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         The City 

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 1 

         
         
         
         
         Ma had six sons. The eldest was big like his father, the middle boys were middling. By the time Razo was born, all the family’s
            largeness must have been used up. The brothers called him runt and made him feel that word. He spent winter nights longing
            for a younger sibling, someone he could call runt, someone he could push and pinch.
         

         
         
         
         
         Ma was longing too, but for a girl to share thoughts with, a daughter cut and sewn from her own soul.

         
         
         
         
         When Razo was almost five, he and Ma both got their wish. The baby girl was born on a night so hot the wind panted and the
            summer moon blazed like the sun.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Rinna,” Ma named her.

         
         
         
         
         “A girl,” said the father.

         
         
         
         
         “Rinna-girl,” said Razo, peering over the side of the cot.

         
         
         
         
         The baby blinked huge dark eyes and opened her mouth into a tiny circle. All desire to push and pinch hushed right out of
            Razo.
         

         
         
         
         
         He bent closer to her ear and whispered, “I’m going to teach you to climb trees.”

         
         
         
         
         Ma did not allow her baby girl into any timber, though Razo, with a trembling kind of impatience, looked her over each day
            to gauge if she’d grown big enough. The dark-haired baby cried if Ma put her down, so Ma did not put her down.
            She did chores with her daughter strapped to her side.
         

         
         
         
         
         One spring morning when Rinna was two, her father went hunting in the deep Forest. Three days later, Ma sent her older boys
            to look for him. They found his pack and some bear prints, a reminder not to wander far.
         

         
         
         
         
         That night in the one-room house built of pine, the brothers stared stiff-eyed at the darkness, the unfamiliar sound of their
            mother’s sobs spooking them into wakeful silence. No one moved, except Rinna.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Ma,” she said. “Ma sad.”

         
         
         
         
         She crawled off her mat at the foot of her parents’ cot and lay down by Ma, fitting into the curve of her body.

         
         
         
         
         “My peaceful girl,” Ma whispered. “My tender Rin.” She kissed the top of her daughter’s
            head and sighed before falling asleep.
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin sighed too. She slept with her nose touching her mother’s shirt, her dreams laced with the scent of the juni
            -per berries Ma loved to chew.
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin learned to crawl on moss and walk on pine needles, and by the age of four she could climb a fir as easily as fall  into
            bed. That was thanks to Razo, who never had worked up a reason to push his little sister. When Rin was not clinging to her
            ma, she was running after her brother. She talked some and laughed some, but mostly she watched—the faces of her
            brothers, the sway of the trees. She watched the world the way most people breathed air.
         

         
         
         
         
         “That girl sees the bones inside birds,” her ma would say. “That girl can see your soul.”

         
         
         
         
         It was early autumn, after Rin’s seventh birthday, when Razo, who was almost twelve and old enough to earn real
            coin, announced he was going to the city. Rin had never insisted on much from her nearest brother—she’d
            never had need. But now she flushed with indignation. Why should he go someplace so distant and horrible that he could not
            take his sister along on his shoulders? She would ask him that, she would demand he stay. But she did not have the chance. Razo left during the soft side of day while Rin still slept. He did not say good-bye.

         
         
         
         
         Four days had clomped by, pulling a knot of anger tighter in Rin’s belly, when Ma left too, called off to help
            a neighbor birth a baby.
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin stood by her ma’s house, her arms dangling at her sides. Never had she been without both Ma and Razo, and she
            felt like a fledgling perched on the rim of its nest. She stared first into the deep Forest, then back toward the city where
            Razo had gone—both directions frightened her.
         

         
         
         
         
         Her niece Nordra was sitting on a log, her long black  hair tied at the back of her neck. She was eight, one of several nieces
            and nephews who were older than their young aunt. Nordra hummed a tune, and Rin’s heart cringed. Why was she just
            fine there, playing alone with no Ma or Razo, and why couldn’t Rin be fine too? It was not fair. Rin hated how
            she felt, weak and forgotten and so scared. Her blood flashed hot in her face and drums beat at the insides of her ears.
         

         
         
         
         
         “I want that,” Rin said, pointing to the stick Nordra was using to twist holes into the dirt.

         
         
         
         
         Nordra shook her head. “I’m using it. Go get another.”

         
         
         
         
         Rin’s cheeks blazed. With Ma and Razo, Rin rarely had to ask for anything. She looked hard at Nordra, her thoughts
            skipping toward an idea of what she could say to make her niece relent.
         

         
         
         
         
         “If you don’t give me that stick, I’ll tell Ma you took it from me, and she always believes
            me.” Rin could see Nordra knew it was true. “She loves me best, and she’ll wallop you with
            her wooden spoon. So you better give me the stick.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Nordra gave up the stick, though her chin trembled.

         
         
         
         
         Rin felt amazing, big as her brother Brun and powerful as Ma. So she demanded the doeskin boots Nordra’s da had
            made, and the bright red cloth she used to hold her hair, and her doll of wrapped sticks. Nordra gave each thing over, crying
            pitifully all the while, and with each new treasure Rin felt bigger, stronger, better.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Rin! Rinna-girl, what’re you doing to make Nordra  cry?” Ma bustled through the clearing,
            her black hair shot with white frizzing free from her blue headscarf. She pulled Rin to her feet by the back of her tunic.
         

         
         
         
         
         “I just asked her for the things and she gave them to me,”

         
         
         
         
         Rin said, though the doll and boots felt treacherous in her hands.

         
         
         
         
         “Then stop asking for things that aren’t yours. You just shut that mouth and keep it shut unless you
            have something nice to say. I’d never guessed you had such a bad core to you! I’m ashamed of my own
            daughter, making little Nordra cry. I’m right ashamed.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin had seen Ma’s face red with anger before, but never when she was looking at her daughter. Rin’s
            bones shook. She wanted to flee from her body and claw her way into the sky to hide in the clouds where no one ever went.
            But Ma’s stare pinned her like a bug under the point of a twig. At Ma’s order, Rin gave everything back
            and apologized.
         

         
         
         
         
         Ma looked at Rin once more, shook her head, and walked away.

         
         
         
         
         That was when Rin ran. She ran because she hurt as if red coals glowed inside her chest. She ran until the trees swallowed
            the sight of her mother’s house. Always before when there was pain or sadness, Ma hugged or hummed it out of her—
            but this time Ma had walked away.
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin stopped in a mess of unfamiliar trees, turning around, hurting so much, shaking and confused and not knowing where to
            go. She was bad. Her ma thought so. Home was lost  somewhere in the trees, Razo was gone, Ma had turned her back. The coals
            in her chest blazed, the pain fierce and white hot. Desperate, Rin stumbled into a fir tree and hugged it as she would have
            hugged Ma.
         

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m sorry I’m bad. I’m
            sorry.”
         

         
         
         
         
         She listened, wishing with a childish hope that her mother’s voice would find her there in the Forest and say it
            was all right, that she was not really bad, that she was forgiven and should come home. She listened harder, trembling with
            a desire to hear. A space inside her opened.
         

         
         
         
         
         No mother’s voice. But something else.

         
         
         
         
         Not a sound, not a smell, not even a feeling. If it had been a color, it might have been green. If it had touched her ears,
            it might have sounded rhythmic, like the creak of a rocking chair or drone of a bee. If it had a scent, it might have been
            sweet and drowsy, like fresh pine on the fire.
         

         
         
         
         
         The place in her chest that had ached with panic now felt warbley and sweet, drowsy and green. Her heart cooled, her breathing
            slowed, her jumbled thoughts sorted themselves. Calmed now, she understood that Ma would not be angry forever. And Rin worked
            out her own fault: telling Nordra what to do, demanding what was not hers. It was true what she’d told Nordra—Ma
            did love her best. But she’d spoken those words not because they were true, but because it would hurt Nordra. And
            Ma’s love was sure to change if Rin stayed that insistent girl who took Nordra’s stick.
         

         
         
         
         
         In the future, she would not demand anything; she would keep the harsh words inside. She felt sure she could do this, a peaceful
            confidence shushing the tremble from her limbs.
         

