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			Crown of Coral and Pearl

			by Mara Rutherford

			The Zadie Chapter

			My sister should be here.

			That was all I could think as I prepared to dive to the sunken ship Sami had spotted on his way back from the port market. Under normal circumstances, we wouldn’t be exploring this far from Varenia, but there was nothing normal about our lives these days. Especially the fact that Nor wasn’t here.

			Sami had determined the ship was from Kuven, recently wrecked by his estimation. No one from Varenia had mentioned it, which meant it probably hadn’t been picked over for valuables yet. The ship could have been carrying anything from weapons to jewels to spices. It could also be carrying nothing, but Sami didn’t dwell on that. That was part of the fun of diving for treasure according to Nor: anything could happen.

			Which was precisely what I was afraid of.

			“Are you ready?” Sami asked. I had barely seen him since Nor had left for Ilara over a month ago, and I could think of about ten other things I’d rather be doing together than diving. My leg still wasn’t fully healed, but we couldn’t afford for me not to dive. Mother and Father were both gone fishing almost every day, and I hated feeling useless at home. I had never wanted to make things worse for my family by letting Nor go in my place, though I couldn’t deny that was exactly what I’d done.

			“No,” I said finally, but I grinned to let him know I was mostly joking. I took a deep breath, filling my lungs until they ached, and leaped into the ocean. We could see the ship was only about fifty feet below the surface through the crystalline Alathian waters, but it would take several minutes to get an idea of where the treasure—if we were lucky enough to find any—was located, and I had never been as good at diving as Nor. Unlike my reckless twin, I preferred to ensure that I had enough air to make it back to the surface.

			The water closed over me, cool and quiet, as Sami swam past me, his powerful legs taking him effortlessly to the ocean floor. The salt water only stung my wounds for a moment, and then my body adjusted. All I could think of was getting to the ship as quickly as possible.

			I reached the wreckage just after Sami and watched as he disappeared into a hole in the deck. He was going to search the hold while I checked the surrounding area for anything that may have been dislodged when the ship sank. We were on the lookout for potential dangers—sharks were known to gather around wrecks, which eventually became makeshift reefs on the otherwise barren ocean floor—but aside from a shimmering array of colorful fish and a large grumpy-faced grouper watching me suspiciously from a porthole, we seemed to be alone.

			Of course, if we did run into trouble, the fact that no one knew we were here could very well get us killed. Normally I wouldn’t condone such a risk, but we were in desperate need of money for a larger boat for my family. Fishing deeper waters in our small boat wasn’t just dangerous; it also left me without a vessel when Mother and Father were gone. I needed a way to get to the floating market, and they needed a boat that would be able to handle larger fish and rougher seas. At any other time, Sami probably could have convinced his parents to help our family, but after my scarring, no one in Varenia wanted anything to do with us, including Governor Kristos and Elidi. If they knew Sami and I were together now, he could be severely punished by this father.

			Personally, I felt like I had very little left to lose, which brought me closer to Nor in a way. It was easier to understand why she had taken risks after the incident, knowing she wasn’t going to be the chosen girl.

			I sifted through the silt on the ocean floor, discarding old nets, wooden planks from the ship, and the occasional shard of pottery or glass, but my air was running low and I didn’t see anything of value here. With a final perusal of my surroundings, I rose to the surface to catch my breath and waited for Sami to join me. He popped up a minute later, an enormous smile splitting his tanned face.

			“You’ll never guess what I found,” he said, pushing his wet hair back from his forehead. He looked so happy and carefree that I found myself mirroring his smile. That was one of the things I loved most about Sami: his optimism was contagious.

			“What?” I asked eagerly, fighting the urge to kiss him.

			He reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out a single coin, barely corroded around the edges, engraved with Prince Laef’s profile. A Kuveni gold coin, worth at least five Varenian pearls. Not enough for a boat, but a promising start.

			“Were there more?” I asked as he set the coin in the bottom of our boat for safekeeping.

			“None that I saw, but I’m sure there are. It doesn’t make sense for there to be only one coin. Don’t worry,” he said, squeezing my hand. “We’ll get that boat. I thought I saw something shiny on the far side of the wreck, too, bigger than a coin. Why don’t you search there while I go back to the hull?”

			I nodded, but I was still waiting for my heart rate to slow when Sami went down for his second trip. He had just returned from the port market the day before, and though the news from Ilara had been discouraging, I was relieved to hear that Nor was alive and well. When she hadn’t come the first month, I had considered asking Sami to bring me the next time he went. Nor and I had a connection stronger than blood, and I wanted to believe that if she was there, I would know it instinctively. But something had held me back, and I had watched Sami go alone, my heart already heavy with regret. I had always been too cautious.

