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        To Fiona and Cora,

        Who have taught me how

        messy, complex, and beautiful

        love really is.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Just because you are soft does not mean you are not a force. Both honey and wildfire are the color gold.

        - Victoria Erikson, Edge of Wonder: Notes on the Wildness of Being
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      Matthew Esco stood atop a hill, surveying his kingdom.

      Well, it wasn't his kingdom yet, but it would be. Soon. Very soon. The sun was rising, painting the world in colors of indigo and violet. Beautiful. A flushed earth, so full of that liquid gold. That shine. It would make him richer than god. And it would help so many.

      He was not here to bask in the new day, however. No, he was here to commit himself to a cause. This final act of his would secure his daughter's future, and all of her children, and their children after that. This shine. It was his legacy.

      But to keep this find under his thumb, he had to do something horrible. Already other businessmen with big ideas were heading out here to claim this land as their own. Already, people were trying to chip away at what was his.

      He refused to let that happen.

      This last step was the hardest. It was so… final, and uncertain. Nothing more than an idea that he couldn't let go of. It was a risk, but it was worth taking.

      His daughter would inherit it all. When she lived a life of luxury and security, untouchable and immovable, she would thank him for his sacrifice.

      This was love, this burning. It was not as sweet as honey; rather, it was a wild thing. A tempest. A raging forest fire. It was hungry, and it demanded. For what would a father not do for his child?

      The world was such a fickle thing, hard and merciless. He'd seen so many souls ground under the bootheel of Fate. So many promising lives changed in the blink of an eye. Unpredictable. Insecure. He didn't want that for his daughter. Didn't want her to be at the mercy of turbulent waters or the storms and winds that buffeted a person's days. No, he wanted her to have a safe harbor to call home, and the financial security to last generations. She would not be forgotten, overlooked, or overwhelmed. Not his daughter. He wouldn't allow it.

      His mind flashed to his ex-wife, all those years ago. She'd left him, and their daughter Lila, with nothing but empty pockets and each other.

      Matthew knew desperation. He knew fear.

      It was his daughter's first, wracking cough when the winter chill hit. It was not having the money for a healer. It was not knowing if she would survive the cold months, to see the spring.

      No. He wouldn't walk down that road. This moment was not about yesterday, but tomorrow. He refocused his mind on the present.

      Lila. He loved her so much it hurt.

      He would do anything for her.

      Even if it hurt. Especially if it hurt.

      The well was open at his feet. Open, with all that shine pooling down low in it, glistening like a rainbow. Like a promise. He shivered.

      Shine does that which is in its nature, directed by the wishes and thoughts of its user. The more a person gives it, the more it does. So, he would give it everything he had.

      Absolutely everything.

      This was his last love letter to his daughter.

      Resolve filled him up, hard as stone and just as unyielding. It was time. No more delays. No more memories. Action was required.

      The knife was sharp as he drew it over his wrists, being sure to cut all the way down both arms. The bite was cold. Agony filled him up inside. Blood ran from the wounds like lava. Hot and potent. Full of life.

      He fixed his thoughts on all the shine under his feet, in what would soon be his territory. No, Lila's territory. He thought of how it belonged to him, and his daughter, and then her children after her. Then, brought his focus to what really mattered: How desperately he longed to protect this place. It would be a little haven, both part of, and away from everything else.

      Sanctuary.

      All the shine held in the belly of this land, all the wealth that could be made from it, untapped and waiting. It would always, eternally, be hers. No one could ever take it from her. This place would be protected and held.

      For her.

      Always.

      Fate, he loved her.

      Legacy was such an odd word, full of long, stretching vowels and even longer consonants. It filled his mouth up like wine, heady and intoxicating, demanded to be savored.

      His. Hers. Theirs. Forever.

      The world was going gray around the edges, soft. He wished he could have seen her one last time. Wished he'd had the strength to tell her what he was about to do. She wouldn't understand. Not yet. Maybe in a few years, she would, but for now, she was too rebellious. Too headstrong. She would only see death, where all he saw was life.

      His mind drifted and he pulled it back, locked it down tight. Thought of all that shine, pouring all his desire into this one pivotal moment. Shine. Protected land. Lila. Legacy.

      He wasn't afraid.

      That was a lie. He was terrified.

      Blood. So much blood. He had no idea a body could hold this much. It was everywhere, spattering all over the ground, pouring into that well. All that ruby falling like rain from heaven to be swallowed by that hungry oil below. That promise with teeth, feeding on whatever he had left. Demanding it all, and he was giving it. Freely.

      He fell to his knees beside the well. He could almost feel the heartbeat of the world under his feet, sluggish but there, a dull throb at the edges of his senses. His own heart was matching that rhythm. Synchronicity. It was agony and ecstasy. It was the pain of becoming something more. His last, exquisite birth.

      He repeated his purpose in his mind. Shine. Protected land. Lila. Legacy.

      The world was going dark.

      Something happened… a sound, or a motion. Something that cut through the ocean-roar of his ebbing life and focused his attention. A boy somewhere off to the side, wide, dark eyes, brown hair already going violet from all that exposure to shine. The boy was watching. Watching Matthew Esco die.

      He couldn't be here. He couldn't see this. He was a weakness he and Lila could not afford. He had to be dealt with.

      There was no time.

      He felt Fate step up beside him, felt its weighty hand on his back, pushing.

      Falling, it turned out, felt a lot like flying.
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      The boy had seen people die. Of course, he had. A person didn't travel across the known world with nothing but a wagon train and hope without seeing death a time or two. He'd helped bury bodies. He'd lit the Fate fires beside each grave, and watched during the long night, hoping he wouldn't have to scare off wolves.

      Yes, he knew death.

      But he had never seen a man kill himself before. Not like this. Not with a knife so sharp, it looked like it could cut the world in half, nor with such cold, calculating intent. He'd never watched someone bleed out. Never watched their color go from healthy and hale, to gray and pallid, and then… gone.

      And if that wasn't horrifying enough, now he was watching as a shape formed. Wispy and ephemeral at first, like a dream, something his eyes hinted at, but couldn't latch onto. He witnessed, cold with dread, as the shape became real and solid, and another man who looked exactly like the dead one took his place on the lip of that same well, feet planted in the hard earth, shoulders back, dark purpose carved into his every line.

      Alive, but not. A man, but not.

      The boy didn't understand. He didn't need to. Didn't need to know the details of what happened to know it was terrible. The wrongness was in the air all around him. It was a pressure, a chill, like a creeping sickness. Quiet, but no less dreadful for it.

      He didn't know what to do. Didn't know how to understand what he saw. That man-not-man stood at the edge of the well, at all that shine now stained with blood, at the dead body, exactly like his own, that was likely floating in it. Staring down, unmoving, not even breathing.

      Suddenly, all he could think about was being away from that place, from whoever he'd seen die, and whatever he'd seen born. Away and away. His heart beat like a drum, and his legs twitched. His foot snapped a twig, and the man-not-man looked up, fixed on him and…

      The boy ran.
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      I am here to tell you my story. Here, in this small, lightless room. You want to open me up and examine my beating heart. You desire to know how I came to be what I am.

      To understand the end, you must know the beginning. I will dissect myself for you. I will open my veins and I will bleed.

      You likely find comfort in the fact that you have me contained. That I am here, waiting for my fate. You have made me out to be a monster. I ask, what is a monster if not a warning against the dark? I have done you a service. Perhaps you will recognize that, someday.

      You have not yet realized this ending was inevitable. My path was set for me when I was five. This outcome is not a mistake. You made me.

      We may not share blood, but I am your child all the same.

      All I ask is that you spare Ianthe.

      It is not her fault that I love her.
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      What I remember most about my father are his hands. Rough and calloused, scarred from a life spent in the mountains trapping and hunting, foraging for his next meal. His next day. I used to run my fingers over them, marveling at the stories that were written into his chapped flesh.

      I will tell you this: Home is not a place. Home is an architecture of bones and a steadily thumping heart. Home is where dreams are born, and monsters are put to rest. It is where the soul can unfurl like the petals of a flower and find succor in the golden blush of each new day.

      Home was my father’s arms. When I was in them, I knew nothing in the world could touch me.

      In this memory, his hands are wrapped around the reins of a horse. He’s got me tucked up against his chest, and I listen to the thud-thud of his heart as the sun sets. Strands of his violet hair tickle my cheek. I wrap a bit of it around my fingers, entranced by the way it shimmers as though made of crystals, catching the light and reflecting rainbows.

      He was as luminous as the moon, lighting the night of my life. I worshiped him.

      That is what I remember of my home. His hands, the gentle sway of the horse, and his heart singing against my ear.

      We were traveling toward the Boundary, though I didn’t know it then. I have a feeling we’d been wandering for a while, over vast, untamed distances, but I remember none of it. I just know that a moment before we crossed, Da wrapped his arms around me and whispered, “Hold tight, Cass. We’re going through now. You hold on. We’ll be okay.”

      I was too young to hear the desperation in his words. Too naive to hear the worry. The Boundary loomed before us, keeping the shine in, and everyone else out.

      I felt his muscles tensing. Coiling. Waiting. Anticipation hung on him like a shroud.

      I remember what the Boundary looks like. A rainbow shimmer in the air that reached up to the sky until my eyes could no longer follow it. When we passed through it, I marveled at the shine on my hands, coating my body. I felt Da shiver behind me, a pained moan ripping through him.

      I felt nothing.

      Absolutely nothing.

      The other side of the Boundary was much like the one we’d just left. Sagebrush, waist-high, scrubby trees, brown dirt, hard rocks, a dry riverbed, mountains in the distance and not much else. Not so much as a cabin or campfire in sight.

      Da stopped his horse and slid off, before helping me down. He was pale, his body shaking. He had one hand clutched over his heart. “I hate that damn Boundary,” he said. “Never gets easier.” And that was all he spoke of it. He eyed me and then nodded. “You’ll do, Cass. Come help me set up camp.”

      That was our first night within the Boundary. I helped gather wood while Da lit a fire. We ate a dinner of hardtack and stared at the moon until sleep claimed us. It was much like any of the other nights I’d endured recently. It was life, boiled down, and mine.

      We had to travel for three days before we got to the first sign of civilization. Three days of quiet tension, of Da, grunting and muttering to himself. He did not seem happy, but then, I don’t think I ever remember him being truly happy. He was a quiet man at the best of times, even more prone to it when he was brooding, and I let him keep his peace, and I kept mine, watching the world pass us by. Watching my father’s hands on the reins of his horse, so steady and sure.

      I marveled at myself and I marveled at the world around me. Everything seemed so much brighter, so much more alive. We were setting up camp and I was turning this way and that, watching the sun paint the world with all the colors of the rainbow, simmering just like my Da did. I must have made some small noise, for his voice broke through my reverie. “It’s brighter here,” he said, “because the shine is in your blood. It’s part of you, and so this land calls out to welcome you home.” His eyes were on me, full of sorrow.

      We got to a small cabin late at night. Smoke rose from a stone chimney, blotting out the stars. Da got off his horse and let it have its head. It would stay close. The creature was as faithful as the sun. He took hold of my hand. I realized, for the first time, that my father was anxious. I had seen this expression on him once before, long ago. The pinched lips, the way he kept running his hand through his hair, a nervous twitch to all his movements. His voice was hard, but his gaze was soft when he said, “Cassandra, you behave yourself.”

      I nodded.

      We walked to the cabin and he rapped on the door.

      “Who’s there?” A man shouted from inside.

      “Chris,” Da replied with a grunt. “Come to see my sister.”

      Shock tore through me. I had no idea Da had a family. I didn’t know he had a sister who lived in a cabin. I had no idea that he had people who weren’t born on the back of a mountain. People who weren’t wild, like us.

      The door was flung open and a woman threw herself out of it, wrapping her arms around my da, sobbing against his shoulder. She had pale violet hair and skin, and bright eyes. It was impossible not to see their relation. Their shared blood was evident in their high cheekbones, slightly slanted eyes, and broad shoulders.

      They held each other under the moonlight. Held on to each other and whispered. I felt awkward. Uncertain. Thrust into this strange world, I had no way to know what was expected of me, and so I stood and watched them whisper and cling to each other, silent and still as the night.

      My gaze drifted, and I saw small heads peeking out from behind a concerned father in the doorway of the cabin, a boy and a girl, both a few years older than myself. I smiled at them, but they did not smile back. They edged away from me, as though I was sick, and they could catch it by looking too long.

      “And who is this?” Annie finally asked, pulling away from Da and eyeing me.

      “My daughter,” Da replied, coughing. “Cassandra.”

      “Daughter,” Annie said, turning the full weight of her regard on me.

      I realized then that I was an outsider being thrust inside. I was something that did not fit. I did not wear a dress, rather some buckskin pants and a tunic my father had bartered off some other mountain man. On my feet, I wore soft slippers of animal skin. I was not neatly combed, my clothes were torn and stained by mud and offal both. Likely, I stank.

      More than that, was my hair. Before, my father’s violet coloring had always marked him as something else, though it was easy enough to hide with the right hat and kerchief. Now, however, it was I who held that dubious honor. Here, in this place, I saw my father and Annie’s violet locks. Behind Annie, her husband was jade in coloring. I hadn’t seen her children long, but I knew they were likewise colorful. In contrast, my own onyx hair stood out, marking me as other. I didn’t like it. There would be no blending in here. Not the way I could out there, beyond the Boundary. I felt exposed. Suddenly, my lack of shine felt like an accusation, like an admission of a crime I had not known I’d committed. I had my father’s violet eyes. That was all we shared between us.

      “And your wife?” She looked around him, peeked into the shadows cast by the moon dancing on the scrub oak. “Where is she?”

      “She died in childbirth.”

      “I’m sorry,” Annie said, and she did look sorry. Her eyes went wide and filled with tears, her mouth opened and shut silently, and then she took her brother’s hand and led him inside, leaving me to trail after.

      I was acutely aware of crossing that threshold that night, the feel of moving from the known, into the unknown. The cabin itself was small and warm, informal but full of the oddities of life, bits of cloth, a comb, a mirror, small boards and chalk for writing, books, a basin of water, and so much more. Things acquired through life and stability. Things I’d never had. Never even dreamed of having.

      We were quickly seated at a long oak table that took up most of the space in the cabin and served bowls of hot soup with chunks of bread. I picked at it nervously, wary. Whatever appetite I’d had, fled.

      Still, I felt my father’s eyes on me and I ate. Even then, I did not want to disappoint him.

      Across the room, the two children stayed well away, but whispering behind their hands, gazes fixed on me. What a curiosity I must have been to them, and truthfully, I was just as curious about them, but shy with my regard. I had not seen other children before. Not that I could remember, at least, and their presence filled me with an odd mix of excitement and trepidation.

      My da told Annie his story, about his years in the mountains. Meeting my mother in some far-flung town, his marriage, my birth, and then that fateful second birth, whereupon both my mother and sister died. Then, he said, he was so torn apart with grief, he took me on his saddle and put wherever we had been behind us. He put fire to the trail and ran from his shadows. Spent some time with me, trapping and hunting, until he realized that a girl couldn’t act like a man grown. A girl needed structure and education. A girl needed to be civilized.

      “Are you staying?” Annie asked, voice full of hope. “You could hide out somewhere—"

      “I can’t,” Da said. He cast his eyes to the far wall, as though he could see through it. “You know me, Annie. My life wasn’t made to be lived in one place.”

      I don’t know why I hadn’t realized it before that moment. Perhaps I was so young, or perhaps I was so caught up in what was happening, I didn’t stop to think that my father would be dragging me all the way out here to dump me at the feet of strangers. I didn’t think that this journey was one long goodbye. If I had, perhaps I would have savored it more.

      He must have been desperate. I realize that now. Desperate, to dare the Boundary with his own daughter, who might not survive it. Not once, but twice, for I learned during his conversation with my aunt that I had been born in the mountains, well within the Boundary.

      I do not harbor anger for him. Not truly. As a child I did, but now I am wiser and I understand the way of it. He loved my mother with every part of him. She was the only creature in the world that could tame the wild of his soul, and she was gone. I was nothing but a reminder, every day, of what he’d lost.

      A body can only live so long with a wounded heart and a bleeding soul.

      He did not leave me because he wanted to. He left me because he had to.

      They spoke in soft tones for some time before I started nodding off and Annie ushered me and her kids to a loft upstairs and bade us rest. I was exhausted, but not used to sleeping under a roof. Uncomfortable, I tossed and turned the night away, listening to their whispered voices down below as they haggled away my future in a pool of yellow shine light.

      Her kids, my cousins, did not speak to me. They huddled together on the bed they shared and stared at me with wide, startled eyes. I watched as dreams took them and darkness filled the loft.

      It was warm, and the blankets I was given were soft.

      I would like to say that I whiled away the hours weeping terribly into my pillows. Perhaps I should wax poetic about the night quaking with the force of my despair, but it was not like that. My sorrow was a dark, secret thing, a stray cat hidden in the coldest corner of my soul. I fed her scraps. I watched her grow.

      Sometimes it is the wounds we do not see that leave the deepest scars.

      In the morning, I listened to the cabin, quiet, save for my father’s heavy boots tromping around while he gathered supplies. Preparing to leave.

      I crept down the stairs, a blanket wrapped around my shoulders. I pulled the door open, wincing as it screamed on hits hinges, slicing into the still morning. My breath hung in the air. My feet crunched over the cold earth as I stepped away from the cabin, toward my father. Diaphanous fog blanketed the scrubland, hanging on trees, making ghosts of the small glade we stood in the center of.

      Da was tightening his blankets to his saddle, motions tense and jerky. I knew he knew I was there. I could see it in the stiffening of his shoulders. “Da,” I said. That, and only that.

      He let out a long, low breath, head sagging, his body going still. “I was hoping you’d be asleep.”

      “You don’t even want to say goodbye?” I wanted him to face me. To see the pain on my face. He was my home, and he was leaving. What did that leave me with?

      “Little flower,” he finally turned, and I saw tears wetting his cheeks. I’d never seen him cry before. Not even when he got stuck with the antler of an angry bull elk. “I won’t be gone for long.”

      We both saw the lie, and let it rest between us like a dead, shriveled thing.

      “Annie is a good woman with a lot of love. You will be better off with her. You’ll go to school. Learn to read.”

      Da had never learned to read, and it was always an embarrassment for him. He’d speak of reading frequently, of the magic of books unlocked for the person who knew the way of them. Even at that moment, I could hear the yearning in his voice. He wanted what every parent wanted. He wanted to bequeath me with opportunities he never had. Right then, however, all I could focus on was my abandonment. Somehow, his desire made me feel all the more hollow.

      “I don’t want to learn how to read.” I sniffled. Wiped at my nose. “I just want you.”

      “Cassandra, I will be back soon, and you will show me all the stories you can read. You will be dressed in fine clothes and eat at fine tables. You will have a future here. One I cannot give you in the mountains. The wild is no place for a little girl.”

      “Da!” I sniffled, my voice seemed muffled by the stillness and mist that shrouded us.

      “Enough!” He barked. He hardly ever raised his voice, so I jumped and put more distance between us. “You will stay here, and you will mind Annie, you hear me? You will be a good girl. You will attend your studies, and you will listen to your betters. This is not an argument, Cassandra. This is what I require from you. Do you understand?”

      Do you understand.

      It is, perhaps, one of the cruelest sentences, and so often spoken to children.

      I understood nothing, and somehow, I already knew everything. My life, as it had been, was over, and I was brought to this place to be birthed into another. I understood that my insight was not wanted, nor needed. I knew that it was my job to accept my fate with grace.

      What else could I do? I nodded and fisted my blanket, watched as the only home I’d ever known prepared to ride off and lose himself. He finished tying up his provisions and I knew it was time. He knelt before me. “Don’t forget me,” he whispered, gripping my chin with his thumb and forefinger.

      Perhaps being forgotten is the worst thing an adult can imagine, but as a child what mattered wasn’t the forgetting, but the removal. Being isolated. I was a stranger in a strange world, too small to navigate these waters. Too young to understand what was happening. Everything narrowed. Reality became defined by the shattered-glass sound of my own frozen screams.

      I did not know that a person could feel so powerfully. I did not know that sorrow could scald.

      I was not sad that he would forget me, or I, him. I was afraid because suddenly I knew what it was to be cold. I was frightened because now I understood the awesome power of the word alone.

      When I was a child, I did not know how much life could hurt.

      I have gained one truth over the years: The heart is a knife. Each beat of it cuts.

      We locked eyes. He nodded once, already pulling on his cold, distant mask. Then, he stood up, got onto his horse, and rode away, the mist swallowing him up as though he never was.

      I watched the spot, the small hole in the trees he’d disappeared through. Watched it for what must have been hours, waiting for him to return. Waiting for him to show up again with a big smile, “Just kidding, little flower,” he’d say.

      But He never returned. The birds chased each other through the sky. The day slowly melted away the mist.

      When I look back on that moment, what I remember most is the sunlight. The way it spilled into that small clearing like a river of molten gold or a waterfall of honey. My entire life had changed in an instant, but the sun remained unmoved.

      I smelled wood smoke and sizzling fat. My stomach moaned. The door opened and Annie appeared, wearing a thin shift and a thick shawl, her hair pinned up high and covered by a light bonnet. Her smile was sad, and somehow knowing as well. She wrapped her arms around my shoulders. “He’s gone then?” She asked.

      She didn’t wait for an answer before she pulled me into her embrace. I let her hold me close. She was not my mother, but I needed someone to cling to. Everything I’d ever known had just ridden away.

      “Oh, you poor, sweet thing,” she whispered against my hair. I let her wrap her arms around me while I grew more and more brittle. More and more cold.

      Touch me, and I might shatter. Hold me, so I can stay whole.

      What kind of man leaves his only child in the arms of strangers? What kind of pathetic daughter was I, for being so easy to leave?

      I know now that he was desperate. I know how love can twist a person. But as a child, all I saw was the knife, and all I felt was the wound.

      “Come inside and eat,” Annie said. She wiped her eyes and smiled at me, and I tried to smile back, but something inside was frozen.

      She knelt before me. “Chris, your da, has always been his own person. He’s a good man, but he’s never been one who could deal with the hard realities of life. He’s more prone to running than sorting through his soul. He’ll come back, Cassandra. He’ll come back as soon as he realizes what he’s left here. Don’t blame him for being broken. Sometimes the world is too hard for the people who live in it.” She pressed her lips against my cheek. “He’ll be back. I swear it.”

      I nodded and let her take me inside to break our fast. I now know what resignation tastes like. It is savory, like fresh bacon cut from the side of one of Annie’s pigs.

      And that’s how I started my new life.
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      The train thundered away on the tracks. The gentle sway of the car should have been rocking him to sleep. Instead, he was wide awake, eyes fixed on the other side of the window. Mountains. So many mountains. He’d never seen such things. Of course, he knew of them. He’d spent hours upon hours tracing his fingers over those wrinkles on the maps he’d studied. He was an Esco, after all. He was well versed in the formations of the earth, and what it hid under its skin.

      He’d just never actually seen them.

      They were tall. So tall, and so…

      “You ready for this?” His companion asked, settling his bulk into the chair across from Arlen. Sterling Wallace was in his early fifties, with brilliantly combed mustaches and age spots on his bald pate. Beside him, Elroy McGlover, Arlen’s bodyguard, snored peacefully, his brown hair mussed against the glass.

      They’d boarded the train in People Town, and were almost done with their four-hour ride through all the unclaimed in-between. This was the last leg of their seemingly endless journey. He was ready for it to be over. Ready to see what lay on the other end of these railroad tracks.

      Until then, he marveled in the adventure of it all. He’d never seen anything like the frontier. Up they went, and up, and up. Up until he felt like was riding through the sky itself, scattering the stars with his fingertips and laughing with the moon. Silvery starlight showed him a world thick with pine trees. The fabled West peeking from between their trunks like a bashful lover, tempting him to savor its hidden delicacies.

      It would be his when his father retired, and that would be a long way off. Which was fine. Running an empire was a lot of work. He was well-versed in the numbers, but he had a lot to learn before he was ready for the kind of responsibility Matthew Esco would require of him.

      “When will we get there?” Arlen asked, pulling his gaze away from the scenery outside.

      “We’ll hit the Boundary in about ten minutes.” Sterling shifted in his seat. “You took the tonic?”

      Arlen grunted and waved the empty vial in the air. The tonic tasted horrible, but the Boundary was fatal to anyone who passed through it without the substance in them. Everyone on the train paid not only for their ticket but for the life-saving medicine, which his father had strict, complete control over. Matthew Esco knew everyone who went in and out of the Boundary. Kept an ancient, weathered book in the safe at home, full of names and exhaustive research on each person.

      “It’s a horrible experience, even with the tonic. You’ll wish you were dead, but the train slows down to give you time to recover before we hit Freetown. It’s a kindness, really. I always feel like the Boundary is turning me inside-out when I go through it.”

      Anxiety twisted Arlen’s gut. He’d heard of people passing out, throwing up, or wetting themselves. The tonic just allowed them to pass through the Boundary alive, it didn’t soften the experience. His hands twisted in his lap. Every person reacted differently. He couldn’t predict how he would do, and that unknown made him anxious. He was an Esco, he had some measure of pride to protect. He could not allow himself to be brought low by this passage.

      “We get off at Freetown first, visit with the governor. He’s a pompous ass. He thinks he has the whole world under his thumb. Smile and nod at him, Arlen, but don’t make promises. You offer him an inch, and he’ll take a mile.”

      “When one is a big fish in a small pool,” Arlen said, taking off his spectacles and rubbing them with a kerchief, “one must be content with what one has.” It was one of those sayings his father marched out every time something wasn’t going quite the way Arlen wanted it to. Another way of saying, “don’t forget how small you are and how little you matter.” Arlen loved his unflappable father. He’d love him even more now that an entire continent was between them.

      “Exactly,” Sterling said, smiling beatifically at him. He couldn’t help but think that Sterling saw a ten-year-old boy when he looked at Arlen. It was exhausting, this need to eternally prove himself to others. To constantly be trying on his father’s shoes, and finding they still didn’t fit.

      “What’s the plan?” Arlen asked. He knew the outline, the rough draft, but he’d been so caught up in the journey, he hadn’t thought to ask about the details. Anything, to stop focusing his nervous energy on the impending Boundary.

      “We’ll stay in Freetown for a few days before we move on out, toward the shine fields. We’ll stay in Grove while we tour the wells. Depending on how things are going there, we may stay a while or move on up north to the mines.” Sterling’s pause was heavy and full of meaning.

      “You don’t like the mines,” Arlen surmised. He’d heard stories but never probed to learn more. Sterling’s pursed-lip discomfort piqued his curiosity.

      “No towns near the mines,” the man said, the words carefully measured. “None you’d want to stay at, anyway. A few gambling dens, some places where the shine-addicted can get their fix, places where fallen women work. Mind, usually your father will have a missive waiting that will change all of our plans. We won’t know what to expect until we get to the Transfer office.”

      “Sirs, please fasten your lap belts,” the conductor was an ancient fellow, but he walked with the bowlegged gait of a sailor, and seemed completely comfortable on their rolling, jolting train car. “Here’s your bag,” he said, handing each of them a hefty paper sack. Elroy roused himself, rubbed his eyes, and grabbed the proffered bag, blinking away his confusion.

      “Almost to the Boundary?”

      “Just about.”

      Elroy fumbled around, patting at the pockets of his coat. He let out a relieved sigh and pulled the small vial out, flipping the cap off with his thumb, and threw his head back and downed the clear liquid in one easy gulp.

      “You’re certainly cutting it close, Elroy.” Sterling’s voice was just tart enough to thicken the air and make a lasting impression.

      The train started to bump and jostle as it decelerated, wheels screaming, and suddenly the need for lap belts became perfectly clear as Arlen’s body was thrown uncomfortably about on the plush leather seat. Finally, they leveled out, the tracks on either side hemmed in by pine trees so tall they looked like fingers scraping against the sky, plucking at all of its diamonds.

      “Why does the train slow down?” Arlen asked. “Other than to give us time to recover before Freetown?” Nerves again, they were eating him up inside. Why hadn’t he asked this before he’d left Union City? Why hadn’t he prepared himself? For that matter, why hadn’t his father prepared him? Arlen should know these things. He should be ready.

      He was not full of butterflies, but bees. His excitement was gone. Now, they were here. There was no avoiding it. He clasped his hands in his lap and ground his molars together. Elroy’s small, private smile told him Arlen wasn’t hiding his anxiety as well as he’d hoped.

      “It takes time to go through the Boundary. Can’t travel through it fast. Trains have to slow down to nearly a walking pace or none of us will survive, tonic or no. Don’t think anyone has ever figured out the why of it. The conductors and engineers know what they are doing, Arlen. Your father only hires the best.”

      Arlen had taken the tonic, but still, doubt was a dark voice whispering in his ear. What if he didn’t survive?

      Would anyone even notice? He felt so… inconsequential.

      The train inched forward. Elroy opened his bag with fluid, purposeful motions. Sterling closed his eyes as though not seeing the Boundary would somehow make it easier. He leaned his head back in his chair, the muscle in his jaw pulsing as he ground his teeth, and waited.

      Arlen saw it.

      Saw the Boundary coming at him with all the inevitability of tomorrow. Nearly translucent, but rainbow-hued, it gleamed and glittered as it drew near, a few inches thick, not much more. Such a small thing to have such a massive impact. At the front, a few people moaned and clutched their heads as that shimmering wall moved slowly through the train car. One person vomited loudly in his bag. Arlen’s heart thumped. Sweat beaded his brow.

      And then it was on him, and he felt… nothing. He watched, mystified, as the shine coated his body. He turned his hands this way and that, marveling in the glow.

      Relief flooded him. He was fine. No vomiting. No wetting himself. Nothing to tarnish the proud Esco name. All that worry, for nothing.

      Across from him, Elroy was emptying out everything he’d eaten in the past year. Sterling was clutching his head, moaning. He pulled a vial of something out of his coat pocket and drank it. Even the conductor, at the front of the car, was noisily sick, yet there was Arlen, feeling absolutely nothing.

      No stomach upset.

      No sweating.

      No headache.

      He felt fine. No, he felt better than fine. He felt stronger. More alive. Like he could climb up the nearest mountain and touch the moon if he wanted to.

      Arlen looked out the window again, pondering the mystery of the Boundary, and his non-reaction to it. It meant something. He just wasn’t sure what, yet.

      He breathed deep and focused on the world outside his window. The sky was brighter. The landscape, more colorful. The world was so full of intention, it was reaching out to write itself upon his heart.

      “Never saw anyone make it through without at least getting a headache,” Elroy muttered. He fished out a similar vial to Sterling’s and downed it.

      It was then that Arlen realized his father never gave him a curative to take. It was as though Matthew hadn’t expected him to get sick. He had known, somehow, that Arlen would pass through untouched. As if the tonic was just a show, something he took to fit in with everyone else.

      Nothing Matthew Esco did was ever without a reason.

      Arlen had been different all his life. This just made him that much more aware of it. Suddenly, his relief vanished. In a room full of sick people, he was obviously the one standing out, already attracting attention. Should he pretend to throw up? Would it help?

      “The Boundary is beautiful, is it not?” Arlen asked, carefully staring out the window rather than his companions. The Boundary was fading behind them, and the mountains were starting to level off. No houses yet, no lights from any towns or cities. They were still in the middle of nowhere, and the train was picking up steam. They’d be arriving at Freetown soon. Within an hour, he guessed. He flipped open his pocket watch, an ancient thing that still required winding, rather than the shine powered ones everyone else used. Ten o’clock.

      He saw, out of the corner of his eye, Sterling and Elroy exchange a loaded glance.

      “What?” Arlen asked.

      “Are you well?” Sterling asked, looking worried suddenly, eyes probing Arlen, seeking some malady.

      “I’m fine,” Arlen said.

      “It affects everyone differently,” Sterling mused. “Perhaps you—”

      “I’m fine,” Arlen bit out again.

      “The Boundary is invisible, Arlen,” Elroy said, his voice low, worried. “It’s marked by stones and a wall in some places, but it’s not actually visible to the naked eye. Perhaps we need to get you to a healer in Freetown.”

      Well, wasn’t that something.

      “Ah, my mistake.” He turned his attention back to the window so he wouldn’t have to see any more silent conversations so full of uncomfortable meanings.

      It was hard being set apart by station, by perspective, by life, and now by shine. Arlen had been fighting to go west for most of his life. The great, yawning frontier always called to him, all those open skies and untamed mountains. It was a place where a man could live whatever life he chose. There was a certain unabashed freedom in the idea that always appealed to him. Despite his yearning, his father had always denied him the opportunity to travel, preferring to keep him close. Now, Arlen was here, and the Boundary felt more like a shroud than a rite of passage. One more difference distancing him from everyone else.

      “Will we have lodgings when we arrive in Freetown?” He asked. Anything, to change the focus.

      “We’ve rented rooms near the governor’s house. It’s nice enough. Nothing as grand as we have back in Union City, mind. When we leave the city, things will be pretty rustic, but you’ll be so busy you won’t notice. Now, Arlen, your father has told you about the people out here, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “Good, best prepare yourself to meet them. For the love of everything holy, don’t drink the shine, and for Fate’s sake, don’t snort any shine powder, either. We don’t need to send you home to your father with all this experience and a nice shine addiction to boot.” There was a loaded pause, his body rigid, a man about to bring down the law. “No consorting with the people out here, Arlen. None. You can look all you want, but the second I hear that you got into bed with one of them, I’m sending you back. Understand? There are laws about this sort of thing. No mixing.”

      Yes, he knew all about the prohibition against mixed relationships, and what happened to the kids that were products of them. As a teen, he’d stumbled upon his father’s secret records, all the mixed babies who had been secretly disposed of by his henchmen. Doubtless, that was part of Sterling’s business on this trip. Shadowy, murderous work. He was so genteel. It was hard to picture the older man with hands covered in blood. That was probably why he was so good at his job.

      It made him sick to think of. So many things about his father’s empire turned his stomach. Perhaps that is why he didn’t try harder to take his position as heir.

      “Sterling,” Arlen said. “I am aware of what these people are, how they look, and what to do and not do. Stop treating me as though I’m a babe in arms.”

      “I apologize,” Sterling replied. He actually had the grace to look abashed. “I’ve just watched you grow for so long. I forget you’re a man now.” He wiped at his brow with a kerchief.

      Arlen watched as the old conductor starting to make his way through the cabin with a wastebasket, and not a moment too soon. The cabin was starting to smell rancid with the sour stench of vomit. Mixed into that, was a growing sickly-sweet odor, a scent he only vaguely knew but could instantly place. Burning shine, but it was stronger on this side of the Boundary. Much stronger, almost cloying. It turned his stomach.

      “Truth to tell, Arlen,” Elroy said, tipping the conductor, “I’m glad you’re with us on this trip. It can get quite dull out there. It will be nice to have some like-minded company.”

      Arlen wasn’t sure what that meant, but he smiled anyway.

      The train started to roll down a hill. Outside, the mountains were flattening, turning into rolling, pine-studded hills and sprawling plain. In the distance, was a smear of light on the horizon, yellow and flickering, like a star in a sea of black. “That’s Freetown,” Elroy said. “It’s the largest city in the Territory, completely under company control. You’ll love it.”

      Arlen’s mind moved to work. Familiar, and certain. “How will the governor’s reports be?” he asked. He didn’t care about the man personally. The accountant in him wanted to know what sort of mess he would be facing over the next few days.

      “They will require minimal work,” Sterling replied. “From what I gather, Matthew wanted you to assess some of the reports, but your primary job is scouting.”

      The textile mill. Yes, that was why he was really here.

      “That’s good,” he said.

      “It’s time for you to see what it’s like out here, Arlen. How can you run the company if you haven’t seen what the company does? If you haven’t seen the territory your father owns, and all the people who live in it?” Sterling’s voice was so moderated, so even. It sounded like he’d practiced every word a hundred times.

      This scouting mission was incredibly important, not just for him, but for the company and the territory. It was the first factory of any kind in Shine Territory since the Shine Bandit burnt down the shine refinery all those years ago. A lot was riding on Arlen and this trip. Now, all the tension he’d forgotten during the journey was setting in again. He felt aged, somehow.

      “Freetown! Ten minutes!” the conductor shouted. The train slowed, brakes grinding on the rails, squealing filling up the cabin.

      “Thank the Fates,” Sterling said. “I could do with a good bath, a good whiskey, and a good bed.”

      Freetown itself crept up on him like a thief. A hint here and there that something momentous was about to happen and then, almost before he realized it, he was there, in the middle of it, staring wide-eyed at empty cobblestone streets lit with brilliant shine-lamps. Ribbons fluttered here and there, colorful and lively, likely for Longest Day festivities. The buildings were newly fashioned and brightly painted, with glass windows and thick front doors with brass knobs. He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting, but this could be any fairly well-to-do town. Not nearly as romantic or sweeping as he’d built the place up to be in his mind.

      The train screamed to a halt. There was a lurch, and a jolt, and the ride was over. The conductor opened the door.

      “I’ll get the bags,” Elroy said, standing. He gained his full height, then stretched his back and groaned. He reached into the overhead compartment and pulled down their three suitcases. The rest of their belongings were being sent and would arrive in a few days.

      “Time to go,” Sterling said, grabbing his bag and stepping outside.

      The night was warm and the air was shockingly dry, almost crisp. Everything felt harder, looked sharper. Arlen blinked at the light and noticed, to his right, a portly man standing beside a carriage, leaning on a pearl-handled cane. His dark hair was gray, but there was a tint of violet to it.

      “Ah, Governor Harris, I apologize for the ungodly hour,” Sterling said. The two men shook hands as Elroy and Arlen followed close behind.

      “Nonsense,” Harris replied. His voice was booming. “I stay up late. You know that, old friend! And who have you brought with you?”

      “This is Elroy McGlover and Arlen Esco.”

      “Esco,” the governor said, eyeing him. “As in, Matthew Esco’s son?”

      “The one and only,” Sterling answered with a smile and a wink.

      Arlen watched it happen. He’d seen it a hundred times before. All his life, in fact. The man sized him up, determined how much he was worth and found that knowing him was distinctly more profitable than not knowing him. Perhaps, if the money tree shook, the leaves would fall on those closest to him. And so, Arlen knew Governor James Harris would strive to be his friend.

      “You’re starting to turn, Harris!” Sterling said, gesturing at a violet clump near the governor’s temple. “You’ve been out here that long?”

      “I suppose so. My wife says she likes it. She’s turning blue. It’s quite exotic, is it not? I’ve almost forgotten what you non-shine people look like!” He opened the door to the carriage. “Come along, men. Welcome to Shine Territory. The night awaits.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Ianthe, ten days ago]
        

      

      I see her standing on the small deck outside our room. The moon hovers in the sky, holding court in her onyx kingdom. Cassandra is shining, limned by the heavens themselves. Otherworldly.

      She is staring at the stars. I want to drink their light from her lips. I want to touch her, so I can know what heaven feels like.

      Cassandra is so still she may as well be carved from marble. She is torment given flesh and form, terrible and beautiful. If I watch her closely, I can almost see the slow shatter working its way through her. I want to plant night-blooming flowers in the cracks that spiderweb her soul. She is a garden I long to lose myself in.

      I have been awake too long, and I am weak. I need my rest. It is getting harder and harder to just hang on. To see each day through. I am no longer living, but surviving, barely.

      We are so close to my end.

      Perhaps that is why I cling to these moments so desperately.

      She knows I am awake. I see it in the set of her shoulders, and the curve of her spine. She turns to face me, her movements graceful. She is wearing nothing but the night. My heart stills in my breast. I wonder how it is possible for someone so beautiful to be so sad.

      “You cannot love me,” I say. “I am nothing but mud and dust.”

      Our eyes meet. My cheeks fill with the colors of the sunset. Summer on fire.

      There is a curl at the edges of her lips. “Is not the earth made of mud and dust, and more beautiful for it?” Her words drip like honey between her bee-stung lips. Her smile is a thief stealing away my breath.

      The world fades away.

      And then there is only us, and the soft magic of this night.

      We are lost in an ocean of silence, yet we are drowning in each other.

      “Ianthe,” she whispers.

      My heart shudders, my soul gasps, and I know I’ve heard the most beautiful sonnet ever written.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Cassandra, five years old]
        

      

      “I want to hate him,” Annie said, her voice a whisper in the stillness of the afternoon and it cut right through me, “but I can’t.”

      Her husband, Jasper, was out in the fields, tending his crops, while her son and daughter were at school. It was just the three of us, and she bade me stay inside while she spoke with her neighbor and best friend, Imogen. The day was cool, but even so, the cabin was small and close and seemed to capture all the heat and hold within its walls, even with the door open. A fire was burning low in the fireplace, and on the stove, a loaf of bread rose in a pan, covered by a moist towel.

      It was a perfect slice of life, a picture of something I’d never known existed until that moment. A house, food, and plenty. Sometimes these small moments still catch me unawares. It is shocking, is it not, the ease with which we forget how precious stability is. I wish, to this day, I could have shared some of it with my father.

      Her words, however, punched right into me, made the cabin suddenly feel cold.

      For a moment, there was no sound. Then, I heard them sit in the two chairs that Annie had placed in the shade near her herb garden. Heard water being poured into cups, while I waited with bated breath in the cabin, to hear whatever came next.

      “A daughter,” Annie said slowly, her voice laced with ire. “Can you imagine it? He’s gone for—how many years?—and he comes back with a waif and dumps her at my feet. Tells me to fix her. To make a girl out of her the world can be proud of. No never mind, just do it. I’m his big sister. He knows I could never turn him away, and certainly never turn my back on a child in need.” She let out a breath of air. I was afraid to move. Afraid to breathe. I didn’t want to remind her I was there. Didn’t want to be noticed, and yet all I wanted to do was hide. I winced as her words tore through me.

      “Annie,” her friend said, voice low and soothing. “Be calm.”

      Annie didn’t seem to hear her. Didn’t seem to register that she was speaking. I’d been in her home a few days, and while she had been nothing but kind to me, anyone with eyes could see the tornado of emotions swirling just beneath her skin. “I didn’t even know if he was alive, Imogen. No word from him in years and years. I had Jasper put up an altar for him in the meadow, just in case. I light the Fate fire once a year, to show his soul the way.” A pause. “I thought he was dead. I mourned him. Then he saunters up here like he just he woke up and realized he had a daughter, dumped her here, and left to go nurse his wounds on the back of some mountain, doubtless.”

      “It will be okay,” Imogen said.

      “I don’t know what to do with her. She’s a wild thing.”

      None of the nice Annie here. Her words were so cruel, each one leaving an indelible mark on my heart. All of this was borne of her frustration. I understand it now. At the time, however, I felt bruised. She couldn’t have hurt me more if she’d have hit me.

      “She’s half-animal, Imogen. She came here in buckskins and a tunic, hair in braids, five minutes away from howling with the wolves. I caught her, just yesterday, digging up one of my flower bushes, licking the roots, wondering if she could eat them. Chris was never a man with fine manners, and he’s been gone for… It’s been so long. Whatever civilized ways he had, disappeared. Then his wife died. He loved her, and it broke him. He dragged his poor child through the wilderness and didn’t teach her a thing.”

      “Children are pliable, Annie. It’s not the end of the world.”

      I do not want to admit the humiliation I felt upon hearing this conversation. It pierced me in a dark place, turning me inside out, but I knew she did not speak a lie. My father, for all that I loved him, had done wrong by me, and now it was her job to fix his mistakes. I felt a great, terrible shame at being one of them. I wanted to hide from the world. If there had been more than one door in and out of the cabin, and if Annie and Imogen hadn’t been sitting right outside of it, I am afraid I would have run away and never shown neither hide nor hair of myself in that place again. As it was, I was trapped. Nowhere to run, and nothing to see but all the marks stacked against me.

      I was five, and alone. I had no one to hold me, and so I held myself and blinked back stinging tears as their conversation bit a chunk out of the morning.

      “She’s inside. I just… I wanted to warn you before you saw her. I need your help, Imogen. I can’t let her leave the cabin the way she is, and the task is so big…”

      Footsteps, and then a stranger’s face in the doorway. Pale blue skin, straight indigo hair, and lapis eyes. She was beautiful, short and curvy, and her round face reminded me of the moon. There was a glow in her eyes that put me at ease. “Come on out,” she said. “My name’s Imogen, and I won’t hurt you. ”

      She crooned at me like I was a feral cat, and eventually, her voice lured me out onto the front porch, where I stood before the two women awkwardly, in a dress that felt like I was trying on someone else’s life, with my black hair in two tight braids. They studied me, and I shifted my feet under the heat of their gazes, butterflies alighting in my gut.

      “She’s not full shine, is she?” Imogen asked.

      “I don’t know much,” Annie admitted. “After what happened at the refinery… well, at some point he met a woman who’d come out here from the Union and got a child on her.”

      They studied me, and I shifted under their penetrating gazes.

      “Jasper says they’d have done away with her if she was a baby,” Annie’s voice was trembling. Her eyes were red-rimmed. “You know the law, but now she’s a girl and they’ll just have to deal with her, elsewise it would cause a stir that would likely go beyond the Boundary and nobody wants that. But being a half-breed, and the daughter of Christopher Hobson… I just don’t know what to expect. We’re watched close enough as it is, if only because I share his blood. She’s just a child. It’s not her fault who her father is.”

      “Oh,” Imogen whispered. “Oh, wow.” She sat down, boneless and watery, as if the full implication of my presence was finally just sinking in. I didn’t understand what any of this meant. As a girl, I just knew I was on display and found wanting. “Well, there’s enough shine in her to give her our eyes, violet, like her pa’s. Like yours. That’s something.”

      “Chris said he brought her through the Boundary,” Annie whispered.

      “How did he manage that?”

      “Don’t know. He refused to say anything about it.” Annie replied. “I think he’s sticking around, from what I gather. Likely going to stir up more trouble, which won’t help us at all, but he’ll do what he does. There’s no keeping him from it.” Then she colored and glanced at me, as though regretting what she’d just said. Regretting the hope they gave me.

      “Tell people she’s from the Teeth. No one knows what they do up there, in the hinterlands of the Territory. Up by the shine mines,” Imogen suggested. I wasn’t sure what that meant, but the idea seemed to settle in Annie, calming her in a way nothing else had.

      “People will assume her mixed-blood, but no one can know for certain,” Annie whispered. She stared off at the nearby meadow. “She got through the Boundary, Imogen. Chris said she didn’t even take ill from it. She’s traveled through it twice, once to leave and once to come back, and is hale as a horse. ”

      The silence that fell was heavy and uncomfortable. I did not understand these deeper waters, I did not know why they were so focused on the Boundary, but I knew it scared Annie, and that, in turn, frightened me.

      “She’ll be harassed for who she is,” Imogen said. She was perched on the edge of her seat, staring at me with a socking intensity. I was frozen before her. “That’s just something you both will have to learn how to deal with.”

      Annie sighed, a wounded sound.

      “This isn’t an unclimbable mountain, Annie. We can figure this out. First things first, the child isn’t civilized. She needs to learn how to be a girl before we can let her out into the world. My daughter is of an age with her. They can play together. What did Chris bring with her?”

      “Sleeping rolls, two pots,” Annie shrugged. “Not much else.”

      “The dress she’s in is too big for her. One of Harriett’s?” Imogen didn’t wait for an answer. “I’ll see if any of Ianthe’s fit her. I can get some cloth and we can sew up some shifts, some basics. Probably doesn’t have shoes either?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “She needs everything. Beautiful little waif, isn’t she? Probably better for Chris to leave her here. He has no notion of the things a girl needs.”

      “It took us two days to teach her to eat with a fork without making a mess,” Annie replied. She sounded so defeated. “She knows knives, and she knows spoons.”

      “Fate save us from empty-headed men,” Imogen said with a sigh. “My Ben is off digging for shine in the mines for the next fortnight. I’ve got time. I can help. She’s not a stupid child. She just needs some direction. Come here, Cassandra.”

      I went to her. She had such a commanding air about her, she was impossible to turn away from. I went to her and let her clasp my chin, waited while she studied me. “You have such potential, child.” She whispered.

      And that was the end of that.

      I was to be remade.

      Every day, after the house emptied, Imogen and Annie would take me through my lessons, teaching me how to behave at a table (take small bites, do not slurp) and how to act in a house (quiet, obedient, and always ready to be of service). To walk with grace, rather than clomping about. To say yes, and no, and thank you, and wait my turn. They were tearing me apart, piece by piece, and rebuilding me from the wreckage. Turning me into something that fit into the world I now found myself in.

      I threw myself into my lessons with an abandon which quickly turned into exhaustion. I was anxious for their approval and eager to earn their smiles. Even so, I made mistakes. I had been in the wild so long, it was hard to smooth all my rough edges, but we all made a go of it and I dedicated myself to the task. However, not without frustration. I wanted to be a person who belonged in this world, but, much like I imagine a feral animal in a cage, I felt confined. I chaffed at my carefully controlled world and the tedium of my days.

