid land stirs something in my restless soul. Maybe I should worry that the aldanmas are luring me into their domain, but my mind feels clearest amidst the oppressive silence. For it was here, on the wasteland’s edge, that I first heard Earth sing.
I was young when I stopped singing in public. My parents have coaxed or begged words from me over the years, but they cannot convince me to sing. I’ve overheard people whisper that this is the real reason for my curse: my lack of a gift is punishment for neglecting the Guardians’ sacred songs. But they misunderstand my silence. If my speech produces such mixed emotions of confusion, fear, and disgust—how can I expect Earth and Sky to favor my voice? The sacred songs should not be sung from cursed lips. 
Yet a year ago, I sat huddled in this exact spot. Furious at myself and the world, I dared the aldanmas to take me, raging until my heart grew exhausted. In the wasteland’s quiet, I heard the faintest echo of Earth’s lullaby. With surprise, I found myself responding. The melody flowed from my mouth, easy as breathing. I sang with Earth for hours; even without practice, I knew all her songs by heart. 
But my voice’s lack of use had taken its toll: my song was thin as a spiderweb that the slightest gust of wind would extinguish it. Embarrassment hung heavy over me. Such a meager offering for a land in need of the Guardians’ music. But for whatever reason, I kept returning month after month, clinging to a desperate hope that one day something would change. Our people know that if one digs deep beneath the layers of dust, the wasteland’s soil is rich and fertile. The land is ready to produce life; one just has to believe in it.
Tonight I cannot. The sun sinks beneath the craggy rocks, carrying with it the last of my hope. Perhaps I visited this spot because I convinced myself that somehow, the Guardians would change their mind about me if I proved myself worthy and dedicated to their songs. I’ve been fooling myself. I am nameless and without a future. If Landworker Guven is correct, I won’t even be able to choose my form of exile.
My thoughts are so bitter and tangled that I don’t notice the exact moment the wind stops. The saplings cease their chatter, and the wasteland’s hostility presses against me, constricting my chest. In the falling dusk, the ground looks dark as blood. I back away toward Grigor’s trees, realizing that for the first time, I am afraid of being alone at the wasteland’s edge. 
Before I reach the nearest sapling, the atmosphere changes. There is an angry ringing in my ears, and then a sound almost like breaking. 
Holding my breath, I turn in the direction of Arpa. A whisper of cool air brushes my cheek, carrying with it the dust that stood beneath Keeper Ozan’s feet. Did he prevent the revolt?
I squint at the distant blur. Something is not right. My lips part in shock. They are coming.
Before I can decide to flee, a figure bursts from the tree line twenty paces south of me. I yelp in surprise, and they hurry toward me.
“Ozan, is that you?” 
The voice belongs to an old woman, but she moves with the speed and agility of someone far younger. When we’re close enough to discern faces, we stare at one another in confusion. I thought I knew everyone in Mezrea, but I have never seen this woman in my life. She is only an inch or two taller than I am—but every part of her sturdy frame conveys strength. Her age is impossible to make out in the dark, but her long, silver braid glimmers in the moonlight. 
“Hmmm. Not Ozan or an aldanma. Child, you should run. They will be here soon.” 
She steps out into the wasteland and stretches her arms wide, singing the Song of Binding. At the sound, the ground trembles. Dust swirls at her heels like a billowing cape as she turns to face the attackers. Although the wasteland is cloaked in darkness, I make out a force gathering in the distance. 
To take a physical form, aldanmas need to possess the living. Without that, they are but spirits, invisible as the wind. The aldanmas are blamed for everything from burnt bread to an early death. Other than the sparse accounts written in the Books of Wisdom, our limited knowledge of them is purely from hearsay. Spill your blood in the wasteland, and the aldanmas can track you like a hound. A goat who won’t milk has been pet by an aldanma. When winter solstice falls on a new moon, aldanmas take the form of someone you lost. I never believed these tales. No one has ever seen an aldanma powerful enough to possess a human. 
So when the figure materializes before us, my body freezes before my thoughts fully take shape. 
The man is not Mezrean. Perhaps, he had once been a resident of Arpa or another district farther north. I cannot tell with his tattered clothes and hair matted with dust and sweat. He is a skeleton, covered in bruises and scabs, with some of his wounds still bleeding. These he tears at as he stumbles forward. His eyes are bright with fever—and something else. I wonder if the original person’s mind knows what is happening, if it recognizes the abuses of its own body.
