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No one won.  
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i

https://www.amazon.com/Afterlands-After-Harrowing-Boots-ebook/dp/B09NGM7RZL/ref=sr_1_1?crid=3HXNA5NK33LZO&keywords=afterlands+after+the+harrowing&qid=1647269432&sprefix=afterlands:+,aps,993&sr=8-1


BEST FOOT FORWARD 

  

Day three of interminable Bad Rain on the Shore.  
Laria came down from her room in Cliff House to 

find Nix, the picture of misery, huddled at the small 
kitchen table, shivering despite his sweater and a 
blanket draped over his shoulders. Both of his hands 
cupped a steaming mug of tea with which he warmed 
his nose. A fire burned in the stove to heat the room.   

“Are you sick?” Laria asked. “It feels like a hot 
spring in here.” 

Nix rolled his eyes at her.  
Laria fetched herself a cup to pour her own tea from 

the kettle on the warming plate. “It comes from not 
eating properly,” she observed coolly. “You’re skin and 
bones since you and the Harrower came up from the 
trench.” 

“I have a delicate stomach,” he sniffed.  
“Not so delicate to keep you from the Drinkery night 

after night,” Laria replied. She leaned against the 
sideboard and sipped her tea there, knowing she 
wouldn’t be welcome at the cramped table.  

“Don’t start,” he said, and they mutually agreed to 
leave it at that.  

“Still Bad Rain?” Laria asked, by way of changing 
the conversation. 

“See for yourself,” Nix said, glancing to the window 
over the sink. He recognized that it was a conciliatory 
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question, but if Laria wanted to know the state of the 
rain, the gauge was right behind her.  

She turned and stretched her neck to look outside at 
the thin sheet of Linden bark affixed to a weather gauge 
jutting out of the eaves. The gauge was directly exposed 
to the elements and Linden bark turned black under Bad 
Rain, washed white again under good.  

Laria was disappointed to see it was the color of 
rotted teeth. The stretches of Bad Rain were longer than 
ever and this didn’t bode well for what little vegetation 
was struggling to survive out there.  

“Here’s Hyrhyn,” Laria announced. From her 
vantage, she could see the young woman dash up from 
the shale steps that led to the boathouse where she and 
the Harrower lived now that they were newly-wed.  

Hyrhyn had a raincoat with the hood up, but the it 
flapped open and she had no shoes. She was half-soaked 
when she burst into the kitchen with all the energy of an 
excited child.  

“Oh this weather!” she exclaimed, flinging the 
raincoat onto a peg behind the door where several others 
hung. She shook out her hair, sending droplets in all 
directions. “Good morning Laria! Good morning Nix!” 
she said brightly.  

By now, Laria was used to Hyrhyn’s effervescence, 
but Nix narrowed his eyes at her as though the 
benediction was suspect.  

Hyrhyn was unfazed by their lack of reciprocal 
enthusiasm. 

Nix pulled his outstretched leg under the small 
kitchen table when he noticed she was gaping at it. He 
treated the leg with the same subconscious shame as his 
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tail, in the way that he hid it whenever he noticed there 
were eyes on him. 

“What?” he asked critically. “Don’t stare at my foot.” 
“Oh but it’s wonderful!” Hyrhyn marveled, unable 

to stop. “To think you lost a whole foot and now you’re 
walking so well again! It’s so amazing, don’t you think?” 

“It’s not so much walking as it is hobbling,” Nix 
replied, not to be flattered or placated by Hyrhyn’s awe. 
“And as for ‘wonderful’ as a thing in and of itself, it’s a 
hideous lump, hardly elegant. Functional of course, by 
my design, but an ugly thing nonetheless.” 

“What’s elegant?” Hyrhyn asked. 
“Look here,” he replied, holding up his teaspoon. 

“Do you see the decorative filigree and scrolling on this 
handle?” 

Hyrhyn looked closely and nodded.  
“It’s rich and delicate and pleasing to the eye. If I 

must drag about on a false foot, I’d rather people stared 
at it for being beautiful than being ugly.” 

“Oh I see! That would be lovely! Doesn’t Laria have 
any metal to make something nice?” 

“Iron is too heavy and hard to mold,” Nix said. “This 
silver would be more appropriate but I can’t see Laria 
giving up her family dinnerware to my vanity.” 

Hyrhyn agreed. “To say nothing of what we would 
use at meals. You scolded me once already for eating 
with my fingers.” 