      I was a child. I wanted meadows and open spaces, and what I got were tables and chairs, afternoons spent in close quarters, and the anxious tittering of women I barely knew.

      It wasn’t until nearly a month had passed, until a blanket of beautiful, orange foliage lay strewn about the ground, that Annie and Imogen saw fit to introduce me to others. Annie helped me into a dark blue dress with light blue flowers, a bonnet affixed to my head and braided my hair down my back, smiling all the while, her eyes dancing. Likely, she was as tired of her cabin’s walls as I was. Then, she stood back and studied me. “You’ve cleaned up well,” she said. “I’m proud of you, Cassandra.”

      I will never forget that day. How uncomfortable I was with that bow tied around my waist, pinching and twisting each time I moved, the knot of it digging into my back or the way the dress caught on my legs with every step. The shoes she put on me pinched my toes. Yet, I hadn’t ever seen Annie this happy, and so I kept my discomfort to myself, afraid of souring her mood.

      We left the homestead soon after my cousins departed, Harriet to school, and Jack to the fields to help with the harvest. Annie looped a basket over one arm and clutched my hand with the other, leading us forward, toward the house in the distance, across the meadow. Imogen’s house was larger than ours, painted white, with a wraparound porch. Large and majestic, I loved it. Behind, I could see farmland, a barn, a field, and further back, a forest. In the distance, purple mountains tipped with white scraped against the sky.

      Recognition was a punch in the gut, sucking the air from my lungs. I knew those mountains. I’d spent time with my father walking up and down their spines. I had a dim recollection of a small cabin and those jagged, pine-studded peaks looming over it. Home.

      It felt good, to know my place. To be able to look at a point, and know I’d lain my eyes upon it before. The world was not so strange, nor so as large, as I’d once imagined.

      Imogen was waiting for us on the porch, a basket at her feet and a girl beside her. It was the girl who drew my attention. She had alabaster hair, marbled with gray, and silver eyes. Veins, blue as the sky, traced under her pale skin. She looked like a statue. If she was still, I’d think she was one. She was not beautiful, but frightening, and somehow fragile. Imogen fussed about her once we rounded the bend, making sure her daughter was as covered as possible, in clothes warmer than the weather dictated, before turning to greet Annie.

      I stared at the girl while the two women chatted, utterly baffled by her. Imogen walked her daughter to a cart that had one sturdy horse tied to it and helped her onto it. I’d never ridden in a cart before, and I stared at the contraption until Annie helped me into it. The girl watched me, all the while, with wide, curious eyes.

      We didn’t speak; I was too shy to even look at her. So I sat, awkward and stiff, watching and not watching her, while Imogen got the cart going, over bumps, jolting on roots, and winding around curves.

      The countryside rolled past. Tall trees scraped against the sky. The sun cast dappled shadows. The track had been driven many times before, and the further along we got, the easier the journey became as the road smoothed out. Cabins appeared more often, and closer together. A small wooden bridge crossed a dry creek bed, the horse and cart sounded thunderously loud on the wooden planks. And then, on the other side of it, the town splayed out before us.

      Grove wasn’t quite a town, not really. One wide dirt road down the center, with wooden buildings on either side. There was a fork in the road about halfway through, and at the end of that left turn, I could see railroad tracks and an encampment of canvas tents around it. Working men headed to or from the shine fields, I assumed. The town itself, however, had a quaint feel to it. Men shouted at each other from under awnings. Women with baskets and swaying skirts strolled from one building to the other, as they picked up what provisions they needed. On the corner, was a large saloon. Ladies, with breasts heaving from their dresses and impressively painted faces, lurked around the wide doorway.

      In the distance, out beyond those tents, the sky was filled with black smoke and I smelled the faint sickly-sweet odor of shine in the air. At the time, I did not understand it. Mayhap, I thought, there was a fire out there. Now, I know it was smoke from the shine fields, always there, and always fragrant.

      Imogen turned the cart around a corner and parked it in a small alleyway between a saloon and an apothecary shop. She slid down and hitched the horse to a post before helping her daughter down, and turning to me with a smile. Already, people were staring, jewel-toned strangers standing all around us, whispering, wondering who the dark-haired girl in their midst could be. I had never felt so seen. In a world of rainbows, I stuck out. There was no hiding what I was.

      “My brother’s daughter,” Annie said to no one in particular, as though just saying it would give me some small measure of protection from the world, and maybe it did. In the way of small towns, introductions mattered. They made the unknown, known. She grabbed my hand and gave it a kind squeeze. I loved her for that, for not leaving me alone to fight the wolves.

      Murmurs trailed after us as we moved at a stately pace toward the general store. We were followed by whispers and wonder. My father, I gathered, was someone the people of Grove knew well, and having me appear in their midst was somewhat akin to having a mythic creature pop out of the ashes. Chris left years ago. No one expected to hear from him again. Outlaws departed. They didn’t return. And yet, here I was. Not Chris, but close enough.

      I wish I had known then what I know now, that some burdens are too heavy to put down, and some sin never washes off. My father left me with his own dull patina. Even so young, I saw the truth laid bare in all those prying eyes, in their guffaws and pointing fingers. Heard it in their quiet, shocked voices. I was a mystery, a puzzle. I was something that should not be.

      I do not think it is in my nature to know peace. Some people are born with a fight in their bones. I was a rock thrown into a still pond. Already, the ripples were spreading. My very existence was a conflict.

      Those whispers, however, grew louder, and closer. There was no escaping them. The eyes that were fixed on me grew hotter. The world started to fade until there was nothing but me, small and uncertain, standing before a crowd of gossiping strangers. Sweat beaded my brow. My vision went black, save for one spot of light at the center of all that dark. My heart hammered beneath my ribs, and air sawed into, and out of, my lungs.

      Until this moment, I had been numb.

      Numb is not what people think it is. It is not the act of not feeling. Numb is cold. When my father left, winter entered my soul while a storm flooded my body. I waited, day after day, for my bones to become branches of light. There was a hurricane ache deep in my frostbitten heart, and it had overwhelmed me.

      That is what numb is. It is the ice. It is the tempest.

      Now, that numbness snapped like a dry tree limb. I had been waiting to feel something again, anything, and now all that feeling was rushing in and I was drowning. It was too much. I was lost in a deluge, and all of it happening with an audience. I was on display. Surrounded. It was the terror of that experience that broke through the brittle crust that had protected me.

      It is a strange thing to be alone, yet surrounded at the same time. I felt as though I could scream, right then and there, and no one would hear me. I was sure I was suffocating. Panic filled my veins with knives, slicing me from the inside out.

      I was too young to know how to steel myself in the face of the hurricane that was buffeting me. I was nothing but a girl, unprepared for all this attention. A gasp tore through me. Tears, hot and potent, pricked my eyes. My nails bit into my palms until I feared they would cut.

      I swayed on my feet. The street spun around me. My dress stuck to me with my cold sweat.

      Suddenly, a hand shot out, warm and small as my own. “It will get easier,” a quiet voice whispered. I turned to see Ianthe, pale as new snow, beside me. She was solid and real, and I clung to her, wrapped my hand around hers and held on. “It will get easier,” she said again, wise beyond her years.

      It was the beginning. The first connection between us. The first tentative threads of that which would bind us.
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      Back in Union City, there had been all sorts of copper-piece stories about the Wild West, and they’d enchanted Arlen. He’d filled himself up with the tales he’d bought without his father knowing, about shine slingers and wide-open spaces. About a landscape that pitted man against nature. That is, perhaps, what he’d naively anticipated when coming out to Shine Territory. He’d wanted to find himself in one of those stories.

      Instead, what amazed him wasn’t how untamed the West was, but how normal everything appeared to be. The streets were wide and cobbled. Women wore the same dresses women wore back east, compete with flirty hats or bonnets. Mothers walked with children in tow. Fathers tipped hats and made way for the gentler sex. Business went on.

      There was a large bank down the street from their rooms, and a tavern nearby, a haberdashery across the street, and a tailor’s shop next to it. Down the way, he could see a barbershop, a healer’s clinic, and everything else he could imagine. In the distance, here and there, steeples from Fate churches adorned the skyline, their bells filling the air with their crystalline music a few times each day. The Boundary might as well not have existed.

      Freetown smelled like horse shit, just like Union City.

      “We’re here,” Elroy said, slapping him on the shoulder.

      They stood before a small, brick building squashed between two stores. The door was painted a brilliant green, with gold lettering saying Shine Company Transfer office. Arlen stared at the door. Something in his gut churned. He hated these places. Hated them with an intensity that always surprised him.

      Elroy pushed the door open. The cramped room was blessedly empty save for the official, who was slumped over his messy, paper-strewn desk, drool dripping down the side of his face, eyes unfocused. His skin had the waxen, pale tone of someone who was both sick and never out in natural light.

      Elroy snapped his fingers in front of the man’s face a few times, gaining no response. “This one is almost burned out,” he muttered. “I’ll let Matthew know it’s time to send a new one to take his place.” More snapping. “HELLO!”

      That roar finally stirred the man. Arlen watched as he unfolded himself, rubbed his eyes, and then stared blankly at the wall before reaching for another dram of crude shine and drinking it down in one swallow.

      And that, right there, was why he hated transfer offices. The naked addiction, the obvious burnout. The men who worked there were doggedly loyal to the company, but they had no families, no outside lives or obligations. They spent their days and nights in this tiny, lightless room, dealing in secrets and drinking shine to keep themselves as high as possible, for as long as possible, in order to touch minds and relay messages with other officials in far-flung offices. When burnout came, it came hard and fast. Most didn’t survive to see a day past forty.

      “I’m ready,” the man finally slurred, the words mashing together into near incomprehensibility. Incredible, that he’d trust this creature with a missive to his father.

      “Go ahead,” Arlen motioned for Elroy to go first. The man shrugged and took a seat opposite the desk, waiting impatiently, foot tapping, while the official made himself comfortable in his chair, his eyes sliding closed. To all the world, he looked like he’d fallen asleep again. That line of drool moved down his chin, dripping onto his shirt. The room smelled fetid, like body odor and time.

      The windows were blacked out to provide privacy and protect secrecy. On the official’s hip, was a pistol, loaded with shooting shine. If anyone tried to break into this office, he was to shoot on sight, no questions asked. His job was not just to relay messages, but to protect the secrets of the company with his life, and all officials took that job seriously. Though how, in truth, he’d be able to use a gun when he was that high was beyond Arlen.

      Arlen listened with half an ear while Elroy rattled off the important details of their trip, and then made sure the official knew which transfer office in Union City to relay it to. Then they both watched while the man seemed almost to leave his body, and do whatever it was officials did when they were high on crude shine to relay messages. Then, with a twitch and a moan, he was back, blinking away wherever he’d gone, pallor gone a bit yellow.

      “Anything to add?” Elroy asked, turning to Arlen.

      He’d rather scrape the skin off his bones than deal with someone this high on shine, this nakedly addicted and close to burnout and death, but this was life. There would be no running from it. “Yes,” he said. He scanned the room again. The official poured another shot of crude shine spilling half of it across his desk and then drank it up noisily.

      It was no easy thing, to face a living dead man, and to know that Arlen’s family was responsible for his current condition. His stomach turned. He was a company man, born and raised, but this… this was too much. “Relay to Matthew Esco that his son, Arlen Esco, has arrived safe and unharmed.” Then, done with this place, with the stifling, smothering air, and the scent of shine that permeated the room, he spun on his heel and left.

      It was a few minutes before Elroy appeared. A few minutes of Arlen gasping lungfuls of air, trying to clear his head. Trying to push away the revulsion.

      “You get used to it,” the man said, voice soft and full of understanding. “It’s ugly, but they knew the reality of the job going into it. I know that doesn’t make it any easier to see. At least their families, whoever they’ve got left, will be paid handsomely for their sacrifice and will never have to worry another day in their lives.”

      That should make Arlen feel better, but it didn’t.

      Elroy let the quiet spread between them, tipped his hat at a passing woman, who had ruby hair, pink eyes, and pink skin. Her companion, a burly green man, pulled her closer and gave the two of them wide berth.

      Finally, “Your father left us a message, to be read as soon as we arrive. Let’s go to the tavern,” Elroy looked positively in his element. Before, in Union City, he’d always been a hulking presence, radiating tension. Now, however, he was loose-limbed and fluid. Like he was on vacation. “Sterling is in a meeting with the governor. We’ll eat dinner at his house tonight, but there are things the two of us need to talk about first. So, lunch?”

      “Sure.”

      Arlen followed him to a tavern on the corner. It was a regal building with a colorful façade and a sign with a pistol shooting a large spray of shine hanging over the door. “The Pistol is the best tavern in Freetown,” Elroy said, holding the door open for Arlen. “You’ll love it.”

      The tavern itself was large and open. Thick oak tables scattered the room. The huge windows let in plenty of light, giving the place an airy, open atmosphere. In the corner sat two men—orange and purple—playing a quiet game of cards. Elroy rapped his knuckles on the counter. “Two for lunch,” he said.

      The tavern keeper looked them over and nodded without saying anything. Elroy led them to a table by the windows, and within minutes, large bowls of beef stew were set before them. “Tuck in,” Elroy said. “We can talk after we eat.”

      Arlen’s stomach growled. He’d broken his fast with jam, some fresh fruit, and coffee in the rooms they were renting. It had been a good modest, repast. But now he was hungry, truly hungry. He filled his spoon with meat and potatoes, had it halfway to his mouth before he saw… “Is there shine in this soup?”

      “There’s shine in everything out here,” Elroy said. “You only risk addiction if you drink it undiluted, or snort shine powder, like the transfer officials. You’ll see later, people in the taverns, drinking till their guts burst to catch a high. It’s against the law to serve it undiluted, though it happens here and there. It’s not a big deal. Places like this only add it to food and drink to heighten the flavor and adjust the temperature. Don’t think about it. You won’t taste it.”

      But that was the problem. He couldn’t not think about it. He saw that shine in his soup, a wavy rainbow, like oil, coating the top of his bowl. It was beautiful but hardly appetizing. Still, his stomach growled, and he lifted a spoonful to his mouth and ate.

      He coughed, choking on his food with surprise, and had to dab at his face and take a drink of the tepid water he’d been served.

      “You don’t like it?” Elroy asked.

      “It went down wrong,” Arlen replied, pounding a fist on his chest.

      In truth, it was barely warm, and truly, amazingly bland. He thought maybe one of the potatoes he’d eaten was rotten, but Elroy’s was steaming and fresh, and he was moaning with each bite, his eyes closing as he savored the flavors.

      Still, figuring it was better to not attract attention, he ate, picking around the questionable bits, and when the burly purple man returned to collect their plates, Arlen complimented him and gave him a good tip. Thus filled, the two men sat, taking in some sunlight, before Elroy reached into his coat and grabbed the rolled message he’d gathered from the Transfer office. He cracked the seal and unfolded it. A second, smaller parchment slid out, with Arlen’s name scrawled on it. Elroy handed it over to him.

      His body went stiff with dread. Arlen hated messages from his father, and he doubted this would be any different.

      Arlen,

      I should like you to keep Elroy close, and let him teach you the ways of Shine Territory. You must keep your unique relationship with shine a secret. I am sorry events transpired that kept me from fully informing you about your nature before you left, but you must prepare yourself now, and give nothing away. It will not be safe for you if people know what you are.

      In the meantime, I need you to locate a good place for a textile mill. It needs to be somewhere between Freetown and Grove, with easy access to water, and near the train line. It should also be large enough to hold around one hundred employees as well as large machines. Elroy has been given of a list of potential locations for you both to scout.

      

      M. Esco

      After all these years and Matthew Esco had known that Arlen, for some reason, reacted differently to shine than anyone else. He ran his life over in his mind, pulling out all the oddities he’d excused, or not noticed until now. The carefully chosen, shine-free boarding school. The doctors, when he’d caught the mosquito flu as a child, had treated him without the latest shine techniques. The wind-up watches, the wind-up toys, the wind-up everything. When everyone else had shine powered machines, he had his ingenuity and lots of dials to maneuver.

      He'd always admired his father for controlling this wealth of shine, yet refusing to use much, if any, himself. He was a man of means, and yet he remained modest.

      He thought of the Boundary, which he could see when others couldn’t and had no impact on him.

      Food, which was nearly cold, and bland. Tepid water.

      Matthew Esco, always a bit more than an arm’s reach away.

      It hit him like an asteroid falling out of the sky. How carefully his life had been lived. A game of mirrors and shadows. Matthew Esco was a shark and always had been. He was adept at manipulating events to suit his needs.

      Arlen never expected he was the one being manipulated.

      “Everything okay?” Elroy asked, eyeing him warily.

      “Fine,” Arlen said, tucking the letter into his breast pocket to deal with later. “What did your letter say?”

      “Nothing unusual. There’s a wanted man running around, making trouble. Matthew wants us to apprehend him, bring him in. If things get too far along…” his voice trailed off.

      “If things get too far along…?” Arlen pressed.

      “Well, we’ll hang him. This is Shine Company land, which means all these people on it are dependent on us for their safety and livelihoods.” Elroy leaned across the table, tapping on it with his fingertips. “We’re sent out here with a list of things to do for the company. That’s only part of the job. This sort of thing is the rest of it. We need to keep the people safe.”

      He listened to Elroy with half an ear. There were too many thoughts vying for his attention, none of which he could deal with right now. “Who is the man?”

      Elroy pushed the parchment across the table. Along with carrying and relaying messages, the men who worked in the transfer offices were all good at drawing, for moments just like this, Arlen suspected.

      The official Shine Company logo was at the top and took a deep breath. He could deal with business. He could understand this. He’d been raised with it, steeped in it. So, he hardened himself and turned his attention over to Shine Company and its purposes. He found refuge in the role of his office.
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      Along with the text was a picture of the man. He looked to be older, middle-aged, maybe, rough around the edges, with a shaggy beard and shoulder-length, unkempt hair. His eyes were large and expressive, mesmerizing.

      “Financial reward?” Arlen asked. “How much?”

      “Shine Company pays us per head we bring in. Usually somewhere between 1,000 to 10,000 silver a pop. You can get it in cash or trade it out for shine. This fellow,” Elroy flicked the paper, “has been wanted for longer than I’ve been an agent. He’ll give us quite a payout if we get him.”

      “How do we find him?” Arlen asked. There was something about his face. Something that tugged at Arlen’s mind. Whatever it was, it drifted away, instantly forgotten.

      “Likely, we won’t. Usually, you find more of these outlaws in smaller towns. If there are any hanging around, they’ll near places like Grove. The people out there are a hard sort. Loyal to themselves. They have little love for Shine Company.”

      “I didn’t realize there were loyalty issues,” Arlen said. He was still staring at that picture, looking into those eyes. What was it about them?

      “Now, mind, you wouldn’t notice it in Freetown, but the further out you get, the more people forget who owns the land they live on, who they pay rent to, and who they need to thank for what they’ve got. People went west for a reason, Arlen. Lots of them don’t like being beholden to anyone, no matter how magnanimous that someone happens to be. Your pa would be happy enough to leave the Territory alone, as long as the barrels of shine oil and the shipments of shine rock keep flowing out. It’s when outlaws, like that bastard, shake things up, that people get upset.”

      The door opened, and Sterling sauntered in. He pulled his hat off and shook it once before making his way to their table. “Ah, so you got the missive,” Sterling said. “I’ve been chasing this guy since the Boundary was erected.”

      The tavern keeper came over to get Sterling’s order, but he waved him away.

      “As I expected, things have changed. I’m going to be leaving you chaps for a time,” Sterling said. “There’s something up in the shine mines I’m meant to look at. You two will cut your stay in Freetown short and head on to Grove tomorrow. Stay there. Make sure your presence is felt. There’s been… activity out there. Someone will brief you when you get there, and I’ll meet you when I can.” He paused and glared at Elroy. “Keep yourself to yourself. You might not sleep with them, but getting handsy is dangerous enough.”

      Elroy smiled wide. “They think the outlaw is in Grove?” He asked. “Why?”

      “Don’t know if they think he is out there, specifically. Just heard from the governor that he has a daughter that lives just outside the town on a homestead.” Sterling paused. “He’s a man with a child. If he’s got blood in his veins, he’ll check up on her.”

      “Christopher…” Arlen rolled the name over in his mind and snapped his fingers. “He’s the Shine Bandit!” He’d been obsessed with the man and his larger-than-life stories as told in those copper-piece stories he’d read as a child.

      “He’s a fucking coward is what he is,” Sterling said. “Men don’t run and hide.”

      “What’s going on in the mines?” Elroy asked.

      “Never you mind,” Sterling replied. “What do you think of the Territory so far, Arlen?”

      So far it seemed depressingly mundane. His mind drifted to his father’s letter, and then pointedly away. “It’s fine,” he finally said. “Seems pretty quiet.”

      “It may look that way, but a lot is going on under the surface,” Sterling replied. “That reminds me, the governor has his papers ready and is waiting for you to attend him.”

      He hated being called the governor like he was a servant being summoned in a king’s court. Hated how it made him feel, small and easily manipulated. Not a man who stood his ground. He was easy to push. Easy to move. On the other hand, he was glad to have something to do, something to immerse himself in to distract his disquiet mind.

      But this whole experience, the traveling and then the destination, was making him realize his fundamental flaw. He was too soft. He had always been this way, prone to emotion when so many others were hardened off, and already settled. He had his flights of fancy, his rounded edges. His restless soul. He dreamed of the wide, Wild West, while those around him strove to elevate themselves in his father’s empire. He could be easily moved because he’d not yet found anything worth standing his ground for.

      He learned, long ago, to treat those parts of himself gently that took things in too deeply, and held on for far too long. He didn’t want to be stiff and still, firm in the face of every wind. He longed to be like a willow, feeling so passionately he bent with the force of it, but never broke.

      And he was keenly aware of the fact that that was not how a man who ran an empire thought.

      Numbers. He needed numbers.

      “Well, gentlemen,” he said, standing. He pulled some bills out of his pocket and threw them on the table. “It seems as though I am needed elsewhere.”

      Elroy and Sterling shifted in their seats, got comfortable.

      “Take yourself to the haberdashery, too,” Sterling shouted at Arlen’s back. “You need a hat out here, to fit in.”

      Arlen waved some fingers as an acknowledgment, and made his way outside, into the bright sunlight, to a street with only a handful of people on it.

      He was alone.

      Alone.

      He hadn’t been alone in weeks. Not truly. Always, Elroy or Sterling was with him. He even shared a room with Elroy. Outside of the latrine, there hadn’t been a moment where it had been just him and his thoughts.

      And he had so many thoughts.

      He pressed his back against the warm bricks of the building and rubbed at his temples.

      It was incredible that all it took was one sentence. One sentence to undo him. To break him. One sentence, written by his father, to show him how impressive the lie of his life was.

      You must keep your unique relationship with shine a secret.

      He wasn’t sure why it should surprise him that his father had carefully constructed a life for Arlen. He had first-hand knowledge of the man’s cunning gift with sleight-of-hand maneuvers.

      Arlen knew. He’d been privy to it his whole life. So why was this sudden revelation about shine so shocking?

      Because he’d never imagined his father would practice sleight of hand on him. On the rest of the world, sure, but on his own son?

      He’d never dreamed such a thing was possible.

      So what else had Matthew Esco lied to him about?

      His foundation was shaking. A crack was running through him, and the darkness beneath was full of doubt.
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      The day is dying.

      A scepter of crimson bleeds through the dandelion sky. Twilight spreads its wings. The moon, crowned in a diadem of stars, lifts her head and surveys her dark kingdom.

      Cassandra is undressing me. It is a slow, laborious process, and I am too weak to be of any help. I turn my head so I can stare out the window, watch as dark steals across the land, while she fumbles with my buttons and carefully, devotedly, wipes away the stains from the day. The dried blood. The bile.

      I taste her tears on my lips. The salt of them soaks into my skin. She is part of me now. I can feel her in my bones.

      Time is measured in gasps.

      Inhale. Exhale.

      The story of life is told through breath and blood. Poetry, as ever-present as a heartbeat, as fleeting as the blink of an eye.

      Quiet fills the room, and I find solace in its embrace. I hear nothing but our breaths mingling like lovers in the twilight. Our hearts throb, giving voice to our secret desires. Silence is its own language, as dark and mysterious as the soul, and I savor it. I am drowning in this silver-edged moment. This moonlight-kissed dream.

      I close my eyes and give myself over to it.
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      My cousin Jack always had me on edge. He was a few years older than I and seemed nigh unto untouchable. He tried hard to stay as far away from me as possible. When I was inside, he went outside. If I sat at one end of the table, he sat at the other and refused to so much as look up from his plate, lest our eyes meet. When he did speak to me, his words were always roughly hewn and with a biting edge. Not a few times, his parents got after him to be kind to me.

      “He’s jealous,” I heard Annie whisper to Jasper late one night. The cabin was dark and quiet, and their voices carried.

      “He’ll have to get over it,” Jasper replied. “She’s one of us now.”

      Somehow, Jack saw me as a threat. His anger kept me in fearful awe of him, so I tried to be as unobtrusive and quiet as possible. I could not fathom why he would be envious of someone like me. But once I heard those what Jasper had said, I knew the truth of it. I’d seen it often enough in animals while living in the wild with my father. When territory is challenged, they often spar until one is deemed to be dominant.

      I did not want to spar with Jack. After a few weeks of his icy regard, I longed for him to forget I existed. The cabin was too small for such maliciousness. It bled into all of us until our dinners were hurried, tense affairs, and the air thickened enough to smother.

      It all came to a head after I’d been in the house for a few months. Dinner had been served and cleaned up after, and Annie bid her children to get out their boards and start working on their sums. I sat at the other end of the table, fingering the pages of a book, marveling at the way the letters seemed to float and flit around the page before my eyes. I did not know then what a hardship that would become.

      The shine lamp was on the table beside me, lighting the pages of the book nicely. “Cassandra,” Annie said, “can you move the lamp this way so we might all share its light?”

      You must understand, a fearful respect of fire had been drilled into me from a young age. The mountains and scrubland get very dry in the summers. One spark and the entire landscape could be set to blaze. My father always bid me stay well away from flame, and do not, under any circumstances, play with it. And so, I had not yet touched the shine lamp, and I had a great fear that upon doing so, I would somehow light the house on fire.

      “It’s okay,” Annie said, “I’m right here. Nothing will happen, just be careful.”

      I reached out and touched the well the shine oil sat in, thick and rainbow-hued as it rubbed against the glass. It was beautiful, almost hypnotic. The second my finger met the lamp, however, the fire went out, casting the room into a darkness lifted only by the embers in the fireplace at my back.

      “What in the world?” Annie asked. She moved to my side, grabbed the lamp, and shook it a bit in an attempt to re-light the lamp. Then, she grabbed a taper from near the fireplace and lit it, bending her focus to the shine lamp, and its wick. It sprang to life again. “Touch the lamp, Cassandra,” she said. Her voice was stiff, her body rigid. The moment seemed to grow teeth.

      I touched the lamp, and instantly the flame went out again. My shoulders slumped as I curled in on myself. Annie was radiating tension the way fire gave off heat, and I knew I was the reason. I didn’t like the silence that filled the room or the way their eyes were fixed on me. Like an animal, I was already protecting my soft parts in anticipation of an attack, though I had no reason to fear one. Not really.

      I heard Jack mutter something, and Harriet chide him. I peered through my lashes and watched as she bit her lip and clasped her hands together. Beside her, Jack looked positively irate. He was normally jade in color, like his father. With his anger, however, his coloring darkened until it reminded me of the deepest part of a forest, shrouded in shadows and hiding untold dangers.

      “Let me get Jasper,” Annie said. I knew what was coming next. She would bring Jasper in from the fields so they might all inspect what happened when I touched the lamp. So they might study what made me different, in all ways, not just blood. “Behave yourselves,” she admonished, and then she was gone.

      “Cassandra,” Harriet began. She looked so much like her mother with her violet hair and broad shoulders, it sometimes caught me unawares.

      “She’s worthless,” Jack hissed.

      I flinched as though he’d slapped me and hot tears stung my eyes. Worthless. I felt stabbed.

      “Jack!” Harriet said. “Stop!”

      “Stop what?” The boy shouted, standing suddenly. “She’s worthless, Harriet. She’s come here, one more mouth to feed, and now this with the lamp. She can’t even touch shine. Why keep someone else’s problem?”

      “Jack, you’re being horrible!”

      I hated my tears. I did not want to give him the gratification of my pain, but it was impossible to hold back. His anger poured out of him like a waterfall, drowning me just as surely. He was focused on everything that I worried about, everything that set me apart, poking his fingers in each one of my insecurities.

      This was not my house.

      This was not my family.

      This was not my world.

      I didn’t know what to do, so I clenched my fists, averted my eyes, and sat, still as stone and just as cold, tears rolling down my cheeks as the fissure inside of me grew wider, and wider still.

      “You’re as strange as your pa,” Jack said, ignoring his sister, who was grabbing onto his arm, trying to get him to go up into the loft or outside and cool off. “You came here with your strangeness, and you’ll ruin us. Why should we protect you?”

      “He’s not strange,” I finally whispered. My voice was a shaking thing, a lonesome dove crooning in an icy thicket. Lost. “My da is a good man. He loves me. He’ll come back for me.” Even to my own ears, it was obvious I was trying to convince myself this was true. I wrapped my arms around my chest in an effort to protect my heart.

      “Bet you don’t know why he left all those years ago,” Jack sneered.

      There is a certain way children look when they know they’ve sunk their teeth into the weakest part of a person. It was in the glint of Jack’s eyes, and his knowing smile. I knew that whatever he said next would rip me apart.

      “Jack, don’t,” Harriet whispered. Her eyes darted to the door as though wondering if she should get her parents. “Please don’t. Let Ma and Pa tell her. Don’t do it this way.”

      “Ma never speaks of it, but I heard her once, late at night.” He spoke as though he hadn’t even heard Harriet. Didn’t even know she’d said a word, his attention fixed completely on me.

      But even wounded as I was, even facing this certain cruelty, I had to know. “Why did he leave?” I finally asked, hating myself for even asking the question. Hating my father for not having told me.

      “Ma was talking to Pa, telling him about how Chris got run off because he blew up a refinery near Freetown and killed some people. Got in too deep with some anti-company group, terrorized a town and made a lot of people bleed before setting an entire warehouse of good shine on fire.”

      “No,” I whispered. I was shaking. This couldn’t be right. My soul shattered, and all I felt were the thousands of tiny cuts as all those jagged edges spilled through me.

      Jack smiled, a cruel twist of his lips. He had me and he knew it. “Chris went into hiding. That’s probably where he found your ma. Only a certain kind of woman can love a man like that. Ma said everyone he worked with was found and hung.”

      “Stop,” I whispered, the word quivering on my lips. This was the worst kind of pain because everything in me knew he was telling the truth. I could see that he relished the moments his barbs struck true. Harriet looked away, her eyes downcast, arms folded over her chest as though hugging herself.

      I was dizzy. Suddenly, it seemed as though I’d ever known about the one man who meant most to me in the world was a lie. How could I possibly reconcile that?

      “Your pa ran into the hills and hid. Ma said the heartbreak of it killed our grandma, and that’s all on your pa, too.” Jack paused, a sneer curling his lips.

      His words dug their way beneath my skin and hollowed me out.

      I couldn’t picture the man I knew terrorizing anyone. I remembered the days he’d spent with me, teaching me how to read the story the forest told us, and how to survive on what the earth gave up. He was kind and gentle, and while he aimed true and always felled what he set his eye on, he was never one for making anyone or anything, suffer. He didn’t have a frightening bone in his body.

      I realized then that like the moon, I only knew one of my father’s faces. The soul is such a fickle thing. Easy to bruise. Easy to wound. No wonder why we protect ourselves with this careful camouflage. All of these meticulously cultivated aspects of ourselves we drag with us through the years. Our costumes are heavy, of course our spines are bent. 

      Jack moved closer, hands on the back of my chair, his lips caressing the shell of my ear, “You’re the daughter of a murderer and a coward.” His words sliced their way into the world, turning the air around them into a storm. That is what language is. Weather raging, then dissipating, leaving behind nothing but barren landscape covered in bones.

      That was when the lava of my anger rushed to the surface, burning through all my sorrow. How dare he say these things about my father. How dare he stand there, heaping his abuse upon me. I had been hurt enough. I was already tormented, and lost, thrust into a world I did not know, trying to make my way as best I could. This was one insult too far, and there he was, his face so close to mine while I was boiling, boiling, boiling.

      I stood and spun in one motion, catching him off guard. My chair went toppling to the floor, a clatter in the quiet of the cabin. My fist, small but with all the force of my righteous indignation, met his jaw squarely. Pain radiated from my fingers, up my arm. Jack cupped the side of his face, eyes flashing. He lunged, clenched hand nearly reaching me when the door to the cabin opened, banging loudly against the wall.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Jasper shouted. His presence instantly chilled the heated air. Annie stepped in behind him, hands wringing her dress, knuckles white.

      “Is anyone hurt?” She asked, gaze sweeping over me to fix on Jack.

      “Jack called Uncle Chris a liar and a coward. He was pushing her, and Cass punched him,” Harriet said. I stiffened, shocked that she would say as much. I was her cousin, true, but Jack was her brother. She hardly knew me. It would have been an easy thing for her to put me at fault. “I’m sorry I didn’t stop them.”

      “It wasn’t your job,” Annie said, she reached for Jack, grabbing his chin with her thumb and forefinger and turned his face toward the light. “You’ll be well enough. What were you thinking?” I let Annie and Jack whisper at each other while Jasper rounded on me, crouching low to meet my eyes.

      “You’ve got quite a punch,” he said. “But you mustn’t hit, Cassandra. We do not solve problems with violence. If something unkind is said to you, you must find an adult. You will go to bed without supper tonight as punishment. You know better.”

      Even as he said this, I could see the subtle surprise that someone as small as myself could beget damage upon a boy a few years older, and so much larger than I.

      I learned something that day. There are different forms of grace. I was not graceful like a dancer. I was graceful like a mountain lion, newly formed and full of teeth.

      Jack got the same punishment as me. He also had to tend the horses and was assigned the morning milking for two weeks.

      Jasper handed me a wet rag to wrap around my knuckles and I cradled my hand to my chest. Jack was sent to the loft to cool off, and I was told to sit on a stool in the corner. I let the soothing cadence of Annie’s voice was over me as she whispered with Jasper across the table. I was thinking about my father, and the mountains, about the way things used to be. Now, I wondered if perhaps our years in the woods, so far away from civilization, was because he was hiding, not because of his love of the wild. Suddenly, our time together seemed to be colored by a different light.

      I wanted to speak to him. I yearned so intensely, my soul fairly quaked with it.

      “Is it true?” I finally asked. I hadn’t realized I’d spoken out loud until I felt them study me, bodies going stiff and still. Wary. Heat flooded my cheeks, but I wouldn’t back down. I deserved to know. “Did Jack have the right of it?” I pressed, louder. I would not let them escape this conversation. Not now. Not after what had happened.

      The lamp and the shine that had started all this were forgotten as our attention turned to more pressing matters. My father was not with us, but he loomed large in the room.

      “Cassandra, come outside with me for a spell,” Jasper said, and for a moment the cabin filled with tension, subtle undercurrents between man and wife I couldn’t begin to puzzle out. “She deserves to know,” he said. Annie made a noise that seemed to stick in her throat.

      I followed Jasper outside. Winter was blowing down from the north, its breath hanging in the air between us. Above, the stars seemed sharp enough to cut the dark and make it bleed. The moon was nothing but a slice of sky, a frozen smile. I wrapped a shawl about my shoulders and stamped my feet.

      “I’ve known your family for a long time,” Jasper finally said. He wasn’t looking at me. His hands were shoved deep in his pockets, his face pointed at the sky. Somewhere in the distance, a wolf howled and another replied. I loved their mournful song. It was the cry of a soul in need, and I felt my own answer. “I was best friends with your pa and fell in love with Annie when I was a teenager. I was too stupid to know what I wanted to do with my life, but I knew that whatever it was, I needed her to do it with me.

      “Anyway,” he sighed. “Your pa… he got involved with some people. He needed a cause, I think. Maybe he just needed a place to put his anger. He did some things, Cassandra. Some things that he’ll have to carry with him forever. He’s a criminal, you understand? A wanted man. If he comes back here, and people know it, there will be trouble. He would hang. Shine Company has wanted to string him up for a very, very long time. They own this entire territory, they just let us live here. There’s no way around it.”

      He crouched down and looked me in the eye. He was no longer speaking to a child, but an equal. “I want you to know something, and I want you to carry this with you into forever. Only you get to decide who you want to be. You do not hold your father’s sin.”

      I understood. My father had committed crimes. He had doubtlessly done exactly what Jack claimed, and that hurt. It cut me deep. I couldn’t picture the man I loved and trusted doing any of those things. But here, at this moment, Jasper was giving me absolution. I might carry my father’s blood, but I did not carry his crimes.

      “This is good country,” Jasper said. “Depending.”

      “Depending on what?” I asked.

      “Depending on who you are.”

      All these years later, I still look back on that night with fondness. Jasper was a good man.

      He did not deserve what happened to him.
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      The next day, they boarded the train, heading for Grove. He was excited to leave Freetown, excited to see what lay beyond, in the wide west. All those untamed places he’d spent so many years of his life dreaming about, all those rough-cut people who filled it up. Yes, he was ready.

      The train itself was larger than the one they’d taken into Freetown. This one was six cars long, only the first of which was reserved for company officials. They settled onto the plush, leather seats. The car was empty, as they were the only two people with the company traveling. The air smelled like freshly brewed coffee, and there was a tray of food near the doorway, all of it for their taking. A conductor appeared, offering to serve them, but Elroy and Arlen dismissed him to do other things, elsewhere.

      Outside, Freetown was a buzz of activity as families parted on the platform, workers in tattered, torn clothes, with hungry, drawn faces boarded the cars behind them, piling on in record numbers, leaving their families behind. It was horrible to see, all those strong emotions and tears, pulling on the threads of Arlen’s heart.

      He turned his face from the windows as they settled in, sitting across from each other. Elroy looked so put together in his brown pinstripe suit. He took off his wide-brimmed hat and rested it on his knee. Within a moment, the train started its ponderous journey. The sweet scent of burning shine was almost overpowering. Was this another thing no one else could sense? Or was everyone else just used to it?

      He kept the question to himself, remembering the advice in his father’s letter.

      “What’s wrong?” Elroy said as soon as they’d left the station. His brown eyes were penetrating. The city was fading, and the countryside started to roll out. Green hills dotted with cows, horses, and sheep. Quaint, almost romantic.

      “Nothing,” Arlen replied with a shrug.

      “Oh, come now. I’ve been with you for weeks. Something is wrong.”

      How could he put it into words? How could he make this man understand? There was no simple explanation for any of this. He wasn’t sure if he trusted Elroy, but he knew he wanted a friend, someone he could bound his turmoil off of, and help him make sense of the wreckage left behind. His whole life had been one elaborate lie.

      “I think it’s just being out here. It’s different than I expected,” Arlen said. He stared out the window at the passing countryside. He was finally doing it, moving further into the territory and seeing all that untamed emptiness for himself, not by reading about it in a copper-piece story, or from the window of a train, but by actually planting his feet on the earth and experiencing it.

      He understood what drove settlers west. He could feel it in his blood, the urge to travel beyond the horizon and live a life beholden to no one. Not even to his father. Sure, it would be hard, but more importantly, it would be his.

      What an intoxicating dream.

      “My father mentioned a factory in his letter. I’m supposed to scout locations for it,” Arlen said, switching the topic.

      “Ah yes, the textile mill. Matthew has mentioned that a few times. He’s moving forward with it?”

      “Apparently so. Shine makes things so colorful. Textiles dyed out here would likely sell for a high profit in the finest marketplaces back east.” Arlen said though the memory of those drawn, dirty faces and weeping families at the train station made him wonder just what the cost of that sort of exploitation really was.

      In truth, the plan had a cold, cunning feel to it that smacked of Matthew Esco. Once cloth dyed in Shine Territory was seen, the world would want it, and with the company’s control over the land, there would be no competition. They could charge whatever price they wanted, and people would pay.

      “I have a few ideas of places to show you,” Elroy said. “Some are along this route, some outside of Grove. It will keep us busy while we wait for Sterling.”

      Arlen listened with half an ear to Elroy while he focused on the landscape speeding by.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Elroy asked suddenly.

      The train was moving through a stretch of farmland, cows foraging in large fields to either side, a tranquility he had only imagined, punctured only by the train slicing through it. His mind drifted to the cars behind them, noisy, even despite the clatter of the tracks under them, packed with workers wearing tattered, worn clothes. Wrinkled faces and weather-beaten skin. Likely, they were heading to the shine fields out past Grove, out, where the work was hard but steady.

      He felt uncomfortable, truthfully, sitting in this empty car with all these empty, leather seats, knowing there were likely a hundred men behind him, standing for hours. Unwashed bodies pressed against unwashed bodies. All those sad goodbyes as they left their families behind to go chase the liquid gold that Shine Company paid them to pump or mine out of the belly of the world.

      He’d never felt the line between himself and others so keenly. His nice clothes had never felt more damning.

      The train sped along the tracks, chewing up the countryside. It was one thing to see it on a map, but being in the middle of the Territory showed him just how vast a tract of land his father owned. It was unending. He’d spent most of his life feeling like a big fish, but now, suddenly, he felt so very small.

      They stopped in a town called Natville an hour into their journey. Natville was small, barely more than a handful of cabins on a sloping hill, and a few stores to supply the workers camped out around the station, waiting for the next train that would take them northwest, to the shine mines.

      There, about half the people got off the train, each of them darker than anyone Arlen had yet seen in Shine Territory, their rainbow-hued skin and hair looking almost stormy in comparison to the duskier hues of most everyone else. He watched them depart, the hardest, most worn of the lot, and also the youngest. Watched as the town of Natville swallowed them up, shoulders slumped, clothes barely more than rags.

      The people Shine Company hired to work the shine mines always fell into two groups. Those who were large and burly, men who didn’t mind hard labor, lifting and smashing for hours on end, and the small boys whose families were so destitute they had to send their kids off so the family waiting at home could have enough money to eat their next meal.

      The boys were what did him in. Those small bodies, whipcord thin, and so very young. They’d fit in the smallest mine passageways. They could go where grown men couldn’t, and so they mined for anywhere from ten to twelve hours a day, digging out rock, sending all their pay home.

      He knew this. He was the son of the owner of the company. Of course, he’d been taught how things ran. But it was another thing entirely to actually see it.

      “I understand the shock. I felt it too when I first came out here, but think of it like this,” Elroy said, obviously following the direction of Arlen’s of thoughts. He wondered if this was a shock everyone felt upon seeing the realities of life out here for the first time. “Those kids, those entire families, would have died if it wasn’t for the opportunity to work that we offer them. It’s hard, back-breaking, but we feed them, clothe them, take care of their health concerns, and send their wages home so their families don’t starve. It’s ugly, Arlen, but we’re doing them a service.” Elroy paused. “It’s no different back home. How many kids do you see working in the factories, the mills? It’s an ugly fact of life.”

      “I wonder,” Arlen replied, “do they see it that way?”

      Elroy shrugged. “There are always discontents, but most people stay quiet. In the end, we all just want to live. It looks grim out that window right now, but every boy leaving to work the mines today represents one family that isn’t starving because of him. Hopefully, it won’t always have to be like this.”

      The train started moving again, slowly picking up speed. The next stop would be in an hour or so, in Grove. Between the two towns was nothing but sprawling countryside speckled by farms and livestock, a few cabins here and there. If he had his paints and brushes, Arlen would have loved to stand out there at sunset, and set the landscape on canvas. Immortalize it.

      “Tell me—" Elroy began.

      The train lurched, brakes screaming on the line.

      “Are we scheduled to stop?” Arlen asked.

      Something was wrong. He knew it the same way he knew the sun was shining outside. Elroy grabbed a pistol from his coat pocket, and Arlen immediately felt the lack of the same. He hadn’t even thought of a pistol. They were so rare, far too expensive, it never crossed his mind. His eyes flashed to the small vials of shine on Elroy’s belt, enough to fill up a few extra rounds of his gun, if needed. Arlen could get one and…

      And what? He couldn’t manipulate shine, which meant any gun he held wouldn’t fire. It would be a toy, not a weapon.

      Suddenly, all this wide-open sky felt threatening. Anything could happen out here, between stations, between towns, between spots of civilization, and who could save him? Who would even know?

      The train screeched to a halt, cars bumping against cars. Thrown off his seat, his body went sprawling, his head banging into the wall, blurring his vision and making his ears ring. Then, everything went silent and still.

      Too silent.

      Too still.

      All he could hear was the rasp of his breath and the pounding of his heart while his blood sought refuge in the harbor of his heart.

      “Stay down,” Elroy hissed, pistol out, feet braced. He wasn’t the easygoing coworker anymore. No, this man was the bodyguard. A man with a gun in his hand, and every intention to use it. This was a side of Elroy he had never seen. His commanding presence. Those flexed muscles. The body coiled, waiting to strike.

      His vision narrowed to a pinpoint until all he was aware of was the quiet. So much quiet.

      “Hand me something,” Arlen hissed. “A stick, a pole. Anything loose. Hand me something, damn it.” He was whispering, the words a sibilant hiss. It surprised him, this sudden, overwhelming desire to defend himself, though all either of them knew was that the train was stopped. Nothing more. No immediate threat. Nothing to worry about.

      And yet.

      The door to the car opened, a whisper of movement, before a breath of fresh air entered the closed space.

      “Stay the fuck down,” Elroy hissed.

      All Arlen could see from the ground were Elroy’s boots, shiny and black. Elroy turned toward the door and then it all seemed to happen at once.

      Shouting. So much shouting. Men with deep voices. The deafening explosion of guns and the flash of shine as pistols fired off deadly sprays of the stuff. Elroy let loose a few shots, cursing, hand straight and aim true, or so Arlen hoped.

      Something whizzed past Arlen’s head, close enough to feel the breeze of it rustle his hair. He touched his ear with shaking fingers and did not feel blood, which filled him with relief. He turned his eye to the seat beside him, fixed his gaze on the telltale burn from a shine bullet. A hole had formed, burning through the leather, a thin stream of shine-sweet smoke drifting from the wound. His heart thudded in his chest. That could have been him. One inch to the right, and it could have been his head burst open like a watermelon, burning away like that leather seat.

      Elroy cursed, the gun flying from his hand. Drops of red spattered the floor. He spun and fell with a thud.

      And then it all went so impossibly quiet.

      Arlen closed his eyes, curled in on himself, and tried to look dead. There were two of them by the sound of it. Thick boots thudding on the polished wooden floor. He felt each footstep roll through him like a tidal wave of intent. No words, just those feet moving slowly, so slowly, toward him.

      Please think I’m dead.

      Please think I’m dead.

      Please think I’m dead.

      “This one is injured,” a man said, voice low and raspy. “Shine hit him in his shoulder. Looks like he’s knocked out.”

      A grunt from further away answered him. Footfalls, coming closer.

      “This one…” the feet moved until Arlen felt the toe under his cheek, lifting it. “Ain’t nothing wrong with this one. Seems to be playing possum. You think this is the one you was lookin’ for?”

      Fear was a cold fist wrapped around his heart, making it impossible to move, impossible to budge. He was frozen in place, laying there like a lamb on his way to the slaughter. All the fight in him fled.

      “Probably,” a deep voice answered. “ A man don’t come out here just to stand guard for nobody.”

      A hand slapped Arlen’s cheek, pulled on his hair roughly. The sting went all the way through him. “You alive, boy?”

      Arlen opened his eyes and met the cold, passionless gaze of a killer. There was nothing else he could be, out here robbing trains, firing off pistols. A person didn’t live like this unless he had a good relationship with hacking out his days and paying for each one with blood.

      His foreboding was made worse because he could only see the criminal’s eyes. Hat pulled low, his nose and mouth covered by a colorful kerchief. All Arlen could see was that violet stare and the small crow’s feet etched into his dusky violet skin. That was the gaze of a man who had nothing left to lose.

      He’d never noticed how empty eyes could be. They were the loneliest things on the planet, seeing everything, yet keeping none of it. Doorways to pass through, but not a place to stay.

      “I don’t have anything,” Arlen babbled. Fear filled him up, cold, with long nails that scratched at his soul. “No money. I’m an accountant. A fucking accountant. I’m not—"

      “Wasn’t we looking for an accountant?” the other man said. He was further away now, not right over him.

      “What’s your name?” the one with the violet eyes asked, his kerchief puffing with every word. The air felt oppressive, as though it had weight, and it was bearing down on him.

      “Your name!” the man shouted when he didn’t answer fast enough.

      “A-A-Arlen.”