         
         
         
         
         And suddenly she knew which way was home, as if the trees themselves had pointed the way.

         
         
         
         
         Ma scowled at Rin over supper, but that night she made room on the cot. Ma’s warmth stilled her fears, and Rin
            found she could sleep. But that night she had a dream that would stick to her in years to come—a huge worm curled
            inside her middle, and when Rin opened her mouth, dozens of tiny worms crawled free, dripping from her lips, covering Razo
            and Ma and her entire family in wriggling slime.
         

         
         
         
         
         The next morning, the dream clutching at her head, Rin crawled out of her shared cot and tripped away from the house to the
            nearest grouping of aspens. Her cheek against the papery bark, her small hands gripping the slender trunks, she closed her
            eyes and listened again for that calming green. It was not really listening, not with her ears, but she did not know how to explain it to herself. Peace sluiced through her, and again she made the
               promise to keep in the hard words, to demand nothing, to be her ma’s peaceful Rin.
            

            
            
      
         
         She returned to Ma working over the morning stew, unsure how to act or what to say. It had been so easy to hurt Nordra and
            almost lose Ma’s love. What if she did that again?
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Ma is good, Rin thought. Ma knows what to do.

            
            
         

         
         
         Rin had always watched her mother, so it was not hard to try to be like her. She felt her body take on Ma’s sturdy
            stance, her hands ready to work, her eyes watchful for who needed a hand.
         

         
         
         
         
         “I can finish the bread,” Rin said, working the dough Ma left on the table.

         
         
         
         
         “There’s my girl.”

         
         
         
         
         When Razo visited from the city a few months later, Rin trembled anew. She had not been Rin-with-Razo for so long that she
            could not remember what that girl did and how to keep that girl from being bad.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Razo’s good, like Ma, she thought. So she mimicked him, finding herself more talkative, eager to explore and wonder, always moving, always near
               to grinning. He did not seem to notice any change in her—rather, he seemed delighted. But when they were with
               the rest of family, she felt overwhelmed by all the voices and ways of being, and curled up quiet.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         Trying to be like Razo or Ma helped some, but that unpleasant agitation only released her when she was alone listening to
            the trees. She never thought to ask Razo if he too made a habit of relaxing against a tree’s bark and drawing in
            its calm. When the disquiet began to roar, it just felt natural to turn to the trees.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Soon the trees affected not only her mood but her understanding. Each year a trunk put on a new ring of growth, and within
               those rings she found the tree’s own story. She  listened to the scent of it, the feel, the sound, and her mind
               gave it words—soil, water, sap, light . . . and before, night and rain, dry and sun, wind and night . . . the drowsy stillness of leaves in a rainfall, the sparkling eagerness of leaves in the sun, and always the pulling up of the branches, the tugging down of the roots, the forever growing in two directions, joining sky and soil, and a center to keep it strong . . .

            
            
         

         
         
         There were times when the trees’ lives felt more real than her own.

         
         
         
         
         Razo left again for the city, and Rin felt his distance every day. Ma seemed farther off too, since Rin no longer fit on her
            lap. Ma’s family kept growing, with five sons married, and Rin stayed busy. She was the most helpful girl, the
            children’s best caretaker, and Ma’s shadow. Her mother discovered Rin had a talent for reading the lie
            in a person’s face and called her any time one of the young ones made questionable claims.
         

         
         
         
         
         When Rin was thirteen, her brother Deet’s wife died birthing their first child. Deet had no end of family to comfort
            him, but he sought out Rin. For weeks they took slow walks or sat peeling roots together, Deet talking, Rin listening. She
            never said much, but in a couple of months he began to smile, and the following year he married again.
         

         
         
         
         
         And Rin kept on listening, never asking, never demanding. Until Wilem.

         
         
         
         
         Wilem had only one brother, who preferred sleeping to anything else. But Wilem liked to dirt wrestle with the Agget-kin,
            as Ma’s children and grandchildren were known, and so made the twenty-minute walk to visit several times a week. Once he wrestled Rin when she would not say no to a challenge, and after, victorious though sweating hard, he said, “Sisters
            might not be so bad if they’re like Rin.” His teeth showed their points when he smiled, reminding Rin
            of a fox.
         

         
         
         
         
         The idea of Wilem entered her like a pleasant sliver she did not want to pluck. She considered him quietly until the day she
            spotted him climbing a tree alone. She shirked the wash duty to follow and pretended surprise at finding him up there, but
            stayed, and they threw pine cones at the nephews and laughed into their elbows. She felt a peculiar freedom in the top of
            that tree, hiding from work and becoming giddy from the scent of his skin. They were straddled between two branches, forced
            to lean together. The spring breezes were still salted with the chill of winter, and Wilem’s warmth felt wonderful.
            She was fifteen years old, but it was the first time she’d been alone with a boy outside her family.
         

         
         
         
         
         “You’re wild, Rin,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         No one had called her wild before. She was Ma’s shadow. But she wanted to be wild now, for him. Wild seemed more enticing than a bowl of berries.

         
         
         
         
         She relished how she felt when she was imitating his careless, confident manner, falling into his quick pattern of speech,
            jumping from silence to silliness. He seemed to enjoy living. Wilem was someone she could stay with for a long time and not
            grow weary.
         

         
         
         
         
         Ever since she’d made Nordra cry, words of appeal or demand were thick wool in her mouth. But she was intoxicated
            by wild, she was tipsy with living that brief life as a new Rin. So when Wilem climbed down the tree to go find her nephews,
            she felt as if her last chance to be wild Rin, to be desirable Rin, would run away with him.
         

         
         
         
         
         She asked him to stay. She dared him to kiss her. She felt his warm, trembling lips against hers, and she wanted more, felt
            the want like a grumble in her belly, a sharpness in her chest. He was not going to kiss her again, so she spoke, saying anything she could think of to keep him close. And he did stay, for
            a while. They held each other awkwardly there under the tall pine while she talked to him and he clung to her. He kissed her
            again when she asked, and though his lips were soft and her middle thrilled, she could feel he did not mean the kiss.
         

         
         
         
         
         They were not laughing anymore. The thrill cooled, and Rin was exhausted from trying to keep him. It was late when he left
            for home, his head bowed and shoulders stooped, and she was certain he’d never kiss her again.
         

         
         
         
         
         The next morning she felt wrong, as if day had dawned only partly made, as if Wilem had taken half of her away with the kiss.
            She touched her lips. What had she said? She shuddered, an ache and a twisted stomach suggesting she had said too much. Something
            was wrong. She’d spied her older nieces sharing kisses with neighbor boys, and the next day they were full of sly
            smiles and giggles, not aches and shudders.
         

         
         
         
         
         Coals burned inside Rin, hotter and hotter, while she dressed and helped Ma with the morning chores. She did not understand
            why she burned, but she wanted to cry from the pain.
         

         
         
         
         
         As soon as she could get away, she ran, falling into the arms of a fir tree.

         
         
         
         
            
            Take it away, she demanded silently. Take whatever’s wrong, cure me, make it right.

            
            
         

         
         
         She tried to throw herself into the soothing thoughts of the tree and seize its peace, but she could not forget Wilem.

         
         
         
         
         What had she said? She did not want to remember. The harder she worked to shut that out, the more twisted and dark her feelings
            became. Had she simply outgrown her connection to trees? Or was it possible the trees were shunning her for what she’d
            done? After making Nordra cry, her mother had thought Rin was bad and turned her back. After kissing Wilem, it seemed the trees did the same.

         
         
         
         
         Rin ran to another tree, leaned against it to listen, and was accosted by a dizzying darkness. She fled to the aspens, and
            in place of green calm she felt clutched at and pulled down. She sat on the forest floor with her arms over her head, too
            lost and confused to cry. If the voice of the Forest was simply silent, then she should feel nothing at all, not this loathing—
            as if all the trees spat hate and disgust at her. Her stomach turned, her head felt hot, her arms were too weak to lift. She
            wished she could die.
         

