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Join the Newsletter


Hello Dear Reader! 
Here's a fun fact for you—the first book in the Kingdom Legacy series, Heir of Amber and Fire, was inspired by a character in a Dungeons and Dragons campaign that I never got to play. Even though the game never happened, the character's backstory stayed with me, and became the basis of Jennica's story. 
Since the first book had such strong ties to tabletop gaming, a friend suggested I create a campaign set in the world of the Kingdom Legacy series. And so The Mysterious Magical Emporium was born, and I'd love to send you a FREE copy! Just sign up for my newsletter at www.rachanee.net/newsletter, and your new campaign will be sent to you right away.
So grab your friends, grab some dice, and grab a copy of The Mysterious Magical Emporium, and get ready to spend some time in the kingdom of Calia with your new friends, Jennica, Beyan, and Taryn! 
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Chapter One


There were times I really hated magic. 
This was one of them. I was working on a new spell I had recently learned, one that was proving to be particularly challenging. I couldn’t seem to get the hand motions exactly right. If I could eventually master that, then I wasn’t able to hold my concentration long enough to marry the gestures to the spoken part of the spell. I had been working on this for the greater part of an hour, and my head was throbbing.
“Your Highness!”
Gracefully, I sketched a figure in the air—
“Princess Jennica! Where are you?”
And then I—Oh, never mind.
I stood up, brushing the leaves off my dress, and moved away from my little hiding spot in the palace gardens. I turned the corner, trying to make it appear like I was just strolling among the roses. As soon as she spotted me, Taryn, my lady-in-waiting, rushed over to me.
“Your Highness, there you are! I’ve been looking for you everywhere!” Taryn said breathlessly. She dropped into a belated curtsy that somehow conveyed respect and hurry up all at the same time. Her blond curls bobbed around her face as she straightened and took a good look at me. “What have you been doing, sleeping in the bushes?”
I smoothed my hands down my long, straight black hair. My hands found a twig, some leaves, and a little fuzzy prickly bur. “No, I was practicing my magic.” I aimed for dignity but ended up sounding faintly defiant. “Is there a problem, Taryn?”
She clicked her tongue at me, her green eyes dancing in mild disapproval. “Just as well you were practicing out here. You know how His Majesty feels about you learning magic.”
“Don’t remind me.” King Hendon’s hatred of magic and magicians was widely known. Earlier this week, Father had dismissed my magic tutor. That was the fifth one he had sent away, for no concrete reason other than a vague dislike of all things magic. I often wondered how he was able to tolerate ruling in Calia, a kingdom known for its magicians. Pretty much everyone in the land was born with some innate magical ability, although only those who could afford lessons were able to cultivate their talents. Of course, Hendon had inherited the kingship when he married my mother, Queen Melandria, and my grandfather had passed away. But still, for him to hate the very thing that set Calia apart from the rest of the Gifted Lands…. Well, there were many things about my father that, even after nineteen years of being his daughter, I have never understood. “Well, if you’re not here to stop me from practicing, then why were you looking for me?”
“Your Highness, we need to get you ready for dinner right away,” Taryn said. She stopped just short of grabbing my hand and tugging me, but we both knew she was thinking about it. Taryn wasn’t the type to be easily flustered. Whatever sent her out here in a panic to find me must be pretty important.
“All right,” I acquiesced. “I’m coming.”
We left the gardens, hurrying through the ornamental rose garden and then past the fruit and vegetable patch used by the kitchen servants. Taryn chattered at me as we walked, catching me up on the latest news and gossip. Passing by the stables, we entered the courtyard. As we walked, various courtiers and servants saw us and dipped low, bowing or curtseying and murmuring variations on, “Greetings, Your Highness.” I barely noticed. My attention was captivated by the sight of the palace, as it always was when I saw it. 
My family had ruled Calia for at least ten generations; I believe we had founded the kingdom, although after all those generations the history gets a bit fuzzy. Somewhere in our family lineage we had a water mage, who loved water (obviously) and had designed the Calian palace accordingly. Cool grey stone shimmered in the sunlight, reflecting off the blue and green cobblestones which were laid out in an eye-catching pattern in the courtyard. It gave you the sensation of swimming. Two impressive stone fountains flanked the front doors of the palace, always flowing with pure, clear water. Although the overall effect was very calming, it didn’t quite resonate with me. I could appreciate the palace’s beauty, of course, but privately, I would have preferred something more … exciting.
And speaking of exciting … I pulled my attention back to my one-sided conversation with my lady-in-waiting. “Excuse me. What was that, Taryn?”
Taryn paused mid-ramble. “Sava ate too many blueberries, and now the kitchen staff is unsure there will be enough for the dessert Cook had planned, but I doubt Sava will be punished for it?”
“No. Before that.”
“Oh! Sava’s brother came home. Sort of. They found him sleeping on the street, in an alley in the town, just a few blocks from my brother Rufan’s house.”
We entered the palace, the guards standing at attention as we passed them. The Great Hall stood before us, its imposing wooden doors firmly closed. The room had been used by generations of Calian kings and queens for banquets, formal events, and—most importantly—weekly open forums where the people of Calia could bring their issues before their sovereigns for assistance and judgment. Nowadays, the Great Hall was usually silent; when my grandfather passed away, my father didn’t keep up the weekly tradition of listening to his subjects’ petitions, much to my mother’s disappointment. The most we used the room for was the occasional, and uncomfortable, family dinner. On those rare occasions when I was in the Great Hall, I envisioned it as it might have been in my grandfather’s time—full of people talking and laughing. Joy was something in scarce supply these days, at least in the Calian palace.
The great gilt-framed painting that held a place of honor right by the entrance to the Great Hall caught my attention. I slowed my pace slightly to take it in, as I liked to do whenever I passed by it. It depicted the most recent event in royal history. And for me, it was the most personal.