      The criminal let out a long, low sigh, shoulders slumping in resignation, as though he didn’t really want to be doing this. He didn’t want to be out here, under the sun, stopping trains and robbing the innocent people on them, but a man had to do what a man had to do.

      Violet Eyes, as Arlen decided to call him, opened up his coat, feeling his pockets, doubtless looking for weapons. Doubtless, for shine, or money, or any number of other things an outlaw would want. “My father won’t pay a ransom. He won’t… you’re wasting your time.”

      No reaction.

      Those hands moved, steadily, patting the collar of his shirt before moving down, skimming his sides, stopping at his chest. And suddenly the cold fear that filled him up earlier was replaced by fire heating his blood, filling his cheeks. “What the fuck is this?” Violet Eyes asked, real surprise coloring the statement. It transformed his gaze from cold to vibrant and alive. Eager.

      Exposed. Arlen suddenly felt so very, very exposed.

      “What?” The other man asked, still somewhere distant. Arlen could hear him looking through drawers on the coffee service station. Neither of them seemed too worried about Elroy.

      “Take the injured one out. Dose him with some shine till he’s too high to move for a few days, and tie him to your horse. Let the men know they need to keep all the workers the fuck on the train.”

      “Right-o, boss.” In a flash, the other man was pulling Elroy off the train, his body limp and lagging, blood smearing behind him as he went. And then, Arlen and Violet Eyes were alone.

      Just the two of them.

      And oh, his stare burned. The outlaw sat back, leaning against the chair Elroy had just been sitting in. “Who are you?” he asked, pulling the kerchief from his face.

      It took a moment for Arlen’s mind to catch on, to pull together all the threads of what was happening. What had happened. He remembered the outlaw poster that Elroy had shown him. And he knew. He knew this man. He had the same captivating eyes, the same crow’s feet, the same weathered gaze. This was…

      “You know who I am. I can see as much. So, who the fuck are you?”

      “Arlen Esco,” Arlen whispered. “Son of—"

      “You ain’t no boy.”

      “I—"

      “You’ve got a mighty smooth face for a boy. You got breasts, too, bound up nice and tight, but they are there. Who the fuck are you?”

      “Arlen is who I am. I am a man in every way that truly matters.”

      “You weren’t born an Arlen,” the outlaw replied. “What was your name when you were in swaddling clothes?”

      He hesitated, licked his lips. He didn’t like thinking about this. Didn’t like remembering, and certainly didn’t want to expose this part of himself to someone he didn’t know and had no reason to trust. But here he was, sitting before this infamous outlaw. “Tell me,” the older man pressed. “Now.”

      “Alice,” he whispered. “Alice was my birth name.” He’d been Arlen as long as he could remember. It was just who he was. He had some vague memories of being called Alice, but he hated thinking of them, and so he didn’t. Even as a child so very, very young, Alice had felt wrong. It wasn’t him. Alice was a stranger, someone who borrowed his body for a time and nothing more.

      Christopher Hobson, the Shine Bandit, and his kidnapper rubbed a hand over his face and cursed long and low. “And Matthew Esco is your father?”

      “Yes.”

      The outlaw punched his fist through the wall of the train. Arlen jumped with a yelp of fear. “That bastard,” Chris hissed through clenched teeth.

      Arlen folded in on himself, pulled his knees up to his chin to protect his vitals, afraid of what would happen if the man suddenly decided to put his fist through Arlen, rather than the wall. Instead of more anger, Chris seemed to deflate, hiding his face behind his hands. He let out a low moan, sounding more injured animal than man. Finally, he took in a deep, calming breath and whispered, “Oh, this pain.”

      Then, in a blink, in a flash, the moment was over and he reached out to grab Arlen’s chin with his thumb and forefinger, forcing their gazes to meet across the gulf that divided them. There was sorrow in those eyes. Such profound, unbelievable sorrow. A well of it, newly-tapped and surging. The Shine Bandit was a man suddenly, with an unhealed, soul-deep wound.

      “Does he treat you well?” Chris asked, his voice cracking. Those eyes were filling with tears, catching the light, making his vivid violet irises shimmer, as unforgettable as a sunset. His hands were shaking, his touch soft as a butterfly’s wings. “Does that man treat you well? Did he raise you right? Did you ever want for anything?”

      “I was well cared for,” Arlen said. “I wanted for nothing.” This conversation, this entire event, was about something he wasn’t aware of, something he didn’t understand.

      Arlen took in a breath and steadied his nerves. If Christopher Hobson had wanted him dead, he’d be dead, not having a conversation. He was fine, for now. At this moment, the outlaw had no intention of hurting him. “Matthew Esco has taken care of me well enough,” he finally reiterated, voice firmer and far stronger than he’d expected it to be. He made himself comfortable. Made himself ready for whatever was about to come next.

      It wasn’t like he could do anything else. He had no gun. Had no way to defend himself, and Elroy was injured, bleeding, and likely tied up already, so it was just him out here, under that big blue sky with the countryside stretching and yawning all around him. This wasn’t what he’d imagined a heist to be like when he’d read those copper-piece stories as a boy.

      He wanted to get up and run toward the horizon and keep going until he found somewhere safe to put up for the night, but he couldn’t. He was as trapped as a man could possibly be.

      “You’ve got a shine burn on your coat,” the outlaw said, fingering a hole in his suit coat. “But you aren’t injured.”

      “Lucky shot,” Arlen said. His forced laugh sounded more like the bark of a dog. His hands were shaking, vision blurring. He’d almost been shot. If he was anyone else, anyone at all, that shot would have killed him. Life, he realized, was so incredibly fragile and it was nothing but the breath of Fate that had kept him from losing his.

      “Well,” the outlaw said, gaining his feet. “Get up, Arlen. Just do what I say, and you’ll be fine.”

      “What do you want from me and Elroy?” Arlen asked, remembering his companion, wounded and likely strapped to the back of a horse.

      “From both of you? Nothing. Wouldn’t give the steam off my piss to that man tied up out there. From you? You are the son of the company owner, Arlen. Your father sent you out here with one shitty bodyguard, and that old coot who is lost up in the mines chasing rumors and ghosts. Papa Esco was a fucking fool, and you’re paying for it. As for you…” his voice trailed off. “Well, that’s another matter.”

      “He won’t ransom me,” Arlen whispered. “My father. He has a rule about paying off bandits. I knew that before I came out here. He said if I was caught, I was on my own.” And wasn’t that a kick in the teeth, because every word of it was true. As far as his father figured, only a fool got kidnapped by outlaws, and he had no truck with the foolish.

      “Matthew might as well have sent you trussed up in money, dancing in the city square.” He paused, unrolled his kerchief and flattened it out. “Get up, kid.”

      “I’m not a kid. I’m a man grown. Twenty-one. I’ve been to university. Stop treating me as though I am a child.” Why on earth he felt the need to stand up for himself was beyond him. The man was a train robber, for Fate’s sake. Christopher Hobson was the last person whose opinion should matter.

      “Fine, big man,” the outlaw said. “Come along.” He tied his kerchief around his mouth again, and pulled his hat low, hiding his violet hair and lined face. Hiding everything but those eyes.

      He kicked Arlen’s feet until he pulled himself to standing, and then took hold of his shoulder, fingers biting into his skin, and pushed him forward. “Keep your fucking head down and your goddamned mouth closed,” his captor hissed. “And keep your secrets to yourself. If you do that, you just might survive.”

      And then they were out of the train and under the sun.
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      I wake with the sun. For a moment, I lay in bed, stunned. Yesterday was a bad day, even considering that all of my days are bad now. Truthfully, when I closed my eyes, I thought that to be the end of it. But I am awake, watching the sky paint itself with the colors of tomorrow, wisps of clouds decorating the heavens like lace.

      The sanatorium is silent, save for my rasping breath. It bubbles in my lungs. The iron tang of blood sits like a stone in the back of my mouth. Life is sweet. Odd, that it should taste so bitter.

      I sit up, carefully.

      I swing my legs over the edge of the bed, carefully.

      I reach for my cane and heave myself to my feet. There is a chair near the window, and I make my way to it. My steps are halting and every one of them takes something out of me. This is now something I must fight for. Each step, each breath is a battle.

      I almost fall into the plush chair, but the view is worth the effort.

      The sky is an explosion of color. The marigold sun hovers like a teardrop on the horizon. Oranges, purples, and reds are being edged out by a lapis-kissed sky. It is that rare liminal time when it is neither night, nor day, and I cherish it. These quiet hours, when the world seems to hover on the edge of everything, are the ones I enjoy the most.

      My heart is hammering in my chest, and though my vision begins to swim and exhaustion presses down on me, I watch every moment of the birth of this day. I savor the way the colors change and the world sharpens.

      “Ianthe,” Cassandra says, appearing in the doorway. “Are you well?”

      “I’m just watching the sunrise,” I reply with a smile. “It is beautiful, is it not?”

      She pauses. “Yes,” she finally says, but she is not looking at the sunrise. She is looking at me.

      “Come greet the day with me,” I say to her. She stands beside me and rests a hand on my shoulder. I feel her warm breath on the nape of my neck.

      I don’t need to look at her to know she is crying.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Cassandra, five years old]
        

      

      Shortly after my fight with Jack, Annie became unwell. She spent most of her mornings too sick to get out of bed. Harriet and I spent many hours emptying basins of her sick in the meadow, only to have to do it all over again. I was full of fear. I had not ever seen anyone this ill, and survive. I also had vague memories of my mother in a condition very much like Annie’s, and she did not survive, so I was a knot of anxiety, always afraid that this glance at Annie would be my last.

      It was Harriet that comforted me as I tore myself apart with worry. “Don’t fret so, Cassandra. It’s a normal part of life,” my cousin would say. “Come along. Let’s go help in the fields.” And we would spend the rest of the day with Jasper and Jack until I was too busy and tired to remember Annie’s condition. By the time we came back into the house, she would be better, and I would all but forget what had me so worried all those hours earlier.

      This was the strange mercy of Harriet. She seemed to always know what those around her needed, and she’d puzzle out the best way to give it to them. For me, it was keeping my mind and body fixed on something else. For her mother, it was giving her time alone, without my worry filling up the cabin, and so she kept me busy and gave her mother peace.

      After some time of this, on a sunny afternoon bitten through with the chill of winter, Annie called me to her. She looked well, her belly slightly rounded, her cheeks flushed with vitality. On the empty chair beside her sat beautiful black boots. “These are for you,” she said, smiling wide.

      “For me?” I asked. Their leather was supple and shiny. They were tall, with thick soles and looked very fine indeed. I had never owned anything so beautiful. “Annie, they’re beautiful!” I clapped my hands and Annie laughed.

      “Sit down. Let’s try them on.”

      I sat in the chair that had just held the boots, and she patted her lap. “Lift your foot,” she said. It took some work to get them on, but they fit perfectly. I remembered the night that Jasper had measured my feet. It hadn’t made sense at the time, but now I realized it must have been for these boots. Such fine things, they hugged my feet and made my ankles feel stiff. It would take time to get used to them. “You’ve needed new boots for a while now, but it took some time to save up for them.” Annie lowered my left foot to the ground and lifted my right. A comfortable hush settled in the space between us while she got to work on the laces.

      “Cassandra,” she finally said, pushing the shoe onto my foot, “we didn’t just get these boots because you needed them. We got them because you’re going to start school tomorrow, and you’ll need sturdy boots for the walk.”

      School. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. On the one hand, I was excited to leave the house. Excited to see other kids my age, and eager to explore. On the other hand, my experiences in town had not been comfortable. My first trip into Grove ended with me overwhelmed, and sick with panic. The few other times I’d gone since hadn’t been much better. I was not a person who was wanted. I was different, and the pall of my outlaw father clung to me. I could not imagine school being any different, and yet in my heart of hearts, I hoped that perhaps children were more understanding than adults. Perhaps my peers would see a girl and not much to whisper about, at that. Perhaps I could make more friends. It was an intoxicating idea, and I cleaved to it.

      “Why must I go to school?” I asked.

      “To learn,” Annie answered simply. “You’ve spent too much time without.”

      “Without what?” I asked, turning my feet this way and that. I was transfixed by how the light made them shine. I felt like I was wearing the sun itself.

      “Without,” Annie repeated, nodding. “You have never had. You are a wild creature. Your father has given us the task of mastering you, showing you the ways of civilization so that someday you might be a woman who… acquires.”

      Her words struck me deep, and a great sorrow filled me up. There could not have been a clearer divide between us. Blood tells the only truth it knows, as my da frequently said, and mine marked me as inferior. I knew, even then, that I would always be one who spent my life wanting, arms full of secrets while I jumped at every shadow.

      “I do not wish to be tamed,” I told her. I was young then, still naive enough to think that my wildness could be broken out of me.

      Annie met my eyes. “A mountain lion may be beautiful, Cassandra, but do not forget its nature. There is a reason we do not allow such creatures in our house.” She tugged on my laces and then let me slip my foot to the floor. “Your da wanted you to learn. He wanted you to be better than he is, and it’s beyond time that you met other children your age. You need to learn how to play. You are such a serious waif. Sometimes I worry that you lost your childhood somewhere on the side of the mountain.”

      “Yes, Annie,” I said. There was no arguing this. The decision had already been made. Tomorrow, I would go to school. I might even enjoy it as much as I hoped I would.

      “There are some things you will need to be careful about.” Annie’s voice was slow and steady, but her eyes held mine, and I knew that this was important. So I nodded and folded my hands in my lap, settling in to mark her words upon my bones. “Remember the story we told you. Your mother and her people are from the Teeth. People will guess what you are, but you must never confirm it, or give the company a reason to go sniffing around. And you must not touch any shine, Cassandra. Not ever. Make any excuse you can. If you get in trouble, take the punishment. Do not make a fuss. No one must ever know these special, secret things about you or it will put us all in danger.”

      “I understand.”

      Annie let out a sigh. “It is too much weight for one child to carry.”

      I spent that night awake, thinking about the next day, aflutter with nervous anticipation. Sometime late at night, when the cabin was quiet and still, Harriet snuck into my pallet, pulling the blankets over our faces, we whispered the darkness away. I will never forget that kindness, the hours she spent easing my nerves. She told me about school, about Miss Mary, who, according to her, was the kindest, most wonderful woman in the world. And she told me of the things I would learn, and how these lessons would help me and give me opportunities I wouldn’t otherwise have. By the time morning came, I was excited, up before the rest of the house, dressed, and waiting impatiently to leave.

      So it was that Annie sent us out the door with our lunch pails and books, bundled against the cold. I was rosy-cheeked and laughing as Harriet and I skipped down the lane to get Ianthe. Jack walked behind us, kicking pebbles with his boots and grumbling each time Harriet nagged at him about his slow pace. Things were still not comfortable between us, but they were getting easier. He even smiled at me once, a fleeting thing, when we met the road into town, where Ianthe met us.

      Ianthe was less energetic but just as excited as I was. Her mother watched from the road, a worried expression pinching her brows. Ianthe quickly joined in our skipping game, playing away the morning. By the time we got to the small bridge over the now-frozen creek, even Jack was laughing with us.

      We were in town before we saw other kids filling the streets. Perhaps twenty in total, all of them gem-toned and rainbow-hued. I was the only onyx head in a riot of colors. Of course, rumor of me had spread. I was expected, but I did not see any of the kind glances or smiling faces I’d imagined. Instead, they started whispering as soon as they saw me, and I knew, even before I reached the schoolhouse, that these children would be no different than the adults had been those few times I come into town. Eager to stare, and just as eager to stay as far away from me as possible.

      Ianthe wove her fingers through mine and squeezed. It was her companionship that got me through that first day and all the days that followed. When I was with her, the regard of the other students didn’t seem as sharp or cutting.

      I wish I could tell you that school came easily to me, that I liked it. It did not, and by and large, I did not. I quickly learned that I could not read, no matter how hard I tried. Letters and numbers swam around on the page, rearranging until nothing I saw made sense and I would drive myself nearly to tears trying to puzzle them out. I was so wary of shine, I was afraid to touch anything. And aside from Ianthe and my cousins, no one wanted to be near me.

      “It is time for us to start our lessons on shine,” Miss Mary, a woman with a bottomless barrel of patience from which to draw, said a few weeks after I had started school. Anticipation fluttered in me. I was eager to know more about this substance, though I was still wary of it. She scanned the room before settling on me and Ianthe, her lips pursing. “Cassandra and Ianthe, why don’t you take your books to the cloakroom and study a spell?”

      We did not argue, though I could see the dejected slope of Ianthe’s shoulders. We gathered our books and silently made our way to the cloakroom. Perching on one of the large wooden benches within, our books open, we watched the lesson instead of reading, peering at the rest of the students while they learned more about shine.

      I was enraptured by the stuff. We had one shine rock at home, and we got our monthly allotment of shine oil, but due to my nature, it was hardly ever used. Now, I watched, transfixed, while Miss Mary informed the class about how shine oil is used to preserve food or ripen it back to its full health. “It takes time to order food and get it through the Boundary,” she said. “We grow most of what we eat here, but there are still things that must come from outside, and usually, by the time they get to us, these foodstuffs are rotten. One dab of shine will bring a withered apple to full health, and look at what it does to this orange.” She dipped her finger in the oil and touched it to an orange that was covered in green fuzz and looked shrunken and hard. I watched while the touch of shine seemed to bring it back to life, the mold sloughing off, the skin going vibrant and full. I swore I could almost smell it from across the room.

      I didn’t know shine was used to preserve food. There had been a few times at Annie’s house when I had bitten into something and it tasted rancid, while the rest of the family seemed to eat it with abandon, and even love it. I had not understood why my food tasted rotten while theirs was fine, and now I did. Shine did not work on me. Of course, shine used to preserve food wouldn’t either.

      “Our horse got through the Boundary,” I whispered to Ianthe one afternoon while we were sitting in the cloakroom under the guise of studying sums. It was the first time I had mentioned the journey to anyone, that fateful trip when my father had left me at Annie’s house.

      Ianthe studied me, head cocked to the side. “The Boundary only works on people, silly,” she said with a smile. She pressed a finger against her lips and winked at me. “I will keep your secret.”

      “I am sick of this cloakroom,” I said.

      “She knows your nature,” Ianthe whispered. “That’s why you’re here, not out there.”

      “Then why are you out here?” I asked. “You do not have that problem.”

      “To keep you company,” Ianthe smiled, taking the bite out of the words. “I don’t mind, Cassandra. I’d rather be with you out here than alone in there. I know, all too well, what shine does.” I did not press her about what she meant by that. I wish I had.

      I do not know how Miss Mary knew about my nature, but I am certain she did, I will always be thankful for her secrecy. There are good people in this world, silent and stalwart, practicing quiet acts of bravery each and every day.

      Miss Mary could have given me up. She could have handed me that shine in front of the class and let them all see my secret nature. She could have, but she didn’t. Instead, each time a shine lesson was planned, she would find some reason for me to leave the room, whether to work on sums or to practice reading. Sometimes she would send me off alone, but most often, she’d send me off with Ianthe. It was so gracefully and naturally done, I doubt anyone noticed the timing.

      One day, a few weeks in, the weather was just warm enough for us to enjoy lunch outside, albeit wrapped to protect from the cold. The sky was a vivid blue, and the sun was shining as bright as my enthusiasm. Miss Mary had kept me late to study sums I’d had confusion with. Finally, she bid me to get my pail and join my classmates outside for lunch.

      “You’re dirty!” A boy shouted the instant the door to the schoolhouse shut behind me. Stunned silence followed his cruel taunts, a few boys off some distance snickered. “You’re the daughter of a coward, a criminal. Mixed-blood. Dirty. My pa says it would be better if you disappeared!”

      “Jeremy, stop,” someone said. It might have been Jack, but my head was spinning, and that darkened vision I got that first time I went to town had returned. My body was covered in sweat and I felt myself trembling. Panic is a heady thing. It filled me up until I was certain I was drowning in it.

      Those words stuck to me. Those horrible, hateful words, uttered so proudly, and with an audience not of adults this time, but students, all of them roughly my age. Somehow, that made it worse.

      “You know what we do to curs to run them off?” The boy, Jeremy, was twelve, quite a few years older than I, blue-toned, with regal features. He was beautiful the same way the stars were beautiful. Nice to look at, but it wasn’t the kind of beauty I could do anything with.

      “Jeremy, don’t.” Harriet this time. I would recognize her voice anywhere. “She doesn’t deserve this.”

      “Do you know what we do to curs?” Jeremy pressed. He was closer now. I smelled cheese on his breath. Most everyone I saw had stopped what they were doing to watch what was happening. “Look at me!” He shouted.

      Terrified. I felt like a rabbit in a trap. Frozen in place, with nothing but danger surrounding me and my muscles refusing to move, to budge, to so much as flex. I looked up, met his eyes, and saw malice, pure and unfettered. “Please,” I whispered, pleading with him. All I had to give was that one word.

      “Sometimes a cur comes to our farm, and me and my pa have to run it off. You know how we do it? We throw rocks at it,” he said.

      Snickers. A few people moaned. Harriet moved to the schoolhouse, had her hand on the doorknob when the first rock hit me. There were four boys in front of me. Four boys, and a schoolhouse worth of children watching this happen. Watching, while the boys threw pebbles they’d collected while I was inside with Miss Mary. Watching, while I was hit, over and over again. Despite my dress and my layers, I felt each one bite, each one bruise.

      Finally, it stirred me to action. I did not think, I just picked a direction and ran. The boys broke into laughter, a few barking at me as I dodged this way and that, the rocks still hitting as they followed me down the hill.

      I was almost lost within the trees, almost onto the dirt track that would lead into Grove when the largest stone hit. I felt it smash into the side of my head. My ears began to ring, high pitched, drowning out the world. My vision went blurry. I felt the side of my head with the tips of my fingers, touched something warm. Blood, I realized, studying the crimson staining my skin. I was shaking. I had never been hit before, and certainly not with such hatred fueling the blow. Hate has a temperature. It is hot. Hotter than the sun, and just as blinding.

      For a moment, everything went silent and still. I did not cry. My head was throbbing. I felt blood run like tears down my cheek. My stomach roiled, and I threw up.

      “Good!” A boy shouted from somewhere. He sounded so far away. “Get out of here! You aren’t welcome here!”

      “Stop it!” I heard Ianthe shout. Not Harriet. Not Jack, but Ianthe. She has always been a tiger. Later, I learned that she threw herself at Jeremy, and took him to the ground, raining blows upon him until Miss Mary pulled her off of him. I did not see any of it, though I wish I had. What a scene that must have been.

      Instead, I fell to my knees in a puddle of my own sick.

      Darkness kissed me and held me close.
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      “Hey!” Arlen shouted as Elroy was led off into the sunset. The engineer and conductors were standing, frozen in place, hands in the air watching Chris, the infamous Shine Bandit, lead Arlen off the first-class car of the train. Two rough-looking men held pistols aimed at their faces. Terror filled the air. “You can’t just let him leave with Elroy! He’s—”

      “Fine. He’s fine,” Christopher Hobson said. The hand on his shoulder was firm, fingers gripping tight. “He’s being taken to the nearest town for a healer to see to. He’s been shot, Arlen. He won’t survive out here, and he’ll wake up shine-drunk. He’ll need someone to work him through the withdrawal and heal the wound. You think we can manage all that in the wild?”

      “Where are we going?” Panic made the air in Arlen’s lungs heavy and cold. He’d been afraid in the car, but now, under that wide-open sky and all that rolling countryside, it all felt too real. He was too small, and the world was too large. And there was Elroy, his protector, riding away. There was nothing but him and the outlaw in the middle of all that untamed land. No one would help him. No one would even know he’d disappeared until it was too late.

      “That way,” the outlaw said, pointing northwest, away from the train. Away from damn near everything, from what Arlen could see. “You stay here, take care of the train,” Chris shouted at the outlaws he traveled with. A few of them nodded, seemed to settle in, content to wait. Unperturbed, and willing to leave Arlen and Christopher alone together, to travel to…wherever.

      “My father—"

      “You said that man won’t offer you a ransom, and I’m not after one anyway. You think all the gold in the world will help me out here? We’ve got enough gold and enough company interest. We don’t need more. Get going. We’ve got a long way to walk and little time to do it in.

      “You can’t just expect me to follow you!”

      “I can and I fucking do,” Christopher hissed, eyes full of fire. “The road I walk on is paved with bones. I’ve got no problem adding a few more to my tally. Now, get moving.”

      The cold edge of a knife pressed into Arlen’s back, and what else could he do? He could scream for help. He could try to run. But there’d been a gunfight and no one had come to help. There had been every opportunity for people to intervene, and no one had. Now there was a weapon at his back. A pistol wouldn’t have hurt him, but a blade would cut true.

      So, he found himself walking down a gently sloping hill, and into the waiting forest.

      Neither of them spoke. The man was steady behind him, his knife unwavering, his pace relentless. Arlen churned up more earth than he knew he could in a day. By the time night rolled around, his muscles ached, his body shook, and his feet were blistered.

      “Stop,” his captor said. “We’ll put up here for the night.”

      “I’m doing no such thing,” Arlen said. It was stupid. He was dead on his feet and they both knew it, but he had to at least put up the pretense for a fight. “Not until you take me to a transfer office and let me contact my father.”

      “Bullshit,” Christopher Hobson replied.

      “My father—"

      “He ain’t your fucking father, kid, and I sure as hell am not going to turn my course for that bloated windbag. If he wants you, he can damn well come out here and get you.” Chris turned and fixed Arlen with his violet stare. “But he won’t, will he? He won’t pay a ransom, and he won’t come get you. Not him. Not the esteemed Matthew Esco. So, sit down and rest a spell while I light a fire and rustle up some dinner.”

      He ain’t your fucking father. How many years had Arlen been quietly, secretly nursing that very thought? How much of his life had he spent wondering what kind of a horrible son he was for doubting his relation to Matthew Esco? It wasn’t just the shine, but so many other things as well. Matthew Esco was old enough to be his grandfather, for one, and he never mentioned having a wife. As far as Arlen knew, he’d never entertained lovers, either.

      How could this man, this outlaw know his parentage, and know it well enough to speak this truth forcefully? As though the information was part of him, as real as his heartbeat.

      It took the wind out of Arlen’s sails. He had to know more.

      He watched Chris light a fire.

      He could leave, Arlen realized. While Christopher was off doing whatever it was a man did when he was rustling up dinner, he could leave. There was no way one man could watch him, and do what he needed to do. At some point, Chris would have to turn around to take a piss, if nothing else. And that was when Arlen would go.

      He had to be patient. He had to leave a trail for someone to follow, and wait for the right moment to run.

      Chris eyed him and nodded once. “Before you think to run off, keep this in mind: I know this land. Trying to escape will be near as useful as barking at a knot. Sit down. Rest your feet. I’ll be back.”

      He decided there was some wisdom in that statement. He sat back and pulled his shoes off, his socks following soon after, and set about inspecting his blisters in the golden glow of the fire’s light. Not a moment after he’d done that, Chris reappeared with a rabbit in one hand and a bunch of firewood in the other. He grunted when he noticed Arlen was still there, and then knelt in the dirt beside the fire, bending his head to his task. “You didn’t ask me what I meant,” Christopher said, his head still bent, avoiding Arlen’s gaze.

      “About what?” Arlen asked. He was too tired to be anxious. Too tired to be upset.

      “What I said. He ain’t your father.”

      “Seems pretty straightforward to me,” Arlen replied. “Though, in truth, I have no reason to believe a word you say. You robbed a train, shot my bodyguard, and now you are telling me this and you just expect me to eat it up along with that rabbit.”

      “You knew,” Christopher said, sitting back on his haunches. His eyes were piercing. His violet hair caught the fading light like crystals, filling the air with small, shimmering rainbows.

      He didn’t want to be having this conversation, but there was no avoiding it, and in truth, he wanted to know what Chris knew. “I didn’t know, but I suspected.” Arlen grabbed the water skin Christopher handed him, took a swig from it and swallowed hard. He could feel the shine oil coat his mouth, undoubtedly to keep the water cool, but it just made it taste greasy. “Where are we going?” He asked, handing the water skin back.

      Chris was staring at him. He hated being so… seen.

      “To where this all began. Seems right that the company finally knows what is really going on out here, how and why it all started.”

      “So, you’re taking me, the son of the company founder and owner, out to… somewhere… so I can understand.”

      Chris roughly skewered the rabbit, setting it over the fire to cook. “He ain’t your fucking father, Arlen.”

      Arlen didn’t answer. Something was hanging in the air between them, a knowing that was only hinted at. It would become real once it was given words and he wasn’t sure he was ready for that. Wasn’t sure he was ready for this next revelation, for his world to be upended all over again.

      He was standing in that liminal space, hovering in the between. Between day and night. Between knowing and not knowing. Between the past and the future. All he needed was to take one step, and he would know. He would know, and it would drive a knife through him.

      “A body only knows the truth its blood offers up, Arlen,” Christopher said, his voice whiskey-soft and dark as gloaming. “Can’t hide from it. No use trying.”

      And that was the problem, wasn’t it? There was no hiding from any of this.

      The moon pulled her blanket of stars across the sky. An owl called somewhere overhead. It was oddly peaceful. So why did he feel like he was holding a double-edged sword with no hilt? Why did he feel like he was being cut with each breath? 

      Arlen sucked in a breath, steeled his nerves, and said, “Tell me, Christopher Hobson. Who is my father?”

      “Did you know I had three kids?” Christopher finally asked, turning his attention back to the rabbit and the fire. His voice was soft. So soft, and still sharp enough to wound. “Most people know about my daughter, my Cassandra. A few know about the babe that died and took my wife along with her. Nobody knows about my oldest child.” He paused, sat back on his heels and met Arlen’s eyes.

      “Keep going,” Arlen whispered.

      “No one knows about my oldest child. My… son. In truth, I didn’t either. Matthew Esco was my wife Lila’s father. He rode out here and took my first child back east with him, just to give the babe a proper education and better access to doctors and the like, was what he claimed.”

      “And you believed him?”

      “Why wouldn’t we, Arlen? He was Lila’s father. It never crossed our minds he would lie to her. I had my reservations. There are things about Matthew Esco that aren’t right, but Lila convinced me that he would never, ever do aught but good for his own flesh and blood.” Silence. Then, “He told us two months later that the babe caught the mosquito flu and died. We believed him. Why would we ever question something so horrible? Lila and I buried almost all of the small clothes and knickknacks we had. We had a small funeral, lit the Fate fire. We put the memory of that baby in the ground.”

      The world narrowed. Arlen heard the roar of the ocean in his ears and the bellows of his lungs. Loud enough to block out all sound.

      Something marrow-deep told him that this story was true. That this wasn’t just a tale being told around a fire, it was his tale.

      “Don’t need to ask me any questions about it now,” Christopher said, his voice soft. “Figure we both have some adjusting to do.”

      “But you will answer my questions when I ask them?” Arlen pressed. Was that his voice? That soft, quivering thing, a fledgling bird taking its first flight, falling, falling until it hit the ground.

      “Every one of them,” Christopher said. “I am not a cruel man, Arlen. Do not mistake that to mean I am kind. I will give you what I have.”

      “I don’t trust you,” Arlen whispered. “I have no reason to trust you.”

      “Suppose that’s true,” Chris replied, his voice wooden and low. “Suppose that’s the fucking truth, but maybe you want answers to who you are, and maybe I’ve got those carved into my bones. Maybe I can throw my bits of truth onto the table, so to speak, and we can sit down and gnaw on them a bit. Maybe seeing what I’m taking you to see will answer everything you’ve ever wanted to know. You’ve given that man your twenty years—"

      “I’m twenty-one,” Arlen whispered.

      “You’re twenty. I know when you were born. The point is, you gave Matthew Esco your twenty years, so you can afford to give me a few days, right?”

      There was pleading in his voice. That’s what undid Arlen, that pleading, this strong rogue brought low by his need to connect

      They spoke then, with the language of the soul, staring at each other across that clearing, violet eyes meeting Arlen’s own darker gaze, and he knew. No matter what happened after this. No matter how this changed things. He could not walk away from what this man was offering.

      Answers. A lifetime of answers.

      There was no making up for the time lost. Father and son, both of them hovering on the edge of that word, toes hanging over the lip of that particular cliff. The knowledge lay between them, silent and unexplored, and for now, it was enough.

      “Okay,” Arlen said. “I’ll go with you.”

      “I’m sorry I had to get you the way I did. Didn’t ever think Matthew would send his heir out here. Didn’t ever think I’d get the chance, and with me being on the wrong side of the law…” Christopher’s voice trailed off. He ran a hand through his hair and turned the spit the rabbit was on.

      “Elroy,” Arlen said.

      “He’ll be fine. They’ll dump Elroy off in Grove and let them deal with the worst of the shine addiction and heal his wound. He’ll be right as rain when you see him next, mark my words.”

      Uncomfortable silence spread between them, thick with tension. What was he supposed to say? Neither of them seemed to know. Finally, Chris pulled the rabbit off its spit and tore a leg off, handed it to him. “Eat up,” the man said. “We’ve got a ways to go tomorrow.”

      Arlen chewed on the rabbit and moaned when its shine-free flavor filled his mouth. Fate, he was famished. “You said you’ve got a daughter.”

      Chris’s lips curled into a smile. “Right. Cassandra. She’s eighteen now, living with my sister on a homestead outside of Grove. Don’t see her as often as I’d like. I’m afraid life hasn’t been easy on her.”

      It had always been him, alone against the world. Without friends, without family save for his distant, unyielding father.

      It was a hell of a thing to realize he wasn’t alone. That knowledge sank in, all the way to his bones, all the way into his soul. An ocean surged inside of him.

      And that was the thing, wasn’t it? Love wasn’t always soft. Sometimes it devoured. Sometimes it felt like teeth. And oh, he loved right now. He loved so hard it hurt.

      He didn’t realize he was crying until the big outlaw pulled him close, wrapping his arms around Arlen’s quaking shoulders. He was breaking apart. Fracturing. Becoming like unto dust, and here he was, being held together while he tore himself apart.

      He had a story now. Family. History. People.

      He had people.

      “It’s okay,” Chris crooned into his crown. “It’s okay. Everything runs to the sea eventually.”

      He was so lost in himself, he barely felt Chris’s tears falling on him like rain. Didn’t realize that this moment, this bittersweet, fragile symphony was being etched indelibly into his heart. Some part of him would always be in this clearing, under that brilliant moon and all of her stars, hugging his father for the first time.

      They clung to each other, rabbit forgotten, while night crept in around them. When they’d both caught themselves, their hearts crooning the song of family and familiar, they pulled apart. Chris stood and wiped his eyes, his shoulder stiff.

      “Cass,” he said, his voice cracking. “My daughter. Yeah, she’s a good kid.” He coughed, and when he looked up, his eyes were dry and his face drawn. “I’d like you to meet her, when you’re ready, of course.”

      “I think,” Arlen licked his lips, paused, poked at what he felt and finished with, “I think I’d like that.”

      “She’s like you, can’t affect shine. Makes her a bit fearful, more comfortable alone than with people. Imagine what would happen if Matthew realized people existed who could pass through the fucking Boundary without his tonic.”

      He didn’t have to imagine. He knew what happened to them, all those half-breed babies, dead, their bodies were thrown in unmarked, anonymous graves, the secrets of their nature hidden from everyone in Shine Territory. All those uncomfortable truths buried deep and forgotten. Cassandra and Arlen, and others like them, threatened the control his father had over this territory. They threatened everything.

      Knowing that, why did his father send him into Shine Territory? Why risk it?

      Something about that puzzle was nagging at him. Something made him wary. His father was nothing if not a master planner. He would not have sent Arlen into the Territory unless he knew Arlen’s nature, and expected something of him.

      This wasn’t about a factory. This had never been about a factory.

      It hit him like a train. Like a thunderstorm. “He expected you to get me,” he said. “He expected me to draw you out. ”

      “Pretty fucking sure you have the truth of it,” Chris said.

      “Then, the last thing we should be is together,” Arlen stood, grabbed his shoes.

      “Sit down, boy,” Chris said. “I’m not going anywhere. I’ve been out here in the wild for most of my life, and I’ve survived. Matthew Esco isn’t going to find me unless I want him to.”

      “There are only so many places you can run,” Arlen said. “Only so long you can stay hidden. What happens after he turns over the last rock? If you let me walk away, then all this is over, and you get another day, and another, and another.”

      “Arlen,” Christopher whispered. Just that. Just his name, drawing out all the letters of it, savoring it like he would a fine wine. The night spun around them, and still, they stood there, staring at each other across a gulf as wide as a planet.
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      “Ianthe,” Cassandra says. “Are you well?”

      I am sitting in the sunlight, in a comfortable rocking chair right outside the sanatorium. I am drifting from all the shine I drink. I can feel it inside of me, easing the pain, calming my symptoms.

      This will be my last day in this chair.

      “I am comfortable,” I say. Well, as comfortable as I can be, considering.

      “I am going to the market to buy some things for the sanatorium, and some apples for pies. I have dinner with my family tonight, if you don’t mind. I’d like to take a pie with me.”

      “Please,” I say to her, and manage a smile. Or, I think it is a smile. “You shouldn’t be here, hanging on my every breath. Do what you must.”

      I am memorizing this moment. The way the sun catches in her hair. The healthy pink in her cheeks. I am locking her in the folds of my mind, so I might carry a piece of her with me for always.

      “I love you,” I say. I cannot utter those words enough. I want her to hear them so often, they take up residence in her soul. I want her to arm herself with them. She smiles.

      I watch as she disappears into the town. Watch, as life swallows her up.
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      I woke during a blizzard, the wind howling like a wolf, the cabin fairly shaking with the force of it. Windows rattled in their panes, and the door itself jolted back and forth in its frame. The house was warm, despite the chill and wind assaulting it. It felt like I was on a ship lost at sea. Shine was burning in the fireplace, and it kept the inside toasty, driving away any possible chill.

      For a long while, I lay with my eyes closed, listening to the wind, and the whispers nearby, familiar and welcome.

      It took a while to come back to myself. My body felt strange, and my head heavy. I was sick to my stomach and weak. My temples were throbbing, and I felt the wound like it had just happened.

      I must have made some sound, for the next thing I knew, big hands were grasping mine. “Little flower?” A pause. A brush of lips and the prickle of a beard. “Tell me you’re coming back. Tell me I didn’t imagine that.”

      “Da?” I croaked. The word stuck, but it was loud enough for him to hear. It seemed impossible that he was here. I was certain I was dreaming of him.

      I opened my eyes and studied my father. He was sitting beside the pallet I was resting on, his elbows propped on his knees, his face pinched with worry, eyes haunted. His body, usually so strong and upright, was hunched in on itself, bowing under the weight of his helplessness. He could move mountains and pull the moon from the sky. He could howl until the sun sank, never to rise again, but he could not save his daughter.

      “Oh, thank Fate,” he whispered and pulled me into his arms.

      That is how I spent much of the next few days, in his arms while he tended me day and night. No chore was too small for him, or too inconsequential. He wrapped me in his wolf skins and whispered stories about Star Woman and her lover, the Moon. He held my hair while I purged my stomach, and fed me broth spoonful by careful spoonful. While he nursed me back to health, Annie and Jasper watched from the shadows and Harriet and Jack from the loft.

      I learned, much later, that retrieving me from the school had been quite an ordeal. I was lost to the world, and no one knew how to heal me without the aid of shine, nor could they let a healer near me, lest my secret nature be exposed. Somehow, Miss Mary had a non-shine medical textbook secreted away and she brought it with her to the cabin. Together, Miss Mary, Jasper, and Annie stitched up my wound and watched over me until I woke. I had been sleeping for nearly a week. When my father showed up, no one thought I would wake again. People died from far less than a blow to the head.

      School was out for the next few weeks due to Longest Night and the terrible weather. Even the shine mines and fields ceased operation during this time of year. The world went quiet, and all attention focused on hearth and home as we gave thanks to Fate for one more year lived, and prayed for the next to be kind to us.

      I suppose this is why my father came. He knew that this would be one of the only times of year no one would stop by for an unexpected visit. He would be safe as he could be until after Longest Night and it was time to leave again, to hide away from the world. During this one precious week, though, he was mine, and I cherished him.

      I seemed to heal more rapidly once I woke up and was strong enough to eat food and keep it down. The storm raged around us for days on end, and soon my father seemed to chafe at being confined, pacing and often taking time outside, alone. He didn’t seem to know what to do with himself. He was a man suited to the wilderness, to open spaces and unencumbered skies. Being stuck in a cabin, which was full of people, must have been hard for him, but he handled it well.

      I remembered what Annie had told me the day she gave me my boots. A mountain lion may be beautiful, Cassandra, but do not forget its nature. There is a reason we do not allow such creatures in our house. My da reminded me of a mountain lion, pacing the days away.

      One afternoon, Da sat beside my pallet, fingering some beads he’d pulled out from his pack. Annie was fixing dinner with Harriet and Jasper and Jack were working on sums at the table. “Da,” I said. “Are you a bad man?”

      The cabin went quiet. Annie let out a moan that seemed to stick inside her like a pain she couldn’t shake.

      “Cass, you shouldn’t—“ she began.

      “It’s fine,” Chris said, holding up his hand. He fixed his eyes on me. We’d been apart for a few months now, and I had already forgotten how my father’s stare seemed to go right through me. “Has someone told you that I am a bad man, Cass?” His voice was soft, but his words were hard, and I wasn’t sure how to respond, so I buried myself under the blankets with only my eyes peering out above them.

      “They said you were a criminal,” I finally admitted. “Said you were a murderer.”

      “Is that why you were struck?” He ran a hand through my hair, moving it so he might study the stitches near my temple. They were still sore to the touch, and I winced.

      I thought of Jack, and his anger when we’d fought. I thought of the kids at school and how they had reacted to me. I remembered the cruel taunts the boy shouted before he pelted me with rocks and tears spilled down my cheeks. “You aren’t a bad man,” I sobbed. “You’re my da.”

      Chris looked over his shoulder at Annie and then cursed under his breath. “It’s not as simple as that, little flower. Sometimes men do bad things for good reasons. Sometimes men do good things for bad reasons. The world isn’t all black and white. A person can be more than one thing.”

      Annie let Harriet take over the dinner preparations and pulled up a chair beside Chris. “Honey,” she said, cupping my cheek. “Your pa has done some things that put him on the wrong side of the law, and a lot of people are mad at him. A lot of people praise him, too. Only you can decide how you feel about him. No one else can decide for you.”

      “They hate him,” I said.

      “Who hates me?” Chris asked.

      “The people in town. And they hate me for being yours.”

      Chris seemed to chew on this a bit. “Likely what they say about me is true, Cassandra. Likely, I’ve done exactly what they claim. I’ve got blood on my hands. Does that mean you don’t love me anymore?”

      I gave that question a lot of thought, felt Annie and Chris watch me while I did so. I have blood on my hands. Even at five years old, I knew what that meant. I knew that frightened me. I did not know my father as well as I thought I did. I also knew that he had never hurt me, and he never would. But… “Did you leave me here because you don’t love me?” I whispered.

      And that was when my tears truly fell. My sorrow assaulted me, all those months of worry and waiting, of wondering if he left me because I wasn’t good enough to be his daughter. I never gave those thoughts voice, but they were there, in the back of my mind, gnawing at me day in and day out. I dreamed of him leaving over and over again, and in each dream, there was another inadequacy that made him feel like I was deserving of being left.

      It is the tragedy of youth that things are felt so keenly, and likewise a tragedy that adults believe that children are too young to understand.

      That question unlocked something in my father, though, and in a flash, he was on the pallet with me in his arms. Annie wiped away a tear and turned to give us what privacy she could in a cabin as small as ours. “Is that what you think?” My da whispered in my ear. His arms around me felt like heaven, and for the first time in months, I felt like I belonged somewhere.

      Home. It has ever been my father’s arms.

      “Cass, answer me. Do you truly think I left you here because I do not love you?”

      I clung to him and nodded. “Why else would you do such a thing?” I asked.

      “Oh, little flower,” he pressed his lips against my crown. “I’m a broken man, Cass. The truth is, something in me died years ago, and then the rest of me shattered when your ma passed. There’s nothing inside of me but winter. You are the only thing in this Fate’s forsaken world that keeps my heart beating. I left you here not because I don’t love you, but because I love you so much I wanted you to have opportunities I cannot give you. I wanted a better life for you. That’s what love is. It’s not holding on, it’s letting go. I love you enough to give you more. Do you understand?”

      I wasn’t sure I did, but I clung to him. I soaked him up, let the smell of the wilderness saturate me.

      “I want so much for you, Cassandra. I want you to wear fine dresses and read books. I want you to know how to do sums, and live a life of plenty. I want you to know enough to be able to blaze your own trail. Your mama was a smart woman. She went to the finest schools. She made me promise that I’d do right by you. It was her dying wish, you understand? And maybe I lost sight of that for a time, but she’s always been my guiding star. I knew that leaving you here, with a good family I trusted, and all the stability I can’t offer was the way I could fulfill her wish. She wouldn’t have wanted you to live a life on the run.”

      “I don’t remember her,” I whispered.

      He seemed to hold me tighter for a spell. “She was the best thing that ever happened to me, Cassandra, and she gave me you, the most precious gift I have ever received. She loved you so much it hurt. She used to watch you and say, ‘It is a strange thing, to know my heart is beating outside of my body.’” He paused. “We were happy, the three of us. So blessedly happy. Just us, locked away in our own private world.”

      The quiet that settled between us was heavy yet comfortable. No one in the cabin spoke. Annie sniffled near the stove. The smell of cooking food was heavy in the air.

      “I still love you,” I finally said.

      “What?” Chris asked, startled. Likely, he had forgotten about his earlier question. Does that mean you don’t love me anymore?

      “I still love you,” I repeated. I twisted about in his arms so I could meet his eyes. I rested my hand against his cheek and wiped away a tear with my thumb. “Whatever you have done, whatever sins you carry within you, I forgive them. I forgive you and I love you.”

      It was really that simple for me. Perhaps my father had done horrible things. Maybe he had killed someone. Maybe he had blood on his hands, but underneath all of that, he was still my father and this night, he let me see a bit of the man he was, and the broken, frozen, emptiness he held under his skin. The yearning, yawning pain that seemed to go on and on. He’d let his guard down enough for me to see the chips and cracks in his armor.

      He was my father, and I loved him. I gave him that gift that Longest Night. I gave him the gift of my heart, and I hoped, in some way, it would act as the sun to melt some of the ice that dwelled within him.

      “Little flower,” he breathed, brushing his lips across my forehead. “I do not deserve you.”

      Days passed, and I grew stronger. I savored that time, the warmth of it, the sense of family that the holiday brought with it, but all things come to an end, and I knew my father was readying to leave before anyone else did. I was used to his patterns, and I was so attuned to him, it would have been impossible to hide any of his preparations from me. When he started fingering his pack, checking his supplies repeatedly, and bartering with Jasper for bits of rope and a new knife, I knew he was getting ready to leave again.

      “Take me with you?” I whispered the night before he departed.

      It was the small hours, the time when even the softest whisper sounded too loud. He probably thought I was asleep, though he was a fool if he did.

      “I can’t,” he said, sinking into the chair beside my cot. “You’re healing now, and it’s time. Longest Night is over, and it’s not safe for me here anymore. Plus, you’ve got your studies, and friends now. You’re making a life here, little flower, just like I wanted for you.” He stopped, swallowed a few times. “Your ma would have wanted this for you.”

      His big hand cupped my cheek. He looked into my eyes, and for the first time in my life, I think he saw me not as a child, but as someone he could reason with. I was still so young, but at that moment, something shifted between us.

      “I want you to say here, Cass. Stay and learn. Can you do that for me? I promise, I will come back every Longest Night, and more if I can.”

      I did not agree to his terms right away. I studied him, and he studied me, and I knew that I had an opportunity to demand something of him.

      “What if I get hurt again?” I asked, tears welling. “What if I get hurt and you aren’t there?”

      “Little flower, it’s not safe for you—"

      “You can’t leave me without a way to reach you.” I was sobbing now, my whole body shaking with the force of my sorrow. I couldn’t stand the thought of him walking away again, leaving me behind with no way to reach out to him should I need him. I was alone all over again.

      “Cass, it’s best to let go. Holding on to me will only hurt you.” He paused. “I shouldn’t have come back here. I shouldn’t put you through this again.”

      “There was a tree,” I pressed. “Remember the twisted willow tree with the big boulder about two hours away? I will leave a scrap of red cloth there if I need you.”

      He didn’t seem willing, his eyes went hard, and he looked at a point above my head before a sigh escaped him. He chucked me gently under the chin with a knuckle. “I will leave you a trinket once a month, at the full moon so you might know that I am alive and well,” he finally said. “That is all I can promise you, Cassandra, and it is more than I should do.”

