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for those who encouraged me

to get to know Stian just a little bit better,

even though Trea had already made up her mind



I am with you and will watch over you wherever you go, and I will bring you back to this land. I  

will not leave you until I have done what I have promised you.

Genesis 28: 15
The Holy Bible, saved from before the Cleansing

“How  many  red  hashes  this  time?”  Thadd  asks  me,  his  eyes  narrowed  in  a  challenge  of 

expectation. The number needs to be close to his own recent tally, but not more, or I risk a fight.

“Three,” I counter, sitting on the ground next to him. I fill my lungs with the familiar scents 

of Hebron’s summer camp - home at last.

He grunts, but lifts his chin in a show of approval. Show is all Thadd ever cares about. He 

readies his tattoo materials, and I clench my jaw against the pain that I hope I never get used to.

Pain earned by spilling other people’s blood.

He carefully pushes the needle into my skin, inserting the red dye in tiny, careful jabs. As the 

hashes take shape, they cross the slim black line I finished during the long nights of my mission, 

without his official touch. For once, he doesn’t remark on my disregard for Tribal customs.

Instead, “Have you seen Zarea yet?” His voice is too casual.

“No.”

“You need to check Caine, my brother.”

I snap my head up and Thadd’s eyes flash above a humorless smirk. “Why?”

“I heard that our honorable Leader is lining it up for her to marry Caine - him being her 

second cousin and all. Thought you should know.” He snorts a little. Both of us know Abraham is 

far from honorable when it comes to his daughter.

“Thanks.” I know this information will cost me. Maybe not today, but Thadd doesn’t give 

anything for free.

“Family means a lot around here,” he adds, as though I could somehow forget that I’m still 

an outsider here in Hebron. Always on the fringe. We stay silent until he finishes. I wipe away the 

dots of blood with a clean rag and smear the healing salve on my new tattoos.

Marks of  all  the things I’ve done for my adopted Tribe, but  still  not  enough.  Seeing as 



family has always meant a lot around here, I’m not sure anything would be enough.

After leaving Thadd, I enter the tent I used to share with three other misfit boys - all of 

whom are gone now. Married and moved out. Dead, last summer on a mission. On a trek through 

the desert to Tartarus.

The silence might be soothing to some, but I’ve been alone for too many weeks. Thankfully, 

there’s work to be done. I grab my sack of dirty clothes and a cake of soap and head for the river.

The water is warm and dark in the deepening sunset. A pair of younger girls is finishing their 

family’s washing, and they give me a wide berth, giggling when I wade into the water to do the 

work women do. But everyone in this Tribe knows I’m both man and woman - the plight of an 

orphaned, unmarried warrior.

I scrub the stains on my shirts a little harder, pausing when the water splashes soap into my 

eye. I’m rubbing at it angrily when I hear a different sort of splash behind me.

“No need to cry about it. Just dirty laundry.”

Her voice instantly soothes that bristling feeling that was building across my shoulders. I 

turn and grin at Zarea, the weight of my little world feeling so much lighter now that she’s back 

in it.

The younger girls have scattered, but still I glance around before pulling her close to me, my 

fingers slippery wet on her smooth, dry skin. I rest my mouth on her collarbone, inhaling deeply. 

Always…wild roses and earth, like someone has pulled up the whole plant, roots and all.

She lets my lips find hers for a brief moment, then pushes me back a respectable distance. 

This isn’t the place, and discovery would be disastrous.

Her body doesn’t want to leave mine yet though, so instead she runs her blunt fingernails 

down my forearm, stuttering over the new hash marks.

Then  she  pauses  her  hand  just  long  enough  for  me  to  focus  on  her  own  tanned  skin. 

Deliberate.

“What is that?” I bite out, grasping at her wrist. My heart stops as I see it more clearly, then 

it starts to beat twice as fast.

She doesn’t pull away, but she keeps her eyes cast toward the dark water. She won’t answer, 

so I have to ask again.

“Did Thadd mark you like this?” Red is all I can see at the thought of that asshole getting his 

hands anywhere near her. Not to mention the significance of the single red line crossing her slim 

black rings.

“You know he did,” Zarea answers, wrenching her hand away from mine. “Thadd makes the 

death tattoos for all of us, doesn’t he? My missions aren’t so different from yours.”



“But…your first…”

“Yes. My first real kill.” Her voice is low and fierce, like an animal backed into the corner of 

a cave. Scared and desperate to survive the blackness surrounding it. “Nothing new to you,” she 

fairly spits at me.

I know her fear without her voicing it - it’s plain in her dark eyes. Familiar, in a corner of my 

heart that I no longer acknowledge. Can’t acknowledge, if I’m to keep the blackness from taking 

over. Stepping carefully toward her again, I reach to brush a silky wave of dark hair from her 

face. “I don’t think any less of you. You’re still the same person to me.”

She narrows her eyes but doesn’t flinch from my touch. “Of course I’m a different person. 

Don’t patronize me.”

“Do you want to tell-”

“No.” She turns her back on me and wades back to the bank, her loose pants molding to her 

legs and backside with the weight of the water. My attention shifts, which I know was her goal.

Safe on the shore, the feral animal is replaced suddenly by a predatory one. She looks over 

her shoulder and smiles slowly at me,  her brown eyes  glinting in the waxing moonlight.  My 

knees go liquid.

“Are we going to your tent or not?” she asks.

I don’t bother to answer - just throw my wet clothes over my shoulder and splash out after 

her, grinning at her hurried strides.

We don’t even make it to the tent, opting instead for our special place. A secluded bend in 

the river,  where a weeping willow brushes the water in a wide curtain, is  bed to our bodies 

tonight.

The blanket I pull over us is freshly washed, and I smile to myself  as I think about her 

planning this moment.

The weight of her body on mine keeps my soul where it needs to be - home. After nearly 

seven weeks wandering alone, I am exactly where I need to be.

Our fingers twine together and I listen to her breathing gradually quiet as she falls asleep. 

The moonlight dips between the summer’s wealth of slim green leaves.

The stars are too many to count, and I wish our people were just as numerous. The year is 

2184, and it’s been more than a hundred years since the Second Civil War. Our ancestors were 

tossed aside in the Cleansing that followed; those who survived the disease were scattered and 

hunted until they were barely a thousand strong.

We are the remnants.

Even though our numbers have grown as the generations passed, the four Tribes make up the 



last of the free people who used to be united as one country. Everyone else is trapped in one of 

the three cities formed by the sisters who released the virus and began this mess. Asphodel is 

buried - a cave city nobody has seen sign of in decades. Tartarus is ruled by the Destroyer. And 

Elysium waits at the edge of the world - solitary and secluded and in no hurry to help anyone 

else.

As a bank of clouds passes over the moon, I wonder again if we’ll ever find the star child 

from the old prophecy. The one who should come to deliver us from whatever evil has spread in 

the world.

The one who should have already been here - evil is everywhere.

Rea shifts beside me and I see her eyes open again, watching the night sky. “It was a slave 

trader,” she says, her voice almost as hushed as the air around our willow bed. I make myself 

wait, knowing better than to ask.

She sighs and pushes up to look at me, her hand resting on my bare chest. The moonlight is 

behind her, so I can’t see her eyes, just the glance of light off of her cheekbones and nose. “He 

found me setting a trap for him. I had the upper hand, but he was big - too big. I couldn’t bring 

him in for trial. So I had to kill him. I…”

She sighs again and rolls her back to me.

“Where was your warrior? Who were you protecting?” As a protector, she isn’t supposed to 

be on her own during these missions - and I want to know why she was.

But there’s no answer. The seconds slip by as the water runs past us.

“You can tell me,” I urge finally, pushing down the dread that’s rolling in my stomach.

“I had to let him get close. Pretend.” Her voice is muffled, and I notice she still doesn’t 

answer my question.

“How close?” I ask, my voice cracking a little with the effort to sound casual. What was she 

forced to pretend, exactly? Rage simmers in the cage around my heart.

“Too close. I slit his throat like the animal he was.”

In one smooth motion she rolls back onto my chest, forcing a hard kiss on me. She wants to 

lose herself in me, erase his touch. I want to help her.

I want her only memories to be of me. Forever.

Holding her body tight against mine, I’m struggling to release my anger and forget the need 

to know more, when she moves again. She lifts her head, and her hair falls around her face in a 

dark curtain, shielding her again from the moonlight.

“Stian?” she asks the night. I hope it tells her yes.

“I see you,” Zarea whispers, her fingers light on my cheek. I close my eyes to revel in her 



touch. “I have always seen you.”

As she brushes the too-long hair from my forehead, I feel the boil of anger and injustice 

begin to quiet. Whatever we have both suffered, we have each other again now. My heartbeat 

slows down and fatigue finally weighs heavy on my brain.

“Sleep,” she whispers, her breath warm on my skin. I relax into her, kept safe between her 

soft body and the warm earth. Somehow I manage to just let it all go and rest.

Hours later, the sun is what wakes me. The wind is blowing the willow branches around so 

the light flashes on and off my closed eyelids. I scrub my palm across my face and tense up to a 

sitting position.

Zarea is gone, just like I knew she would be.

She’s too good for me, and I know it. But God help me, I need her. There’s nobody else who 

can hold me tight enough to keep this mess together.



The scepter of the wicked will not remain over the land allotted to the righteous, for then the 

righteous might use their hands to do evil.

Psalms 125: 3
The Holy Bible, saved from before the Cleansing

I trudge back to my empty tent, the damp, still-unfinished wash dragging in my hands. Sniffing 

the air, I realize with relief that Mama Rose might have a little breakfast left.

I stuff the clothes through the door flap and hurry the dozen or so yards that separate me 

from the woman who did her best to raise me when I stumbled into her life ten years ago.

“You look like you haven’t slept at all since leaving on that mission. Two months of your 

life, gone to the desert sun. What’s wrong with you, boy?”

“Hey,  Mama Rose.” I  gratefully accept  the enormous bowl of eggs and potato hash she 

shoves at me. She looks away, but not fast enough to hide the corner of a grin.

“You been with that girl again.”

It’s not a question, so I don’t answer it, too busy eating.

“Three more kill marks.”

Again, not a question.

“Sorry, Mama Rose. But they weren’t good people. Slave traders.”

She snorts. “Not up to you to decide good and bad. You’re not Justice.” She pushes a strand 

of white hair back into its place in her bun.

“They would have killed me if I hadn’t gotten them first.” It’s a tired argument, but one we 

seem to have each time I return from a mission.

“So you’re a dumb animal now? Kill or be killed? Bird shit.”

I sigh and continue eating. Her food alone is worth putting up with her mouth, but she’s also 

one of the few people who knows my full history and loves me anyways.

“I saw where that girl got one too. Not natural, that. And you always staying out nights with 

her. Hhmpf.”

“I’m going to ask her to marry me, Mama Rose.” I’ve never told her that before. Never told 



anyone.

Not really sure why I just did.

She only cuts her eyes sideways at me and packs that reeking tobacco into her pipe. “Not 

while Abraham is alive, you won’t. Gonna kill him too?”

“Somebody needs to,” I mutter.

She glares at me but ignores the comment. “I need some more meat.”

“I’ll hunt for you this afternoon. I’m supposed to brief Abraham and Caine on the mission 

this morning.” I hand her the empty bowl and she shrugs a bony shoulder. “Thanks for breakfast.”

“Take a bath first!” Mama Rose yells after me as I exit. I chuckle at her expected gruffness. 

There aren’t many soft people here in the Tribe, and I’m lucky to have her on my side.

But I take her advice and scrub any remaining grime from my fingernails and hair and find 

clean  clothes  in  a  different  pack before  heading to  find my  Tribal  Leader  and his  preferred 

henchman.

Caine is nowhere to be seen, but Abraham is sitting in the sun outside the longhouse - the 

one truly permanent building we have in this valley. Everything else is as portable as we are; stay 

in one place too long, and the Destroyer is bound to find you.

Abraham holds up a finger as I approach, so I just get to wait while he reads a full two more 

pages of some leather-bound journal.

I try not to fidget too much, but I’m not a standing-still sort of person.

Finally, he looks up from his book and shades his eyes against the sun. “Report.”

“I stayed south of Tartarus’s territory,  and east of the other Tribes. I met a few traveling 

parties on the trail, but saw one or two single hunters from a distance. Kedesh, I believe. The real 

news is that the slave traders have already adapted their routes to our changed patterns again. I 

can’t say how they are finding us so quickly.”

“Can’t or won’t?” He actually looks at me now, his brown eyes a harder, older version of 

Zarea’s, but just as expressive. He knows what I want to say, and he’s daring me to say it.

I  try  my  standard  open-ended  sort  of  accusation.  “Someone  could  be  giving  them 

information.”

Abraham slams the book on the table before him, but his movements are slow and controlled 

as he stands. He pushes the bench backward with his massive legs. He has a good hand’s breadth 

on me, and I’m not a short man.