         
         
         
         
         When evening came and she still had not died, Rin stood up, brushed off her skirt, and went home. It would not be too hard
            to hide her misery. Lately, no one took much notice of Ma’s shadow.
         

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 2 

         
         
         
         
         Spring gusted into summer, and every day Rin ran. She ran over pine needles that snapped and moss that hushed. She zigzagged
            and changed S paths, bolted through sunny clearings and back into cool shade. She sweated to exhale the tightness in her chest,
            to hide from a world that felt crowded, hostile, and too dense to breathe.
         

         
         
         
         
         The exertion helped some, but today guilt cut her run short—Ma had need of her, and her brothers and their wives
            too. She took one look toward the deep Forest, longing to test its promise that she might lose herself entirely in its echoing
            silence. Someday perhaps. But now she veered toward home.

         
         
         
         
         When she reached the clearing of the homestead, she rested her hands on her knees, waiting for her breathing to slow. There
            stood her ma’s house, one room built of wood, shutters wide open in the summer afternoon, fir boughs on the roof
            turning brown. Dotting the small clearing were five other houses, built by her big brothers  for their own families. Everywhere
            children wrestled and shrieked and chased. The whole place bustled, motion constant, the family like a huge beast with a thousand
            parts.
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin spotted Ma, a sobbing grandchild on her hip and a long wooden spoon in her hand. Rin’s mother was nearly as
            wide as she was tall and looked sturdy enough to face down a root-ripping storm.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Brun, your Lila there is making a ruckus that’ll scare the squirrels into winter,” she shouted
            as she crossed the clearing, sounding loving even as she scolded. “See to her or I will. Gren, don’t you knock over that pot I just filled if you want to live to supper! Jef, you sack of bones, get back
            to work. I didn’t raise you to nap like an overfed piglet. Look at you children—what pretty needle-chains
            you made! Now don’t go scratching each other’s eyeballs. Tabi, let go of your brother! He’s not a branch to swing from.”

         
         
         
         
         Rin followed Ma through the clearing and to the fire pit on the far side of the little house. When Ma began to stir the pot
            hanging over the fire, Rin took the spoon from her hand.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Rin, there’s my girl, only sensible person for leagues. Keep the stew from burning while I patch up Yuli’s knee, will you? I can’t think what those children
            meant by . . . now wait just a minute.” Ma peered at Rin’s face. “What’s wrong?”

         
         
         
         
         Rin tried to smile. “Nothing, Ma.”

         
         
         
         
         Ma sat Yuli on a bench, his sobbing more habitual than urgent, and put a hand under Rin’s jaw. “You
            sure? You’ve been quiet lately . . . but it’s not so much the quiet as something inside the quiet.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin shrugged, though her insides were turning to ice. Had Ma noticed these last months how often Rin ran off? Could Ma see that she was shaking inside? Would she speak the words, would she pronounce the problem and then make it right?

         
         
         
         
         Ma felt her forehead, her cheeks, made her stick out her tongue, prodded her belly, listened to her elbows for creaks, pulled
            down her earflaps to look for rash. “Seem fine. You not feeling fine?”
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin shrugged again. She’d never bothered anyone about the spiny things in her heart. It did not seem right to complain,
            especially not to Ma, who worked from the moment her eyes opened until she groaned as she lay down at night. Maybe everyone felt knotted like that but it just was not something spoken aloud. Or maybe only Rin was all wrong. If so, she’d never speak it, especially not to Ma.

         
         
         
         
         “Could you . . .” Rin stopped.

         
         
         
         
         “Ask me, Rinna.” Her mother rarely told her what to do. Rin was the child who never needed scolding, who heard what her mother wanted before she’d even finished speaking. But Ma commanded her now, with fists on hips and eyes almost angry, daring her daughter to stay quiet. “Ask me.”

         
         
         
         
         And so Rin was surprised into saying exactly what she was thinking. “Could you hug me?”

         
         
         
         
         Without hesitation, Ma pulled her in close, hugged her as if she were a tiny baby scared to be in the open world. Rin’s head pressed into her mother’s warm shoulder, and she breathed in wood smoke and juniper.

         
         
         
         
         “My girl,” Ma mumbled against her daughter’s head.

         
         
         
         
         “My treasure. My perfect girl. How I love you and love you.”

         
         
         
         
         Rin wished she were six and could fit on her mother’s lap, and every bad feeling or big scary terror could be drowned
            out by that ferocious love. There inside her arms, Rin’s ache soothed a bit, but the snarled unease did not untangle.
            Rin had not believed one embrace could fix what was wrong, but she’d hoped enough to try.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Thanks,” she whispered.

         
         
         
         
         Ma hugged her firmer still and smattered her head with kisses before letting go and returning to Yuli, whose cry had become
            offended.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Anytime you want a hug, my treasure, you just blink,”

         
         
         
         
         Ma said over her shoulder as she wiped Yuli’s knee with a wet cloth and gave him a heel of bread to chew. “Can’t
            think what’s the matter with me if my little girl has to ask for love.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “I’m all right,” Rin said, eager to hide it again. “Maybe I’m just
            feeling lonely for Razo.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, I bet that’s it. That’ll be it.”

         
         
         
         
            
            Rin scraped the bottom of the pot to keep the stew from  burning and tried to lose her worries by concentrating on the sounds
               around her—Yuli’s shaky breaths, Ma’s comforting mumbles, someone chopping wood, hollers
               from the children’s game of owl and mouse. And the constant murmuring of the trees—wind in the high
               branches, pine needles clicking together, the soft knocks of cones, the creak of wood. But she could not shy away from the
               same thoughts grinding in her head: hide yourself, try not to be who you are, you don’t belong in this good family, even the trees think you’re all wrong, you’ve got to go away, away.

            
            
         

         
         
         But where would she go?

         
         
         
         
         In the yard everything quieted, then silence burst with hollers and calls of greeting. Could it be Wilem? He had not returned
            to the homestead since that night four months ago. Many times when she’d been running, Rin had almost turned toward
            his home. For what purpose? She did not understand why she’d felt so desperate for him to kiss her or why the trees
            now kept their peace to themselves. But surely nothing she could say would fix it.
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin tiptoed around the side of the house. In her nervousness, her hands rose to cover her mouth.

         
         
         
         
         A couple dozen members of her family gathered, her Ma squealing and administering hugs. In that sea of dark heads, Rin caught
            sight of orange. Her heart beat harder. There was only one person in all of Bayern with hair that color—Dasha,
            the ambassador from the country of Tira, and her brother Razo’s girl. That meant Razo was here too.
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin could hear Dasha saying, “It is a plea sure to return to the homestead again, Mistress Agget.”

         
         
         
         
         The Tiran girl had taken to referring to Ma as Mistress Agget, a formality that actually made Ma blush. All the folk known
            as Agget-kin called her Ma, including her grandchildren, who referred to their own mothers as “my ma”
            to avoid confusion. Even the nearest neighbors called her Ma. Only Dasha would stiffen things up like that. Apparently she was wealthy, her home in Tira a palace. “Isn’t
            it wonderful how she’s so comfortable here too?” Rin’s family often said. But early last
            spring when Dasha had first arrived at the homestead, Rin had detected shock in Dasha’s expression, even a little
            disdain. So why had Dasha stayed with Razo? That was what Rin wanted to know.
         

         
         
         
         
         At last she glimpsed her brother, just exiting his mother’s embrace. Razo looked the same—he was the
            youngest and shortest of the brothers, his cropped dark hair sticking straight up. Just the sight of him made her want to
            giggle. He was her best friend. And she had been his best friend—until Dasha.

         
         
         
         
         Rin smiled, straightened, and waited for Razo to look for her, because he always did. She was usually standing a ways back,
            and he would call her Rinna-girl and push everyone aside to hug her or wrestle her or challenge her to a race or just knock
            his forehead against hers and smile.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            His glance was roving. Her stomach tingled in anticipation. Then their eyes met, and in that moment before he  could speak,
               a shock split her as she realized, I can’t tell him either.