      It was enough, a small tether that would bind us. Once a month, I would go to that stone and receive some gift from my father, and I would leave one in return. Such a meager thing to hold onto, but to me, those treasures were priceless.

      “Jasper,” My father said the next day. It was time. We all knew he was leaving. His pack was full and propped by the door. He had furs wrapped around him and a thick hat shoved on his head. “Do you still have guns?”

      I saw Annie go stiff and still. Jack and Harriet’s eyes went wide, and even I was startled. This was something I did not know about. Jasper had guns? They were expensive beyond measure, and the shooting shine with which to use them was beyond price. How did Jasper have such tools, and where did he keep them?

      “Chris,” Jasper said in warning.

      “Sorry,” My father replied. “I thought the kids knew.”

      “Well, now they do.” Jasper motioned to the room he shared with Annie. I listened as something heavy was moved. There was some whispering and a bit of shuffling about, and a few moments later, my father appeared with a gun on his hip, and a belt with three vials of shooting shine strapped around his waist. It wasn’t much, but it was far more than I ever imagined anyone would have on them, especially if they weren’t a company man or a lawman.

      “You must not speak of this,” Jasper said to the house in general. “I used to run guns and shine back in the day, with Chris.”

      “I thought you got rid of them,” Annie admonished.

      I could sense an argument brewing, but Jasper didn’t reply and Annie let it rest, though I bet there would be an argument later, behind their closed bedroom door.

      “I need to go,” my pa said. “Cass, are you well enough to see me outside?” My head was throbbing and I was a bit dizzy but I wrapped myself in warm clothes and followed my da outside.

      The night was cold. The moon looked down on a world blanketed in fresh snow. Trees laden with white, reached up with naked branches to caress the sky. My breath hung in the air. My father knelt before me, clasping my shoulders with his hands. “Cassandra,” he said, meeting my eyes. “I love you. Do not ever doubt that.”

      “I won’t,” I whispered. He wiped away my tears with his thumbs. I had not even realized I was crying.

      “Do not forget about the stone,” he said.

      “I won’t,” I said again.

      “I will come back every Longest Night, more if I can.” He studied me, as though memorizing me. Then, he stood and walked away.

      I would always watch him go. I would never see him come. It was the way of things between us. And while I gave him the gift of my love that winter, he likewise gave me a gift. I now had some answers, and with them, I found a place for myself in this new world of mine.
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      The next night, they found themselves at the edge of a swamp, boots wet and sinking into the mud. They waited while Chris made some peculiar bird calls, before pausing a few moments to do it all over again. “Wait,” the man said, resting a hand on Arlen’s shoulder. “Sometimes it takes a minute.”

      He made the calls again, and Arlen listened while the whistles and chirps slid across the darkness to whatever lay beyond. The wet was doing nothing for his already aching feet. He could feel all that damp kissing his freshly popped blisters, and his muscles were on fire.

      He was exhausted. They’d pushed hard, tearing through the forest before they sloped down a hill and hit a large meadow that ended abruptly on the edge of a swamp. To the edge of no man’s land, waiting for… something.

      “Fucking Rose,” Chris muttered under his breath.

      “Can’t we just…” Arlen waved his hand in the air before him.

      “Not unless you want to get shot.” The outlaw paused and studied Arlen. “Well, probably wouldn’t hurt you at all, but me? I like my guts where they are.”

      Finally, after an eternity, a shine light flashed three times before vanishing. Chris grunted. “Follow me. It’s slick out here, and the mud can suck you down before you know it. Step where I step.”

      The going was slow, wading through knee-deep cold water. They walked a circuitous route that made no real sense to him. He could hear Christopher counting low under his breath; footsteps, Arlen realized. Twelve steps, and then a left turn. Eight more, before a right. They made their ponderous way around some tall swamp grass, bullfrogs going silent as they passed. Nothing but the sound of Chris’s whispered counting and the kiss of water at their calves.

      Finally, after what felt like hours, they found a wooden platform perched just above the surface of the swamp, stretching into the distance until it disappeared. Around them, bullfrogs once again filled the night with their song, and crickets acted as the accompaniment. The stars glowed overhead, brilliant and undiminished. He’d never seen a night sky so bright, so undiluted by city lights, so completely unbroken, save for the edges cut off by the jagged mountains that surrounded him.

      It was summer, and the night was warm, and if he wasn’t so bone-weary and strength-drained, he was positive he would have enjoyed standing under the glory of the heavens, impressing its majesty upon his soul.

      By the time they reached the platform, Arlen was so exhausted, Chris had to help him up. “Mind yourself,” the outlaw muttered as the wooden platform, built with boards nearly rotted through with age, groaned under his weight. Soon, footsteps shook the planks. Arlen squinted at the dark, and could barely make out the shape of a house up ahead. “She’s got company.”

      “You fool!” A woman shrieked, her voice rolling over the swampland around them, momentarily silencing the night’s wild music. “You should have come around the other way. You know better! You’ll catch your death walking through the water like that.” She turned her attention to Arlen. “Poor man is tuckered out.” She thwapped Christopher upside the head, setting him to laughing.

      And wasn’t that a sight to behold. Chris was a quiet man. He seemed more comfortable in his own head than speaking. He was a mystery, an enigma, strong and silent, and all but a stranger to Arlen. But now the outlaw laughed, and it transformed him. He seemed younger, suddenly, more… human. More approachable.

      Gone was the brooding, dark figure that he’d been following. This was a man the world could love. Now he caught a glimpse of who Christopher Hobson used to be before his life decided to give him a wound that refused to heal. Before the world broke his back.

      He turned his attention to the woman. Rose was older. She had an orange tint to her skin and eyes, though her hair was shot through with gray. Likely, she’d been a beauty before, but now she was in the twilight of her years, and she looked more like the grandmother he’d always wanted to confide in. Her dress was worn, her apron stained, and there was flour on her cheeks, but she was smiling and her eyes were twinkling. “Come on, come on,” she said, ushering them forward. “Just made dinner.”

      “Who else is here?” Christopher asked.

      “Yoren and Hank. Mind yourself, Chris. There’s no fighting in my house. I’ll shoot you as soon as look at you if a fight breaks out. Don’t care how much I like you.”

      Chris put his hands up. “Wouldn’t dream of it, Rose. Not in your sacred space. If we decide to gut each other, we’ll do it outside.”

      Rose led them into the house, rambling the whole time about dinner, a roasted chicken, fresh bread, and plenty of beer. Arlen’s hunger fell on him with shocking intensity. They’d stopped to eat lunch, but it had been a meager affair of jerky and some cheese. Nothing really to sustain him, and they’d been walking so far, for so long. Now, the empty ache in his belly was damn near crippling.

      The house in the distance loomed larger with each step. Impossible to make out any details in this darkness, but as long as it had a chair for him to rest in, Arlen didn’t much care. “Got some good shine, too, which I added to the food so it’ll taste great,” Rose said, opening the door. Arlen suppressed a groan of revulsion. One good thing about traveling with Chris was, his food was blissfully shine-free. “Got any wounds, Chris? Anything that needs healing? Got enough shine to stitch you up right good.”

      “Unfortunately, I’m uninjured this time, Rose. I know how much you like stabbing me with needles.”

      Rose opened the door and yellow light spilled out. They found themselves in a dining room, of sorts. Two long tables filled the space, empty, save for two men, just as rough and tumble as Christopher, eating their food at one end of the room. The smell of shine filled the air. The fire in the fireplace was almost white and didn’t pop or jerk about as normal fire did. A large, rainbow-hued shine rock sat in the center of the fireplace, fueling the flame and filling the air with its sickly-sweet smell.

      Chris led him in, and they both sat at the table. Arlen let out a sigh of relief when his rump hit the chair. He stretched out his legs and got comfortable.

      “Ho, Chris,” one of the men said. He was violet, like Chris, but much darker, almost a deep purple. “A lawman passed through here earlier today. Had something to say about a train robbery. Wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

      “Mind your own fucking business, Yoren,” Chris grumbled. Rose disappeared around a corner, and the sounds of pots banging filled the room.

      “I mean, what with you showing up with this fancy boy and all. Him in his suit with his nice fucking clothes. Can’t find them in the forest, can you? Can’t pull one up from the earth, neither. Tell me, Christopher, what tree did you pick this fancy shine man from?”

      Rose slid plates of dinner in front of them and gave everyone in the room an eyeful that was a threat and warning rolled into one.

      “Back the fuck off,” the other man grumbled in Yoren’s direction. Hank, Arlen surmised. He was blue from head to toe. A deep, midnight blue.

      “Why are you both so dark?” Arlen asked, remembering the dark men and boys who had gone to work in the shine mines. The question was out before he could catch it, before he could think. It fell into the room like rocks into a pond, stillness following in their wake and he blushed under the eyes fixed on him. Those incredulous stares, wide and surprised at his callous manners.

      “We work in the mines,” Yoren replied. “Rubbing up against shine like that, day after day, with no sun, makes us all dark. Makes some of us more like animals, too.” There was shifting under the table the sound of a boot hitting flesh. Something bumped the table and Yoren cursed. “We’re coming back up from Grove. Doing a stint in the mines.”

      Chris went stiff. “Did you see Cassandra?”

      “She’s fine. Well, far as I can tell. Keeps herself to herself. She’s got the law sniffing around her though. Couldn’t get close. Just saw her from a distance,” Hank said. “She’s alive, and she’s getting older. Seems to spend most of her time in the sanatorium with Ianthe.”

      “She’s had the law sniffing around her since she was five,” Chris replied. Yoren pulled some meat from a chicken bone, juice dripping down his chin. For all they might bark at each other, Yoren’s eyes were full of sorrow, not glee, at Chris’s plight.

      “Yeah, but she’s got the law stationed on the property now, and hanging around the sanatorium, too. Saw one standing at the cabin’s door, keeping watch. Two off in the fields, hiding. They’re loitering in the street in Grove, too. Right outside the sanatorium. They all got guns, and more shine to shoot with than I ever saw a man carry,” Yoren said. “I’m sorry, Chris.”

      Chris chewed on his food and then pushed his plate away, apparently losing his appetite. He crossed his arms over his chest and glowered at the world. Then, he stood abruptly and went outside, the door slamming shut behind him.

      “Leave him,” Yoren said. “He always gets tied in knots when his daughter comes up. The company has been crawling all over her since his last… incident. I think they hope to find Chris out there, visiting most likely.”

      “Incident?” Arlen asked. He knew what Yoren was alluding to, but calling it an incident was mild in the extreme, considering what happened and how many people died. He nibbled on some chicken. It had flavor, but not an explosion of it. The slightly oily shine coating it told him why, but he was far too hungry to give it much thought.

      “When Chris blew up the wells,” Yoren replied. “They’ve always been on her, mind, but they started sticking to her after that, being real obvious about it, and he worries.”

      “Wasn’t his fault,” Hank grumbled. “They changed the work orders last minute. No one should have been there. How was he to know?”

      For a moment, everyone went silent. Arlen’s father—Matthew—had been the most upset he’d ever seen him, nigh unto incapacitated by rage. He’d spend hours in his study, important men coming and going while he paced and swore. Once, he’d thrown a crystal decanter at the wall, and Arlen had watched it shatter, shocked. Matthew Esco never lost control of himself like that, but after the wells were blown up, he became a different person. He became a man who raged.

      As odds would have it, it was Arlen who had eventually brought up the idea of increasing the cost of shine marginally, which boosted the company profits. The market was tight enough, what with Shine Company being the only exporter and seller of the stuff, that there would always be a market for it, no matter how high the cost went. Within a year, the price increase had brought in enough money to fix the destroyed wells and bring their production up to seventy percent. Within a year and a half, the prices dropped again and Shine Company was exporting the expected amount of shine, and all the wells were functioning again.

      Now he was here, seeing the truth of what his ingenuity had wrought.

      At least a hundred innocent men had died at Christopher’s hand.

      Chris was a murderer. Arlen had always known that. A cold-blooded killer. Stories said he’d gut a man and talk about what to eat for dinner while doing it. He knew what Chris was capable of. He’d read the reports. It made him cold to think of it. Why was he trusting the outlaw? Why was he walking into the back end of nowhere with a man he hardly knew? A man who so callously killed?

      Something had driven Chris to become an outlaw. To give up everything he’d ever had, and somehow it was all tied up in Shine Company. Though, Arlen realized, it was his story, too. That’s why he was out here, with the outlaw, walking away from everything he’d ever known. He wanted answers. No. He needed answers.

      “Tell me about the mines,” Arlen said. The two men went still. “I’m… curious.” He amended. He watched them look at each other, exchanging a silent conversation.

      “What is it you want to know?”

      “I saw boys,” Arlen said. He steered clear from mentioning the train, though he was sure both men knew where he’d come from. They had him pinned down. There was no hiding who he worked for. “Young boys going to the mines to work. I know it is standard practice. We have kids working in the cloth mills and other factories back east, but mining seems…” his voice trailed off. He shook his head and looked down at his clenched fists. He’d been so hungry. Now, it was all he could do to keep eating. All he could see were those faces, so small and drawn. Those eyes that had seen so much life in just a few short years.

      “Which version of the story can you live with?” Yoren asked, fixing his penetrating stare on Arlen.

      “Tell him true,” Christopher said. When did he come back inside? “That’s why he’s out here. To learn the truth of the damned shine the Company wants so badly. The only reason I haven’t found a way to collapse the mines is because of the children stuck down inside of them. I may be brutal, but I ain’t no Fate’s-damned child killer.” His voice was rough now, deep, like he’d just spent some time howling out his pain and was learning the way of words again. Chris slid his chair out and sat in it with a groan.

      “We are told,” Arlen said, licking his lips. Rose appeared from the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron. She pulled out a seat on Arlen’s other side and sank onto it, the wood creaked under her weight. “That the children who work in the mines do so because they have no other option. It saves their families. We’re told about it in such a way that it seems noble, both them working, and the company allowing them to.” He remembered Elroy’s explanation about poverty and necessity, and they made sense. Children worked for the same reasons in the textile mills and other factories in Union City. Sometimes a parent or both parents would die, and all the responsibility for the family would fall on the oldest child. What else could they do?

      It was so easy to dismiss it. Or it had been, until he’d seen the children on that train platform, waiting with all those roughneck men. Knowing a thing and seeing it were two different beasts entirely.

      “Suppose that’s true enough,” Chris said, running his hand over his beard, nodding. “Suppose sometimes there’s no other way for a family to carry on. What do they do? Starve, or head to the mines? There’s always work in the mines. Especially for small children who can fit into tight places. Never enough of them, and the money is good. Company pays their ticket on the train so they go home every two weeks for two days. Sounds good enough on the surface, right? Food in your belly. Family don’t starve. A place to lay your head at night, and job security.”

      Arlen nodded.

      “A normal day for a miner is about twelve to fourteen hours long. The young ones get up around one or two in the morning, get lowered down into the pit around three, and then don’t see light again until six at night, sometimes later, depending.” Hank said.

      Yoren shifted in his seat, propped his elbows on the table and fixed Arlen with a glare. “Down there, the earth is wet, and most kids are nearly half-naked in that dark and damp. They get tied to the carts so they don’t get lost, you see. They get paid four copper a day for work done, and often get beaten for mistakes,” he paused, drew in a breath. His words were coming faster and louder, becoming fevered. “Just imagine it, down there in the dark. All sorts of things can happen without anybody knowing the difference. You want to know more, company man, or is that enough for you?”

      “There was a boy once,” Hank interrupted. “Got burned bad. All his skin came off. Had to carry him to the camp, watch them slather him with shine. His skin… fell off in my hands. Poor boy couldn’t work for months, and soon as he was alive enough to move without shedding off bits of himself, he went right back down into that pit. Needed to support his family. Couldn’t have been more than eight.” Hank studied his beer and shook his head.

      “The camps,” Chris said. “Tell him about the camps.”

      There was a scream rising in Arlen. All this pressure. All this anxiety. All this knowledge. He felt sick. All he could picture were those boys, their small bodies locked down in the dark, chained to carts, half-naked, wet, starving and beaten, and all for four coppers a day.

      He tried to keep his features still, tried to lock his upset in. Rose rested a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. He was a willow, bending under the force of this storm.

      “We live in tents,” Hank said. “A few buildings, but most of them are for the fallen women and saloons, those who have an addiction and need a fix, you see. So we live in tents in a camp. Mud. Lots of dysentery and cholera. Lots of mosquito flu and vermin.”

      “Enough,” Arlen said, covering his face with his hands. “Enough. Please.”

      “And once you get there,” Yoren said, “you're locked in. Company hands you a paper and makes you carve your mark on it, saying you’ll work a seam for at least a year, you get me, company man? And by that time, you are so indebted to the company for the train fare, and the place to sleep and the medicine you’ll need so you can see another day, you can’t just walk away. It’s not free. Oh, it’s sold that way. Look at all this shit you get and you don’t even need to pinch for it. All you gotta do is carry a shovel a bit. But the foremen, they keep tabs. They mark down how often you ride their trains, eat their food, use their pillows, blankets, and tents. Fate forbid you catch ill. The shine they use to fix you is the good stuff, and even a drop of it will ensure you’re paying back the company for your survival for the rest of your life. You get four coppers a day, your family sees one, and that’s after you pay back what you owe the company men for your room and board, for your medicine, your train fare, your food.” Yoren stopped abruptly as though to catch his breath.

      “It’s worse for the kids,” Hank said, leaning back in his chair. “They don’t know any better, and they are selling their whole lives away without any clue as to what they’re doing. To them, it’s just a mark on paper. To their family, it’s food and a roof over their heads. But really, they are selling away their lives. Their lives, for shine. Do you think that’s fair?”

      They were looking at him, both of them. If they knew they were talking to the man set to inherit the whole company, how would this conversation change? He shifted in his chair, but there was no comfort to be had. No escaping those gazes or the words they were throwing at him.

      “And if you’re a kid down in the dark,” Yoren said, “and someone does something to you, there ain’t no justice, because the law don’t care about the miners as long as they get their fucking shine out of that rip in the world. And it’s dark, so you can’t prove anything anyway. Ask me how I know. Ask me what happened down in the belly of the world when I was six. Go ahead! Fucking ask!”

      “Enough!” Arlen shouted, pushing to his feet. Dimly, he was aware of the chair clattering to the floor behind him. Aware of how hot and close the room felt, and those eyes on him, burning like a brand. Marking him.

      He staggered outside and drew in a deep lungful of air. Let it fill him up. Tried to push those horrible images from his mind.

      He’d lived such a close, protected life. He’d always known where his next meal would come from.

      He was so unbelievably lucky.

      And maybe that’s why this cut so deep. He’d finally seen what a life of want looked like. He’d seen the hollow eyes and the stooped shoulders. He’d seen the children, haunted and haggard, about to be swallowed up by the earth. They were young. So unbelievably young. Their lives were over before they even began.

      All in the name of Shine Company.

      This was, Arlen realized, half the reason for this journey. Christopher was taking him somewhere, to see something, but along the way he wanted Arlen to understand the unfiltered version of company rule. He wanted Arlen to know how people endured, toiled, survived, under his father’s reign.

      He wanted Arlen to know.

      And oh, he thought he’d felt like he was being stabbed before, but now he felt like he was being torn in half. Ripped apart. Shredded.

      He was part of this. Him in his fancy suit, out here in the West looking for copper-piece story-worthy adventure, and not seeing the misery until he was walking through the middle of it. His hands were dirty. He feared they’d never come clean. This was his legacy. His name was written across Shine Territory as surely as Mathew Esco’s was.

      There he stood, just him and all that sky. He fixed his eye on the distant horizon, that sun-kissed promise. Its siren’s call shivered through him, pulsing like a heart, and all he wanted to do was sink his teeth into it and bite down.

      “Arlen?” The word spilled between them like starlight, silver-edged and ephemeral. “Are you okay?” Pain filled him up, demanded all his attention, gave him a new understanding of the word swollen.

      He closed his eyes and drew in a breath. “Sometimes,” he spoke into the gloaming, “I wish my heart was ice.”

      “It’s okay to break, Arlen,” Chris replied, resting a hand on his shoulder, squeezing. “Sometimes that’s the only thing you can do. Shatter, and then rebuild yourself from the pieces. It’s hard out here. A hard life. The company, you lot who come out here in your fine clothes, only see the surface of it, but this place, it’s in your blood. It’s part of your story. You should see the dirt Matthew Esco tries so hard to hide.”

      He felt it happening, deep inside, that long, slow tear. That crack shivered through him. It was the slow, steady rupture of everything he’d ever thought he knew. He took his spectacles off with shaking hands, wiped them on a kerchief and put them back on.

      All those kids trapped down in the dark.

      He wondered if the earth felt pain.

      He wondered if he was standing on the buried screams of forgotten children.
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      “Cassandra,” I say. Her name is a whisper in the cradle of our shared darkness. She appears in an instant. Her eyes are ringed by dark circles, and her nails are chewed down to the quick. She looks put together enough to fool someone who doesn’t know her, but I have every part of her imprinted upon my soul. I can see how she is suffering.

      Still, she smiles, that gentle, tender smile, full of shared secrets and intimate knowledge. “Yes, darling?” She asks. She sits on the edge of the bed, runs her fingers through my hair, and I let her. I savor her touch. I will never get enough of her. She is the sun that lights my days.

      Something is wrong. It is plain as the nose on my face. Her gaze is haunted, her shoulders are stooped, and her back is bowed. Something is weighing her down. She sobs when she thinks I am asleep.

      There is a certain dark beauty in ignorance, and it takes a bravery I’m not entirely sure I contain to break it. Still, I steel myself and ask the question. “What happened?”

      Cassandra puts on a half-hearted smile that does not reach her eyes or calm her quivering hands. “Nothing, my love. Do not fret over it. Just a small thing that has shaken me a bit. Nothing more.” The lie rests between us, making itself comfortable in our small room.

      There are things I want to tell her, secrets of my own I have been keeping, but I am too exhausted. The world fades, and sleep pulls me under.
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      My life fell into a routine, and the years passed in relative ease. I found my place in Annie’s family. I helped them welcome in another son, and I delighted at his chubby hands and kicking feet. I helped him take his first steps. I swaddled him when he took ill. I helped bury him when he did not recover. I wept. I picked posies and laid them on his grave. He was a small, beautiful thing, come too unexpectedly and taken unjustly.

      Perhaps it was better that way.

      Time slid past me with an ease only children seem to understand.

      I was ten before I realized that Ianthe was ill. That is how good we are at keeping secrets. She was a child waging her own personal battle, so carefully protecting her sickness that not even I, her best friend, knew anything was wrong with her. If sometimes she seemed faint, or dizzy, I put it out of my mind, for who isn’t on occasion?

      I believe the only reason I discovered her illness when I did, was because of Annie’s garden. Annie had a small kitchen garden outside the cabin, a bed which she lovingly tended, pulling the weeds, rubbing the leaves of her plants and smelling the perfume they left on her skin. The garden was her safe haven, and quickly it became mine as well. She was quiet there, lost in her thoughts, and I did not challenge her thus. I would kneel beside her on a small board, my dress carefully tucked around my waist to keep my clothes clean, as washing day was but once a week, perhaps less if the weather was foul.

      I would mirror her movements, watching carefully. I learned which plants were weeds, and which were wanted. I learned how to cut, and when, and which to use fresh and which to dry. Miss Mary had left us her medicine book, and Annie found seeds for a few herbs which could be used as poultices, and other medicines to help along with healing without shine. The small garden plot expanded.

      I spent many years like that, kneeling in the dirt while the sun, golden and new, rose in the East, bathing me with its morning glow. I would press my fingers into the earth and tend that which we desired to grow.

      I found peace there, with dirt under my nails and birdsong filling the air.

      On this morning, midway through spring, Annie was pruning some of her lavender bushes. She often used the buds for a tea to help her relax at night, and she would sew bags of dried lavender blossoms to hide in our clothes and trunks, which chased away the moths. Her lavender bushes had grown tall and ungainly and were covered in more blossoms than she could ever hope to use, so she hacked some off, filled a basket with it, and bid me take it to Imogen’s house.

      It was a clear day, and warm. The world was green and verdant. The rivers and streams were full of snowmelt, the ground still moist. Spring can be a beautiful season, so full of promise and growth.

      I chased butterflies through the meadow before I made my way up the three steps to Imogen’s door, and knocked, picking at the peeling white paint on the doorframe while I waited. When no one answered, I bent to leave the basket on the porch—Imogen would know who it came from—when I heard a rasping, watery cough inside. I knocked again. “Hello?” I called.

      I tried the knob and the door swung open. I let myself in, the wooden floorboards creaking under my weight.

      I had only been in this house a handful of times. It was not a place many people were invited into. Now, with nothing but my footsteps and that coughing upstairs to fill the silence, I felt like I was in a place where I was not wanted. I was trespassing somewhere sacred. So it was with a certain gravity that I made my way to the staircase and slowly up it, my hands gripping the polished railing, my footsteps echoing like thunder.

      I had never been upstairs, and I took in the wide hallway with the pink runner down its center. There was a small table with a vase of tulips perched on it. A window at the end cast a long pool of melting daylight. There were four doors, and I made my way to the one where the cough was coming from, pushing on the door with a soft touch. I peered through the gap I’d opened up.

      I must have gasped, for she turned to see me and our eyes locked. “Ianthe?” I asked, pushing the door all the way open.

      “You—” she began coughing, her whole body trembling with the force of it. She held a kerchief to her lips. I saw the crimson stains, still wet, soaking into the cloth. Blood, and it terrified me.

      “Don’t speak,” I said. I rushed to her side. She might have had the plague, for all I knew, but she was my friend and she was suffering. I perched on the edge of her bed. There was a basin of water scented with rose petals, a few drops of shine painting it with rainbows. A moist rag lay nearby. I soaked it, rung it out, and pressed it against Ianthe’s fevered brow, heedless of the shine. Heedless of my effect on it.

      She relaxed into her pillows and closed her eyes, a sigh escaping from between her cracked lips.

      I had never seen her like that. She was always pale, her skin was usually white, shot through with veins of gray. She was marble. That’s how I always thought of her. In a world of jewel-toned people, Ianthe was pure, untouchable, and beautiful for that.

      Now, however, she wasn’t white, but a sickly gray, her blue veins tracing underneath like a map to her fierce lion’s heart. Her eyelids were so pale, I swore I could see through them. Her hands twitched, and were cold as ice, though her brow was so terribly hot, I could feel it through the cloth I was pressing against her.

      I did not want her to try to speak. I wanted her to rest, so I sat there, perched beside her bed, whispering nonsense while running that cloth over her again and again. I only stopped when the steady rise and fall of her chest and her still body told me she was asleep. Then, I pressed myself onto the bed beside her, curled up, and watched while she rested, making sure her chest always rose and always fell, and her pulse beat in her neck.

      I do not know what I would have done if she had ceased either of those functions. I doubt I could have done anything to help her, but I felt useful watching over her like that, the way she had watched over me all those years before.

      “Cassandra,” I heard Imogen whisper. I must have fallen asleep, for from a glance at the slice of sky I could see from Ianthe’s bedroom window, the sun had progressed mightily on its journey across the heavens. “Come downstairs.”

      “But—"

      “She is resting, darling, just as she needs to. Come downstairs.”

      I carefully got off the bed, taking every effort not to jar Ianthe, and tiptoed out the door, shutting it behind me. Downstairs, my basket of lavender waited on the floor, brought in from the porch.

      Imogen was in the kitchen, setting a kettle on the stove for tea while Ben poked at the fire. He saw me, smiled, and motioned for me to take a seat at the table. I waited, wrapped up in discomfort, afraid to break the tension that had settled between us.

      We sat in a kitchen, full of windows and cheerful natural light, just the three of us, while we waited for the kettle to whistle and Imogen to pour hot water over our peppermint leaves before handing them to us.

      When that was done, after I felt like I had memorized every feather on every rooster painted on the wall before me, Imogen finally sat. “Thank you,” she said. Her voice was soft, cracking with the force of her emotion. “We were not prepared for this flare of her sickness. We had to run to town, to the sanatorium, and get…” her voice trailed off. “She should not have been alone, but we had no choice. I am glad you came. I am glad you cared for her. It eased her.”

      I had not expected this. I was old enough to know when I stumbled into something I was not meant to be privy to, and whatever was wrong with Ianthe was that exactly. I toyed with my mug, watching the tea leaves float in the water. None of us were drinking. Imogen and Ben looked weary, dark circles around their eyes. “What is wrong with her?” I finally asked, tired of the quiet.

      They exchanged a look that spoke volumes. An entire conversation in a glance. Finally, Ben sighed and shrugged one shoulder. “She’d find out sooner or later, Imogen.”

      It was then that I saw Imogen lose the war she’d been waging with her emotions. Her shoulders drooped even more, and she covered her face with her hands. The force of her sobs shook her. Ben stood and pulled his wife into his arms.

      “Ianthe has consumption,” Ben said over Imogen’s crown.

      I ran the words through my mind. I knew of consumption. It was a horrible, slow, wasting illness, and incredibly catching. Those with consumption were often sent to a town in the foothills of the Teeth, where the air was thinner and purer. It was thought to aid them in their struggle against the illness. There was, however, a small sanitarium in Grove, to treat cancers and the like, and doubtlessly a few consumptive patients as well, though they were quiet about it. The fear of the illness was so great, anyone known to have it was driven out as soon as it was discovered they were ill. Ianthe would be no different.

      But if Ianthe had consumption, this was the first I’d heard of it, and I was certain no one else knew, either, likely save Annie and Jasper. It was a terribly well-kept secret, fiercely guarded.

      “She’s had it since she was a small thing, a toddler. Shine keeps it from spreading to other people and helps control her symptoms and pain, but sometimes the consumption flares up. This treatment is an experiment, Cassandra. Without it, she’d have died years ago. We didn’t know if it would work, and it’s Fate’s blessing that it seems to be, though we do not know for how long. There are a few other patients in the territory being treated this way,” Imogen said, wiping her tears away with her hands. Ben watched her carefully. She sounded like she was trying to convince herself that she was doing the right thing. Her voice had a note of desperation I did not like. “We had to leave her alone for a few hours because we didn’t have any crude shine in the house, and we had to visit the healer that supplies us.”

      “But if she drinks shine…” my voice trailed off. I knew what that meant. Those who drank undiluted shine were addicts. That meant my friend was an addict. Addiction was nearly as fatal as consumption. Were they trading one death for another? Tears pricked my eyes. I pictured Ianthe in a casket, being lowered into the ground, and I wanted to scream.

      “Cassandra,” Ben said, kneeling before me. “Sometimes what you crave, can also hurt you. Do you understand? The shine keeps her strong enough to fight the consumption, but in order to keep her alive to do that, we must make her an addict and sometimes her body fights against both, the consumption and the shine. Her life is a battle, darling, and no battle is ever beautiful.”

      I nodded, but I was ten, and I did not understand. Not truly. I decided it was time for me to leave, that I would check on her in the morning. Imogen held me close. “You are a good friend,” she said.

      Years later, I would comprehend their secrecy. It was a horrible decision for them to make, to decide which way they wanted their daughter to die, and still wanting their child to be a person in the world while she had life in her. I understand. To have a few more precious years with someone who sets my soul on fire, I would do absolutely anything.

      I did not tell Annie what I had seen, though I suspect they already knew. I knew Annie often gave Imogen extra shine, taking some from our monthly allotment for them to use. Now, I knew why. Still, I couldn’t talk about it. I didn’t want to give this tragedy the gift of my voice. I didn’t want to make it real by speaking of it.

      I made time every day to stop by Ianthe’s house, to care for her at least for an hour. Her parents seemed to appreciate my ministrations. When Ianthe finally did wake up and start regaining her health, I regaled her with the stories my father had told me about the war before time, and the goddess who laid down her life to stop the fighting, creating mountains of her bones, and stories of the trickster wolves, and anything else I could think of.

      I kept her company, helped her through more coughing fits, and tried to keep her mind on anything but the battle raging just beneath her skin. I did not ask her questions, and I did not demand speech. I just sat beside her on the bed and lent her my company.

      I did not truly understand the tragedy of her plight until those days spent perched beside her on the bed, watching while she coughed up her life, helpless to do anything to stop it. While my own secrets were terrible and important to keep, they were at least known between our two families. I had some small safe haven here, in this pocket of the world, where I might be who I was without worrying about any prying eyes. Ianthe had been suffering alone. I could not fathom how hard that must have been, to be ill, and have no one to share it with.

      And still, that fucking Boundary crept into my thoughts. If it were down, if we could but travel to the other side of it… There was an entire world out there with information about consumption. Perhaps there was someone who knew how to treat this terrible illness, and we may never know it because we could not travel beyond the Boundary, not without permission. As far as I knew, no one ever got permission unless they worked directly for Shine Company, and even then, how would we get any specialists in?

      “Cassandra,” she whispered one afternoon. “You will not tell anyone, will you?”

      “Of course not,” I said. It had not even been a thought in my mind.

      “Oh, Cass,” Ianthe smiled at me. It was, perhaps, the saddest smile I had ever seen.

      Her illness gave me something to think about, and I would spend hours upon hours in Annie’s small garden doing just that. Annie must have known something was on my mind, but she never pressed me. Never forced me to speak, just let me sort through my thoughts and emotions while I turned the earth.

      One afternoon, I was in the herb garden watching butterflies flit from plant to plant while bees buzzed in the heather around me. The day was peaceful, and perhaps it was that peace that finally stirred me to speak. Annie handed me a small knife and pointed at one of the thyme bushes. I began trimming it down, getting enough to hang in the cabin. Already, our small home smelled wonderful, fragrant and full of earth due to all the bundles we had hanging from the rafters. “Annie,” I said. “Did you know that Ianthe—"

      Suddenly Jasper and Jack appeared from the fields, both flushed, harried, and covered with dirt and sweat. “What’s wrong?” Annie asked, instantly alert. For a moment, I was forgotten.

      “We found shine,” Jasper said, his voice the barest whisper a whisper, as though even out here he was afraid of being overheard and afraid of what it would mean if he was.

      It was the worst possible thing for him to say.

      Before any of us had the chance to discuss it further, we heard the clomp-clomp of horses on the road, coming closer. Annie shielded her eyes from the sun and brushed her hands off on her apron.

      “Get out of here,” she hissed at her husband and son. “I don’t know who this is. Likely it’s no one important. There is no way anyone knows about the shine. Get out of here and let us deal with whoever is coming to knock on our door.” Jasper nodded, and quickly he and Jack disappeared. Better if it was just the two of us. Better for whoever was approaching to fall upon a quaint family scene, women tending a garden, nothing more. It would color things nicely. We weren’t dangerous. No one could mistake us thus.

      Shine. Jasper had found shine.

      That knowledge chased itself around my mind, over and over again until I was dizzy with it.

      I set about trimming the thyme. I tried to appear calm. Annie, beside me, was stiff and wooden, hands white-knuckled on her small knife, lips pressed tight. She was trembling.

      “It’s lawmen,” Annie whispered after looking over her shoulder at the two approaching horses. I stood and turned to face our visitors. They both rode fine horses, brown and thickly muscled. I longed to touch them. “Be calm. Nothing is wrong. Nothing is wrong.” I wasn’t sure if she was trying to convince herself, or me.

      “Ho!” A voice called.

      “Hello, gentlemen,” Annie replied. She sounded positively sunny. No hint of worry evident. “I’m afraid Jasper and Jack are out in the fields, and Harriet is in town, working in the general store. It’s just me and the girl here right now. What brings you this far out?”

      One of the men stopped his horse and got down in one graceful motion. He had emerald hair and eyes, and thin lips. He was young and assessing. I watched him take in the cabin, the garden, our dirty hands, and dusty clothes. He dismissed Annie and settled his gaze on me.

      His pistol glinted on his hip when his leather duster shifted, small vials of shooting shine lining his belt. Hardly anyone had the money for a shotgun, or the shine required to shoot such a thing. The fact that he had one meant he had company weapons, company money, company authority. He was important, and that frightened me.

      My mind drifted to the guns that Jasper had hidden in the floorboards of our house and I forced myself to focus on the lawmen and their horses. Forced myself to think of anything but the anxiety that was filling me up like so much winter.

      The green man’s companion stayed on his horse, silent and hulking, watching us from on high, though I had no doubt he was similarly outfitted.

      “Sorry to bother you, ma’am,” the lawman said, tipping his hat. He did not sound sorry. His voice was low and grating, and I hated him instantly. “We’ve come to talk to the girl.”

      “Cassandra? She’s but a child. There couldn’t possibly be anything she knows that you don’t.”

      “There’s been some unusual activity nearby. Seeing as how she’s the outlaw’s get, we think it might be worth checking up on her. Perhaps she’s been visited by the man. Mayhap she knows something, even if it’s small.”

      We knew this would happen sooner or later, and I understood my role. I needed to be a child. I needed to protect myself with the armor of ignorance.

      “She hasn’t seen her father in years. He dropped her off here and hied off to the mountains soon as the sun rose again,” Annie said. It was a lie, and the way the lawman’s eyes twitched made me think that he saw it for what it was.

      “All the same, miss, we are under orders. We can question her here, or take her with us. Will you give us any trouble?” He shifted, the sun catching the pistol on his hip. Doubtless, he had his gun loaded with the stuff. In an instant, he could fire, and then what?

      The moment grew teeth.

      “It’s fine,” I said. I knew how this would end. “Let them question me. I’d rather do it here.”

      I did not know that everything was about to change. These men with their horses and their guns had brought the next phase of my life with them.
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      He couldn’t sleep. Rose gave him a room, shared with Chris, and he spent the whole night tossing and turning. Finally, he decided to get up and walk his restlessness off. Do something besides wiggle the bed while the big man next to him snored himself stupid.

      Rose, as it happened, seemed to run some kind of way station. A place for a person to stop on their way from wherever they had been, to wherever they were going. It didn’t feel like a way station to him, though. It felt like a mausoleum. The place where the lies he’d filled himself up with died.

      His mind was as jittery as his body.

      Arlen made his way into the main room, where he’d eaten dinner, and took his time walking around, before staring into the shine fire that threw off so much welcome heat, but still couldn’t quite manage to reach into the depths of his frozen soul. His eyes moved up, fixed on the antlers hanging above the fireplace before moving to the pictures hanging on the surrounding walls. Paintings, all beautifully done. One, in particular, caught his attention, a sunset over a mountain valley, hemmed in by steep, unforgiving cliffs, thick brushstrokes and clots of paint giving the scene texture as well as vivid color. His artist’s eye studied the work, fascinated by the technique.

      “Your ma’s,” Rose said suddenly.

      Arlen jumped, shoulders stiff. “I don’t—"

      “Don’t bother with denying.” Rose waved a hand in the air and shoved a mug of tea into his hand. Peppermint. He breathed in the heady aroma and sipped. Felt it burn his tongue. “I know Chris as well as I know myself by this point, and I see his features written all over you. The only reason you’d be out here with him is if you knew it too. So yeah, that’s your ma’s work. She was a hell of a painter. Had a romance with sunsets.”

      “Were you… Did you know her?”

      “Not well.” Rose sat in one of her sturdy wooden chairs. “They lived way out where no one could reach them. Only saw them occasionally, when they’d come barter supplies off me. She was nice. She was never comfortable out here, though.”

      “Why not?” Arlen asked.

      “Didn’t know her well enough to be able to answer that.” Rose paused. Sipped her tea. “There wasn’t a drop of shine in her. Something about her seemed to refuse to let it in. Everyone else, they turn after being here a while, eating our food, drinking our water, all of it shine touched. It changes our coloring. Lila never did. Lived out here for years and never saw one streak of shine appear in her hair or eyes. Don’t know what it was about her. Probably never will.”

      Arlen sat down, put his mug on the table, and ran his hands over the scarred surface. He didn’t know what to say, so he waited while Rose collected her thoughts, and then continued her story.

      “When Chris hightailed it out of there, I brought the paintings here, so at least they’d have a place to be seen. That’s what I’ve always thought about her art. Some art a person does for themselves. Some art needs to be seen. Lila painted her soul into these pictures. Beautiful, complex woman. Too soft for this hard world. But you know what they say about soft people, right?”

      “No, what do they say about soft people?” Arlen asked. Rose curled her lips a bit, a small smile. Just enough of one to put him at ease.

      “Just because you are soft does not mean you aren’t a force,” she held her finger in the air. “That was Lila. She was soft, but she was a force. She could make a grown man tremble. She always wanted to both change the world and lose herself in it. She hated Shine Territory. Hated what it did to people. Hated how it changed things. Like you.”

      “Me?”

      “Those kids in the mine. A man don’t get that upset about something like that if he don’t have a soul. You’ve got a measure of freedom, Arlen, but be careful. Freedom is a wolf, and it will eat your heart.”

      The night stretched between them, made itself comfortable. The frogs outside were loud, so very, very loud. He focused all his attention on them, tried to pour all of himself into the act of listening. He’d been too anxious. Too much had happened. In the space of a few days, everything he’d ever known, everything he’d ever thought, was turned on its head. He needed time. Time to breathe. Time to listen to the frogs and think of nothing but their songs. Time to stare at the stars, and ponder what mysteries lay between them.

      He just needed time.

      “You’re not in an easy place,” Rose said. “See lots of men coming and going through here, all of them broken in some way. That crack is running right through the middle of you. It’s not an easy thing, to see the world the way it is and love it anyway. What are you going to do, Arlen? Go back to the life you left on that train, or keep going?

      “You could leave now. Chris will sleep most of the day away. Always does when he’s here. You could pick yourself up and walk right out that door, give no one your never mind. Don’t owe a soul a Fate-damned thing. Go south along the base of these mountains and you’ll walk right past Grove. Right to your sister’s house. From there, you could go anywhere. Be anyone.

      “Or you could continue on with Chris. You’ll survive it, but you won’t recognize yourself at the end.”

      He could feel that knowledge sinking into his bones and carving itself on his heart. Keep going. Discover the place where this entire conflict began. Find the start of his story. Or turn now, and live a peaceful, happy life, relishing his ignorance. Go back to what he knew.

      Ignorance took too much energy to maintain.

      “What is this place?” He asked Rose, changing the conversation, and he was glad when she let him.

      “My homestead. We came out here from the east. Came to farm and fill ourselves up with the land. Got closed in when Matthew created the Boundary. Weren’t given a choice in the matter, and ended up trapped here like everyone else. No one asked us if we wanted to be stuck here forever.” She folded her arms over her breast as though hugging herself. “We did the best we could. Harold, my husband, got crushed in a mining accident, and I stayed. Turned our house into an inn for wandering souls. For people of the in-between, like us. Those who don’t have a place in this world. Everyone is safe here. This is sanctuary. This is sacred ground. In this place, I am the god, and I mark all your souls.”

      Her words had a force to them, but she sounded tired. So very tired.

      “Outlaws stay here?”

      Rose glared at him. “Those who need to know where I’m at, do,” she finally said. It was both an answer and not an answer at the same time. Arlen understood why. It was quite a risk to hand so much information to a man who was still dressed in a company suit.

      “Where is he taking me?” Arlen asked.

      “Don’t rightly know,” she said. “Can’t puzzle out Chris’s logic. Stopped trying years ago.” She studied Arlen. “If you could go anywhere, where would you end up?”

      “I… don’t know. Everything is different now. Yesterday the answer would have been easy.”

      Rose heaved out a sigh and stood, rubbing at a spot on her lower back. “Go to bed, boy,” she said, pulling herself to her feet. “Listen to the frogs, and let them sing you to sleep. You’ll need what rest you can get.”

      He trundled off to his bed and, despite himself, fell into a quick, deep sleep.
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      “Come on,” Christopher whispered, his hand rough on Arlen’s shoulder. “Get up, damn you.” The sun was painting the room yellow through the lace curtains.

      “What?”

      “We’ve got to go. Now. I’ve packed our stuff, but we have to head out. The law just showed up.”

      That got Arlen to his feet. He could hear voices in the belly of the house. Smell food and frying meat. Hunger was a clenched fist in his gut. “No time,” Chris said, his stomach audibly groaning. “Rose gave us some provisions. Put your boots on and let’s go.”

      This was his moment, Arlen realized. The law was right there, on the other side of the wall. Nothing between him and the life he knew but a door. He glanced at the window. On the other side of that window was the great unknown. At the bottom of all that falling was an outlaw’s life and hard truths.

      Out there was his past.

      Chris watched him, violet eyes blazing. “You’ve got the way of it,” the outlaw said. “All you need to do is open that door and it’ll all be over. They’ll hang me, and take you back to your old life. I won’t stand in your way.” His words were punctuated by the muffled voices of the company men. Arlen’s old life. It would be so easy to open that door, to walk away. “What are you going to do, Arlen? Make your choice, and make it fast. Belly up with Fate. This is when you get to choose what haunts you.”

      He was right. Whatever he decided, no matter what he did, he would always be haunted by what-ifs, and if-onlys. He would always have ghosts. He was torn. Sundered. He could feel that rift inside of him, swelling, bursting. The great unknown opening up within him, devouring everything, leaving nothing but darkness edged with teeth, and a lifetime of questions.

      “Can’t wait forever, Arlen. Make your choice and make it quick.”

      “How will we get out of here?” Arlen finally asked, biting out the question.

      In answer, Chris threw open the small window, positioned a chair beneath it, and motioned for Arlen to shimmy through. Bracing himself, he pushed his head through, eyeing the drop. It would be a few feet. Not terrible, but it wouldn’t feel good, either. There was some standing water under the window, which would make some noise as he landed, but it was a risk they had to take. There was no other escape. They couldn’t stay here, with lawmen on the other side of that door. “Quiet,” Chris hissed. “Lower yourself down slowly. I’ll hand you the pack.”

      Arlen put his hands on the window, shimmied through it, and hung for a moment, angling his feet so he’d fall in the quietest spot, a clump of tall grass just below, near the foundation of the house. Hopefully, it would muffle the sound of his landing. The impact jarred his feet, up through his knees, stabbing into his hips. A second later, the pack landed beside him. He strapped it to his back. Then, Chris followed, landing just to the side of Arlen.

      No sooner had they dropped than a door to the cabin opened and loud voices filled the air. Arlen’s heart pounded beneath his ribs. Lawmen. Had they come outside because Arlen and Chris had been heard, or had they gone outside to enjoy the morning? It was impossible to know.

      Chris mumbled a curse and, with a jab of his thumb, indicated the way they needed to go, toward the forest behind the house, and the mountains on which it grew. They bent double so the tall grasses would obscure them, and made their way carefully through the soggy ground. All Arlen wanted to do was run away from those voices, away from danger, but Chris kept the pace slow and steady, carefully considering each step so they’d make the least amount of noise. Still, Arlen’s feet got sucked into the muddy earth, the wet noises he made as he moved sounded loud as a scream. The voices faded the further they went. Arlen let out a relieved sigh when the forest swallowed them up, hiding them from prying eyes.

      Finally, they were well within the forest, and Chris angled them, not straight up the mountain that the forest sat on the edge of, but a bit to the north, skirting the side of that steep slope. “Where are we going?” Arlen asked, breath sawing in his lungs.

      “Hush,” Chris hissed. “I think we left them behind, but maybe they had people out here. Maybe someone’s waiting.”

      Obediently, Arlen closed his mouth, sensing the tension radiating off of Chris. He hadn’t thought about people out here, waiting, but now that Chris mentioned it, anxiety filled him up.

      Chris stepped into a small stream and motioned Arlen to do the same. A few minutes later, he pointed at a tree and then motioned that he wanted Arlen to stay there while he doubled back, likely to hide their tracks.

      Later, after more of this stopping and starting business, Chris apparently deemed them safe, and finally spoke. “Thank you.”

      “For what?” Arlen asked.

      “For picking me,” he said. “You don’t owe me anything and still—”

      “I picked answers. I chose myself,” Arlen said. “I want to know what only you can tell me.” Overhead, the first clouds of a storm were approaching. He could already smell rain in the air. Already taste it.

      Chris winced as though Arlen had slapped him. “That’s fair, I suppose.”

      There was no more talking after that. No more shared words. They picked up the pace, racing through the trees toward a point Arlen could only guess at.

      The first fat drops just fell when he saw it. A small log cabin nestled in a clearing between thick pines. All the way out here. Not even a wagon trail going to it, but the clearing was kept free of debris, obviously due to recent labor. A stack of logs was cut and leaning under the eaves on the western facing wall. There was what looked to be an old chicken coop, no longer useful, sitting off to the other side. A falling fence, the wood split and eaten through, sat on the eastern side of the house.

      The cabin itself looked like any would. A door in front, closed tight. Two small windows, and a stone chimney. It was small and quaint, but very homey. “This is yours,” Arlen said, stepping forward. Studying it. Chris hung back in the trees, watching, saying not a word as Arlen made his slow journey around the property.

      He could picture it, was the surreal thing. Picture this house and the family who lived here. All the way out in the wild, alone, but happy together, with nothing but nature and each other for company. A fire burning in the hearth. Dinner cooking over it. Children running around. Fresh meat from the latest hunt. Yes, he could see it. He could see a person being happy here. He could see a family finding sanctuary here.