			Maybe that wasn’t entirely true, I thought as I filled my lungs and dove. I had been brave, once. The day of the incident, I had been racing Nor to the massive oyster near the blood coral that had scarred her. If my tunic hadn’t caught on the fishing net, I might have wrested it from her and claimed the prize for myself.

			But after that day, competing with my twin no longer felt like a game. Nor only grew more impulsive as the years went by, and that meant someone had to be cautious enough for the both of us. If it was our responsibility to care for each other, as Mother had always said, then I had failed in my duty, and I would never let that happen again.

			I made it to the far side of the ship and immediately saw the shimmering object Sami had noticed. I reached it quickly and smoothed the sand away. It was a compass, housed in a wooden box with a glass cover. The sun gleaming off the brass cap was what had caught Sami’s eye, most likely.

			It was the second compass I’d ever seen. The first belonged to Governor Kristos, the sole person in Varenia to possess one. Sami had shown it to us one day when we were playing in his house unsupervised, and we had spent the better part of an hour trying to understand how it worked without touching it.

			Carefully, I dug the box out of the sand and glanced around to see where Sami had gone. He wasn’t anywhere in sight, but I decided he was probably still in the hold looking for coins. My lungs were just starting to burn, but I was a smaller, far less experienced diver than Sami. Gripping the compass as delicately as I could, I kicked off the ocean floor and headed for the boat, taking care not to rise too fast.

			When I surfaced, I climbed into the boat for a better look at the compass. By some miracle, the card beneath the glass hadn’t sustained much water damage. Seven elongated triangles radiated from the center, with a fleur-de-lis to indicate true north. I held it aloft, marveling as the little needle continued to point north, no matter which way I turned. Along with the coin Sami had found, it would be worth enough to buy a simple but sturdy boat for my parents. Considering what Nor had told Sami about Prince Ceren and his plans for Varenia, we might just need a means of escape.

			I was so enamored with the compass that it took me another minute to realize that Sami hadn’t surfaced yet. Perhaps he’d already come up for air while I was under, but there was no new treasure in the boat, and it was unlikely he’d have surfaced empty-handed.

			I told myself not to worry. Sami was an excellent diver, and I hadn’t been down very long when I found the compass. He would surface any second, beaming with excitement even if all he’d managed to find was a particularly interesting seashell.

			It was silly, considering everything we’d been through, but just picturing Sami’s smile still made me feel as if a hundred tiny butterfly fish were darting to and fro inside my belly. Nor’s departure had been the most difficult thing I’d ever endured, especially knowing Sami and I still didn’t have the blessing of the elders to marry, but when he held me in his arms, I didn’t feel quite so hopeless. He would kiss me and tell me over and over that things would work out, that we would marry and decorate our own house with the treasure we found, and in those moments, I believed him with all my heart.

			But when Sami wasn’t around, which was most of the time now, the butterfly fish in my belly became spearfish, tearing me up from the inside out. I hardly slept at night, tossing and turning in the bed that was far too large for one small woman, where two had once fit like nested spoons.

			Now, as the seconds continued to pass with no sign of Sami, I couldn’t deny that I was worried. Fear was my near-constant companion since the incident, and even more so since the choosing ceremony, when I’d felt my entire world constrict to a throbbing pain in my chest that I knew would never go away if I left Varenia.

			Suddenly, the thought of losing Sami on top of Nor hit me like a rogue wave, and I dove back under the water without preparing, already breathless with fear. I hadn’t made it halfway to the wreck when I realized that I’d never make it to the bottom and back, and I was forced to turn around or risk drowning myself.

			I broke the surface again, gasping for air and struggling against the wild pounding of my heart. How could I possibly calm myself when the more time that passed, the greater the danger Sami could be in? I cursed myself, the ship, the ocean, and everything in it, but my outburst certainly wasn’t helping me calm down.

			A life without Sami or Nor was unimaginable, and I was struck with the realization that they had become my entire world. I wasn’t even sure I knew who I was without them. No one had ever warned me that to give my heart to two people would leave me with very little left for myself.

			Fear began to bleed into anger. I shouldn’t have to live without the people I loved most. If not for the arcane decree of the Ilarean bride, Nor would have been able to leave under her own volition. If not for the strict conventions of Varenian society, I could marry Sami without our parents’ approval. And if I hadn’t spent my entire childhood worried about my appearance, I would be a strong enough swimmer to rescue Sami.

