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      Key Terms & Places

      
        
          	
        Atnama (AT-nuh-muh): ruler of Anjidia; from a line of women born with the ability to connect with Anjidia and its inhabitants
      

      	
        Anjidia (AN-jih-dee-yuh): world comprised of a single continent; ruled by the Atnama and inhabited by humans, dragons, gryphons, merpeople, and the phoenix
      

      	
        Cednē (SEHD-nee): renamed Capital City by Lady Arybin; seat of the Atnamas and capital of Anjidia
      

      	
        Arymarina (AIR-ruh-muh-REE-nuh): palace in Cednē, home to the Atnamas
      

      	
        Xylion (ZEYE-lee-yon): mountain city in the Far North, home of the gryphon colony
      

      	
        Owan (OWE-wahn): nickname for the Old One; source of life and connection in Anjidia; gave the gift of connection to the first Atnama, Ary, to connect all living beings and bring harmony to the world
      

      	
        Nalta (NAHL-tuh): underwater city-state; home of the merpeople of Anjidia
      

      

      

      

      The Atnamas & Their Families

      
        
          	
        Aryli (AIR-ruh-lee): known as Lili; Atnama of Anjidia, second-born daughter of Atnama Aryket by Lord Josthenē
      

      	
        Arybin (AIR-ruh-bihn): first-born daughter of Atnama Aryket by Lord Consort Miqqal; born without the gift of connection
      

      	
        Aryket (AIR-ruh-keht): former Atnama of Anjidia; killed by Lord Josthenē in the world’s first murder
      

      	
        Arytinia (AIR-ruh-tin-nee-uh): former Atnama of Anjidia; great-great-great grandmother of Aryli
      

      	
        Ary (AH-ree): first Atnama of Anjidia
      

      	
        Josthenē (JOS-thih-nee): court advisor and childhood best friend of Atnama Aryket; father of Aryli
      

      	
        Miqqal (mih-CALL): Lord Consort to Atnama Aryket; father of Arybin; accused of Atnama Aryket’s murder
      

      	
        Annix (ann-NIHX): known as Nix; sister of Miqqal and best friend of Atnama Aryket; raised Aryli after Atnama Aryket’s murder
      

      

      

      

      The Phoenixes, Dragons & Gryphons

      
        
          	
        Ilyra (ih-LEER-ruh): the Atnama’s phoenix, Atnama Aryli’s incarnation
      

      	
        Tekyra (TEHK-ih-ruh): the Atnama’s phoenix, Atnama Aryket’s incarnation
      

      	
        Vituya (vih-TOO-yuh): dragon, mentee of Miqqal
      

      	
        Bassak (BASS-ehk): dragon, mentee of Vituya
      

      	
        Tibult (TIH-bolt): dragon, mentee of Aryli
      

      	
        Kobos (KOH-bohs): prince of the gryphon colony and childhood best friend of Aryli; son of Lord Strios (STREE-ohs) and Lady Paxia (PACKS-ee-yuh)
      

      

      

      

      Other Humans

      
        
          	
        The Honor Guard: militaristic organization created by Lady Arybin; replaced the long-standing Honor Service
      

      	
        Collipan (CALL-ih-pan): Captain of the Honor Guard and protector of Arybin
      

      	
        Gabrien (GAYB-ree-ihn): former lieutenant in the Honor Guard
      

      	
        Draven (DRAY-vihn): one of the former leaders of the rebellion, father of Beoven
      

      	
        Beoven (BAY-oh-vihn): rebel, son of Draven
      

      

      

      

      Nalta & Its Merpeople

      
        
          	
        The Council of the Three: governing body of Nalta; made up of representatives from each of Nalta’s three factions
      

      	
        The Shield Corps: the faction of protectors
      

      	
        The Masters: the faction of academics
      

      	
        The Sustainers: the faction of providers
      

      	
        Nicoll (nih-KOHL): Commander of the Shield Corps; chosen by merit from among the Officers upon death or retirement of previous Commander
      

      	
        Xayn (ZAYN): Master of Knowledge (leader of the Masters); inherited the role as eldest living Master upon the death of the previous Master of Knowledge
      

      	
        Polence (PAW-lints): Chief Sustainer; elected to a ten-season term
      

      	
        Masters of the Bond: A secret sub-group of Masters of the Elements, tasked with studying the connection of the Atnama to Anjidia
      

      	
        Clax (CLACKS): Senior-most Master of the Bond
      

      	
        Oly (AWL-lee): Master of the Bond
      

      	
        Lara (LAH-ruh): Master of the Bond
      

      	
        Kara (CAH-ruh): Master of the Bond
      

      	
        Mara (MAH-ruh): Master of the Bond
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      As the townspeople of Zomat gather in the small town square, no one pays much attention to the man in the hooded cloak, who looks and smells like days of hard travel coupled with the overindulgence of spirits. Miqqal prefers it this way.

      He keeps his head down and uses the anonymity—and everyone’s disgust—to cross the square unmolested, aiming for an area cordoned off for the stage. A gust of wind tugs at his cloak, and he pulls it tighter against his chest. It’s a cold, cloudy day befitting his mood.

      He knows what will be said—news has traveled across Anjidia faster than he has—but he needs to hear it for himself. He needs to know he’s made the right choice. The throb of his leg, which he didn’t allow to heal properly after Arymarina, connects him to the steady pulsing of his guilt, but the clatter of hooves on cobblestone distracts him, echoing through the square and loudly announcing the caravan’s arrival.

      Teams of beautifully groomed black horceroses with black ribbons braided into their manes pull three black carriages through the crowd before stopping in front of the stage. Dark curtains hang in the carriage windows, completely obscuring their passengers from view.

      It’s an ominous procession, but it’s the sight of the unnatural color of the horceroses that halts Miqqal. Even the spiral horns jutting from their foreheads have been painted or dyed black. It fuels a pulse of rage he feels whenever he thinks of Josthenē and his manipulations, of Aryli dyeing her hair for seasons to avoid his detection. He grinds his teeth and fails to keep a dark scowl off his face.

      Members of the Honor Guard spring from the lead and rear carriages, forming a barrier between the crowd and the stage while two others help the guest of honor from the middle carriage. She’s obscured from view as a family passes in front of Miqqal and is climbing the stage before he can get a good look at her.

      The sharp, cold air stings his lungs when he gasps, but it’s nothing compared to the pain in his heart.

      Arybin’s become a woman.

      The last time he saw her, she was two or three heads shorter with her hair in braids—all elbows and knees. This woman is a slightly taller, more elegant version of his sister, but her somber grace reminds him of his mother, especially dressed in the colors of mourning. Her long flowing dress and elaborately twisted hair are familiar, at least—they’d be fitting on the young, dramatic Arybin he raised, rather than this unfamiliar woman before him.