“None of my people are traitors.”

“Until they are,” I grumble under my breath. I glance at my wrist, still a little puffy from 

Thadd’s work.



“Three more hashes. Tell me.”

“Like I said, more slavers. I tried to question them, but it was…ineffective. There was also a 

young slave girl with them. She didn’t make it. Mostly dead anyways, when I found her.” I rush 

these last words out, trying not to imagine the girl’s small, battered body and empty eyes.

She should have been hash number four, but I don’t count that as a life taken, so much as a 

mercy given. Some wounds can heal, some can’t.

Abraham evaluates me for a long minute, as though he knows what I’m holding back, but he 

says nothing more. Instead, he motions for me to follow him inside the stuffy building. It smells 

sweet and earthy, like the straw bales and mud which make up its thick, warm walls.

A long side table of rough planks is spread with the most valuable thing our Tribe owns - a 

painstakingly hand-painted map of the former United States of America. It stretches farther than 

my arm span in both directions, the animal hides stitched together cleanly.

We stop before it, and Abraham reaches up to a shallow niche cut into the wall over the 

table. He palms a carved wooden box, opens it, and hands me four needles which have been 

blackened in the fire to represent the ashes of death. I take my time and study the trails, hills, 

valleys, and lakes which cover the painted ground.

Finding the place where I killed the traders is not easy, but my training has been good. I 

thread the needles into the dense leather, marking another sighting of Tartarus’s influence.

And more hash marks of evil on the lines of our dying world.

I don’t know what the world was like during the Cleansing a hundred years ago, but I can’t 

believe it’s gotten much better in Tartarus, where the slavers originate. I run my fingertip a last 

time over the fourth needle, trying to push the girl’s empty eyes into the corner of my memory.

The door bangs open and Caine strides in - as cocky as if he’s already usurped Abraham’s 

place.  And if  Thadd’s  suspicions  are  true,  that’s  exactly what  Caine  hopes  to  do.  He  could 

petition to marry Zarea and become the Tribe’s new Leader very soon. Unless I beat him to it.

But it won’t be easy to get Zarea to marry any of us. Even if I might have the best chance, 

she values her freedom.

And even if Abraham is looking for his future replacement, he isn’t exactly ready to retire.

I notice how Abraham widens his stance and squares his shoulders - taking up even more 

space than usual. A visual reminder that he is still very much in charge of our Tribe, regardless of 

the nonverbal pissing contest the three of us are always engaging in.

“Thadd told me your count. Respectable,” Caine sneers at me as though he means the exact 

opposite. He leans against the long table, spreading his hands wide along its expanse - displaying 

his merits to me like I don’t know what he’s capable of. His arms are speckled with so many red 



hashes they nearly overtake the black mission lines.

Caine has been at war with the world since he was walking, and he wears his soldier’s marks 

proudly. As for me, I’d rather not compete over body counts.

Ignoring him,  I glance up at the Tribal calendar spanning the wall  -  one painted leather 

square for  each year.  According to Elysium’s  prophecy,  there were only supposed to be one 

hundred before the Starbright maiden came to spread her Justice.

I count one hundred sixteen squares.

“Have you seen signs of the prophecy in your wanderings?” Abraham asks, and I startle, 

realizing  uneasily  that  he’s  been  watching  me  intently  for  several  minutes.  His  fingers  tug 

absently at his long beard.

“Or signs of Asphodel?” Caine interjects.

I shrug, resisting the urge to roll my eyes at him. “Nobody knows what the true signs of the 

prophecy may be. But as for Asphodel, we’ve been everywhere this side of the plains. We need to 

go east again, toward the Appalachian Mountains. The terrain there is pocked full of caves. If 

Asphodel truly rests underground, you won’t find it around here.”

A  conspiring  look  passes  between  them and  my  stomach  twists.  They have  something 

planned, and I doubt it will benefit me. I’ve only been back east a few times since settling in 

Hebron, and I’ve hated it. The huge cities of dead people - the crumbling clothing and desiccated 

skin that dissolves into a choking powder when you start to search a house.

The sickening combination of immense bunkers of supplies with nobody left to make use of 

them.

At least the land around Tartarus has been burned clean of the evidence of the Cleansing. 

There are so many kinds of evil at work in this world, but it seems the cruelest trick is that all we 

can really do is wait for a star to fall.

Finally, Abraham smiles at me softly. “We have sent a few scouts in that direction while you 

were gone. I believe your  logic is correct.  Come back here tomorrow for lunch, and we will 

discuss our options further.”

Another measure of control - he could tell me his plan now, but he’d rather make me wait, 

drawing out the suspense.

“And I need to speak with you on another matter,” Caine says to Abraham then, angling his 

body away from me. Shutting me out of the conversation.

Which is fine with me, really. Unlike him, I don’t want to marry Zarea so I can become the 

Tribe’s new Leader. I just want her to be by my side. I’d even be happy running away with her to 

start a new Tribe, like my own parents tried to do.



As long as I have her to love, I would be home.

Abraham nods to Caine and flicks his fingers at me, dismissing me.

“We will also talk more of your suspicions,” he calls to me as I turn to go. I nod, then hurry 

back into the fresh air and sunshine, moving quickly to hide my grin - Abraham is also toying 

with Caine.

I bang the door just a bit as I step out into the sun. I’m massively happy to be free of the 

politics of the longhouse. If I hurry, I might even catch Zarea before she begins her afternoon 

rounds. She often knows something of her father’s plans. And if she doesn’t, I can still steal a 

kiss. Win either way.

I follow the path down the slight hill, humming to myself. Even though the civil games of 

Hebron are tiresome, it’s good to be back.

Scuffing noises reach my ears then, and I look up to find Thadd striding up the path toward 

me, a smirk on his face.

The expression he gets when he knows something good is coming, just for him.

“What is it?” I ask as he passes me.

He barely slows his walking, too excited. “Another mission, I hope! I’ll come find you when 

I’m done.”

He hasn’t been home long, I know. A month, maybe two. Certainly not long enough to 

complete his six-month rest period. He must be planning to waive his recovery time again.

Not something you’d see me doing.



And will not God bring about Justice for his chosen ones, who cry out to him day and night?

Luke 18: 7
The Holy Bible, saved from before the Cleansing

Zarea isn’t waiting for me by the river, and her small tent next to Abraham’s is empty. I sigh, 

realizing she has already headed into the forest.

I circle back to my own tent and grab my bow and a quiver of arrows. I’ll hunt some meat 

for Mama Rose and maybe even find Zarea’s patrol path.

I follow the river north until it ends in a small pool at the edge of the forest. The water runs 

down the mountainsides into the pool, sometimes in wide swathes of white foam, but more often 

in narrow trickles like today. I stop to drink and fill my water-skin from the pool’s cold depths 

before entering the woods.

Soon the canopy has blotted out the late summer sun and I breathe in the sweetness of the 

early afternoon heat. There are a few trails to follow - marks of various animals. But I’m patient 

and have nothing better to do, so I climb high in a pine tree and watch the distant flatland until the 

sun slants lower in the west.

My reward is a grazing herd of wild cattle following the snake of the next river over. The old 

men joke about how most of these animals simply died of stupidity - inability to feed and shelter 

themselves after so many generations of human intervention.

But adaptation is open to any creature, and these animals have grown rangy and shifty-eyed. 

They run on spindly legs almost as fast as deer, but they are bigger and easier to find.

Plus, Mama Rose prefers their meat and its marbling of rich fat. She’ll be happy with me if I 

bring her beef.

Tracking  the  herd’s  location  once  I’m back  on  the  ground is  a  welcome  challenge,  an 

exercise my brain slips into like stretching a muscle back into shape. When I finally choose a 

smaller cow and fell it with a handful of well-aimed arrows, I realize I’m at the western edge of 

our summer territory. Less than a mile north is an outcropping of rocks that lend a view like none 

other.



I hurry through the bloody work of hanging the animal in a tree to drain, then skinning and 

quartering the meat.  Binding the sections in thick cloth, I  hang the bundles back in the tree. 

Luckily, a cold stream waits nearby, and after I rinse the blood from my hands and arms, I follow 

the pebbly trail up the hillside until I’m standing on top of the world.

The cliff that supports me is taller than anything else around, and I feel as though I can see 

for a hundred miles. Scanning the horizon gives me the peace that comes with safety - nothing 

can touch me up here.

Nothing can reach me this high except the fears in my own heart, and for today I am master 

of those. I smile as I remember my father bringing me here to show me the lands of Hebron.

“All of this valley will belong to you one day, my son,” he had said. This was before his 

falling-out with Abraham, and before his death. But the view into the past doesn’t bother me 

today - today I see my future again spread before me in the shapes of trees and rivers and the 

grazing herd of wild cattle.

Hope has crept back into my life, and I plan to grip it tightly.

The sun is maybe an hour from setting, and the sky has gathered all its clouds to the horizon. 

I take my scope from a shallow, zippered pocket on my pants. The scope was hard-won from an 

abandoned military camp out  east;  reflecting on  its  scratched exterior  could  also  bring back 

memories I’m not in the mood for.

Instead I focus my thoughts on the dusky horizon. As I twist the scope into focus, my heart 

beats a little faster. Part of the horizon now seems to be moving. I scan the edge of the shadows, 

and eventually a small shape separates itself.

A boxy vehicle:  a soft  tan which blends with the mottled colors of  the dirt  and grasses 

around it. Moving without the help of animals, seeming to glide silently along the plains below 

me. A shadow follows beneath it, as though it never touches the earth. The vehicle is still too 

distant for me to make out any identifying feature.

I don’t know anyone who travels like this.

I look around carefully to mark its current location and potential paths, watching its hovering 

sort of progress a few minutes longer. Finally the dying sunlight pushes me to hasten back to my 

kill in the tree. Using lengths of rope and an unrolled blanket, I fashion a drag sled and harness.

The weight on my shoulders is much more than aggravating by the time I’ve reached Mama 

Rose’s tent, but her grin when she realizes what I’ve brought is payment enough.

“You always know what I’m hankerin’ for,” she cackles as she slices the meat into thick, 

round steaks and salts them. She hurries to heat her griddle over the fire and soon the sizzle and 

aroma is almost too much to bear. My stomach grumbles its impatience - I’ve been eating mostly 



dried jerky for weeks in the field.

“Guess you haven’t heard about Thadd, seeing as you’ve been gone all day.”

“What?” I remember his triumphant expression from earlier and suddenly my stomach can 

wait for food.

“He’ll be leaving soon. Mission to find Asphodel.”

“What?”

Mama Rose glares at my repetition, but I can’t help it. That just isn’t the sort of mission 

Thadd is  good at.  Abraham is definitely up to something,  and now I’m really regretting not 

making more effort to find Zarea while I was out today.

Her hand tugging my shoulder down is what makes me realize I’m standing.

“Sit and fill your belly. Then you can go to the common fire and get your gossip-gut filled 

up too.”

I know she’s right - I haven’t eaten more than a handful of jerky all day. Besides, there is 

gossip of my own to share, and Mama Rose is the only one I can trust with it just yet.

“Have you  ever seen a wagon that  travels like this? With no animals?” I ask,  fishing a 

charred stick from the fire’s edge and drawing a rough outline of the vehicle on a scrap of cloth 

from the unwrapped animal.

Mama Rose passes me a short knife and a plate heavy with meat. She just watches me and 

chews her mouthful of fat. Her eyes glint with something I can’t quite read.

Several  minutes  pass as I struggle to remain patient.  Mama Rose does not  react  well  to 

prodding.

“Only seen those once. Twenty year ago.”

“And never since?”

“And never since. They were from Elysium. Never figured to see anyone from there again.”

My mind is swirling with a thousand questions, but the number is what repeats behind my 

eyes like the pulse of a heartbeat.

A lot can happen in twenty years. A lot  has happened in the last twenty years. Why then? 

Why now? Why not ever in between?

“Be still, boy, and I’ll tell you the rest,” Mama Rose huffs. I look down and realize I’ve 

stood again and am pacing - my feet mirroring the motion of my thoughts. Back and forth, trying 

to measure the importance of something so insignificant as the width of a tent, or the progress of 

a silent box across the plains.

“Twenty years was before your father and mother ever ventured our way. When Abraham 

was just a pup, like Caine is now. Biting at old Michael’s heels to let him take over, but still hell-



bent on chasing his own tail.”

I can’t help but grin a little at her description of Abraham.

“A very  small  group  came  from Elysium that  summer,  traveling  in  those  silent  boxes, 

whooshing across the ground like magic. Not magic, though. Just technology they’d saved from 

before the Cleansing. Kept hidden away at the end of the world with the rest of their treasures.” 

She grunts. “Selfish.”

“But why did they come? Were they stopping on their way to find Asphodel?”

“Lord, no,” she laughs and pauses to fork in another bite of meat. “I don’t imagine they care 

a jot about finding Asphodel. If the maiden ever does come, it’ll be up to  her to find  them.” 