When he is twenty paces away, he halts. Giving us a wicked smile, he patiently waits for the woman to finish her song.
“Your songs are futile. The Guardians’ magic cannot protect you forever.” The words come out slow and hissing—as if the creature is uncomfortable with the functions of human speech.
“Yet they will protect one more day,” the woman says. Her voice rolls over me like a thunderclap. “Zbynek, you do not belong here. The land bars your entrance. The wind forbids your presence. Return to your dominion.”
Zbynek considers her words. If it has any qualms, no concern appears on its face, yet it does not step forward. Its eyes wander, fixating on mine. They widen with sudden greed.
“Valda, what child have you brought me? So much desire and torment—yes, she will do.” 
Longing tugs at my chest. My mind clouds with years of frustration and despair, and I am drowning in those haunted pools for eyes.
“Child, do not move,” her voice calls from far away.
“No one will miss you.” Its voice comes out as a whine, crawling toward me like a burgeoning vine, the whisper a faint caress in my ear. “They want you to leave. You’ll be doing them a favor.”
My body sags with the truth of its words. My breath hitches on the painful memories. I do not realize I am walking toward the creature until the woman sings again. Her words douse me in cold water, flooding out whatever the aldanma was about to say next. The possessed man recoils and then lets out a livid scream. 
The wasteland’s attack happens so fast that I am flung backward and slammed against the ground before my mind registers the aftershock. 
Ears ringing, a sickly-tart fragrance fills my nostrils. When I shift my weight, there’s a crackle of crushed leaves and broken glass. Horrified, I stare down at the sapling beneath me. Slimy with spilled hair oil and streaked with my blood, its trunk bends in an awkward angle. The angry ringing in my ears grows louder.
“Look what you have done,” Zbynek scolds me, its silhouette blurring in folds of darkness as the creature backs away into the wasteland. Its lips smack as if tasting my blood. “When they cast you out, I’ll return for you.”
The wind picks up, swirling sand around us. Trees moan, and the ground shudders in undulating waves of fear and disgust. These courageous trees flourished on the border, yet now they are close to revolting. 
Look what you have done. I am nameless and easy prey. Of course, the aldanma used me.
“What are you waiting for?” the woman shouts, shoving me off the sapling. “The Song of Healing, quickly now!”
She starts singing, her hand lifting the sapling upright. She glares at me until I join her with choking gasps. My stomach churns with nausea, and my head won’t stop spinning above the convulsing earth. Before the song finishes, she whispers, “One more time, it needs your voice.”
While it was not my intention to harm this tree, I caused this brokenness. I’ve lived beside the wasteland long enough to know that I must make amends. 
I kneel in the sand. The wind whips about me like a widow beating her breast in sorrow, and behind us, the trees groan a shared eulogy. The song won’t work because they’ve already given up. The sapling no longer believes it is part of the grove. The aldanma planted a seed of distrust, and it is taking root among them. 
As one verse ends, I impulsively transition to the Song of Unity. To my surprise, the woman follows my lead while guiding my bleeding hand to the crushed sapling. I cannot fix what I have broken, but I beg the Guardians to keep Mezrea strong. As I sing, I envision our land united against the desolation of the wasteland. The land will bear fruit and be generous with mankind.
The song quiets on our lips, and the wind ceases its thrashing of olive branches, now drifting through the grove, a pleasant evening breeze. From the direction of Mezrea, footsteps and shouting head toward us. 
“Well done. The Song of Unity was a good choice,” the woman says, standing. “That disaster was narrowly avoided. Keep singing, child. Don’t be afraid of your voice.”
“I-I-I…” 
“But I’d advise against coming here alone,” the woman adds. “It isn’t a good sign that Zbynek found a body—and it looks like it won’t last long. The aldanmas may return for you. Remember the Guardians’ songs. They are your protection.”
Questions bubble in me, but my distress goes unnoticed. Without a second’s hesitation, the woman plunges straight into the wasteland where the darkness swallows her whole. 
I scramble to my feet. Behind me, lanterns swing wildly, crashing into leaves. Familiar shouts and muttered curses accompany the commotion. 
“Nour!” 
Neasa and old Grigor stumble through the trees. Unable to see with the sudden light, I cover my face, ashamed of the sight of me bleeding over the broken sapling.
“The g-g-g-g-ground it—the ground it—Then I t-t-tripped—”
“Grigor look!” Neasa gasps.