      “Good afternoon, Zomat,” she calls, her voice strong and clear despite the wind and murmuring crowd. “No doubt you’ve heard the rumors, possibly even the strategic misinformation, being circulated about the events that unfolded in Capital City just a few short weeks ago.”

      She pauses until the muttered affirmations subside.

      Miqqal hobbles closer to the stage, making sure not to invite notice or stand in the line of sight of any of the Honor Guard. He resolutely keeps his gaze away from them, though his hands have remained balled into tight fists since he spotted the first one step out of a carriage. His crooked, swollen leg is a fresh reminder of the pain he suffered at their hands, and the pain they caused Aryli. He can only imagine what these instruments of Josthenē’s depravity have done to Arybin. He wants to crash through the barrier they’ve formed between him and her and take her far away from them.

      But Arybin is safe, he reminds himself, as she details a list of “falsehoods” that have been spreading across Anjidia. Her eyes are bright, her cheeks flush. She appears healthy and whole despite everything she’s endured.

      He tried to make Aryli understand, to see her sister for what she is—a victim of Aryket’s choices, of Josthenē’s, of his. Even if his eldest has done what Aryli said—and he can’t trust that, considering her difficulty telling dreams from reality, to say nothing of that man whispering in her ear—he has to save Arybin, now that he can. He owes her the life he and Josthenē took from her. Aryli couldn’t see that.

      “The truth,” Arybin says, catching his attention more fully, “is that my father, Miqqal, was there during the attack. But just as that poor, deranged girl persuaded those traitors to rebel against us by pretending to be my beloved, deceased sister—so too did she convince Miqqal. And just as I have extended the hand of forgiveness to her, I reach out my hand to him.”

      The mass erupts in jeers and shouts. Calls for vengeance on Miqqal ring out all around him. He hunches to ensure his hood fully obscures his face from the frenzied group. He knew what she was going to say, but to hear the words leave her mouth…

      A public pardon.

      She is still in there, his little girl, just as he’d known when Aryli had made those awful claims about what she’d done to Nix and the phoenix.

      Arybin holds up a hand, and, after a moment, the congregation settles. “I understand your anger. I feel it too. But as my mother would say, ‘We are nothing without unity. Each of us must know our place in the greater whole.’” She closes her eyes and takes a deep breath before continuing. “My place, I must believe, is to serve Anjidia in pursuit of that unity. That is why I call for the voluntary surrender of Miqqal and anyone else who helped plot the demise of Father Josthenē. I call on them to accept the consequences of their actions, of course, but I also offer forgiveness, so we can move forward. Together.”

      There’s a smattering of applause, but Miqqal isn’t concerned with the sentiment of the crowd. He creeps even closer to the stage, drawn like a mothfly to a flame.

      “That is why I have selected Captain Collipan to run the New Anjidia Rehabilitation Center, which will be fully operational by the week’s end. It will house those that lost their way and attacked their fellow Anjidians on that darkest of nights, and he will guide them to earn our trust, so they can rejoin our united Anjidia.”

      The applause grows, and Arybin beckons the captain forward. As he gives the crowd a reserved wave, they erupt into cheers.

      Miqqal’s teeth are grinding again. This man pursued Aryli across Anjidia. He undoubtedly led her capture at Arymarina. And he must be the one coercing Arybin into this charade now that Josthenē is gone.

      “To that same end, I have also appointed Governor Enjam to bring the gryphon colony back into harmony with New Anjidia.”

      In a blink, Miqqal is back in that clearing with Aryli. “You warned me that Arybin couldn’t be saved,” Aryli had growled, catching his pack to try to stop him from leaving. “You’ve admitted you couldn’t rescue her from Josthenē because she refused to leave. Why do you insist she isn’t responsible for everything that’s happened? She’s the only one left, the only one to benefit. She’s leading the Honor Guard. She tortured anyone who got too close to discovering the truth or stood against her. She sent the Honor Guard to capture me and Nix. She… She’s a killer, Miqqal.”

      Miqqal had stared at his youngest in disbelief. He’d shuddered at what the Honor Guard must have done to her to make her believe such terrible things. Then, as now, his thoughts had turned to Arybin and the fear of what she must believe after seasons in their thrall.

      He pushes away the anguish of that argument and the memory of the look on her face as he’d left her behind, too. Aryli is safe with friends. He sent that Honor Guard, Gabrien, away, and he trusts Vituya will protect her. They’ll help her rest and heal, but no one is here for Arybin.

      Miqqal’s sure he can see tightness in the smile Arybin gives the crowd as they cheer. He must have been right when he told Aryli that her sister had remained at the capital for the good of Anjidia. He might not be able to remember the details of his return to Arymarina to save Arybin, but he knows she cannot be capable of what Aryli has claimed. And now he’s found proof in this small village. Arybin is fighting for Anjidia, and for her family, like her mother taught her to do.

      “My mother instilled in me a deep sense of duty to this world, and I vow to you all that as long as I have breath, I will not stop until my duty has been fulfilled,” she says, sweeping her gaze across the crowd as another bout of cheers ripples across the square. Miqqal’s stomach twists as he turns his head to avoid her eyes.

      What she’s saying, what she’s doing—proclaiming that Aryli is not the Atnama—will cause great harm, maybe irreparable. He did the right thing by coming here. He owes it to her to help her see the truth, to take care of her as he should have all those seasons ago, to choose and protect her this time.

      Using the rest of the speech as cover, Miqqal maneuvers through the townsfolk to Arybin’s carriages. With the Honor Guard focused on her and the gathered multitudes, he’s able to slip into the center carriage without being spotted. He listens as more cheers and shouts of outrage sound through the square. After a last, thunderous applause, the town hums with the energy of a crowd dispersing. It grows quieter as the minutes tick by, until only the whistle of the wind remains.

      Finally, Miqqal hears footsteps and the rise and fall of a conversation too low for him to understand. He ignores his racing heart and swallows down his longing for a drink.

      “...and get me out of this village. Now.”

      “Yes, Lady Arybin.”

      Weighed down by the lead in his stomach, Miqqal sinks into the dark corner of his seat and braces himself, hoping she’ll let him speak before alerting the Guard.

      The light of the sunset behind Arybin obscures her face when the door opens, and Miqqal can’t read her expression—or even tell if she’s noticed him. She climbs into the carriage and settles on the bench opposite him. They’re plunged into darkness as the door closes behind her. After a moment, the small gaslights on either side of them hiss to life.

      Arybin is staring straight at him. “I wondered when I’d be seeing you.” Her expression is uncomfortably blank, her voice measured.

      Miqqal sucks in a deep breath that does nothing for the ache. He longs to reach out and pull her into a hug. But she hadn’t liked them before…

      “Hello, Bunny.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      Miqqal shivers, and not from the cold. “Arybin,” he starts, hating the plea already escaping his throat, but unable to stop it. “I needed to see you.”