      He walked further, looking at the small paddock, probably built for horses. There was a rusted wagon falling apart nearby. A small cellar under the house dug out and then covered up with boards, likely storage for root vegetables and salted meat.

      Further, he saw a patch of what had probably been a garden once. A few herbs still growing there. Mint, mostly, taking over the space.

      Someone had loved this place once.

      His heart ached.

      He almost fell upon it by accident, nearly hidden by all that sprawling mint. Three graves, side by side. Names carved into the stones that marked them. Poppies. Flowers cut and tied with a ribbon.

      Lila.

      Alice.

      Harmony.

      It happened all at once. There was no slow tear. No building quake. No storm on the horizon. It was just him and one endless, incredible, torrential rupture. He was the great boiling earth. There was nothing left to him. Nothing left to fight. Nothing left to argue with. No more delusions, no more wondering.

      He fell to his knees on his own grave. The grave his parents had dug and buried all of his small things in. The place where so many dreams had died and a life of lies was born. He knelt there and became undone.

      His distressed cry tore its way out of him, its claws digging into his throat before thrusting itself into the world in a bloody, anguished birth. He screamed loud enough to shatter the world. Mountains were moving inside of him. The landscape was shifting. Lava was surging up through the crust of his soul.

      His dead mother. His dead baby sister. His own grave.

      Strange, how a body doesn’t have to bleed or break to experience a fatal wound. All his scar tissue was pulling apart, and in an instant, he felt like there was nothing to him but emptiness and pain. If a man fell apart alone in the woods, would he make a sound?

      But he wasn’t alone.

      Hands.

      Arms.

      A body pulling him tight.

      “It’s okay,” Chris whispered into his hair. “It’s okay to feel. It’s okay to break. It’s okay to tear yourself apart.”

      He was given permission, and he took it. Sometimes all a person can do is cry, and shake, and rail at the world. He sat there, held by his father, over the graves of the family he never knew, and screamed out his injustice at a world that did him wrong.

      An entire life, stolen from him.

      An entire family, stolen from him.

      And why? He’d been able to dodge that question before. Been able to pretend that all of this was one big adventure, that it was someone else’s story he was living, not his own. Now, however, he could no longer do that. He was kneeling on his own grave. There was no avoiding it anymore. “Why did he take me?” Arlen asked.

      It was still raining, but neither of them seemed inclined to find shelter. That house would be hard to walk into, Arlen knew. Hard to walk into, and not see everything he didn’t have. He’d been raised by the wealthiest man in the world, and he envied this log cabin life in a way he’d never known a person could envy. It was a kind of hollowed-out want that lit him on fire.

      The house was empty, just like he was.

      “He didn’t like that your mother settled down out here with me. He didn’t want her with a poor settler with a lackluster future. Said I was dangerous. Said I’d do nothing but drag her down. But Lila had her own mind, and she settled out here anyway. It took some adjusting. She had you, and we all made the long, long journey to the nearest transfer office to tell her pa the news. It was a risk. Even then, I was wanted for what I’d done at the shine refinery, but she said her pa deserved to know he was a grandfather, and so we went.” Chris sighed. He looked like he was reliving all this. Like at the end of the story, he’d be mourning her all over again.

      “He came out here as fast as he could. We showed him where we lived, and he was… appalled, I guess. He passed it off as worry, and we believed him. He had valid arguments, Arlen. If something happened, we had some shine, but we knew pretty early on it wouldn’t work on you. The nearest healer was a day or more away, even longer if we went by cart. If you were sick or injured, you’d likely die before we got to one. He pointed out that there was no school nearby, no other kids. Plus, I was on the wrong side of the law, and the only reason I was still free was because his daughter loved me enough to tie her life to mine. Matthew wouldn’t do anything to harm her, even if it meant letting me live free. He knew we were destitute and that wouldn’t change. I couldn’t get honest work, no matter how hard I tried. What kind of life is that for a babe?

      “We wanted what was best for you. Back east, he could give you everything you could ever need. He’d bring you out here every summer to spend the months with us. You’d get the best life could offer you, and we’d still see you for a few months each year. In Matthew Esco, we saw the chance to give you more. I shouldn’t have trusted him. I knew better. I was a fool.”

      Another pause. Long and drawn out.

      “He tried to get Lila to go back to Union City with him, but she refused to leave me behind. They had a terrible row, and I think something about that changed Matthew. Maybe he thought he’d lost his daughter for good, best to move on to the next generation and groom you as his heir.

      “So, he took you, and then a few months later, he said you died. I didn’t hear about Matthew Esco’s son until just before you came out here. Maybe a few weeks before. Rumor started to spread that the big man’s son was coming this way, and I thought, at first, it couldn’t be. There was no way Lila had a brother. I would have known. And then I got to thinking and I knew I couldn’t let this opportunity pass without seeing you. Without knowing, for sure, who you were.

      “I don’t know why he did it, Arlen. I don’t know why he took you. I don’t know why he stole twenty years of your life from me. Sure, I have theories, but I don’t know. It nearly broke Lila. He was her father, and still, he did that to his own daughter, stole Lila’s firstborn, and then lied about your death. What kind of monster does that?”

      Rain was falling faster now. Harder. Washing away all Arlen’s tears. All the hurt and pain, leaving him cold and numb.

      “So now what?” Arlen asked.

      “I don’t know,” Chris admitted.
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      Cassandra is pacing.

      I have never seen her in such a state. She is nothing but motion. She is focused on a distant point I cannot see, red-rimmed from weeping, though I have not witnessed her at it. She paces across our room and I watch, helpless. Her skirts swish around her feet. Her hands are folded together, fingers tangled. She is pale, and when she stops moving, her lips are pulled tight.

      She is a leaf caught in a storm.

      I try to watch her, but I am wheezing, and the pain of it makes my eyes water and my vision swim.

      She has kept me carefully ignorant of whatever it is that is bothering her. I know she does this to protect me, but I am ill, not daft. I know she leaves at night and comes back wracked with sorrow. I heard her scream yesterday when I was sitting outside.

      I cough. It starts small, and turns into an earthquake, ravaging the shell of my body, dimming my vision. I press my kerchief to my lips and try not to see how much blood is staining it now. My lungs bubble. I gasp like a fish caught on land. Cassandra pounds her fist against my back and a bubble of bright blood dislodges and spills down my gown.

      I try not to see the tears on Cassandra’s cheeks. I try not to taste my own fear. My mouth is full of the coppery tang of blood.

      I cannot even lift my hands from my lap anymore. Cassandra takes a rag out of the nearest basin, rings it out, and presses it against my brow. Somehow, I manage to put a few drops of shine on my tongue. Instantly, the shine makes me feel better, gives me enough of a high to dull the pain.

      Cassandra watches me carefully, and then begins her pacing again, biting on her thumbnail while she does it. Outside, the town is in an uproar, people shouting, carts moving about, hammers pounding away as something is being built. It is the sound of life, edged with fear. Occasionally Cassandra looks out the window, onto the street below. She whispers words I cannot hear and I wonder if she is praying, begging Fate for a boon.

      I cough again, and the world goes dark. I wake to Cassandra holding me against her chest, swearing up a storm while she presses her bee-stung lips against my cheeks. If I could, I would carry the feel of her with me into forever.

      “I’m okay,” I try to say, but all that comes out is blood, blood, and more blood. I did not know I was so full of life. It is pouring out of me with every gasp.
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      You have asked me about my father. I’m not sure which father you wish to know about. Matthew Esco was one kind of father. He raised me. He saw me into manhood. He made sure I had everything I’d ever want or desire. He lied to me from the first moment he saw me.

      Christopher Hobson came into my life like a forest fire, burning everything down, leaving me to scatter the ashes.

      What makes a father? I’m not sure. I don’t know if I will ever know the answer to that question. Is Matthew Esco my father because he was in my life longest? Or was Christopher Hobson my father because he sired me and risked everything to get me back, even after all these years?

      Is family blood, or bonds?

      Or is it both?

      You keep asking me about my father.

      You have not told me what a father is, and so I cannot answer your questions.
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      The company man sat me down on a nearby stone, a large gray thing perched in the shade of a tree. Annie stood nearby, wringing her hands on her apron, glaring daggers whenever anyone looked at her, but she stayed silent and watchful. The man took a paper from his belt and flashed it at me so I might see the wax and the governor’s seal pressed into it. He then handed it to Annie and explained that it contained his orders, sent directly from the governor of Shine Territory himself.

      I did not listen to them, and so I do not know what the orders said. The other man, blue as the sky, watched me from high upon his horse while his companion spoke with Annie. I heard her startled gasp. It was all I needed to know. Annie was surprised, probably that the orders had come from such a lofty place. Surprised that someone so high would have men sent out specifically for me.

      I tried to center myself while they spoke, tried to calm my racing heart and still the panic brewing within me. I did not want to show them how frightened I was. So, I watched butterflies flit from flower to flower in the field that surrounded our cabin, wings bright yellow in the midday sun. Bees, their small bodies dusted with pollen, buzzed here and there. In the midst of it all, I sat still, hands folded demurely in my lap while my fate was decided by men who spoke with the governor’s authority and had pistols decorating their belts. I watched blue jays alight from the tree next to me, and watched as they faded into the sky. I envied them their wings.

      Life always goes on, doesn’t it? There I sat, one small girl in the center of everything I knew nothing about, vulnerable and all but alone, and yet the only thing I could think of was that, no matter what happened to me, birds would always fill the sky, bees would always collect their pollen, and butterflies would always flirt in meadows.

      I wanted to be like the butterflies, though with knives for wings.

      Finally, after some manner of haggling, the green man stood before me and the blue one got off his horse and wandered toward the house, doubtless to inspect it. Annie grumbled. “Door’s right there. Whatever you poke at, you put right back,” and he disappeared into our cabin to search our things.

      He would find nothing. We were careful.

      “Cassandra,” the green man said. I never did learn his name. “There is no need to be frightened. We are sent to ask you some important questions. You must be honest. You mustn’t lie. If you lie, we will have no choice but to take you with us, away from this place and these nice people.”

      “Yessir,” I whispered. I was frightened. I did not have to fake the quiver in my voice. There I was, facing these big men with their fine horses and polished guns, and me being no older than ten. Even the governor, a man who lived a few hours’ train ride away, had heard of me. It was impossible for me not to feel cowed by the situation.

      “What do you know of your father?” The green man asked. “Christopher Hobson.”

      “Only what Annie has already told you,” My voice vibrated like a plucked string. I squeezed my hands together, focused on my fingers. “He took me here when my ma died, and then left. Said a girl needed to learn how to be civilized.”

      “How did you get through the Boundary?” I believe he asked me this to trip me up, to catch me unawares.

      “I do not think we did, sir. I do not remember passing through any Boundary. I have heard tell it makes people terribly sick, and I was never sick. We came from the north.”

      There was a beat of hesitation. “Do you know where Christopher is?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Does he visit you?”

      “No, sir. I have not seen him since the day he left me here.” It was when I answered this question that I remembered the small box of trinkets I kept beside my pallet in the loft. It was full of unassuming treasures to anyone else, buttons and ribbons, a mirror, a comb, but to me, it held the world. It was all the things my father left me by our messenger stone each month. I was terribly afraid that the man inside would find it, and take it with him, and then I would lose everything that connected me to my father.

      “Did he ever speak to you of violent activities, damages, or plans to create damage?”

      “Sir, I was five when he left me, and I had just lost my mother. He did not speak of anything that I can remember.”

      Silence weighed heavily between us. I felt him study me, and I endeavored to not show him how much his penetrating stare unnerved me. Soon, the other man was out of the cabin, shaking his head. “Nothing,” was all he said.

      “This isn’t the end of it,” the green man said, turning to Annie. A chill worked through me, a sense of foreboding that made me cold in a way I never had been before. “The governor gave us orders to watch over this house. Christopher Hobson might not be here now, but he’s in the territory, and we’ll keep watch on his get until he comes sniffing around to check up on her.”

      “He won’t,” Annie said.

      “What red-blooded man wouldn’t look in on his only daughter?” the company man replied, his voice casual, utterly unperturbed.

      “She’s just a child! She doesn’t deserve this!” Annie shouted. She laid into them then, shouting about terrorizing a small frontier family, and a young girl at that. She called them bullies and harangued them until they were on their horses and well away from this place.

      “He knew something wasn’t right,” Annie said, pulling me into her arms after they’d left. Her whole body was shaking. I felt her lips press against my crown. “He didn’t know what, but he knew it was something. They could have taken you, Cass, and what could I have done? They could have taken you.” She said that last bit over and over again. They could have taken me. They would have if ought but the smallest thing had been amiss.

      “They will be more careful now,” I said. “We will be watched.”

      “I am afraid so.” Annie wiped her hands on her apron and stared at the sky. Wisps of violet hair fell from her bun and tickled her shoulders. At moments like this, I realized how similar she looked to my father. The same nose. The same eyes. The same proud jawline. The same quiet strength. “We will have to be careful, Cassandra. Finish cutting the thyme, and then help me start supper.”

      I wanted to ask about the shine Jasper and Jack had found. But Annie seemed content to let it be, and so I left it.

      Later, when the sun was setting, Japer and Jack ambled in from the fields. They were both dirty, and covered in sweat, stinking the place up. “What happened?” Jasper asked Annie as he dumped a ewer of water over his head just outside the door.

      “Never mind that,” Annie replied. “Tell me about the shine.”

      “We were digging a well,” Jasper said, rubbing himself off with a cloth. He sank onto a chair and grabbed a hunk of bread Annie set before him. “Struck shine. Isn’t that typically the way of it?”

      “So now what?” Annie asked. “The last thing we need is company men permanently on our land.”

      “Figure we can keep it secret,” Jack said. “Sell the shine, maybe. There are runners, you know. Just gotta get it to the train. People pay good gold for crude shine.”

      “I think we should give some crude to Ianthe. Though, we could use the money made from selling it. We barely made rent last month,” Jasper said, his voice soft. It warmed me that his first thought had been for my dearest friend.

      “Jasper,” Annie admonished. “You shouldn’t have—”

      “I know who my pa is,” Jack broke in. “I know he used to run shine and guns. People out there need crude. It’s far more powerful than the refined stuff, and the company doesn’t sell it. They hardly sell anything. Some folks skim some off the top, make a living as shine pirates. We won’t get much, but we’ll get enough. There are folks in town that could put us in contact.” He pointedly looked at his father.

      “And then we’ll be caught,” Annie said.

      “Annie, no matter how we cut it, we’re on the wrong end of this one. If we turn the shine over, likely they won’t believe we just found it and are doing right by them. You know how it goes. It happens a few times a year in the territory. Someone finds shine on their property, they inform the company men, and still, they are arrested, fined, or even killed in some cases. It’s the company’s shine. They’ll say we’re stealing from them, and being tied to Chris will only make it worse.” He groaned. “It’s not an easy place to be, but I say we keep it secret. Keep it hidden. As long as we keep their focus elsewhere, we’ll be fine. It would be nice to have our own stockpile. What if something happens? If things go belly up? We’ve got to be prepared.”

      I knew that I was what would keep the lawmen occupied, looking at the cabin and not at the fields, not at that hidden well of liquid gold Jasper and Jack had struck. It feared me terribly to know I would be bait. I also knew that I would be doing a great service for the people I loved, and that eased me. They would not let me come to harm.

      “But it will be discovered,” Annie reiterated.

      “Eventually. Possibly,” Jasper replied. “But no use worrying over it now. We’ve got time to chart our course. Don’t need to settle it all right now. Let’s eat.”

      The matter was settled, for a time. We tucked in to dinner. Jasper seemed relaxed, but I saw the tension in his muscles and the way he kept eyeing Annie across the table. I knew they would be talking late into the night, in their room or under the stars, somewhere we could just hear the hints of their words, whispers as soft as wind.

      Later that evening, when Annie was cleaning up after dinner with Harriet, I went outside to catch some air and run the activities of the day over in my mind. I heard the door open, heard Jasper’s measured footsteps crunching on the leaves and pebbles in the clearing before the cabin.

      “Cass,” he said, resting a hand on my shoulder. “Annie told me what happened. Are you all right?”

      This was what I loved most about Jasper. No matter how young I was, he always spoke to me as an adult, as a person who mattered with opinions and insights worth hearing. His gentle manner and obvious concern always made me feel special.

      “They just asked questions,” I said, picking at my shawl. I don’t know why I was so self-conscious, but his eyes were probing and I felt like he saw everything I didn’t want to show, like my newfound anxiety.

      “I’m surprised they waited this long,” he said. He scratched at the dark green stubble adorning his chin. “In truth, I’m surprised they were that gentle, considering…”

      “Considering?” I asked.

      He swallowed, seemed to come to a decision. “Cassandra, you know that not everyone likes the way things are, and some people act out, do dangerous things to try to change it. Your father is one of them. They’ll be watching us closely now. There will be more visitors and more questions, and now we’ll need them to focus on you so they don’t see what we are hiding in our fields. It’s a lot to ask of you.”

      “It’s okay. I understand,” I said. And I did. I understood why there was attention on me. I knew who my father was. With my him ghosting his way around the territory, making things hard for the company, of course, they would pin their hopes on finding him here, visiting his only child, if only to lurk in shadows or check in occasionally.

      “There’s something else I want to talk to you about. Imogen has decided to school Ianthe at home. She said you’d be welcome to learn at her table. Is that something you’d be interested in?”

      In truth, I hadn’t been to the school in town more than a handful of times after my accident. Annie needed help around the homestead, and though my injury happened years before, I was still very uncomfortable around the other kids. I was nervous about being attacked again, and when Ianthe wasn’t present, I felt exposed and anxious. Furthermore, I had problems reading, the letters always swimming across the page. I needed more attention than Miss Mary could afford me. I still longed to learn, but it seemed nearly impossible, given the obstacles arrayed before me.

      “I think that is a grand idea,” I told him.

      He smiled, the lines around his eyes easing. “You’ll spend each morning with Imogen, and midday, you will come home and help Annie. We will feel better knowing you are safe, and close, especially with all this going on.”

      And that’s what happened.

      I woke with the dawn and milked the cows with Jack before trudging with my board and some books to Imogen’s house. Imogen would inevitably have breakfast cooking, and fry cakes ready to eat. She’d slather them in syrup, and pour us tea, with drams of shine in hers and Ianthe’s. We would eat and speak of nonsense. Then we would clean up and begin our lessons.

      Lessons took place in the parlor. It was a large, grandly appointed room with huge windows. In the morning, light would paint the space gold. I loved those hours spent with our heads pressed together while we concentrated on our boards, our lessons. It was a brief respite from the tension that filled up our small cabin.

      As the days passed, I became aware of people poking about our property, which had us constantly on edge. They would stop by unexpectedly, sometimes in the afternoons, sometimes during the dead of night. We would hear them walking around, and would wake in the morning to Annie’s trampled herbs and fresh horse shit all over the clearing. I don’t think Annie slept much. I doubt Jasper did, either. At night, the company men could be anywhere and do anything. They could stumble upon our shine well, no matter how well Jasper and Jack hid it. They could learn our secrets.

      At night, we were not safe.

      I never understood why they were so obvious about their lurking. It seemed counterproductive to announce their presence and expect my father to wander on by as though nothing was amiss. They were fools.

      On some occasions, they would pull me aside, always different men, large and muscled, but never the same twice. This, I am certain, was so I would always be uncomfortable when they were around, always on edge, more prone to revealing my secrets.

      I kept myself away from the fields, which kept the lawmen from them as well. It was easy enough to do. Soon, this became a way of life. I’d go to Ianthe’s house in the mornings, and in the afternoons, I’d help Annie around the house, waiting for whatever the company men had planned for us this day. I almost forgot what it was to not be watched.

      While I bemoan how obvious the company men were, some of our visitors were sleuths. I would see footprints around the house, one in the mud, another under the eaves. I think the unpredictable nature of their watching was part of their goal. Keep us focused on the ones we could see and hear, so we might turn our backs on the real trespassers, the ones that knew how to caper about. Whatever it was, it kept me from easily going to the messenger stone each full moon to get the trinkets my father left me. It kept me from my only contact with him, and that I could not abide.

      My father and I exchanged trinkets at that stone once a month, come rain or shine, and we had done so for years. Neither of us had ever missed a month. Even when I had taken ill, I still made it out there with some treasure for him. Annie pointed out, the day after my first interview with the lawmen, that if I did not leave a bauble at the stone, Chris would likely think something was terribly wrong, and come out here to find out just what it was. That would be the worst possible thing that could happen. He’d walk right into the lawmen. It was exactly what they were expecting him to do. However, I could not sneak out of the house with them lurking around as they were. So, we had to devise a plan.

      It was decided that I should spend the night at Ianthe’s house. It would be easier to sneak away from there. Then, I could get to the stone, leave my trinket, and my father would not realize anything was amiss. He would stay hidden, and free, and so would the rest of us.

      I waited until it was well into the small hours before I snuck out. We shared her bed and had the curtains thrust open, silvery moonlight spilled into her room casting the darkness with its heavenly glow. I thought her to be asleep, and so I watched the moon rise, cutting away the night, until Ianthe’s steady breathing told me she was asleep. Then, I carefully slipped out of the bed and rummaged around in my pack until I found what I had brought to give my father.

      It was a small thing, but I put a lot of thought into it. I had picked some wildflowers from the meadow beside our house and pressed them within the pages of a book. I tied a violet ribbon around the stems, with a pretty bow. I wanted to give him a piece of the meadow I loved so much so he might carry it with him. I knew, as always, there would be another treasure left for me. I couldn’t wait to see what it was.

      So I crept across Ianthe’s room, careful to keep my feet from making any noise on the floorboards. “What are you doing?” she whispered.

      I stiffened. I did not want to lie to her. More, I could not lie to her. Even that young, I could not look into her eyes and keep anything from her. Ianthe was goodness personified. She shone. I did not want to diminish her. If there was anyone I could trust outside of my own family, it was her.

      I wrapped a shawl about my shoulders, and I told her what I was about, my words hushed and quick. I explained that this is why I had wanted to spend the night at her house. Instead of being hurt or upset with my revelation, with the fact that I was using her for my own aims, she clapped her hands.

      “An adventure! How marvelous! I have the terrible desire to do something positively audacious,” she said to me, her pale eyes dancing with mischief.

      “Why?” I asked, but I could not hide my smile. It was a night for secrets and recklessness. Even the moon wore a cat’s grin, and each of the stars seemed to be winking down on us.

      Ianthe shrugged. “What other opportunities will I have to run wild through the belly of the night? It is a moment, Cassandra. How many of them will I get? I must enjoy the ones presented to me.” We were young and so reckless. She stood, her sleep shift pooling around her feet. “I know how to get out of the house without alerting my mother.”

      “You will let me know if the walk is too taxing?” I asked, fear suddenly slicing through me. The walk was long, two hours each way. We would be gone most of the night, and with her illness, I was worried about overtaxing her.

      “Of course!” Ianthe laughed and waved a hand in the air. “Don’t worry about me, Cassandra. I am fine. This will be fun.”

      I followed Ianthe out of her house, creeping down the stairs on our tiptoes. We strapped up our boots, giggling behind our hands and listening for any sign that her mother might be awake. Then we slipped into the dark, running through the meadow with our fingers laced together, clouds of lightning bugs tickling our noses, and bullfrogs singing the dark away. In the distance, a wolf howled.

      It took a long time to get to the meeting stone, and I cherished every second of it. It was not the first time I had ever held Ianthe’s hand, but it was the first time I savored the feel of her and relished the squeeze of her fingers in mine. Every part of me was aware of every part of her.

      This is how I got around those who were set to watch our homestead. I looked forward to our adventure every month, those moments where it was just the two of us chasing each other, howling like wolves with aught but the moon as our witness. I cherished the journey as much as I relished the small baubles my father left for me at the stone.

      It wasn’t until I was fifteen that I saw the red cloth my father said he would leave in times of danger. It was not until I was fifteen that everything went so terribly wrong.
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      Standing in front of that cabin’s door felt like something out of a dream. Christopher pushed the door open and stood aside, allowing Arlen to enter on his own volition. It took time. That doorway was a mouth waiting to swallow him whole. Inside, all he could see was black. The memory of yesteryear lay heavy in the air like perfume.

      “Take your time,” Christopher Hobson, the outlaw, and his true father, said. “We can stand here all night if you need to.”

      “Is there…” Arlen’s voice trails off. He had no idea what he’d been about to ask.

      “Place was nearly cleaned out when I left. Rose took most of it down to her house. You saw the paintings. There are some things, though, that I’ve kept. That I brought back here. Things I want to show you.”

      Arlen felt like a ghost, a specter haunting the memory of a past he had no notion of.

      Ultimately, it was the rain that made his decision for him. All that rain and night falling, casting a darkness that seemed to reach all the way into his soul. He was cold. Cold, and hungry, so he steeled his nerves, and crossed the threshold. Let the yawning mouth of yesterday swallow him whole.

      The cabin was one room, not large, but large enough. There was a small bed pushed up against the back corner, a wooden table, a shelf nailed to the wall with some cooking pots and a few plates and bowls. The fireplace was large, and Chris made his way to it, grabbing a rock of shine from his pack. He set it down in the hearth amidst some logs he’d brought in with him. In an instant, the fire was lit, and the place was bright, warmth chasing away the damp.

      Whatever Arlen expected to see, he didn’t. It could have been any small cabin, on any mountainside. He wanted to feel something, some connection to this place. He wanted to be able to plant his feet on the ground and feel the call of home rattle his bones. He heard nothing but silence, though. Nothing but all that aching emptiness.

      Chris put his pack down on the table. “Shine Company doesn’t send anyone out here. I think Matthew leaves it off all the maps, to be honest, so the place where his daughter rests is left alone. He powerfully loved her, and likely that love still echoes in him somewhere. Doubtless, he knows that I still tend this plot when my heart allows me. This is neutral territory. I come back here between times. When I’m not doing… other things.” He moved to the shelf over the window, and pulled a small, carefully made wooden box down and set it on the table. Something about that box jangled Arlen’s nerves. “This here holds all the stuff I kept that was yours. All the stuff we didn’t bury. This was all I had to mark you as part of this world.”

      Arlen pulled out a chair and sat. He was exhausted. No, exhausted was too tame a word for what he felt. He was hollowed out. There was nothing left to him. And that carefully carved oak box was staring at him, the lid closed firmly and held in place with one small latch.

      He felt like he was facing a terrifying creature, with claws so sharp they didn’t even need to touch him to wound.

      “What do you do when you’re not here?” Arlen asked.

      The question was desperate, carved out of a deep longing to delay this moment. To put off what he knew he had come out here to discover. To not have to see everything he’d never known he’d had. He squeezed his eyes shut and felt a tear carve a path down his cheek. It was too much, being here, in this cabin, sitting at this table, all those memories etched into these walls, and that box with all its secrets right there, glaring at him.

      “I try to help the people the company ignores,” his father said, his voice low and rough. “I work with a group of people who live on the edge of the law. We try to make things hard on Shine Company. Maybe if working out here is more trouble than it’s worth, they’ll leave. I like to think I peddle in hope.”

      Silence spread between them. The table between Arlen and Christopher suddenly felt large enough to hold an ocean. An entire world. An entire life.

      “Son,” Christopher said, his voice a whisper, wine spilling between them on a dark evening. He sat in the chair across the table and pointed at the wooden box. “It’s time.”

      Arlen was shaking. His whole body, quaking. The moment drew out, grew sharp enough to cut.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Chris whispered. “Not unless you want me to. Do you want to be alone?”

      “No,” Arlen said, and that word, those two letters held together by nothing more than the thread of his yearning, unleashed all the tears he never knew he’s held. He wasn’t even sure what he was mourning. Who he could have been. Who he ended up being. The people he’d never known. All these lives bleeding their pain into the world. It all rose to the surface, tore down his carefully constructed walls, and all he could do was weep at the wreckage.

      Chris didn’t hold him. Didn’t wrap his arms around Arlen. Just sat there, a calm presence, face stony and closed, arms crossed over his chest as though he was holding himself together. Belatedly Arlen realized this couldn’t be easy for him, either. He’d spent his life thinking his eldest child was dead. So many lost years. So many unknowns.

      Three graves. Seeing those had been hard enough, but now, facing this box that held all he used to be, felt like his true battle and he was so unbelievably tired of fighting.

      But he had to know.

      He closed his eyes, dragged in one halting breath and blew it out from between clenched teeth. His hands were shaking as he ran them across the edges of that box. That vault. Strange, how something so harmless held the power to completely destroy him. This moment held all the tension of an explosion. He could already feel its shrapnel tearing him apart.

      It was just stuff.

      That’s all it was.

      Maybe if he repeated that enough, he’d start to believe it.

      “Come on, Arlen,” he whispered to himself. “You can do it.” The small sound the clasp made as he flipped it up seemed to echo like a bell in a cathedral.

      Another breath. Another beat of his heart. His eyes squeezed shut against whatever he would see and then… and then…

      It was time.

      The first thing he saw was a lace bonnet, small, obviously made for a baby. It was white and frilly, the fabric starting to go yellow with age. It must have taken an eternity to make. He took it out of the box with care, ran his fingers over the intricate work, and then set it gently on the table. Next, he pulled out a pair of tiny knitted baby shoes, made with yarn, soft and yellow. He studied them for a moment, one on each of his forefingers.

      So tiny, these things, created with such yearning. A person doesn’t go through the effort of making a bonnet, lace, and small shoes for an infant they don’t want. He’d been dreamed about. Hoped for. Loved, before he’d even taken his first breath.

      “Chris,” he said, the name garbled, a hiccup rather than a word.

      “Lila was really good at knitting and making things. She had a skill, Arlen. I never understood it, she’d focus on all those tiny details. She’d just sit in the light from the window, and work, humming under her breath. I’d watch while she turned thread into art. It was…” his voice trailed off. Arlen looked up and watched as Chris cleared his throat, ran his hands through his hair. “She loved you. She loved you more than I knew a body could love. We gave you to Matthew because we thought we were doing what was best, and that just about killed her. She was too sorrowful to do anything for weeks. She’d lay on that bed and sob, day after day. I offered to leave the territory. I offered to take Matthew up on his offer and move back east, back to Union City to be a family, but she wouldn’t have it.”

      “Why?” Arlen asked.

      “She wasn’t a woman built for the frontier, but she did love it out here, after a fashion. She loved the mountains, adored the sunsets. I think she always thought you’d come back. This place, it’s part of you.” Another pause. “I think she also knew that the city would damn near kill me. I wasn’t made for buildings and carriages. She tried to stay true to all of us, letting you have a better life while staying out here where I was rooted. You’d come back every summer. There was no reason to think you’d not.”

      “Until I died,” Arlen whispered, fingering the lace of the bonnet. So delicately made. Had it actually fit him once?

      “Until you died,” Chris said, leaning forward, propping his elbows on the table. “What else do you want to know, Arlen?”

      “How did you meet?”

      “I blew up the shine refinery in Freetown. She watched me do it. She didn’t turn me in. I made to run, and she helped me. That is really the beginning and ending of it. Didn’t know who she was until she told me. Told her pa that she’d die before she left me, or turned me in. She wasn’t one for empty words, and Matthew knew it, so he let her be. I think he figured she’d grow out of it. We were together less than a year before she got with child. After that, Matthew knew she’d never go back, never leave. He came out to visit, left us two vials of tonic so we could cross the Boundary if we wanted to. Lila kept them in this very box, but never spoke of them. She just put them in there and walked away.”

      “Where are they now?” Arlen asked.

      “When Lila and the babe died, I… I couldn’t be here anymore, Arlen. I drank one when I took Cassandra and crossed the Boundary. Lived out there for a bit over a year, nearly two years, I think. Then, I took the last one when I brought Cassandra back in to live with Annie.”

      “Why didn’t you send Cassandra to Matthew?”

      “This land is in her blood too. It’s part of both of your stories, and frankly, I don’t like the idea of children being with that… man. I met him once before, after a fashion. When I was barely a teen, just a few months after my family had arrived out here. It’s really both of our love for Lila that kept us from finishing each other off years ago. Matthew Esco is not what he seems.”

      Hard and biting, those words. Each one precisely sounded out, the ends of them cut off. Defiant.

      There was something else in that wooden box. One last treasure. A golden heart-shaped locket. He picked it up by the delicate chain and palmed the heart. The color had diminished over the years, become tarnished, but it was still finely wrought, if simple. Chris made a choked sound. “I forgot about that,” he whispered. His chair slid across the floor and the big man stood, turning his back on Arlen. On the room. On the past. His shoulders were shaking, and Arlen knew he was crying.

      He gave Chris his privacy and focused on the locket. It was engraved, the letters C + L on the front. He worked his nail in the groove and the heart opened, exposing a tiny portrait of his father on one side, some twenty years younger but unmistakably him. On the other, a photo of a woman stared back at him. She wore a stern expression, her full lips pulled tight. She had a heart-shaped face, and long, dark hair. He squinted at the person who had given him life and tried to imagine what she would look like now, so many years later. Tried to imagine what it must have been like to have a mother.

      It came to him suddenly, a vague memory of a portrait that had been in Matthew’s office. It was small, a black and white photo gone brown around the edges. The girl in the picture had been younger, with long black hair and a coquettish smile. Her dress had been well made. Her hands rested on a book. Arlen had asked after it once, and Matthew, instead of answering, had taken the portrait down and Arlen had never seen it again.

      His mother.

      He set the locket down and looked at the last thing in that box, hidden until now. A lock of black hair, tied with a satin ribbon.

      He laid out each of the objects on the table. The bonnet. The shoes. The locket. The hair. Laid them out in a row, and ran his fingers over them. Chris turned, his eyes moving over Arlen, before studying each one of those objects Arlen had laid out.

      The naked torment on Christopher’s face almost undid Arlen. “You are in so much pain,” he whispered. He hadn’t meant to give that thought voice, hadn’t meant to call all that agony into the room like an uninvited guest, a haunting presence. “Part of you is always here, isn’t it? Part of you is always watching me leave. Watching Lila die.”

      “My heart has broken into as many pieces as there are stars. I imagine that is why this hurts. It is not an easy thing, being torn so.”

      They stared at each other, eyes meeting, holding. The moment turned his soul into a lonely wolf’s cry, a rage against all that aching emptiness. The setting sun broke through the clouds and spilled between them like honey. Like fire.

      “I have buried so much of myself, I have turned my garden into a graveyard.”

      He didn’t know what to say to that. Didn’t know how to fill the quiet. Finally, the question just poured out of him, unexpected, with the edge of an accusation. “You blew up the shine wells two years ago,” Why was he poking at this wound? Hadn’t the man bled enough? But he had to know. He had to know what kind of person Christopher Hobson was. Had to know what kind of blood ran in his veins.

      Chris blew out a breath, covered his face with his hands, rubbing them over his eyes. “Had a man on the inside. He gave me the schedule. Some of the people who work on the wells move over to the mines every two weeks on a rotation. These wells were supposed to be empty. They were set to be serviced.

      “I hid in a workgroup for a few weeks, some sympathizers. We hijacked the wells, backed up the shine. On the last day, all it would take was a spark. One spark, and all that shine would,” he made an explosion sound. “I knew that destroying these wells would diminish the shine output enough to likely topple the company. No lives lost, and the company gone. How could I lose? It took a lot of planning, but I had the time to do it.

      “What I didn’t know was, a day before the explosion, there had been a collapse in one of the mines which blocked off one of the primary arteries. Luckily, no one was trapped down there, but with one of the main tears sealed off, they didn’t need more bodies in the mines. The rotation was put on hold. Men didn’t get moved off the wells until the blockage was cleared. By the time I realized what had happened, it was too late.”

      “You killed so many people,” Arlen whispered.

      “I lost some very good friends. I did not mean for that to happen. My goal, my only goal, is to get rid of the company. To give us our land back. We moved out here to be beholden to no one, not to be under the company’s thumb. I didn’t mean to lose people in the process. I didn’t mean to hurt anyone. That was never my intention.”

      “That’s a pretty big mistake.”

      “Shine Company speaks the language of money. That’s all they know. I wanted to say something using words they understand. Instead, I caused a tragedy. I thought I was doing the right thing. I thought I was a great liberator. I didn’t realize I was the villain in my own story until it was too late to change anything.”

      Arlen let Chris’s explanation sink into him. Night had ripened and the cabin was dark, save for the glow of the shine fire. Arlen fiddled with the lace on the bonnet, rubbing his thumb over it before sitting back in his chair. “Why am I here, Chris? I’m…” what was he? Lost? Confused? Overwhelmed?

      “My son,” Christopher said, sitting back down in his chair. “You’re my son.”

      “It’s time to speak plain,” Arlen said.

      “You want the truth, Arlen? You want to know why I dragged you all the way out here? Haven’t I already told you? I had to see you. I had to know if you were mine. Lila would have demanded it of me. She would have wanted me to lay eyes on our son, to see that he was alive and well, if not ours. Not anymore. I took you out here because it was time for you to come home, to meet the other side of yourself, to shake hands with your past.” He ran his hand through his hair; violet and messy, it fell around his shoulders. “I did this because no matter what else, I never stopped hoping, and I never stopped loving, and sometimes it really is as simple as that.”

      Arlen sighed. He didn’t know what to do with all of this. It was too much. It wasn’t enough. He was lost. Adrift. Deadwood floating in a foreign sea. He had no idea what waited for him over the next curve of the earth. No idea where the tide would pull him.

      “We need to eat,” Chris said. “Got some meat in the cellar.” He got up, and left the cabin, the door closing quietly behind him. Finally, Arlen was alone with the dark, with his thoughts. Just alone. The weight of it pressed down on him. Who was he?

      Chris came back with some meat, which he cut up and threw in a pot with some potatoes, sticking it over the fire to cook. Within minutes, the cabin smelled like stew, spices, and all things good, but Arlen wasn’t hungry. He wasn’t sure if he’d ever be hungry again.

      Neither of them spoke. There was a certain relief he found in the quiet.

      “Eat up,” Chris finally said, tucking into his stew.

      “Chris,” Arlen said. He hadn’t picked up his spoon yet. Hadn’t looked at his bowl. Just watched while the other man ate, juice dripping down his chin, catching in his beard. “What are you going to do now?”

      The outlaw sat back in his chair, wiped at his chin with the back of his hand, and grunted. “Don’t rightly know, son. I didn’t think I’d live this long, truth to tell. The future is full of nothing but horizon. Kind of like it that way. Let’s just eat our dinner, and greet tomorrow when it gets here.”
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      The healer, Edward, is helping me lie back on my pillows after a breathing treatment.

      “How is she doing?” Cassandra asks from the doorway.

      Edward studies me, but I am too tired to speak. Too weak to form words. I watch, as he shakes his head. It is enough.

      Strange, how one simple motion can so completely undo someone. Cassandra grips the doorframe like it’s the only thing holding her up. Grips it, and then sags, all the air going out of her.

      Edward leaves, gives us our space. Then, it is just the two of us in a room that suddenly feels like a mausoleum.

      “Ianthe,” Cassandra whispers. She cups one of my hands in both of hers, and brushes her lips against my knuckles.

      She has stolen sunlight, and with it, crafted her tears.

      Sorrow pours from her, echoing with the silvery music of distant star songs.

      I want to say, Queens are not crowned, they are forged, like diamonds.

      You are sacred, I ache to tell her, because I have made you so.

      She wraps her arms around me. Her heartbeat is the sweetest lullaby.
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      I had a certain romance with the night. I gloried in the onyx sky, shot through with starlight. The moon, bright in her celestial kingdom, revealed the beauty of the dark. I cherished these evenings spent with Ianthe, wandering across the land so I might get to my father’s meeting stone. I learned to love them as much for the journey, as for the destination.

      Ianthe was with me, as always. On this night, however, she was coughing just enough to concern me. I had argued with her, begged her to stay home so she might rest. I urged her to not brave the dark if she was taking ill, but she would not hear of it, and I had given up on trying to persuade her.

      We walked slowly, our fingers twined together, our arms brushing with each step. We spoke of silly things, of dreams we’d had, of things we longed to do.

      My heart was singing with the beauty of it all.

      Ianthe perched on a fallen log when we got to the meeting stone. It had been struck by lightning a few years before, and I knew she was exhausted so I bade her wait there and catch her breath. I tried not to show her my worry, but she was coughing more frequently, her kerchief never quite making it into her pocket before she would need it again. “Stay here,” I told her, before darting to the meeting stone.

      It was really a massive boulder squatting under a sprawling willow tree. I dashed between its branches, and circled the stone, seeing nothing at first. “You were here,” I mumbled, as though my da could hear me. “I know you were.” Usually, he left something in plain sight, but this time I saw nothing, and worry, cold as melted snow, filled my veins.

      There was a small lip on the rock, an overhang that cast a shadow on the ground beneath it. The grass was high and thick in this place and I did not relish the idea of reaching in there, lest spiders dwelled within. I drew in a deep breath to sturdy my nerves and pushed my hand in. Instantly, I felt it. A thin band of cloth. I smiled. The idea of him not showing up to leave me some trinket set a great fear through me, now, however, relief followed in its wake. He had come.

      I thought no more of it than that.

      It was too dark under the boughs of the willow tree to see just what he had left me, so I brushed the grass and dirt from the ribbon and made my way into the moonlight.

      “What did you get?” Ianthe asked, coughing after the last word left her lips, bending double with the force of it. I ran to her, rubbed her back, tried not to see the flecks of blood on the kerchief she’d pressed to her lips.

      She should not have come with me. I should have fought harder to keep her home.

      “I’m fine,” she said, waving a hand in the air. “It’s nothing. What did he leave you?”

      Even then, even at this moment with blood coloring her lips and her breath bubbling in her lungs, her eyes danced with excitement.

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted. I held up the scrap of cloth, about a foot long and two inches wide, now free of all the grass and dirt that had covered it. How long had it been lying there, hidden under that rock?

      It was Ianthe who noticed the color first. “It’s red,” she whispered. “Cassandra, it’s red.”

      Red.

      It had been so many years since we had talked about what a scrap of red cloth would mean. It took me a moment to remember. “Da?” I asked. Then, “Da!” I screamed it over and over again while I circled that willow tree, while I poked my head into any shadow, heedless of the danger that might lurk within. “Da!” I called again, my voice rolling over the landscape like a bell.

      “Cassandra,” Ianthe said, her hands landing on my shoulders, stopping my relentless, panicked search. “Cass, stop. He’s not here.”

      “Da!” I screamed, falling to my knees. “Where is he? He could be injured. He could be…”

      I couldn’t say it. I couldn’t even finish that thought.

      “He’s not,” Ianthe said. “He wouldn’t have left this here if he had been.” She took the cloth from me and tied it around my wrist. “We need to go home.”

      I was cold, and suddenly everything seemed so dark and I was but one person lost in the folds of it. The stars overhead glittered like knives. All I wanted to do was go back to Annie and Jasper, throw the door open, and demand they help me find my father and fix whatever danger he was in.

      It was Ianthe who stopped my headlong tear into danger, though. She cupped my face with her hands and held me in place. “Cassandra, if we don’t go home, then someone will discover what we are about, or we will be seen by the lawmen who watch your house. We must go back to my house. We must pretend that everything is normal. You cannot go home right now. It would attract too much attention.”

      “But—“

      “Cass,” she pressed her lips to my cheek, first one, then the other. “If he was in mortal danger, he would not have taken the time to leave a red cloth here.”

      She started coughing again. It seemed to come from a deeper place now, and it frightened me. Here we were, two headstrong teenagers lost in the wilds of the small hours, and Ianthe was getting sicker the longer we were out. We still had a two-hour walk back to her house, and I feared what it would do to her.

      When we got back to the house, I was taking most of Ianthe’s weight. She had gone sallow, and her eyes were yellow, rolling about in their sockets. The sun was a blush in the eastern sky by the time I bundled her into bed. I fetched a ewer of water, soaked a rag in it, and pressed it against her brow, tears burning my eyes as I did so.

      Helplessness is its own unique form of torture.

      I longed to slip her soul from the ravages of her body and cradle it in my hands as I would a butterfly in summer. I would have stolen the dark off a raven’s wing and created with it an eternal night if she but wished it.

      The shape of her laugh was stuck in my throat, shivering through the temple of my body. She wove her fingers through mine and squeezed. I broke then, under her touch, and found myself in the pieces she left behind.

      I did not love her. Not yet. I was too young for something as powerful as that. I do think, however, it was my first foray into matters of the heart.

      Perhaps that is why it hurt so much.

      “Shine,” Ianthe whispered. “I need some shine.”

      I couldn’t get it for her, though. If I touched it, it would cease being what she required it to be. I went to Imogen’s room, rapped my knuckles on the door twice before pushing it open. She was asleep in her bed, blue hair spilled across her pillows like silken threads of sky. I saw a lot of Imogen in Ianthe, from her high cheekbones to her long, elegant neck, and the brows that curved like the wings of a bird over her large, expressive eyes.

      “Cassandra?” Imogen asked. Then she blinked and seemed to fully wake all at once. “Ianthe. What’s wrong with her?”

      She knew. Of course, she knew.

      “She needs shine,” I whispered. “She’s very sick.”

      I cannot explain how terrible the guilt was that filled me up. It choked me like a poisonous vine. Ianthe was too good for the likes of me. I had been so concerned, so set on my own path, I excused her needs, and now she was coughing blood. I did this to her, and I was incapable of giving her any relief. It tore me up inside. Shredded me.

      I watched while Imogen made Ianthe comfortable. Watched as she put a heaping spoonful of shine in her daughter’s mouth, and then waited for Ianthe to swallow it down. The relief was instant; Ianthe’s whole body relaxed as sleep overcame her.

      It is strange, is it not, how the very things we crave end up destroying us in the end. It’s as though we desire the shine of the knife, but only feel satisfied once we see our own blood.

      Imogen pressed the tips of her shaking fingers to her lips and stared into the distance. I have never seen a person look as ruined as she did at that moment. She did not so much shrink as disappear, her despair taking her over.

      I sometimes think of Imogen then, her face pinched, her body trembling as tears traced down her cheeks to fall like rain to the floor. Love is not gentle. It is not soft. Love is the wildfire, and we walk into it over and over again, offering up our souls, and thanking fate when we get them back broken, sharp, and covered in char.

      Imogen, on that day, did not ask why this illness came upon Ianthe so suddenly. Did not ask why I had a red ribbon tied around my wrist. She was lost in thought, and I left her to it. My shame drove me out of the house, made me thank Fate that it was light enough to make my way home. My guilt kept me away.

      Ianthe had been sick before, but, as I would later learn, this was her longest illness yet. It was the one that would destroy much of her lungs. It was the beginning of her long, torturous end.

      Guilt is a terrible weight for a person to carry, and I have never been able to put mine down. I went home, full up with worry, not just for my friend, but also for my father. I was nearly sick with it. Under all that, though, was my relief to be out of my friend’s house, away from the albatross of Imogen’s worry, and I hated that I felt that way.

      I have never forgiven myself for that, and I am sure I never will. I will take it with me into the grave.

      Jasper was the first person I noticed when I got back to my homestead. He was standing in the clearing before our cabin, his stare turned toward the horizon. “The shine fields,” he said, not looking away from where he’d pinned his eyes. “They’re burning.”

      His statement made no sense to me at first. The shine fields were always burning, at least a little bit. It was part of the process, as I understood it. I could always smell the shine in the air, and see wisps of dark smoke clogging up the distant sky. I turned my gaze, and froze.

      I’d never seen anything like it. The smoke wasn’t just dark, but black, and there was no break in it. One thick wall of the stuff blotting out the sky, hiding the sun. I could feel it burning my throat, feel it settling in my lungs. The smell came next. I don’t know why I didn’t notice it before, perhaps because I was so full of worry for Ianthe, but now, with nothing but Jasper beside me, I realized the smell of shine was strong enough it nearly made me sick. I covered my nose and mouth with my sleeve.

      “What happened?” I asked, my voice muffled.

      “Get inside, Cass,” was all Jasper said. His voice carried a note of resignation that haunted me. “Get inside and stay there. There’s a storm coming, and you’ll be the center of it, mark my words.”

      Inside, Annie was baking bread and serving up hotcakes for breakfast. She noticed the red ribbon affixed to my wrist and broke down. “Oh, Christopher, what have you done now?” She whispered.

      “The shine fields are burning,” was all I could manage. There is a quiet that is more than quiet, and this is what filled the cabin then. Not just the absence of sound, but the loss of it, like it had been cleaved from us. We waited for a heartbeat, a breath, an anguished eternity for the ax of tragedy to fall.

      Then, Annie turned her back on me, on the room and I watched as her shoulders began to shake. She covered her face with her hands, and let out a low wail that went right through me. It froze my blood and turned my bones to ice. “Not again,” she said. “Not again. Oh, Christopher, don’t make me go through this again.”

