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            Lark

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

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

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

         
         “There are guards,” he says.

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

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

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

         
         “Ready, Rat?” I say to him.

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

         
         “On,” I say.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         “Lark,” says the old man.

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

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

         
         I swing onto Jema’s back.

         
         “Come on, Rat,” I call.

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

         
         “Saiph,” I call angrily over the hoofbeats.

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

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

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

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

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Tamsin

         
         I open my eyes on yet another morning.

         
         Still not dead.

         
         I suppose that’s good.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         But I’m hungry.

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

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Veran

         
         
            Dear Veran,

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

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

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

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

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

            Wishing you well,

            Colm

         

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

         
         Liar.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         My collar heats more. “Yes.”

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

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

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

         
         “Veran . . .”

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

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

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

         
         “Veran . . .” she says again.

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

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

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

         
         “Ethnocentric bias,” he said.
         

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         “Ethnocentric bias.”

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

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

         
         Ethnocentric bias, Colm whispers.
         

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         “Not at all. Did you, Veran?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Lark

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         In truth, we’re all a mess.

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

         
         I might, too, for that matter.

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         Life could be different.

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

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

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

         
         “Lark, are you done?”

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

         
         “No,” I reply.

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

         
         “So?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         “Is the seep free?”

         
         “Lila beat you to it.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

         
         I let out a sigh. I’d been wondering
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