He wipes his forehead and whistles. “Stop your babbling, girl. What song did you sing? It did wonders for that one.”
Bewildered, I turn toward the tree. My mouth parts in awe. Stretching toward the sky, a new branch grows out of the crushed sapling. We watch the branch become speckled with green buds, some opening, as if already it dreams of fruit.
The old man chuckles. “Honestly, I did not think you had it in you. There’s a landworking gift in the Cesaret family after all. Late bloomer, eh?”
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Chapter Three


The train jolts me awake. 
Bits of dreams cling to me: of aldanmas sprouting like olive trees and people disintegrating into dust. I shudder in the darkness. It’s been two nights since the revolt, and nightmares plague my sleep. My mind is clearly stressed, either from traveling or the secret I’ve carried from Mezrea.
Neasa sleeps in the bunk above me, her snores accompanied by the squeaks and bumps of the moving train. At least one of us is getting some sleep. I rub my eyes and sit up. Today, we will arrive in Ginah Valley. What am I going to do?
After Neasa and Grigor found me in the olive grove, my family was swept away in a whirlwind of emotions and decisions. Tears were shed, plans were made and then remade, the house packed and cleaned. Through it all, I nodded and smiled, docile and unobtrusive as a mouse. They are all so sure—and I want them to be. Maybe if they believe it enough, tell enough people, and reassure me each day, I’ll believe it, too.
I bite my lip. I have to be confident; my whole future depends on it.
When Grigor insisted I had a landworking gift, Neasa’s composure cracked, revealing one who has been tormented by a relentless and impossible hope. In a space of a breath, I understood the weight of fear Neasa had hidden from me. She does not want to leave me behind in Mezrea or closet me away in Ginah Valley. Sweet, thoughtful Neasa portions her joy and ambitions in an attempt to even the scales. If I were brought to Ginah Valley nameless, Neasa would throw away her future if only to buy a fragment of mine. Shame conquered my spirit, and I started sobbing in his grove.
This was the wrong choice. They misread my tears as relief to have finally been given a gift. As they led me back to the house, I tried choking out an explanation of the mysterious woman, the aldanma, the fact that I had damaged Grigor’s tree—Neasa would hear none of it. Her mind was made up, and nothing would dissuade her. 
It was Neasa who repeated my story to our parents, and then later, to all the neighbors who stopped by. She told the tale with such fervent conviction that I almost believed it—and I so badly want to. I have to convince myself that Earth chose me and my family is safe. 
And so I said nothing. It was easy—I have practiced silence for years.
The neighbors and, more importantly, Governor Awnan were satisfied with Neasa and Grigor’s testimony. While Keeper Ozan was still in Arpa, my parents hurried to get me named before I turned fifteen, and I suddenly found myself in one of my daydreams: dressed in my sage green yilwen with the new landworking gift emblem that Neasa feverishly embroidered. Surrounded by my community, I vowed to serve on behalf of Guardian Earth as the bearer of her powers. 
The papers were signed, our trunks packed, and we were shipped off to Ginah Valley before anyone could think twice. 
In one night, my future changed. I am no longer nameless. In Ginah Valley, I’ll apprentice under a master like Neasa. Perhaps with Father’s help, I could be accepted into the Land Guild and eventually find a job. I will not have to burden my family. In fact, if a man is not repulsed by my stutter—I blush—I can marry and have a family of my own someday. One piece of parchment tells all of Talaneamh that I belong.
I lean my head against the wall and groan. If only I believed it.
A landworking gift is common, appreciated, safe—but unlikely. If there is any gifting I have tested countless times, it is a landworking gift. And my family’s vegetable plot—there was nothing special about it. Our vegetables did not grow abnormally large or fast, nor did their taste inspire envy. Its sole purpose, other than providing herbs for my mother’s remedies, was to give my giftless hands something constructive to do.
When landworkers speak of their gifting, the conversation is foreign to my ears. The trees do not divulge their secrets to me. By touch, the grove workers know which olives will be best for brining or pressed for oil. I cannot discern where a new cutting desires to be planted or which branches a tree prefers to be pruned. I cannot comb the olive groves for certain fruits, knowing that if picked at a specific hour, they will yield a more pungent aroma, stronger flavor, or special healing property. The trees know their caretakers, and I was never included among them. If I am honest, I feel more at home on the edge of the wasteland than in Main Grove, but my family’s optimism refuses to be dashed by these details. 
