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      The air hangs thick with expectation. Nobody moves. No one speaks. The only sound is from my own heart, which thrums a nervous rhythm, a frantic pacing that ricochets against my rib cage and echoes through my ears. My brain is so muddled with questions that I don’t know whether I can complete the task I came here to do. How do I explain to the twelve Fortune’s Fall Council members seated at this table what I’m just beginning to understand myself?

      The chair in which I sit presses against my tailbone. Its ridged back curves into my spine. But the physical ache is nothing compared to the pounding in my skull, a discomfort brought about as I try to focus my thoughts on the images from Thaddeus’s dream that flashed on the dream screen seconds ago.

      All I have to do is interpret that dream, to explain the prophecy it contains. That’s the sole reason I sit in this room surrounded by strangers who depend on me for answers no one else can give. It’s what brought me here, away from my life in the Central Capital to Fortune’s Fall. But my thoughts won’t cooperate with the task I’m meant to complete, and I can’t find the words necessary for a clear explanation.

      Instead, in my mind, Thaddeus’s dream collides with all the dreams I’ve seen before. Their edges adhere to one another until they become a single, abstract painting. A blurred conglomeration of color that defies a simple interpretation. I know what Thaddeus’s dream means beneath its complexities. And I know why its symbols are identical to those in the dreams that preceded it. But his dream also adds something new to all the previous dreams—it contains the next scene in the prophesied story.

      How do I explain all of this in a way that makes sense to the people seated around me? I’ll have to be careful. I don’t want to stir up too much hope, not when so much more has to happen before our ultimate triumph.

      “Well, Nyssa, can you tell us what my dream means?” Thaddeus asks from his seat at the head of the table.

      I sense his gaze on me, but I’m not quite ready to look away from the now-black dream screen that hangs behind where he sits. I need to focus my thoughts, to figure out a way to explain the truth embedded in his dream, while also acknowledging that I’ve seen these symbols before. Doing that is a delicate balance between creating too much excitement and too much fear.

      I close my eyes, curl my hands into fists on the tabletop, and use all my energy to force Thaddeus’s dream to the forefront of my mind. The other dreams fade into a murky backdrop, and the symbols from Thaddeus’s sharpen. I see the rushing river and the birds trapped on boulders anchored along the water’s midpoint. The birds take flight and burst from the gorge into a valley surrounded by mountains and⁠—

      “Nyssa?”

      My dad’s voice slices through my concentration; his hand covers mine. My eyes pop open, and I turn to him, searching his face for some sign of sympathy or glimmer of awareness at my predicament.

      But why should I expect that? He can’t read my mind. A few hours together won’t create a connection after fifteen years of separation. Despite our instant camaraderie when we were reunited yesterday, he’s still a stranger. A stranger whose expression can’t mask the excitement—the anticipation—of what this dream might mean to the people in Fortune’s Fall.

      I scan the faces of the other eleven Council members seated around the table, and my gaze locks with Thaddeus’s piercing blue eyes. He looks so much like his sister—like my old mentor, Pallas—that my throat constricts. He gives me a small smile, as though he realizes the train of my thoughts, and his face folds into deep wrinkles.

      I nod, a subtle gesture that I’m ready to get on with it. To tell the Council what Thaddeus’s dream means. I’ll try to be brief and to the point. When the questions come—and they will—I’ll take them one at a time. Maybe by then, my internal storm will have settled.

      I pull my hand free of my dad’s and straighten my shoulders. “This dream prophesies our return to Maren.”

      My announcement—as I expected—has an immediate effect, like everyone has been released from invisible chains that bound them to their chairs. Thaddeus sits forward, a smile playing on his lips. Others glance at each other, their faces relaxed and excited.

      We’re going to return to Maren. The home President Omri attacked fifteen years ago. He forced everyone at the prestigious university there to march to the Central Capital, but he left everyone else behind to die, including my parents and brother. I was one of those taken, though I was only two years old at the time and don’t remember it. Those left behind managed to find their way here, to Fortune’s Fall, where they’ve created a life while they await their moment to return to their true home.

      Voices swell across the room in a rising tide of jubilation. No one other than me seems to notice the man seated across from my dad. He stares down at the table with a frown, the antithesis of everyone’s delight. I study him with a growing sense of familiarity. Thick arms and broad shoulders. Black hair with an equally dark beard trimmed along a square jaw. Have I met him before?

      “When will we return?” asks the woman seated beside him. She sits forward in her chair, her fingers pinched around the edge of the table, her brown eyes focused on me. Her hair is parted in the center and pulled into a tight ponytail at the nape of her neck.

      I inhale a sharp breath through my nose. This is the question I most expected. Still, my stomach fills with dread at knowing I’ll disappoint her and everyone else in this room with my answer.

      “I don’t know.” I tuck a stray hair behind my ear, then slide my hands into my lap. “Dreams don’t work like that. I can read the symbols and explain what they mean. But there’s no way for me to know when this will take place.” My gaze shifts to the window behind her through which sunbeams shine like spotlights. Thaddeus’s dream dances in my head, and I wish I could watch it again—alone this time—without such a captive audience, to analyze and mull over each symbol, separate the pieces and put them back together in a logical, perfectly fitted puzzle.