As a little girl, I would spend hours running up and down the torchlit corridors of the castle, which held our family history in various paintings. And while I loved looking at our family portraits—the water mage who built our palace, the princess who could command air, the king and queen who raised an earthquake against an invading army—it was the painting by the Great Hall that always captivated me. Chronicling the events from twenty years ago, it depicted my brave, handsome father, back when he was the knight, Sir Hendon. In the painting, he defiantly held a shield against the flames from a massive golden dragon, whose claws clutched a beautiful maiden and held her captive.
The entire kingdom of Calia—and beyond—knew the story of how my parents met. 
The people loved their love story, and we celebrated Hendon’s victory every year, along with their marriage and coronation anniversary. How an evil dragon had ravaged the kingdom of Calia, and taken my mother as a tithe. How my grandfather, the former king of Calia, had called upon the neighboring kingdoms, asking any brave princes or knights to rescue the Princess Melandria, in the hopes of winning her hand in marriage and, thus, the kingdom. How the noble knight Sir Hendon faced down the wicked beast, driven it away, and rescued the fair maiden. Sir Hendon and Princess Melandria’s wedding had been the biggest event Calia had ever seen; their marriage and their love, legendary. 
Well, I knew from personal experience, living in this household: Sometimes legends lie.
Taryn and I continued on, down the grey stone corridors, up a flight of stairs and down more hallways toward the private apartments of the royal family. My room was at one end of the hallway, with my mother’s rooms at the other end. My father’s much larger suite of rooms was around the corner from my mother’s, further down the hallway. As befitted his status as king, his chambers took up nearly the entire wing.
My lady-in-waiting was still talking, recounting (again) the story about Sava’s brother. Well, I had asked. I reeled in my attention (again) and tried to follow her story.
I vaguely remembered hearing about a situation with Sava, one of the kitchen maids. Her twin brother, who was apprenticing with the blacksmith, had gone missing about a week ago. Taryn had mentioned it while doing my hair one morning; it had been a bit of scandal, apparently, since the boy was known to be a conscientious worker. Unlike his flighty twin sister. No one knew what would have caused him to run off, and the family had been worried sick over his disappearance.
“Well, that’s good that he’s back,” I said now. “But why wouldn’t he just go home? Was he afraid of being punished?”
“That’s the thing,” Taryn said. “He’s completely lost his mind. Won’t talk for days, and then he’ll start screaming out of the blue, and it’s hard to get him to stop. He didn’t recognize anyone in his family, not even his twin sister. And you know what a strong bond twins have.”
Since I was an only child, I could only guess. But I did know that certain bonds between people were stronger than others, and that twins especially had strong magical ties to each other.
“That’s a shame,” I said. “Poor Sava, she must be heartbroken.”
“It’s odd,” Taryn mused. “She’s more jumpy than anything. She said she had nightmares every night while her brother was missing, and now she’s afraid something might happen to her. Poor thing.”
I agreed, but didn’t really know how I could help. While I was skilled with magic, I didn’t have the ability to take away a young girl’s nightmares. “I guess … I could talk to Cook and definitely make sure she’s not punished for the blueberries?”
Taryn laughed and pulled open the door to my chamber. Once inside, she all but pushed me in a chair to start dressing my hair. Her hands were a blur as she combed, teased, tucked, and pinned my heavy black hair into something she muttered was “acceptable.” I watched her flitting about in the mirror as my hairstyle took shape. It was fancier than I expected.
“Taryn, what—”
“Here, Princess,” Taryn interrupted me. She must have really been frantic to let such a breach of etiquette take place. She stepped back, indicating a dress that lay on the bed. “Your father requested you wear the red.”
Now I was nervous. The dress in question was gorgeous, the most stunning gown in my collection. But the fact that my father wanted me to wear it was suspect. Whatever his reasons were for wanting me to look extremely elegant tonight, I knew I wouldn’t like them. 
“Taryn, it’s just dinner with my family. There’s no need to be so dressed up.” I reached up toward my hair, intending to pull a pin or two out. 
Taryn made a motion as if to grab my hand, but pulled her hand back and pushed it through her hair instead. Seeing her consternation, I slowly lowered my hand and left the hairstyle intact.
“Please, Your Highness.” Taryn was all but outright pleading with me. “You need to wear the red dress. Please.”
I looked at my lady-in-waiting sharply. “What’s wrong, Taryn?”
Her voice barely above a whisper, Taryn said, “The king insisted you wear the red dress and come to dinner formal. In the Great Hall. Otherwise, he’ll have me dismissed immediately, with no pay for the last month.”
I was seeing red, but it wasn’t just the dress. How dare he threaten Taryn like that? Taryn gave me an imploring look, knowing my thoughts. “Don’t say anything to His Majesty,” she begged. “Please, just wear the dress. And we need to hurry and get you into it. We’re running late as it is.”
Sighing, I turned and let her nimble fingers roam over the laces of my current attire, loosening my day dress and letting it slip to the floor in a heap. I silently stepped into the red dress, feeling the satin swish against my skin. Taryn had a matching pair of slippers ready, and then I was out the door, heading toward the Great Hall for what was supposed to be dinner.
Instead, it felt like my doom.
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Chapter Two


I knew I was in trouble the minute I stepped into the room.  
The first indication was when I approached the door to the Great Hall. The footman flung the door open dramatically and announced, “Her Royal Highness, the Crown Princess Jennica Allayne Kenetria Denyah of Calia.” What a mouthful. My formal title included the names of my two grandmothers and one of our ancestors—Allayne the Clever, who had saved the kingdom of Calia with her quick thinking against the Djinn of Krean. It was customary for royal children to have at least one name honoring an ancient ancestor, with the thought that the qualities that made that ruler so revered would be passed on to the namesake. While I loved hearing the legends surrounding Allayne the Clever, I doubted I would ever be called upon to save the kingdom like she did.
And why introduce me like that, when the only others dining were my parents?