Mama Rose pauses and glares right at me. “They came here because the True Prophet told ‘em 

to.”

“The True Prophet?” This is the same name used for the person who predicted the maiden of 

Justice - and that was over a hundred years ago. “Does the title pass on?”

Mama Rose shrugs. “I guess they always have someone who talks to the gods. Hopefully 

they speak the truth.”

“The gods or the prophets?”

She shrugs again and picks indifferently at a tooth. “The story they gave us was that there 

would be another important child born from one of the Tribes. Just like the maiden of Justice, 

there would be others to help clean up the mess those sisters made.”

“The sisters who caused the Cleansing...” I struggle to remember their names.

Mama Rose rolls her eyes at me. I should know this, but I haven’t thought about these stories 

in such a long time - maybe even before Father died. “Lakessa of Asphodel, Aisa of Elysium, and 

Clota of Tartarus,” she supplies, reciting the names like a tired schoolteacher.

I nod. “So how come I’ve never heard this story about Abraham?”

“Maybe you never sat still long enough to hear it.” Her tone is grumpy, probably because I 

keep interrupting her.

But I just can’t let it go. “Is it because I came here late? After the children’s school was 

over? Or is it a story that’s hidden?”

“Not hidden. Just not told. There’s a difference, you know.”

I know she’s right, but I’m still curious why this story isn’t in my memory at all. In the cold 

months the Tribe tells so many stories around the common fire that surely I would have heard 

something so important.

“Nobody thinks it’s important anymore,” I begin, the idea coming suddenly.

She nods, but lifts an eyebrow, waiting.



“Nobody except the person it’s really about…and they want it hidden?” I guess.

Mama  Rose cackles  and  smacks  my shoulder.  “Sometimes  you  see  things.”  She  laughs 

again.

“So did they ever find her? The other maiden?”

She shakes her head. “They didn’t look, far as I could tell. That was the true mystery of it. 

They stayed around here for a few weeks socializing, then headed back to the ocean, I guess. And 

nothing since.”

“There has to have been something. What was different when they left?”

“Nothing. We packed up camp to move for the winter. A bunch of the young guys went west 

on a scout mission, and we moved. Guess they could have gone on to Kedesh, looked somewhere 

else for that girl.” She stands and begins cleaning the dishes from our meal; her back to me is a 

signal that her story is done.

I drop the scrap of fabric into the fire, watching the drawing shrivel. I can’t help but think 

there is more to this half-hidden tale. I just need to ask the right people.

For now, though, I need to head to the common fire and see what has happened to make 

Thadd accept such a mission so soon after his return.

When I arrive, the fire is crowded with noise and laughter. Someone slaps Thadd on the back 

and passes him a flask of the over-sweet wine we make from the summer berries.

Someone else shouts a toast, and he drinks deeply.

I slip into the circle, almost unnoticed. Scanning the group, I don’t see Zarea, which makes 

me curious.

“What’s  the  occasion,  friend?”  I  lean  toward  the  cluster  of  young  men  and  women 

surrounding Thadd.

“I have accepted a mission to find the lost city!” he shouts.  His words are already a bit 

slurred. He raises the flask in salute to me and I grin and play along.

“And you’ll rescue the buried princess from her underground prison?”

“Yes!” he agrees, yelling the word.

“And return the conquering hero?” I add.

“Yes!” He drinks again.

“Keep dreaming that futile  dream,” a voice calls from the darkness outside of the fire’s 

reach. Heads swivel and my heart surges as Zarea steps into the circle of light and laughter.

She grins at Thadd, but her eyes have a hard quality to them - the firelight reflects back on us 

like  shards of  rock.  “Everyone  knows Asphodel  is  a  dead city.  If  the  maiden  is  there,  she’s 

nothing but a pile of bones.”



He tries to stand to address her, but he stumbles a bit. I reach over to catch his elbow and 

steady him.

“Or she’s not even born yet! Nobody’s coming to save us!” Another voice calls from the 

crowd.

“Or she’s just a helpless baby!” Yet another person. And herein lies the problem. None of us 

actually  knows  what  awaits  us  if  we  ever  find  Asphodel.  There  is  nothing  concrete  in  the 

prediction except the time, and even that is beginning to seem like a cruel joke. I think again of 

the calendar on the walls of the map house.

Sixteen years past the due date, and no sign of a savior or a city.

Zarea sits near me,  but not too close, and Thadd sinks back down heavily.  Conversation 

swirls around us - more of the same. Rumors and gossip. Laughter and boasting. Some people say 

we don’t even need a savior, but until the Destroyer is toppled from his throne in Tartarus, I’ll 

never agree.

I glance at Zarea and she meets my eyes. I raise an eyebrow, silently asking if she’s ready to 

leave. But she shakes her head, twitching a finger at me to wait.

“So  Thadd,”  she  calls  over  the  noise.  People  settle  when  she  speaks,  like  they  do  for 

Abraham. No. Different - they settle for her because they respect her. “What makes you think 

you’ll be successful when nobody else has?”

He grins the way only a drunk man can. “Luck, beautiful. Time is on my side - time is on 

our side!” A few people cheer with him.

“And who will  you take as your  protector?” she asks. This really quiets everyone, and I 

know she’s onto something.

“Where I’m going, nobody can protect me,” Thadd answers, flushing.

“So it’s true, then. You’re taking the Hero’s Mission?” Her voice cuts through the night 

easily now, as true silence surrounds us. A log in the fire cracks in half, sending a brief shower of 

sparks into the air above us. I look deliberately around the circle and no eyes meet mine.

Nobody has taken a Hero’s Mission since my father.

If  Thadd fails,  he  can never  return to  the  Tribe -  an unaccomplished Hero’s  Mission is 

grounds for death. But if he succeeds, he can have whatever he wants. It takes me only seconds to 

process the implications.

If Abraham is offering a Hero’s Mission to Thadd, he will be offering me the same when we 

meet for lunch tomorrow: he is eradicating his competition.

My hopes for six months of rest are collapsing inward like the branches in the fire before 

me.



People  gradually  begin  to  recover  from  the  revelation,  and  Thadd  is  bombarded  with 

questions  and  new  congratulations.  I  stand  and  walk  into  the  night  without  even  a  glance 

backward. My gossip-gut is indeed full.

Not long after I fasten the door flap of my tent, a scratching noise echoes across the tough 

hide. One long drag across the surface, then a flurry of soft flicks across the edge.

A grin works its way onto my face, and I unhook the clasps. Zarea slips in silently and waits 

for me to lock us in.

“Thadd will never make it,” she says then.

I shrug. I don’t think he will either, but I’m still reeling from the repercussions of Abraham 

offering up a Hero’s Mission.

“It’s not just coincidence, Rea. Abraham knows Thadd and I are never home at the same 

time. He’s pitting us against each other.”

“I know.” Her voice is soft enough that I know she’s been aware of this plan far longer than 

I have. Then, “Caine, too.”

I can only stare at her. This is worse than I imagined. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“And ruin your first night back? Sorry,” she laughs, but the sound is hollow.

“How are you involved in this?” I ask the only question I need to know, and the only one 

whose answer I might not be able to handle.

She looks at her fingers, laced together in her lap. A flicker of light seems to highlight the 

single red hash on her forearm.

“Rea-“

“I won’t do it.”

I wait a few more minutes. When she says nothing else, I move to sit closer to her and gather 

her in my arms.

“I won’t do it, Sti. I’d rather run away.”

“Tell me.”

She shifts and looks up at me finally, her face barely visible in the light of my single candle.

“Caine will be offered the mission too. And you.”

I nod, reassuring her that this is not more than I have expected from her father.

“None of you will get protectors - all of you must accept a Hero’s Mission.”

I sigh. “Rea, just tell me.”

She looks down, hiding her eyes. “He told me I must marry the first to return. He will only 

surrender Leadership to my husband. Not me.”

“The Hero’s Recompense,” I say softly, my head feeling dizzy. Some part of me had known 



that was an option - Thadd had hinted it was even a likelihood. But hearing it from her trembling 

lips is almost more than I can handle.

“One of you three will be Hebron’s next Leader. Even if I run, there’s no escaping that.”

Zarea’s pleading voice makes me look up.

“So you would run? Then run with me! We can go together!”

She shakes her head like a small child who can’t understand. “I can’t. Hebron is my people. I 

can’t leave them to Caine.”

I  know she’s  right,  but  I  can’t  help but  feel  selfish.  Hebron has never helped me while 

Abraham destroyed my life, one person at a time. I don’t owe them - not really.

“Then I’ll defeat the mission and we’ll marry and lead together.”

She shakes her head, and even though she’s afraid to speak the words, I know this argument.

The sharp knife of betrayal  slices into its waiting space between my ribs. “So you don’t 

think I would be the first?” My voice is tight - she has to know she’s on dangerous ground here.

“No, Stian! I know you would be the first - in a fair fight!” She stands, her shoulders shaking 

in anger. “But I also know Caine would sooner kill you than let you return at all! He will hunt 

you and Thadd down before he even begins to look for Asphodel. You’re both as good as dead if 

you take this mission!”

“I can evade him.”

“No, you can’t. He’s a better tracker than you, and you know it. You’d be just like your 

father. Shot in the back while-”

And with that, I’m done. “Get out,” I tell her, unfastening the tent flap as quickly as I can 

with trembling fingers. And she goes, not even bothering to look back.

I sink to the hard-packed ground, my head pulsing in my hands. How has my life come to 

this - how did it dissolve so quickly into the nightmare of my father’s unwanted legacy?



Better a patient man than a warrior, a man who controls his temper than one who takes a city.

Proverbs 16: 32
The Holy Bible, saved from before the Cleansing

I barely sleep and as soon as the sun bears enough light to navigate, I borrow one of the hunters’ 

horses and I’m gone. I don’t need to hunt, but I need the distance and speed a horse can gain me.

I ride recklessly for miles and miles,  cantering beyond the edge of our summer territory 

before I realize where I’ve guided the horse.

If its direction stayed constant, I should be extremely close to the path of the strange vehicle.

The roan is happy enough to be tied off near a stream and within reach of good grass. I 

silently climb a tall tree to search for signs of the vehicle. A tendril of smoke leads my eyes in the 

right direction, and I pinpoint the location with landmarks before jumping back to the ground. In 

my stupid, blind riding, I’ve come within a mile of their camp.

Keeping to the shadows of the waking morning, I slip from tree to tree, stopping about a 

hundred feet from their fire. Two fair-haired men sit, drinking from silver mugs. The vehicle is 

nowhere to be seen, and I wonder if it is too large to navigate this section of forest.

I hope so. Men traveling on foot are slower and even easier to track. Their camp is maybe 

twenty miles from our summer village - one to two days’ travel for someone unaccustomed to 

their surroundings. I’m a little surprised one of our watchmen hasn’t come across them yet; it’s 

only a matter of time and the revolutions of the guards’ paths.

Dropping to my belly and elbows, I snake-crawl through the tall grass and low-lying shrubs 

until I’m barely ten feet away, tucked beneath the leaves of a large shrub. I relax each of my 

muscles  until  my body is  loose and settled into position.  I  need to  listen and gain as  much 

information as possible.

Even if either of those guys were smart enough to look down, the foliage would hide my 

face. But I can tell by their baby-smooth skin that they don’t have that kind of intelligence. They 

are not from a Tribe - indoor living is all too evident in their movements.

“I wish the shuttle were still of use. I do not like these woods,” one says. He appears much 



younger than the other, with barely a shimmer of blond beard along his jawbone.

“Serenity, Jonath. The plan must go forth, regardless of our own shortcomings.”

“But in all these days of travel you have never told me the plan. I am still only here to do 

your bidding. You must tell me something.”

I bite back a smile at the boy’s grumbles. He is far too soft to be sent on a mission. Still, he 

is likely close to my age. Just not yet hardened by the disappointments of the world.

They are quiet for several minutes, eating dried fruit and small discs of something that could 

be bread. I feel my own stomach begin to grumble, and I clench my muscles to halt the sound.

“How do you even know this girl exists?” Jonath asks.

“The Prophet’s vision, of course. She lives. She’s ready.”

I startle at the mention of the Prophet - Mama Rose’s words echo in my mind - and I wonder 

if these men have come from Elysium to look again for the girl who wasn’t found twenty years 

ago.

“But what will we do if you find the girl this time?” Jonath asks, stretching his legs out and 

leaning back to stare into the trees.

“When I find her, we will bring her home with us, of course. She belongs in Elysium.”

“But how can we explain everything to someone who’s never been there? Isn’t that why we 

never accept those raised outside of the Institute?”

The older man sighs. “She is different. The True Prophet has spoken. The sisters will make 

an exception, and the girl will have to learn our ways.”

“So it isn’t simply because she is Lady Thema’s daughter?”

“Of course that’s it, you fool. But the sisters must agree to the Prophet’s whims, even if they 

go against  custom.  Politics are not  for  simple-minded people such as you.  Your role here is 

simply to entice her.”