      “You needed⁠—”

      “She is Aryli, Bun—Arybin. Tekyra was reborn. I don’t know what you’ve been led to believe, but it’s true. We came to Arymarina to free you and Nix from Josthenē. Your sister is alive.”

      She holds up a hand to silence him, and Miqqal retrieves his flask from his pocket and takes a pull without thinking. At her stare, he tucks it away again, resolved to keep it there this time.

      Arybin leans back, tilting her head as her eyes unfocus just slightly—her thinking face. Miqqal recognizes it and half expects her tongue to poke out of the side of her mouth like it did when she was young. Finally, her face falls, and her shoulders droop. She leans over to hold his hand.

      “Father, of course I know who she is.”

      The carriages roll across the cobblestones, and the clip-clop of the horceroses’ hoofbeats ring out in time with his racing heart. He tries a few times before he can follow his brain’s command to speak.

      “Then why⁠—”

      “I don’t know what you’ve been led to believe, but everything I’ve done since the day you left—both of you—has been to protect my baby sister.”

      It’s Miqqal’s turn to stare. His hand twitches toward his pocket, but he holds steady.

      “That day…” Arybin drops her head, and her voice grows quiet. “That awful day when Mother… I tried to save the Old One from Josthenē’s rage, to protect Lili’s future, to help Anjidia.” She slowly pulls the lace gloves from her hands, revealing a web of scarring across her skin that extends up both of her forearms.

      “I couldn’t stop him then any more than I could stop him from killing Mother, or any more than I could stop him from attacking Ilyra and Aunt Annix on the day of the invasion.”

      Miqqal pales. “He… It was Josthenē? Aryli and Gabrien said…”

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you.” Arybin sounds anguished. “Poor Lili was in such bad shape with all the fighting, all the killing, that she was nearly catatonic. If it wasn’t for Captain Collipan, he might have killed us all. And Gabrien, he was Josthenē’s champion. That’s why we sent him to the Country House for evaluation.”

      Miqqal’s flask is at his lips again, and he doesn’t try to stop himself this time. His chest is tight, and his head pounds. The truth of Arybin’s words about Aryli settles deep into his bones. How many times had he caught her talking to herself, to figments of her damaged mind? How many mood swings had he endured? How many times had she sat in vacant, numb silence?

      “But I don’t understand. If you know Josthenē was responsible for everything, then why are you saying these horrible things about your sister, and about me?”

      Arybin pulls back to her seat, her face guarded again. “I’m doing what Mother would want. I’m putting Anjidia first.”

      Miqqal shakes his head, but it doesn’t clear the confusion that has it spinning. Conversations he had with Aryli and Gabrien mix with Arybin’s lies to the public and everything she’s saying now.

      “Father, Aryli is in no condition to be Atnama right now. I had Captain Collipan, who has been a trusted friend and a fierce protector while you’ve been away, take her to the Country House so Anjidia’s finest doctors could treat her. They had quite the task since she came to them with almost no will to live. Unfortunately, they’d barely made progress with her before that treacherous guard helped Gabrien escape and kidnap Lili.”

      Flashes of all the times Aryli hadn’t made sense, all the times Gabrien had spoken for her when they’d first arrived, crash around Miqqal’s skull, making the pounding worse. He can’t think straight. “But why lie about her identity?”

      “What was I supposed to tell the people, Father? They believe Josthenē has been caring for them all these seasons. They believe the lies he spread about you. If I came forward with the truth, would they believe me? Or would they fracture and tear apart our world in their confusion?

      “I had to find a way to bring them forward peacefully and heal the divisions Josthenē has sown. The Rehabilitation Center will be our chance to correct the mistakes of the past, for all of Anjidia to heal. You can be pardoned, and those who are dangerous can be kept safe but not allowed to do further harm. This can work, Father.”

      She holds out her hands toward him as the carriage rocks, rolling over a rut in the path. The jolt knocks a memory to the surface of Miqqal’s mind.

      This, he remembers with a shock, was how it had gone the last time he’d met her. Back then, when she’d held out her hands, he’d felt the torment of loss as if he’d been transported back to the hellish night everything fell apart. He’d felt every ounce of the pain he’d ever pushed down with spirits, all at once—the pain of seeing what Josthenē had done to Aryket, of losing Aryli, of failing Arybin. But for a fleeting moment, he’d also felt a devastation that was alien—what she must have experienced as she witnessed Josthenē end Aryket’s life, as she hid in terror thinking she’d be next, as she lost hope that her father would rescue her. After all, he’d bolted off to save the future Atnama and left her behind without a word.

      He doubles over, clutching his stomach instead of taking her hands, bowed in half by the agony roiling in his gut.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “I’m sorry,” he wheezes. He forces himself to straighten up and look her in the eye—that much he can give her. “I’m sorry, Arybin.”

      Her eyes narrow, but he can’t read her expression. “What do you mean?”

      “I made a terrible mistake, and I never stopped regretting that I left you behind.” Her jaw tightens, but she doesn’t react further, so he continues. “I never meant to choose your sister over you.”

      He reaches out and runs the backs of his fingers down the bridge of her nose. She starts at the old gesture. “I am so deeply sorry, my little love,” he says, voice thick. “You deserved so much better back then, and now.”

      She stares him down. Her slow, measured breathing is the only sign his apology has had any impact at all. “Yes.”

      His words stick in his throat, but another quick sip from his flask helps them out. “I believe you, and I’m here for you. Let me help.”

      Her still-narrowed eyes well with tears. “What about Lili? She’s been twisted to believe these horrible things about me. She’s probably out there right now plotting to…”

      Her voice breaks, and she covers her face.

      “I’ll keep you safe, Arybin. We’ll find some way to help your sister, but I’m not leaving you again. I promise.”

      Arybin sniffles, and then looks up at him—even with a tear cutting a path down her cheek, her smile’s as cold as the air outside the carriage. “Well, then, welcome to the team, Father.”
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      “I had another dream about Miqqal last night,” I confess, raising a hand to block out the glare of the sun and see Gabrien’s beautiful face. I’m abruptly turning the conversation from his favorite book—a fantastical love story we actually had in our ship’s small library—but he doesn’t seem the least bit bothered.

      “Did it change?” He asks me that every time.

      “No. It’s always just him sitting in a room in Arymarina, staring out at the sea while he drinks from that cursed flask.”

      “But if you’re seeing through his eyes, couldn’t that mean⁠—”

      I shake my head, dropping my hand and allowing the sun to assault my eyes. Shifting them to the sea doesn’t help much. Somehow it’s brighter.

      “It’s only a dream, Gabrien—a figment of my imagination, which you’re well aware is ridiculously overactive these days.”

      We’ve had this conversation three times in the past week alone, and my body tenses in anticipation of his next question.

      “But what if⁠—”

      “It’s not my connection,” I snap, much more harshly than I mean to. I blow out a breath and aim for a softer tone. “You know I haven’t been able to connect with anyone or anything since Arymarina. I’ve tried. It’s gone.”