Except it wasn’t just the three of us. There was another man present, who, along with my parents, stood when I entered. That was my second clue.
My father and mother were arrayed in their formal finery as well. In addition, my father, King Hendon of Calia, was positively dripping with the royal jewels. It was a constant source of amusement to the courtiers and the servants (or so Taryn told me) that the king liked to wear more jewelry than his wife, Queen Melandria. My mother only ever wore her simple gold wedding band; she hated fussing with other pieces of jewelry, and barely tolerated wearing her crown for official functions. In contrast, my father adored showing off his wealth and position. His fingers boasted a myriad of rings, and he often wore at least one, but usually several, gaudy adornments around his neck. Tonight I could see a deep red ruby at his throat, ostentatious even for him.
Once I reached the table, my father introduced me to the newcomer. “This is Prince Anders, of the kingdom of Rothschan. Prince Anders, may I present my daughter, Jennica.”
Prince Anders bowed over my hand, placing a delicate kiss on it. “You’re lovelier than I could have imagined, Princess,” he said. “You look beautiful in that dress. Of course, red is my favorite color.” The prince himself was resplendent in a deep red and gray tunic—the colors of Rothschan. Now my father’s insistence on choosing my dinner dress made sense.
Rothschan, to the west, was where my father was from. He didn’t talk much about his life before coming to Calia; all I knew was that his parents had died when he was young and he served for several years as a squire to a renowned knight who was stern, but fair. Shortly after my father was knighted, his master died in battle, and the newly knighted Sir Hendon left Rothschan to find his fortune.
“Thank you,” I stammered, unsure of how I should react. I looked at my parents. My father had a smug look on his face. My mother, however, looked worried.
Sign number three. 
“No need for such formality,” my father declared. I gave him a dirty look, considering I was the one who had been forced into formality for this surprise meeting. My father handily ignored me and swept his arm across the table. “Shall we dine?”
We all sat. My father was in his usual spot at the head of the table. My mother was in her usual spot on the king’s left. I, however, had been unseated. Prince Anders was at the king’s right, which was my normal place at the table. It moved me down one seat and put the prince in between me and my father. The seating arrangement ensured that I would have to talk to the prince during the majority of the meal. I could still converse with my parents, but it would be potentially considered rude, since they weren’t directly next to or across from me and I would have to talk over our guest’s head to address them.
Clever, father. Very clever.
The first course appeared before us. I picked at the food on my plate, my appetite gone. 
Putting my fork and knife down, I stared straight ahead, my eyes alighting on the swords hanging on the walls. Like the paintings, these also represented the rich history of Calia. Many of the swords had belonged to former kings and queens, with the Sword of the First King in a place of honor by the throne. It was mostly used for ceremonial purposes, although we hadn’t had a knighting or anything like that in a few years.
Prince Anders ate a few bites of his dinner, then sat back and looked at me squarely with piercing blue eyes.
“So, Princess, tell me of yourself,” Prince Anders said, pushing his blond hair back from his face.
“What would you like to know?” I asked, a bit shyly. He really was handsome, the kind of man Taryn and my other ladies-in-waiting would giggle about when they thought they were out of my earshot.
“Anything,” he said. “How do you fill your days? My two younger sisters are accomplished at dancing and embroidery.”
“I learn those things as well,” I said. “But my favorite thing is magic study. My tutor says I’m quite proficient at it.”
Prince Anders made a choking sound. I thought he was trying to stifle a laugh, and I relaxed, thinking I had found a kindred spirit. Over the table, my father glared at me and shook his head ever so slightly. I looked again at the prince. He wasn’t laughing. In fact, his gentle face had turned stormy.
“As Rothschan is a land of military might, not magic, we do not trust something so illogical and esoteric,” Prince Anders declared. “I understand Calians are born with this ‘gift’—if it could even be thought of as such. Personally, I don’t think anything so unnatural could be a good thing. It is abhorrent, and not an acceptable thing for a princess to learn.”
I gasped at the insult. My father rushed in to smooth things over. 
“I completely agree, Prince Anders,” he said. “After twenty years in this kingdom, it’s refreshing to hear such truth spoken. I’ve often despaired at being a good ruler when my heart disagrees with something the people consider inherent to their happiness. But you are right. It is a disgusting, unbecoming custom here in Calia. That is why Jennica will no longer be studying such things. I have already dismissed her magic tutor. I will have her magic books burned tonight.”
I gasped again, this time at Father. Studying magic was the one thing, of all my lessons, that I actually enjoyed and excelled in. While my father wasn’t indulgent of me, he had never interfered in most aspects of my upbringing. 
Until now.
“But, Father, why—” 
My father cut me off. “A girl—no, a woman—of nineteen hardly needs something as repulsive as magic. It’s about time you represented your station well.”
“But—” 
“Don’t fret,” Prince Anders interrupted smoothly. “When you’re my wife, you won’t need such frivolities to amuse yourself.”
“What?” I recoiled from the prince. “What are you talking about?”
“It’s all set,” my father informed me. “It will be a perfect political alliance.”
“Rothschan looks forward to uniting with Calia,” Prince Anders said, inclining his head toward my father. 
My mother’s eyes flashed between worried and sad. 
“I can’t believe this!” I cried. “No one told me any of this! When is this to happen?” I looked at my father, who had that smug look from earlier back on his face.
But instead of my father, it was the oily voice of Prince Anders that answered me.
“Soon, Princess. In one month’s time, you shall be my bride.”
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Chapter Three


I spent a miserable hour crying. I didn’t think there were any tears left in my body. But all I had to think about was the prospect of marrying Prince Anders, and I’d start all over again. My eyes were puffy and my head was fuzzy, but I couldn’t stop. My bed was a rumpled mess, a testament to the fact that I had tried to muffle the sounds of my crying. 