            
            
         

         
         
         All these months she’d been planning what she would say on his return. “Razo, how can you stand to be
            away from the trees in the city? Or don’t you feel anything from them? I used to think with them, through them, and feel calm. But not anymore.” If she said that much, she’d
            also have to explain. “But then I kissed Wilem, and the trees changed toward me. I must be really bad if even the
            trees want me gone, and maybe if Ma knew me inside instead of out, she wouldn’t love her girl anymore.”
            If she could explain, perhaps he could help her make sense of it and fix it.
         

         
         
         
         
         Only now did she understand that she could not admit it, even to him. He would not know how to mend her or the trees, and
            she could not reveal her secret ugliness, not without the risk of losing his love. That comprehension knocked her as if she’d
            fallen back-first out of a tree.
         

         
         
         
         
         Razo waved. “Rinna-girl!”

         
         
         
         
         She put her hands over her face and cried.

         
         
         
         
         Everything went quiet. She could hear one of the children whisper, “Is Rinna crying? Why’s she crying?”

         
         
         
         
         “Uh . . . ,” said Razo. “Um, Rin? Did I—”

         
         
         
         
         “What’s the matter with our girl?” her mother asked the general gathering. “Does
            anyone know?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Kif, did you and Len do something?” Ulan asked her oldest boys.

         
         
         
         
         But for the slamming pain in her chest, Rin might have laughed. It was ridiculous, her family looking dumbfounded while she cried without reason or sense. She would have tried to
            shrug it off and pretend that she’d stepped on a sharp rock or something, but the sobs kept pulling out of her
            chest, stuck to each breath like pine sap on her fingers.
         

         
         
         
         
         Dasha spoke in a casual voice. “Rin and I are dying to take a walk together. It’s been months! We should
            be back by supper.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Dasha’s arm hooked Rin’s and she walked her away from the homestead, whispering directions. “Don’t
            trip, there’s a big rock on your left. Duck under this branch. Let me help you hop over this fern.”
            By the time Rin dried her face and looked around, they’d left her family far behind.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Is this the way to that sunny clearing with the aspens?” asked Dasha. “The one we went to last time I was here?”

         
         
         
         
         Rin just nodded. Dasha was such a happy, bouncy kind of person, and Rin did not have the energy to try and reflect her mood.

         
         
         
         
         The clearing was much smaller than the homestead, but wide enough that daylight streamed through the canopy. Aspens sunned themselves, leaves turned up and quaking. It used to be Rin’s favorite place in all the Forest. The last time she had pressed her forehead to an aspen trunk
            here, instead of soaking in their green calm, she had jerked back from the heart-battering ugliness.
         

         
         
         
         
         Dasha sat on a rock and sighed. “Now, shall we just sit or would you like me to blather?”

         
         
         
         
         “Blather please.”

         
         
         
         
         “With plea sure.”

         
         
         
         
         An hour flowed by as Dasha recounted her first sea voyage that previous spring, traveling north from her home country of Tira
            to a port in the kingdom of Kel.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Razo made friends with the whole crew, as you can imagine, and they had him climbing ropes and hoisting sails.
            He learned seafaring songs, a few he wouldn’t repeat.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Dasha described Kel, the green slopes around the seaport, the charming hats the Kelish ladies wore, and meeting King Scandlan.
            “He was odd, really. Perhaps I expected all kings to be as warmhearted and gallant as Bayern’s King
            Geric, but Scandlan was distant. Razo noticed it too, though he did not find the king’s behavior as odd as I did.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin could not resist adding, “Razo probably felt sympathy for the king, figuring he was plagued by an itch that
            he couldn’t decently scratch in public.”
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Dasha laughed. “Razo would think that!”
            

            
            
         

         
         
            
            She went on with the story of their horseback ride into Bayern, where Dasha had come to replace her father as ambassador from
               Tira. Rin stretched out on a bed of moss, her chin in her hands, thinking about faraway places and ignoring her ache. Maybe Dasha is a good sort after all, just like everyone says.

            
            
         

         
         
            
            She imagined asking Dasha, Does everyone secretly feel lost? Sort of shoved into a corner alone? Do you feel something different when  you’re close to trees? Did they ever turn away from you? Do trees care if you begged a boy to kiss you? Have you ever felt like your home wasn’t home anymore? If you were me, where would you run?

            
            
         

         
         
         Soon the shadows were thick, crossing the clearing as if fleeing to the east. Dasha stared at the sky soaking up a darker
            blue.
         

         
         
         
         
         “I could stay here all night,” she said casually, without looking at Rin as if not to pressure her.
            “Or we can go back. Whatever you like.”

         
         
         
         
         Rin squinted toward home. She was not eager to face her family, but the day was quickly exhaling into night. She sighed. “If we head back now, we’ll get there before dark.”

         
         
         
         
            
            Be nice to her, Rin reminded herself as they walked home.
            

            
            
         

         
         
            
            For Razo. She tried.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         “Thank you. Sometimes being around family is best, and sometimes it’s not.”

         
         
         
         
         “Those are true words,” Dasha said, her eyes on the path. “I love my father, but it is nice being in Bayern without him. He is not like your mother. He is rather . . . hard.
            But I imagine even with a large, loving family, sometimes it would be good to get away.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Dasha took Rin’s hand, a sisterly gesture. Rin did not want to hold her hand—she wanted to banish her
            back to Tira and have her brother all to herself.
         

         
         
         
         
         “There you are!” Razo jogged up, slightly out of breath. “Everything all right, Rinna-girl?”

         
         
         
         
         “What? Oh, you mean earlier?” Dasha said before Rin would have to explain. “Oh yes, she’s
            fine, that was nothing.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Oh. All right. So, while you were gone, I challenged the brothers to a slinging contest. They’re still
            bandaging their egos.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “You’re the best in the world.” Dasha kissed his cheek, and Razo shrugged to hide his gratified
            smile.
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin watched him, aware more than ever how he had changed in the past couple of years. There was a confidence in him, as if
            he were always dressed in armor from helmet to shielded boots. She did not know what had caused the change—his
            adventures in Tira, or getting out from under the shadow of five older brothers. Or Dasha.
         

         
         
         
         
         Razo was looking into the canopy, and he asked, “Is it going to rain tonight?”

         
         
         
         
         Dasha turned her face up, considering. “No, not to night.”

         
         
         
         
         “Excellent. We can sleep out.”

         
         
         
         
         Rin wondered why Razo would ask Dasha that, and why Dasha would know the answer, but she was not in the habit of asking many
            questions.
         

         
         
         
         
         That night at the homestead, all six houses emptied their inhabitants onto the forest floor. Rin, Razo, and Dasha lay their
            bedrolls on a patch of moss between two fir trees and stayed up with the moon, whispering stories and laughing into their
            pillows. On his previous visit, Razo had told his sister all about his year in Tira, but Rin wanted to hear it again. She
            enjoyed her brother’s attempts to keep his  expression unaffected while he described how he’d bested
            two companies of soldiers at a slinging competition or discovered who had been plotting to restart the war between Tira and
            Bayern.
         

         
         
         
         
         As Dasha watched him, her smile grew so ardent her nose wrinkled. She would reach over to touch his arm when she thought he
            deserved some comfort; she would giggle when he said anything the least bit amusing. And when Razo looked back, he seemed
            ten years older. This orange-haired girl from Tira was altering Rin’s favorite brother, spoiling him for other
            company, the way a night left out on the table changed yesterday’s dinner.
         

         
         
         
         
         Razo did not seem aware of anything but Dasha until he asked, “Rinna-girl, are you really all right?”

         
         
         
         
         She shrugged, then sighed, then buried her face in her arms. She felt stripped and beaten and completely out of lies. “I
            don’t know.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “What’s going on?”

         
         
         
         
         She shook her head. “You’ll think I’m odd.”

         
         
         
         
         “Too late.”

         
         
         
         
         “Ha.” But she was too afraid and confused to try and speak the whole truth, so she said, “I
            don’t feel right here anymore. I’ve been . . .” No, she would not admit how often she’d run toward the deep Forest and yearned
            to keep going. She’d seen the hollow sorrow that still lay on Razo’s face whenever he remembered their
            father. “Sometimes I want to just . . . go away.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Dasha clapped her hands together. “Of course! You will return to the city with me and Razo.”