A few beats of silence pass. Then Jonath looks up, nearly straight at me, and my breath stops 

in my throat.

“And why have we not seen the infamous slavers of Tartarus? Or the guards of this cursed 

camp?”

The older man only shrugs, and I wonder if I see a bit of fear on both their faces. I hope so, 

for Tartarus is not a place to ignore, and its Leader is not one to cross.

As the silence extends, Jonath fidgets in aggravation. “Shall we leave, then?”

“No. We must wait  here another day before traveling the remaining distance, or we risk 

arriving too early. The Prophet was very specific.”

“He will not know if we are a day early - I tire of this filth.”



“The True Prophet must be obeyed!” The man stands abruptly and walks away from Jonath, 

slightly toward me. He grumbles under his breath, “And if you are not killed by their hunters, I 

will slit your complaining throat myself after we have the girl.”

I bite my tongue hard to avoid a snicker. I’d feel the same way if I were traveling with such a 

greenstick.

The man turns back to Jonath. “Do you still keep her portrait? You must return it to me 

before  we  arrive.  You’re  here  to  persuade  her  to  come  with  us,  not  frighten  her  with  your 

misplaced lust.”

Jonath flushes a little. He fishes in the pocket of his long tunic and pulls out a roll of paper. 

He unrolls it and stares at it, then at the fire. I grin, realizing he has some idea of feelings for this 

girl he’s never met.

“Will you at least tell me her name, Marcus?” he pleads, his cheeks reddening even more.

Marcus grunts and shakes his head, then says, “Zarea.”

The name knocks me off balance, and I nearly give away my position. Surely it can’t be.

The boy holds the portrait higher and I strain my eyes enough to see a familiar curl to the 

portrait’s  hair.  A  familiar  slant  to  the  eyes  and  smile.  A  likeness  that  isn’t  perfect,  but  is 

nonetheless good enough to prove their claims. How could they possibly know what she looks 

like?

Zarea wasn’t even born the last time they passed through - she’ll be eighteen this week. And 

even though she’s our Leader’s daughter and the only girl I’ve ever cared about, she’s not selfless 

enough to be a savior to the people.

The paper leans dangerously close to the fire, and the man snatches it from the boy.  He 

mutters something, but I’m no longer listening.

I can’t let this happen. If she leaves with them, I might never find her again.

Everything in me wants to kill them on the spot. But I force down the thirst for their blood, 

calling sense back into my brain. I still need more information - and I have a day left, if they are 

true to their Prophet. Perhaps Mama Rose could help me fit the pieces of this puzzle together.

The only thing I’m completely sure of is that I can never let these men into Hebron, or I 

might lose Zarea forever.

Now, more than ever, do I understand my parents and why they fled Shechem so many years 

ago. Why they lived in the wilderness and brought me up to be my own - not theirs and not 

anyone’s.

We only have one life in this broken world, and when we find something worth holding 

onto, we have to fight with every breath and scrap of energy to keep it.



The older man coughs, breaking into my thoughts. “Go to the creek and cleanse yourself 

well. If the girl is to find you attractive, you must attempt to present yourself as such. I will stay 

here and tend the fire,” he says to Jonath. “We will spend the remainder of the day in prayer and 

meditation on the Prophet’s words.”

Jonath sighs and rises, reaching inside his pack. Once they are both preoccupied again, I 

shift backward, shimmying a few dozen feet until I can safely rise to my feet.

So much has changed in just a few short days. When I returned from my recent mission, I 

hoped to spend a few weeks with Zarea, sneaking nights beneath our willow tree and settling into 

a routine of hunting and protecting the Tribe.

Now I must go to Abraham to accept a mission that could end my life and force Zarea into 

an unwanted marriage, or give me everything I’ve barely dared to dream of.

And waiting in the trees are two men from a city I’ve never seen, come to take away the only 

person who sees me. The one girl who is most needed - by me and my Tribe - will be led to the 

edges of the land by these men.

As soon as there is enough distance between us, I break into a run. There is no time to waste.

I return the horse to the hunters’ pen and head straight for Mama Rose’s tent. I knock on the 

wooden pole next to her door flap, praying she is here and alone. “Mama Rose?”

“Hang on, hang on. An old woman moves slowly.” The door flops open, pushed by her 

black fingernails. I don’t wait for her to invite me in - we know each other better than that.

Quickly  I  tell  the  story  of  the  men  in  the  forest.  She  makes  me  repeat  several  parts, 

alternately cackling and curdling my stomach with her somber glances.

“I never believed that story…” she says almost to herself.

“What else do you know?” I can hear the desperation in my voice, and I hate it.

“Some people used to say Zarea’s mother wasn’t really from Kedesh, like Abraham claimed, 

or even from Tartarus, like the gossips guessed. There was rumor once that he had tracked down 

that group from Elysium and followed them home. That he caught him a girl at the edge of the 

world. But it died out when they saw how dark that girl was. Most of ‘em from Elysium are 

blonde.”

“But if nobody knew Rea’s mother, how did Rea make it back here?” My brain is stuck on 

the logistics. Fathers can vanish, but mothers are a bit harder to hide.

“Oh, people knew her all right. She lived here a few months until Zarea was born. Not very 

friendly. Didn’t talk much and kept inside Abraham’s tent mostly. But then one night she just 

vanished.”

“Ran away?”



“Abraham claimed it was the childbirth. That she lost too much blood and didn’t recover and 

he buried her himself. Always seemed a little fishy to me.”

I try to sort the morning’s new revelations from the half-truths I’ve accepted for so long. The 

puzzle no longer has defined edges, and the image I’m building is too hazy to see yet.

“Do you think her mother is this Lady Thema? That she’s still alive in Elysium?”

Mama Rose just shrugs. “Don’t matter what I think. They’re coming for your girl.”

And just like that, she’s distilled the mystery to one solid fact. I’m back where I started - 

with blood lust for the two strange men waiting in the forest.

“You best be getting on to Abraham,” Mama Rose prods me, scattering my dark thoughts.

I curse under my breath. In the confusion of the morning I’ve all but forgotten the looming 

threat of the Hero’s Mission. I hurry to my own tent and clean up as best I can.

Abraham is not reading next to the longhouse, nor is he pacing inside. Finally I think to 

check his tent. Of course he is there, a look of annoyance on his face.

“I hope you’re better at tracking young girls than old men,” he grunts, packing tobacco into 

his pipe.

My stomach flops over as I realize that he’s really going to ask me. “What will you ask of 

me, Leader of Hebron?” I ask, using the ceremonial phrase invoking a new mission.

Might as well let him know that I know what’s coming.

He smiles in satisfaction, blowing a smoke ring toward the opening in the top of his tent.

“Have a seat.” There are no other chairs, so I settle onto the woven rug. Of course he would 

want me at his feet like a child. This man may not be as terrifying as the Destroyer is rumored to 

be, but he is a clever kind of demon all the same.

“I assume you have heard of Thadd’s mission.”

I nod.

“Then, Stian - wanderer of Hebron - I ask that you consider a mission which will be to the 

great benefit and glory of your Tribe. Will you hear me?”

“I will.” The formal words are bitter on my tongue, but my choices are few, as they have 

always been.

“The time has come to find Asphodel and the Starbright maiden of Justice. Sixteen years 

have passed and our people grow tired of waiting. Yet certain signs have been reported.”

“What signs?” I know I shouldn’t interrupt, but I need to know what I’m looking for.

“That is not your concern until you accept the mission. Be assured that the time is now. If 

you take this mission, you will travel east toward the mountains, as you comprehended yesterday. 

You will take no protector with you. You will not return until you have claimed the power of 



Justice for our Tribe.”

“So it’s true then. The Hero’s Mission.”

He nods, watching me intently.

I don’t know what he’s waiting for, but I won’t give him anything.

“And the Hero’s Recompense?” I ask instead.

He grins and laughs loudly. Smoke puffs out and settles into his beard before being coaxed 

toward the sky. “I see my daughter still favors you. Do not forget who you are, though.”

I glare at him, wishing I could just slit his throat now and be done with it. “I know exactly 

who I am, and who I will become. What of the Recompense?” I repeat the word through gritted 

teeth. Reducing his own daughter to the concept of payment was something I had wondered if 

even Abraham was capable of.

But of course he is.

“Thadd has accepted the mission on these terms, as has Caine. They will compete for her 

hand and my chair regardless of your decision. But yes, if you complete the mission before the 

others, you will marry your Rea and lead Hebron.”

The threat is there - he knows I love his daughter. He doesn’t care.

“It is more than could have been hoped for by the son of such a father.” His voice is so low 

that at first I don’t recognize the insult. As my brain pieces together his words, the rage I feel 

toward this man and his games is almost uncontrollable.

“I will accept the mission,” I manage. My head is spinning. I hadn’t even decided yet to 

accept. I was supposed to talk it over with Zarea and Mama Rose more.

But he’s made me angry, and I have to fight or he wins.

Who am I kidding - by making me agree, he’s already won.

Abraham’s movements become brisk and business-like. He puts aside his pipe and pulls a 

thick scroll of paper from a box. The mission log.

“Can you promise me your efforts will be true and adherent to the will of the Tribe?” His 

ceremonial words stir the panic that has been gathering in my belly.

I can’t take this mission.

I need to find Rea and run tonight. I need to make her see how that’s the only way for us to 

be together.

“I won’t make you a false promise,” I say. I need to stall.

He nods. “I know. You never have.”

I wait for him to make the same offer, but of course he doesn’t. We are all supposed to 

assume Abraham’s word is always truth. If only I believed that, I wouldn’t think twice about 



accepting this mission.

I try to talk through the information I know about the mission. “If Asphodel lives, we have to 

find it before Tartarus. Lord Hadeon would destroy the maiden and probably the whole city with 

her.”

Abraham nods his agreement. “Can you find it?”

I consider. “If it exists, I can find it.”

“Then you will accept the mission?”

“And leave so soon? I just returned: I haven’t had my six month rest. Much planning needs 

to be done for such a long mission.” We both know the sort of planning that has to be done - 

funeral arrangements in case of mission failure.

“Nonetheless. The mission begins in two days.  Thadd and Caine will depart then. If you 

choose to deny the mission, you must find other occupation. Rejecting a mission-”

“I know. Ends my occupation as wanderer.” I don’t even care that I’ve interrupted him. I 

hate being backed into a corner like an animal.

From the moment I heard Thadd at the common fire I have known this was coming, but the 

finality of his words breaks my stoicism. Suddenly I really just want to tell him no - Asphodel 

will never be found until they break free of their earth-bound tomb.

I want to tell him that I’d rather be a washerwoman than take on his race to the death.

I want to tell him his own daughter would rather run away than bow to his will for her life.

“Stian.” Abraham’s calm, rumbling voice breaks into my thoughts. He watches me almost in 

sympathy, and I hate him even more, if that’s possible.

“There simply is no time for the customary wait period. Assuming the girl was born at the 

time of the Prophecy, she and the other will be nearing the age of completion very soon. We need 

to work quickly.”

He pauses and leans toward me, an open, earnest look spread like a mask over his face. “And 

you are the only man I truly trust with this mission. The others will be there simply to ease your 

passage before and after.”

It’s a load of shit and we both know it. He grins, just a little, before straightening his mouth 

again.

“So Thadd has the accepted same mission?” I repeat.

Abraham nods, not doing a very good job of hiding his satisfaction.

“And Caine too?”

Abraham nods again, barely containing his obvious pleasure in the job he’s done. He doesn’t 

even care that it’s so easy for me to guess his gaming strategy - he is too proud of ridding his 



Tribe of the three warring brothers.

All of his competition, gone in one stroke.

Glaring at him, I reach for the mission log and sign my name beneath Caine’s.



Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have  

believed.

John 20:29
The Holy Bible, saved from before the Cleansing

I burst through Mama Rose’s door, anger threatening to collapse what’s left of my sanity.

“Hold on, boy. Slow down before you knock my house into the lake. What’s in you?”

“Another mission! To find Asphodel!” I bite the words out as I pace and twist in her tiny 

space. “It’s unbelievable. He can’t force me to do this. I haven’t even been home a week!” My 

brain refuses to focus on the larger threats.

“You could always refuse the mission,” she offers in a flat voice.

“No. You know what that means - I’d be reduced to a laborer - shame, no future. I’d never 

see Zarea again.”

“True. But you’d keep your life. This Hero’s Mission has no such guarantee. Besides, if you 

take it you’ll be gone from her for months anyways.”

“I  know.” The hopelessness is starting to sink deep into my bones.  I’ve only ever half-

believed in the prophecy, and the task of finding Asphodel alone - on a deadline - is more than I 

can imagine right now. “It’s not like those cave people even exist anymore. That prophecy has to 

be bunk.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Old fireside stories - that’s all that’s left of Asphodel.” I wave her away like the puffs of 

smoke she is blowing in my direction.