After Prince Anders had announced our upcoming wedding, Father had taken one look at my face and dismissed me from dinner immediately. He couched it under the guise of, My dear, you look unwell, perhaps you should lie down. But I’m sure he was worried I would embarrass him, or worse, somehow threaten his pact with the prince. I was glad to get away, even though escaping from dinner didn’t mean I was escaping my fate.
A tentative knock sounded at my chamber door.
“Come in,” I said thickly, sitting up. I needed a handkerchief badly, but instead had mopped my eyes and face on my dress. My red dress. The dress that was, “of course,” the prince’s favorite color.
How could I have been so stupid? I walked right into that trap.
The door opened, and Taryn entered with a tray carrying a cup and a pitcher of water. She closed the door carefully behind her, then set the tray down and filled the cup with water. Handing it to me, she studied me carefully as I drank the whole thing without stopping.
“Thank you, Taryn,” I sniffled. I put the glass on the bedside table. 
Taryn sank down in a nearby chair, across from me still sprawled on the bed. Intensity radiated from her, in a way I had never seen from her before. She opened her mouth to speak, then changed her mind about whatever she had been about to say. “If I may, Your Highness…” she started.
“Please, speak frankly, Taryn. You know you can always be honest with me.”
“How do you feel about marrying the prince?”
I fought the tears that threatened to come back. “I don’t know what happened! Father and I have had our differences, but I never thought he would just marry me off without even discussing it with me first.”
“But do you want to marry Prince Anders?”
“No,” I said readily. “I don’t know him, but the little I learned of him tonight seems horrible.  A life without magic! I couldn’t give it up.”
Taryn nodded, as if what I was saying was the correct answer. She stood up and extended her hand to me. “Come, Your Highness.”
“Where are we going?”
“We are going to see Queen Melandria.”
“Now? It’s getting late, I don’t want to disturb Mother.”
“You won’t be. She told me to bring you to her tonight, as soon as you were ready.” She grimaced at my tear-streaked face and messy dress. “I honestly wasn’t sure how long that would be.”
I sniffled, laughing through my tears, and got up from the bed. I walked over to my chamber door, but Taryn put her hand over mine on the handle before I could open the heavy wooden door. She quickly shook her head at me.
“Taryn, what—”
She held her hand up, stopping me from saying more. Easing the door open slowly, she poked her head out in the hallway. All was quiet. She slipped into the hallway, opening the door a little wider so I could follow. We crept the few feet to my mother’s apartments, Taryn looking around furtively, me looking at her curiously. Taryn lightly tapped on the queen’s door and then opened it, ushering me inside. My mother, who had been sitting by her fireplace, stood when I entered. Mother’s eyes met Taryn’s; the queen nodded, and Taryn dipped her head in response. She left, shutting the door quietly but firmly behind me.
I stood in the entryway, unsure of what to do or what was happening. 
My eyes went back and forth, following my mother as she paced back and forth in front of the fireplace. The smell of ink lingered faintly in the air; looking at my mother’s writing desk, I saw some handwritten pages strewn across the surface, allowing the ink to dry. An unlit candle lay on the table next to the paper.
Mother was fidgeting with a simple gold necklace from which a small moonstone pendant hung. In my entire life, I had never seen my mother—stately, reserved Queen Melandria—fidget. 
The gem caught my eye and I stared, drawn in by some allure it held over me. My heart started beating faster and my breath came fast. I didn’t know why, but I wanted that necklace. I needed it. If I couldn’t possess it, I would surely die. My hand started to reach out toward it.
My mother gently put my hand back down at my side and fastened the necklace around my neck. My breathing eased. My hand flew up to the pendant.
Finally, I had to break the tense silence.
“Mother, what’s going on?”
My mother’s eyes slowly met mine. “Jennica, forgive me.”
My blood ran cold. I rushed to her, grabbing her by the shoulders. “What do you mean? Forgive you for what? Are you about to do something desperate?”
Tears sparkled in her eyes, threatening to fall. She touched my cheek. “My darling, beautiful girl. There’s something I should have done a long time ago.”
“Mother, you’re scaring me. What’s going on?”
“Sit.” My mother indicated the love seat by the fire. I sank down in the plush velvet. Mother sat next to me. She took one of my hands in hers, stroking it gently. She flipped it over, studying my palm. Whatever she was looking for didn’t seem to be there, as she sighed heavily and flipped my hand back.
“Mother, what’s going on?” I repeated.
There was a light, quick tap at the door, and then Taryn slipped back into the room. She had donned a traveling cloak in her absence. She was holding a plain dress, a long, dark cloak, and a pair of boots in her arms. Over her shoulder was a worn leather knapsack. 
“I checked out the window in Princess Jennica’s room. They’re on their way, Your Majesty,” she said to my mother.
Mother moved faster than I had ever seen her move before. She turned to the wall next to the fireplace, patting the stone about eye level. Suddenly, a door noiselessly opened next to the hearth. A dark tunnel yawned wide.
A secret passage? Nineteen years I had lived in this castle, and I never knew it had secret passageways!
“You’ll have to go, now, before they get here,” Mother said.
“Go? Where? Before who gets here?” My head snapped between Mother and Taryn, who stood by the entrance to the secret passage.
“Shh!” My mother gave me a fierce, quick hug. “No time for that! Taryn will lead you out of the palace.”
“But—”
Mother scooped up the candle and the papers on her desk. Shoving them into my hands, she pushed me into the passage. “This letter is for you—I’ve explained everything. Keep it private. If you see any Calian soldiers on your way, avoid them. King Hendon is not to be trusted, Jennica. He’s not even your father.”
“What?!” Mother couldn’t just throw something like that at me and expect me not to have  any questions. “What do you mean, he’s not my father?”
“It’s in the letter, Jennica. Now go!” 
“But where am I going?” I was stubbornly holding on to the stone framing the passage’s entrance, wanting some sort of answer. Taryn had her arms around my waist, practically pulling me into the passage.