Laria just sipped her tea and said nothing.  
“Precisely,” Nix agreed. “So you see the dilemma, 

now stop staring at the cause!” 
Hyrhyn pulled back, more clearly getting the 

message this time. But her spirit was in no way 
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dampened.  
“Well maybe there are other ways we can make it 

beautiful,” she said. “Everyone says this dress is a rag, 
but look: I just added this pocket and see how pretty it 
is?” 

Nix drew his nose up out of the steam off his cup. He 
had dropped open his mouth to automatically reply that 
nothing could possibly make her dress pretty, when he 
caught sight of the pocket Hyrhyn referred to: a velvet 
purple patch with gold thread embroidered into the 
design of a sunflower—as extinct in this world as the 
Once King’s Court it symbolized.  

“What is that?” Nix snapped. 
Hyrhyn’s eyes tracked down as she plucked up the 

fabric and lifted it for all to see. “Do you like it? It must 
be elegant since it’s a scrap from the dress you—” 

Nix’s hand raked swift and violent as he seized hold 
of the pocket and yanked hard to rip it off.  

“Oh!” Hyrhyn exclaimed, startled, though at first the 
pocket didn’t give. The threads made a wretched sound 
as they ripped. 

A second yank, harsher than the first followed, and 
Hyrhyn was nearly pulled off her feet, but the pocket 
came away in Nix’s long claws.  

“Oy!” Laria shouted, putting down her cup, 
prepared to get between the two.  

“I know what it is!” Nix snarled at Hyrhyn, shaking 
the velvet. “How dare you!” 

“Oh, but I didn’t!” Hyrhyn started, but she had—she 
absolutely had. Her face turned bright red and she fled 
the kitchen, leaving her raincoat on the peg and the door 
banging open behind her.  
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Nix tucked the offending patch into his sleeve and 
resumed drinking his tea as if nothing had happened.  

“What is the matter with you?” Laria scolded. 
“I don’t see where it’s any of your business,” he said 

to her with disturbing coolness that suggested he had no 
intention of explaining himself.  

Even so, Laria didn’t care. “You grabbed her—” 
“—I never touched her—” 
“I should chop what’s left of your fingers off!” 
“—only what was mine!” 
Nix hid his bad hand—the one fused together since 

grabbing the Harrower’s wrist at the moment of the 
catastrophic Harrowing. He was as self-conscious about 
it as he was about his missing foot.  

“Don’t ever talk to her like that and don’t treat her 
like that again,” Laria growled, hands in fists at her hips. 

“Are you ordering me?” he snapped back. At this, he 
pried himself up suddenly, nearly upsetting the tea as 
his cup rattled on the saucer. “I’m not some subordinate 
in your army, Imperator.”  

The way he emphasized the word was so greasy and 
obsequious that Laria had to restrain herself from the 
urge to slap him. “No you’re not,” she answered. “But so 
subordinate in so many other ways.” 

“That’s a low thing to say about someone crippled 
by circumstances beyond their control.” 

“Your wounds are no excuse to attack Hyrhyn.” 
“Aren’t they?” he growled. “Should I just take it: 

being insulted, disrespected....” 
“How did she do those things?” 
At that, Nix had enough. He took his walking stick 

and lurched out of the kitchen, went into his quarters off 
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the pantry, and closed the door behind him.  
Laria was left alone with Bad Rain blowing in 

through the open door and everyone’s tea gone cold. 

Down at the boathouse, Juba sat on the balcony that 
jutted out over the grey ocean waves. He was 
mesmerized by the water and the possibilities of what 
lay beyond it: a place to which they could escape, away 
from the Continent and its Bad Rain and even worse 
memories. 

He heard Hyrhyn’s feet beating down the gangway 
as she raced under the cover of the overhang, and before 
he even had a chance to greet her, she leaped into his lap 
and threw her arms around his neck. 

He pried her loose and looked into her watery eyes. 
Her face was hot and flushed, though she tried to smile. 

“Where’s your raincoat, Beloved?” Juba asked, 
stroking the wet hair back from her forehead. 

“Oh.” She looked distracted. “I must have left it up 
at Cliff House.” 

“What’s wrong? You’re upset.” 
“No, I’m fine,” she lied straight up, her smile a little 

brittle on the edges, though the clouds in her eyes 
brightened.  