         
         
         
         
         “What? No. I . . . I can’t go to the city. What would I do in the city?”

         
         
         
         
         Rin had never been to Bayern’s capital, not even for market day with her brothers. She imagined it as an enormous
            beast crouched behind a wall, and when she walked through the gate, it would catch her in its spiked teeth.
         

         
         
         
         
         “You could get work in the palace, Rin, or be a waiting woman perhaps.”

         
         
         
         
         Rin expressed her doubt with a snort, and Razo said, “Rin a waiting woman? That’s a laugh.”

         
         
         
         
         Rin did not see Dasha elbow Razo in the gut, but she heard his grunt.

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t you know who you are?” Dasha asked, her fists on her hips. “You are sister
            to Razo of Bayern’s Own, the most important group of soldiers in the kingdom. He also happens to be the chief personal
            guard to the Tiran ambassador.” Dasha inclined her head. “Not to mention that he’s dear friends with Bayern’s king and queen.
            Apparently it doesn’t occur to your brother that he has handy political connections and might use them, but politics
            is what I do. If you want to live in the city, in the palace, and be a waiting woman, then good gracious, girl, use your connections
            and do it.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin blinked. “But . . .”

         
         
         
         
         “You should definitely come,” Razo said. “It’ll be good  fun, you’ll
            see.” And he launched into an exhaustive narrative of all the city’s charms, mostly involving apple
            cakes, sausage vendors, and palace banquets.
         

         
         
         
         
         Soon the idea was firming inside her. Leave the Forest, go to the city. Keep moving. Like with swimming. Last summer some
            Agget-kin had dammed the stream and made a pool. They discovered pretty quickly that if they did not keep moving in the deep
            spots, they would sink. Whenever Rin was alone, the world still, nothing to do but think, she felt that sinking sensation
            in her middle, sure her head would go under and she would drown inside her own self.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Keep moving, she thought. The trees no longer relieved her, and running far and flirting with the deep Forest helped a little but cured
               nothing. She had to go farther, do something different.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         When all three began to yawn more than talk, Rin settled onto her bedroll and closed her eyes. As soon as her thoughts were
            her own again, she felt that gray panic rush through her, gnawing her bones crooked.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            I am going to the city, she thought hard at herself to bolster her spirits. I’ll go before my family notices anything’s wrong. I’ll get away from trees that loathe me. And I’ll be all right.

            
            
         

         
         
         The idea of leaving the Forest felt like standing on the rim of a well and willing herself to fall in. But she could not stay
            home, not as she was, not with the piercing disquiet, the wrongness that clung to her like wailing children  who never sleep.
            She needed to run farther. She needed to go out into the world that had changed Razo and ask it to change her too.
         

         
         
         
         
         Somewhere a mouse squealed inside the talons of an owl. Somewhere a dry leaf cracked under an animal’s step. Everywhere the trees sighed. It was a long time before Rin
            could fall asleep.
         

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 3 

         
         
         
         
         When Razo and Dasha took leave of the family four days later, Rin stood beside them, wearing her good tunic and boots and dangling
            the small W sack of her possessions over her feet.
         

         
         
         
         
         Everyone was gathered before the main house—Ma, the five oldest brothers, their five wives, and the twenty-three
            children. They patted Razo’s back, engaged in last-minute wrestling matches, and gave Dasha timid cheek kisses,
            since she was too foreign and fancy for common handshakes and slaps.
         

         
         
         
         
         Then one of the little ones said, “Why’s Rin got her pack too?”

         
         
         
         
         Everyone went quiet. A bird called out from a tree, shrill and insistent. For only the second time in her life, Rin found
            herself the focus of her entire family. She kept her eyes on the shadow of her bag swishing over her boot.
         

         
         
         
         
         Dasha cleared her throat. “Rin’s coming with us. To the city. It might be nice for her to have a change
            of scenery. Work in the palace. That sort of thing.”
         

         
         
         
         
         No one spoke.

         
         
         
         
         Dasha cleared her throat again. “I’m sure she will be back before long.”

         
         
         
         
         “Rin’s going? You’re going?” Rin recognized her brother Jef’s voice,
            though she did not look up. “You’re teasing, aren’t you?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “No,” said Razo. “You just open your ears when we say, Rin’s coming with us and
            don’t make a fuss.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Her oldest nephew Meril said, “Don’t believe half of Razo’s stories about the city. It’s
            not as nice as he makes it out.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “It’s a dirty, smelly, crowded—,” her brother Brun began.

         
         
         
         
         “There are people who’ll hurt you for no good reason,”

         
         
         
         
         Brun’s wife Sari interrupted. “They’ll knock you down, they’ll spit on you, not
            care a spoonful of mush about—”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Ma needs you,” said Ulan, Jef’s wife. “And who’ll help me with the
            little ones on wash day? Come now, this isn’t like you to run off and leave us all—”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t give her a hard time,” said Razo. “She wants to come for a bit. No harm.
            So, bye now!”
         

         
         
         
         
         Razo took a few steps as if hoping for a fast departure, but Rin could not make her legs move.

         
         
         
         
            
            Coward, she thought. You coward.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         Each time Rin had been about to tell her ma, her ma would look at her with eyes full of sweetness, and that expression that
            said Rin was her beloved girl, her most precious one. Rin could not bear breaking that. She felt fresh  sympathy for eleven-year-old
            Razo sneaking away at dawn so he would not have to say good-bye to his baby sister.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Rinna?” said Ma. “You’re going to the city?”

         
         
         
         
         Rin glanced up and then back at her boots as quickly as she could. Ma looked so confused, Rin’s heart cracked.
            She was betraying her. But to stay and keep pretending that she belonged in the Forest, that would be a betrayal too.
         

         
         
         
         
         “I am, Ma,” she said. “Going for a bit.”

         
         
         
         
         One of the children started to cry, softly at first, but when her mother tried to hush her, the cry broke into a wail of despair
            that reached up through the canopy and seemed likely to pierce the sky and make it rain.
         

         
         
         
         
         “What’s happening?” another child whispered.

         
         
         
         
         “Rin’s leaving,” someone whispered back. “She’s going to the city forever.”

         
         
         
         
         “Forever? Rin’s leaving forever?”

         
         
         
         
         More crying voices joined the first, and the wail was so loud, no one could hear Rin mutter, “Not forever. I hope.”

         
         
         
         
         It was all Rin could do not to join in, let her voice rise up to the treetops and crack the sky. She nearly said, “Never
            mind. I’ll stay and everything will be normal.” Maybe it was for the best that she struggled to speak
            in crowds.
         

         
         
         
         
         What good was she to her family broken? She could not keep pretending to be the same Rin, the never-fail Rin, the helpful
            Rin, not when she was about to break apart like burned-through wood. The trees had changed for some reason, and she was no
            longer welcome in the Forest.
         

         
         
         
         
         So at last Rin shouldered her pack, met her mother’s eyes, and said under the hubbub, “Bye, Ma.”

         
         
         
         
         Rin turned and walked away before she could cry. The protests silenced behind her. Razo and Dasha soon outpaced Rin, her steps
            slowing. She needed to shut herself in that moment. Hurting was the least she could do for the offense of leaving her Ma.
         

         
         
         
         
         She glanced back once, and a few members of her family lifted their hands in halfhearted waves. Her mother had not moved,
            her hands still clasped together, her weight on one foot, her face nearly expressionless. But when she caught Rin’s
            eyes she sprinted forward, and her blue headwrap slipped, setting free loads of kinky black and white hair. Rin waited, her heart squeezing painfully.

         
         
         
         
         Ma seized Rin and squeezed her, pulling in her arms and her head, as if afraid the girl would fall apart. The whole world
            became Ma’s warmth, her hands, the smell of juniper, the thud of her heart.
         