			He had told me last night that he wasn’t sure what he was going to do about Nor’s news from Ilara. She had urged him to convince the elders to defy Ceren, but he was understandably hesitant to go against his father. A year ago, I never would have encouraged him to do anything rash or risky. But as long as we lived under the rule of a tyrant, our decisions would never truly be ours to make.

			If I didn’t conquer my fear, the man I loved could very well drown. Clearing my mind the way Father had taught us, I slowed the racing of my heart and took a series of deep breaths, then dove into the water to find Sami.

			I hadn’t made it more than twenty feet when I saw him emerge from the shipwreck, as strong and sleek as a seal. As usual, he was smiling, until he saw the look on my face.

			We surfaced at almost the same time.

			“Zadie?” he asked, immediately tossing whatever he’d found into the boat and pulling me against him. He was strong enough to support us both with just his legs, which was a good thing, because I had gone as limp as a sea slug. “What’s wrong?” he asked, searching every exposed inch of me with his eyes.

			“I thought something had happened to you,” I said, pressing my face into his shoulder.

			“What? Why?”

			“You were down for so long. I was afraid you’d gotten trapped, and I couldn’t catch my breath, and I wasn’t even going to be able to get to you.”

			“Shhh,” he soothed, but I could hear the note of laughter in his voice.

			“It’s not funny!” I kicked away from him angrily. “I really thought you were dead.”

			“No, it’s not funny,” he said, managing to look serious for a moment. “But I promise you I wasn’t down that long. Look, I’m not even out of breath.”

			He was right, of course. He didn’t seem the slightest bit winded. Annoyed, I pushed my hair out of my face. “How is that possible?”

			The corner of his mouth lifted in a wry smile. “You may not have noticed, but I’ve grown since the last time we went diving together, Zadie.”

			I glanced up at him through my wet lashes, unable to keep the grin out of my voice when I responded. “I’ve noticed.”

			He laughed and pulled me back to him. “Please don’t worry about me, Zadie. I can take care of myself, and you, should the need arise.”

			I breathed in the warm, salty scent of his skin and tried to relax in his arms, but I wasn’t sure I was capable of not worrying anymore. Some things were simply too precious, the thought of losing them too painful. I wished I could put Sami in a box for safekeeping, like the compass in its wooden case.

			“Did you find anything?” he asked once I had calmed down.

			A little of the excitement from my discovery returned. “A compass. It’s in nearly perfect condition. We should be able to get quite a bit for it at the port market.”

			Sami reached into the boat and procured three more gold coins like the one he’d shown me before. “No need. I found enough gold to pay for the boat, along with a few odds and ends. We can save the compass for something else.”

			Some of the weight on my chest lifted then. A second boat would mean more independence for me and a much safer vessel for my parents. “Thank you,” I said, lifting my face up to Sami’s. His lips were always warm, even when our bodies were chilled, and his hands on my skin were firm and sure now, unlike the hesitant touches we exchanged when we first revealed our feelings for each other.

			“I love you,” I said, pressing as close to him as I could, wishing I could absorb him into myself, where maybe, just maybe, I could keep him safe.

			“I love you, Zadie. Everything is okay, I promise.” He climbed into the boat easily and pulled me in after him, and I curled against his body, letting his warmth and the sun evaporate the water on my skin along with the last of my fear.

			“What are we going to do about Ceren?” I asked when he picked up the oars and started back toward home. “I know you don’t want to approach your father—”

			“I thought about it while I was diving,” he said, his brow furrowing as he rowed. “And I think you’re right. We can’t keep yielding to the judgment of others. Not when we know better than them. I’m going to speak to the council—tonight.”

			I smiled, relieved that we were in agreement. “I’ll go with you. You shouldn’t have to do this alone.”

			He shook his head. “They’ve already turned against your family, Zadie. If they take the news from Nor badly, they could lash out at the messenger. After you were injured and the elders threatened to banish Nor... I won’t allow that to happen to you.”

			“I’m coming,” I said, and something about my tone made him look up. “We’re in this together, Sami.”

			After a long moment, he nodded, his lips quirking in another of his adorable grins. “Good.”

			“What should we do with the compass?” I asked. “It’s so beautiful, I almost hate to part with it.”