      “Is there anything else, Nyssa?”

      I snap to attention and turn back to Thaddeus. He stares at me, his face inscrutable. My throat has gone dry; my lips are chapped. I press them together and take a deep breath. “I’ve seen a version of this dream before.”

      A hush falls across the room. I keep my attention on Thaddeus, aware of the surprise that my announcement has created, that everyone waits for me to explain what I mean.

      Understanding dawns in Thaddeus’s eyes. “So, the anomalos has happened.” He rests his elbows on the chair’s arms and steeples his fingers so he can prop his chin on them.

      I nod.

      “The anomalos?” My dad’s gaze darts between me and Thaddeus. “I know we’ve discussed this before, but can someone remind me what it is?”

      “Why don’t you do it, Nyssa,” Thaddeus says to me.

      I turn so that my dad and I are face to face. “Do you remember Asaph?”

      “Of course,” he says. “One of Thaddeus’s brothers. Brilliant man.”

      “Right. Well, Asaph had this theory that a prophetic dream is about to come true if more than one person has the same dream. He called it the theory of anomalos.”

      My dad raises a brow. “Someone other than Thaddeus has already had this dream?”

      “Sort of. President Omri had a dream similar to this one last year. Pallas interpreted it as a warning people would try to flee the Central Capital.” I resist the urge to press my fingers against my still-throbbing temples and instead shoot a cautious glance around the table, my gaze landing once again on Thaddeus. “Your dream is the same as his, Thaddeus. But yours adds an extra scene, a scene that tells of our return to Maren. It’s classic anomalos theory, according to Asaph. He believed that prophetic dreams are pieces of a story, and each dream adds a new part to that story.”

      “Didn’t Omri have a dream prophesying his own downfall, too?” the woman across from me asks.

      “Yes,” I say. “Omri had another, different dream a few weeks ago that prophesied his downfall. That’s another example of anomalos because his dream is similar to one that Asaph had years ago. So, when Omri had it, too, it became evident that his downfall could happen soon.”

      An unexpected wave of exhaustion washes over me, and I sit back in my chair, though I’d rather rest my forehead on the table, to close my eyes and pretend that I’m still asleep in the cozy bed at my parents’ house. I’m not used to interpreting a dream the moment after I’ve watched it, not by myself at least. Pallas and I used to analyze them together, to parse them apart until we were certain about all the symbols and their meanings. But Pallas isn’t here. I’m on my own in a meeting that’s much more complicated than I anticipated.

      Someone pounds on the table, and I jump, look up. The familiar, bearded man across the table stares at me. “Let me get this straight,” he says. “The anomalos has happened for two dreams now: the one that prophesies Omri’s downfall, and this new one”—he jerks his thumb toward the dream screen— “with a prophecy we’ll return to Maren.” His eyes narrow. “Am I right?”

      I nod, resisting the urge to shrink down in my seat. Animosity radiates off him, and I get the feeling it’s directed at me. But why?

      “Wouldn’t it make sense that if we get rid of Omri, we can return to Maren?” he asks. “Voila. Both dreams come true.”

      I shake my head. “It’s not that simple.” My voice is quiet, too quiet, and I clear my throat. “We can’t run out of here and attack the Central Capital.” My words are louder now, stronger, and it gives me more confidence in the face of his unexpected anger. “Yes, Thaddeus’s dream indicates we’ll return to Maren, and since the anomalos has happened, it could be soon. And yes, Omri is standing in the way of our return. But the dream prophesying his downfall also prophesies that two people will command the fight against him, and we don’t know who those two people are yet.”

      I push my chair back in a burst of inspiration and limp to the dream screen on my still-throbbing ankle, a physical reminder of the nightmare of the last few days. “Can you fast forward to the end of the dream?” I ask Thaddeus.

      He presses a button on a controller that sits on the table in front of him and the first bit of the dream streaks across the screen: the river that rushes through the gorge. Birds swoop down from crevices in the cliffs to land on the boulders that line the center of the water. A moment later, they burst into flight and shoot out of the ravine into a valley framed by mountains.

      “Stop,” I say.

      The screen freezes on the birds mid-flight. Their path forward is blocked by a giant oak that stands in the center of the valley, and they hover in front of it, wings flapping to keep them aloft. “That oak represents Omri.” I tap the screen. “And the birds represent the exiles. Actually, they represent everyone here, too, in Fortune’s Fall. Omri’s preventing all of us from getting to where we want to go.” I look to Thaddeus. “You can play it.”

      He presses the button.

      “Stop.” I point at the two pine trees that have risen up on either side of the oak. The pines press into the oak, forcing it down into the earth. “Those pine trees represent the two people who will lead whatever happens to overthrow Omri. They appear in Omri’s dream, too. The one that prophesies his downfall. Whoever those two people are, they play a huge part in all of this.” I nod at Thaddeus. “Play it through to the end.”