         
         
         
         
         She released Rin to look her in the eyes, anxiously smoothing her daughter’s dark hair away from her brow, straightening
            her tunic. “I never thought you’d leave. Of course you might, but I just never thought . . . Razo’s
            always had half his mind elsewhere, so that boy coming and going feels as natural as the turning of the seasons. But not my
            Rinna-girl, not my baby girl.” She took Rin’s hands, rubbing them between her own. “You’ve
            not been yourself of late. And I know if you’d wanted me to know why, you  would have talked to me about it long
            ago, so I don’t ask. But I tell you this—go out there and find whatever’s floated out of you and then come back to us right
            quick. Some folk is made for wandering and being in the open world, but you’re a Forest girl, Rinna. I can’t
            help thinking that the longer you’re away from your family and your trees, the more you just might wither away.
            So come on back and be my sweet-eyed tender girl home in her Forest again. Right quick. You hear me?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “I will, Ma. I’m sorry. I’m really—”

         
         
         
         
         Rin shut up, her voice hooked to tears now. Her mother was right about the withering. She already felt dried-up and half-
            dead, and it hurt so much she actually looked to see if her limbs were splitting.
         

         
         
         
         
         “I’ll miss you every moment until then. My baby girl, my peaceful Rin. Go on and catch up with Razo,
            I won’t keep you. Just you know I’ll be hoping for you each day.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin nodded. She had not intended to run, but when she turned her back on her mother, her body wanted to collapse, and running
            seemed the only way to stay upright. Dasha glanced at her when she caught up with them, but she did not ask why Rin had been fleeing as if for her life. They walked
            in silence for a time. And Rin did not look back again.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            It was good she was going. It was. Living with her family, letting them believe she was her ma’s shadow, that was
               a lie, and the kind that would build into a storm to blow her  down. It was good that she was leaving, so why did she feel like a straw doll that had lost all its straw?
            

            
            
         

         
         
         They traveled for two days, the hum and click of the Forest sweeping past Rin in a blur of green. Emerging from under the
            canopy to join a main road, Rin had to gasp at a sky that grew bigger and bigger till she thought it might swallow the whole
            world. Eventually she had to admit the sky was greater than the Forest, a thing she had never before imagined.
         

         
         
         
         
         An escort waited at the city gates with two spare horses for Lady Dasha and her chief personal guard. Rin rode on her brother’s
            horse, her arms seizing his chest in case the beast took a fancy to flinging them off. She did not trust horses. They were
            so large and they moved in unexpected ways. People were one thing—Rin enjoyed trying to guess a person’s
            thoughts. But who knew what a horse was thinking? Rin looked into the huge round eye of the beast beside her and decided that
            she did not want to know. It most likely involved eating its rider, bones and all.
         

         
         
         
         
         The city was everything that the Forest was not. A wall ten men high kept the trees out and the people in, boxing in the clanging
            and whirring and cracking and whacking. So much noise that Rin wondered how the people could stand it. She startled constantly,
            confused by the commotion, imagining she kept hearing someone call her name. Her heart  was tired from stopping and starting,
            and she wanted to cover her ears and yell at everyone to just hush up.
         

         
         
         
         
         Dasha said, “Soon it will all sound like wind in the leaves to you—just noise you find yourself ignoring.”

         
         
         
         
         “You don’t notice the noise anymore?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not so much.”

         
         
         
         
         Rin considered. “If there was a dog standing on your pillow barking in your face every night, do you think you’d
            eventually get used to that too?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “I . . .” Dasha smiled. “I hope to never find out.”

         
         
         
         
         It seemed to take all day to ride up the curving streets, but at last they reached the topmost swell and faced what could
            only be the palace. It was as huge as the city-dwelling beast of Rin’s nightmares.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Oh no,” she said aloud.

         
         
         
         
         “Did you say something?” asked Dasha.

         
         
         
         
         Rin did not care to admit, “I’m feeling fairly alarmed at the moment and I suspect if I go inside that
            thing, it’ll chew me up and spit me out,” so she said, “It’s big.”
         

         
           
            Razo snorted. “That’s the truth. Just wait till you see inside—it’s full of Rooms.”

         
         
         
         
         He dragged Rin through corridors and galleries, courtyards and antechambers, pointing out the absurdity of the palace finery
            with a tone that attempted derision but sounded proud. “Vases everywhere, as if all the tables weren’t
            enough. I mean, what’s the point of having all those little tables if  you have to go and find vases to put on them, and
               then find something to put in the vases? Hundreds of vases, nearly a thousand. And you’ll know I’m not exaggerating if you count sometime. I have.”
            

            
         
         
         His fervor made Rin smile, which was a distraction from her lingering dread. At least the palace had not actually turned into
            a monstrous beast and chewed her up. Yet.
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin could not tell much difference between a stone wall and an inlaid wood wall, but she said “ooh”
            and “wow” so Razo could believe she was properly impressed. He greeted everyone by name—kitchen
            staff, chamber ministers, guards and courtiers and maids alike. Everyone hailed Razo in return, and no door seemed closed
            to him.
         

         
         
         
            
            “My sister,” he’d explain in passing. “Here from the Forest. I’m showing
               her all the Rooms.”

         
         
         
         
         And the sentry would nod and let him pass.

         
         
         
         
         “You’re important here,” Rin told Razo, knowing that would make him puff up and gloat, but
            she could not resist.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            “What do you mean here?” he said, but he was so delighted, he took her to the kitchen next. “Best place in the palace.”
               She soon agreed. The storeroom alone took her breath.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         The rest of the day rushed past like a spring-fattened stream. They ate; they found Dasha, who had secured Rin a post as
            a waiting woman, whatever that meant; then Razo and Dasha bid her good night.
         

         
         
         
         
         Another antechamber. This one full of beds and  wardrobes and screens for undressing. This one was apparently her new home.
            It came with three waiting women who talked. And talked and talked. And sometimes expected a response.
         

         
         
         
         
         So Rin tried to do as she’d always done, patterning her style of speech and attitude after another, trying to fit
            into their mood. But one girl talked quickly, the other slowly, and one was quiet, then given to sudden bursts of energy. And they spoke of things foreign to Rin, other towns and families, castles and gowns, music and dancing. She did not know
               whom to imitate or what to say, and the dizziness of so many Rooms and the feeling of being buried inside a stone beast was overwhelming. Rin ended up shrugging a lot until she finally just
               lay down on her bed and shut her eyes.
            

            
            
         
         
         
         She missed the breeze moving over her skin. She wished she might look up and see stars popping through a canopy of pines and
            feel nothing but the chill goodness of a night forest, the warmth of Ma at her side, the slumber breathing of her family all
            around.
         

         
         
         
         
         Instead she heard whispers.

         
         
         
         
         “Relative of someone important, I gather, or why else is she here?”

         
         
         
         
         “Do you think she’s dim-witted, how she hardly speaks?”

         
         
         
         
         “Undoubtedly.”

         
         
         
         
         “Her Majesty’s never had more than four waiting women.

         
         
         
         
         This one’s unnecessary.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’ll be nice to have an extra hand till Cilie comes back, though I could wish she wasn’t
            yet another rough girl.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “How did Cilie secure her post? I never heard.”

         
         
         
         
         “She’s from one of the east provinces—a poor girl. There was some sad story involved, and you know how the queen crumbles for the sad stories.”

         
         
         
         
         “I could wish Her Majesty had a little more backbone, to tell the truth.”

         
         
         
         
         “When does Cilie come back? Perhaps she knows the new girl.”

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, I doubt the new girl is from the east. If I had my guess, I’d say she’s Forest born.”

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 4 

         
         
         
         
         Over the next few days, Rin saw little of Razo and Dasha, and had the extraordinarily odd experience of spending most of her
            days under a roof. Waiting women served the queen, but Rin only glimpsed Queen Anidori coming and going, while she had her
            fill of the other women.
         

         
         
         
         
         They seemed competent, though they spent a tremendous amount of time talking before performing any duty, asking another’s
            opinion how to do this or that, or ought they do this instead? And did anyone else catch a gander of that new chamber minister
            with the broad shoulders? And wouldn’t another night of music in the grand chamber be just the thing?
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin watched and listened, and found ways to be useful.