      I do not think I realized the implications of everything that had happened until that moment. That one frozen heartbeat where Annie broke and let us all see the ocean of worry she carried within her. My mind flitted from thought to thought. The red ribbon. The shine fields on fire. The well of illegal shine on our own property. All of Jasper’s hidden guns. The knowledge that my family would never, ever leave this property, no matter what happened.

      My da was out there somewhere, in danger, and the world was burning. It was not a coincidence.

      He had done something, and now company men would be all over our property, looking for my da and finding all our shine. All their shine. All the shine we’d been stealing. We were already so closely watched, already a sneeze away from being outlaws just by our blood and relation to my father. This would make everything so much worse.

      “I need to tend the fields,” Jack said.

      “No,” Annie replied, voice firm. She turned to face the room, and while her cheeks were wet, her eyes were dry. “No one leaves today. Maybe not tomorrow, either. We have to see what’s going on and how it’s going to shake out.”

      “But, ma—"

      “No, Jack. That is the way of it. You are staying here. We all are. We need to stay close. Together. We face whatever comes as a family.”

      “Chris ain’t my pa,” he replied. “I have no skin in his fight with the shine industry. Why should I suffer for her blood?”

      He was right, and perhaps that is why those words hurt me so. I could see the shape of what had happened, if not the finer points, and I knew that whatever my father had done, we would feel the brunt of it until he was found. Annie, Jasper, and my cousins would suffer, and it would be because of me. Because he was my father, and the company men would stalk our land until he showed himself.

      I was fifteen, and already I felt as though the fate of these four souls I lived with sat squarely on my shoulders. A rift opened up within me, dark and foreboding as the deepest night, and from it, all of my tears spilled.

      Harriet wrapped her arms around me “It’ll be okay,” she said. I clung to her, and she let me. “Your father is a crafty sort. He’ll be okay, Cass, and so will we. No one will find that well. There won’t be any reason to use our weapons. We will survive this.”

      The well was carefully hidden, I knew that, but a person on shine can sense when there’s an open source nearby, and doubtless whoever came out here would be just that, a breath short of shine-drunk. Whatever caused the wells to burn was serious enough that they would hold nothing back. No traipsing around our yard. No sneaking about in shadows. The game would change, and we had so much to hide.

      And there was Ianthe to think about, who had taken great comfort in knowing such an untapped source of crude shine was nearby. She needed so much of it now. How could we help her if we were being watched so closely? Nothing had happened to us yet, and already I could see our careful life falling apart, unraveling at the seams.

      That first day, we waited on tenterhooks for news and got none. It was not until the third day that we learned what happened, and I daresay the isolation in our cabin had done us good, for when the company men came by to inspect our land, and pepper us with questions, we were all so genuinely surprised they believed that we’d had no toehold in the planning of such terrorism.

      What had happened, we learned, was a terrorist bent on upsetting the shine trade had somehow managed to rig some of the shine wells. Ten of the highest producing ones had blown up, killing nearly a hundred hard-working men, and shutting down nearly forty percent of the shine production. No one said my father’s name, but it was there, hovering unspoken in the air, just waiting to be given voice.

      I did not say what I thought. It was likely my da had done exactly what they said, but hiding out here would have been disastrously stupid. Anyone would know that we would be the first to fall under the company’s eye. Likely, he had dropped the red ribbon as a warning before turning tail to run to whatever furthest corner he could find.

      It was not easy, to wait inside that house while all manner of things might be happening in the world just beyond our doorstep. My father’s red ribbon dragged on me. It felt heavier than any stone, and still, I spied neither hide nor hair of my da. Days passed before I had any hint about what had fallen upon him. Days, where we all tried carefully to avoid speaking his name, as though it might summon company men who would spirit me away for perceived crimes.

      As it happened, company men were stationed all around our property, armed with weapons always held at the ready. One was always standing outside our door. We were not under arrest, we were informed; rather the governor had put us under protection so as to keep us safe from those who had lost fathers, brothers, and sons. People were grieving, and they’d need a place to put their sorrow. We were an easy target.

      Four days of this waiting slipped past, each one anxious and boiling with worry. However, things had to be done. Jasper and Jack had to work the fields. Harriet had to go to work in the general store in town. Annie and I needed to tend to the herb garden, and I had to check on Ianthe and her mother. Annie bid me take some fresh herbs over. It was a good excuse to get out of the house, and I ran with it.

      That morning, Harriet was getting ready to make her way into town with Jasper. They would drop me off at Ianthe’s along the way. Already, the air around us felt lighter. It felt good, to be getting back to the normal way of things.

      “Don’t think you lot should go into town for a while,” Tomas, one of the company men, said to Jasper that morning. Tomas was a kindly sort, with sky blue hair, eyes, and skin, broad shoulders, and a drooping mustache. His pistol had a pearl grip, and his belt was lined with vials of shine oil and powder. He was fierce, but I had no fear of him. Not like the other company men, who made no secret of their dislike for us.

      “Why not?” Jasper asked. “Is it as bad as that?”

      I made myself busy bundling the herbs I would take to Imogen’s house.

      “Yep,” Tomas replied. “Lots of people here lost men which puts you lot in an awkward position, what with your… relation. I know you don’t like us on your land, but we really are here for your protection right now. I suggest you stay out here. Let Grove forget about you until things have a chance to calm down.”

      Harriet was already in the cart, but her shoulders slumped and I knew she had been eager to get out of the house, away from this place and its stifling air. Disappointment fairly wafted from her.

      “They won’t want you there,” Jasper said, eyeing his daughter. “Not if things in town are that tense.”

      She didn’t speak, just untied her bonnet and got down from the cart. She squeezed my shoulder as she slipped past me and disappeared into the house.

      “May I take this to Imogen?” I asked. My voice was a quivering thing, a bird falling from its nest. I was both dreading going back to Imogen’s house, and relishing it. My guilt weighed heavily on my shoulders, but still, I had not gone a day without seeing my friend in years, and I was anxious. I needed to know she was getting better.

      “Should be fine,” Tomas grunted. He eyed the meadow and the path I trod between our houses. There would be no chance of me hiding. Not with him stationed where he was. “Just there and back, mind.”

      I kissed Jasper on his cheek, grabbed my basket with my bundles of herbs, and ran.

      Imogen’s house was cold and dark when I got there. The door was unlocked, so I crept up to Ianthe’s room, but she was not there, and as far as I could tell, neither was Imogen. I left my basket on the porch and returned home. If Ianthe was out and about, she was feeling better, and that eased my heart considerably. I missed her. I ached for her. I remembered how ill she looked when I last left her, and it pained me greatly.

      I was halfway through the meadow on my journey home when it happened. The sun was setting, casting the world with its golden glow. Dragonflies fluttered about, and the first intrepid crickets sang their way into twilight. Black plumes of smoke still filled the western sky, and the smell of burning shine, sweet as dying flowers, filled the air.

      Ianthe’s house was a dark blur behind me, and my own a looming shape before me. I was tarrying a spell. I thought no one would mind, as long as I stayed within Tomas’s line of sight. Certainly, no one could blame me for needing some time to myself, and some fresh air.

      For the first time in days, I felt unfettered. I was so lost in my own musings, the golden afternoon, the freedom of not being enclosed, it must have taken him several minutes to break through my thoughts.

      “Cassandra?” He whispered. It was more a gasp, really. “Cass!” Louder now. Not loud enough to attract attention, but still loud enough for me to hear the desperation. I must have passed right by him on my way to Ianthe’s house. Passed right by, and not noticed. How long had he been laying there? How many hours? How many days?

      I stopped, frozen in place.

      “Cass, please hear me.”

      He was lying on his side, bleeding out in reeds of tall grass. Mud and gore caked in his violet beard and hair. He was dirty, almost beyond recognition, but I would know him anywhere.

      “Da?” I asked, kneeling beside him, heedless of how it messed my skirts, or how I must look to the company men guarding the property. “Da!” I kept my voice to a whisper, but my ardent need, my worry, my soul-quivering trepidation filled the word just the same.

      He tried to smile, and then his eyes rolled closed, his hands relaxed, and I saw the large gash through his middle. I stayed there long enough to make sure his breath still filled his lungs, shallow and rapid, but there. Then, I forced myself to my feet, and made myself walk calmly home.
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      They were in a small glade a short hike from the cabin. Around them, pine trees filled the air with their unique perfume. Crickets sang, and somewhere in the distance, an owl greeted the encroaching dark. In the West, an apricot sky was being chased away by the spreading stain of night. Below them, a valley stretched in all directions. He felt like he was standing on top of the world. All he had to do was reach out to run his fingers through heaven itself.

      This was, Arlen learned, where his mother had painted. Standing here with the earth arrayed below him, his own hands were itching for brushes and canvas. He watched as the sun painted the world the color of fire and wished he had the tools immortalize the moment.

      “She’d stand right where you’re at right now,” Chris said, “and paint for hours.”

      “I can see why,” Arlen replied. “The view is unparalleled.”

      “I’d have Rose procure paint supplies from the nearest town. It cost a fortune, but it was worth it to see Lila happy.”

      Arlen sighed. “I should love to paint the sunset from this spot.”

      “You paint?” Chris asked. He had moved, was standing beside Arlen now, smiling just enough for Arlen to not only see it, but somehow feel it as well. It warmed him like the sun breaking through a thick layer of clouds.

      “It’s a hobby,” he admitted. “I do it when I have time. There’s a park in Union City with a river running through it. I often find myself there with my canvas, and my paints.”

      The teardrop sun sank below the horizon. Twilight breathed its first. Peace spread, as thick and textured as the world around him, and Arlen realized with a start, he was comfortable with it. Comfortable with the quiet, and sharing it with the man beside him. He hardly knew this place, but it felt like his. It felt right. He could stay here forever, perched on the side of this mountain, watching as the world spun through its days below him.

      “I’m surprised Matthew let you have a hobby like that,” Chris finally said. “He hated Lila’s painting. Said it took her away from concerns of the territory, which should be her true focus.”

      Arlen turned, studied the outlaw. Chris was studiously not looking at him. His dusky violet skin looked almost silver in the dim light. He ran a hand through his hair, and then shoved his hat back on his head, hiding his face in impenetrable shadow. “He gave me a certain allowance each week. I used part of it to buy my supplies. He never asked what I did with the money and I never told him. Sylvia—“

      “Sylvia?”

      “She was my governess when I was a boy, and Matthew kept her on when I grew older. She was more a parent to me than he ever was, truth be told. Matthew was always so distant, not a man I went to for comforting. He was interested in my studies, and how I was applying myself to Shine Company, but not much else. If I fell, if I needed a hug, it was Sylvia I went to.” Arlen paused. “She loved my paintings.”

      The air seemed to thicken, fill with tension. “Did you have peers?” Christopher finally asked. “Friends?”

      The question surprised him, and it shouldn’t have. Of course, Chris would want to hear about his life, how he grew up, but he wasn’t prepared for this one. Wasn’t sure how to answer it. Suddenly, his eyes stretched over the horizon, seeing not the thickening night, but his life in Union City. He’d thought it to be fine, if lonely, but now he saw it for what it was: Empty.

      “Arlen?” Chris prodded.

      “It’s not an easy thing, to be the one set to inherit Matthew Esco’s empire, Chris,” he finally admitted. “I learned at a very young age that my worth was attached to my name, and people often tried to get close to me for their own reasons. I have had my heart broken many times. Trust is not a thing I give easily.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Arlen shrugged, tried to laugh it off, but the sound stuck in his throat and a lifetime of pain and loneliness swelled up like a blister ready to pop. “I had peers, but friends? No, not as such.”

      “Did you want to go into accounting?”

      This time Arlen really did laugh. “Oddly enough, I did. Numbers always made sense to me. A number can’t lie. I’ve always had a head for sums.” He wrapped his arms around himself. “I feel like you are dancing around a question,” he finally said.

      “I am.”

      “Ask it, Christopher. Please.”

      He heard Chris draw in a breath. Felt him shift his weight from foot to foot beside him. Finally, “You said back on the train that Matthew did right by you, but all I’m hearing right now is how lonely you were.” It wasn’t really a question, but Arlen knew what he was asking.

      “I had a roof over my head. I always had food in my belly. He had the finest doctors attend me when I took ill. Sylvia is a saint of a woman, and she filled my days with love and accepted me for who I am, no questions asked. I have a fortune in my bank account, and I went to the finest schools. I wanted for nothing.”

      “You needed love. You needed family.”

      He couldn’t argue with that, so he closed his mouth and studied the stars.

      “He may have done right by you in some ways, but he took you from your people, Arlen. Maybe life out here would have been hard, and maybe you wouldn’t have had the best education or the best clothes, the best prospects, but you would have been with your people. By Fate, when my son scraped his knee, I would have held him and kissed away the pain. I hate Matthew for not being the man you needed; the father you deserved.”

      It was those words that undid Arlen, that broke through the dam that had been holding back his feelings. Something about them that made him realize… “I don’t want to leave this place,” he whispered.

      “What?” Chris asked, his hand landing firmly on Arlen’s shoulder, a force that went right through him from head to toe.

      “I don’t want to leave this place, Chris. I don’t want to go back to the world. This is the first time in my life I have ever been able to just look at the stars without worrying about my job or things that are expected of me. This is the first time in my life I have ever been allowed to just… be. I want to stay here. I want to get to know you better. I feel real,” he admitted. “For the first time in my life, I feel real.”

      He must have spoken all of his pain, gave it words and voice and set it free because Chris wrapped his big body around Arlen’s and pulled him close. He felt his father’s lips on his crown. Heard his heartbeat, that steady thump-thump that was sweeter than the sweetest song. Home. Arlen had finally found it. Home was this moment, in this clearing, under these stars. It filled him up, heady as wine, warm as the summer sun.

      He’d spent his whole life looking for a place to put himself, trying to decide how to best fit into the world. Strange, how easily acceptance could be given. Chris didn’t care about any of the trappings of his former life. He didn’t care about Arlen’s station, or his bank account, or his fine clothes. No, his acceptance had been there from the moment they’d met, and oh, it was incredible to not just be in this moment but to know that he’d survived the battlefield his life had been.

      He’d made it home.

      “We should go back to the cabin, eat some dinner.” Chris pulled away, motioned toward the small path they’d walked up. Arlen’s stomach growled in response.

      The cabin was dark, and Chris lit a shine fire before going into the cellar to dig out some potatoes and salted meat. Their diet wasn’t varied here, but Arlen saw the garden plot out back and knew that all it would take was some seeds to get a variety of vegetables and herbs growing again. The house was remote and removed, but not overly so. Rose wasn’t too far away, and there was some comfort in being away from it all.

      In having the space to just exist.

      Chris made his way back into the cabin, hung up his hat on a peg by the door, and set to chopping up the meat and the potatoes. He worked quietly, and for once, that hush was comfortable and warm. Arlen watched him, watched the way he bent to his task, completely focused on what he was doing.

      “What would you have wanted for me, if I’d stayed out here?” Arlen asked.

      For a moment, Chris stopped moving. Painted in the glow of the shine fire, he looked like a statue, violet and shimmering, eyes piercing, muscles flexed. Then, he shook himself, scraped the meat and potatoes into his big black pot, poured some water into it, and set it over the fire. “What would I have wanted for you?” He asked, his back to Arlen.

      “Yes. What would you have wanted for me? How would you have wanted me to end up?”

      “I wanted for you what I wanted for all of my kids, Arlen.”

      “And what was that?”

      He turned then, fixed Arlen with his steely gaze. “I just wanted you to be happy. That’s it. Nothing more, and nothing less. Is that so hard to believe?”

      Was it hard for him to believe? He wasn’t sure. He’d been raised as an Esco. Everyone wanted something from him. Even Matthew wanted something from him. But Chris wasn’t everyone else. He was quiet and determined and never danced around any topic. He’d been honest so far. It seemed impossible to think that someone would only yearn for his happiness and nothing more.

      “Arlen,” his father said sometime later, after they’d eaten their stew and were lost in their own thoughts. “We need to go soon. Tomorrow.”

      “Go where?” He asked, yawning.

      “I’d like to take you to Grove. I’d like you to meet your sister and after that? I figure you have some thinking to do. You can’t hide from the world out here, no matter how much you want to. You are set to inherit after Matthew. You’re too important to hide away. What’s more, you’re a very important person, and you’re missing. Matthew will send men out here sooner or later, and I don’t want them to disturb this place. It’s not just a house, it is a cathedral to all I have lost, to everything I am, and I won’t have people tramping through it. We need to go before it gets that far.”

      Something cold and bitter wrapped around his bones, stole away all the warmth he’d just felt. “I don’t want to go back,” Arlen said.

      “I know, son, but you’ve got some decisions to make and a life to live, and no matter how we cut it, staying out here much longer will put me in danger and I like to think that maybe you don’t want that.”

      “I don’t,” Arlen admitted.

      He knew Chris was right. He knew it was time to go, but he didn’t want to. He didn’t want to leave this sanctuary he’d suddenly found. He didn’t want to leave the first place that felt like home, and he certainly didn’t want to face the company. Here, he could push all matters of business, of Matthew Esco, out of his mind, but out there, he wouldn’t be able to.

      “My legacy became my leash,” Arlen whispered. A deep well of darkness opened up within him. What would he do? His mind turned to business, to the life he used to know.

      There was nothing in Union City for him anymore.

      Union City was all he knew.

      Matthew Esco was likely worried about him, and Chris was right, the longer they stayed out here, the higher the likelihood that Matthew would send people to find him, and he didn’t want that. More, Arlen was set to inherit Shine Company, and while he had been a passive participant in company matters, he had a measure of authority he had never exercised.

      For a man who had spent so much of his life feeling powerless, he suddenly realized he had all the power in the world. He could fell an empire. He could fell a man.

      He could change a legacy.

      He could end a dynasty.

      More, he felt a great loyalty to Christopher Hobson. He wasn’t a stranger anymore, but a man he had taken to thinking of as family. If leaving this place would help his father stay free of the law, then that is what they should do, no matter how desperately it hurt.

      He was divided. He felt that rip all the way through him. He was a scion of the company. A creature of Matthew Esco’s creation. A son of Shine Territory, and the wanted, lost child of the outlaw Christopher Hobson. Would he ever not feel torn in half? Would he ever not be at war with himself?

      “Okay,” he finally said. “We go tomorrow.”

      “Your suit is ruined,” Chris said as he cleared up the bowls. “You’ll have to keep wearing the buckskins you’ve been wearing.”

      “That’s fine,” Arlen said. It had taken him some time to get used to, but after a few days, he decided he liked the weight of them, the feel of the soft leather against his body. His boots were still serviceable if damaged, and his shirt was dirty beyond repair, but it would do. For now. If anyone from the company saw him, they’d think he’d gone native, but it couldn’t be helped.

      “They’re a bit big on you,” the outlaw said. Arlen had been holding them up with a rope Chris had pulled out of his pack days ago. “But if you don’t mind, I don’t either.” He got up and rummaged around in a crate that hid under the small bed. “This should help.” He held up a leather belt lined with turquoise beads. “Lila made it for me. I used to wear it all the time but I couldn’t… after she died, I just couldn’t.”

      Arlen took the belt gently, and wrapped it around his waist; the tightest hole kept his pants in place far better than the rope he had been using. “Thank you.”

      “It will take a few days to walk there.”

      It hit Arlen, suddenly, that they were really leaving in the morning. Not just going for a hike, but actually walking way. He wondered if he’d get any more moments like this, just the two of them. The idea that this could be the end of what just seemed to be beginning, was too much to bear.

      “It was never going to be enough time, Arlen,” Chris whispered. “But I’m glad we got what time we had.” His hand landed on Arlen’s shoulder, squeezed gently.

      Soon, they would return to the real world. He would meet his sister, and then all of this—the time away, the past, the answered questions—soon it would all be over, and he would have to face the future. He would have to make decisions.

      Chris moved to the other side of the room, to that box of treasures from Arlen’s infancy. He rummaged through it before visibly steeling himself. His body went rigid, shoulders stiff. He bent his head, his violet hair hiding his expression. He looked like he was praying, and maybe he was. Finally, he straightened up, closed the latch on the box and put it back on the shelf before he slowly opened his hand to reveal the heart-shaped locket glittering in his palm.

      “I want you to have this. It’s yours, Arlen. It always has been, always will be. You don’t have to wear it…” He looked so bashful, standing there with the locket in his hand, holding it out like a peace offering. Arlen’s heart thudded, his vision blurred with tears.

      “Are you sure?” He asked.

      “I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life,” the man replied.

      Arlen fingered the chain. His fingers fumbled with the clasp. He looped it around his neck, and an instant later Chris was turning him around, fastening it, letting the locket fall beneath Arlen’s shirt. “I’m honored,” Arlen said, hand resting over the small golden heart.

      And he was. This was suddenly the most precious thing in the world to him. He never wanted to take it off. Never wanted to forget where he’d come from. His story was long and fraught, full of pain and yearning, but it made him who he was and he was proud of who he’d become. He’d never known his mother, but now it felt right that he would wear her image over his heart, that he would have her with him through the days ahead. He liked to think that maybe he carried some of her with him. His artist’s heart. His ability to feel so strongly. His restless, dreamer’s soul.

      “We will leave at first light,” Chris said. “To Cassandra.”

      His sister. His people. His family.

      “And then?” Arlen asked.

      “Then, you have some decisions to make, I think. I’ve given you what I have, Arlen, what time will allow, but now it’ll be up to you. What will you do? What can you live with? Only you can decide that.”

      “Matthew Esco—"

      “No amount of time can turn poison into wine, Arlen. That man has a reckoning coming to him, but it doesn’t need to be your job to put him to Fate’s judgment. He raised you. He’s the life you know. As much as it pains me to say this, you owe him more loyalty than you owe me. Whatever you decide, I will understand and give you my blessing, even if it sees my head in the noose.”

      “Chris—"

      “Not now, Arlen. Let’s just enjoy this night.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Ianthe, three days ago]
        

      

      Cassandra is wearing sunlight.

      I do not know if I am awake or dreaming, but I like that image of her. She is standing at the edge of my bed, dressed in golden light.

      I close my eyes.

      We are thirteen, running through a butterfly-freckled meadow. Our fingers are laced together. My heart is singing so loud I swear the entire world can hear it.

      I open my eyes.

      Edward is speaking with Cassandra in low tones. I cannot hear their words, but I see her agony. I see the sorrow that is shredding her. Her body shudders and quakes. Her tears fall like rain. I would like to do nothing more than shield her from her pain but…

      I close my eyes.

      We are fourteen, in the meadow. The world is just starting to shrug off the embrace of winter. She stops suddenly and weaves her fingers through mine. “You take this ordinary world,” she says, “and make it magical.”

      I am powerless before her. I did not know it was possible to be both lost and found in the same breath.

      I open my eyes.

      “You do not need to be here, watching me die. Go, and live your life,” I say. Or I think I do. She doesn’t answer me. “Cassandra, you do not need to die.” As though my dying will end her as well. As though it is two of us with consumption, rather than just the one.

      “What do you think is happening to me right now?” Cassandra shouts. She hardly ever raises her voice. It cuts through my shine-drunk state and I suddenly focus as I haven’t been able to in a long time. “What do you think this is, Ianthe? I am dying slowly, with a thousand delicate cuts.”

      “But you don’t have to,” I press. The thought of a world without her in it nearly undoes me.

      “There is nothing left to me, Ianthe. I am ready.”

      She is. I can see it.

      My fatalistic, beautiful Cassandra. Something has changed in her recently. All her fight is gone. She does not look like she is alive, merely just living.

      I love her. I ache for her.

      I close my eyes.

      We are fifteen, sharing our first clumsy kiss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: The interview, Cassandra, current day]
        

      

      When I was a child, there was a time I was upset about something cruel Jack had said to me, and I ran into the meadow so I could wallow in my agony. Annie came to comfort me while I was weeping. “Look at the sky,” she said, “and be calm.”

      But the sky is not calm. It is turbulent and temperamental. Sometimes it tears itself open and drowns entire landscapes. I feel like the sky.

      I am torn open.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Cassandra, fifteen years old]
        

      

      The walk home from where I found my father in the meadow was the longest journey of my life. As soon as I was within distance of the cabin, I saw Tomas turn to me, watching me carefully, and I kept myself as calm as possible so I might slip under his eye.

      “Everything okay?” He asked.

      “Yes, thank you. They weren’t home, so I left the basket,” I told him. I flashed him a smile, opened the door to the house, and slipped inside.

      I was not as good at acting as I had hoped, for as soon as the door shut behind me, Annie had her hands on my shoulders. “What’s wrong?” She asked.

      “My da,” I said, and the tears started flowing, my breath hitching. It was an ugly, messy, horrible affair, but somehow, they got the story out of me.

      “We have to get him,” Annie said. “We can’t just let him die out there.”

      “We’re being watched,” Jasper replied. He sat down at the table, the chair groaning under his weight. “How can we get to him? How far out is he, Cass?”

      “A little less than halfway through the meadow, just off to the side of the path in the grass.”

      No one spoke. Each second of silence felt like a small eternity. I wanted to scream. I felt thin and transparent. In a breath, I would crack.

      “There’s the tree outside,” Jack said, scampering down from the loft. “We cut it down a few days ago. It needs to be moved. Maybe Cassandra and I could move it. Maybe the lawman out front could help us.”

      And there it was, the plan, thought up from the one person I expected it from the least. After that, we were all in motion. Jack and I went outside, trying to look as unconcerned as possible. We made our way to the large oak that had been eaten through with beetles and made a great show of trying to hack it into smaller bits until, after a few moments, the lawman, Tomas, took pity on us. “Let me see the ax,” he said to me. “I can get through this quickly enough, if you two are willing to move the pieces of it.”

      We made quick work of the tree, stacking the dead bits of it in the woodpile near the barn. When it was all cut up, the three of us worked to move the pieces. Annie, Jasper, and Harriet must have run into the meadow to retrieve my father while we were away from the house, moving the wood. I saw them neither leave nor return to the cabin.

      Tomas was a nice man, and at any other time, I likely would have felt bad for pulling one over on him. He told us about his own two kids as he worked, and then stories about his childhood, and funny things he’d done that had got him in great trouble with his parents. I tried to laugh. I tried to act like nothing was bothering me, but it must have shown that I was nearly sick with worry for at one point he grabbed my arm and stopped me in my tracks. “What’s wrong?” He asked. “Is someone treating you poorly?” He looked pointedly at Jack. The war between us was not secret, and our property had been watched long enough for every lawman who made their way out here to know how we hissed at each other like feral cats.

      “No, nothing like that,” I said, sniffling. I wiped at my nose. I hated the fact that my tears were all real, and so was my anguish. I was so very hurt that this man, sent here to guard us, was seeing a piece of my pain.

      “Then what is it?” He asked. He was so kind. He should have earned a living some other way. As it was, being a lawman meant that no matter how much I liked him, I would never respect him, and he was kind enough to deserve more from me.

      “Ianthe,” I said, settling on a partial truth. “Is unwell, caught a bit of a cough, and I am worried for her.”

      “I see,” he smiled at me. “The best healers are in Shine Territory. I’m sure she’ll be right as rain within a few days, you’ll see.”

      “Dinner!” Annie called from the cabin. It was dark, and a pool of yellow light spilled from the open doorway. The smell of stew and freshly baked bread filled the night. Hours must have passed. Hours with the three of us cutting up that tree, and moving the pieces of it. “Thanks for helping them, Tomas,” I heard Annie say as I ran past her and into the house. “Would you like some stew?”

      “No, ma’am,” Tomas replied. “My replacement will be out here soon and I’ll ride on back home to eat with my wife and kids. Smells mighty fine, though. You enjoy.”

      I could not have cared less about the stew or the bread. I did not care for the warmth of the house or the quiet that filled it. I had eyes for only one person, and I instantly found him. They had managed to bring him inside, managed to get him from the meadow, and now he lay sprawled across the bed that Annie and Jasper shared.

      I had never seen him look anything other than strong, whole, and hale. Now, he was wan, his skin sallow and nearly gray, even his hair seemed to have lost its shimmer. His eyes were closed, and I studied his bare chest, making sure it rose and fell with his breath. If not for that, I would have guessed him to be dead. A large gash tore through his middle, sewed up with black thread, doubtlessly coated in shine.

      I wanted to run to him.

      I was afraid to touch him, lest my presence undo whatever the shine was doing for him. So I stayed, frozen, in the doorway, marking each inhale and every exhale. Marking how low my strong father had been brought.

      I sniffled.

      “He’ll pull through this,” Annie said, resting her hands on my shoulders. “He will, because that’s who he is. He tries to do right, no matter what is in his way, and his work isn’t done. That, in there, isn’t a body resigning. It’s a man healing himself so he can keep fighting. Don’t you doubt me, Cass.” She turned me so I could meet her eyes. Her chin was quivering, her cheeks wet with tears. I wasn’t sure if she was trying to convince me, or herself, and somehow that made it all the worse. I threw myself into her arms and let my worry tear me apart.

      It was then that we heard the knock on the door. Three strong wraps of a fist. Jasper and Annie exchanged a look. “It’s me!” Imogen shouted, voice muffled. Jasper went to the door and opened it just enough to let in Imogen and Ianthe, then closed it firmly behind them. Harriet and Jack crept down from the loft. Our small cabin was filled to bursting.

      Ianthe met my gaze. She looked terrible, shrunken and ill, her eyes red-rimmed and swollen and I wondered why Imogen had dragged her sick daughter out in the dead of night, but I did not have to wait long for my answer.

      “He’s dead,” Imogen said as soon as the door closed. It was then that I saw how wan she appeared, how hollow her eyes. “Ben was at the shine fields. He shouldn’t have been there!” She shouted, heedless of the lawmen outside who might overhear her every word. “He should have been in the mines! He’s dead! Your fucking brother. HE KILLED MY HUSBAND!” She was screaming now, wailing. Her anguish rolled over the world like an ocean wave, drowning us all.

      “Cass, take Ianthe and go.”

      “Where?” I asked.

      “Just go!” Annie shouted.

      I grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the ladder with the intent to take her up to the loft, but her gaze moved, froze on the prone shape of my father laying on the bed. She stopped, and I watched as her eyes went wide, and tears spilled down her cheeks. Watched as a cough started somewhere low in her lungs. She brought a kerchief to her lips and stained it red with her blood. I watched as the life spilled from her. As she stared at the man who had taken her father from her.

      I would have done anything at that moment to ease her, but there was nothing I could do. I could not imagine what she was thinking, and she would not be moved. Imogen was weeping on Annie’s shoulder. Jasper was staring out the window, doubtless watching to see if the lawmen were coming to see what was going on. Harriet and Jack made their way back up to the loft, and I stood there, helpless, while Ianthe studied my father laying on that bed, stitched up and full of shine.

      All, it seemed, I could do was watch while she fell apart. It started quiet, her tears spilling down her cheeks, and then got louder as her sobs tore through her, dredging up horrible, bloody coughs. Her grief seemed to go on and on, far deeper and darker than anything I had confronted before. I wanted to hold her in my arms until she had made it through these stormy waters, but this was an ache that could not be hugged away. She was a storm with no calm eye at the center of it.

      No child should be forced to bury a parent. It is too cruel. Yet that was what Ianthe had spent her day doing: putting the remains of her father in the ground while the sickness ate up her lungs. And there my father lay in the next room, fighting for his own life, after taking the life of hers.

      She must have hated me then. I would not have blamed her for such an emotion. I have given her so many reasons to despise me, yet she never has. The truth is, Ianthe has always had a wildflower soul. It is as though nature itself reached out to pluck the fragile column of her spine, and made her bloom. She is too good for this world.

      She broke that night. Shattered into a thousand sharp pieces. My hands were too small to hold them all, but I did the best I could. She pressed her face into my shoulder and sobbed until she was raw and she was emptied of her ocean of sorrow, wrung dry, and exhausted.

      “He left, and I was too shine-drunk to say goodbye to him. I will never see him again. He will never come home and tug on my hair, or read me stories while I am unwell, or kiss my ma. He’s just… gone. There’s a big hole where he should be, and it’s so dark and so cold.” She shivered, wrapping her arms around herself. I pulled out a chair at the table, barely noticing that Annie had taken Imogen outside. Now the cabin was quiet. No one dared so much as move.

      I stood behind her chair and wrapped my arms around her, the two of us, so small and unsure, holding each other tight through the drowning times. Her body shivered and shook. She coughed and cried, and still, I held her. I stared at my father’s unconscious form over Ianthe’s crown.

      He had done this. He had taken a good man from good people. For a cause or not, he had killed people. People I knew.

      How Ianthe could stand being in the same house with my father, I will never know. Even now, I do not know how she can tolerate being near me, knowing I share his blood. Knowing all he took away from her.

      They spent the night at our house, and in the morning Imogen and Ianthe left, with Jasper driving the cart so they would not have to walk. I helped Annie make sweet rolls in our large cast iron pans. Our house was hot and smelled of delicious food. Occasionally, I would peek in on my father. He had survived the night, and I was assured that was a good sign, but I was still afraid of touching him. Afraid that somehow, I would affect the shine that was helping his body heal. I ached to hold his hand, to feel his pulse, to know his skin was still warm.

      We were somber, and none of us spoke much. This was my first real encounter with death, my first experiences with violence. I had been kept carefully ignorant of the details of his various philosophies, and what he had done in the name of his belief, but now it seemed like the ugliness of it was thrust upon me

      I was sad for my friend. Angry for the senseless, hopeless loss she was dealing with, and yet.

      And yet.

      And yet I still felt a deep and abiding loyalty to my father.

      I could no more stop loving him than I could stop breathing. He is, after all, my father. He gave me my life and has done his best to keep me as safe as he could. He is not perfect. What man is? But he was my reason. He kept me swimming when all I wanted to do was drown. My loyalty to him was the bedrock my life was built upon.

      Everyone deserves love, even if they make the loving of them difficult.

      Even Christopher Hobson.

      Later, all of us aside from Jasper, who stayed behind to watch over my father, made our way across the meadow to give the food we had toiled over to Imogen and Ianthe. Already, the white mourning banners were hung above each window, and the yard was full of horses and carts, and men and women dressed in spotless mourning white coming and going.

      We walked into the house, the four of us, as unobtrusively as we could. I was instantly aware of the fact we were not welcome. It was nothing anyone said to us, rather it was the tense atmosphere and the quiet that hung in the air when we were seen. Quiet spread out from us like a stain, as those gathered turned their shocked gazes in our direction and watched our slow progress. Annie, at one point, said hello to a friend she saw, and the woman fled our path rather than speak with her. Instead of running defeated, Annie stiffened her spine and straightened her shoulders in defiance, silently challenging the room to deny her this act of sympathy.

      We made our way through the press of people. The kitchen was clear, save a few women from town huddled around Imogen. I think every color of the rainbow was represented by them, beautiful and glistening, their heads bent together, shoulders touching, all of them helping carry the burden of her sorrow.

      Annie and Harriet put the dishes down. The soft thump must have been what alerted her to us.

      Imogen marched over to us, fairly shaking with fury. “You bring her here?” She hissed, waving a hand at me. “You dare!”

      I had never seen her lapis eyes filled with anything but love. This woman before me was all stiff lines and rage. She was a stranger, and she frightened me.

      I don’t think I was aware of the fact that she slapped me until hours later, when I ran events over in my mind. At the time, I was so shocked by the change in Imogen, I only heard her hand hitting my skin, felt, perhaps, the dim sting of it, but naught else. I was in shock. Shocked that I was being treated as some sort of cursed agent. Annie wrapped her arms around me, held me protectively against her.

      “Get her out of my house,” Imogen said. The words were barely heard, a whisper, a hiss.

      “Imogen—"

      “Get her out of my house!” She screamed, and I was suddenly aware of the stillness, the weight and texture of it. The way it settled around me, bowing my spine. “If I ever see her around my daughter again, I swear to you, Annie, not even our years of friendship will save any of you.”

      All we could do was leave, the whole of Grove, everyone we knew, watching us retreat. The house, the yard, even the horses seemed quiet. I felt color flushing my cheeks. No one whispered, but this particular silence was louder than a scream.

      And oh, that hurt.

      That is probably when I knew I was in love. Ianthe was the starlight that chased away my dark. She was the echo in my aching emptiness. I needed her the same way I needed air.

      I ask you, what is the moon without the sun? What is the night, without its dress of stars?

      I had given her my heart, and I was leaving it in her keeping. For the first time in my life, I felt truly alone.

      Perhaps the part that hurt the most was, I could not blame Imogen. I knew who my father was. I would always be a reminder to her of what she lost.

      More, the entire town had seen the altercation. They had all witnessed my shame, watched me be cast out. How could I show my face to any of them? I could not help whose blood I carried in my veins. I did not blow up the shine fields. I did not kill Ben, or anyone else. I only knew the barest outline of what my father had done, the faint hint of his plans, and yet I felt as though I carried all his sins on my shoulders.

      I had been marked.

      And still.

      And still, I loved him anyway.

      I made my way back to the cabin when the sun was setting. Instead of going inside with everyone else, I ran into our fields, lost myself in them. I trudged through tall grasses, upsetting the birds and butterflies that dwelled there. Clouds of them lifting into the heavens, blocking out the sunset.

      “Cassandra,” Annie called, running toward me after hours had passed, “we were worried about you. I was about to send Jasper out to find you.”

      “I’m fine,” I said.

      I was not fine. I doubted I’d ever be fine again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Arlen Hobson, four days ago]
        

      

      The walk from the cabin to Grove had taken three days. They’d followed a river as it cut through the forest and foothills. It was a simple enough route, and Arlen knew it would be easy to follow it back someday. It comforted him to know which direction led home.

      Home. Wasn’t that a thought that sent a thrill right through him. He’d finally found one. Sure, Union City was where he lived, but this actually felt like home. This untamed land, that tiny cabin tucked away in the woods, and all the tragic, heartbreaking history it held. That was home. It wasn’t a city or a place far away. It was right here, right now.

      He thought of his life, his obsession with copper-piece stories, and the heroes and villains that lived out here. Thought hard about it, and realized that his entire life he’d been preparing to go west. To go home. It was like some part of him always knew where he belonged.

      They hadn’t spoken much during their journey. Chris was quiet at the best of times, but now his quiet seemed to be filled with a sort of tension. It wasn’t the comfortable silence of before. No, this was a different beast. Like they were both perched on the edge of a precipice, waiting for an approaching storm.

      Arlen was going to meet his sister. It sparked a riot of emotions, each one complex and layered, bubbling within him. He was a pot on a stove, any minute now, he’d boil over.

      He’d made his decision when he jumped out of Rose’s window all those days ago, and while he didn’t regret it, he couldn’t help but wonder what he’d be doing right now if he hadn’t gone with Chris. Would his life be easier? Would he be happy?

      Somehow, he doubted it. He thought, maybe, this was the happiest he’d ever been, or ever would be.

      He’d been lost in thought, hadn’t noticed Chris had stopped until Arlen walked right into his back. “Hush,” the big man hissed, glancing at Arlen over his shoulder. He held a hand, and Arlen went still, straining to hear whatever had set the outlaw off.

      He didn’t have to wait long or listen hard. He knew it instantly. He’d heard the roar of guns before. He knew the sounds they made as all that shine burned through the world.

      Chris was tense. He pressed a finger over his lips, and together they crept forward, moving through the brush, Arlen trying to mimic the outlaw’s sure steps. Their bodies were a whisper through the trees, a hush in the underbrush.

      The sound of firing guns filled the air.

      “Shit,” Chris hissed.

      Arlen wanted to ask questions, wanted to know more, but his heart was beating its way out of his chest and his lungs didn’t feel large enough. It was like he was back on the train, nothing but him and all that gunfire, that big sky overhead and no one around to help him. Anything could happen out here. Anything and—

      “Calm down,” Christopher said, cupping his face, forcing Arlen’s gaze to meet his own. He wasn’t a stranger now. Not anymore. No bandit or outlaw, this was a man he knew. A man he’d spent time with. He wasn’t on that train, but out in the woods. He wasn’t alone, but with his father, who knew how to handle himself with a gun. Arlen closed his eyes and focused on the moment. Then, when he seemed to be in control of himself, Chris nodded once and they started moving again.

      Closer now, he could hear the screams, hear the shouts of people fighting.

      It couldn’t possibly be Cassandra’s homestead being attacked. The company wouldn’t do such a thing, would they? Even as he asked himself that question, a dark knowing settled in his soul but there was no time to pick at it before—

      A spray of shine hit the underbrush, burning its way through the leaves, leaving a hole the size of his head in the trunk of a pine tree. The brief flash blinded Arlen. Something hit him, dug deep into his side. He felt faint, both cold and hot at the same time. Chris went white, and then, with a clenched jaw, he turned to Arlen. “Remember the fork in the river a ways back?”

      “Yes,” Arlen said. His voice was quivering. No, his whole body was shaking. More shine sprayed across the darkness of the forest, cutting through trees and underbrush. His heart was thudding, his bones felt too heavy. His side was warm and wet. Blood. He was bleeding. Pain in his side. He felt faint.

      Accountants didn’t bleed or get shot at. But he wasn’t an accountant anymore, was he?

      “You’ve got a hunk of the tree sticking out of your side, Arlen. You need to get back to Grove. Find the healer. You’ll be fine.” Chris was already pulling out his gun. “Go back to the river, and take the fork. Follow it all the way to Grove. Don’t pull the wood out of your side until a healer has seen to it.”

      “But—"

      “I can’t leave them to die, Arlen. Annie and Jasper are down there. I can’t just let them die.” Christopher paused. “Cassandra,” he breathed.

      And that was it. No matter what was happening, no matter how it impacted him, Cassandra might be down there, and that right there charted his course.

      “But if you go down there, Chris, they’ll take you.”

      A distant scream cut through Arlen, freezing his blood.

      “Son, look at me,” Chris said. “We were never going to have enough time.” He pressed his lips to Arlen’s brow. He had his pistol out, already had his long gun, which had been strapped to his back, in his other hand, pointed toward the sound of all that dying. He was busy dumping a load of shooting shine into the barrel.

      And then, he was gone. Slipped through the trees like he’d never been there in the first place.
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      He’d forgotten about his pain. Just turned and ran, and hated himself for it. He should have gone after Chris. He should have taken a stand. He should have done any number of things. Shine couldn’t hurt him. He’d be more protected than just about anyone else down there, save his sister.

      Coward, his heart whispered.

      Coward.

      Coward.

      Coward.

      He could have turned around at any time, but he didn’t. He kept going, his side hurting more and more with each step. His head swam, and his clothes were sticking to his skin with all the blood he was losing. He found the fork in the creek, and followed it.

      He thought of his father. Wondered if he was still alive. Would Arlen feel it when he died? Would an ache bloom in his chest like a flower, a black rose born of blood and toil?

      He’d just found the man. Just found his home, his family, just shook hands with his own story. To have it so brutally ripped away from him now seemed overly cruel. Somewhere out on the frontier, people were dying. His people were dying. They were no less his because he didn’t know them, and oh, that hurt. It rose up a powerful ache in him.

      No. He couldn’t think about that. He had to keep going. He was too far along his path now. His feet were taking him away, further and further from that shootout and all those screams. He focused on his feet. One step, and then another. He was dizzy. His vision blurring. He should just lay down under a tree and let the world have him, but instead, he kept going. Kept walking forward. It’s what Chris would have wanted.

      Grove snuck up on him like a thief. A spray of buildings, a large central street and not much else. He hadn’t expected to enter the town alone. Hadn’t expected to see civilization again without Christopher by his side, and it caught him by surprise, being around people, around normal life going on while he felt like his entire world was crumbling.

      He was staggering by the time he crossed that bridge, each footstep a battle. He sagged against the nearest wall, his hand cupping the bit of tree sticking out of his side. Fate, it ached. It ached bad. His vision swam, and the pain dug in its claws, stealing his breath.

      “Hey,” a stranger said. “Hey buddy, you okay?”

      All he could do was shake his head. The man smelled like sweat and hard work. He wrapped an arm around Arlen’s shoulders and took him… somewhere. Up a few wooden steps, along a platform. A door swung open. “Found this man at the edge of town, Edward. Looks like he’s been stabbed by a tree.”

      “Put him on the table,” another man said. His voice was soft, barely a whisper, and somehow comforting for its low tone. “Thanks, Robert.”

      “Let’s see what’s wrong with you,” the soft-voiced man said. Edward, Arlen assumed. Arlen opened his eyes and studied him. Orange, from hair to skin. Orange all the way through. Older, but with a quiet determination about him that eased Arlen instantly. “You okay, son?”

      “I’m fine,” Arlen said. Tried to smile. Failed.

      He wasn’t fine.

      “What’s your name?” Edward asked as he bent to get some surgical tools.

      “Arlen,” he replied. Just that.

      Then, he focused on the here and now, pulling his mind away from all his haunting thoughts. The room he was in was small, a few chairs around the edges, a table for treatment, which he was sitting on. Along the wall were shelves full of ointments, powders, and tinctures. On a small table, rested splints and wrappings for broken bones as well as scissors and various other tools a healer would need. “Seems like a tree stabbed me,” Arlen said, trying to make light of the situation, but falling well short of the mark.

      The healer poked around his side. “We need to get this out of you, but you’ll be fine. Just need to stitch you up.” He was all business, and that suited Arlen fine. He wasn’t in the mood to talk. “Please take your shirt off.”

      “My shirt?” Arlen asked, cold filling him up. Now he was aware of nothing but this moment and that one request. He did not want to not take his shirt off in front of this man. He didn’t have it in him to power through that particular conversation or endure the looks that would inevitably result from that simple act.

      “It’s in your side, son. To get it out and stitch you closed, I need a clear view of the wound.”

      “It’s already torn,” Arlen said. “Can’t I just lift it?”

      “I—"

      At that moment, a woman appeared, pale as newly fallen snow, and obviously ill. Her steps were halting and she was leaning heavily both on a cane and the wall. “You shouldn’t be down here, Ianthe,” the healer said.

      “I can’t stay in that room any longer, Edward,” the woman replied, collapsing into a chair. “Cassandra will be down in a moment to help me outside. I should like to sit in the sun.”

      Edward grunted and turned back to Arlen. “I really need your shirt off.”

      “No,” Arlen said. “I’ll lift it, and you can treat the area, but my shirt stays on. And no shine. Mundane methods only.”

      “Let it be, Edward,” the woman said, a small smile curling her lips. Her gaze was fixed on him, gleaming with some emotion Arlen couldn’t begin to guess at. He lifted his shirt, holding the hem of it just below his chest, carefully keeping that area obscured. He sat still, grimacing, biting back his pain, while the healer set to work.

      It was little more than a large splinter, really, and it took some time to sew him back up. “You’ll be sore for a while. Let me get you some ointment to keep away infection. It’s in the other room.” Edward left, and then it was just him and the woman.

      “What’s your name?” The woman asked, voice gentle, words slow.

      “Arlen,” he answered. His hand moved to the chain around his neck. He fingered his mother’s locket. “Arlen Hobson.”

      “Arlen Hobson,” she said, drawing out the syllables as though savoring every one of them. “You look familiar, Arlen Hobson. My name is Ianthe. You’re staying in town?”

      Just then, the door burst open and Sterling filled the space. “Arlen! You are here! One of my men thought they saw you, thought you were brought here. I’ve got people combing the entire territory for you! Where have you been? Are you okay?” Sterling’s relief was obvious. He looked over Arlen as though cataloging his injuries. He pulled his shirt down quickly. Sterling’s gaze fixed itself on his side. “You injured?”

      “It’s nothing major, just had a bit of a cut that needed stitching.” Arlen stood and straightened his clothes. His bloodstained, torn shirt stuck to his skin, and his pants weren’t in much better condition. “Where’s Elroy?” Business. He needed to focus on business. He could handle business.

      “Overseeing an operation out west.” Sterling waved a hand in the air as though it was nothing. As though it didn’t matter, this little thing with all those guns and all that screaming. “Come with me. I’ve got rooms at the saloon. You look like you could use a good meal, and we have a lot to talk about.”

      Edward breezed in. “Rub this ointment on the wound three times a day. Keep it clean. Try not to bend, twist, or lift much until it’s healed. If you have any problems, come back here and I’ll see to you.”

      Then, Sterling had his arm wrapped around Arlen’s shoulders and was leading him outside and across the street, to a saloon.

      The saloon, which doubled as a hotel, was dark and nearly empty, seeing as how it was midday. A few men sat slumped over the bar, one was drooling, eyes unfocused, likely shine-drunk. A few whores were relaxing against the far wall, speaking in low tones, occasionally laughing. Arlen gave himself time to adjust to the darkness, and then followed Sterling to a far table. His stitches pulled with each step. He wanted to lay down. He wanted to know what happened to Christopher. Instead, he donned his mask, the face of Arlen Esco, unconcerned and businesslike. Then, he pulled out a seat and sat down with a groan. “There are rooms here for the company. Your trunk has come through, so you’ve got clothes now, too.”