			His smile was a sliver of brilliant white against his beautiful skin, and I wondered if a heart could literally melt from loving someone. “Keep it,” he said. “A reminder that we will always be each other’s true north, no matter what happens.”
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			Kingdom of Sea and Stone

			by Mara Rutherford

			Chapter One

			“We’re almost home,” Zadie said, her teeth gritted against the strain of the oars. Our family’s wooden boat crested a wave exactly like the hundreds before it, reminding me how vast the ocean was—and how quickly one could forget something they’d known their entire life.

			“I can take over.” I reached for the oars, but Zadie shook her head. There was a time, not long ago, when the soft skin of her palms would have torn open within just a few minutes of hard rowing, but that was before I left Ilara, before Prince Ceren cut off my family’s drinking water, before our best friend Sami was banished.

			Before, when I would have given anything to see the world beyond my floating village in the sea. Before I understood just how much I had to lose.

			I gasped as Varenia finally came into sight. “It really is beautiful,” I said to Zadie, taking in the stilt-legged houses painted in every shade of sunset, from palest yellow to deep red. “But then, you always knew that, didn’t you?”

			Zadie finally passed the oars to me and smiled despite her exhaustion. We’d been rowing all night, with nothing but the stars to guide us. I longed for the comfort of my old bed, but I also knew I wasn’t returning to the same village I’d left behind.

			“You loved it here, in your own way, Nor” Zadie said once she’d caught her breath.

			Maybe she was right, but I had always wanted to leave. And I couldn’t know if the people who had once wanted to see me banished would be willing to take me back, even if they learned just how far I had gone to protect them.

			Zadie wiped the sweat from her brow with her sleeve. Now she was the one with suntanned skin, and I was pale from my time in New Castle. “Mother and Father will be so happy to see you.”

			I let out a wry laugh, grateful for the change in subject. “I’m not sure happy is the word I’d use, at least about Mother.” She, along with most of Varenia, believed I had planned for Zadie to be injured by a maiden’s hair jellyfish so that I could go to Ilara in her place.

			I touched the scar on my right cheek absently. It seemed so insignificant, compared to the scars that twisted over Zadie’s leg. The stain I had once used to cover the star-shaped blemish was forgotten back in the fortress I had lived in for the past few months. Compared to Mount Ayris, the cluster of houses before me seemed impossibly small and vulnerable, each one a tiny island huddled against the vastness of the ocean, as exposed as a cave creature in the sunlight.

			“Mother will be happy,” Zadie insisted. “She regrets not saying goodbye to you. I know it.”

			The village was as quiet as it always was this early in the morning, with only a few children scurrying along the docks that connected some of the houses. It didn’t seem possible that things could be as drastically different as Zadie said; surely Mother would still be in bed next to Father at this hour, the house would be neat and tidy, and, however improbable, Sami would come by soon to ask Zadie and me if we wanted to go diving for oysters.

			I secured the boat to one of the pillars beneath our house, waiting for my sister to enter first through the trapdoor. I wasn’t sure I was ready to see the look on Mother’s face when I appeared out of nowhere, like a spirit come back to haunt her.

			I waited a moment, then several more, but there was no sign of life from inside the house, and I climbed quickly up the ladder, afraid something terrible had happened.

			“They’re out.” Zadie’s muffled voice came from the kitchen, where she was rummaging for something to eat.

			“Out?” I looked around in confusion. “The sun just came up. Where could they be at this hour?”

			“Fishing, I suppose.” Zadie seemed unconcerned as she pulled a small basket off a shelf. “They’re gone overnight sometimes, searching deeper waters. Sami and I were able to buy a larger boat.” Her expression clouded over at the mention of her missing beloved, and I felt the loss as if it were my own. Nothing would be right until they had been reunited.

			“We’re going to find him, Zadie,” I insisted. “And we’re going to need to be well rested when we do.”

			I went to our room and collapsed onto the bed, wincing as my back hit the stiff straw mattress.

			“Don’t you want to eat something?” Zadie asked, coming to join me. “I know dried fish isn’t exactly an Ilarean delicacy, but you must be starving.”

			“I’m all right.” More than anything, I wanted to wash away the shame and fear that clung to me ever since I’d been locked in the New Castle dungeon. “I’m guessing we don’t have enough fresh water to spare for a bath?”

			“No baths these days, I’m afraid.”

			“Mother must be beside herself,” I said, rolling my eyes.

			She smiled, but it seemed forced.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“I just hope you’ll give Mother a chance. She’s making an effort. It hasn’t been easy for her. It hasn’t been easy for any of us.”

			I frowned, feeling chastened for a comment that would have rolled right off Zadie’s back three months ago. “I’m sorry.”