         
         
         
         
         “Look at that spot! She’ll never complain, but I know this is Her Majesty’s favorite dress.”

         
         
         
         
         Rin took the dress back to the laundry-mistress.

         
         
         
         
         “Tomorrow’s the queen’s riding day, and that stable-master hasn’t replaced the
            left stirrup yet, I’ll wager.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin went to the stables and watched the stablehands at work, and when no one noticed her, she fixed the stirrup herself.

         
         
         
         
         “Where’s that button? I swear I had it right here. Look at that, just about to sew on a new button and
            it up and walks away.”
         

         
         
         
         
         In Rin’s vast experience as an aunt, no object ever walked away but it had help from a child. She slipped into
            the adjoining nursery, where the queen’s son, Tusken, played with pale wooden blocks. He had a mass of wavy fair
            hair tumbling around his face, and cheeks so round and kissable they seemed like peaches ripe for plucking.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Hello, Tusken,” she whispered, kneeling beside the prince and kissing his cheeks a few times because
            she could not help it. He was nearly two years old but still wonderfully chubby, and her heart strained for her little ones
            back in the Forest.
         

         
         
         
         
         She held up both of her hands. “How many hands do I have? Let’s count. One, two. Now let’s
            count yours.”
         

         
         
         
         
         He held up his hands and no button fell out, but he kept his mouth curiously shut.

         
         
         
         
         “Good boy. Now let’s count teeth.”

         
         
         
         
         She opened wide her mouth, and he did the same. Inside his cheek, something gleamed. She scooped it out with her finger.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh dear, you could choke on that. Buttons aren’t food, lamby. We only put food in our mouths.”

         
         
         
         
         She helped him stack his blocks and cheered when he  knocked them down. Then she returned to the other ladies, placing the
            button on the table.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Hello, there it is! Where’d you find it, Rin? Eww . . . why is it wet?”

         
         
         
         
         Rin decided she’d keep a closer eye on Tusken.

         
         
         
         
            
            Summer was lingering out of doors, the days long and sweet as if sucking on a honey stick. Rin watched it through a glass
               pane. She was continually flinging open windows, leaning out, smelling the air that tingled her nose with scents of flowers
               and horses. She longed to be the one to escort Tusken on his daily romps in the garden, but she was being especially cautious.
               Don’t ask for anything, make no demands, keep the hard words inside.

            
            
         

         
         
         Finally one of the others suggested it, a pale girl named Janissa who sported scratches and an angry welt across her cheek
            from chasing Tusken through shrubbery.
         

         
         
         
         
         Although Rin had taken charge of a dozen children at a time, this one little boy felt as important as a hundred. She took
            Tusken’s hand and led him past staring servants and observant sentries with an apprehension that made her squeeze
            her eyes shut.
         

         
         
         
         
         It was a relief to be in the gardens, crawling through bushes, making “soup” in a castoff helmet with
            water, flowers, dirt, and leaves. The few trees were squat and ornamental, but where the gardens merged into the stable yard,
            a massive elm held court, looking as out of place as a roughly clad giant would in the palace’s throne room.
         

         
         
         
         
         Stablehands came and went, soldiers and pages, and no one slowed to touch the tree or even look up to admire its lush crown.

         
         
         
         
            
            They must not need trees, she thought. They must not feel any more from a tree than from dead wood.

            
            
         

         
         
         She’d wondered the same about her own family in the Forest, but now it seemed true. People would not be willing
            to live in a city if they needed trees as Rin did. As she had.
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin accompanied Tusken outside all week, and on the seventh day at last she dared. She brought Tusken to the elm, where he
            sat in its twisted roots, breaking sticks into tiny pieces.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Rin stepped closer. Maybe it’s only the trees of home, maybe they’re what’s wrong and I’m all right . . .

            
            
         

         
         
         She pressed her cheek to the ropy bark and closed her eyes. Trembling, she opened herself inside, as if she were listening
            hard, though not with her ears.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Please, she thought, hoping for a trickle of that familiar peace to work inside her. Please.

            
            
         

         
         
         She gasped and flung herself away, filled with a creeping nausea that pressed against her throat and made her forehead sweat.

         
         
         
         
         Tusken hopped to her, and she pulled him close.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s not the trees,” she whispered, though he would not understand. “It’s
            me, Tusken. What can I do about that?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Tick,” he said, waving a stick near her face. “Tick. See tick?”

         
         
         
         
         “It is a beautiful stick.”

         
         
         
         
         Tusken nodded.

         
         
         
         
         Rin did not sleep well that night. Early, before the waiting women awoke, Rin crept out into the dark blue morning and ran
            as if from death itself. The air tore out of her lungs, her feet hammered on the ground. There was no running away here, with
            a wall enclosing the gardens and stables, and sentries by the gates. No illusion that she could keep on going until she ceased
            to be. But at least while she moved, the piercing disquiet did not undo her.
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin washed her face and arms in a bird bath and sneaked in just as the others began to stretch and awaken.

         
         
         
         
         That afternoon, Cilie, the fifth waiting woman, returned from her visit home and declared she was nearly expiring from eagerness
            to have some time alone with Tusken.
         

         
         
         
         
         “I’m happy to keep taking him out myself,” Rin said.

         
         
         
         
         Cilie sat before a mirror, redoing the complicated coil of her hair, which was long and brown and lush, the most striking
            feature of her otherwise plain appearance.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Let her do it, Cilie,” said Janissa. “He seems to like her. She’s had more success than the rest of us.”

         
         
         
         
         “That won’t last,” said Cilie. Her eyes were small and a little close together, reminding
            Rin of a pig. “There’s no pleasing the little prince, spoiled to the bones he is.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin very much wanted to say, “There’s something in you I don’t like. Not a bit. You have
            the look of a dog who’s eaten its master’s meal and is ready to bolt. And you have  pig eyes. So don’t
            you complain about Tusken in my hearing.” But she stuffed the words inside and did not argue, taking Tusken by
            the hand without waiting for permission.
         

         
         
         
         
         In the gardens that day, Rin and Tusken discovered fat snails, a rainwater-filled hollow teeming with water insects, and once,
            Cilie crouching behind a shrub.
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin strode right up, her fist on her hip, a mannerism that was all Ma. Cilie startled and ran off. Some time later, she spotted
            Cilie by the stables, arguing with a man Rin did not know.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Something there I don’t like . . . ,” Rin muttered.

         
         
         
         
         The next day Cilie was waiting for Rin beyond the arch that led to the flower garden, a spot hidden both from the nearest
            sentries and the gardeners working beyond in the sun. She smoothed her glossy brown hair away from her forehead, making sure every hair was in place.

         
         
         
         
         “It is my turn to watch Tusken. I love him and miss him desperately after so much time away.”

         
         
         
         
         Cilie did want to be with Tusken, but not because she loved him. There was some other purpose in those pig eyes that Rin could
            not read. Rin tried to walk around her.
         

         
         
         
         
         Cilie grabbed her arm. “You’re not clever enough to care for this boy. The queen doesn’t
            trust you. She wants me to take him from now on.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin was afraid to speak with all the hot anger rising to her throat. She pulled her arm free, gripped Tusken’s
            hand,  and started away, saying, “Well, Tusk, shall we hunt frogs today?”
         

         
         
         
         
         Cilie darted in front of Rin and shoved her hard in the chest. Rin fell back, hitting the flagstones. Cilie tried to pick
            up Tusken, but he spun away in an oblivious dance. Rin scrambled to her feet, putting herself between Cilie and the boy. She held up her hands in fists and glared. Razo had
            taught her how to throw a punch. He’d let her practice on his flattened palms, and she’d laughed so
            hard she’d gotten the hiccups. But she had never actually hit anyone. Now, facing Cilie, her fists trembled with
            eagerness. Even more insistent were the words building inside her like a mouthful of stones.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Leave him alone.” Rin was as startled by her words as Cilie seemed. Telling others what to do was her
            ma’s business. Shame burned in Rin’s cheeks, but she did not apologize or turn away.
         