He tilted his head at her and she knew he wasn’t 
convinced, but she hugged him again as if he were the 
one who needed comfort and reassurance. He relaxed 
under her soft touch. 

“You don’t have to protect me from your sadness,” 
he whispered into her hair, hoping she believed him. 
“But you don’t have to tell me either...if you really don’t 
want to.” 
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“I really don’t want to,” she said as she squeezed 
him a little tighter and breathed in his warmth. “Not 
now.” 

“Okay,” he replied. 
He returned her embrace and they sat in 

companionable silence, watching the roll of the salty 
Endless Sea, as if waiting for a ship to come in. 

Lunchtime was a much different scene in the kitchen of 
Cliff House some hours later, and much more crowded 
since Juba volunteered to make a soup of what 
provisions they had. 

Fish went out to deep sea in Bad Rain and the hallips 
in the shallows took on a kind of piss-poison flavor that 
couldn’t be boiled out, so reconstituted beans and onion 
were all the substance of the meal. Laria did have a 
variety of spices to work with, and Juba let his nose lead 
him back to the kitchen of his earliest childhood, before 
the war and the killing. Even though he had been ill-
treated and unhappy, it was a time when he believed in 
his own innocence and took pleasure in the smells of so 
many good things cooking. In no time at all he had a pot 
on the stove boiling at a steady heat and was sifting the 
meagre ingredients into the turning water.  

Hyrhyn sat at the small table cracking open the last 
of the nuts that had been gifted to her and Juba for their 
wedding. There was only a small pile but Hyrhyn 
scrupulously meted out the delicacy into four portions, 
trying her best to make them as even as possible. 

“Where’s Nix?” Juba asked when the kitchen seemed 
too strangely quiet. 

Hyrhyn’s shoulders tensed but she said nothing.  

7



Laria was at the counter straining the tea to squeeze 
every bit of flavor out of it, and rolled her eyes at the 
closed door to Nix’s quarters. 

“He’s in a mood,” she said disparagingly. “He can 
have his share later. Or not at all as far as I’m 
concerned.” 

“Oh Laria, you don’t mean that,” Hyrhyn said sadly. 
“Why do you defend him after the way he treated 

you this morning?” Laria retorted. “Spark’s sake! If he 
ever puts his hands on you again, I’ll toss him out in the 
Bad Rain for good, and I do mean it.” 

The stirring spoon clattered against the pot as Juba 
fumbled it.  

“He what?” he asked.  
“Nothing,” Hyrhyn said quickly. “I don’t know why 

Laria even brought it up.” 
“He tore your dress,” Laria snapped. 
The temperature in the room shot up as Juba’s 

nostrils flared with fire. Hyrhyn jumped out of her chair 
the instant she saw him spark up. She covered his nose 
with her tiny hand, which never failed to smother the 
heat. 

“It’s nothing,” she insisted. “We just had a 
misunderstanding, that’s all.” 

Juba didn’t seem convinced, but he also looked 
deeply confused. He held Hyrhyn at arm's length, to 
look her over, assessing her dress. The garment was so 
worn and patched it was almost impossible to detect any 
damages. 

“It was here,” she told Juba. She showed him the 
place where the velvet had been. 

“Oh,” Juba said. “The pocket you sewed on.” 
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“Yes,” she said. “It had the pretty gold thread with 
the flower.” 

“He tore it right off,” Laria explained. “Surprised the 
whole dress didn’t come away.” 

Juba’s expression had gone from consternation to 
confusion and now settled into a softer sort of concern. 

“You made that pocket from the fabric of the 
garment he was wearing when the two of us were 
trapped down in the trench, didn’t you?” Juba asked. 

“Well yes, I didn’t think he wanted it. He told me to 
burn it, but it was much too pretty—prettier than 
anything I ever had before. I didn’t mean to take it. He 
probably thinks I’m a thief.” 

At that, the door to Nix’s quarters yanked open and 
he stood glaring at all of them. “I can hear every word 
you say out here!” he growled. 

Juba turned from the stove, unconsciously preparing 
himself to present as a threat if needed. Laria remained 
by the counter, but likewise coiled to strike. 

“Oh Nix,” Hyrhyn said, trying to sound bright. 
“You’ll join us for lunch won’t you? Juba’s got bean soup 
on.” 

He wrinkled his nose at her, less a comment on the 
soup and more his displeasure of her previous 
statements.  