      The oak disappears. The birds shoot through the space left in its wake and vanish in a brilliant flash of stars.

      I turn to the Council. “Once Omri’s gone, we’ll have safe passage back to Maren, but like I said already, until we know for sure who the two prophesied leaders are—and I really believe that’ll be made clear—I don’t think we should do anything to antagonize him. I think we should wait.”

      I limp to my seat, slide into it, and look up to find that the bearded man is once again glaring at me. I stifle a sigh. “I know it’s hard to wait when you’ve already waited fifteen years. But it’s the right thing to do. It’s the safest way to ensure we ultimately return to Maren.”

      “Says the teenager.” The bearded man leans back in his seat and crosses his arms against his chest.

      I stare at him, mouth ajar and brows pulled together. I’m too stunned to reply.

      “That’s not necessary, Fitz,” Thaddeus says with a frown.

      So, that’s his name. Fitz. I search my memories for anything that might explain why I feel like I know him. I come up empty.

      “She doesn’t know anything about us, and she’s suddenly in charge of the most important decision for our future?” Fitz scoffs, his eyes still fixed on mine. “She’s just a girl.”

      I laugh once, a shocked reaction to what he’s said. “A girl who managed to break someone out of prison, escape the Central Capital, and get to Fortune’s Fall alive.” Anger makes my breath shallow, and I clench my jaw to keep my chin from quivering. “You have no idea what it took for me to get here.”

      “I know more than you think.” The contempt in Fitz’s scowl makes me want to flee the room. “How many people had to die for you to do that?”

      My skin grows cold. What does he know that he’s not telling me?

      “That’s enough.” Thaddeus smacks his palm on the table. He glances from person to person until he has everyone’s attention, mine included, though I wish I could crawl under the table.

      “I know the news Nyssa’s given us is what we’ve hoped to hear these past fifteen years, but it doesn’t mean we throw caution off the cliff,” Thaddeus says. “Of course, we all want to return to Maren, but she’s right. Moving too soon against Omri could be disastrous. We have to tread carefully.” He pauses, but his gaze continues to rove around the table. “Furthermore, there are only a handful of people outside of this room who know about this new dream, and none of them knows what it means. Nyssa’s interpretation remains classified until I say otherwise. Is that clear?”

      His question is answered by a collective murmur of assent, except for Fitz, who stands and leans forward, his fists pressed against the table. The woman beside him touches his arm, a tentative plea to calm him. He jerks away from her.

      “We had a plan, Thaddeus,” Fitz says. “Everyone here agreed it was the best way to move against Omri. You included. But this girl showed up and now you’re telling us that plan is off the table? All because she claims we can’t get back what’s rightfully ours until two strangers appear out of nowhere to destroy Omri?” He gives a derisive snort. “It’s ridiculous! Waiting to act against Omri is a huge mistake. He knows where Fortune’s Fall is now, or have you forgotten that? We have to act before he does.” He slams his fist against the table. “I’ve already lost my son to that monster. I don’t want to lose my wife, too.”

      Fitz’s son? My ears buzz, and I shake my head, an involuntary denial of what I’ve just realized. I know now why Fitz seems so familiar.

      “Who’s your son?” I hold my breath, my fingernails pinching into my palms.

      Fitz swivels toward me, and a flash of grief flickers across his face before his expression hardens. “Oh, you knew my son very well. He’s the reason you’re here safe and sound.” He pauses, and his Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows hard. “And you’re the reason he’s dead.”

      I exhale a gush of air, and my body goes numb. “You’re Duncan’s dad.” My voice isn’t much louder than a whisper, but Fitz hears me, and he’s silent. It’s all the confirmation I need.

      I close my eyes. Duncan came to the Central Capital to steal an antidote needed for the victims of a gas attack brought about by Omri’s orders a few weeks ago. He left with the antidote and an unexpected addition: me.

      Duncan saved me. He was my friend. My last moments with him flit through my brain like a movie on fast-forward, and there’s nothing I can do to stop them. I’m forced to re-live our race across the country and our final sprint through the meadow, toward the waterfall that hides the entrance to Fortune’s Fall. Duncan’s hand gripped mine so I wouldn’t fall, and even now—knowing that he’s dead—my heart swells with remembered hope.

      “We’re going to make it!” he’d shouted.

      But Omri and his retinue showed up. A guard sliced Duncan’s scalp open, and I see again the tracer that fell to the ground, implanted beneath Duncan’s skin without his knowledge so that Omri could find Fortune’s Fall. I see Duncan collapse. Hear him whisper that I can still make it on my own before his hand went limp in mine.

      I force my eyes open and blink to make my too-vivid memories disappear. But I can’t look at Fitz. I can’t look at anyone. Too much has happened in such a small amount of time. Thaddeus’s dream. Fitz’s rage and the blame he’s set on my shoulders for Duncan’s death.

      The room closes in on me, and my vision goes blurry. I push back from the table, grab my crutches, and stagger from the room without a backward glance, my tenuous grip on happiness slipping farther away with each step that I take.