“To Orchwell, the kingdom a few days south of here,” Mother said. “Find Kye of Orchwell, the famed dragon Seeker. Have him bring you to Joichan, the dragon who held me captive.”
Taryn succeeded in pulling me away from the door. Mother blew me a kiss as the door to the secret passage closed. The last thing I saw were her lovely gray eyes, sad and hopeful at the same time.
And the last thing I heard, before the darkness swallowed Taryn and me, was the sound of the door to my mother’s chamber opening.
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Chapter Four


I stayed frozen in place. For one thing, I couldn’t see in the total darkness. For another, I was worried about my mother. Should I go back? 
I felt for the door behind me, expecting to find a hidden latch or switch to open the door back into my mother’s room. Instead, I felt Taryn’s hand on my arm and heard her voice in my ear.
“Your Highness, we must continue. Come.”
Without waiting for me to agree, her hand slid down to mine and she guided me deeper into the passageway. It unnerved me, to walk without seeing where I was going, but Taryn’s cool hand led me forward.
I estimated we had walked for perhaps a quarter of an hour when Taryn stopped. I nearly plowed into her. Quietly, she asked, “Do you still have the candle your mother gave you?”
“How did you know she gave me a candle?” I asked, just as quietly. “You were ahead of me.”
She laughed softly. “Princess, we’ve been planning this for some time. The queen has her own set of spies in the palace, and she learned that the king was going to move forward with this marriage alliance. She came up with her own plan to protect you. I’m aware of every part of it. Including the part where your mother gave you a candle, since I would have my hands full.”
Even though Taryn couldn’t see me in the dark, I shook my head, annoyed at my obtuseness. Of course Taryn was aware of everything. Her efficiency and lack of surprise were obvious giveaways. And even if they weren’t, her intensity when she questioned me about my feelings toward Prince Anders should have tipped me off. While Taryn and I were close, more than most royalty would normally be with their servants, there were certain boundaries Taryn never crossed with me. Including personal probing questions.
I was about to give Taryn the candle when I realized I wasn’t holding it any longer. My right hand was still clasped around Taryn’s. My left hand was clenched around Mother’s letter only. No candle.
“Taryn, I’m sorry,” I whispered back. “I don’t have it anymore. I must have dropped it.”
Taryn’s voice held a tinge of dismay. “We need light, Princess. I’ve been guiding us so far by following the wall with my free hand, but I know the passageway forks up ahead and I need to be able to see which is the correct one to take. One of the corridors will take us outside, but the other doubles back into the castle and into the Great Hall.”
“We could turn around and look for it,” I suggested.
“No,” Taryn said. “We can’t waste any more time. There’s a very narrow window in which I can sneak you out before the guards change. We’ll just have to keep going and hope I pick the right passage.”
She started to move forward, but I stayed put. I felt a tug on my arm from Taryn. “Princess, please. We need to keep going.”
“Wait,” I said. Letting go of Taryn’s grasp, I held my hand in front of me, palm up. “Illumine.”
A small, cold light appeared above my outstretched palm. I looked up at Taryn—whose face I could now see—and smiled. The ball of light didn’t illuminate much, but the passageway was quite narrow. With my magical light, we would be able to see a few feet around us in any direction.
“You’ve come further in your studies than I thought,” she said, with an appreciative, answering grin.
“Conjuring lights is basic spell casting,” I said modestly, although I was pleased at the compliment. 
“Still, considering you’ve only been studying magic for a year, I’m impressed,” she said. Shifting the dress and shoes she carried, she adjusted the pack on her back. She held out her hand for my mother’s letter. I wordlessly handed it over. She stuffed the papers in the pack and then turned to face the passageway again. “Come.”
Feeling a little guilty, I asked, “Do … do you want me to carry anything?” The thought would never have occurred to me before tonight, but the situation we were in was anything but typical. 
Taryn shook her head as she started walking. I hurried after her. “You’ll be carrying this pack soon enough, Princess,” she said wryly. “And for longer than you like.”
After that we didn’t talk much. My world narrowed down to focusing on Taryn’s back and making sure I put one foot in front of the other, endlessly. I didn’t want to think about what I was leaving behind, or what might be happening to Mother. I hoped she was safe.
When we came to where the passageway branched off, Taryn chose the left without hesitation. I understood why she would have been unsure without being able to see where she was going. The left branch was unobtrusive; it would have been easy to miss in the dark.
We didn’t walk too far when Taryn stopped again at a blank stone wall. She felt along the wall, squinting in the dim light for something. Once she found what she was looking for, she nodded in satisfaction. She flipped a latch and, to my surprise, the wall popped open slightly. It was a hidden door, so skillfully made it blended into the castle facade.
Taryn turned to me. “We need to get you changed into something less conspicuous.” 
Nodding, I untethered the ball of light so it hung in the air just above our heads. Taryn helped me out of the heavy red gown and into the plain dress she had been carrying. I exchanged my fancy slippers for the sturdier, more practical leather boots. Taryn also undid my hair, pulling out the pins so it flowed freely down my back. 
“I’ve packed a comb and ribbons for you, but it’s not worth going through your pack to find them,” Taryn said quietly. “But fortunately, it’s dark enough out—and I have one more thing to disguise you.” She bundled up my finery in her arms and put her hand on the unlatched door. “Your Highness, please extinguish your light.”
I swallowed my instinctive question and instead held my hand out to the light, willing it to tether to my hand again. Once it reconnected, I placed my left hand, palm down, over my right. The light winked out. 
In a low voice, Taryn said, “Wait here, Your Highness. I’ll let you know when it’s safe to proceed.”
Barely breathing, afraid of making any sound, I whispered, “All right.”
Taryn opened the stone door just enough so that she could slip her slender frame through it. The door closed behind her, but not completely. I could make out the tiniest sliver of fading light through its crack. As I waited impatiently, I clenched and released my fists repeatedly.