“I never called you a thief,” he told Hyrhyn, and he 
looked to the others to make sure he was being very 
clearly heard. 

“Then what are you so bent about?” Laria demanded 
impatiently. 

“Where is your collar, Juba?” Nix asked. 
Hyrhyn tilted her head; she couldn’t understand 
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how one thing had led to the next. Juba looked similarly 
puzzled. 

“Hyrhyn took it,” he answered, and then, as if 
suddenly reminded of the loss of it, he turned, brow 
furrowed, to his Beloved. “Can I have it back?” 

Hyrhyn looked horrified. “Never!” she exclaimed. 
“Juba, we talked about this! It’s not to be worn; you 
don’t need it.” 

Juba looked at the kitchen floor as though he had 
been scolded. Behind him, the soup had begun to froth 
in the pot as the heat increased. 

Nix meanwhile had gone to the door and fetched a 
raincoat off the peg on the wall. He was slipping into it 
when he said at last to Hyrhyn: “You know why I’m 
angry. Maybe just think on it. It’s not about you.” 

“Where are you going?” Laria asked. 
“Where do you think? At least at the Drinkery when 

people talk about me they do it to my face!” 
Then he slipped out the door with an umbrella, 

limping off the stoop and into an unavoidable puddle as 
the door banged behind him.  

“Faex!” he cursed. 
“Juba, the soup!” Hyrhyn cried as the pot boiled 

over.  
Needless to say, lunch was ruined. 

Whenever Juba lost control of the Aestus, no matter how 
minor the incident, he punished himself by sitting in the 
fireplace of the boathouse, which, though it was large, 
still required him to curl up with his knees drawn tight 
against his chest. 

And every time Juba sat in the fireplace, he insisted 
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he wasn’t punishing himself so much as retreating to a 
place where he felt safe and knew he wouldn’t hurt 
anyone. 

Hyrhyn sat with him, to comfort and console him. As 
a Lostling she understood fear very well, and the need to 
have a safe place to hide from the world. 

“I just wanted him to know we could maybe do 
something to make his foot pretty,” Hyrhyn said at the 
short end of telling Juba what had happened that 
morning. “I’m sorry if I upset you,” she told him, 
caressing his hand. 
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“You didn’t,” he replied quickly, with certainty.  
“I did, though. Somehow I was thoughtless about 

Nix and it’s brought up unpleasant memories for you 
too. I didn’t realize how complicated it all is.” 

It took Juba a while to think through his thoughts. 
He was always very careful about his words.  

“Beloved,” he said at last, “why won’t you give me 
my collar? Is it...because you think it has bad memories 
for me...or because it has bad memories for you?” 

“The person who made you wear it hurt you and…I 
don’t like to think of you in it. It makes me very sad.”  

“Makes you sad,” he said gently. 
“Doesn’t it make you sad too?”  
He shook his head and laid a hand on his neck. He 

wore a scarf now, sometimes too tight for Hyrhyn’s 
liking, and it covered the scars on his jaw and collarbone 
where the Mother’s collar had dug into his skin for so 
many years.  

“No?” Hyrhyn was surprised, then crestfallen. “You 
really want it back.” 

“I’m...learning to live without it...thanks to you,” 
Juba answered. “But you always say things have 
purpose, even if it’s not easy to see at first.” 

“Yes, of course,” Hyrhyn agreed. “And yet, 
somehow I got it all wrong. With both you and Nix.” 

 Juba took a big, thoughtful breath. “Maybe just a 
little backwards,” he hummed. He brushed her hair 
away from her face so that he could see her eyes better. 
When Hyrhyn gave him a quizzical look, he continued. 
“You’re so sensitive to my feelings, but...what do you 
think Nix feels about the clothes he wore at Court when 
he was... forced to be a Broodthrall...and all the cruelty 
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he suffered?” 
“Really hadn’t thought about it at all,” Hyrhyn said. 

“But you’re right. The first thing he wanted when we 
rescued you from the trench was to be rid of it. And I 
went and shoved it in his face again.” 

Then she leaned onto Juba’s chest and put her arms 
around him to make herself feel better, but it was really 
Nix she wanted to comfort.  

“I want to say how sorry I am. Make amends,” he 
said. 

“It’s all right,” Juba replied. “He won’t stay mad. He 
likes you too much.” 