      In the hall, I throw the crutches away from me. They clatter against the wall. I limp down the stairs and burst through the door into mid-morning sunlight. It’s so blinding that I have to duck my head as I hobble down the path that splits the multi-layered rows of houses that surround Headquarters, or HQ, as I’ve been told it’s called. The waterfall roars against the mountainside beyond the path’s end, sparkling cheerfully as though all is right with the world.

      I choke back a sob. This morning I was excited to be here. I was ready to interpret Thaddeus’s dream, relieved to have something to focus on other than the nightmare of the last few weeks. Now, I wonder if I ever should have come.
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      I cut away from the roar of the waterfall and follow the well-worn track that frames housing. My gaze is focused on the almond orchard straight ahead, a lush green landmark that parallels the eastern mountain wall. All I want is to get to my room without running into anyone. To close the door and pull my knees to my chest and retreat from everything that’s happened.

      When I reach the trees, laughter floats out from somewhere within, and my shoulder blades squeeze together. I veer left to continue down the path, stepping from sunlight into shade created by the orchard’s thick foliage.

      My parents’ house comes into view. It’s identical to all the others. White clapboard. Front door with a small, covered stoop and framed on either side by a single window. Some houses are plain with nothing to show of their inhabitants except for an occasional pair of boots set beside the door. But many—like my parents’—are bordered by flowers. White and hot pink and yellow with green vines that trail in the dirt and snake up the walls.

      My mom plucks weeds near the door, her lips pursed in concentration. I slow my stride—my ankle’s weak from my hasty retreat—and tighten my ponytail as I cross my parents’ small yard. My mom looks up and smiles.

      “Hi there.” She stands and wipes her forehead with the back of her arm, leaving a streak of dirt along her brow. Her hair is wrapped in a scarf, and she’s traded her long skirt from yesterday for a pair of gray linen pants. She brushes her hands against her thighs. “You’re back sooner than I expected.”

      I take another limping step forward. There’s a ringing in my ears, and my stomach hurts. I’m scared that if I speak, I’ll start to sob, and I can’t do that with my mom. Not now, maybe not ever. She’s still too much of a stranger, like my dad.

      “Everything okay?” A crease appears on her forehead, and she squeezes my arm.

      I jerk away without thinking, eyes stinging, and catch a glimpse of her wide-eyed surprise before I duck my head.

      “Nyssa?” There’s a hesitancy in her voice that makes me want to kick myself. All she wants is to be kind, to attempt to begin making up for the years lost between us. But what’s the point of embracing her or anything about life here if I’m also going to be surrounded by people who hate me?

      “Sorry.” I shuffle backward, away from her concern, and press my palm against one cheek to stop an errant tear. “I’m just going to go to my room for a while.”

      Before she can respond, I lurch past her and hurry inside, through the small living room, past the kitchen, and down the hall. But I stop short of my door and turn to study my brother Jek’s still-empty room. Jek, my parents, and several others were attacked a few weeks ago in Maren. The group had gone to see whether the city was inhabitable, but President Omri somehow discovered their plans. The antidote Duncan stole from the Central Capital helped save everyone’s lives—Jek’s included—but he’s taken longer than the others to recover.

      I rest the side of my head against the doorway and let my gaze wander from bed to closet to window. Yesterday, when I arrived, Jek was still unconscious in the clinic. Pale and thin and covered in tubes. I heard earlier this morning that he was awake and talking, but I have no idea when he’ll be home.

      With a sigh, I turn from his room and go into my own, close the door, and slide to the floor. My ankle radiates pain, and I stretch my leg in front of me to rotate it. It pops, and I gasp on a pain-filled breath as my eyes well with tears.

      How have things gone so wrong here? Fitz’s angry words sting me like wasps, and I replay in my mind everything about the Council meeting. I walked into that room brimming with too much confidence, oblivious to the possibility that things might not go the way I expected.

      I bend my uninjured leg and wrap my arms around it, a weak effort to distract myself from the surge of despair welling inside me. But it doesn’t help. The Council meeting disappears from my mind’s eye, and in its place is Duncan’s face again. I inhale and hold my breath, trying to quench the panic inflating like a balloon in my chest. I don’t want to relive his death, or anyone else’s for that matter. Everything is too recent, too raw and horrifying.

      I force myself to exhale, breathing in and out until his face fades away. But my relief is short lived. Pallas’s face flares into existence next, like it’s part of a cruel slideshow conjured by my overstressed brain, and I relive my final moments with her in her prison cell after she was arrested for lying to Omri about what his dream meant.

      Her voice springs to life, an echo of its true self, but gut-wrenching nonetheless, and I remember her whispered explanations to me about my past—the confession that my parents were still alive, though I’d believed them killed in the attack on Maren fifteen years ago.

      Pallas was meant to come to Fortune’s Fall to interpret Thaddeus’s dream, not me. I had a future already set. A good one, too, as Omri’s dream interpreter, the most prestigious job in the country. But I ran away from it to reunite with my family and to interpret Thaddeus’s dream, my final promise to Pallas. Has she been executed yet? Probably. Omri isn’t the merciful type.