      “You should visit the Old One again,” he suggests gently, like he always does. “Maybe it can help you understand what’s happened to your connection and help you heal it.”

      Closing my eyes against the suggestion, I shake my head, like I always do. Owan couldn’t help me when we visited after we escaped the Country House a few months ago. I couldn’t communicate with the old tree at all. Would anything be different now, and can I really take such a risk?

      Imprints of the sunshine dance in blues and whites across the insides of my eyelids. Hynton said I should have worn my sunhat.

      After days of unrelenting rain, the bright sun and its heat are more than welcome. The waves crash on the rocks, just missing my sandaled feet, and I lean back on my palms, not minding the bite of the rocks’ sharp edges.

      “Well, if you won’t heed that advice, at least listen to me when I say you shouldn’t be out here this soon after a storm. That tide is not to be tempted.”

      Cracking open an eye, I turn my head toward Gabrien. “You sound like Nix.”

      “Just because you love the sea doesn’t mean it loves you.”

      I sit up, wiping my hands on my short pants. “Now you’re taking words right out of her⁠—”

      “Greetings, Atnama,” a voice calls from behind me, dragging my attention away from my nag.

      The jet black hair of my new merfriend, Notyr, makes her easy to pick out of today’s gray, violent waves that temporarily replace the peaceful dark blue ones usually lapping at these rocks. Sunlight catches on the scales of her bare shoulders, making them appear greener than usual. The medallion at her neck glints like a beacon.

      “Notyr,” I shout, a grin stretching across my face. “What a happy surprise!”

      “Why don’t you ask her what she thinks?” Gabrien suggests.

      “I never should have told her about any of this,” I whisper quickly, carefully not looking his way as she swims toward me. “I can’t trust her. I can’t trust anyone. You know that.”

      “You can trust me,” he murmurs quietly in my ear.

      “Yes,” I say, even more quietly, “but you’re not really here. You left along with everyone else.”

      “While it’s always a pleasure to see you, Atnama,” Notyr interrupts, coming close enough for me to see the concern etched on her angular face, “I would not recommend you remain on the jetty, especially alone. The storm surge is receding, but it can be quite unpredictable.”

      Her violet eyes scrutinize me as she bobs on the waves, and I wonder if she heard me talking to myself.

      “You worry too much, my friend,” I say, waving a hand dismissively and jumping to my feet with a flourish. “Besides, with you here, I would be perfectly safe if I fell in, wouldn’t I?”

      “Best not to test that theory, Atnama,” Notyr replies, “and it seems your companion could use your assistance.”

      I turn to follow her gaze, past the empty space where I’d imagined Gabrien, and find Hynton picking his way across the rocks toward me. If he’s not careful, he’ll break his neck.

      “I suppose you’re right. I should go before you have to rescue him.”

      “Perhaps we can speak when the waters have calmed? Maybe tomorrow?” she asks as I quickly collect the towel cloth and abandoned shoes. There’s an urgency, or a seriousness, in her tone that I’m not used to. I nod uneasily.

      Despite having just celebrated the conclusion of his sixty-fifth season, Hynton is more spry than either of us gave him credit for. He reaches me before I have a chance to ask her what she wants to discuss.

      “What are you doing out here?” he scolds. “It’s far too dangerous when you’re all alone. If you fell in…” He shudders as he glances at the waves crashing against the rocks.

      “Good thing I’m not alone.”

      He raises an eyebrow at me. Sure, Gabrien’s a figment of my overactive imagination, but Notyr… I turn toward the sea where she appeared and find only the blinding light of the sun’s glare. Panic clutches my heart.

      She’s not imaginary, Lili. She has as much right to be wary of strangers as you do, with her kind exiled. If you really can’t trust yourself, just ask her to meet Hynton the next time you see her.

      Those thoughts and a deep, calming breath loosen panic’s grip. I turn back to Hynton with my best cheeky smile. “I’m the Atnama, remember? I’m never alone.”

      The response placates him, even though it hurts my battered heart to repeat the words now that Tibult is gone and Ilyra is…

      “Can I escort you back?” Hynton asks. “I’ve got a few things I need to finish before lunch. I just wanted to bring you this.”

      He holds out his hand, and the slightly crumpled letter it’s clutching. Gabrien’s handwriting is unmistakeable. A small squeal of delight escapes my lips, and it takes all my self-control to calmly accept the letter rather than snatch it from his hands. “He hasn’t written in ages.”

      “If I’m not mistaken, you haven’t written to him yourself,” he counters. “Not since Miqqal joined Arybin at that⁠—”

      My expression must darken, because he glances away, nods to himself, and then heads for shore.

      I want to drop back down onto the rocks and open the letter immediately. But Hynton and Notyr were genuinely bothered, and even my hallucination of Gabrien had warned me it wasn’t safe. Besides, staying risks the letter getting wet and being ruined. I rush after him and offer a steadying hand until we make it to shore.

      “I try to give you space,” he says, pausing as we step onto the beach, “but I do worry. If you need to talk…”

      His tone and facial expression make me think he’d rather eat sand, but the fact that my stoic companion is offering warms my heart more than the sun is warming my skin.

      “Thanks, but I’m…” I hesitate too long, giving my words too much thought, and the chaos of emotions that always boils beneath my surface threatens to spill over. I clench my free fist until the bite of my nails in my palm grounds me. “I’m managing.”

      He studies me for a moment before offering a small smile and ambling off down the path, no doubt heading to the workshop behind the house to tackle one of the home improvement projects on his ever-growing list.

      Such is the beauty of my living arrangement with Hynton, the Country House guard with a conscience. I may be alone most of the time, and the conversations we do have tend to skim the surface like a rock skipping over a pool. But he speaks his mind without prying, pushing, or otherwise overbearing. He helped me and Gabrien escape that horrible prison masquerading as a hospital and remained by my side while my friends scattered across Anjidia. He hasn’t tried to be my best friend, or another parental figure; he’s been a safe port in the storm instead.

      “You’re lucky he doesn’t pay closer attention,” Ilyra says, landing on my shoulder. I take a moment to be grateful for the feel of her weight, even though it’s indulgent, maybe selfish, to welcome these fantasies. They can’t be helping me or my connection heal. “He’d realize how delusional you’ve gotten otherwise.”

      “Thanks for the support,” I say, shrugging her off of my shoulder. She flaps over to the fence that lines the path back to our small beach house. She and her colorful feathers would stand out against the dull beige of the sand dune behind her even if she didn’t have a slight glow. It makes her look like a mini-sunset that’s just for me.

      “That’s what I’m here for.”

      But she’s not really here, is she, Lili?

      She may feel more solid to me than Gabrien, or Nix, whom I conjure from time to time as well, but she’s just as imaginary. For one thing, Hynton can’t see her when she visits, and for another, she’s slightly transparent.

      And glowing isn’t exactly natural either.