			“I know.” She let out a weary breath and closed her eyes. “I’m just tired.”

			“You rowed to land and back again the same day. That would exhaust even the strongest man.”

			She glanced at me and shook her head. “It’s not the physical exhaustion, Nor. Losing you, then Sami, and having no idea if he’s even alive... I can’t fathom a future without him.” She closed her eyes again. “I know that’s probably hard to understand, too.”

			“Not so hard,” I murmured. My longing for Talin, Prince Ceren’s half brother, surged in my mind, but it felt selfish to mention my feelings for him when Zadie was hurting so much from Sami’s loss. Talin and I weren’t best friends like Zadie and Sami. We hadn’t grown up together; we didn’t even come from the same world. Still, Talin had given up the crown to save me, and I knew that if given the chance, the feelings that had blossomed in New Castle could grow into something special in their own right.

			Zadie mumbled a few more words before her breathing deepened, and I realized she had fallen asleep. I curled onto my side, watching her chest rise and fall. The furrow in her brow that I feared had become a permanent feature softened, her mouth relaxed, and she was once again the sweet, beautiful sister I had always known. Yes, things had changed, but surely there was nothing that couldn’t be remedied if we were together. I took her hand and allowed myself to drift off to sleep, secure in one thing, at least.

			I was home.

			

			I was startled awake by Mother’s shriek, as shrill as a gull’s cry. For a moment I was sure I was back in New Castle, but then I saw my sister next to me. She rubbed the sleep from her eyes as I took a deep, shuddering breath.

			“Is everything all right?” Zadie asked Mother around a yawn.

			“Is everything all right?” Mother stared down at us like we’d appeared out of thin air. “You told me you were going to deliver a message to Nor, not bring her home with you! How did this happen?”

			“Good morning, Mother,” I said, before Zadie could answer.

			Mother’s mouth opened and closed like a fish as she glanced from me to Zadie to Father.

			“Father!” I leaped from the bed and ran to him before he was fully through the trapdoor. I pulled him the rest of the way up and wrapped my arms around him as tight as I could. “I’m so happy to see you.”

			“Nor?” Father’s voice cracked. “Am I dreaming?”

			I smiled against his chest. “It’s me, Father. I came back.”

			“How—?”

			“Did something happen in Ilara?” Mother asked. “Why did Prince Ceren allow you to return?”

			I had no idea how to answer their questions. I certainly couldn’t start by telling her I’d left my blood coral blade behind in Ilara, still embedded in Ceren’s chest. Even though I had killed him in self-defense, his final scream echoed in my ears, making what little sleep I got fitful at best. I could only hope that putting an ocean between myself and those awful memories would be enough.

			I released Father reluctantly. “I’ll explain everything. I promise. But I need to speak to Governor Kristos immediately.”

			“Oh child, I wish you could,” Father said. “But he won’t see our family. Not after Sami’s abduction.” The pain Father felt at the loss of both Sami and his parents’ friendship was etched in the lines of his face.

			Zadie had explained to me that while Governor Kristos was furious at Alys’s mother, Phaedra, and her cronies for abducting and abandoning Sami, he feared punishing the culprits would result in retaliation, given the fragile state of the village. Kristos had ordered the Varenians to pool their resources in an attempt to make sure everyone had adequate food and water, but some people rebelled and stopped diving altogether. Punishing Phaedra could backfire, given the large contingent of villagers on her side.

			Mother and Father exchanged a look I couldn’t interpret. “You can try,” Mother said, surprising me. “He has always been fond of you. But we’ll wait until after sundown, so you aren’t seen. If Phaedra catches sight of you... Well, who knows what she’s capable of?”

			My eyebrows rose. “Does she really wield that much power?”

			“When the emissary came to pay your bride price, Phaedra told him you had switched places with Zadie. Our water supply was cut off not long after. In the wake of that event, she convinced the villagers that your betrayal of the king caused all our hardships,” Father said gently. “I don’t think we can be too cautious.”

			I thought I saw the sheen of tears in Mother’s eyes, but she blinked before I could be sure. “Zadie, come help me. I caught a sunfish, and I intend to make a feast of it.”

			Now it was my turn to gape. “You caught a fish?”

			“Don’t look so surprised,” Mother snapped as she lifted the trapdoor. “Catching a fish is nothing compared to raising twin daughters.”

			As the hours passed, my worry about how Governor Kristos would perceive my presence in Varenia only grew, especially knowing that Sami had been banished for “conspiring” with me.