“You’re  wrong,  boy.  The  prophecy  has  begun.  Maybe  even  longer  ago  than  Abraham 

believes.”

The subtle power in her voice makes me finally stop pacing and look at her carefully. “What 

do you know? What have you been keeping from me?”

“Not just from you,” Mama Rose carefully blows a spiral of smoke and cackles as it rises 

toward the opening in the top of her tent. “Maybe fifteen year ago I saw a sign of the prophecy. I 



watched the star fall from heaven.”

“What?”

“I saw the Starbright maiden. She fell in a blaze of sparks and a trail of light.”

“Just a shooting star.”

“On the spring equinox? During the year of the longest solar eclipse recorded?” She grins as 

she repeats the signs.

“Coincidence. Fireside tales.” My brain is pulsing with the need for this to be true, but my 

heart is slow to trust an old woman’s superstitions.

“Don’t patronize me, boy! I know more about this world than nearly anyone left in this God-

forsaken Tribe. And I’m telling you, the maiden fell to earth over fifteen year ago.”

“So she would be nearing the age of marriage…” Abraham had just implied this, but I don’t 

think he knows for sure.

“And that means the beginning of the second prophecy. She will bring Justice to the people, 

yes. But she’ll also bring Balance to the world.”

“Still. How could Abraham have missed the fall of the star? Is he keeping that a secret? 

There’d be no reason to.”

“He was away on his own missions then. Those years were hard for him - he wasn’t the 

Leader yet. And he had a young daughter to provide for. But you know that story.”

Her words bring back images from my youth, before I lived alone in the Tribe. When my 

father and mother were both still alive, and I had more in my future than just being a lonely 

wanderer, destined to be sent on the world’s most hopeless mission.

“What should I do, Mama Rose?” I hate how weak I sound.

She eyes me for several minutes, as though she could see the future in the haze of smoke 

surrounding me. She nods.

“You should go visit my sister.”

“Madna?” I ask. That’s not exactly what I expected.

“Yep. Madna hasn’t laid eyes on you in at least two year.  That’s no way to treat an old 

woman.”

“You want me to go see her now?”

“Well, she’s in the right direction, for starters. And she knows a lot more than she’ll tell - 

unless the right person asks her!” Mama Rose laughs again. Despite my surprise, I’m beginning 

to like the idea. Madna’s safe house has been a passing home to so many wandering people over 

the years; it’s very likely she knows quite a bit about how to begin finding Asphodel.

“What  about  Zarea?” I’m sick at  the thought  of  life without  her beside me.  The Tribes 



supposedly have the most freedom of all the people left in our world. Yet here I am - trapped in a 

corner with nothing to do but submit to Abraham’s plan.

Mama Rose shrugs. “Take her with you.  You two can run away,  or if you find the cave 

people, you can come back and claim her true.”

I shake my head. “She won’t go.”

Mama Rose huffs.  “That girl  has too much pride. Thinks she can protect everyone from 

everything.”

She lowers her pipe and turns to look at me squarely. “Look, boy. You know better than 

anyone how shifty Abraham can be. So you need to figure a way to beat him at his game. Take 

the mission. Find the girl. I’ll keep an eye on your little princess here. You two together would 

make damn fine Leaders, and I’ll do what I can to help you get there.”

I feel my eyes water, and I know it’s not the smoke. “Thanks, Mama Rose.”

I go back to my tent and begin the daunting task of packing for another mission. Although 

gathering the necessary items is something I barely have to think about, the items I choose to 

leave behind are suddenly given so much more meaning.

There is a very real possibility that I will  never return to claim them. Even though each 

mission is like that on a certain level,  there is so much more finality surrounding the Hero’s 

Mission.

I’ve just finished sorting my clothing when Zarea slips inside my tent. She almost never 

comes here in daylight, so I watch her warily. She doesn’t meet my eyes at first.

“Is everything okay?” I say finally, hoping she didn’t come here to fight.

“I don’t know. Are you over feeling sorry for yourself?”

I bite down a sarcastic reply. It probably took a lot for her to even come back here after what 

was said last night.

“Look, Sti,” she continues, her voice softening. “I’m sorry I brought up your father. I know 

Abraham is just like the Leader your parents ran from when they left Shechem. I wish they hadn’t 

found more of the same here.”

“Zarea,  your father killed  my father. And you compared me to him? Do you even realize 

how that sounds?” I try to rein in my temper, but this has always been a taboo topic between us.

She sighs in frustration, shaking her head because she has never believed that  particular 

gossip.

Zarea isn’t cruel, but neither is she usually kind just for the sake of kindness. People around 

her must earn her respect before they earn her favor. She is fierce and uncompromising.

Except with me.



Suddenly I find myself imagining how she might change if married to Caine. My failing 

loyalty to Hebron begins to rally. Zarea could be taught cruelty. Under the influence of a father 

like Abraham and a husband like Caine, Hebron could begin to feel more like Tartarus than a free 

Tribe.

So I smooth out my feelings and my face and start again.

“I’m sorry I overreacted.” I take her hand and bring her close to me, wrapping my arms 

around her body. She’s so strong, but still slim in my arms. Fragile, like the love we’ve built in 

the shadows and hidden places of our lives.

I  bend my head down and she lifts  her lips to mine,  her eyes  closed in what  I  hope is 

acceptance and trust. My fingers thread through her dark waves as I kiss her, and I feel our bodies 

grow warm and wanting against each other.

When she pulls back, I miss her with every thought. She doesn’t seem to know I’ve signed 

the mission log, but she will soon. And then there will be no more hiding. She will truly see 

everything in me. All I can hope is that it won’t be too much for her.

I  ask,  “Will  you  meet  me  at  the  willow  tonight?  We  have  so  few  nights  left  before 

everything changes.”

I bite my tongue, afraid I’ve said too much, but she only nods.

I spend the rest of the afternoon going through my possessions. Compared to many, I have 

so few belongings, but even these are overwhelming when I think about never returning. Hebron 

may not be my ideal home, but it’s the only home I have.

I distribute my extra cooking utensils and food stores to Mama Rose, who just grunts and 

tells me I can have them back when I return. I give my unneeded clothing and battered weapons 

to some younger hunters who will likely move into my tent when I leave.

There are few mementos of my family left - a knife of my father’s, the cooking pots I’ve 

given away. The only picture I have is of my mother. There was once a drawing of the three of us 

together, but it was damaged by water on one of my first missions.

A few years ago I found a hinged pendant in one of the houses I raided out east, and so now 

the portrait rests safely in a worn locket. Last summer I added Zarea’s likeness to the other side, 

and now both women watch me as I close the locket. I wrap it in a scrap of embroidered material 

from my mother’s wedding dress and place it carefully in an inside pocket of my pack.

The tent is now empty of personal possessions. Ready for a new set of hunters or wanderers 

or mission-takers. Whatever Hebron may ask of its young men and women, they do, even if it 

might potentially end their lives.

Today, I am no different; perhaps that makes me, finally, part of their Tribe.



Enjoy life with your wife, whom you love, all the days of this meaningless life that God has given 

you under the sun - all your meaningless days. For this is your lot in life and in your toilsome 

labor under the sun.

Ecclesiastes 9:9
The Holy Bible, saved from before the Cleansing

The night is very warm, but there is always a breeze near the river. The willow branches float 

along the water, the leaves shifting to show the stars.

I’ve been there a long while when Zarea arrives. She parts the branches and looks down on 

me for a moment before joining me on the blanket. Her face is unreadable - no smile. She lies 

down in front of me, her back pressed against my chest. I gather her closer, tucking my arm over 

her waist. We are both quiet, watching the branches drift along the surface of the water.

I push up onto an elbow and look down at her. I trail my fingers down her bare arm, and she 

shivers a little.

“Rea, I want to be with you. I want to wake up next to you every morning. I want to have a 

future with you.” My voice shakes a little, and I curse at myself for being so nervous. I love this 

girl, and I can’t even figure out how to tell her.

I don’t know how I’ll bear it if she isn’t ready to tell me the same. But we’ve talked about 

the future before - in our first months together two years ago, our dreams were nets that collected 

the stars above.

She continues to look beyond the willow leaves into the constellations spread across the sky. 

As the minutes pass, I start to realize her silence probably isn’t a good sign.

“Sti, people like you and me - we don’t have that kind of future. Not anymore.”

“What do you mean? We’re in the Tribes - not Tartarus. We can do anything.”

“Abraham has basically given me to Caine,” she cries, rolling onto her back, but somehow 

farther from me. Her fingers fidget with the unraveled edge of her shirt. Each thread she pulls out 

is like a little piece of my hope, flying away on the evening breeze.

“I know…but we have to fight it.” It’s all I can say.



“I know.”

It’s not good enough. Not with what we’re facing.

She sits and turns to look at me. “You know, it’s not even that Caine is good at tracking. I 

know you can evade him. I said that because I was hoping you’d finally find a little fear for what 

my father can do to your life! To our life…” She trails off and I know what she’s afraid of. I 

should be too, but I’m not.

“You think Abraham and Caine will team up and I’ll be done for.”

She nods. She may be right. But I refuse to let fear of others dictate my choices, or what I 

work for in life.

“Rea, I want you. I’ll fight for you. I’m not going to just get over you and live a quiet life 

here in Hebron, watching you lead the Tribe with Caine. I can’t do that.” I trace the line of her 

face, cupping her cheek in my palm. Surely she can see that a future like this would kill me in a 

worse way than dying on a mission.

All of us die one day - it’s what we do before that moment that makes us worthy of life.

My emotion suddenly wells up, and I just can’t keep silent anymore. I take her hand and lean 

down so that I’m in her line of vision.

“We’ll find a way if we’re together. Marry me, Rea.”

Her hand trembles just a bit, slipping from mine. “No.”

And with one word, she stuns me stupid. I’ve been thinking of ways to ask her to marry me 

for days now, and even though I’ve messed it all up with an impulse, I still basically expected a 

“yes.” Even if we have to wait, I thought we had been dreaming the same dream.

“What?” is all I manage. The word keeps popping up for me. Evidently I just can’t grasp 

anything in my life right now.

“No, Stian. I can’t. I’m not…I’m…”

“You’re not what?”

“I’m not even supposed to be here. I’m leaving soon.”

“Leaving what?”

“The Tribe. Someone’s coming for me. From Elysium. Any day now.”

“Elysium…”

“There are so many things you don’t know, Sti. Things I don’t even know.”

“Someone from Elysium,” I repeat, my tongue growing numb in my mouth. She knew this 

and didn’t tell me? I’d been plotting ways and reasons to kill the two men in the forest, and she 

knew they were coming all along?

Is this the real reason she didn’t want me to take the Hero’s Mission? Because there’s still no 



chance for us, even if I somehow win?

I feel like my lungs are folding inward, crushing the air from me.

“My mother wasn’t from Kedesh, like Abraham told everyone. She was from Elysium. And 

she didn’t  die  giving birth  to  me  -  she went  home  to Elysium because that  was part  of  the 

prophecy. She told Abraham someone would come for me when I turned eighteen.”

“Elysium,” I choke out. Zarea sighs in impatience.

“Yes, Sti. I’m sorry I never told you. I really never believed it, but Abraham is insisting 

they’ll be here any day - on my birthday, he thinks. He wants you and Caine and Thadd gone 

before they come.”

“No trouble…” I say, my brain gradually beginning to function again. “He doesn’t want us 

to cause any trouble.”

She nods, looking miserable.

“But what could possibly be in Elysium for you? How can you leave Hebron for them?”

“Not for good. Just to meet…Stian, Abraham thinks I might be able to meet my mother. That 

she’s alive - waiting for me.” Her voice drops to a whisper, and with this revelation there is no 

argument left to make.

Of course Zarea would travel to Elysium - the city at the edge of the earth - for a chance to 

meet her mother, of whom she has no memory.

I have no idea what to say to this. If I hadn’t seen the men myself, I would assume it was just 

a cruel story to keep Zarea here, waiting.

So I figure, since we’re sharing dark secrets, I may as well come clean. Maybe my news will 

shake her back to what’s real, rather than crazy rumors and the promises Abraham has made her.

“I signed the mission log,” I say, and my confession shuts her mouth and closes her face to 

me. She stares at me blankly.

“I know, Rea. I know you didn’t want me to…but I have to do this. It’s my last shot at 

redemption.”

She snaps back to life, startling me. “Redemption from what? Your father’s sins are not your 

own! You’re worth so much more than you think.”

“So I’ll finish the mission and come back to lead Hebron. Even if you’re not here, surely that 

part would be honored. Abraham can’t be around forever. He-”

“You think you’ll find her, don’t you. The maiden.” Zarea interrupts, not even looking at 

me. She reaches to the edge of the blanket and begins pulling at the soft, white clover flowers.

“Mama Rose does.”

“She’s just a foolish old woman, Sti.”



“Sometimes. But she’s never been wrong about this stuff before.”