      He liked the leathers he was wearing, but he had to admit it would feel good to be in his own clothes again. It would feel even better to lay on a bed and sleep for a year. He was exhausted. No, beyond exhausted. So physically and emotionally drained he could barely focus.

      “You were taken from the train by the outlaw,” Sterling said as soon as they were both comfortable. Ah yes, this conversation. “What happened?” Sterling was staring at him, staring through him. Sitting straight in his chair, hands folded on the table before him. Arlen was sure if he lied, Sterling would know it.

      “I was taken from the train by the outlaw,” Arlen confirmed. “There isn’t much to say aside from that.” Why hadn’t he thought of a story to tell, some way to fill in the gaps? Something to say that would keep someone like Sterling from poking around and finding things he wasn’t ready to show?

      “Why did they drop Elroy off here, but take you?”

      “Do we really need to do this now?” Arlen asked. He ran a hand through his hair. Winced, at how it pulled at his wound. “I am tired, Sterling. Can this wait?”

      They stared at each other, a silent battle being waged on the scarred, pitted tabletop that sat between them. “People were worried,” Sterling finally said. “Worried enough to go out looking for you. Worried enough to think you might be dead. I thought they’d be bringing a body back to Grove, but instead, you come walking into town like nothing is wrong, and you expect me to let it go?”

      “Yes,” Arlen snapped. He slammed a fist on the table. His voice had steel to it. He’d never spoken to Sterling like this before, and the man’s wide eyes and open mouth showed how shocked he was. Yes, he wanted to say. I have a spine now. “I expect you to leave it for now. I am tired, and I am injured, and hungry. My story can wait until after I have rested.” After he’d thought of something to say.

      Tension pulled up a chair at the table and got comfortable. “Fine,” Sterling said.

      “Tell me about what Elroy is doing,” Arlen said. Elroy, out west, where his family was. West, where all those guns were tearing people apart. West, where he’d last seen Christopher Hobson.

      “…found an illegal shine well,” Sterling was saying as he settled into the chair across from Arlen, warming to the topic. “Sent Elroy out to deal with it. Should be an easy job. In and out.”

      “What if it’s not?” Arlen asked, forcing himself to focus on the situation at hand. His voice was a block of ice, frigid and sharp, hacked out from the coldest part of his soul.

      “It’ll be fine. We sent the best men we have in the territory out there. Our guess is they’ve been running the stuff for years. If there’s a shootout or some such, I don’t see there being much of a problem. Even if they are armed, we’ve got more power than any frontier family has.” Sterling paused. “We’ll keep the guilty party in jail here until the train comes and we can send them off to Freetown for trial. Our informant says they’ve had the well out there for years. Never turned it in. That’s a hangable offense. It’ll be over soon, and it’s better this way. Sometimes the people out here need an example.”

      An example.

      That’s what he called it?

      Not death. Not murder.

      An example.

      And that was it. Arlen stood up, put his fingers on the table and glared at Sterling. “My name,” he said, “Is Arlen Hobson.”

      “What—"

      “Arlen. Fucking. Hobson. And I know what is happening on that homestead.” He made to leave. He had no idea where he was going; he just needed to be out of that place, away from under the cloying gaze of Sterling, and the stench of his justifications.

      “Matthew Esco is coming, Arlen. He’s on his way. Should be here any day now.”

      That got him to stop, got his shoulders to stiffen.

      “He’ll want to see you.”

      Yes, he supposed he would, and wouldn’t that be an interesting conversation?
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      I can feel my end coming.

      The world is darker. The shine isn’t helping me anymore. My body is shutting down, and nothing can keep me from feeling that. I am drifting away, like sand from an hourglass. My life is leaking from between my ribs, one grain at a time.

      Cassandra is in the room, and suddenly I am overwhelmed with wanting. I want, more than anything, to see her smile one last time. A cough rips through me. Blood fills my mouth. I am trying to hide how this latest fit is tearing me apart. I cover my mouth, try to hold back the worst of it.

      Why do we hide our pain?

      I am exhausted in every sense of the word.

      “Cassandra,” It hurts to speak. “I am drifting. I want to say…” I cannot say more. I do not have the strength.

      “Ianthe,” Cassandra says. She is crying again. I feel as though she is always weeping these days. I do not want to sleep knowing her tears are staining her cheeks.

      “I want to say…”

      Goodbye. I want to say goodbye while I feel like I am sober enough to know what I am saying. But I can’t. The consumption has even stolen this from me.

      Silence stretches between us, taking up all the space in the room. Sucking up all the air. We meet each other’s eyes, and we both know. This may be the only ending we get. I do not know if I will wake again.

      I do not know when her name turned into a prayer. It must have happened when I wasn’t looking. Three syllables strung like pearls on the thread of my breath: Cass-an-dra. I whisper it into the night until it shines brighter even than the stars.

      She rhymes with everything. I hear her in my heartbeat and see her in the sunset. She is the shipwreck floating in the still waters of my heart’s harbor.

      There is a half-empty ache in my soul. I am leaving and taking part of her with me. At this moment, I hear all the things language has no room for.

      This is the tragedy of living with a beating heart.

      This is goodbye.

      Her touch is light; her hand is warm. Her thumb strokes my cheek. I close my eyes.

      I want her to live so much more than I care if I die. I want her to spend her years lighting the world on fire.

      What a glorious thing it would be.

      Cassandra, dressed in flames.
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      The six months since my father’s injury and the incident in the shine fields were horrible. Da healed slowly, and left but a month after he’d arrived, afraid that if he stayed much longer, he would be caught, which would put us all in danger. He was not healed enough, and as far as I knew, he could be either alive or dead. He’d stopped coming to the messenger stone, stopped leaving me trinkets, though each month I went out to him, and left him my own treasures. Each month they disappeared, but he never left me anything.

      This, mixed with Imogen keeping Ianthe and myself separated thrust me into a very dark place, full of nothing but loneliness and depression. I had never felt so isolated, or so cut off. The world lost its luster. The two people I loved most might as well have been an ocean away from me, and it pained me greatly to not know how either of them were doing.

      One night, when the snow was thick and the moon was just another chunk of ice in the frozen sky, Ianthe stopped breathing. Somehow, Imogen got her lungs to work again.

      I cannot imagine how terrible that must have been, sitting beside her daughter’s bed, counting the seconds between breaths. She was alone with the dark and the stars, holding on to hope for one more day with Ianthe.

      I wish I had been there with Ianthe, but I wasn’t. I hadn’t seen or spoken to her in months, since Imogen kicked me out. It wasn’t until hours into the next day that Imogen sent the healer, Edward, to our house to tell us that Ianthe was being moved to the small sanatorium in Grove. Her needs were beyond what Imogen could handle.

      The sanatorium was a quaint place and I was sure Ianthe would find solace there. Located across the street from the saloon, it was a two-story house, painted white. There were rooms upstairs, each with its own balcony. Outside, on the walkway, sat some rocking chairs. Next door was an apothecary, where I assume Edward got most of his medications and potions for healing the injured.

      Edward was a willowy man with stooped shoulders and orange skin. His hands shook as he told us what had happened and that Ianthe’s consumption was too far gone. It was best for her to live in town, where she could get her fill of the crude shine she needed, and be close to a healer if she stopped breathing again.

      She was not getting better. No one said that, but that fact hung in the air. Ianthe would never come home again. It was there in the healer’s sad gaze, in the defeated slouch of his shoulders. “Ianthe is refusing to go unless Cassandra is with her,” Edward said, fixing his orange stare on me. “She needs to do this, Cass. Can you go to her? Can you ease this transition?”

      He didn’t need to ask. There was nowhere I’d rather be.

      “Go,” Annie said. She had seen me wallowing over the past months, worrying over Ianthe, lost in my loneliness. I do not think I realized how much she meant to me until she was no longer there, beside me. I would creep through the meadows each day, begging for a peek of her through the window, or in the cart as Imogen went into town. “If she’s ill, you need to go to her.”

      “Let’s go,” I said, the words hitting the frigid air. It required no thought on my part. Ianthe needed me, and I would go, the rest of the world be damned. It was that simple.

      I grabbed my shawl and affixed a bonnet and ran out the door, dragging the healer along behind me.

      I burst into her house and tore up the stairs. Imogen was sitting beside Ianthe’s bed, hands twisted together in her lap, knuckles white with strain. She looked like she’d lost a great amount of weight. Her skin hung on her bones. Her hair had lost its luster and her eyes were hollow. She was a ghost haunting the present.

      Our eyes met, and Imogen stood with a sigh, leaving me alone with her daughter, but not before she rested her hand on my shoulder. I heard her in the hallway, speaking to Edward before she shut the door.

      “Ianthe,” I whispered, making my way to her side. I clasped her hand in my own. There was a slight flush to her cheeks that would have been charming at any other time. Her hair was stringy and dry, and her lips were cracked. Her sunken eyes seemed to have a hard time focusing, fixing on me before sliding away, only to do it all over again a moment later. I wove our fingers together and pressed my lips against her fingertips, once for each finger. Then I pressed her hand against my cheek bathed her with my tears

      My life changed in a breath. In a blink. In the beat of my heart.

      She met my gaze, and I drowned in the ocean of her eyes. I gave myself over to her. Surrender. It was not gentle or soft. It was hard, cutting, and all at once. She was the sun, burning and greedy, and I was the moon begging for her to shine some of her sacred light on me.

      The world seemed to shift and shudder. My heart throbbed her name.

      I wanted.

      I wanted her to touch me. Burn me. Break me. Mend me. Hold me.

      I wanted to fill my lungs with the air she breathed.

      I wanted to smooth away the boundaries between our heartbeats.

      I wanted… so much.

      These are the things they don’t tell you: Love is not soft. Love is the loneliest place in the world. For her, I became an island adrift in a foreign sea. I emptied myself just so I could fit more of her inside of me. Love was the fire, and I walked into it over and over again knowing it would burn me.

      She was the sweet music of my destruction. The lullaby of my end.

      Odd, how I never learned to thank the ground until I knew what it was to fall.

      “Cass,” she said. Even that seemed too hard for her. The word cracked on her lips and then lay between us like an injured thing. Her breath was harsh, fast and sawing. Her pulse beat like a hummingbird’s wing in the thin column of her neck.

      She was dying. Dying right in front of me, and there was nothing I could do to save her. I could just sit beside her and watch as she wasted away, fighting for each second, each minute and I vowed to fill them with nothing but happiness, nothing but laughter and love. Her twilight years had come far too quickly, but I vowed to fill them with beauty.

      There is a certain brutality in helplessness, and I have never felt it more than I did at that moment. There was nothing I could do for her. Nothing that could turn the tide of her terrible illness. I would have done anything to ease her pain. I would have taken her illness from her in a moment.

      But there was nothing I could do, and so I sat beside her and held her hand while the unique torture of watching someone I love die twisted me in knots.

      More than that, all I could think of was, maybe there was someone on the other side of the Boundary who could help her. Maybe someone in that wide, incredible world we couldn’t reach, could cure Ianthe, or at least give her more time.

      What I would not give for more time.

      I could go. I could run past the Boundary and come back with someone to help us. But then how would I get them in?

      It wouldn’t be hard. The Boundary wasn’t that far off. It would be nothing but a short journey for me, and then I could come back in just as easily, perhaps with lifesaving medication. It would be worth the risk.

      The more I thought about it, the more I was determined to do it. I would settle Ianthe in the sanatorium and then—

      The plan was forming in my mind, but Ianthe knew me too well. Her hand squeezed mine. She licked her lips. “Don’t do it, Cassandra. Just… stay with. me.”

      “Of course,” I whispered against her knuckles. “I would do anything for you.”

      For her, anything. Even if it meant giving up on this one fragile hope. Even if it meant watching her die.

      “Sometimes Fate only gives a person a certain number of days.” She paused, seemed to gather her strength before licking her lips and continuing. “I am dying, Cassandra. I may have days, or years, but I am dying. I should like to spend the last of my time with you beside me.”

      What followed was no graceful breaking, no slow shredding. If a person’s sorrow can explode, that is what mine did. It burst out of me with a force that I was certain would end me. It turned me inside out, until I was nothing but a red, beating heart and all those tears, each one sharp as a blade. I cradled her hand against my chest, right over my heart, and I folded until my forehead was nearly pressed against her bed and I became undone.

      “Be with me,” she implored.

      “Always,” I said through my tears. “You are my home.”

      The door to her bedroom opened and Imogen appeared, looking nervous but determined, Edward on her heels.

      “I will go,” Ianthe said to both of them. “As long as Cassandra can come with me.”

      “The room is only made for one person, and she is not ill. I don’t have room for her,” Edward replied.

      “She comes with me, or I do not go.” Her voice was still hollow, still hoarse, the words punctuated by harsh breaths, but they were lined with determination. It was this, or it was nothing. I opened my mouth to speak, but Ianthe glared at me. “I will choose the manner in which I die, and who is beside me when I do it. I have nothing left but this.”

      The healer sighed. “Fine, we will work something out.” Then he turned to me. “You will be responsible for your own food.”

      It was fine. I’d work something out. If it got to it, I’d walk to the cabin each day to grab a quick meal. It didn’t matter to me. Ianthe was leaving, and I was going with her. Nothing could peel me away from her.

      Imogen watched the exchange, looking haggard. Wounded, but relieved when a situation was agreed upon between us.

      “Thank you,” she said to me. Then she sat on the edge of Ianthe’s bed and combed her fingers through her daughter’s hair before turning her gaze to me again.

      I wonder what she saw then. Her former student? Her daughter’s best friend? Ianthe’s lover? The child of her husband’s murderer? Just… me?

      “What will you do for her that I cannot do here, Edward?” Imogen asked. It was a conversation I am sure they’d had before I arrived, but I understood her need for reassurance. It could not be an easy thing, giving her daughter over to a healer like this.

      “I have breathing treatments at the sanatorium, and a tool that will allow her to inhale shine steam. I know it is hard, but under the right palliative care, patients with advanced consumption can live for years,” Edward said. “This is for the best.”

      Years. Years with Ianthe. I wanted those years, but oh, it hurt to think of them. Years were such fleeting things. They came and went so quickly. In a blink, they would be over and then what? These previous six months had been hard enough, but I’d known she was there, always at the other end of the meadow. What would it be like when she wasn’t? I couldn’t picture a world without Ianthe in it.

      The journey into town took longer than expected. The previous night’s attack had drained Ianthe of her energy, and we had to carry her. Imogen was too weak to be of help, so the healer and I carried her down the stairs, where we set her in a seat in the parlor, covered her with blankets while we waited for Imogen to see her daughter off.

      Imogen had lost herself upstairs, and for a moment I wondered if this was, perhaps, too hard for her. She was not sending Ianthe off to school, or to a job in Freetown, or with a new husband. She was sending Ianthe to a sanatorium in Grove so she could die.

      When she came back downstairs, her footsteps were slow. She studied Ianthe as though memorizing the image of her daughter in this chair, in her home, upright and alive.

      “I will come back when I am well enough,” Ianthe said.

      “There is nothing in this house but ghosts,” Imogen replied, pressing her lips against Ianthe’s forehead. “I want you to take this.” She shoved a picture in a large wooden frame into Ianthe’s hands.

      I watched Ianthe’s trembling hands as she studied the picture.

      It was an old photo of Ben, when he had been younger, probably right around the time he married Imogen. His eyes were bright and his smile was undiminished. He was wearing a fine suit, with his hair swept back just so. He looked like a man ready to take on the world. “But this is yours,” Ianthe said.

      “Not anymore. I’ve got Ben right here.” She tapped the space over her heart. “I want you to keep him with you. Will you do that?”

      Tears clung to Ianthe’s eyelashes, hanging like pearls. Even her sorrow was beautiful.

      I left them alone, taking myself outside so mother and daughter could say their goodbyes in private.

      “It’s not easy,” Edward said, appearing from inside the wagon. I made my way to his side and watched as he made up the pallet where Ianthe would rest.

      “What isn’t easy?” I asked him.

      He faced me. “The heart likes to keep what it claims as its own. Loving her will leave you nothing but pain.”

      “It will be worth it,” I said.

      “She deserves a bit of happiness. Ianthe has lived a hard life, fought for every day of it. You’ll bring her peace?”

      “I will try.”

      “It will hurt. Loving always does.”

      The door opened, and Imogen carried Ianthe in her arms. I do not know how she managed it, as frail and wizened as she was. She carefully laid her daughter in the back of the cart, tucking the blankets in around her.

      Her eyes were dry, as were her cheeks. She whispered something to Ianthe and then stepped back. “I’ll bring you some things, Cassandra,” she said. She pulled me into a hug and pressed her lips against my cheek. “Thank you,” she whispered in my ear.

      It happened quickly after that. I got in the back with Ianthe, holding her hand as the cart bumped and jolted on the dirt road that led to the city. Ianthe slept the whole way, and I am not ashamed to admit that I counted each of her breaths and kept my fingers on her wrist, finding solace in the steady tapping of her veins.

      Life is such a fickle thing. Now, my greatest fear is the silence between heartbeats, the pause between breaths. I know what eternity feels like, and I do not like it.

      We arrived at the sanatorium sometime later. The winter wind was cold and it was snowing when the cart pulled up behind the building. The town was quiet, only a few determined townspeople out and about.

      The door to the house flung open. A brilliant ruby woman bustled down the stairs, kissing Edward before looking in the back of the cart at the two of us. “Oh, you poor wee thing,” she said when Ianthe began to stir. “Come on inside. Let’s get you settled and warm. I’ve got some mint tea, and doubtless, Edward would like you to do some breathing treatments once you’re rested. Come along, come along.”

      She kept a constant stream of conversation going. Edward picked up Ianthe and before we knew it, we were inside where it was warm, shine fires burning in every fireplace. He brought us upstairs, talking as we thudded up those wooden steps, “I’ll give you two the biggest room. It overlooks the back yard. You’ll have more privacy. There’s another patient across the hall, also with consumption. He shouldn’t bother you too much, but if you see a man about, don’t be afraid.”

      Another person with consumption. My heart hurt.

      The room we were given was larger than I expected, a double bed taking up most of the space. A wardrobe along one wall. There was a small table beside the bed, and the doors opened onto a balcony with a chair where Ianthe could sit and take in the summer sun. The walls were painted a cheerful yellow. It would be a comfortable place.

      “The picture,” Ianthe whispered as Edward lay her on the bed. I watched as he fussed about her, getting her comfortable.

      I held the picture of Ben in my hands and set it on the table beside her so she might see him first when she woke. She lay back with a sigh.

      “We’ll do some breathing treatments later, Ianthe. I want you to rest now. I’ll come by with some shine. Cassandra will watch over you. If anything goes amiss, I am just downstairs.” Edward eyed me and I nodded. Ianthe looked to already be sleeping. He crept out of the room, shutting the door behind him.

      I moved to sit in the chair by the wardrobe, but Ianthe spoke before I could. “Hold me?” She whispered. “Keep me from floating away.”

      I crept onto the bed and wrapped my arms around her.
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      No, I will not answer more of your questions. I owe you nothing.

      Don’t you see that it is over?

      It is all over.

      And we have all lost.
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      If it was not for Ianthe, I would have never returned to Grove. I would have been happy to spend my life out there on the homestead, just me and the land. After some years of living in the sanatorium, I was used to how people saw me. The glances, the whispers, the slow edging away from me as though I carried some illness. As though the blood of Christopher Hobson was catching. No one wanted me here. No one but Ianthe, and so I stayed.

      For her, anything.

      But I was never comfortable. Not really. It was easy to be a child with mixed blood out there on the frontier, where no one was around but those who loved me. It was harder here, where my onyx hair and pale skin marked me out as something else. Something different, something that should not be.

      My life fell into a quaint routine. Annie had organized weekly family dinners. Imogen would usually attend as well, often spending the entire day at the cabin, helping Annie cook. Tonight was one such dinner. Grove had received a shipment of locally grown apples, blessedly not shine-touched, and I was going to buy a bushel of them and bake pies for tonight’s dinner. Usually, I would enjoy this task. This day, however, my mind was occupied.

      Ianthe’s condition was deteriorating, and I knew she was near the end. Whether it would happen in days or weeks, I did not know, but each moment with her felt like my last. Our dinners, usually jovial, would take a turn today, as I intended to broach the subject of Ianthe’s impending death with my family and plan for her funeral and burial. It would be nothing short of agony on all fronts, but it must be done. It would be unkind for her to pass without her family beside her. Without her mother holding her hand while it happened.

      And so I was in the market, buying apples when I saw horses, at least twelve of them, sweaty and lathered, run through the center of town at a full gallop. Ridden by company men, in their bright clothes and their pale skin and brown hair. A few of them, injured men tied to their saddles, rode toward the sanatorium, doubtless for Edward’s attention.

      I handed a woman my money and took my basket. “What’s going on?” I asked someone who had stopped to watch the horses ride past. She had a child on one hip, and a basket in her other hand, full of supplies. She studied me, eyes narrowing, and then put some space between us, before walking away.

      I shrugged her coldness off, it wasn’t unusual, and made my way back to the sanatorium, my focus on the road ahead of me. It was a dry, hot summer. The roads were dusty, and the riverbeds were starting to dry up. It would be a while before we saw the next rain.

      I was nearly there when Miss Mary stopped me with a hand on my arm. “Cassandra,” her face was pinched, eyes full of worry. I watched her study me, watched her reach some conclusion. “Can you tarry a spell? Does Ianthe need you right now, or can you come with me to the school?”

      I am convinced that Miss Mary is an angel sent by Fate to soften hard truths. She could have told me in the middle of town, where there would be an audience. She could have torn me apart right then and there and left the pieces of me laying in that dusty street for the vultures to pick over.

      But she did not. Miss Mary is the embodiment of mercy.

      It was then that I saw the last horse ride around the bend. Why hadn’t I realized what direction they were coming from? But I did then. I saw the two men on that animal’s back, and I knew.

      I knew.

      A tall, muscled man rode by on his proud bay, head held high. I recognized him as the man who had been shine-shot days ago. Edward had put in a room in the basement while he went through shine withdrawal. His screams had kept me up for nights.

      He wasn’t what got my attention, though.

      No. It was the man behind him. The man with hands chained, a bruise marking his cheek, an eye swollen shut, and blood dripping down one arm.

      “Da?” I whispered.

      Some part of me will always know him. He is my home. He is my solace. He is my haven.

      “Da!” I shouted.

      “Da!” I screamed.

      I watched as the horse slowed to a trot. Watched as the man who guided it met my eyes, and then looked away. Watched as my da stirred, pointedly not looking my direction.

      I wish I could say that I took my confusion and my sorrow and buried them deep until I was alone and could scream away my grief in peace, but some pain is too sharp to hold back. Some agonies cut right through a body and go spilling everywhere without warning. Sometimes a person just needs to bleed all their anguish into the world.

      “Da!” I screamed again, screamed until my voice went hoarse.

      I watched as the horse turned a corner, went down the small street where Grove’s jail was. Then hands grasped me. I heard Miss Mary yelling at people to give me some space. Felt her arms encircle me. I let her lead me away. I wasn’t even aware I was moving. The world was a blur, and all I saw was my father’s swollen face.

      “Time to buy some rope,” a woman muttered.

      “Back off!” Mary shouted. I’d never heard her raise her voice before. “Give us some space. What has Cassandra ever done to deserve your wrath? You’re all a bunch of crows gorging yourselves on pain. As long as it’s not yours, it’s fair, right? You make me sick.”

      Things were quiet after that. I let her guide me to the schoolhouse. It was empty, thankfully. I eyed the hooks where cloaks would hang, and the cubbies where boots would be put. The desks, which had seemed so big and important to me as a child, now looked small. Almost like toys, all lined up in three long rows.

      “Sit down,” Mary said, pushing me into a seat. “And drink some of this.” She handed me a mug of tea. It was mint, warm from the teakettle sitting on top of a gently burning stove in the corner. I sipped it and felt some of my shock thaw.

      Mary let me have my time. She waited while I drank my tea and sorted through my thoughts. When a few minutes had passed, and my eyes were dry, my soul fortified against the pain I knew was coming, I said, “Tell me.”

      And so she did.

      “An illegal shine well was found on Jasper and Annie’s property.” That was all I needed to hear. I could fill in the gaps.

      I knew what had happened. We had been preparing for it for years. All those weapons hidden around the homestead. All that talk of never leaving their land. Talk of making a stand against the big man when the time came.

      There would have been a battle.

      It would have been horrible. They would not have left. Not alive.

      Harriet and Jack, though…

      “Who survived?” I asked.

      Miss Mary just looked at me, tears staining her cheeks, and I knew. Some truths don’t need words to cut right through a person.

      “How do you love,” Ianthe once asked me.

      I will tell you this: Like the blade. Like the bite.

      Not long ago, I threw an empty glass against a wall. I watched it shatter into a thousand tiny pieces, each one sharp-edged and hungry. I remember the sound it made, a small thunderstorm cupped like a butterfly in that one precious moment. The world seemed to stop, and emotion was given voice, pure and crystalline. Beautiful and savage.

      That is how I love.

      Like glass hitting the wall, I shatter.

      And that is how I felt then. All my love was cutting into the deepest parts of me, making me bleed.

      Grief is an odd beast. It comes upon everyone differently. Sometimes a person can be grieving without even knowing that’s what they’re doing. Sometimes it feels like a landscape shifting inside of you, and all that pain is a fire just waiting to burn its way to the surface. Waiting to transform the topography of your soul.

      Sometimes grief is sweet as honey and hot as flame.

      My grief felt like poison. I couldn’t breathe. I didn’t want to breathe. My heartbeat sounded like an insult. I couldn’t imagine a world where Annie and Jasper weren’t just an hour’s walk away. Where weekly dinners with Imogen and my family wouldn’t ever happen again.

      Dead. They were all dead. And my father was in jail. He would die too. He would not leave this city any way other than as a corpse.

      “Cassandra,” Mary said, rubbing my back. “Imogen was there.”

      Imogen. I hadn’t thought of her. She had started attending our weekly dinners a year ago. Her relationship with Annie had quickly repaired and the two of them had taken to cooking elaborate meals together. Sometimes they would spend the entire day in Annie’s small cabin, laughing and cooking outrageous meals together. Of course, she would have been there, caught in the crossfire. One more tragedy in a world of them.

      I cried then. I will say no more of it than that. You do not deserve to know the shape of my grief or the weight of my sorrow. You do not get to know my pain. I will not show you these wounds. I will keep them for myself. I will savor them because they are all I have left of the people I love.

      I fell to pieces on that schoolhouse floor. I mourned my dead. Mary locked the doors and held me while I tore myself open again and again. Five lives lost. Six, if you count my father, who would be dead soon.

      All that death because of some Fate’s damned well.

      The truth is, we all long for soft endings.

      I daresay, we get what we deserve, and it is rarely soft, or pretty.

      The moon was high by the time I realized I had spent the day weeping, cursing, shouting, screaming.

      “I need to get back,” I said. My voice was hoarse, and my head throbbed. “Ianthe…” She was so frail, so very weak that any agony could cost her days of her life. Every time she exhaled, I held my breath until she inhaled again. Love such as ours hung on every heartbeat.

      “What will you do?” Mary asked.

      “How do I look?” I asked, dabbing at my eyes, purposefully not answering her. Truth to tell, I had no answer yet. I had no idea what I would do when I saw Ianthe next.

      “Like you’ve been crying, Cassandra.” Mary looked sad. “Ianthe will know something is wrong.”

      “I can’t hide anything from her,” I answered.

      “So what will you do?”

      Love is a battlefield strewn with the corpses of hopes and dreams and still we fight, for what else is there for us to do?

      I was born with a war raging in my soul.

      “I can’t tell her,” I said after Mary walked me outside. “It would kill her. That makes me a horrible person, doesn’t it? She has a right to know, but I can’t lose one more person right now, Mary. I just can’t.”

      “Oh, Cassandra,” Mary said, wrapping her arms around me. “You do not deserve this pain.”

      We listened while crickets sang their lamentations nearby. I eyed the horizon. Fixed my gaze on those mountains, like teeth, just waiting to devour that big belly of night, scattering the corpses of stars with each bite.

      I shivered. Suddenly, I felt consumed.

      “I need to get back,” I said. Hopefully, Ianthe would be asleep. Hopefully, during her rest, I could gather myself enough to act normally the next day.

      I hadn’t ever lied to Ianthe. It was not something that was done between us. We shared everything. She was not a separate person, but an extension of myself. It felt horrible, knowing I would look her in the eyes, and not tell her that her mother was dead, but I saw no other option open to me. I could not survive one more blow, and Ianthe’s condition was so fragile.

      Mary watched me go.

      The night was heavy. The dark, hot.

      I started to go to the sanatorium, but my feet took me somewhere else. Around another corner. Down an alleyway, to a blue building I had never been to before. The door was thick and firmly closed. I knocked on it three times, and waited.

      Three more knocks, and finally someone appeared. A burly company man with drooping gray mustaches and an air of status about him that put off a great stench.

      “I want to see my da,” I said.

      “Your da?” He asked.

      “You know who I am. You’re not stupid and neither am I. I want to see my da. He was taken here.”

      He glared at me for a spell. “Wait here.” He closed the door, and I waited.

      He was gone for nearly five minutes, and with each minute, my worry gnawed at me. Perhaps they had already killed him. Perhaps they’d moved him to a secret location. Perhaps I’d never get to see him again.

      Then the door opened, yellow light cutting up all that darkness. “He won’t see you,” the company man said.

      “You lie,” I hissed.

      “Not a lie. He’s in there, in the cell. Said he don’t want to see you tonight. Come back later.”

      “Da!” I screamed through the open door. “Da!”

      “Quiet!” The company man barked. “It’s night out here, people are trying to sleep without you wailing fit to wake the dead.”

      “Da!” I screamed again.

      He wouldn’t see me. Did he know how much he wounded me? I didn’t care where he was. Didn’t care what he looked like. I was lost and I needed him. I needed to look rest my gaze upon him and know he was still real. I was real.

      I needed my father.

      “He won’t see you, girl.” The company man studied me, and something in him changed. He softened somewhat, his eyes warming a bit. “He ain’t going to die tomorrow. Maybe not for a week. You’ve got time. Control yourself, and come back later. Maybe you’ll have better luck.”

      Control myself, he said. Control myself, after five people I knew and loved were killed. Control myself, when my father was in jail, waiting to be hung. Control myself, while Ianthe died.

      Control myself.

      And you ask me why I did what I have done.

      You are all a bunch of fools.
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      They’d been at an impasse, glaring at each other from across the table when they heard screaming outside. Arlen got up and moved to the door, Sterling following on his heels. They slipped out of the saloon and into the daylight. He held a hand up, shielding his eyes from the harsh glare of the sun, and turned his attention to the road before him.

      And he saw.

      That scream, that soul-scorching wail was mirrored in his heart as he took it all in. He watched, helpless, as Christopher Hobson rode by, trussed up behind Elroy on his horse, going to the jail, no doubt. “We were never going to have enough time,” the outlaw had said before he’d run into the firefight.

      No, they weren’t.

      There was nothing but an end for his father now. Nothing but a noose, an eternity of silence.

      He started to follow after Christopher and Elroy, but a hand clamped on his shoulder, keeping him in place. “No,” Sterling said. That, and nothing more.

      “No?” Arlen asked.

      “No,” the man said again. “Matthew is on his way here, and he gave strict orders if you were to be found. No wandering off. You are to be kept under watch until he arrives and can talk to you about your ordeal. He is very worried.”

      Worried? Matthew? He hadn’t known Matthew Esco to be worried a day in his life. He didn’t think that was an emotion the man could feel.

      “Upstairs,” Sterling said. “Got a few rooms. You’ll be kept in mine. I will stay at the jail.”

      “Am I under guard?” Arlen asked as Sterling led him up the stairs. No jovial man now, no old friend. This Sterling was all business, all coiled anger, and intent. It felt like he had a gun aimed at his back, and this one would shoot true.

      “There will be company men stationed outside your door,” Sterling admitted. He opened the third door on the left and gently pushed Arlen inside, following after him before shutting them in together. “But you do not need to stay there if you don’t wish. Matthew wanted you protected, seeing as you were taken and all.”

      The room wasn’t fancy. One small bed, a piss pot under the window, a table for writing, and the stub of a candle. It would do, for now.

      Sterling moved to the window and looked at the street below. “It was a nasty business all around, Arlen. You being taken by the outlaw. I can’t imagine what he put you through. Then all that business out there on the homestead. It had to be done. Matthew Esco ordered it himself. You understand, I’m sure.”

      “What?” Arlen asked. The word stole the breath from his lungs. “Matthew Esco ordered what done?”

      Sterling started. He turned slowly, studying Arlen. His eyes went hard and cold. “Matthew Esco said that this was the last insult he would suffer at the hands of Christopher Hobson. He sent a team out there, to raid the farm of Hobson’s sister and daughter once we had the information about the well. We followed orders, Arlen. We were to stage a situation that would draw Christopher Hobson out and then capture him, and we did that.”

      “At the cost of how many lives?” He’d seen the messenger arrive when they’d been sitting around that table, give Sterling a piece of paper, which the man read before tucking it into his pocket. Arlen hadn’t thought anything of it, but now he realized that those had been the tally. The count. Lives lost, and shine gained.

      Sterling didn’t answer at first. The muscle in his jaw ticked. He seemed to roll something around in his mouth before he finally whispered, “Five. Five of theirs dead. We lost five as well, with two more injured. They gave as good as they got.”

      He felt sick. He wanted to throw up. He wasn’t sure if he’d ever be well again. Ten lives lost, all to draw out Christopher Hobson. Lives, traded in the blink of an eye by a man who wasn’t even here to see the damage he’d wrought and the pain he’d inflicted.

      The world spun, and Arlen grabbed the wall to keep from falling. It was too much.

      “They had an illegal shine well on their property. Been running it for years without turning it over to the company. Likely made a fortune off what is ours. That stuff isn’t cheap, Arlen. They were loaded, while everyone around them lived in squalor. We gave them a chance to come out, to come willingly. We gave them an opportunity for peace, and they chose the business end of a pistol instead. Every one of them.”

      “That doesn’t make it right,” Arlen whispered.

      “It’s the reality of life out here,” Sterling sighed. He suddenly seemed so very tired. He ran a hand over his face. “If we don’t make an example out of people like this, then we are telling everyone else that this sort of behavior is okay. And Christopher Hobson has a record out here. You know that better than anyone. He’s been losing the company money and sewing chaos for years. Shine Territory will be better without him in it.”

      Arlen felt like all the words had been sucked out of him.

      “It should be Matthew explaining all of this to you, not me.” Sterling looked at him. Studied him. “Right, then, I’ll be off. Food will be sent up for dinner. With everything that’s happening, it’s probably better that you don’t go…wandering about.”

      He left, and finally, Arlen was alone.

      The emotion he’d been holding back finally broke through the dam he’d built to keep it contained. He sat on the edge of the bed, face hidden behind his hands, and sobbed.

      No, sobbing was too tame a word for it. Not sobbing. Not surrendering, but something more than all of that, and somehow less as well. He felt like he was shedding his skin.

      The sun was setting by the time he pulled himself together. The saloon was starting to fill. He could hear loud voices, someone playing the piano, and plenty of laughter. Doors across the hall opened and closed. Moans vibrated through paper-thin walls.

      He wasn’t sure how much time had gone by before he heard a knock on the door, two soft raps. The door abruptly opened and Elroy filled the room with his larger than life presence. He looked no worse for the injury he took in his shoulder. Had it really just been a week and a half ago?

      Elroy carried a tray with food on it, some sort of stew that steamed up the room, a hunk of bread with freshly churned butter, and beer to wash it all down. Arlen’s stomach groaned. Elroy set the tray on the small table, and bent to the candle, lighting it. Suddenly, all that darkness was filled with that soft yellow glow. Moonlight spilled through the window like tears, like sorrow. Like the night was weeping along with him.

      “You should eat,” Elroy said, pulling out a chair Arlen hadn’t noticed before and sitting on it. His eyes were dark and there was a large bruise on his right cheek. He was not the proud, jovial man Arlen had known before. Now, he was hunched in on himself. Dark. Brooding. “They said you haven’t eaten all day.” He pointed at the door, at the people on the other side of it.

      “You look well,” Arlen said. “Considering.”

      “The bruise will fade and the shot from the train went through my shoulder,” Elroy shrugged and winced. “It’s still stiff, but not bad. The shine addiction was the worst part of it. It was hard to come off of that. Getting shot so directly with it…” his voice trailed off. “It really did a number on me. I wouldn’t wish shine addiction on my worst enemy.”

      Arlen wasn’t sure what to say to that.

      “Sterling wants me to ask you what happened out there… when you were taken,” Elroy said.

      “Is that why you are here? To question me?”

      “Well, I came for a few reasons. I like to think we’re friends now, of a sort, and I care about what happened to you in that regard. You were a man under my watch and you were taken. I did not fulfill the obligations your father gave me, and I do not like losing men under my protection.”

      “What are your other reasons for being here?” Arlen asked. He’d learned his lesson. Never take anything on face value.

      “Really, Arlen? You want the whole of it right now? Can’t you just answer my questions and let the rest of it be?”

      “No, I can’t. Truth to tell, Elroy, I don’t owe you a Fate’s damned thing.”

      Elroy seemed to mull over this, chewing on the inside of his cheek. Then, “I wasn’t passed out when they dragged me off the train. I remember some things. Some things that just don’t add up to reason, you see. I remember the outlaw feeling you down for weapons. I remember him finding something that surprised him, and then suddenly ordering the train car to be cleared. What did he find, Arlen? What did you have on your person that surprised him so? He didn’t hesitate to shoot me. Why didn’t he hurt you?”

      He wasn’t sure how to answer that question, or even if he wanted to. Now, his time with his father, from start to end, felt too sacred to share with someone he barely knew. Instead, he leaned over and grabbed the bread, biting off a chunk. “I heard about something happening out west, on the homesteads. Saw you bring in the outlaw.”

      “It was a messy business,” Elroy said. His hands shook. “Didn’t expect it to be a bloodbath. I lost five men. Two injured. The only good part is that we got Hobson.” Elroy didn’t look happy. Didn’t look like a man who had just done something worth being praised for. He looked sick, gray around the edges. “I didn’t want to do it, Arlen,” he whispered. “There were women there and they… and we…” His voice trailed off, and whatever had happened out west replayed in the horror etched on his face. “I did what I was ordered to do,” Elroy finally finished.

      He was clinging to the fact that he’d just done as told. Sure it was horrible, but he was nothing more than the instrument in another man’s capable fist, and ultimately, that was something Arlen could relate to. He knew what it was to be a tool, used for a purpose and thrown away without regard. He’d felt that painful moment of realization of his role not too long ago, when talking with Hank and Yoren at Rose’s house.

      No man deserved to walk this particular road alone.

      Elroy hunched in on himself, spine curled into a question mark, though what he was asking, Arlen could only guess at.

      “Tell me what happened on the train, Arlen,” Elroy finally asked after a measure of quiet. His eyes were red, his hands trembling. This was not a man off the shine, not all the way. Not yet. Arlen could still see the addiction running through him, could see how he was aching for a fix. Now, with this tragedy bending his back, he could only guess at how Elroy would handle the next few days.

      Whoever had sent him out to lead such a disastrous raid had just destroyed him.

      “Is that why you are really here? To hear about what happened on the train?” Arlen asked, adjusting his legs.

      “No,” Elroy whispered. “ I needed a place to go. A place where the screaming in my head wouldn’t be quite so loud.”

      “When I was a boy,” Arlen finally said, “and I took ill, my governess, Sylvia, would tell me a story. I never understood why she told it at the time, but I think I do now. Sometimes a person needs to get out of their own skin. Sometimes a dream and the horizon are the best medicine. Do you want to hear the story, Elroy?”

      “Anything,” the man replied. “Please. Give me something to hold on to.”

      The naked desperation in those words filled Arlen with ice.

      “There’s a land,” he said. “Far, far away, across an ocean with a whirlpool for a heart. This is where the world starts, and the world ends. It’s called Sefate.” Elroy had calmed down, his hands crossed over his breast, rocking himself back and forth gently, head bowed and eyes closed as he listened. “Sefate is not a place you or I would recognize, for it is not as much a land, as it is a tree.”

      “A tree?” Elroy asked.

      “Yes,” Arlen replied. “A tree, shooting out from the middle of the world, so large, so sprawling, entire civilizations exist on but one of its branches. Can you imagine such a thing? There is nothing but ocean around its base, and people, like you or I, living their lives on its limbs. As a boy, I used to vow I would run away and find Sefate. I wanted to live there, with nothing but the beating heart of the world under my feet.”

      “Sefate,” Elroy said. “ I should like to find a place like that. It sounds very peaceful.”

      Quiet filled the room.

      “Arlen,” Elroy finally asked, his voice thin and quivering. “Am I a bad person?”

      Was he? Were any of them? Who was at fault, the tool or the man welding it?

      “Who gave you the orders?” Arlen asked. He already knew the answer, but he had to hear it. Had to hear that name pass Elroy’s lips. There would be no more denying it. No more dancing around the facts. Now, he had to know. There would be no more running away. It was time for him to make a stand.

      Elroy sighed, shifted on his chair. “Matthew Esco sent the letter to the transfer office here in Grove just yesterday. ”

      “Did he specifically request you?”

      “There was no one else to go, Arlen. Sterling had to stay in town in case Hobson came back, or you, or both. I’m the highest-ranked out of the rest of the company men here.”

      He might as well have stuck a knife in Elroy’s heart and watched him die.

      “I didn’t want to do it,” Elroy said again. He was shaking, his entire body quaking so badly he fell off the chair and crashed to the floor. “I didn’t want to kill those people. I didn’t want any part of it.”

      He was openly weeping now, curled up on his side, head pillowed on his arms.

      He should walk away. Elroy had done horrible things. He deserved his pain. On the other hand, he was a broken man. Nothing more than a tool, cruelly used, and he would pay for that the rest of his life. He was not given a choice in the manner of his suffering.

      Arlen got on the floor right next to Elroy, gathered the man up in his arms. “I’m Christopher Hobson’s son,” he whispered as he ran his fingers through Elroy’s dark hair. He wasn’t sure if the man was listening to him. Wasn’t sure if his words even mattered. Elroy grew calm under Arlen’s touch. “Didn’t know it until he stopped the train.”

      Tentatively, Arlen told Elroy the story of his life, the story as it had been made clear to him. Slowly, he unfolded himself for Elroy to know. He bared his soul, let Elroy see all of him, held nothing back. He was one broken man showing another his pain.

      It felt good to tell his truth to another person. Felt good to have that contact, to know that he was being heard, and in some way, understood.

      “What are you going to do?” Elroy asked. “They’re going to hang Hobson. There’s no way around that. ”

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” Arlen admitted. “I don’t think I’ve known anything since I got out here. All I know is that Matthew Esco is coming out here. I need him to tell me why he took me. I need to hear what happened, in his words.” A pause. “What are you going to do, Elroy?”

      “Don’t know,” the man admitted. He hadn’t moved yet. “The healer said that shine will always be a problem for me. I’ll be aching for it for the rest of my life. I think I need to get away from… all of this. From all this blood. From the shine.” He drew in a shuddering breath. “I think I’m going to look for Sefate.”
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      I am traveling through the twilight of the soul, a barren landscape, save for all those glistening stars. I am drifting. Drifting on a sea of broken glass. Sailing through the dark on a ship with no cargo, and no compass.

      I can feel Cassandra nearby. I think I will always feel her.

      I think of goldfinches, and I envy those small creatures. That is what I long to be. A bit of stolen summer, yellow-breasted and porous-boned, with a song so sweet it makes the world shake off winter. I yearn to be one small, warm-blooded, freely flying piece of the whole.

      I will die wishing for one more moment. One more breath. One more beat of my heart. I am resigned to my fate, but I wish death would tarry outside a spell. Instead, the figure is a hulking thing looming over the foot of my bed. I feel its cold breath there, stealing away my life. Sucking it right from me.

      “Ianthe,” Cassandra says. I feel her hand cupping mine. Her touch is gentle, and her skin is soft. “Ianthe, my love, I have kept something from you.” She is weeping. Her tears make her words sound watery, each one flowing off the edge of a cliff, falling down, and down, and down, to crash on the bedrock of her sorrow. “It’s about your mother.”

      My mother.

      I am so far gone, it takes some time for that word to anchor me. Long minutes pass before I can find the strength to open my eyes.

      “Tell me,” I whisper.

      And I watch, as she falls apart.
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      “Tell me about my mother.” It wasn’t even a whisper, really. Ianthe had no voice. She was drifting further away from me with each passing day, and no amount of holding on could keep her near.

      Whatever strength I’d used to keep myself together was gone. I was fraying. Soon, the wind would carry me away. I was sure of it.

      Ianthe tried to sit up, but she couldn’t. She couldn’t focus on me. After a brief struggle, she finally sagged back into her pillows with a defeated sigh and closed her eyes.

      Edward said this was normal, that this was the way of things. Her body was shutting down, and she was losing strength. I could see her, minute by minute, becoming weaker. I couldn’t help but wonder what that felt like, feeling all the parts of her just… stop. I hoped it didn’t hurt.

      In her haze, she hasn’t noticed that her mother hasn’t visited her.

      “I can’t, Ianthe. Please don’t make me tell you what has happened.”

      Fate, I was selfish. Selfish to look at her plagued body and want to keep her for but one more day. One more moment. One more breath. I beg her for this, even after I have just decided I cannot keep it from her anymore.

      I have never believed myself to be strong. I am not a sturdy oak. I am a willow, easy to bend, eager to snap in any wind. I am soft and full of want.

      “Cassandra,” Ianthe said. It took her twice as long as it should to say my name. She stopped in the middle of it to gasp for breath, then focused all her energy on finishing up the word. Like she needed taste the fullness of it in her mouth one last time.

      There is a feeling that comes with the end. A sense of cold finality, and I felt it then. The very room itself was filled with knowing. This would be it. One last conversation. One last stolen moment. One final, agonized goodbye. We shouldn’t have spent it talking about this. Not about sorrows and pistols, shine and death. We should have spoken of something else. Anything else. The sunrise. The sunset.

      Tomorrow.

      I never understood the promise of tomorrow until I moved into the sanatorium with Ianthe. Never understood the succor of knowing that there would be another day, and another one after that. There is a certain hope in the idea of the sunrise.

      Hope is such a precious thing. Like a flower in summer, it is fleeting.

      “It’s okay,” Ianthe said, her voice hoarse and feeble. As hollow as the rest of her. “It’s okay to cry. There will be better days than this.”

      I covered my face with my hands. “I’m sorry,” I said. I felt her hand against my back, patting me before it slid back down to rest on the bed. I watched as her eyes slid closed, as though even that much action exhausted her.

      She deserved to know. I could not let her leave me with this hanging over us both. “Ianthe, I only did not tell you sooner because I knew it would hurt you to know and I cannot…” my voice trailed off. I turned on the bed so I might see her. Then I steeled my nerves, and I told her. I told her all of it.

      Three days ago, this took place. Three small days. Such short leaps through time. Nothing, really. A dream, the flutter of a bird’s wing, a leaf falling from a tree. Those three days in the grand scope of things are nothing, yet they were everything to me. I clasped her cold hands in mine and watched her feebly shake her head from side to side as I divulged the scope of the massacre, the unimaginable, murderous barbarity that took from us everyone we have ever loved.

      She was dying, and every word that fell from my lips was twisting the knife. I love her, and I was killing her.

      I watched, hopeless, helpless, as tears slid down her cheeks, as her mouth opened and closed; whether to speak or scream, I will never know.

      “I am alone,” she said. She was staring past me, at what, I could only guess. Staring, perhaps, at the past. There was a look in her eyes that I’d seen before, only once, but it was burned into me. The night when she arrived at our cabin to tell us Ben had been killed, she had stared just like this. It sent a chill up my spine.

      “No,” I told her. “Not alone. I am here, Ianthe. I will always be right here.”

      She sighed. I felt her gaze like a caress. “You should not have to watch me die.”

      “Where else would I possibly be?” I asked her.

      For her, anything.

      She wove her fingers through mine. “Cassandra and Ianthe,” she murmured.

      It was all she had, and it was enough.

      It took such a short amount of time to tell her how they all died. Such full, amazing lives lived so passionately, and all it took was an hour for me to tell her how it all came to a fiery, impossible, unbelievable end. “Edward has taken some men out to the homestead to dig graves,” I told her. “Next to Annie’s baby from all those years ago. In the meadow.”

      Ianthe looked to be sleeping. Her chest moving with her shallow breaths. Exhausted. This was too much for her. I made to move, but her grip on my hand tightened.