      Pallas’s face disappears, and I lean forward to rest my forehead on my knee. But the slideshow isn’t finished, and I press my fingers against my temples, desperate now to erase the new image that’s forming in my mind. It’s no use, though, and Greer’s face shimmers to life, sharper than any other memory of someone I’ve lost.

      My nose begins to burn, and hot tears slide down my cheeks. I’ve tried not to think about my best friend—or about losing him. It hurts too much. But in this moment, there’s nothing I can do to keep him from my thoughts, no task to distract me from the gaping hole his death has created in me. He was meant to come to Fortune’s Fall, too, but he never made it out of the Central Capital. A guard shot him on the train platform, and there was nothing I could do to save him.

      My tears fall faster. I should be grateful to be here, to have found my family after so many years of having believed they were dead. And I am thankful. But I don’t know them. They don’t know me. All I want is for Greer to be here, his presence the balm to my misery. I slide down onto my side, and give in to my despair.

      After a while, my tears begin to slow, but I don’t move. The sunlight has shifted across my room. The shadows stretch longer. But why should I get up? What’s the point? I have nowhere to be. Nothing to do.

      “Nyssa?” My mom’s voice is followed by a light tap on my door. “It’s almost time for dinner. Do you want to help me set the table?”

      I don’t respond, and she taps again. “Sweetie, if you don’t let me in, I’ll come in all by myself. I need to know that you’re all right.”

      My hip aches from lying on the hard floor for so long. My eyes are puffy and sore. I sit up and use the bottom of my shirt to pat my cheeks dry, force myself to stand, and open the door.

      An herb-rich tang wafts into my room, and my mouth waters. But my attention is on my mom, whose eyes have widened at my appearance. She gives me a thin smile, and she holds out a basket overflowing with bandages and various bottles. “Thought we could change the bandage on your ankle before dinner.”

      I step back, conscious of how I must look to her, and smooth my hair as she floats inside to perch on the edge of my bed.

      She pats the mattress. “Put your foot in my lap. I found some eucalyptus oil. You’ll be better in no time.” She holds up a small, amber-colored bottle.

      I trudge to the bed, sit, and turn so that I can put my ankle in her lap. She peeks at me as she unwraps my old bandage, but she doesn’t speak, and the silence stretches, interrupted only by my occasional sniffle.

      When the bandage is off, she unscrews the amber-colored bottle and waves it beneath her nose. “I love this smell.”

      The pungent, minty scent reaches my nose, and I wrinkle it. “That’s intense.”

      My mom chuckles. “It’s a miracle salve.” She rubs the oil across the inner part of my ankle, and it’s like ice-cold fingers press into my skin. “Stay off it for the next twelve hours or so, and I promise it’ll be as good as new.” She wraps a clean bandage around it. “All done.”

      I give her a small smile. “Thanks.”

      She answers with an identical smile, but it disappears fast, replaced with a concerned frown. “I’m a pretty good listener, you know,” she says after a moment.

      I blink away from her and stare out at the orchard until the leaves merge into a green blur, and my eyes get dry and itchy. “I met Fitz,” I say after a while without turning away from the view. “He said it was my fault Duncan died.” I let my gaze slide back to my mom’s.

      “Oh, dear.” My mom’s eyes widen. “I guess that explains things.” She sighs, and her shoulders sag. “I didn’t even think to mention he was on the Council.”

      “He’s right.” I shrug, as though the truth is no big deal, that Fitz’s accusations haven’t burrowed deep into my bones. “If Duncan hadn’t come back for me, he’d be here, too.” I gulp in a great breath of air, half expecting to start crying again. But my eyes are desert-dry. My body is limp like a rag doll. All of my grief has soaked into the floor, and my mind is blank, erased and spotless, like every thought has been placed into separate locked boxes. I’m thankful for the respite, but how long will it last?

      “No one’s death was your fault,” my mom says in a firm voice.

      I pick at a thread on the blanket and watch it pop loose from its seams. I want to believe what my mom says is true, but I can’t. “So many people died…” I pat the thread flat against the blanket and look up at her. “I miss Greer the most. More than Pallas. And Duncan.” I inhale and exhale through my nose, my lips pursed to keep my chin from wobbling. “Does that make me an awful person?”

      “Oh, sweetie.” My mom presses her hand over mine until I’m forced to look up at her again. “No, of course it doesn’t.” She watches me for a moment, her pupils steady. “You’re never going to stop missing anyone, especially Greer. He was your best friend. But things will get easier, I promise.”

      Greer was so much more than my best friend, at least in the end. But I don’t say that out loud to my mom. I’m not ready to share with her the time when his fingers laced through mine or when he let me cry on his shoulder after life stopped making sense. I can’t explain the rush of warmth that exploded through me when he told me he was coming with me to Fortune’s Fall. Or how the world stopped spinning when the guard shot him.