         
         
         
         
         Cilie took a step back. “How dare—”

         
         
         
         
         “I see you.” The passion in her words made Rin feel warm and bright as the sun. “No one else
            does, but I do. I see you’re hiding something. And if you hurt Tusken, I’ll kill you.”

         
         
         
         
         Cilie stumbled a few more steps back. Rin could see she believed the threat but still did not flee, her own intent greater
            than her fear. So what was Cilie’s intent? Could she truly mean Tusken harm?
         

         
         
         
         
            
            Yes. Now that Rin looked, she could see that clearly in Cilie’s face. Secrets, dark designs, murderous thoughts, and
               desperation. And all of it focused on Tusken.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         Rin’s anger washed away as quickly as it had flamed to life, replaced by clammy fear. She swooped at the boy, flinging
            him into her arms, and hurried into the garden. Footsteps slapped behind her, and Rin ran faster, casting her gaze around
            for safety.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Finn!” she called to a large soldier with dark, longish hair, one of Razo’s closest friends
            and a fellow Forest born.
         

         
         
         
         
         Finn left his group of soldiers, his eyes darting to Tusken’s face, then around for signs of an enemy. His steps
            quickened into a run. “What’s happened?”
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin glanced back—Cilie was already gone. She took a breath and discovered she was trembling so hard she could no
            longer hold Tusken and handed him over to Finn. What had that woman been up to? Perhaps nothing serious, perhaps Rin had overreacted.
            But she still itched with fear.
         

         
         
         
         
            
            And it was not just the altercation that set her feeling like a bag of chattering bones—it was speaking those
               words. She could feel them in her head still, rolling around, clanging into her thoughts. Leave him alone. I’ll kill you. In truth, Rin could not bear to finish off a pigeon she’d downed with her sling, but the threat had felt so real.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         And she felt bad. Wrong. Sick with herself. Certain that if her ma had heard her speak those words, she would have turned
            her back. Rin had sworn to herself that she would  never speak like that again, not as she had to Nordra all those years ago.
            Living in the city was dangerous—so many people, so many chances to slip up.
         

         
         
         
         
         After a few moments in patient silence, Finn asked, “Do you want me to stay with you?”

         
         
         
         
            
            Rin nodded, got on her knees and hugged Tusken, whispering to him of all the spectacular insects they were going to find today.
               Tusken patted the top of her head and said, “Win,” finding the w sound in her name. Then, “Finn. Win, Finn, Win, Finn,” marching around to the beat of his rhyme.
            

            
            
         

         
         
         Finn stayed by them all afternoon. She’d always felt a certain kinship with the large soldier, who wasted no words,
            and once her trembling subsided, she found it easy to reflect Finn’s quiet nature.
         

         
         
         
         
         When they were ready to go in to dinner, Finn escorted them to the queen’s antechamber.

         
         
         
         
         “Do you want me to stay?” he asked.

         
         
         
         
         Rin shook her head. “No, I’ll be all right. Thanks, Finn. Thank you.”

         
         
         
         
         Cilie was inside, whispering angrily with two of the waiting women. Rin overhead a few words: “. . . completely
            crazy . . . attacked me . . . Tusken shouldn’t . . .”
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin passed them without a second glance, taking Tusken into the nursery.

         
         
         
         
         She was teaching Tusken a song when the queen appeared in the doorway, tall and slender, her yellow hair braided and hanging
            in a simple loop.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Mama!” Tusken yelled and waddled to her. She picked him up and swung him around.

         
         
         
         
         “Hello, my most precious. Oh, it’s good to see you. I was so busy this week, but our visitors left today
            and now I’m all yours.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Mama busy.”

         
         
         
         
         “That’s true, but no more. Were you playing with Rin?”

         
         
         
         
         “Pway Win,” Tusken said, tugging on the blue stone necklace at his mother’s throat.

         
         
         
         
         Rin closed the door between the nursery and the antechamber. In the four weeks since she’d come to the palace,
            she had never spoken to the queen, and it took a few moments to muster the courage. She kept her eyes on Tusken’s
            dangling bare feet so she would not lose her nerve.
         

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t trust Cilie,” Rin said in a small, shaky voice.

         
         
         
         
         There was a pause before the queen replied. “And you think I shouldn’t trust her either?”

         
         
         
         
         Rin was still anxious from her words of demand that morning, quaking inside like aspen leaves in a windstorm. Be careful, she shouted at herself.
            

            
           
         
         She took another breath. “I don’t trust Cilie with Tusken.”

         
         
         
         
         The queen’s arms tightened around her son. “Do you know anything specific? Has she made threats or hurt
            him?”
         

         
         
         
         
         “No, I don’t know anything. She’s . . . I’m sorry.” Rin almost turned
            and left then, sure she was behaving as no waiting woman should. But she remembered the look in Cilie’s close eyes
            and summoned more courage. “She was  acting oddly, insisting she be with Tusken. And something in her . . . expression
            . . . made me not trust her.”
         

         
         
         
         
         “Do you think she plans to hurt him?”

         
         
         
         
         Rin shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know anything, but I feel afraid for him.”

         
         
         
         
         The queen studied Rin’s face. “Thank you, Rin. I’ll take your warning very seriously. If
            you discover or even suspect anything else, please come to me.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin believed her. Everything in this woman, every part of her face, every movement of her hands, spoke of truth. Rin watched the queen as she spoke to Tusken, instinctively positioning her own body in a similar attitude, feeling how much
            more confident she felt with her shoulders pressed down and back like that, how naturally her left arm hung at her side, how
            pleasant her lips felt in the attitude of almost smiling.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Come on,” the queen said, placing Tusken on her other hip. “Your da will want to hear the
            new song you learned. Let’s go see if we can hunt him down.”

         
         
         
         
         “Dada hiding?” asked Tusken.

         
         
         
         
         “In a crowd of ministers, no doubt. We’ll save him. Thank you, Rin.”

         
         
         
         
         “You’re welcome, Your Majesty,” Rin said, imitating the warm, low cadence of the queen’s
            voice. It felt nice.
         

         
         
         
         
         The queen paused at the door. “I knew your brother before I was a queen. He was, and remains, a friend truer than
            sun in summer. I like that he calls me Isi. I know all  the ‘your majesties’ people ply me with are
            out of respect for the crown and I should take my due. But when we’re alone, Rin, I’d like it if you’d
            call me Isi, too.”
         

         
         
         
         
         Rin tried the words. “Thank you, Isi.”

         
         
         
         
         Rin stared at Isi’s back as she left the room. A chill in her blood spoke of fright, though she was more curious,
            the kind of curious that thrilled and stung. While she’d been with Isi, the constant squeezing in her chest had
            eased some. For the first time in months, maybe years, she had not felt like a stranger.

         
         
         
         
            
            That’s who I want to be, Rin thought. If I had to be someone forever, I’d choose her. There’s something different. There’s something about our queen . . .

            
            
         

         
         
         Not that she wanted to be queen of Bayern, she told herself. She just wanted to feel like that, to move through each moment
            as easily as a fish through clear water. She wanted to see good everywhere, as she imagined Isi did, to have confidence in
            her shoulders and truth in her face. She wanted not to be the girl who had to trick Wilem for a kiss, who fled toward the
            deep Forest, who ran from home.
         

         
         
         
         
         She’d heard rumors that the queen was friends with the wind, though she did not understand what that meant. Razo had never said much about her, but perhaps Razo did not notice Isi the way Rin did because he had no need to. He was at home in forest or city, cottage or palace, Bayern or Tira. When he left the Forest, he’d been moving
            toward something good, not running away like Rin was.
         

         
         
         
         
         For the next two weeks, Isi made certain there were two soldiers flanking Rin and Tusken on their bug-hunting adventures.
            Cilie was released from waiting woman duties and sent to report to the chief steward as a maid, but occasionally when Rin
            looked up from where Tusken had discovered an impressive beetle or a stone shaped like a chair, she would notice Cilie in
            the distance, watching.
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