      “Bury me out there,” she said. “In the meadow.” Her eyes opened and fixed on me, clear as I hadn’t seen them in nearly a year.

      “I swear it,” I said.

      A smile curled her lips. “It eases me, to know who is waiting for me. Who will be waiting for you, when the time comes, may it not be for many, many years.” Her breath rattled in her lungs. Her lips were speckled with blood. “I am tired, Cassandra. Will you sit beside me until I sleep?”

      I clung to the music of every word she spoke.

      I curled up beside her, expecting every breath to be her last. I hung on each one of her heartbeats.

      Finally, after hours of watching her sleep, after the passage of a day, after an eternity of moments stretching into a forever that would never be long enough, Edward appeared in Ianthe’s room. “You need to clear your head, Cassandra,” he said. He took in Ianthe’s sleeping form, and his eyes filled with sadness. Ianthe had lived longer than anyone expected, and we had all grown close. He was hurting, too. “If aught changes, I’ll send for you.”

      He didn’t need to ask where I would be going. We both knew.

      It was a day for long goodbyes.

      My father’s death was to be a spectacle. They’d built the gallows right in the center of Grove over the past three days. I’d listened to hammers hitting nails, to the workers shouting at each other. Earlier today, someone had hung a noose. It was empty, for now, but doubtless, it would be adorned with my father on the morrow. The train had arrived just this morning and a bunch of important company men had gotten off of it, stinking up Grove with their fine suits and all their money. Blood money.

      Fate, everything hurt. My heart. My soul. Even my bones ached. I had aged a lifetime in a few days.

      Ianthe. She was my everything. She was the best part of me. How could I possibly live in a world without her in it?

      I decided to take the long way to the jail. The walk would give me time to calm down, soak in the sunset, and clear my mind.

      I thought about my father.

      I only took one trip with my da. Only once, did he take me away from Grove. I was, perhaps twelve when it happened. We were only gone for two or three weeks, not long, but long enough. It felt like a big adventure at the time. He came to the house early one morning, dressed rough, cheeks flushed, eyes sparkling, and said, “Cassandra, get your things. I’m going to take you to the mountains for a spell.”

      Annie was worried. She argued with Da for a long time about taking me, and all the dangers she foresaw in the act, but all Chris did was laugh. “She’ll be fine, let me have some time with my daughter,” he said. For my part, I was overjoyed. I cared not a whit where we went, as long as we were together.

      He hauled me off to the mountains. I left being civilized behind. I put on buckskins, cut my hair, and set about being a wild woman, trapping and skinning as I had when I was a child. It was just the two of us walking across the spine of the world.

      We’d spend our nights side-by-side, a fire painting us with its soft amber light while we listened to the songs of wolves chasing the moon across the sky. I will not recount everything that was said, for some things remain sacred between father and daughter. I will, however, tell you the one thing he taught me that will matter to you.

      Bloodshed is always superfluous. It is the deeper damage that is best.

      Those weeks with him were the best of my life. Just the two of us getting to know each other after a lifetime apart. It was like coming home again. Like being embraced after years of being without. Annie and Jasper had become family to me, as real and true as any, but they could not take the place of my father.

      There was freedom under the stars, standing on the tops of mountain peaks, the vast world arrayed below. A feeling of being above it all. Detached from it. The world was too small a thing to affect us, and so it didn’t.

      I left part of myself on that mountain.

      I turned a corner, and the door of the jail, closed tight, loomed ahead of me. My heart beat rapidly in my chest. My palms were sweating. I stopped, leaned against a wall to gather myself.

      I looked at the heavens. Before, I’d taken so much comfort from all that untamed emptiness. The sky just seemed to go on and on and I saw nothing but freedom in its distant horizons. Now, I suddenly felt small. I was so insignificant, and these events were overwhelming, how could I make sense of them all?

      When I was a child, I used to wonder what the stars were. Now, I think I know. The stars are fire. One flame for each of our exquisite agonies. A graveyard of hopes and dreams.

      Beautiful agony. Painful joy.

      I took in a great breath, and approached the jail, knocking on the door twice.

      I had come here every night, asking to visit my father, and every night I had been turned away. The man who answered the door likely knew who was begging entrance before he answered the door. A certain knowing filled his features.

      “He’ll see you,” he said, his voice low and rough. “Mind, you only get five minutes. No touching the bars, no touching the prisoner.”

      He watched me go inside. I felt him watching me as the dark of the jail swallowed me up.

      The jail was dimly lit and smelled like dust and well-used leather. A second company man sat behind a desk, watching me as I made my way to my father’s cell.

      I did not know what to say to my da. What could I say? He was behind bars that had been rubbed to a bright sheen with shine oil, likely to make them stronger. One touch from my smallest finger, and whatever strength the shine imbued all that iron would be naught but a memory. I could reach out, and change everything. I could touch the shine lock on the door to his cell, and it would spring open. I could so easily give him freedom, and perhaps that is what hurt the most. I could do so much to help his situation, and yet I could do nothing at all.

      Helplessness is its own curse.

      There would be no touching him. I would have to say goodbye to my father without feeling his hand in mine, or the brush of his lips on my forehead, or the embrace of his arms.

      Da was sitting on the floor, staring at his hands. He did not see me, and so I took in my fill of him. His violet hair was unkempt, his beard trimmed to a scruff along his jaw, and the bruises on his face had turned a lighter green than the vivid purple they had been when I last saw him.

      The moment stretched, and I wrapped it in amber, locked it deep inside of me.

      I must have made a noise, because he looked up and met my eyes, a small smile curling his lips. “Might I have a moment alone with my daughter?” He asked the company man who still sat at the desk. He grunted and walked out, doubtless to linger against the door and glared at the world with the man who had answered the door. “Come here,” Da said to me.

      I came as close to the cell as I would dare and collapsed onto the floor, a bare breath away from those iron bars.

      “Why?” I asked. I wasn’t sure what I wanted the answer to. Why did he run into that firefight? Why did he get caught? Why did he come back to Shine Territory all those years ago? Why? Why? Why?

      “It doesn’t matter, Cassandra.” He sounded so resigned.

      “It does matter!” I shouted. “It matters. You are going to die, and you are my father. What happens to you is everything to me.”

      “Everything I have done, Cassandra, everything, has been for those I love. Perhaps I made mistakes along the way, but my intent has been sure.”

      “Da,” I whispered, wiping away my tears before they could fall.

      “I’m empty, Cass. I died the day your mama died. All that’s left is my body. It was worth it.”

      “We can fight this,” I said.

      He was already shaking his head.

      “Please,” I begged. The word was a boulder swallowed by an ocean of quiet. I listened to the whisper of his breath and the barely audible sigh of resignation that followed. It filled the space between us, pulsing along with the beat of his heart.

      I know what surrender feels like. It is soft as sunlight off a bird’s wing in summer and burns surely as fire.

      I, too, am fluent in silence.

      They say diamonds are formed from pressure, and that is what I felt then. Pressure, low and hot, building inside. My tears were gems, freshly formed in the forge of my soul, and I gave them to him. They were the most honest gift I have ever given.

      He was done. He had resigned himself to his fate. There was no talking him out of it. He had spent his life fighting, and now exhaustion had stolen over him. I think, perhaps, they expected this to be a punishment. They did not see his death as his salvation.

      “Oh, Cassandra,” he whispered, his hands reaching through the bars of his cell, stopping just short of touching me. He drew in a breath. I watched it shudder through him. “I deserve this. I know that pinches to hear, but I do. Listen to me, and listen to me well. Salvation does not look like light.”

      It was time for him to rest. A body can only bleed for so long. A wounded soul has an expiration date.

      “I want to say some things to you,” he said. “We don’t have much time.”

      “I don’t want you to die. Everyone I love is dying.”

      “That’s the thing about love,” he said. “It’s present even after the sundering.”

      He studied me and then sighed. “You have grown into such a wonderful woman. Your mother would be so proud of you if she was alive to see you. I should have been more of a father to you, Cassandra. I should not have let you go. I have so many regrets. They fill me up until I feel as though they are drowning me. I have missed so much.” 

      My father had always been such a strong man. It nearly undid me to watch him crumble around the rock of his fault and lay it bare for me to see.

      Behind me, I heard the marshal enter the room, sit behind his desk, his wooden chair groaning. My last moments with my father were almost over. It’s almost time!” The marshal shouted.

      I heard the him approaching, thick-soled boots on the dusty ground. “Cass, my daughter, one last thing.” He held up a finger and the company man halted. I do not know why he granted us this final moment, but I am glad he did. “When it is over, will you do me a favor?”

      “Anything,” I breathed. And I would. I would do absolutely anything for him.

      “When I’m dead,” he said, “bury me next to your ma. Will you do that? Find a man named Arlen Esco, and he’ll show you where to go.”

      “Arlen Esco,” I whispered, not truly hearing what was being said. I was too busy memorizing every detail of him, down the calluses on his palms. The next time I saw him, I knew this would only be a body. “Find Arlen Esco.”

      “Yes, Cassandra, listen to me. Arlen Esco is your brother. He’s a good man. Find him, and he will help you bury me.”

      That cut through my clouded thoughts and all my swelling grief. “My brother?” I asked. “What brother?”

      “Your older brother, Cassandra. He was taken from me and your ma before you were born. We thought he was dead.”

      “I have a brother?” I couldn’t imagine such a thing. I felt like my entire world was tipping under my feet. “Why didn’t you tell me?” But then a quieter voice in the back of my mind asked, would it have changed anything if he had?

      “Don’t hold anything against him, Cassandra. It’s not his fault you didn’t know about each other.”

      “Then whose fault is it?” I asked.

      My father shook his head. “I don’t have time to get into it now. Ask him about Matthew Esco.” He studied me and his eyes filled with tears. It nearly undid me to see my father crying. “I wanted to be there when you two met, but now I have to trust you’ll do it on your own. He knows where your ma is buried. Find him. Will you do that for me?”

      I was losing family. I was gaining family. It was too much and yet somehow, it wasn’t enough. I had a brother. There was a grim sort of solace to know that I wouldn’t be alone after all of this. That someone else out there was losing a father, too.

      “Cassandra,” my father prompted.

      “I will find him,” I said.

      “Time to go,” the company man said, grabbing my arm and lifting me to my feet.

      I was screaming, sobbing. I could hardly see through the fog of anguish as I was pulled outside. As I was torn away from my home.

      I bloomed like a flower. Like an explosion. Like something being torn apart.

      “I love you!” My father shouted.

      It is the last thing he ever said to me.
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      After a few days of waiting, he heard the train blow its whistle as it slid into the station early that morning, and he knew Matthew Esco was on it. Anxiety twisted him up. He didn’t want to confront the man. He didn’t want to look him in the eyes and ask him why. On the other hand, he couldn’t imagine walking into tomorrow without knowing about his past. About his present. Without getting at least some answers.

      He watched out his hotel window as men flooded the streets of Grove. Company men, come all the way out here to do Matthew Esco’s bidding. To see a criminal hang. Their voices were boisterous as they filled the streets, as though this was some grand adventure. As though lives hadn’t ended to set all this up for their pleasure.

      He could go out there, find Matthew, and confront him. Have it all over within a blink. Instead, he waited in his room. Waited, because this was not a conversation he wanted over and done with quickly. This was a conversation that would take time. This was something that needed to happen behind closed doors, just the two of them. Matthew would find him. He always did.

      And so Arlen watched life pass him by outside his window, and waited.

      It took nearly an hour before he heard those measured footsteps stop outside his door. He listened to the muttered conversation between Matthew and the guards waiting in the hallway. They were always there, for his protection, he was assured, but suddenly their presence felt far more sinister.

      His nervous tension was nearly making him sick. The knob on his door twisted and Arlen called upon a lifetime of training and hid his emotions. Tried to look as though he was not bothered by any of this, that the man who was his true father wasn’t about to hang, and the man who had kidnapped him hadn’t just entered the room.

      Tried, and failed.

      “Arlen,” Matthew said. His voice was stiff and formal. “I am pleased to see you are well.”

      Silence settled between them and finally, finally Arlen gathered the courage to turn and face the man who had raised him.

      Matthew looked the same as he always looked. Tall and slender, in a charcoal three-piece suit with a golden chain looped over it connected to his pocket watch. His gray hair was cut short, not a strand out of place. Even his shoes were shiny, despite the dirt of the streets. His small mustache was well-trimmed. He hadn’t changed a bit.

      Not one bit in Arlen’s entire life. As long as he’d known Matthew, he had always looked like this. Slender, upright, and just gray enough to start showing his age. Not a day over fifty-five.

      Why hadn’t he realized that before? Likely because it’s not something a person looks for in someone else. Matthew Esco was just Matthew Esco, his cold, distant, focused father. He’d never pondered how the man didn’t grow older like everyone else. It simply hadn’t occurred to him.

      “Why?” Arlen asked. He’d planned a speech, planned some rant about truth and justice and how Matthew Esco was morally bankrupt, but instead, all he managed to get out was that one word. Those three letters. Such simple things, but strung together and thrust into the space between him and Matthew, they had the potential to move mountains.

      Matthew didn’t move. Didn’t so much as blink. He stood there, stiff and still as a statue before a slow shudder rolled through him. “Why?” Matthew asked. He took a seat in the wooden chair that Elroy had sat in the night before. “Be more direct, Arlen. What exactly are you asking?”

      Did he need to draw this out? Did he need to not only see the wound, but poke at it as well? Make it bleed even more?

      “I am not your son,” Arlen finally whispered, his fists clenched. His eyes were starting to burn, but he vowed not to cry before this man. Not to give him that bit of his agony. “I’m your grandson.”

      Matthew sighed. “I lost Lila the moment she fell in love with Christopher. There was no getting her back after that. I tried. She wouldn’t have it.”

      “So you took me? She was my mother. He is my father. I have a sister. I have spent my life thinking I was alone in the world, thinking I had nobody but you and Sylvia and Shine Company, while all this time I’ve had a family out here!” He was yelling now. His nervousness was gone and now all that righteous indignation was filling him up. It felt good to finally release it, to let it go and watch it burn through whatever relationship he’d thought he’d had with Matthew. “My entire life is built on a lie,” he said.

      “Come now, Arlen. What life would you have had in Shine Territory?” Matthew spread his hands wide. “It’s a fine enough place, but you would not have had the best education, the best tutors, the best opportunities laid out before you. You have always been a smart boy. You would have been wasted out here, on the back of some mountain with a roughneck outlaw for a father and a mother who threw it all away for—"

      “I would have been loved!” Arlen roared. He felt color fill his cheeks, felt the veins on his neck bulge. A headache was forming behind his eyes.

      “I loved you,” Matthew said. “After a fashion.” His voice was maddeningly calm, and Arlen suddenly realized another thing about his father. Aside from a very few times, Matthew Esco was always perfectly composed, as though emotion was something that happened to other people. Why was that?

      He was on the edge of a realization, but he had a hurricane under his skin, and it needed a place to go.

      “You loved what I represented. You loved the dynasty. You loved the legacy I symbolized.” Arlen paused, ran a hand through his hair. “I barely knew my true father, but he showed me more genuine love and affection in a few days than I have ever felt from you.”

      “Christopher Hobson is not who you think he is,” Matthew said. He flicked a hand over the leg of his pants, picking at lint that wasn’t there.

      “Then who is he, Matthew?”

      “He’s an outlaw. A criminal. A murderer. Really, Arlen, you already know this.”

      “What does that make you?” Arlen asked. “I have seen your record books. I know what Sterling does while he is out here, under your orders. I have seen the children who work in the mines. I have spoken to those oppressed by company law. There were five people killed out on the homesteads, again under your orders, just days ago. If Christopher is a murderer, what does that make you?”

      Silence.

      “Is there another term for it when you have killed so many?”

      “You do not know what I have given up for this land, this territory, this legacy of mine!” Matthew shouted. Arlen jumped, startled. Matthew angry was truly a sight to behold. His eyes grew wide and spit flew from his mouth. The veins in his neck bulged and his face turned red. “I have given up everything for this land. Everything. Then my daughter, whom I did it all for, told me she did not want it and what was I left with? One infant, who would grow into an ungrateful, lackluster man. I did it all for you, Arlen. Every bit of it, from the original sacrifice, to the shine wells, to this hanging that is about to happen. All of it has been for you. You have no idea what price I have paid. If that is not love, then I don’t know what is.”

      Matthew glared at him. Arlen’s head spun. That entire tirade from his father had been startling. From the start to the end of it, it had been overwhelming. He was standing in the room with a mad man. He saw it now. He knew it. A man didn’t come unhinged like that if he wasn’t cracked, at least a bit.

      But more than that…

      “What did you do to the shine wells?”

      “I changed the work orders last minute. Christopher needed a few more deaths under his belt. It is easier to kill a man when there is an army set against him. Then, all I had to do was wait just long enough before I sent you out here. I knew he would come out of hiding. He’d have to know who you were. Christopher Hobson is a canker. If left alone, he will fester and destroy this entire territory.”

      “All of this,” Arlen gestured wide. “Is for revenge?”

      “It’s not that simple. Chris saw how the Boundary was raised, and so he knows how it can fall. He is a threat to me, and to you, and to everything I have worked so hard to give you. I loved Lila enough to let her have him while she was alive, but after she died he was more like a ghost than a man. He was impossible to track down, always one step ahead of the law. It’s time for you to inherit, Arlen, and I will not have you inherit with a threat to your security looming.” He paused, fixed Arlen with his impenetrable gaze. “I am doing this for you, son.”

      “And the people on the frontier? The people you sent Elroy out to take care of?” Arlen pressed. “What about them?”

      “I knew Christopher was around. I had to draw him out so I could capture him. What better way to do it than with his family? It is unfortunate that so many died. They didn’t have to.”

      “You set all of this up,” Arlen said. The implications were staggering. They made him cold. He’d always known Matthew was ruthless, but this was something else entirely. This wasn’t just ruthlessness, but something more. A single-minded determination that seemed to drive all his actions. And this was who had raised him, this man who saw no problems with seeing so many dead, just so he could end one man. What kind of person plotted events like this? Just who was Matthew Esco, really?

      He’d made sure people were still working on the shine mines, so Chris would be responsible for more deaths, which would keep him on the wrong side of the law, and sway public opinion against him. Make him more desperate, harder to hide. Then, Matthew had waited patiently. Waited for years, until Arlen was old enough to send out here. This entire trip had been nothing more than part of Matthew’s cunning plan. Arlen had been the tool used to draw the outlaw out. Matthew knew Christopher would never pass up an opportunity to see who Arlen truly was. The battle on Annie’s homestead was just the noose.

      All of this…

      His head spun. He wanted to hit something. He wanted to throw up.

      “I want nothing to do with Shine Company,” Arlen said. “Take my inheritance. Empty my bank account. Take me off your will. I want none of it. I am no longer an Esco.”

      Matthew glared at him, the muscle working in his jaw. “I’m afraid you don’t have much of a choice,” the man finally said. “I let Lila walk away from this. I’m not about to make the same mistake twice. You can kick and scream all you want, but I am tired, and the Boundary has needs. To stay strong, it must be fed.”

      It must be fed? Like it was a living, breathing entity? How did one feed the Boundary? Arlen wasn’t sure he wanted to know. Dread walked its fingers up his spine. Outside, a great commotion was rising. People were gathering, eager to see the infamous Christopher Hobson died. And here he was, facing off against Matthew Esco, getting nowhere, fast.

      “I want to say goodbye to my father,” Arlen said.

      It was all so final. After this, nothing would be the same.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Matthew said. “Goodbyes do nothing but make the pain all the more acute.”

      “And you know this because…”

      “I said goodbye to Lila, and I have never stopped aching,” he admitted. It was, perhaps, the first truly human thing Matthew had ever said and it made Arlen stop and study the man who had always seemed as cold and distant as the stars. “Think what you will, Arlen. Perhaps I am the monster you have made me out to be, but there is nothing I would not, or have not done for love. The world out there is an unpredictable place. Up one moment, and down the next. From rich, to impoverished in a blink. At least with Shine Territory out here, and the company under your thumb, the entire world can devour itself and you will still be able to live comfortably, with financial security. Nothing can touch you.”

      “What good is money when everyone I love is dead?” Arlen asked.

      “Ah, the ideals held by the youth,” Matthew said. He stood up from his chair, straightened his suit, and glanced at Arlen. “You are hurting now, but someday you will understand, and when that happens, you will thank me. All of this, the hanging, the emotions, the anger, I understand it, but it’s a flash in the pan, Arlen. You can hate me now. Go ahead. I give you permission to hate me. It doesn’t matter, because after today everything, absolutely everything will change and you will understand. You. Will. Understand.”

      That feeling Arlen had been wrestling with, that sense of knowing was hovering just outside his grasp. He felt like he was in an art museum, studying a huge painting but not understanding the picture because he wasn’t standing far enough away to see all of it. He needed a minute to catch his breath. He needed time to absorb all that had been said.

      He just needed time.

      But the crowd was gathering outside, and the day was relentlessly progressing. Fate was calling, and it waited for no one.

      “I’m sorry it had to be like this,” Matthew said.

      “Why don’t you ever touch me?” Arlen asked. The words were barely a whisper, barely a breath. The two men stared at each other across the carnage of the life they’d just torn to pieces, and that was all Arlen could think to say. “Why don’t you ever touch me?” He asked again.

      “That is another price I had to pay,” Matthew said. “Power is lonely, Arlen. Best get used to that now.” Was that regret he heard in Matthew’s voice? He wasn’t given time to dwell on it, because Matthew abruptly turned and left the room. He left the door open, so Arlen heard his command to the men stationed in the hallway. “He is not to leave this room until the hanging. When it is time, bring him outside. He will watch it happen, and then we will go to the shine fields. Have someone prepare horses, to be ready at that time.”

      “Sir, it will be done,” One man said, like a good soldier.

      And just like that, Arlen was a prisoner in his own room. Today, he would watch the father he’d just met, die. He would stand beside the father who had lied to him all his life while it happened. He’d wanted answers. He’d wanted some sort of reconciliation, if not with Matthew, then with himself. Instead, all he got was more pain and more questions.

      His regret was suffocating. If he’d only just walked away when he’d learned to Christopher was, none of this would have happened. If he’d only gone back to his old life, with the company. If he hadn’t been so damn curious and determined. There had been a hundred points since the train that he could have turned tail and gone another way, saved all of them from this. Sure, Chris would still be in hiding, but at least he’d be alive.

      If only…

      If only…

      If only…

      “When is the hanging scheduled?” He asked the lawmen at his door. They were adorned with pistols and had plenty of muscle. Guards, in every sense of the word. Men assigned to keep Arlen in, and the world out. He was no less a prisoner for not being in jail. He was being kept. Now he understood what birds in cages felt like.

      “Midday,” one of them said.

      Midday.

      Just a bit of time until the end, and he wouldn’t get to say goodbye. Wouldn’t get to thank the man for all he’d given Arlen. Wouldn’t get to look into his eyes, and call him father.

      He went to the window, watched the crowd gather below. There was a festive atmosphere as people flooded the street from neighboring settlements and towns. Christopher Hobson was not loved. Had not been well-liked since his incident in the shine fields. Arlen watched as Matthew Esco appeared, walking out of the saloon, shaking hands with important people, waving to others. Soon, he was swallowed up by a sea of men in perfectly pressed suits.

      Someone got out a fiddle and began playing a tune. Soon people were laughing and dancing.

      His father was going to die…

      And all Arlen could do was watch from the window, as strangers celebrated in the shadow of that empty noose.
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      I am tired.

      I am trying to hold on, but I am exhausted. My spirit feels detached from my body. I am floating, and yet…

      I can’t let go. Not yet.

      Soon.

      I taste blood. It is full of iron and salt. It is full of the stories of my ancestors.

      Death is close, hovering at the edge of my bed, black-robed and imposing, and I am almost ready to give myself over to it. Almost, but not quite.

      Edward is beside me. I open my eyes, but they slide shut again. “I’ll go get Cassandra,” he says. He sounds sad, his words low and measured. Just professional enough. He knows it is time as well as I do. But I am not done yet. There is one last thing I must do.

      “Arlen,” I breathe. I feel Edward lean close, his ear hovering just above my lips.

      “What?” he asks.

      “Arlen Esco. Cass’s brother.”

      “The company man?” Edward asks. He will remember Arlen. Edward remembers everyone he’s worked on.

      I think I nod. I try to.

      “Make sure they find each other, so she is not alone,” I say.

      I think of Cassandra. I will not go without her beside me.

      I sink into darkness.
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      Our stories will never be told. No one outside of Shine Territory will ever know who my father was, or who Ianthe was. To the rest of the world, they are nothing but names.

      To me, they are the world.

      And so, I suppose, it is time for me to tell you how my world ended.

      Maybe you can answer one question for me, first.

      How long can a person live without a heart?
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      I can tell you what happened today when I saw all those fancy men in suits laughing right in front of the hangman’s noose. I can tell you what happened when I saw the crowd gathered, all of them singing and dancing as they led my father out of the jail.

      I can tell you exactly what happened.

      I went cold.

      And I grabbed a knife.
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      It happened so fast. The hours slid past, and the town became more and more full. Whores were doing a good trade at the saloon. He could hear someone playing the piano downstairs, and plenty of laughter. Outside was more merrymaking. Someone offered him some food at some point, but he didn’t respond and now a tray of cold porridge rested on his small table, flies perched atop it.

      When it was midday, his guards came to get him. “It’s time,” was all they said. They were not rough with him, but they weren’t gentle, either. They gripped his arms hard enough to bruise and led him downstairs. At the doorway from the saloon, Sterling waited. “I’ll take him from here,” the man said.

      “He just wants you safe,” Sterling shouted over the roar of the crowd. It was like a Longest Day festival. People, everywhere. Reporters were hanging around, too, jotting down notes in their notebooks. A few photographers with their huge cameras stood on the well-positioned second-story deck of the saloon, taking pictures of Grove. “He’s just worried,” Sterling said, leaning toward Arlen’s ear.

      Arlen didn’t bother answering him. Didn’t bother shouting over the press of people. Sterling’s touch made his skin crawl. This entire event turned his stomach. A man was going to die and people were celebrating that fact.

      What kind of people threw a party when someone died?

      “Make way!” Sterling shouted, pushing people out of the way, clearing a path for Arlen. All he wanted to do was run away. Be anywhere but here, with these people. He hurt. From his hair, to his bones, to his soul, he was in anguish. He was a scream wrapped in skin.

      People.

      People everywhere. And that hot sun overhead.

      “Make way!” Sterling called again.

      And then they were there, beside Matthew Esco, with his company men all around him. Arlen knew these people. He’d shaken their hands, held meetings with them, talked to their wives and children. He’d even been privately hired by a few of them, to organize their books and do their taxes. They were not strangers, but here and now, they might as well have been.

      “Ah,” Matthew said. “My son has arrived. I suppose it is time to bring the criminal out.” He nodded at Sterling, who disappeared through the crowd, likely heading toward the jail.

      There were mutters and grunts of agreement from the men around them.

      Arlen would witness this death. It would be horrible to see, and it would destroy him, but he would do it. He would carry the memory of his father, his real father, into tomorrow. Christopher Hobson would live on in him.

      He focused his thoughts on getting through this hour, and then the hour after, and hopefully, if it all went well, he’d still be standing at the end of the day. Tear soaked and worn ragged, but standing. He would survive. It is what he did.

      When Christopher appeared, the crowd went wild. Up the dais he went, up those hastily constructed wooden steps. Arlen thought he felt each one echo in the chasm of his soul. Their eyes met. Father, he mouthed. It was the only thing he had left to offer the man, and he watched as Christopher’s lips curled into a small, private smile.

      It was enough. It had to be. Arlen knew he’d just given the outlaw the only gift that truly mattered.

      On the dais, Sterling read out the charges leveled against Christopher Hobson. The list was long, and the crowd grew noisy. Chris stood throughout it, head hung low. Then, Sterling stepped aside, his job done.

      “Any last words?” The hangman asked in a booming voice. His features were hidden behind a thick leather mask, though his ruby skin was obvious enough.

      “I love you,” Christopher said. “I never stopped and I never will.” Arlen felt the words carve themselves in his heart. In his soul. In his muscle and bone.

      It happened so fast. The trapdoor opened, and his father dropped through, body jolting, jerking, then going still. Incredible how quickly a person can die. Shocking, the speed with which a story ends.

      “Arlen—" Matthew began, turning to face him.

      It was then that he saw the crowd moving, people being pushed aside, shouting. Yelling. Offended voices. A black head of hair appearing here, then there, coming closer, as a body tore through the press of people, panic spreading in her wake as people pushed to get away from her. And then she was there, his sister. Cassandra, an instant too late, but it didn’t seem to matter. She had eyes only for Matthew Esco, and the knife in her hands was long and sharp enough to cut the sun.

      She let out a scream of such shocking pain, it nearly brought him to his knees. Matthew shouted something. The company men moved, trying to block off Cassandra’s path, but she was already past them.

      Already past, and pushing that knife right into Matthew Esco’s heart.

      And then, everything stopped. The world seemed to hold its breath as Matthew slowly, deliberately pulled the knife out of his chest. “This will not harm me,” he said to Cassandra his voice cold and unruffled, as though he’d just started reading the newspaper, completely unperturbed by the fact that he had just been fatally stabbed. “Take her to the jail!”

      Lawmen grabbed her arms. She screamed and thrashed, her hair covering her face. She was wild and untamed. She was a mountain lion, and her claws were sharp. The men had a hard time holding on to her. Her screams were unlike anything Arlen had ever heard before. They weren’t the screams of a grieving woman, they were the unhinged wails of someone who had just lost it all, and had nothing left to hold on to.

      He would never forget that sound.

      He watched as she was dragged away, and then turned his attention to Matthew Esco, who held that knife, stared at it, with an almost bemused expression. The hint of a smile, a twinkle in his eyes. Arlen was aware of attention fixed on them, people muttering, wondering, on the verge of panic. Who got stabbed in the heart, and didn’t die? Matthew wasn’t even bleeding. What kind of creature was this? Suddenly, no one was celebrating, and no one seemed to know what to do.

      “She’ll be hung,” Matthew said. “Which is fitting.”

      He was so calm. So completely unruffled by all of this, by the event, or the attention fixed on him. Nothing could stop him, not even a knife in his heart.

      And wasn’t that a terrifying thought.

      She’ll be hung. Cassandra was his sister. The last person in the world who was his would be hung.

      And, suddenly, Arlen knew, and it stole the breath right from his lungs. He understood. He understood it all. He saw it as clearly as he saw the sun.

      It all clicked into place.

      Despite twenty years of Arlen living with him, Matthew Esco’s appearance had never changed. He never grew a day older.

      Arlen had never touched Matthew Esco. A lifetime of being kept an arm’s length away suddenly made perfect sense.

      Their conversation just hours earlier, all that talk of sacrifice, of feeding the Boundary. Now, they were going to the shine fields, and Arlen would inherit.

      Matthew had said that Christopher Hobson had seen him create the Boundary, and that made Christopher a weakness.

      “Matthew Esco is dead,” Arlen said.

      “What?” Matthew said. Around them, people whispered, mumbled, gave them space. No one wanted to be near Matthew. The atmosphere was no longer festive. Now, there was a hum in the air, a tension that hinted at chaos. All it would take was a spark to ignite.

      Arlen’s sister was about to hang. His father dangled at the end of a rope and Arlen knew that Matthew Esco died a long time ago.

      “Matthew Esco sacrificed himself to create the Boundary,” Arlen pressed. “That’s why I can’t touch you. You aren’t a man. Not anymore. Now you’re nothing but shine. I can’t touch shine, so I can’t touch you. That’s why you had all the mixed-blood babies killed. You didn’t know if it was just your line, or if it was all mixed-blood babies who had this effect on shine. You couldn’t risk it. And Christopher saw you sacrifice yourself, so he was your one, true weakness. You let Lila keep him for a while because you needed someone to inherit, but then she had some kids, you got your legacy, and Chris became a problem. He saw you create the Boundary, so he knew how to bring it all tumbling down. He is your one weakness, isn’t he? He knows about all the chinks in your armor. He had to be taken care of so you can keep all this. You spent years orchestrating his glorious downfall.” He threw his arms wide, gesturing at the space around him.

      “You don’t want to touch me, Arlen. It will undo everything I’ve set in place for you. I am giving you an empire.” Matthew said, his eyes were narrowed. If he was concerned, he showed none of it.

      “At what cost?”

      A beat of hesitation, just enough, and then, “It is quickly done, Arlen. You won’t even know it happened.”

      That’s why they were going to the shine fields. So Arlen could be thrown into a well. So his life could fuel the Boundary. An Arlen-thing would rise up until it was time for another generation to take his place. Sacrifice after sacrifice.

      What had Chris said at Rose’s house? It seemed like a lifetime ago, standing at that window, feeling like he was at a crossroads. This was his moment, his true decision. What are you going to do, Arlen? Make your choice, and make it fast. Belly up with Fate. This is when you get to choose what haunts you.

      Arlen barely knew the man and already he missed Christopher with a force that shocked him.

      “This is when I get to choose what haunts me,” Arlen whispered.

      “Arlen—“ Matthew said.

      If he turned left, his sister would hang, and he would inherit an empire. If he turned right, his sister would be free, and he would lose Matthew.

      Pick a road, he told himself. Pick the ghosts you can live with.

      “The Boundary doesn’t affect me,” he said slowly. “I wonder what would happen if I touched the source of it.”

      “You don’t want to do this,” Matthew said, the words edged with cold fear.

      “I really do.”

      And then, Arlen reached out and committed the act of touch. He brushed a finger against Matthew’s cheek and felt… nothing.

      Matthew Esco disappeared as though he’d never been. The sky exploded with rainbows of blinding light, as though the sun itself had burst. A headache roared to life within him. All he could see was white, so bright and pure it blinded him. He covered his eyes and screamed, was dimly aware of everyone else screaming around him. Panic. People were running, falling, shouting, crying.

      It was over.

      It was all over.

      Then, an orange hand grabbed his arm, grip firm. “Are you Arlen Esco?” a man asked, voice hurried. Arlen remembered him, vaguely. The healer who stitched his side. In all the chaos, he wanted to push the man away. He wanted to understand what happened. He wanted to be still for a moment and feel his grief.

      Instead, he says, “I am.”

      “Your sister needs you. Right now.”
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      “I’d spent so long holding onto my anger, sharpening it, until I looked down and realized I held a knife. I plunged it into Matthew Esco’s heart, and then you arrested me.”

      How long have I been telling this story? It feels like an eternity. I feel like I’ve been bleeding for them forever. Just a little bit more, I keep saying to myself. Perhaps if they know how this world has shaped me, they will see my pain and understand that it needed somewhere to go.

      They stare at me, the two of them, Sterling and Elroy. They are wearing fine suits, though neither of them seems to be at ease. Sterling is wringing his hands together. Elroy looks sick. I stabbed Matthew Esco in the heart, and he survived. What kind of beast are they working for? I hope the thought is eating them alive.

      Sterling jots down some notes. Elroy studies his hands. He looks haunted. Hollow. A ghost of whoever he had been before he came out here. Before the land chewed him up and spit him out.

      Before.

      The West has a thousand different ways to kill a man, and Elroy looks like he’s dying as surely as I am. We are both suffering. We are, both of us, bleeding out.

      I saw the flash of light. It was blinding, even in here. Even in this windowless jail. As I sit here now, I can hear the chaos outside. I might not have killed Matthew Esco, but one way or another, my impulsive act of rage, the venting of my anger, ended an era, and I am not sorry for it. I do not know what happened. I am just glad I was part of it in some small way.

      My father is dead.

      My aunt, uncle, and cousins are dead.

      Imogen is dead.

      Ianthe is all I have left.

      “How much money have you made off of my family? How much money are six lives worth?” I pause. “They did not have to die. None of them had to die.”

      Silence greets my words, and somehow that makes me angrier.

      “You stole everything from me, and act as though I am a criminal,” I said. “I stuck a knife in his heart and he didn’t die. He didn’t even bleed, and I am the prisoner?” If I had any tears left in me, they would be spilling down my cheeks.

      I am dry as a creek in summer.

      I should be with Ianthe, not here, locked in this room with these two pompous men who look at me like I am something to study.

      Still, I sit and let them whisper to each other. I let them have their importance. I hope they hang themselves with it.

      Not even a day has gone by since it all happened. Not even a week since all that murder on the homestead. It feels like it happened an eternity ago. It feels like it happened a second ago.

      I have never felt so barren. I am lost. I just want this to be over. There is a chasm inside of me, opening wider and wider. Soon, it will swallow me up. Soon, I will be nothing but a memory.

      I am disappearing within myself.

      I wonder if they care.

      I wonder if this is how Ianthe feels.

      There is a knock on the door.

      Sterling grumbles something, and Elroy gets up. The door opens. Sunlight spills into the dark. Edward is there, his orange hair ruffled, his normally serene presence frantic. He is with someone. A man I have never met before, but I recognize him well enough. We share enough between us, from our dark hair to the curve of our jaws.

      I know the grief clinging to him.

      I remember my father telling me about Arlen Esco, his son and my brother, and all I can do is stare. Time slips away and it is just the two of us. Something deep inside shifts, and I feel the call of family and the echo of home.

      Sterling turns his attention on Arlen and starts asking him questions. Questions about his father, about his role in what happened, about the company. I block it out. All I can do is look at him. My brother.

      Then, Edward clears his throat. I take in his lined face and his tear-filled eyes and I know.

      This is the moment I have been waiting for. Dreading.

      I am not strong enough.

      I have to be strong enough.

      This is when I will break.

      “You can’t keep me here,” I say to my jailers. I stand up, let their irons clatter to the floor. Even they cannot hold me. I don’t bother with their surprise. Fools. I have told them what I am.

      “Wait,” Sterling says, resting his hand on my arm, and I want to wash the feel of him off. “Just a few more questions,” he says. “Just a few more minutes.”

      Now, everything has changed. Now, he has no authority here. Now, Shine Territory is no-man’s land. Owned by no one. Overseen by no one. Lawless. The way the West was meant to be.

      “No,” I reply. “No more questions. I have bled for you enough.”

      I walk out the door and into the street, blinking away the afternoon sun. My brother, Arlen Esco, steps in beside me. At any other time, I would marvel at his presence, but I can’t. I have thoughts on only one thing. Edward falls in behind us, silent as the grave. I am walking toward my end. One more loss, and I do not know if I can survive it.

      Already, the world is draining of color.

      I know.

      How can I not?

      I enter the sanatorium. I go upstairs.

      She is laying on our bed, white and statuesque. Carved from stone. Barely breathing. I can see it happening. How is it fair that men like Matthew Esco have existed, undeserving, while bright lights like Ianthe are snuffed before they’ve even had a chance to shine? How can the world continue spinning without her?

      I always thought love was supposed to be warm, and comforting. Instead, it is cold as the grave and just as silent, and somehow, even that burns me.

      My beautiful Ianthe, dying right before my eyes.

      It takes her hours to die. Edward leaves me alone, but Arlen stays. He is a silent presence and I draw comfort from him. We do not know each other, but he is there, and right now, he is the closest thing I have to home. He rests a hand on my shoulder, reminding me that I am not alone.

      I perch on the side of the bed. I hold Ianthe’s hand. I press my lips to her cold, cold skin. I tell her stories, and I say,  “I love you” a thousand times, as though the more I say it, the more I will carve it into her soul. Or perhaps I will fashion wings of it, to carry her to whatever comes next. It is not enough, and somehow, it has to be.

      I can feel her in the room. I can feel her all around.

      But oh, there is a pain worse than pain and this is it. There is a dirge carved into the walls of my throat. I open my mouth, and it comes pouring out.

      And the end comes. It bears down on me like a runaway train. There is no avoiding it.

      It is a soft ending.

      I have said it before.

      We deserve what we get.
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      Ianthe, it is time, death says.

      I am tired. I am so, unbelievably tired.

      Come on, darling. Give me your hand.

      I have loved. I have been loved. I have lived a good life.

      Death looks a lot like my mother.

      I take her hand

      And walk away.
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      She is gone. It takes a minute for the reality of that to sink in. No more laughing. No more stories. No more holding each other at night. No more meadows and flowers. No more tomorrows.

      I am not a religious person, but this moment drives me to my knees. The world goes dark, and still.

      And then…

      It builds like a summer storm. There is nothing, and then, suddenly, it’s there, drowning the world and I am breaking. I am shredding. I am torn open.

      I howl loud enough to split the moon. Loud enough to chase the sun from the sky.

      I howl until I have no voice left, and still, it is not enough.

      Strange, how we humanize the world. The eye of the storm. The mouth of the cave. The mountain’s jagged teeth.

      The stars are my tears. My sorrow, the night.

      I do not know how long I lay there, screaming over her body. Eventually, I am hollowed out. There is nothing left inside of me. The blanket that covers her is wet. The room is hot, and outside, it is the deep of night. Hours have passed. I crawl onto the bed beside her. I curl around her and just stare at her like I have so many times before. I look at her chest, waiting for her lungs to fill again. One more time. That’s all I want is a moment. One more moment. I would hang everything I am for just one more beat of her heart. But she is cold and stiff and my Ianthe is no more.

      There will be better days than this, she said to me not long ago, but I don’t see better days. I just see darkness, empty and cold.

      When the sun is rising again, I wrap Ianthe in a blanket. She is too heavy for me to carry, so Arlen lifts her in his arms and between the two of us, we get her outside, and rest her in the back of the cart that Edward has procured for us to use. My father is already there. Arlen stands for a moment, staring at him, and I wonder what they shared. He wipes away some tears and then turns to me. “I don’t know how to drive a cart,” he says. It is the first thing he has said. His voice is deep, slightly husky, and his words are accented. He’s not from here. I can hear that clearly enough. No slow drawl for him. His speech is all upright and polished.

      “I do,” I say. Not well, but well enough to get us out there. He nods, and we both climb onto the bench. Then, we are away, putting Grove and all its misery behind us.

      We aren’t the only ones leaving. Carts full of families and belongings are filling the streets. “The Boundary is down,” Arlen says. He is watching people leave, his back is bent, shoulders slumped, and I wonder what he must be thinking. “People are free to come and go now. Everything is changing.”

      And then there were no more words.

      The day is sunny and bright. There isn’t a cloud in the sky. Birds dance from tree to tree, calling to each other with their sweet summer songs. Butterflies fill the air, painting the landscape with flirtatious spots of color. Bees, giddy with pollen, buzz from flower to flower.

      There is a gentle breeze. Each gasp through the trees feels like a whisper, the touch of a finger, or the caress of her breath. I wonder what happens to the soul when the body dies. I like to think that Ianthe is walking home with me, that her breath is shaking the trees, and her hands are trailing along the tall grasses on either side of the road, lifting clouds of butterflies and distracting swarms of bees.

      I like to think that she is guiding me home.

      I like to think that love transcends the flesh.

      I dig her grave, right next to her mother under the tree, as she requested. Arlen grabs a shovel and starts digging beside me. I am too lost in my thoughts. The meadow is too quiet. It has never been quiet out here. Annie should be cutting herbs. Harriet should be singing. Jack and Jasper should be shouting at each other.

      I lift her out of the cart. She is heavy in my arms, though I do not know which weighs more, Ianthe, or my grief.

      Fate, I am tired.

      We bury her. Lay her body in the soil.

      I watch her slow transformation from a person to a thing.

      An object in the ground, lying cold and still, lost in a meadow of flowers.

      Empty vase. Bereft of soul.

      And there I stand, long after I have covered her up with all that earth. Under that naked sky, I behold the slow transformation of the landscape as night vanquishes day. I watch as countless stars slice their way through the vault of the heavens so they might drip their celestial ichor onto the world below. I stand, a silent sentinel, as creation is painted with a delicate silver-tipped brush.

      I beg the moon to keep the night.

      And still, the dawn comes anyway.

      “Give me your broken heart, and the roaring storm of your shattered soul,” Arlen says. “Give it all to me. I am not afraid of the dark.” There is a pause. “It’s part of a poem. I can’t remember the rest of it.”

      I don’t speak. There is nothing left. Now I know what it is to be empty.

      He approaches me slowly, and then wraps his arms around me, holding me tight.

      We stand for some time, clinging to each other, reveling in the sweet agony of all we have lost. Finally, when the sun is high and there is nothing left in either of us, he says, “Let’s go.”

      “Where?” I ask.

      “Home.” He takes my hand and leads me toward the forest.

      “Home?”

      “To the place we were born. To bury our father.” He pauses. “We deserve quiet lives, Cassandra. We have suffered enough.”

      And so I follow him, and we walk into tomorrow.
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      He stayed long enough to help sort through the chaos. Long enough to make sure everyone would be okay. Once the Boundary fell, everything fell apart. Elroy felt a certain obligation toward setting it to rights.

      Arlen had disappeared, along with his sister. They’d high-tailed it out of there to lick their wounds, and who could blame them? But now, things were settling into a new normal, and it was time to go. If he stayed out here any longer, he’d become a shine addict. Already, every day was a battle. If he didn’t get away from it, he’d turn into someone he didn’t want to be. And that was all that was out here. Shine, everywhere he turned.

      His feet were itching.

      Now, or never.

      “You sure you can’t stay any longer?” Sterling asked. It really bit his butt that Sterling was still out here, directing things, but Arlen disappeared, and Sterling had put himself in command when Arlen left, so who was Elroy to argue? Someone needed to serve as a point of order. “We need good men out here.”

      “Nope, it’s time for me to be going,” Elroy said. His pack was at his feet. It held every worldly possession he had, and it wasn’t much. A few changes of clothes, a pot, some food, a candle, a notebook and some charcoal for drawing. It made him feel a bit dark knowing that he could pick up his entire life and move on that easily. He’d walk away, and no one would be the wiser. Ten minutes after he left, the world would forget Elroy McGlover ever existed.

      There was a certain freedom in that.

      And something a bit mournful as well.

      But now? It was time. He either left now, or he’d stay forever, drinking his life away. His pa had been a shine addict and was wealthy enough to pay for his habit. Elroy saw how shine destroyed people. He’d been on the front lines, watching his pa drift away a bit more each day. More than that, this land, after everything that happened, felt haunted.

      “Oh, I forgot to tell you,” Sterling said, reaching into his pocket suddenly. “A missive from the transfer office came for you.” He handed Elroy the parchment. The wax was still sealed and his name was scrawled across the parchment in looping cursive.

      Elroy grabbed the letter before shouldering his pack. He tipped his hat at Sterling. “Time to be off,” he said.

      “Where are you going?” Sterling asked.

      Elroy took in a breath and studied the sky. “Don’t rightly know,” he said. “I heard a story about a tree once, that grew out of the heart of the world. Figure I’ll go looking for it.” He didn’t turn around. Didn’t look at Sterling again. He picked a horizon and walked toward it.

      It wasn’t until he was well away that he broke the wax on the parchment and unrolled it.

      

      Elroy,

      

      I hope this letter gets to you before you leave. There are some things I wish you to know. First, I have left some money in the Union Bank under your name. It is enough for you to live comfortably, if you choose. Secondly, I am coming back to put Shine Territory to rights. It will be a lot of work and I will need good men to help me. You will always have a job, though something tells me you will never come looking for one.

      I hope you find what you are looking for.

      

      Arlen Hobson

      

      Elroy smiled and kept walking.
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      Nathan Hall was an incredible editor who wasn’t afraid to make me rewrite entire chapters if they needed it. Nor was he afraid to call me out when I started wandering a bit too far into the weeds, or when my writing got lazy. He was also very enthusiastic, and cheered me on when I felt like I was banging my head against a wall. I’ve never had a better editor, and I hope he doesn’t mind how weird I can be, because I hope to work with him far into the future.

      I also want to call out my Facebook group, Writer’s Refuge. I started that group as a place for me to go and sort of geek out about all things writing, so I’d stop annoying everyone else with it. What I got was a tight-knit community of over 100 people who are all kind, supportive, and have given me insights into the art of writing that I wouldn’t have had otherwise. My “Refugios” are amazing, and I’m so glad they have been there to offer support, and to kick my ass when I needed it.

      And HUGE thanks to all of my readers, and the reviewers willing to take a chance on me. Writing has always been something I’ve done for myself, but knowing there are people out there who appreciate what I pour so much of myself into makes all of this so much more exciting. I cherish all of you and you will never know how much your support helps me, day in and day out.

      Lastly, but certainly not least, is my family. Writing is really weird, because it demands so much of the author. We can all (I’m assuming I’m not just speaking for myself here) turn into headcases when we get involved in our art. My family has been supportive every inch of the way (even if I’m less than fun to be around). They’ve never let me give up, or demean myself or my work. They’ve reached out to help when I’m feeling overwhelmed, and just generally been far better people than I deserve when I’m all… you know… lost in the weeds of my own mind.

      It’s not easy to wrestle a story into submission, but my family has been the bedrock my life is built upon. Everything I produce is better because they are in my corner, cheering me on.
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