      “I miss you,” I say, heading up the path that leads to the house and to the privacy awaiting me. She follows.

      “Not sure that’s a good enough reason to keep indulging in these visits, but who am I to argue?”

      I laugh. “Ilyra, all you do is argue.”

      “Fair point,” she says thoughtfully, catching up to me and landing on my shoulder again. “What do you think the former lieutenant has to say this time? He seemed upset in that last letter.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Everybody’s worried about me. I’m perfectly fine.”

      Ilyra stares at me.

      “Okay, not perfectly. But I’m managing.”

      “Managing? Is that your new favorite word?” She cocks her head to the side. “When’s the last time you could talk with the trees?”

      “Not fair.”

      “Or connected with anyone?”

      She’s not saying it to be cruel—her tone tells me that much—but it hurts all the same.

      “I didn’t say the Atnama was fine,” I correct with a nonchalant confidence I don’t feel. My mind is already spiraling down its familiar dark path.

      Without the phoenix and your connection, are you even the Atnama? And if you’re not the Atnama, Lili, what use are you to anyone?
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      When we reach the house, Ilyra flaps inside the open door, and I knock the beach off my sandals before stacking them neatly on the stairs and entering. It’s a modest one-story building with three bedrooms, but it’s palatial after…well, everywhere I’ve ever stayed. Except Xylion. “I miss Kobos.”

      “Then you should write to him.”

      I jump at the sound of her voice. Aryket. I haven’t seen her since she visited me in the Country House, and my heart races as I try to decide how I feel about seeing her now.

      The ghost of my mother is standing across the living room, shoulders back and posture perfect, near the chaise lounge usually reserved for my hallucinations of Nix. Suspicion pricks at my nerves, but I can’t help being curious about why she’s appeared again, after all this time.

      “I don’t know where Kobos is,” I say finally, stopping just inside the front door. “The best I could hope for is that his parents would be able to pass along a letter, wherever he is. But the governor or the Honor Guard will be reading all correspondence, especially to Lord Strios and Lady Paxia.”

      “Your sister never should have sent that man and those people there,” she says with the pursed lips and small frown of a mother who’s learned her child has been reckless with a favorite heirloom, not one who’s learned her child is a killer and malicious usurper. “I’m sure she aims to keep you away, or catch you if you try to find a safe place to recover.”

      “That’s not the only reason,” I snap, reaching for the headscarf covering my hair. Unwinding it frees the auburn locks I’ve inherited from her—the only proof I have left of my heritage after my sister killed Ilyra…and Nix. “She won’t be satisfied until she’s terrorized all of Anjidia into obedience. And I don’t want to talk about her.”

      “You should anyway,” Ilyra says. Two against one. Great. “Trying to shove it all down, to forget everything she’s done, clearly isn’t working.”

      I freeze, icy rage blasting through my veins from head to toe and leaving my blood cold in its wake. I knot my hands in the scarf to keep them from shaking, and the letter crinkles in my grasp. “Forget what she’s done? Is that a joke?”

      “Lili, you know what I mean.”

      “Ilyra, please,” I say, tossing my scarf onto a hook of the hatstand behind the chaise. “I can’t have this argument again.”

      “You’re strong enough to face it, Aryli. Strong enough to face Arybin, to stop her.” Aryket steps closer with a gentle smile that’s almost maternal. “You’ve proven that, haven’t you?”

      I scoff. “All I’ve proven is that I’m incompetent and unfit to be Atnama.”

      “Aryli, we went through this,” Aryket says, sounding… Is she annoyed? “You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for. You were made for this.”

      I shake my head at her and Ilyra. “Apparently not.”

      “Lili—” Ilyra starts, her expression sympathetic, but Aryket cuts in.

      “There’s no one else, Aryli.”

      My head whips in Aryket’s direction. “Don’t you think I know that? What do you expect me to do? I’m an atnama without a phoenix, without my connection to Anjidia. I have no idea what I’m doing. Everything I’ve done since finding out who I really am has made things worse. For everyone.”

      Aryket closes the distance between us, laying her glowing hand on my shoulder. “I wasn’t ready to become Atnama either, Aryli. I know how you feel, but I⁠—”

      “You do not know how I feel.” I shake her hand off and step back, seething. “You have no idea. Your father didn’t become the world’s first murderer by killing your mother. You didn’t watch your sister murder him in turn and then go after your only true parent and your phoenix.”

      “I’m my own phoenix,” Ilyra chimes in, but her attempt at levity can’t counter the cold fury taking me over.

      “You didn’t lose your connection after everyone who supported you was captured or killed, in a conflict that you led them into. You didn’t have to find a way to lead with no training in a world where someone had declared you the enemy and started corrupting everything generations of atnamas built.” Tears are streaming down my face now. “So, no, Aryket, you have no idea how I feel.”

      “Noted.” Aryket folds her arms, not giving an inch, and certainly not moving to comfort me. “I don’t know how you feel, Aryli. But the world still needs you.”

      “I can’t help them!” Shouting at the imagined ghost of my dead mother really should make my point for me. “Even if I knew what to do, who would follow me like this? Who would even believe I’m the Atnama?”

      Aryket’s jaw tightens before she speaks. “You can’t hide here forever. Anjidia needs you to do something.”

      The truth of her words pops the bubble of anger puffing up my chest, and I deflate until she adds, “Pick a place to start and just take one step, dearest.”

      “I told you to stop with the pet names.”

      Josthenē had used them, that day in Arymarina. He’d been frozen in time, shattered by taking the life of the woman in front of me. He talked to me like I was the small Atnama-to-Be he’d last seen before he’d killed her mother, before she’d been spirited away from that life to start anew. With Nix, who never used pet names. Unless you count “sailor.”

      “Aryli, you can do this.”

      Rolling my eyes makes me miss Nix, and the scolding she’d give me for the gesture. Aryket might have helped me pull myself together in the Country House, but I haven’t forgiven her for torturing me with visions of the past to accomplish it. This encounter isn’t helping our relationship, either.

      “You can reconnect and become the Atnama that I know you⁠—”

      “Mother, stop,” I interrupt, crumpling the letter even more. The sound draws me back to reality. Aryket isn’t real. Ilyra isn’t real. But this letter—this is real.

      Gabrien, the real one, has written to me, and here I am wasting time on an argument I’ve had with myself hundreds of times in the weeks since the Country House.

      Focus on what’s real, I tell myself, smoothing the letter on my thigh and feeling each wrinkle of the paper as my hand slides across it. This is real.

      My stomach flutters in anticipation of Gabrien’s news, and I ignore Aryket and Ilyra wholly as I retrieve a container from the hidden compartment beside the door. Hynton had shown it to me as we made the long-abandoned house built by smugglers habitable again. I use it to conceal the small box that stores the possessions I value most.