The flowers are being braided into a rope now, Zarea’s slim fingers bending their stems to 

the intricate pattern. She can’t be still, and I know her brain is spinning like mine.

“I think you’ll find her, too,” she finally says. I duck down to try and catch her eyes, but she 

turns away just enough.

“But that means I’ll get to come home - maybe to you! What’s the matter?” She’s being so 

contradictory. What is she really concerned about?

“Abraham will do something to keep you from winning.”

“He has to obey the terms he made for the Hero’s Mission.” But both of us know he’s 

cheated before. My father should have won his own Hero’s Recompense, yet he sleeps in a grave 

not far from this willow tree because he trusted people too much.

“What’s really going on, Rea?” I finally ask, hoping there’s something else - something 

simple, so I can ease her mind.

“You’ll  find  her.  I  know you  will.  But  you  still  won’t  be  able  to  come  back for  me  - 

Abraham will do anything to keep us apart.” She pauses and takes in a deep breath. “So if this 

maiden really is almost our age, what’s to stop you from falling for her instead of me?”

My jaw drops and all I can do is blink at her.

“Rea, that’s ridiculous.”

“Stian, it’s not. You like power. You fall in love with people who have it.”

“Didn’t work with your father,” I point out in annoyance. Still, her accusation pokes at my 

brain.

“Okay, then. People who have power and use it for good. You want that. You covet it, and 

you could fall so easily for a pretty girl who possesses the power to save the world.”

“Maybe you have that power, too.” Something in me won’t let me argue against her first 

point. My parents raised me to respect that sort of combination - the ability and the willingness to 

help those who need help was prized above everything for them.

“I could have it. But I need someone beside me who wants to do good. Caine would never be 

that person. Thadd, either.”

“So  I’ll  beat  them back  here  with  the  maiden  and  we’ll  force  Abraham  to  honor  the 

Recompense!” I can’t believe we keep coming back to this, and still all she does is shake her 

head.

Time to shift to my next strategy.  “So come with me - we can leave and go somewhere 

else!”

“Like your parents did? No thanks.”



It’s a low hit, and it sucks the air out of my lungs. She knows it, too, and she’s not sorry.  

She’s too afraid of something to notice.

She continues,  her voice sarcastic and bitter.  “So you just want us to leave Hebron and 

wander forever? Or go back to Shechem? Do you even know where it is?”

“Shechem - the real Shechem - doesn’t exist anymore. You know that. My parents should 

never have left its safety. They left their hearts and souls in that valley, destroyed its existence by 

leaving. But we could find it again. Build it again.”

“I don’t even understand what you’re saying, Sti.” Her voice is tired, like she wishes this 

were  all  over.  But  I’m feeling  the  shots  of  excitement  and  hope  that  always  comes  when I 

imagine the Tribe where I was born.

“Shechem - as a city of refuge - scattered when my father and his followers left and headed 

west. But land doesn’t change. It’s paradise, Rea. Mountains on every side for protection. Green 

grass and black, rich earth filling the valley. Fruit trees and croplands. Animals everywhere.”

“Why would anyone leave that?”

“I used to know. Used to remember the stories of why our people needed other people. But 

now I don’t understand either. My father always said it was too lonely. We thought we were the 

only people left on the whole planet.”

“There weren’t other Tribes in the east? Not even then?”

“I’m sure there were others, but they must have left in the beginning.” I shrug. It feels good 

to  talk  about  these  things.  Perhaps if  we had both shared more  secrets,  our  current  standoff 

wouldn’t be necessary.

“As far as we could tell,” I continue, “my family’s bloodline was one of the few immune to 

the virus used in the Cleansing. Every city we searched was so empty,  Rea. And we traveled 

north and south for so long before heading west.”

She is quiet for a few minutes, her fingers combing the grass. “So why would we want to go 

back?”

Her question startles me because it should have been obvious. I haven’t been painting the 

picture right.

“Freedom? Adventure? There are so many reasons, Rea. Think about it - we can take the 

people we love and start  fresh.  We’ll  be the new pioneers.  The settlers  traveling to the new 

world.”

“It’s not really new, Stian. And the Leader your parents ran from might still be there.”

“I get why you’re nervous,” I say,  trying to control my impatience. She’s nitpicking my 

arguments, focusing on the small details instead of the big picture - she just can’t see it. “But, 



Rea. There’s nothing here for us.”

She looks at me then. Really looks at me. And I see so much sadness in her eyes. The kind of 

pain I can’t quite handle seeing.

“There’s everything here for us. You just can’t see it.”

I blink, and suddenly I do see - everything I need to. She loves me, but she’d rather live apart 

than see me die. I love her, but I’d rather die trying to be together than live apart.

I  watch her for  a few moments,  tallying the arguments in my head. “You plan to go to 

Elysium if these men show up? Even if I don’t take the mission?”

She nods, and my chest tightens. She was never planning to wait for me. I know the promise 

of meeting her mother is huge, but her deception still hurts.

“Would you leave Hebron to escape Caine?”

She shrugs. “Abraham will never allow me to marry you, or even Thadd. Caine is the one he 

wants. I guess I’d rather leave Hebron for Elysium than be part of that. Our people could leave 

too if things get bad.”

It’s a coward’s argument, but I don’t call her on it.

“And Shechem?” I prod. She’s wavering, so maybe I can point her back to me.

“Just  a  dream,  Sti.  It’s  too  isolated  and  intangible.  Besides,  I’m  not  really  moving  to 

Elysium. I’ll be back, and then I’ll deal with Abraham and whoever else is waiting for me.”

And with that, I realize I have nothing left to say. Her mind is made up, and so is mine - they 

just aren’t in agreement.

She leans in to kiss me - an offering of peace that is meant to soothe my hurt feelings and 

righteous anger. I take the offering because I’ll need its memory to sustain me in the months to 

come.

I let my hands roam over her body, memorizing its soft curves and harder muscles. Her skin 

that smells, always, of rose petals and earth. Her thick hair, dark as the night that wraps around 

us. Maybe I’m hoping too much, but I feel the same urgency in her own hands.

We fall asleep under the willow, wrapped in each other’s arms. But when I wake a few hours 

later, she’s gone. Just like she always is. I pound my fist into the ground, cursing the fate or god 

or destiny that has systematically taken everything from me.

All I want is a home of my own, with Zarea by my side. What wouldn’t I do to gain that?

Then I remember the men from Elysium, who will arrive in Hebron tomorrow: I can still 

eliminate one threat from my long list.

If Zarea’s mother still lives in Elysium, I refuse to wait for her to claim her daughter and 

steal the one wager I just can’t lose.



My resolve crystallizes. I will kill the messengers, find the maiden, and return to Hebron to 

force Abraham’s false promise into truth.



Follow justice and justice alone, so that you may live and possess the land the Lord your God is  

giving you.

Deuteronomy 16:20
The Holy Bible, saved from before the Cleansing

Even in the dark, I find the men easily.

They have moved their camp, but only a few miles toward our summer village. They have 

also built a substantial fire. Either they are just that inexperienced, or they have no wish to hide.

I position myself in a similar fashion as before, hidden on the forest floor by low branches 

and the lush summer growth. The firelight glints off their smooth faces as they drink from their 

silver mugs and I listen, waiting for my opening.

“So tomorrow we will approach the Leader and claim Zarea?” Jonath asks, a half-smile on 

his young face.

Marcus glares. “You must forget this silly obsession. She is not yours unless she decides that 

is so. Our city does no such matching.”

“But she will surely be pleased with her rescuer,” the boy reasons, his smile growing. His 

teeth are white in the shadows.

“You are a fool,” his partner returns. I have to agree - even if it were not Zarea, any woman 

would be insane to think she was being rescued by being taken away from everything she’s ever 

known. They must think highly of Elysium to be so confident.

Then  again,  Zarea  would  go  anywhere  to  find  her  mother,  even  the  slave  markets  of 

Tartarus.

It is this thought which makes me hesitate. I could kill them now and be done with it. Until 

Elysium sent another party, Zarea would be forced to wait in Hebron. But I would give up many 

things to have my own mother returned to me. Who am I to make that decision for Rea?

Hesitation is all I allow myself, though. These men stand between me and the future I have 

claimed. After I conquer Abraham, Zarea and I can go together to find her mother.

That promise made to myself, I rise to my knees and draw an arrow from my quiver. The 



string tightens beneath my fingers, and I feel my muscles bunch in a movement as natural as 

breathing.

Jonath falls to my arrow before either of them even hear my approach. He slumps sideways, 

as though going to sleep.

The older man is quicker on his feet, and he takes shelter behind a tree as I step into the 

clearing.

I want to talk with him before he dies.

His  voice  carries  from behind  the  tree  -  he  wants  to  talk  too.  “You  are  early,  young 

huntsman. The Prophet will be surprised.”

“How so?” I ask, keeping my arrow ready to fly at his first movement.

He watches me calmly. “Thank you for Jonath’s painless passing. He was a fool, but still 

only a boy.”

I can’t help it - I drop the bow to my side. How can someone thank another for death? What 

is his game?

He steps  carefully into the  opening,  hands held out  openly,  then sits  as  though he will 

continue his fireside drinking.

“How long have you watched us?” he asks.

“I just came upon you during my rounds tonight,” I lie.

Marcus shakes his head. “No. You would have returned home to find others - people to 

question me. Or you would have killed me first, as I’m the one with a weapon.” He indicates the 

knife strapped to his belt. “No. You’ve been watching us. You know what we seek.”

“Three  times  now,”  I  admit,  intrigued  that  this  man  is  so  much  more  observant  than  I 

initially believed. Why did he allow them to be caught?

“Do your people believe in a soul?” he asks, the abrupt change in topic startling me into a 

nod. “So yours is now blackened with the blood of an innocent.” He gestures to the boy’s body, 

crumpled beside the fire.

I bite back a grimace. “My soul has been blackened with blood for many years now. Perhaps 

the blood of the wicked will excuse that of the innocent.”

“Perhaps,” he says. “That would be up to the maiden of Justice to decide.”

“What do you know of her?” I ask, hope surging in my chest. Perhaps Elysium has news of 

the maiden.

“She lives, according to the True Prophet. But she will not find her destiny underground. She 

must rise.”

“Do you know the location of Asphodel?”



He shrugs. “East of here. The journals indicate a great cave system in the middle of the land. 

Do your records not show this?”

I can’t resist a roll of my eyes. “The Tribes do not have records, old man. We are descended 

from  the  people  who  were  abandoned.  The  ones  who  had  no  city  to  call  home  -  nothing 

underground or in the desert or at the edge of the land.”

“Of course. The three original cities,” Marcus nods. “There are always three, you  know. 

There were three when the world fell: Aisa, Clota, and Lakessa. There are three sisters in Elysium 

now, ready to mentor or destroy the star children. And there will be three maidens, sent from the 

heavens to save the world. If they can survive the evil around them, and the trials ahead, they will 

create the Garden.”

“The Garden?” I repeat, thinking again of Shechem. My father once called it that.

The man nods, his half-smile hinting that he knows my familiarity with the term. Maybe 

even the location.

“You are perhaps a guardian?” he asks.

“A what? No. I’m a wanderer for my people. I take on missions for this Tribe.”

“No. A guardian of the maiden. There are many dangers for foreigners - and the Starbright 

girls are as foreign as anyone can be. They are not truly of this world yet.”

“I can’t guard someone I haven’t found.”

“But you guard another, do you not? I dare say you guard her with everything you have.”

His words click in my brain. “Zarea? You think she is one of those three maidens?”

He smiles. “That is not for me to decide. Only the maiden herself can make the decision.”

“But the maiden is born. What is there left to decide?”

“Every person must choose their destiny. The stars are guides, not dictators. We all hear the 

same prophecy. But how we interpret the word of the prophets determines the fate of the world. 

So yes. It is up to Zarea to decide how she will help the world, or even if she will.”

His words make no sense to me. I stare into the fire for several long minutes. “How can there 

be three maidens? Our own prophecy tells only of one.”

“One person alone could never save the world. Just as one city or one Tribe cannot have all 

of the answers. It is only by coming together and using our powers as one that we will survive.”

“I don’t believe you,” I say, deciding. He must be trying to confuse me so he can gain time. 

But regardless of his knowledge or boasting of prophets and maidens, he will not be claiming 

Zarea for Elysium.

“If Zarea must determine her own fate, then you must not take her to Elysium.”

“I would never force her to go. But you would force her to stay.”



These words I understand, and my selfishness is laid bare for both of us to see. But it only 

hardens my resolve: I must protect what is mine.

I raise my arrow.

The man watches me and nods. “The True Prophet told me I might die here, in the forest. 

Like this.  What  he did not say was that I  might  die before my  mission was completed.” He 

stresses the word as though mocking my self-importance. “As I said. You have come early.”

“You knew you would die on this journey and you came anyways?”