The door opened a little wider. Taryn’s face filled the frame. She motioned for me to follow her.
I stepped clear of the stone door and Taryn, with a little effort, pushed it shut behind me.   The door became a nondescript castle wall once again. My eyes slowly adjusted to the semi-dark outside the castle. The moon shone overhead, but the cloudy night obscured its light somewhat.
Taryn shifted her weight as she pulled the long cloak from the pile of clothes she carried. She handed me the pack and the cloak, whispering, “Wear the pack, and then put on the cloak. Pull the hood up.”
I did as she instructed. Taryn bundled up the dress and shoes tighter and started across the grounds. I did my best to keep up with her pace, but with the laden pack on my back, and in such an awkward position, I found myself hunching over with an uneven stride.
We kept to the shadows, moving as silently as we could. Well, Taryn moved silently. I was sure the entire palace guard could hear me stomping across the grass and gravel. But, even with my less-than-princess grace, we miraculously made it to the edge of the palace grounds. Beyond would be the path to town and freedom.
Just when I thought we were free and clear, a voice to our right commanded, “Stop.”
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Chapter Five


I froze, my heart pounding. This was it. We were caught. Taryn would be sacked, or worse, thrown into the dungeon. I would be returned to the palace, locked in my room until the wedding. I would be married to that hateful Prince Anders and— 
Taryn calmly turned to the guard who now blocked our way. “Evening, sir,” she said politely.
“State your business,” the guard said. 
“We’re ladies-in-waiting to Princess Jennica,” Taryn said. “We’re going into town to bring this—” she indicated the bundle in her arms "—to the seamstress Kellen to be fixed.”
“Now? At this time of night?” the guard eyed us suspiciously.
Taryn sighed, putting just the right touch of long-suffering servant into her voice. “Unfortunately, yes. It’s her intended’s favorite dress, and he wants her to wear it again tomorrow night. So she told us to have it fixed immediately. But it’s beyond my simple skill, which is why I have to go into town and bother poor Kellen for her services. Kellen will grumble, but at least the king will pay double the usual amount for her trouble.”
“Royalty!” the guard said, clicking his tongue in sympathy.
“Don’t I know it!” Taryn agreed. She and the guard chuckled in mutual understanding.
I didn’t know what I was more curious about—Taryn’s skill in charming the guard, or if all those in our employ gossiped about us in such unfavorable terms, and how often.
“Go on, then,” the guard said, shooing us away. “Good luck with your errand.”
“Thank you, sir,” Taryn said. We hurried away.
When we were safely on the road to the town with no one around to hear us, I said, “Taryn, I am impressed! I had no idea you were so skilled at prevaricating.”
“The best lies have a bit of truth in them,” she said with a shrug.
“It does make me wonder … have you ever used that skill on me?”
Taryn laughed. “I don’t think there’s a good way for me to answer that,” she chided me. “If I say no, you may still wonder if I’m telling the truth. If I say yes, then you’ll lose sleep worrying which of my words it was.”
She was right, but it didn’t dampen my curiosity. “All right, then, if you won’t tell me that … do all servants gossip about the royal family the way you and the guard did just now?”
Taryn didn’t answer right away. I suppose it was a naive question. Of course servants would gossip about us, just as we royals gossiped about the people in our lives. But I had never thought about it much. Our servants were people, of course, but … they were just servants. I never thought of them having lives and thoughts and feelings of their own.
“Your Highness, it’s always been a pleasure to serve you,” Taryn finally answered. “And although I am your lady-in-waiting, I also consider you my friend, even though we’ve never addressed it directly. I would hope you consider me yours.”
“Of course, Taryn! You’ve done more for me tonight than some of the nobles I’ve grown up with.”
“Anything I’ve ever said about you to others has only been the highest praise. But, yes, people talk. And sometimes, it’s the invisible people who know the most.”
I mulled over her words as we continued our walk to town.
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Chapter Six


We made it to the town without any other trouble. The house of Taryn’s older brother, Rufan, was mostly dark, with one lone candle shining in the window. When Taryn knocked quietly on the door, it opened immediately. We slipped inside and the door closed behind us. In the darkness, I heard a bar fall into place on the door, shutting us in completely. 
The candle from the window moved, appearing in the hand of a tall, muscular man. It illuminated Rufan’s drawn face. He put a finger to his lips and pointed upstairs, indicating we should all speak quietly. 
“We thought you weren’t coming,” he told his sister. “When you didn’t make it in time for dinner, we assumed you were caught up at the palace and weren’t going to be able to visit tonight.”
She reached up and gave him a quick hug. “I’m sorry,” she said. “We had some delays trying to leave the palace.”
“We?”
Taryn stepped to the side, revealing me behind her. Rufan gasped, then bowed low. Abashed, he said, “Forgive me, Your Highness, for not greeting you properly. Welcome to our humble home. We are honored by your presence. Let me wake up my wife, and we’ll prepare—”
“It doesn’t matter,” I said, waving away his offer of hospitality. “These are strange circumstances.”
“Circumstances, Your Highness?” Rufan looked from me to his sister uncertainly.
“Rufan, I’m so sorry to put you in this position, but we need a place to stay for the night,” Taryn explained. 
“The palace is not sufficient?”
“Let’s just say, the less questions you ask, the better it will be,” Taryn said.
Rufan looked troubled, but nodded slowly. “I trust you, sister. Were you followed?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Good.” He gestured down the darkened hallway. “Come, then, and make yourself comfortable, Your Highness.” 
He held the candle higher and led us farther into the house, where he lit a small lamp and blew out the candle.
As we followed, I commented to Taryn, “I daresay, once I left the palace, I’m no longer a princess.”
“You’ll always be a princess,” Taryn said, warmly. “But in a sense, you’re right. It would be dangerous for you to be addressed or treated as such from here on out.”
Yet another odd thing to get used to, but I would have to adapt. No time like the present.