      Box in hand, I drop to a seated position in the middle of the floor, too eager to make it to my bedroom. The lid pops open to reveal the small collection of missives sent by Gabrien and the others over the past two months, as well as Nix’s compass. I slip the compass into my pocket, automatically tracing the etching with my thumb.

      “Thanks for stopping by, but I have things to do,” I say, dismissing my mother and Ilyra without looking up. I gingerly open the envelope in my hands.

      Gabrien’s last letter, sent over two weeks ago, tried to hide his struggles among talk of the latest book he read and how much he can’t wait for me to taste the sweet and savory bread he and his father invented. But it was clear that each time Arybin spoke publicly, she made things worse for him and his family, especially his younger brother. I’m hoping for news that things have improved, among his usual banter, but the envelope only contains a single page that’s not even half full of Gabrien’s careful script.

      Panic climbs, and I devour the words in my haste to outpace it.

      
        
        My dearest, L,

        

        With my family settled in their new home, I’m free to fulfill the promise I made to return to your side. I leave tonight and hope to reach you by the full moon.

        I cannot wait to see you again.

        Devotedly yours,

        G

        

        P.S. Word has reached me that old friends of yours have been trying to contact you. It may be wise to prepare for unexpected visitors.
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      Reading and rereading Gabrien’s letter half a dozen times doesn’t do anything to slow my frantic mind. Someone’s looking for me? Old friends?

      He can’t mean someone I want to see, like Kobos, if he’s telling me to “prepare” for their arrival. This feels like a warning.

      My bouncing knee irritates me to my feet, and I pace the room, mentally hurling a familiar litany of curses at myself for no longer having my connection—for not being able to reach out and see who might be coming, for not being able to check on my friends or any other Anjidians, for not being able to help them.

      I should warn Hynton. I should pack things and hide in the root cellar as we planned. But on my third pass across the room, Nix appears, which she doesn’t do much anymore—each time it sends my heart racing. The urge to run to her and hug her is powerful.

      Even if she were really here, that wouldn’t be welcome behavior. And she’s not here, Lili.

      My hallucinations of her are always just a little pale and blurry, like my mind is having trouble recalling her with the sharpness it needs to match reality. Maybe the fear of forgetting her is what keeps prompting my mind to envision her here with me.

      Right now, she’s watching from the velvet chaise lounge no one else ever uses. The seat is out of place in the sparsely furnished living space, where most seats are carved from driftwood. I’d asked Hynton about it when we’d arrived. The beach house had belonged to his family, well-to-do Ghunook merchants who ventured northwest each season to enjoy the temperate Western Waters. A terrible illness had struck after Hynton left the family business for a life in Cednē. His sister, the sole survivor, had inherited and then sold the business, leaving him the beach house.

      He never got around to telling me why the chaise is here. I presume it holds some sentimental value and is one of the few remaining artifacts from the time he spent on the shore in his youth. I’ve been afraid to touch it, and every time Hynton notices, he reminds me that his home is my home.

      A home you may not have for long depending on what’s happened now, Lili.

      That expression on Nix’s face—the impatient one she always had when I was taking too long to complete a complex task—sparks my ever-present anger.

      “Well? Why are you here if you aren’t going to contribute something useful?” I snap—at the ghost of my dead aunt, whom it hurts to look at, even though I keep bringing her here again and again.

      “You don’t get that temper from me,” she used to say.

      I force myself to meet her eyes, which I instantly regret when it’s now Arybin staring back at me.

      “Maybe something happened in Xylion,” this illusion of my older sister suggests with a vicious grin, “and it’s one of the gryphons coming for aid you cannot provide.”

      “No.” I close my eyes and breathe.

      In—two, three, four—and out—two, three, four.

      Nix is back when I open them. I drop into the chair across from her. “Vituya and Tibult went to Xylion to ensure everyone’s safety when we learned of the governor’s appointment. They have to be all right. Anything else is impossible.”

      Nix doesn’t look convinced. “Maybe the Honor Guard have finally found you,” she says matter-of-factly, and the words shoot through me like that weapon the Honor Guard used to injure Vituya before my Blessing. “Gabrien has friends who might warn him if they did.”

      I shake my head again, choking down bile. “No.”

      “Or maybe,” she says, as if she’s debating how to pass the time becalmed at sea, “Arybin herself has decided to pay you a visit while you convalesce at the beach.”

      The words sting like a slap, but I remind myself that they’re my own. Nix isn’t really here.

      I close my eyes against the thought only to see the purple carpets of the Reception Room in Arymarina. Nix’s boots as they dragged her away. Ilyra…

      “This is pointless!” I jump to my feet. “I’m just torturing myself. I have no choice but to wait and ask Gabrien when he arrives.”

      Gabrien’s coming.

      Relief, guilt, and excitement all swirl in my gut, warring with each other.

      Gabrien’s coming. Here.

      I read the letter two more times.

      He’ll be here by the full moon…which is tomorrow. “Gabrien’s coming!”

      Unsure of what to do with my sudden excess of energy, my eyes dart around the room before landing on Hynton’s smoking pipe. Hynton! I should tell Hynton. I dash toward the door, barely remembering to grab my headscarf. One swift, practiced motion catches my hair and hides it under its cover.

      “Cousin!” I’m already yelling for him, using our designated nickname just in case any passersby should overhear me. “You’ll never guess who’s co⁠—”

      A shadow falls over me as I run out onto the porch, and I stop just short of slamming into someone.

      “—ming.” All the air in my body slowly flees in a long exhale as I take a step back. This is the wrong tall, broad-shouldered man, and Beoven is certainly not an old friend.

      Seeing his face summons those of the rebels who joined me at Arymarina—the ones that usually run through my mind at night as I try to fall asleep. I don’t know all their names, but each of the thirty-nine faces is etched into my memory. My greatest failure as an atnama was convincing myself I could lead them into the capital and that the Honor Guard would stand down at the mere sight of me. I was a naïve, trusting fool, and they suffered for it. Even the ones that survived have reportedly gone missing, along with those I met in Piera who didn’t join us in Cednē.

      Until now, I wasn’t sure of Beoven’s fate.

      “Well, hello to you, too, Atnama,” he greets when I can only stare. His tight smile is a haunting echo of his father Draven’s. I shudder. “It’s been a while.”

      My heart pounds as I glance behind him, searching for any companions—one in particular.

      “I’ve come alone,” he says, following my gaze. “I need your help.”

      Ilyra lands on my shoulder and the pinch of her claws gives me strength. I stand up straighter. “How did you find me?”

      “Bassak helped me, after they learned I’d been asking around.”

      “That little⁠—”

      “Why would they do that?” I ask, interrupting Ilyra’s curse of the young dragon. Usually, her fire is welcome, but I’m barely holding it together and her zeal might be all it takes to unravel me.

      “Because, unlike you, they haven’t abandoned the resistance.”

      Ilyra snaps her beak angrily on my behalf, but my temper doesn’t flare this time. His words land like salt in the open wound of my shame.