“Does he?” Hyrhyn asked. “I can never tell.” 
“He does,” Juba assured her. 
But once Hyrhyn got fixed on an idea, it was hard to 

make her let it go. She was already on to the next 
thought. “How about a gift? Oh, but Nix has such fancy 
tastes and I’m not very fancy.” 

“You do have one thing in common,” Juba then said. 
“What’s that?” 
“You both like shiny things.” 
“Oh right!” Hyrhyn said, excited now at the 

prospect. “Have I got any shiny things he would like? 
Maybe seashells? No, I don’t think he would care for 
those.” 

Juba disentangled himself from Hyrhyn and crawled 
out from the fireplace now that he was less focused on 
his own fear and more on solving the problem. Hyrhyn 
crawled out after him and started pawing through 
things scattered about the room.  

“Help me look,” she said to him. “We need 
something...practical.”  
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“You said you wanted to make his foot pretty,” Juba 
said.  

“Yes, that was what started it all....” 
“I have an idea,” Juba announced. 
She turned to look at him. A tentative grin inched 

across his face. 

The following morning, Hyrhyn approached Laria at her 
forge, eyes lit up in excitement as she told her what she 
needed help with. Laria listened through to the end, but 
nothing in her expression changed; she was deeply 
skeptical on her best days and despite a brief break in 
the rain, she seemed to be clinging to a foul mood 
deliberately. 

“The Harrower agreed to this?” she asked. 
“It was really Juba’s idea,” Hyrhyn said. “I know 

better now to ask.” 
The two women were at Laria’s forge where she 

stoked the coals back up after they had languished a bit 
under the wet weather. It would have been all of a 
moment’s work for Juba to reignite the heat to whatever 
temperature required, but she wasn’t about to ask him. 
The two hardly spoke and the aversion, though 
uncontentious, appeared to be mutual. Too many bad 
memories of their life in the Mother’s service before the 
war ended.  

But Hyrhyn was gratified that Laria was asking after 
Juba; she wasn’t entirely dismissive of his feelings or 
well-being. 

“It’s not about Juba that you won’t say yes right 
away,” Hyrhyn surmised quickly. “Do you think it’s a 
bad idea? You think Nix won’t like it?” 
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Laria considered this while she turned the coals. 
“He’s proud, you know,” she said.  

“May be, but not confident,” Hyrhyn said. “That’s 
the beauty of this gift.” 

“He’ll be suspicious of you for it,” she cautioned her.  
“I’m not doing it for me,” Hyrhyn said. 
“Then why?” Laria asked.  
“For Nix. And for Juba. That’s the other beauty: Juba 

really wants this. Really, really wants it. So please, Laria? 
Please?” 

“How are you so sure I can make it work?” 
“That’s the third beauty!” Hyrhyn broke out in a 

huge smile. “ I know you can!” 
Laria raised one brow at the former Lostling and her 

keen ability to lift others. “He doesn’t deserve nice 
things with the way he treats people,” Laria told her, 
nevertheless.  

“Everyone deserves nice things, the most important 
being friends who understand and are patient, even 
when you’re not at your best.” 

Laria pressed her lips, feeling chastised. But there 
was never any malice in the young woman. She spoke 
with sincerity what was on her heart. And unlike Nix, 
she was not a dissembler. Her motives were pure. 

“There’s a question of presentation,” Laria then 
brought up another obstacle. “I haven’t got a model to 
work from. There’ll be no getting it from him without 
saying why.” 

“Oh that wouldn’t do,” Hyrhyn agreed. “It would be 
so much better as a surprise!” 

“I’m not sure he cares for surprises,” Laria said, 
arching her brow. 
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“Everybody loves surprises, even when they say 
they don’t. Only, it has to be like the spoon,” Hyrhyn 
said. 

“Spoon?” 
“Not the spoon part, the fancy part!” she replied, 

excited at the thought. “Elegant and pleasing. Just what 
he likes!” 

Laria wasn’t sure she followed, but she could tell 
that Hyrhyn had it all figured out. 

“Oh, do say you’ll help,” Hyrhyn begged now, eyes 
pleading. “We can’t do it without you!” She gestured to 
the forge, which now burned steadily. 

“I doubt it will matter one bit to his disposition,” 
Laria said. 

“You know what confidence can do for a person 
better than most, I bet.” 

She was right, of course, and though Laria believed 
Nix would be a harder hallip to shuck, she conceded it 
might be worth trying—if only so she wouldn’t have to 
share house with such a miserable tenant. 