“Of course. Death is nothing - and everything - when you die to spread your belief. My 

death was written in the stars.  It  is my destiny to bear the news of the Starbright maiden of 

Lawfulness. Now it will be your destiny to decipher the news. Pray you do not get it wrong, or 

the whole world may perish.”

I blink at him in disbelief, and he leans forward and knocks the arrow from my hands.

“Fight me without your weapons,” he requests.

I drop my bow, and he falls into me. We grapple at each other; the hits we connect have less 

power because we are so close.  He reaches around my back and yanks  the arrows from my 

quiver, tossing them into the fire. I curse in frustration, but I can make more.

And there are a thousand ways to kill a man.

As we wrestle, we knock the silver mugs into the fire, and their liquid causes the flames to 

hiss and struggle. I bloody his nose, and he backs away briefly.

Then I hit the ground on my back as he delivers an unexpected kick to my chest. For an old 

man, he is strong and athletic. He tries to kick dirt in my face, but I roll out of the way. The dirt 

lands in the fire instead, dampening the rest of the flame. Marcus sinks down to me and lands a 

punch on my jaw.

My hand falls open onto a smooth, palm-sized rock and I grasp it and swing. And swing. 

And swing.

Until his head is caved in and he’ll never move again.

The last of the fire sputters out, leaving me in darkness.

And I stumble away, chest heaving through the humidity of the night air.

It’s not the first time I’ve killed.

It’s not the first time I’ve killed with my own hands.

But it’s the first time I’ve killed purely for my own benefit, and I can almost feel my heart 

growing a little harder, my soul a little blacker with such a deed.

I don’t care if it ends up being a mistake.

Zarea can’t be taken from me - not like that. If we stop being we, it has to be because of her 



decision. Not some fool claiming nonsense that she belongs in Elysium.

This is only the first, necessary step in my plan. Zarea will never be taken by Elysium. Now 

I just need to find Asphodel quickly, then return so I can claim my wife and my Tribe.

I barely think during the long walk back to our summer village. As I pass the tents, dark and 

silent and full of sleeping people, I just as silently bid them all goodbye. I head to my tent, clean 

my hands of blood, and pick up my pack.

Underneath the pack is a folded note. I hold the candle a little closer to the paper so I can 

read Zarea’s messy scrawl.

Stian,

I wish everything was different. But we can’t be together now. I must travel to Elysium when 

the travelers come. You must find Asphodel. Maybe one day our stars will align again and we 

can form a new constellation - be the wanderer and his protector.

Always remember that I see you. I have seen you from the first day we met. Others felt sorry  

for you, felt pity when your parents’ lives dried up to nothing. But all I saw was the potential you  

have. You will make a great Leader one day, whether or not I’m lucky enough to stand by your  

side.

Love,

Zarea

I close my eyes and squeeze them tight against the tears that threaten my sanity. The first 

streaks of dawn push into the sky as I exit my tent for the last time. I grip the note in my palm,  

praying for enough presence of mind to finish this morning’s task.

Abraham is waiting for me to complete the ceremony of the Hero’s Mission.

On the way to the longhouse, I stumble on the path and give in to my impulse to detour. I 

check the willow tree. Zarea is curled there, the skin around her eyes puffy from tears. But she 

sleeps, her breathing steady. I take the note from my pocket and scrawl my own message on the 

back.

I would have waited forever for you. I would have done anything to anyone in order to keep  

you in my life. But the only thing I can’t do is force you to do the same. I might have made a  

mistake - but I can’t escape my destiny unless you’re there to show me how.

I sign my name and bend to place the paper on the blanket. She opens her eyes and watches 



me without expression. Everything in me wants to gather her in my arms - to kiss her and hold 

her and never leave.

But her blank, emotionless stare terrifies me. I drop the paper and turn, pushing back through 

the weeping willow branches.

The path to the longhouse has never felt longer as I strain my ears for sounds of her footsteps 

behind me.

There is nothing.

So I enter the longhouse and find Abraham waiting. Caine and Thadd have left recently, as I 

see evidence of their ceremony on the table. He nods at the chair in front of him, and I sit.

I watch as Abraham takes a twig of incense and lights it. He lets it burn several minutes, then 

blows out the flame and smudges the charred piece on my arm. He creates a temporary mission 

line around my forearm - the promise of what’s to come.

“You  will  accept  this  Hero’s  Mission  to  find  Asphodel  and  the  Starbright  maiden  of 

Justice?” he asks.

“I will.”

I use the same blackened twig on a piece of animal skin, signing my name beneath the other 

two. Abraham grips a slender knife and slices a hash mark over the smudged black line on my 

arm - the symbol of a life taken during the mission.

“You will accept death as part of life? Your death as well as your enemy’s?”

“I will.”

He squeezes the wound and a few drops of blood fall onto the animal skin, red on top of the 

dried brown that came from Caine’s arm and Thadd’s.

“You will accept that only one person may complete a Hero’s Mission and claim the Hero’s 

Recompense? You will forfeit your life to your brothers if you forfeit the mission?”

“I will,” I say for the third and final time. I wonder how my own father felt, accepting his 

mission from his Leader so many years ago.

I wonder if he felt the same hopelessness mixed with desperate hope.

Abraham rolls the animal skin and seals it with wax, placing it in a special niche on the wall, 

just below the calendar for this year. He marks the day with wax also, as the beginning of the 

mission.

Then he turns to me and nods, the sign that the ceremony is over and I should go.

Just like that, he has signed three death warrants. He thinks to go have breakfast and a smoke 

while he waits for strange men to come and claim his only daughter.

I can’t help but smile at the knowledge that at least one of his plans has been spoiled - that 



alone gives me hope that I can undertake his undoing. One piece at a time, I will take Hebron 

from Abraham.

I turn to go, but as usual, I just can’t keep my mouth shut. I look back at him, suddenly 

seeing an old, tired man.

“You know I helped you build this Tribe into what it is now,” I say. He glares because he 

knows it’s true. The wanderer who became a warrior, and is now an unprecedented threat.

“My father raised me to be a Leader. I will take this Tribe from you.” I bite my tongue, 

knowing I’ve said too much.

“You’ll never be the man your father was,” Abraham sneers at me.

I don’t try to answer - I need to go before we come to blows. The rage is eye-level. I turn and 

try to go, but he barks out one short laugh, and that’s all it takes.

I turn back.

“Even in the wilderness, my father was twice the Leader you are. And I’ll be twice what he 

was. So watch for it, Abraham. Your days are few.” And before he has a chance to order up my 

head on a plate, I bust out of the tent and take off at a faster pace than my pride enjoys.

I walk away from the Tribe, knowing I might never return.

I leave Zarea behind, watching stubbornly from the bend in the river, her tears drying in the 

same breeze that wraps the willow branches around her.

I don’t know where I’m going, but that’s nothing new. I’m a wanderer.

And if I don’t find Asphodel - if I can’t locate and capture the Starbright maiden of Justice - 

the prophecy will proceed without our Tribe, and we will be left behind to fend off the evil of the 

world’s end.

Zarea will have no mother, no father, and no husband, because the evil in the world will take 

us all.

So even if my mistakes push me into hell, there is nothing I won’t try to keep these things 

from happening.



I toss my pack down on the soft ground, huffing and cursing under my breath. I  know I saw 

smoke here this morning - now where is it? The sun is close to setting now, but still I glance 

around, taking in my bearings one more time. The ground is pocked with rock jutting up from the 

earth. The plants are dense and bright green. I’ve seen few animals, but there are some deer tracks 

here by the stream.

Sitting heavily, I stare up at the face of the hill before me. It’s not exactly a mountain, but 

it’s higher than a lot of the terrain. Or maybe I’m just in a valley. I sigh and dig in my pack for 

some jerky. A tiny crackle has me whipping my head around, but there’s nothing visible.

After a few moments of silence, I unlace my boots, lean back, and stare at the tree canopy, 

chewing the dried meat. I trace my eyes over the streaks of orange in the sunset, wondering if I’ll 

actually die out here. I’ve come so much farther than anyone expected me to - I avoided Caine 

and Thadd successfully in the beginning, and I haven’t seen anyone in a couple of weeks. Maybe 

they found and killed each other.

I snort: I’m not that lucky.

Another tiny crackle sounds, and I jump to my feet, knife in my hand through instinct rather 

than effort. Still nothing. The wind blows a harder gust then, the early spring chill wrapping a 

shiver around my body. For just a second, I imagine I see Zarea’s brown curls in a gap of the 

trees. My heart squeezes, then hardens a little more.

She had her chance to follow me. Somehow, I have to forget about her, or whatever life I 

have left won’t be bearable.

I turn in a slow circle, but still there is nothing here but me and the elements. The wind 

blows a little harder as I glare at the place where I thought I saw smoke. Then I see it.

Not the smoke – an opening in the rocky face of the hill. A cave.

Of course, it could be a dead-end. But still, excitement pulses through my limbs as I half-run 

the few steps to the base of the incline and begin to find footholds in the rock. Ten feet up I 

realize I’m not even wearing my boots, but my instincts are screaming too loudly that this could 



be it. I keep climbing.

My foot slips and slices open on a sharp rock just as I grip the ledge of the opening with one 

hand. I curse again and grunt through the pain, glancing down to see a bright swath of red on the 

wall below me. Great. No boots, and now a likely infection. Smart.

Still, I haul myself onto the narrow ledge. Looking down, I estimate I’m maybe twenty feet 

up. The opening is tight, but I shove my body in, ignoring the scrape of the rock against my skin. 

I  dig in my pocket for a nub of candle and a match.  I’m not really in a cave, I  realize with 

frustration. Just an opening – a rift in the hulking side of the hill.

But still I push on, and after a few more feet the opening widens to another ledge. I stop 

short, my toes curling over the edge. If I hadn’t lit that candle, I’d be scraping myself off the floor 

of this cave room. The bottom is a good ten feet down.

I move the fire’s light in a slow arc, trying to determine if I’ve actually found anything. 

There are so many caves in this part of the country – what are the chances I’ve actually, finally 

stumbled upon Asphodel? But the smell here is different, human somehow, in a way the other 

caves I’ve found were not.

Then I nearly drop my candle. There’s a pillow. A pillow on the ground, next to a black pool 

of water. My heart is beating so loudly that I barely register the scraping noise below me. I snuff 

the candle with my fingertips and flatten my body to the ledge, until only my eyes and the top of 

my head are peeking over into the room.

Scuffling noises increase below me, then the scritch of a match, the pungent smell of sulfur. 

And light illuminates my vision like a shot of hope.

Another human being stands in the room – and I haven’t seen a person in weeks. Could I 

really be  in  Asphodel?  Have I  somehow stumbled  right  into the  hidden city?  As much  as  I 

believed I could do it, it was always a blind shot in the dark of night.

I watch, trying desperately to control my excited breathing. The light increases as the flame 

grows, and soon I can see it’s a girl. Maybe a few years younger than me. In the light of the 

candle, her hair seems to be made of fire, spiraling down her slim back.

She seats herself on the cushion and dips her hands in the water, then begins to chant softly.

She repeats the chant over and over, her voice more sure each time, until I can finally make 

out the words:

Fire light, burning bright,

Cast in fury, tossed by spite.

Power of flame, in dark of night,



Combined with air, is evil’s delight.

But cooled with water, heat is spent

And thoughts and actions are heaven-sent.

The throbbing in my foot mixes with the beating of my heart and the chanting rhythm of the 

girl, and I know. The way a hunter knows when he’s felled an animal.

I know I’ve found Asphodel.

I know I’ll be able to go home, and claim my right to the Tribe of Hebron.
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In the beginning of the end, three sisters decided the fate of the world. From the ruins of the 

Sickness, they each created a city: Lakessa chose Asphodel to linger underground, Clota decided  

Tartarus would burn in the desert, and Aisa built Elysium to rest at the edges of the land. There 

the people wait for the return of the star-bright maiden of Justice.

from The Book of Ministry, Chapter One: Origins,
Head Minister Charles, year 2068

I keep my head bowed close to my knees as the others shuffle past my pew. Father pauses before 

me, and I stare at his woven slippers, willing them away. His fingers graze my curls and I sense 

his customary smile, but my heart does not trust it.

He expects too much of me.

Once all of their whispers and steps have faded, I raise my face to the ceiling and glare at the 

gleaming bits of diamond set deep into the rock. Here are the archaic diagrams we worship: every 

surface holds the rules and charts of the zodiac. These counterfeit stars dictate everything about 

my life.

I want to claw the diamonds from the low rock ceiling, scratch them from my cheek, and 

hurl them to the deepest parts of our underground river.

I want to create my own destiny.

But this is Asphodel, and that will never happen.

My cheeks flush in unspent anger and I hurry past the altar, then squeeze into the hidden 

passage.  The ceiling drops  me  to  my hands and knees,  my ribcage constricting as  the space 

diminishes. The stone changes from dusty to damp as the tunnel ends. I rise carefully, feeling for 

low-hanging stalactites, and count seven controlled steps in the blackness, toward the water’s 

edge.