      I haven’t seen Bassak since Arymarina—they’d still been in the Outlands, after helping the few rebels that evaded the Honor Guard return there, when I escaped the Country House. Can I believe they stayed in touch? Why would Vituya or Tibult have told them where I am? And would they really have disclosed my location to the son of the man who betrayed us all?

      I’m tempted to back into the house and slam the door in Beoven’s face, but if he’s here to expose me or cause me harm, that won’t stop him.

      And what does it hurt to hear him out, Lili?

      I cross my arms over my chest. “Why are you here? You said you need my help.”

      His jaw tenses, and he mimics my posture. “You want to discuss this out here? In the open?”

      I don’t want to discuss anything with him at all, and I certainly don’t want to be cooped up in the house with him alone.

      “Here is fine,” I say, leaning against the doorjamb. “Did your father send you?”

      My voice drips with disgust, but Beoven’s is more venomous when he says, “I have nothing to do with that traitor.”

      My mouth falls open before I can hide my shock. Draven betrayed me and the rebellion to Arybin to save Beoven. They were so close that I can’t imagine him ever turning away from his father. But if he’s feigning his contempt, he’s such a convincing actor that he deserves to trick me.

      “If he cared for me as much as he claims, he would have known I’d rather die than betray my friends or the cause.”

      His words are angry, but there’s a heaviness there that I understand all too well—the weight of a parental disappointment so profound that you feel the ache of carrying it in your bones.

      “How can I help you, Beoven?”

      He bristles at my softened tone, and he sneers when he says, “I need the Atnama. We’ve done everything we can to locate this ‘Rehabilitation Center’ your sister is using to imprison our people, but she’s keeping its location from all but the most loyal of her Honor Guard. Jax and his crew were captured trying to help Charlon’s people hide after Arymarina, and they got Reiflur and his last month…”

      As the disdain falls from his face, Beoven looks as lost and hopeless as I feel. And he’s just as young.

      “I just need you to tell me where she’s keeping them,” he says, refocusing on me—all vulnerability gone. “Then you can go back to enjoying your beach vacation.”

      “She lost everything, you little snot,” Ilyra squawks.

      “Ilyra,” I scold, looking over at her. Beoven cocks his head in confusion. There’s no way to cover the slip, but I imagine my next words will be all that he cares about. “I can’t help you, Beoven. I’ve tried a million times. I can’t find them.”

      “But the Atnama can⁠—”

      “I can’t.”

      He sucks in a deep breath, and even if I can’t feel it, I see the anger rising in him. It straightens his back, tenses the muscles in his arms all the way up to his shoulders, makes his jaw twitch, and narrows his eyes.

      “So try again,” he commands through nearly gritted teeth.

      “My gift—my connection—it’s gone. I’m sorry, but I can’t.”

      “Then what good are you, Atnama?”

      My eyes sting, and without another word, Beoven turns and trudges through the sand toward the beach. Part of me wonders why he’s not heading for the road, if Bassak waits for him, if I should follow and speak to the dragon. But the voice in my head that sounds so much like Arybin drowns that part out, repeating his words like a vicious echo.

      What good are you, Atnama? What good are you?
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      Another handful of black peppers joins those already chopped on the cutting board. They’ll overpower the salad I’m preparing for lunch, but they’ll also explain my red, wet eyes when Hynton joins me for the midday meal. Arybin’s voice hasn’t stopped repeating Beoven’s words since he left yesterday.

      “Aryli?” A hand falls on my shoulder, and I narrowly avoid chopping into one of my fingers.

      “It’s almost read—” I say, turning to shoo Hynton into the bathing room to wash up. Only it’s not Hynton. “Gabrien?”

      “Sorry,” he says, a sheepish grin twisting his lips. “I knocked, but…”

      “You’re here?” I whisper, dropping the knife onto the counter without looking away from him. I can’t even blink, for fear he won’t be there when I open my eyes.

      “I’m here.” His voice is also a whisper as he closes the distance between us. “And you’re crying.”

      He reaches up to wipe my tears away with his thumbs, and when his hand slides down my cheek, I lose all sense—not that I have much left. Suddenly, I’m on my tiptoes, and my lips are reaching up to find his. His hands instantly fall to my waist, tugging me closer. Warmth from my flushing cheeks and tingling from my crushed lips spreads down my body, making me dizzy.

      “You’re here,” I repeat, stepping back to catch my breath and steady myself, which is hard to do when my whole body feels like it’s vibrating. I might as well have transformed into one of the buzzerbees happily flitting from flower to flower in the pot on the kitchen windowsill.

      A grin that’s too wide, and too childish, starts spreading across my mouth, and I spin back toward the half-finished salad to hide it.

      “Lunch will be ready shortly,” I say, speaking in a high-pitched rush that must betray me as I finish my chopping. “You should bring in your things and get settled. There’s a spare room at the end of the hall behind you. I’m sure you’re tired and could use a few minutes to catch your breath.”

      Chop. Chop. Shut up, Lili. You sound like a nervous child. Chop. Chop. What good are you?

      “Are you thirsty? I’d be thirsty. I am thirsty. I made fresh melonade yesterday. I bet that’d hit the spot.”

      My inane babbling carries me across the kitchen to the ice box, and I’m retrieving a cooled pitcher of said melonade when Hynton’s voice rings out.

      “Hello there! This is a surprise. My cousin will be thrilled to see you. She should be inside. Have you been out in this heat long?”

      From outside, Gabrien says, “No, sir, I’ve only just arrived.”

      I rush to the door to find the men shaking hands on the front porch.

      What?

      “Hello, Atnama,” Gabrien says formally, adding a slight bow.

      Hello? Didn’t we just… I suck in a deep breath, fighting to maintain composure. Calm down, Lili. Maybe he’s just protecting your modesty with Hynton. You told him to get his bag, and how could you imagine him in the same outfit he’s wearing?

      “Or maybe he’s one of us, and you just caught a glance of him through the front window when you turned around for the black peppers,” Nix says. She’s leaning against the railing right next to Gabrien, so close he should be taking a step back.

      Oh, no. If that was a hallucination…

      “If you’d listened to me, to yourself, you would have talked to someone who could help you get your mind under control. Then you’d know for sure.”

      She’s right, but it’s too little and too late. My fingers claw at the undersides of my arms, now tucked tightly across my chest. Did he hear you talking to the imaginary him when he arrived?

      “That’s hardly the worst-case scenario, is it?” Nix asks, and I can hear the smirk on her face without having to look at her to confirm it.

      “Welcome to our home,” I greet after the silence stretches on uncomfortably. “Why don’t you come in?” I reach out and pat his arm in an awkward greeting before rushing back into the house.

      “Nice save, sailor,” she calls after me.

      Even though the embarrassment burns, I’d give anything to really have made a fool of myself in front of her. My hand slips into my pocket and gropes for her compass as I blink back a fresh bout of waterworks.