“All right,” she finally agreed, foot off the bellows 
and hands taking up the tongs. “Go fetch me the 
silverware. Let’s see what we can do.” 

In the end, presented with the results of Laria’s labor, 
Nix was left uncharacteristically speechless. He had 
been sitting by the stove in the kitchen once again, 
soaking the warmth of its smolder, when Laria came in 
through the back door, Hyrhyn and Juba trailing.  

    Immediately, his back was up.  
    “Well,” he said, arch in tone, as they fanned 

around him. “Is this the part where you tell me to shove 
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off, then?” 
    Hyrhyn presented him with something flat, 

wrapped in a dirty piece of old canvas.  
    “This is the part where I say that I’m sorry,” she 

answered.  
    Nix took the spurious-looking gift without 

changing anything about his dubious expression, but 
when he pulled the canvas off, he just stared at it for a 
long time.  

Laria frowned at first. She was sure that the copper 
of Juba’s collar, pounded down to a thin sheet and 
embossed with a carefully patterned imprint from the 
house silverware fell well below the standards of which 
Nix would normally approve.  

But Nix lifted it up with both hands, and took a deep 
breath that relaxed his features. He was stunned that 
such a bright and beautiful thing could possibly exist in 
their blighted, drab world. Then he turned to them, 
scanning one face to the next in wonder. 

“It’s for your foot!” Hyrhyn explained, practically 
bursting in her enormous smile. “So it won’t look like 
such a ‘cobbled thing as to horrify anyone who cast their 
eyes on it’. I wanted to steal your actual foot so we could 
apply it, but you make that difficult, being attached to it 
at all.” 

“This is the Mother’s copper,” Nix observed. 
“It’s the Harrower’s collar,” Laria nodded.  
Nix was even more surprised. He looked at Juba. “Is 

it?” he asked. 
Juba nodded, one hand unconsciously tugging the 

end of his scarf.  
“This is probably worth a lot in trade.” 
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“Giving it has more value,” Hyrhyn told him. 
“And...it’s right: that something...so wicked...is 

turned to a good purpose,” Juba added.  
No one said anything for a moment, and Hyrhyn 

grew pensive.  
“It’s all right, isn’t it?” she asked. “Laria said you’d 

be well pleased to have the Mother under foot.” 
“Indeed I shall,” Nix said. Then he grinned in a rare 

way that showed his teeth. But quickly the smile faded. 
His eyes dropped to look at the ugly wooden foot that 
would be made more beautiful by this generous gift. 

“Hyrhyn, I….” 
“You don’t have to say anything, Nix,” she told him 

quickly. “I’m happy if you’re happy—and I think it 
seems like you are.” 

He didn’t answer, just dug into his sleeve where the 
patch of purple was still tucked for safekeeping. He 
retrieved it and held it out to her, eyes cast downward. 
Hyrhyn hesitated at first to take it, clasping her hands 
nervously. 

“Do you mean it?” she asked timidly.  
At that, he looked up to her at last. 
“Seems you have a knack for making good of 

something bad,” he said, nodding. “I trust it to you.” 
It was Juba who finally reached forward and took 

the small square of velvet. He touched the gold threads 
of the sunflower’s embroidery with a sad solemnity—
the emblem of his father’s lost dynasty, now too late to 
ever reconcile. Nevertheless he passed the soft fabric to 
Hyrhyn, who closed her hand over his carefully. 

“Is it all right?” she asked, focusing on Juba first and 
then turning again to Laria. “Is it all all right?” 
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“You did good,” Laria agreed. To Nix she added: 
“How about you and I go see how we can fit this to your 
liking.” 

“Absolutely,” he started, rising to follow. “I’ve got an 
idea for just the right arrangement of a few discreet 
plates.”  

“Of course you do!” she smirked. 
Nix grabbed a slicker and the two went out the back 

door, even though it was starting to rain again.  
Left alone, Juba gently pulled Hyrhyn close, gently 

combed back her hair.  
“It is good,” he assured her.  
“Can I put it back on my dress, then?” Hyrhyn 

asked, tracing the sunflower embroidery with her 
thumbs and feeling the plush velvet between the lines. 

Juba nodded. “We’ll find a place for everything. 
Together.”  

Hyrhyn stretched her arms as far as they could reach 
around the massive expanse of his back. She hummed 
against the warm glow of his chest.  

“Yes,” she agreed, content. “Including all of us.” 
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