Grigor’s conclusion is ill founded, but the sporadic growth is enough to trick others into believing—for a time. Other parts of the district suffered tremors, and no one questioned the reason for the sapling’s disfigurement. Grigor had every right to fine my family for damaging his tree, but he chose to keep the matter quiet since the new branch is now stronger than the other surrounding saplings. It is an anomaly, baffling to all. Everyone knows that a landworking gift cannot revive to such a degree. I have witnessed several workers attempt it before, and it is impossible. Gifts have their limits. 
There is only one possible explanation for the new branch—the woman. 
Every child is raised on the twelve Songs of Talaneamh. The sacred songs are repeated so often in Mezrea they have become commonplace. Yet when she sang, it was different: Earth trembled with power, and the wind carried the strength of her will. It was the woman who sang the Song of Healing, touching the sapling’s branches and covering the break with her palm. Earth responded to her voice. What person can sing with such authority and call an aldanma by name?
A keeper. Keeper Ozan is the only other person I know who can sing like that. She had been looking for him, which means she must be a keeper, too. 
But she cannot be just any keeper. Nowadays, keepers are assigned to a district by the Governors Guild. Mere figureheads left over from another age, keepers aid a district’s governor with their special gifting, teach the people the Songs of Talaneamh, and boost morale by performing the traditional ceremonies. We are lucky to have Keeper Ozan, who does far more in the borderlands.
It hasn’t always been this way. The Books of Wisdom speak of the keepers chosen to establish harmony with mankind. They warned lords and kings of coming disaster, fought revolts, taught their people to heed their Guardians, and then made amends when their people failed to uphold the true ways of Earth and Sky. It is these keepers that are the central figures in tales told each festival.
The old woman did not stay in the safety of the mainland. She somehow knew where the aldanmas were going to attack, and she followed them to the edge of Mezrea. She even knew the creature by name! Without her, Grigor’s grove would have been destroyed, and I—well, I don’t want to think about what would have happened to me. 
I slide out of my bunk and peer out the window. The blurring shapes soothe me, and I concentrate on slowing my heart rate.
Zbynek. I haven’t told my family about the aldanma—I mean, I mentioned the aldanmas. We all blame the revolts on them—but I haven’t confessed that I saw one in the flesh or that it tried luring me into the wasteland. Every time I try, my throat constricts. 
Has a human possession occurred in living memory? Some debate the very possibility of it. I wonder if my family would believe me. One couldn’t simultaneously be chosen by Earth and baited by an aldanma.
Which leads to another reason for my silence. Mezrea is no longer safe for me. Gifted or nameless, I cannot accept Landworker Guven’s offer even if I wanted to. The aldanma’s taunts linger in my mind, haunting my dreams. Without the woman’s help, I wasn’t strong enough to resist its pull. If I stayed, it would only be a matter of time before Zbynek returned for me. 
The best option is to move as far away from the wasteland as possible. In Ginah Valley, I will be enclosed by the great walls of the capital and situated beneath Mount Ahnazet, which, after all this time, still brims with Earth and Sky’s ancient magic. The nightmares will fade with time—I hope.
I press my forehead against the glass as the sky brightens with the first breath of dawn. We passed the towering forests of Farasna in the night, and now the train plows its way through the endless plains of Aktendi. Tufts of smoke dot the horizon, indicating the beginning of cities. As the train curves around a knoll, I glance backward toward the open-air platform where yesterday, Father and I escaped the stuffy compartments to enjoy the ever-changing scenery. This morning, a huddled figure occupies the area. 
Who would be out so early in this wind? The coat billows around the person as they stand and stretch. A kerchief falls from their head. Silver gleams from a swinging braid.
I stumble across our tight compartment and snatch my yilwen. I dress myself in the semi-darkness relieved that the train is loud enough to soften the thud of me dropping my sandals. Leaving the room, I trip twice down the narrow hallway before reaching the next car. 
The first section is empty, save for the hospitality workers preparing the dining car for early risers. Jugs of orange and pomegranate juice and crystal jellies shudder in their carts as I run past. Before reaching the end, my elbow knocks over a tray of glasses. The workers grumble at my muttered apology, but I don’t stop. I need to know it is her.
I exit onto the platform. The compartment door slams shut behind me as I tumble into the wind. Seizing the rail before
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