      “How about I finish making lunch, and you can show our guest to his room?” Hynton suggests.

      “If it’s an imposition⁠—”

      “Nonsense,” Hynton says, waving off Gabrien’s concerns. “It’ll be good for…us to have the company.”

      The men look at me expectantly. Get it together, Lili.

      “It’s this way.” I gesture across the living room and toward the hallway. Gabrien’s smile makes my cheeks flush, and I rush toward the spare room without waiting for him. It’s small, barely fitting a single-sized bed and a chest that doubles as a nightstand and wardrobe, and I squeeze between the foot of the bed and the wall to allow Gabrien to pass.

      He drops his bag on the bed and turns that serious, brown-eyed stare toward me. It sets off the babbling again.

      “I got your letter. You just missed Beoven. I presume that’s who you were warning me about. He wanted help finding the missing rebels. Apparently Arybin’s Honor Guard has been busy rounding up anyone who resists her, not just those who joined me. But I couldn’t help him find them. My connection is still broken or…”

      “Aryli, I’m not going anywhere,” Gabrien says, catching my hand. “You have time to take a breath between sentences.”

      I huff out a laugh and then take a deep breath. “Sorry.”

      He shakes his head. “I’m sorry I wasn’t fast enough to be here when he arrived. Are you okay?”

      What good are you, Lili? What good are you? What good are you?

      “I’m fine,” I say, pulling my hand from his. It retreats to my pocket, to Nix’s compass. “I just… I need to be able to find them. It’s—” All you’re good for. “It’s the least I can do. I’m sorry you came all this way for nothing.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” he says, stepping toward me with a deep furrow knitting his brow.

      I take a step back, bumping into the wall. “I should…help Hynton with lunch. Let me show you where you can clean up.”

      Leaving him at the door to the washroom, I rejoin Hynton in the kitchen and offer to set the table as he finishes the salad. Gabrien joins us a few minutes later.

      The loaded quiet of an awkward conversation about to unfold settles over us as we take our seats at the dining table on the front porch.

      My heart hammers in my chest, and I concentrate on the feel of it to try to ground myself. Instead, it carries me into a flashback so vivid I’m no longer seated at the table.
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        * * *

      

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      The heartbeat in my ears drowned out the voices wafting from the tables scattered behind the tavern. I could feel it thudding in my throat, in my fingertips and toes. I sank against the trunk of a large tree and clenched my fists around the handle of the basket sitting in my lap. I needed to collect myself before coming into view of any townsfolk.

      Since my escape from the Country House, I’d become accustomed to these attacks—storms of anxiety that jerked air into my lungs in gasps and made my heart race until I thought it would explode.

      I closed my eyes and sucked a deep breath in through my nose. It helped enough for me to climb to my feet. Another deep breath straightened out my spine. I couldn’t unclench my fists, but I was able to take a few steps toward the voices. Progress.

      There will be a letter today. There has to be.

      Kobos’s arguments followed me beyond the treeline, lending strength to my resolve, even though I’d left him back with Miqqal and Hynton. He was right; it wasn’t the first time Gabrien was unexpectedly out of touch. And Gabrien did have plenty to worry about with his family that could have caused a delay in his promised correspondence.

      I kept my head down as I passed the tavern patrons. They didn’t glance my way. Shabby, solitary travelers were commonplace in the small crossroads town sitting at the hub of three major trade routes. That was why we’d chosen to camp nearby.

      Still, we feared the Honor Guard could be lurking in the shadows of the town, and we kept our visits as sparing as possible. I’d only pushed myself into this trip because of the nagging fear something had happened to Gabrien—he’d never gone this long without at least a brief note. And I couldn’t exactly ask Miqqal to come check for me. He’d made his thoughts on Gabrien clear when he’d chased him away once I’d recovered from my illness after the Country House.

      That’s not the only reason, Lili. My stomach clenched at the thought—at the reminder that Miqqal had been growing more distant by the day, at the fact that his drinking was out of control again.

      As I made my way toward the town’s marketplace, I wrung the creek reeds that formed the handle of the basket, which mercifully held up to the pressure of my worry.

      Just do what you came here to do. That mess with Miqqal will keep.

      Resisting the urge to run straight to the post boxes, I headed first to the vendor we traded with. He’d set up near the tavern at the end of the town’s only road, and the roots and berries we had gathered in the forest since our last trip to town were heavy. He was a gruff, older man uninterested in small talk or the business of those with whom he transacted, which suited Miqqal and me just fine. I dumped the week’s haul onto the scale in his stall. After reading the dials, he dropped a few coins onto the counter.

      I moved automatically to sweep them into my palm, but froze at the sharp jolt of memory that shot through my chest.

      “Only fools accept the first offer,” Nix had pronounced many times upon her return from the port-side markets she’d visited.

      “This is five less than last week,” I said, my voice hoarse from disuse. I listened more than I talked since the Country House.

      The man’s face remained impassive, and after a moment he dropped five more coins on the countertop.

      I’m trying, Aunt Nix, I thought, grabbing the coins with a nod to the man and hastily moving away. Tears pricked my eyes.

      Avoiding puddles and the worst of the mud, I made my way farther into town. The post boxes were in a small room attached to the general store. My whole body felt numb as I entered, and careful attention to the squelch of my boots on the wooden floor carried me past the couple chatting by the front door and into the post room.

      Beads of sweat covered my body the moment I crossed the threshold. The room felt like a tomb, and for a moment, it looked like one—or rather, like the room in the Country House where I thought I’d spend my last days. Pinching my thigh cleared the vision, and I crossed the room in five quick strides.

      My fingers struggled to open the post box, and my inability to complete such a simple errand lit a fire in my belly that chased away my nerves, if only for a moment. I sorted through the letters in the box, desperate to see his handwriting. A smile cracked my chapped lips as I found my prize.

      It fell just as fast when a member of the Honor Guard strode toward me, her expression hard. She closed the distance between us before I could take a breath.

      We were right. The Honor Guard is here.

      I was already so awash in panic just from traveling into town that my body could barely summon any more sweat or tremors.

      “You done?” she asked, indicating the stack of missives in my hand.

      Since I’d already retrieved mine, I nodded dumbly.

      Thrusting the rest of them into her hand, I did my best to slow my hasty retreat to something inconspicuous. I could hear the clang of my cell door in the Country House. I could taste the chalky food in my mouth, feel the rough gown scratching my skin.

      I can’t go back. I won’t.

      My muscles ached from the effort to move slowly as I made my way back through the town and behind the tavern. Once among the crowd gathered there, I let myself look back. No one had followed.

      Darting into the forest like the entire Honor Guard was chasing me, I couldn’t slow to a walk until the tension gripping my shoulders finally released them.

      This incident would mean packing up camp and moving again. But Gabrien had written—he was okay—and knowing that was worth it.
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