			“What if Kristos refuses to see me?” I asked Zadie, who handed me another fishing net to mend. Normally I would have found any excuse to avoid such a boring task, but keeping busy was the best way to pass the time.

			“We won’t let him,” Zadie said, though judging by the way she was pulverizing the fish for our supper, she was as anxious as I was.

			“If only we had some way of knowing if Sami made it to land.” I dropped the net and began pacing over the floorboards. Kristos would welcome me with open arms in that case.

			“Surely he would have gone to see the kite seller if he had.”

			The kite seller. Of course. He was Sami’s best contact on land, as far as we knew, and Sami trusted him to keep his secrets. “What exactly did the kite seller say to you when you saw him at the port market?”

			“What do you mean?” she asked. “And for the love of Thalos, stop pacing! You’re making me nervous.”

			I took a seat on one of our driftwood stools. “You said he gave you the rose, but did he say anything to you? Did he give you any hint that he might have seen Sami?”

			She shook her head. “Not really. When I arrived at the tent, he was already packing away his kites for the day. He smiled when he saw me—he must have thought I was you—and handed me the rose.”

			I put my hand on my knee to stop it from bouncing. “You’re right. He would have thought you were me,” I mumbled. “Which means he thought he was giving me the rose. You’re sure he didn’t say anything?”

			“I suppose he must have, but I was so worried about finding you.” She chewed absently on a fingernail, an old habit I hadn’t seen since Mother put bitter squid ink on Zadie’s fingertips. “I do remember several Ilarean guards walking past us, which seemed to make him anxious. He was humming a tune over and over. It was familiar, but I couldn’t place it.”

			I leaped up from the stool, too excited to sit still. “Try to remember it, Zadie. It’s important. He wouldn’t have been humming for no reason. It was a message, I’m sure of it.”

			Zadie still looked doubtful. “Why wouldn’t he have just told me?”

			“You said the market was crawling with guards. He had to be careful.” I turned to look at my parents, who had just emerged from their room. “Sami was at the port market. He left a coded message for me.”

			Father scratched at his head, and Mother looked more skeptical than hopeful. “What message?”

			“The rose, and a song, if Zadie can remember it.”

			“I could remember it much more easily if everyone would be quiet!” Zadie had taken up my pacing and was still worrying at a jagged nail with her teeth. “It reminded me of our childhood,” she added in a softer voice.

			“A lullaby?” Mother suggested.

			Zadie shook her head. “No, something more obscure than that. Maybe one of those songs Sami used to sing, the ones he picked up at market?”

			I hopped in place, more certain than ever that I was on the right track. “The one about the goat and the donkey?” It hadn’t been my favorite, since I had no idea what a goat or a donkey looked like, but Sami assured me it was funny.

			“No, no. Something pretty, but with a melancholy tune.”

			I grabbed her arm and pulled her toward me. “‘My horse has a mane of handspun gold, and hooves of finest silver?’ That one?” It was a song that Sami had taught me when we were twelve or thirteen. I had never seen a horse then either, but Thalos knew I had imagined them a thousand times.

			“Maybe. Can you sing it?”

			I hummed the tune, then gasped as the final line came back to me. “‘And roses red around her neck, for no other horse is finer.’ Red roses, Zadie!”

			I spun my bewildered sister in my arms. “I don’t understand,” she replied.

			“Sami is alive!”

			Zadie planted her feet to stop my spinning, and I waited for the room to come back into focus. “What if I’m wrong about the song?” Zadie asked. “What if it’s just a coincidence?”

			“It is not a coincidence,” I insisted. “We have to tell the governor.”

			“I’m sorry, Nor, but you can’t tell Kristos about the song,” Mother said.

			Father placed his hand on my shoulder. “I understand that you want to help, Nor. But it might give him false hope.”

			I hesitated. Maybe they were right. If I was wrong about this, Kristos would have even less reason to trust me. But hope was hope, and Varenia had been in short supply of it for too long. I couldn’t go to the governor’s house and prove to him that Ceren was dead and Varenia was free, but I could give him this.

			“It’s not false hope,” I said, lifting the trapdoor. “Sami is alive. I know it.”

			I wouldn’t give up on finding Sami, no matter what everyone else thought. Not only was he imperative to Zadie’s happiness, but he had risked his life twice to see me at the port market, and it was his loyalty to Zadie and me that had made him an easy target for Phaedra. If the tables were turned, there was no question Sami would search for me.

			The only real question was whether, once I found him, I could return to a place that had turned its back on me and the people I loved.

			And more importantly, would I even want to?
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