      “Nothing’s better here,” I say instead. “I interpreted Thaddeus’s dream, and all that happened was that Fitz yelled at me.” I laugh. Bitter. Disbelieving. “You should’ve seen him. He was so angry. He made it clear I wasn’t welcome here.”

      “Your dad and I would disagree with that.” My mom releases my hand and sits back with a thoughtful frown. “Fitz has always been a complicated man. After Elise was taken⁠—”

      “Is that his wife?”

      She nods. “She’d gone to the university to visit a friend the day Omri attacked Maren. And as you know, anyone who was there when Omri attacked was forced to march to the Central Capital. So, she left Fitz and Duncan behind.”

      “Why didn’t she ever try to come to Fortune’s Fall?”

      My mom shrugs. “I didn’t know her very well, so I can’t answer that with any certainty. But I suppose it came down to being a risk she wasn’t willing to make. I know she saw Duncan sometimes when he was on Cord missions. Maybe that was enough for her.”

      The Cord is a clandestine group that scouts out safehouses—places for food and shelter—for exiles who want to flee life in America and come to the safety of Fortune’s Fall. My brother, Jek, is in the Cord. Duncan was, too. He was tasked with infiltrating the presidential compound to steal the antidote to the gas that Omri used to attack everyone at Maren a few weeks ago.

      “Try not to let Fitz bother you too much,” my mom says.

      I snort. “That’s not going to happen. Sorry.”

      My mom pats my knee and stands with the basket of bandages clasped against her hip. “I don’t want to preach to you, Nyssa, so I’ll say this one thing and leave it at that. You told me yourself you had faith God got you to Fortune’s Fall. Remember that, and don’t give up on Him or the peace that He can provide. Even if you have to live in close proximity to Fitz.” Her lips quirk with her last words. “Fitz is one of a handful who sees Fortune’s Fall as a prison. I choose to see it as an oasis. You should try that, too.”

      I sigh and twirl my ponytail around my finger, ignoring her attempt to make me laugh, my thoughts focused on everything I learned about God on the way to Fortune’s Fall. About His existence, how He wants me to believe in, and trust in Him. Growing up, I never learned about any of those things because religion has been banned in America since before I was born.

      In the Presidential Education Program—the elite school I attended in the Central Capital—we were taught that religion wasn’t real. But on my journey here, I began to see that the prophetic dreams and my ability to interpret them came from God, and I decided to have faith in Him.

      What if I’m wrong, though? What if everything I’ve chosen to believe isn’t real?

      “I thought I got it, you know. The faith thing. The God thing.” I shake my head. “But I didn’t expect everything to be so…” I search for the right word.

      “Complicated?” my mom asks.

      “Yeah.” I shrug and flip my ponytail over my shoulder.

      “Things will sort themselves out. They always do.” She turns to the door. “Ready to help me set the table? Your dad will be home any minute.”

      I stand and follow her down the hall, half annoyed at her cool confidence that everything will be fine. How can she be so sure? Nothing is like I thought it would be here. If Fitz’s reaction to my arrival is any indication of others’ sentiments, Fortune’s Fall has some serious problems. What’s the point of being here if nobody is going to take me seriously? And is God really the reason I’m here if nobody cares what I have to say?

      “Plates are in that cabinet beside the sink,” my mom says. “Silverware’s next to the stove.”

      I cross the kitchen, pull out three plates in mechanical obedience, and set them on the table. Forks and knives are next, placed on either side of each plate like I was taught in my etiquette class at school. When I’m done, I stand beside the table and stare out at the orchard. Long shadows stretch between the trees, which are enclosed in the warm amber halo of twilight. Everything looks so peaceful, but something is off about this place, and I have a feeling I’ve only begun to scratch at its surface.

      The front door closes with a decisive click, and a few seconds later, my dad steps into the kitchen. “Something sure smells good.” He hones in on the food cooling on the counter and rubs his hands together with obvious delight. But when his gaze shifts to meet mine, his arms fall to his sides. “I’m so sorry about what happened,” he says to me. “Don’t pay Fitz any mind. He’s an angry man.”

      “Okay.” I resist the urge to roll my eyes. Why does everyone think I can do that so easily? I sit at the table and scoop roasted chicken and potatoes onto my plate. My parents pull out chairs on either end of the table and do the same.

      “Shall we pray?” my mom asks.

      My dad nods and bows his head. “Bless this food, Father, and thank You for Your continued provision. For bringing Nyssa back to us and for healing our family. We ask that You watch over those of us in Fortune’s Fall and everyone outside its walls. Amen.”

      “Amen,” my mom says.

      I don’t say anything. Instead, I pick up my fork and eat.

      “You doing okay?” my dad asks me after a while, and this time, I do roll my eyes.

      “I’m great,” I say. “I won’t worry about Fitz—just like you said—and everything’s fine.” I pretend not to see the look he shares with my mom, and I do a decent job ignoring the little voice that whispers I’m acting like a jerk.

      Silence stretches in the wake of my response, hurtling toward an awkwardness that makes my cheeks begin to burn. I should apologize for being rude, but I can’t even bring myself to look up from the chicken that I push around my plate.