“Then I guess I’m just Jennica now,” I said, a bit sadly. “No more Your Highness or Princess.”
“Begging your pardon, Your Highness,” Taryn said. “But you might want to use a different name. Your given name is too recognizable, and it would be sure to get back to King Hendon if you used it.”
“Good point, Taryn.” I thought a minute. “What about Allayne? Since it’s one of my middle names, I’ll still answer to it.”
Taryn nodded her approval. “It’s a little old-fashioned, but much more commonly used than Jennica is.”
Rufan chimed in, “A baby girl born two weeks ago here in town was actually named Allayne. Her parents had always admired the stories.”
“Perfect, then. Allayne it is.” I felt a twinge at having yet another part of my normal life stripped away. But at the same time, being able to choose my own name felt strangely exhilarating. Like Princess Jennica was one person, and Allayne was someone else. And Allayne could be anyone she wanted to be.
Rufan’s small lamp spilled light across a wooden table in a modest kitchen, where the lone window had curtains drawn against the night. I was grateful for the imposed darkness of the kitchen; it would be harder to see any lights here in the back of the house. 
“Are you hungry, Prin … Allayne?” Rufan asked me.
I hadn’t eaten much at dinner, which felt like a lifetime ago. I was also parched after the adrenaline-filled flight from the castle. I was suddenly acutely aware of just how empty my stomach was.
“If it’s no trouble,” I told my host. 
“Not at all,” he said, carefully opening a cupboard. He reached in and grabbed something, quietly closed the cupboard, and then placed the items on the table in front of me. A sliver of cheese and a slice of bread.
“I’m sorry it’s not much,” Rufan said apologetically.
I was already tearing into the cheese. “No, this is wonderful,” I said, trying not to talk with my mouth full. 
Rufan poured some water from a pitcher into two glasses and handed one each to Taryn and me. For a few moments the little kitchen was filled with a small pool of light and the sounds of two people drinking and munching. 
“How are Patrice and the girls?” Taryn asked Rufan after she had put her glass down.
“They’re well,” Rufan said. “Now that the girls are both school-age and gone for most of the day, Patrice has a lot more energy. Until the girls come home, of course.”
Taryn smiled at that. To me, she said, “My nieces are sweet, but a handful. The youngest just started school this year and loves it. Feels like she’s a big girl ‘just like her older sister.’ And the older one is level—what? Three? Four?”
“Level Four,” Rufan confirmed.
“Oh, that’s lovely,” I said politely. “I look forward to meeting them.”
Rufan and Taryn exchanged a look with each other. “Not to be rude, Your … Miss … Allayne. It’s probably best if you don’t. My girls are very excitable. If they met someone new, they’d be liable to gossip about it with their friends.”
Instantly, I understood his hesitation. I was increasingly becoming aware of the danger I was in. As Taryn had mentioned, people—no matter their age or station—liked to talk. I would have to take extra care not to give myself away by accident, or my true identity would easily get back to King Hendon.
Rufan looked apprehensive. Lack of titles or not, I was still the princess and could enforce my will upon him.
“I understand,” I told him. He visibly relaxed.
“My wife takes the girls to school early in the morning,” he said. “After they leave, then it would be safe for you to leave your room.” 
“Look on the bright side, Allayne,” Taryn said, winking at me as she emphasized my new name. “At least we get to sleep in tomorrow.”
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Chapter Seven


Even without Rufan’s warning to avoid running into his family, I was exhausted enough from the flight from the castle that I slept in quite easily the next day. When I opened my eyes, Taryn was already up and moving about.  
“My sister-in-law and nieces have already left,” she told me. “I’ll head downstairs to find Rufan. Join us when you’ve gotten dressed.”
“Dressed?” I repeated in dismay. 
Taryn pointed at the bag. “There’s an extra change of clothes in there, if you like, or you can just wear what you wore yesterday.” 
Those clothes were piled in a heap on a side table. 
“But Taryn, I …” It seemed embarrassing to say that at nineteen, I required aid to dress myself. But it was the unfortunate truth. 
She smiled at me sympathetically. “I know, Princess.” She picked up my dress from the table and turned it front and back, showing off the simple pullover design. “When I packed your bag I took that into account. I actually gave you some of my clothes. It will be easier for you to put them on, and they won’t attract as much attention as yours would have.”
I laughed. It was my first real laugh in what felt like forever, and it felt good. “Taryn, I can’t wear your clothes! I’m the wrong size!” Taryn was several inches taller than me.
She laughed with me. “You already did,” she said, indicating last night’s outfit. “Just belt up the dress if it’s too long. When you have some extra time, you can hem up the dresses properly. I’ve included some needles and thread in the pack for you.”
“Sew?” I said it with such incredulity it caused Taryn to laugh again, this time a bit sympathetically.
“I’m afraid so,” Taryn said. “At least all those embroidery projects will finally come in handy.”
I made a face, even while laughing with her. Needlepoint was one of my least favorite activities, as several sad tapestries in the palace could attest. At least all of my fruitless hours would now serve some practical purpose. 
Taryn went downstairs, leaving me with the task of getting ready. I pulled the blue dress over my head and belted it up. Instead of fashionably hanging over the belt like it had last night, I somehow got the fabric tangled in the belt and created a pillowy second stomach for myself. Dreadful. My hair was even worse. Rummaging through the pack, I found the comb Taryn had mentioned and ran it through my tangled hair. I attempted to braid it, but that was dreadful too. I settled for pulling it up in a ribbon and added to my mental list: Learn to hem a dress. Learn to braid my hair. Learn to belt my dress properly.
Stuffing the comb back in the bag, I grabbed it and tidied the room as best I could. Since I didn’t normally—make that, ever—tidy my room back home, I sort of arranged the pillows and pulled the blankets over the bed and hoped that looked good enough. I wanted to be a good guest and was very conscious of my failings.