I light the waiting candle and lay my meditation pillow at the pool’s edge. The water spreads 

far beyond what I can see, connecting to other pools and rivers ribboning beneath the rooms of 

our lonely cave city.

Grandmother’s sweet, strong face hovers behind my eyelids as I bend forward to submerge 



my fingers in the icy water. I speak the rhyme she taught me:

Fire light, burning bright,

Cast in fury, tossed by spite.

Power of flame, in dark of night,

Combined with air, is evil’s delight.

But cooled with water, heat is spent

And thoughts and actions are heaven-sent.

Four times I chant the prayer: then four again, and again, and again. Finally, my Aries fire 

feels calmed, and I can safely return to the city. To my life of waiting.

As I slip back into the Ministration Room, the altar candles flare and illuminate a pair of 

glinting eyes, staring expectantly at me. Every bit of air pushes from my lungs.

Lexan. He shouldn’t be here. He can’t know about this: I’ve hidden it for so long.

“Hello, Astrea,” he says, stepping too close to me. A small grin twists at one corner of his 

lips, hinting at some game he is playing.

“I’ll not tell anyone, of course,” he says as his fingers catch my sleeve, then slide toward my 

wrist. I yank away and glare, but he only turns and slips out the door.

My calm evaporates like air sucked into a fire. He will make an infuriating partner.

There’s no sign of Lexan as I enter the shadowy Common Area, and I hurry across the 

uneven rock floor. I need to make it home before the daylights are doused. Just before I reach the 

passage leading to the Living Quarters, a voice rings out.

“Astrea!”

I know that voice, and it’s the only one I dread more than Lexan’s.

“Good night, First Leader Keirna,” I say, turning and bowing my head.

“I’ve been worried about you.”

My head jerks up, but I keep my face impassive. Surely she’s lying.

“I saw your father and mother leave the Ministration Room. But not you. Have you been 

praying all this time?”

“Yes, First Leader.”

“What  do you  pray for,  child?” She steps  toward me,  ducking into my vision,  a  finger 

reaching for my chin. I allow her to pull my face up, but I blink away from her intense stare.

“Choices, First Leader.” I shut my mouth quickly. I hadn’t meant to say that.

The  Aries  diamonds  implanted  in  her  cheek  glint,  mirroring  mine  exactly.  Finally  she 



releases her grip. “Hurry home. You wouldn’t want to be out in the dark, alone.”

The next day I’m drained from a night of uneasy dreams filled with Keirna’s black eyes and 

Lexan’s dark blue ones. School is more difficult because of it. My classmates and teachers notice, 

but they leave me with silent sideways looks. They’ve all borne my moods, and they wouldn’t be 

interested in an argument.

If Isa were here, she would risk a fight – even welcome it to draw me from my sulk – but 

she’s strangely absent. I spend lunch with my head on the table, tucked away in a dim corner of 

the Common Area.

Trudging into the students’ Training Room, I catch Lexan’s glance from across the room and 

glare at him. He lifts a corner of his mouth then turns away to flirt with a pair of girls.

In one short year we will be partnered, and everything about him irritates me.

He  represents  my  future  –  the  one  where  I  have  ultimate  power  but  no  choice.  He  is 

everything I am not. He is unnaturally fine-looking: tall, slim, strong, and golden. Even at sixteen, 

he shows more intelligence than some of our current leaders. Yet he never offends, thanks to a 

disconcerting Libran charm and a relaxed, crooked smile. Everyone loves Lexan.

But I don’t trust him. Nobody is that perfect.

“Astrea!” Teacher Brenn calls to me from across the lofty space. “We need a volunteer!”

My eyebrows draw together as my stomach twists. He knows I hate for anyone to see my 

weaknesses. Of all students, of all days, why does he call on me?

To refuse him is to refuse Asphodel. Still, if it were anyone other than Brenn, I’d be arguing. 

He beckons and I obey because I trust him more than my own family.

He hands me the rope: thick, twisted upon itself, suspended from the rock ceiling that looks 

miles away.

“Remind us how to climb.” His eyes flash, daring me. I wish he felt ashamed of picking on 

me, but his grin assures me he doesn’t.

My arms struggle to pull my weight to the second knot, then the third, but at some point, my 

body finds a rhythm, and I find myself twenty feet above my classmates. Adrenaline begins to 

filter through my veins.

“Higher!” Brenn calls up to me.

“Why? Everyone knows how to do this!”



“Higher!”

I actually want to keep climbing, but I don’t want to be ordered to. All I can think of is 

Choosing Day. I fight these small battles to persuade myself that my life is still my own.

My classmates are whispering and I catch a word – can’t. The taunt powers my movement 

like nothing Brenn could say and I start climbing again. I quickly reach the halfway marker. My 

hands feel rough from the fibers and my thighs are scratched from clenching the rope. Sweat 

trickles along my hairline.

“That’s good, Astrea, thank you,” Brenn calls as I rest on a thick knot. I hold thumb and 

finger up to my eye, squishing his head.

I gaze at the striated rock walls that surround me in familiar shades of brown and faded 

orange  and  finally  grin.  I  have  never  climbed  this  high  before.  I  really  am strong  enough. 

Reproach sweeps my chest as I realize that’s what Brenn wanted all along – to help me find a 

little more confidence.

As my eyes arc across the great rock room, I unexpectedly see a tiny bit of light where it 

shouldn’t be. Blinking quickly doesn’t remove it from my vision.

“Astrea! Come on back down!”

I ignore Brenn, moving over another knot, and another, until I am eighty feet, then ninety, 

and then my hand brushes the cool metal spike that anchors the rope to the ceiling. I scan the 

walls of the cave, trying to pinpoint the glimmer. I feel a tug on the rope and glance down to see 

Brenn moving quickly up after me.

He must be worried I’m afraid to climb down. I frown at his head. I don’t need rescuing. The 

height  is  exhilarating – a  small  moment  of  freedom.  I  wrap my ankles around the rope and 

continue to search the walls.

Nothing. Disappointment trickles in. Perhaps it was just my eyes. I don’t really believe that, 

but the light is gone.

“Tre,”  Brenn  says  from  a  few  feet  below  me,  “you  really  need  to  come  down  now. 

Seriously.”

He knows I’m not afraid – then why did he come up here? I search his familiar eyes, only a 

shade browner than his dark skin. I realize suddenly that  he is afraid, and I nearly fall off the 

rope. Brenn is never afraid.

“Hey, I’m okay. It’s okay. What’s wrong with you?” I whisper, even though nobody could 

possibly hear us.

“Nothing, I’m fine. Just come down. If one of the leaders finds out you climbed this high, 

I’ll  be  punished.  Please,  Trea.” His  tone is  light  and unstressed,  but  his  eyes  are laced with 



concern. Also, he said please – definitely not normal.

I inch downward, conceding. Although he’s my parents’ friend, Brenn has always been there 

when I needed him, often more father than my own. Together we move down the rope until my 

training shoes touch the smooth cool floor again.

My classmates are still whispering, but none of them say the word can’t. I fold my arms and 

smile at them, but the expression dies before Lexan’s face. He looks livid, as though I’ve done 

something very wrong. I raise an eyebrow at him and he turns his back to me.

Where is Isa? I really need to talk to her about last night, and just now. And how strange 

everyone is acting.

I help prepare dinner, slicing tomatoes as Mother seasons the beans from the Growing Rooms. 

Father slices our homemade bread and a little of the hard cheese made by the producers.

“So can I just skip the Choosing Day ceremony?” I ask as we sit to eat. I know their answer, 

but I feel like arguing.

“You know the ceremony is part of Asphodel’s tradition,” Mother says.

“It’s pointless. Everyone knows who I have to choose.”

“Why would you want to miss such an historic occasion,” Father says in a tone I hate. He 

adores Lexan. He’ll probably mention the wonderful honor I’ve brought to the city.

“The day of your birth earned you those beautiful diamonds and the honor of being the next 

First Leader.” He smiles expectantly at me. I lift the corners of my mouth in polite return, but my 

eyes are cold. “And then Lexan’s birth affirmed what we all hoped – the prophecy of the star-

bright maiden and her—”

“Father, you know I am not the maiden!” My heart burns with the number of times I have 

said this, thought this, known this.

“Astrea,  you  must  accept  your  part  in  this  prophecy.  All  of  the  signs  have appeared as 

predicted!”

“I must accept nothing! I’m not a reincarnation!” I’m beginning to tremble with a helpless, 

hopeless rage. My parents refuse to help me solve the only riddle that could change everything. I 

heard them. I heard them, and it changed nothing.

Mother places her hand over mine and I snatch it away. She sighs and says, “You are still a 

child. You cannot begin to understand the importance of this prophecy to Asphodel. To Tartarus 



and Elysium, if they still exist.”

“A child? So we go from Choosing Day to calling me a child? Just remember, a year from 

now I’ll be preparing to share my bed with Lexan!”

It was the wrong thing to say, as images quickly fill my mind: a lifetime with Lexan. His 

shoulder pressed to mine as we kneel during Ministration. His hands clutching my waist as we 

dance at gatherings. Giving him my thoughts and dreams.

My skin and heart rebel, crawling and shrinking from the thought. Panic pulses at the back 

of my throat, and I push away from the table, all arguments drowned in a burst of nausea.

Later, Mother finds me in my room, curled on the small bed. She pulls my desk chair next to 

the bed. “I can see you’re nervous. Tell me your fears.”

“I’m not afraid.” I roll away from her, picking fuzz from my wool blanket. “I just don’t like 

Lexan.”

“Well, I didn’t like your father when he chose me,” she says simply. I glance sideways at 

her. She’s never told me this before.

“Why not? Why didn’t you choose someone else then?”

“Well, Jasson is a good match for me. Our parents looked at the full planetary alignments, 

and we were perfect together.”

“But you didn’t like him.”

“I liked another boy. I thought we were in love. It wouldn’t have worked, though – he was a 

Taurus, not even a viable match. My father asked me to accept Jasson’s choosing, and now we 

have such a complete love together. If you give it a chance, I promise it will all work out for your 

happiness, Trea.”

I study her face. Is there a small tremble of sadness there, despite her words?

“Mother, I know the zodiac shows us our true nature, so we can choose well. But I don’t get 

any choices. I have no idea who I am. Just who I’m supposed to be.”

“Astrea, you must keep your faith.” Her voice has a hard, warning edge to it. “The heavens 

chose you and Lexan to be together and to fulfill the prophecy. Sometimes we don’t know what 

we’re made for until life unfolds.” Her hand smooths my hair, as if to calm the fiery orange-red 

curls.

Whatever I thought I saw in her eyes is gone. They are blank and blind to me, like the deep 

water that rests in her soul.

I  sigh.  Maybe  one day I’ll  have faith like  Mother.  But  all  I  can think is  that  someone, 

somewhere, made a mistake in my plan, and now they won’t admit it.

“So, what ever happened to that boy you liked?” I try to pull her back to me.



“Well,” she says softly, “let’s just say it wasn’t the right sort of love. Your father and I grew 

to depend on and love each other during our courtship. When we were partnered, it felt right. 

You’ll see. Just trust in your stars.” She pats my arm firmly to reinforce her words and stands to 

leave the room.

I  pull  the  blanket  over  my  head:  courtship.  One  endless  evening  a  week  with  Lexan, 

beginning after Choosing Day. Happy birthday to me. It is only later in the quiet dark of my room 

that I realize she never really answered my questions, any of them.



Ah, Stian. Ever the troublemaker.

Thanks are much needed to a few special people who continued to ask how this novella was 

taking shape. Without you, I might have given up on this young man and his mistakes.

To David and my babies, for understanding that sometimes Mama just needs to write. And 

for replacing my Maleficent mug, so my word counts could get back on track.

To my family and friends, for spreading the word about the Starbright series, and reminding 

me that I have more books to write. Some reminders were more like kicks in the pants, and were 

much-needed.

To  Cecily,  Kayla,  and  Corrina,  who  help  me  in  more  ways  than  I  can  list  without 

embarrassing us all. See the girls’ Instagram page “starbight_trilogy” for some awesome fan art!

To the LitWits and my students. Thanks for letting me ramble on about book birthdays and 

marketing ideas while sharing my journey with you. You really do inspire me to be a better writer 

and teacher.

To my cover designer, Najla Qambar, for being such a downright pleasure to work with. I 

have to keep writing just to see how you might read my mind next!

And always, so many thanks to my readers. Imaginary worlds are infinitely more fun when 

you have a few real people to play with you. If you’re just joining me on the Starbright journey, I 

hope you enjoy the rest of the story!

Keep your sights in the stars!
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games  and  reads  books  in  bed  with  her  own  independent,  willful  children  and  plays  at 

homesteading and world traveling with her wonderful soul mate of a husband. She tends to ignore 

laundry and dirty dishes.