      At last, my dad clears his throat, and I peek through my lashes to find his focus is on my mom. “Jek should be well enough to come home at the end of the week,” he says. “I ran over to the clinic and saw him after the meeting. He tried to climb out of bed and come home with me, but he has to stay a few more days.” He sits back with a smile. “Almost back to normal though.”

      My mom presses her hands against her chest. “That’s great news!” She turns to me, eyes gleaming. “Do you remember your brother?”

      I bite my bottom lip. “No, sorry.” I don’t have any memories of my family from before I was marched with the exiles to the Central Capital. But they can’t expect me to remember, right? I was only two years old.

      My mom’s smile falters. “It was silly to hope you might.” She forces her smile back into place. “We’ll have to have some sort of welcome home dinner. For Jek and for Nyssa.”

      “Oh, I don’t really want—” I say.

      “That’s a wonderful idea.” My dad cuts me off with a low-browed look.

      I set my fork down. The idea of a welcome dinner after my decidedly unwelcome from Fitz makes me queasy. “May I be excused, please? Dinner was delicious, but I’m tired.” I’m suddenly weary of this entire day.

      My mom nods. “Of course. We’ll see you in the morning.”

      I slip from the kitchen without another word and hurry down the hall to my room. When the door is closed behind me, I shuffle to the dresser and pull out the old pair of sweats and T-shirt my mom found for me from Jek’s room, change into them, and drag myself to the bed to curl beneath the blanket.

      The window is open, and the cool air brushes against my face. I snuggle deeper beneath the blanket. I want to be happy. To embrace this life in Fortune’s Fall that I’ve been offered. But I’m clueless how to do that. How do I live alongside Fitz knowing that I’m alive because his son is dead? And if Fitz is able to convince enough people that we should move against Omri now, what’s the point of settling in here? If we go after Omri, peace won’t last very long.

      I roll to my back and stare at the ceiling. “If you’re there, God, it’d be really great to know it. Why did You bring me here? What happens next?”

      Silence is my only answer.
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      I drift in and out of an uneasy sleep that night, plagued by visions of Greer and Pallas and Duncan. They chase after me, through the field that I had to cross to get to Fortune’s Fall. Their arms are outstretched, reaching for me, but when I turn back to grab them, they fade into nothing.

      A bird wakens me a little after dawn with a shrill greeting to the rising sun, which seeps with weak, early morning effort through my still-open window. Sweaty strands of hair stick to my neck, and my eyes are gummy. My throat is thick and sore. I must’ve cried during the night because I can taste the salty aftermath of tears at the corners of my mouth.

      A second bird joins the first, then a third, and I lie still for a few minutes, listening as my dream fades to black. I wish I could be as joyful as them, as carefree. With a sigh, I force myself to sit up, to stand. To get out of the bed and away from the remnants of my dream. My ankle doesn’t tighten in protest as I walk to the door. My mom was right—her eucalyptus oil is a miracle salve.

      I trudge into the kitchen to find my dad slouched against the counter, sipping from a steaming mug. I give an awkward half-wave. “Is there any more of that?” I tilt my chin toward his mug.

      “Yep.” He turns to a coffee pot that sits on the counter behind him. “What do you want in it?”

      “Is there any milk?” I pull a chair out from the table and sit.

      “You got it.” My dad disappears behind the fridge door and pulls out a milk jar, which he sets in front of me alongside a steaming mug of coffee.

      “Thanks.” I offer him a small smile before I douse my coffee with milk, and he returns the gesture. My shoulders relax a little, and I lean back in my chair, watching a line of tiny bubbles that rim the edge of my mug. They pop one by one as the liquid turns a lukewarm brown.

      My dad pulls out a chair across from me and sits with a smile, his hands wrapped around his mug. “Sleep well?”

      I nod but avert my gaze as I lift the coffee to my lips and let it trickle down my throat. I’d rather he believe the lie than hear about my nightmares.

      “Good.” He spins to the side and stretches his legs out, crossing them at his ankles. He taps the fingers of his free hand against the tabletop, mouth pursed, like he’s lost in thought.

      I set my mug down and study the things in the kitchen. It looks as modern as any kitchen in the Central Capital. The fridge hums in the corner. The sink drips, slight but steady. A stove and oven sit beside a counter that holds the coffee maker. Even a light hangs from the ceiling above the sink.

      “How do you get all of this stuff?” I ask, and when my dad looks in my direction, I gesture around the room. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d have a hard time believing you live in a hidden city that nobody else knows about.”

      The corners of my dad’s mouth lift. “Not everyone outside Fortune’s Fall hates us. We’ve become pretty good at smuggling in things that we need over the past fifteen years.”

      “So, people do know that Fortune’s Fall exists? I thought it was a secret.” I lift my coffee for another sip.

      “No, you’re right. No one knows about our location. But we still have ways to get what we need without giving up our secret. We have electricity, for example, because of materials we smuggled to create a generator that operates beneath the waterfall.” My dad whirls to face me and props his elbows on the table, his hands curl around his mug. “Do you have any plans today?”

      I snort into my mug and coffee bubbles onto my nose. “Seriously?” I raise my brows at my dad and use the back of my arm to wipe my face.

      His lips quirk. “I’ll assume that’s a no.”

      “You assume right.”

      “Has anyone told you yet that you get your sense of humor from me?”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Not that I can remember.”

      “Well, you do. Sarcasm is definitely an Ardelone trait.” He winks at me. “Anyway, I’m heading over to the clinic to check on Jek. Want to come?”

      “Oh!” I set my mug down too hard and coffee sloshes onto the table. Of course I want to meet Jek, but will it be strange? I’m probably nothing more than a blurry memory to him, a baby face whose features have become smudged over time. Or maybe I’ve been reduced to a name he hears every now and then, like he is to me. What will our grown-up selves think of each other?

      “You’re going right now?” I ask my dad.

      “I can wait for you to get dressed.”

      “Okay.” I nod slowly. “Yeah, I’ll come. I’d like to find Thaddeus, too, and see if I can watch his dream again. It’d be nice to study it without so many people around.”

      My dad tilts his chair on its back legs and crosses his arms. “I didn’t tell you this yesterday, Nyssa, but you were pretty impressive in the Council meeting. I was proud of you.”

      My cheeks grow warm. “It was no big deal.” I dip my head to study my fingernails.

      “It was a huge deal. You brought us hope, and that overrides anything Fitz said to make you think he knows better than you.”

      I look up to find my dad studying me with misty eyes. He clears his throat and rocks forward. “I doubt you’ll ever understand how truly remarkable it is that you’re here. And how thankful your mom and I are to have another chance to get to know you.”

      I swallow against a sudden lump in my throat, and my eyes begin to burn. I don’t know how to respond, but I do know that I don’t want to cry again. Today has to be different than yesterday; otherwise, I’m afraid I’ll get stuck feeling like I don’t belong, like Fitz’s opinion is the majority, and that everything I’m desperate to believe as truth is, in fact, a myth.

      So, I stand and force a smile. “Give me five minutes to get dressed.”
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      My dad and I set off for HQ beneath a sky that’s lightened to blue and a sun that peeks above the eastern mountains. The air is cool and crisp, and I lift my chin as I breathe, marveling at the difference between here and the stagnant summer humidity of the Central Capital.

      “I’ll be working in the orchard most of the afternoon, if you want to join me,” my dad says as we amble alongside the outer row of trees. “I’m in charge of irrigation, and I’ll have to start monitoring for rot, too. Your mom says I’m crazy to second-guess her formula … did you know these are actually clones of the original almond trees from Maren?” He gestures at the orchard.

      “I did know that, actually,” I say. “Duncan—” I pause on his name and swallow hard. “Duncan told me that you and mom developed some sort of almond tree clone when you were still in Maren.”

      “Yep. She did it for all our produce and the cattle, too. We needed something that would withstand all of the elements.” He chuckles. “She says her formula is fool-proof—but I can’t help it. I have to check.”

      We round the corner, walking in comfortable silence. People come and go along the path, calling out greetings to my dad when they pass, but nobody stops to chat.

      “Everyone seems so busy,” I say as I follow him inside HQ. The hall is cool and dim. It stretches straight ahead to the clinic at the back. To my right, a set of stairs leads to the upper floors.

      “This is the first really warm day we’ve had this year, so everyone will be out working today.” My dad heads down the hall, calling a greeting through an open door to our left.

      I slow to peer inside. Two guys sit on the floor surrounded by half-put-together desks.

      “One of the new school rooms,” my dad says. “Our kiddos are growing up, and we’ve had to make more room. We’ve used temporary dividers to create classrooms up on the third floor for years, but that won’t work anymore.”

      We continue down the hall, and when I glance through the center-inset window of the next door, my heart lurches. Cass is inside, his glasses perched on his nose, his hair mussed and standing on end, like he’s run his fingers through it on repeat. He sits at a table next to a man I don’t recognize.

      “You can say hi if you want,” my dad says, and I jump back from the window and spin to find him smiling at me. “Go on.” He nods at the door. “You can catch up to me. You remember where Jek’s room is?”

      “Yes,” I say, my fingers already wrapped around the knob. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

      When I open the door, Cass looks up from the tablet propped in front of him, and his face crinkles in a smile. My skin warms, reminding me of the first moment I encountered him at his grandfather Asaph’s home in Cardiff, in the Western Region. Duncan and I went there to find Cass, hoping he could recreate the antidote needed to save the victims of Omri’s gas attack because Duncan was forced to drink the original after we were attacked by the Guard. Cass once worked in Omri’s top-secret Ward C Labs, and we knew if anyone could help us, he could.

      “Hi.” I smile as I step into the room. “I saw you through the window. Figured I’d stop.”

      “I’m glad.” Cass stands and crosses to me. “I’m sorry I haven’t come to check on you. I wanted to, but I thought you should have some time alone with your parents first. Plus, Dr. Shaw roped me into a project right after we got here, so I’ve been a little busy.”
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