I found Rufan and Taryn in the kitchen, looking over a map. There was a cheerful fire burning in the hearth, and in the middle of it was—
“My red dress! My shoes!” I cried, dropping the pack on the floor and rushing over to the fire. I reached out, as if to grab my clothing back from the fire, and then pulled back. My dress and shoes were beyond saving.
“It would be better if I didn’t bring them back to the palace,” Taryn said. Getting a good look at me, she smiled and shook her head. Standing, she came over to me where I was still staring in shock at my burning finery in Rufan’s hearth. 
She deftly adjusted my outfit so I looked more presentable. “Hopefully that guard won’t remember us, but if he does, seeing me bring your dress back will just trigger his memory. And we don’t want to do that.”
Seeing the flames lick at the remnants of my beautiful dress really reminded me that I was leaving my old life behind. I saw the sense in what Taryn was saying, but it still made me sad.
“Prin … I mean, Allayne,” Rufan said gently. “Why don’t you eat breakfast and then take a look at this map with us? I think it will help you in your travels.”
Numbly, I padded over to the table and sat down, putting the fire with my former dress at my back. Rufan put a plate of food in front of me as Taryn took her place at the table again. I grabbed the bread and a liberal amount of butter, until I caught Taryn’s look of horror. Embarrassed, I tried to subtly scrape some of the butter off my knife so I was taking a smaller amount. Rufan was honoring me by putting butter on the table. I had forgotten that things like butter, which would have been considered a commonplace staple at the palace, would be expensive for non-nobility.
My gaffe went unnoticed by Rufan, who was studying the map intently. 
“My sister has told me a bit about your search,” he said. “Here is the kingdom of Calia.” He pointed out our country in the northern part of the map. “Dragons typically live in the south, unless they’re ice dragons, but those are rare.”
“My mother told me to go south to find a dragon named Joichan,” I said. “But that’s rather vague, and a lot of ground to cover. She suggested I find Kye of Orchwell.”
“That makes sense,” Rufan said. “Orchwell is known as the Land of Seekers.”
“Seekers?” 
“Yes. Everyone in Orchwell, from the poorest beggar on the street to the nobles in their fancy houses, possesses an innate ability to find things. They specialize, of course; and sometimes  what an Orchwellian is able to find is dictated by bloodline. For example, one of the oldest families in Orchwell is famous for its ability to find missing relatives. It’s not always things or people either; sometimes they can detect the slightest flavor in a glass of wine, the imperfection in a weaving, or the faintest note in a piece of music. It all depends on their distinct talent.”
“They must be very expensive to hire, if they’re so specially inclined,” I said dubiously. 
“They can be,” Rufan said. “Seekers usually get paid a small fee up front, with the rest of their payment given after the job is complete. If the queen recommended this Kye person, then perhaps they’d be willing to help you regardless of payment.”
“And perhaps knowing that a queen is paying them at the end, they’d be willing to forgo the initial advance fee.” I could only hope.
As I munched on the rest of my breakfast, Rufan showed me the road I should take to get to Orchwell and pointed out a few places I would find an inn or farmstead along the way. He estimated that it would probably take me about two days, possibly three, to get to Orchwell traveling on foot.
Now that my course was settled, I turned to Taryn. “What are you going to do back at the palace?” I asked. “How are you going to explain my absence?”
Taryn said cheerfully, “Since we have a month before your wedding, it might be prudent if the princess was busy preparing for it, don’t you think?”
I caught her meaning. Wedding tradition for Calian nobles dictated that the bride prepare for the wedding thirty days before the event. Only a close female family member, or in my case as an only child of royalty, my lady-in-waiting, could attend the bride during her preparation month. I sometimes found noble traditions stuffy and pointless, but I blessed this unforeseen advantage. 
“I’d be happy to spend my bridal month in solitude,” I smiled. “But that doesn’t give me much time to find the dragon. And what will you and Mother do when the wedding day arrives and I’m not there?”
“I’ll discuss it with Queen Melandria. I’m sure she has a plan in mind.” Although Taryn spoke confidently, I could see the worry in her eyes. 
I would have happily stayed in Rufan’s kitchen, clinging to the last remnants of familiarity. But I was also acutely aware of the day passing by, and of the danger I was sending Taryn back into.
I pushed back from the table and stood. “I suppose I should get going, then.”
Taryn and Rufan both stood along with me. 
“Let me get you some food to take with you,” Rufan said. He picked up my forgotten bag, then moved to the larder and began pulling some items out. 
I turned to Taryn and said quietly, “Perhaps, while I’m in ‘solitude,’ you could sneak my meals out here to your brother. I’d hate to see all that food go to waste.”
Taryn smiled, watching as her brother generously filled my bag to his satisfaction. “That’s a fine idea, Your … Allayne. And if my brother and his family don’t want it, there are plenty of people here who could use the extra food.”
Rufan brought my bag back and handed it to me. It was considerably heavier than when I had brought it downstairs.
“Thank you,” I said.
He nodded at me. “Safe travels.” He then turned to his sister, holding out a shiny new hair ribbon in pale blue. “I nearly forgot, Taryn. A gift from Patrice and me. She pointed it out to me this morning lying on our dresser, reminding me to give it to you; I’d never hear the end of it if I forgot after her reminder.”
Taryn laughed and took the ribbon with obvious delight. Immediately tying her hair back with it, she said, “Thank you, I love it. Blue is my favorite color.”
The three of us exited the house. I hefted the knapsack onto my shoulders and shaded my eyes, scanning my route. I was to go through the town and follow the road into the countryside, which would eventually take me to Orchwell. Taryn was to go back the way we had come, back to the castle.
“How will I contact you to find out how things are back in Calia?” I asked Taryn. “It’s not like I can send you letters from where I am. I don’t even know where I’m ultimately going.”
“Did you not learn anything over the last year?” Taryn teased me. “Use a calling spell, and you’ll be able to connect with me.”
“I don’t know how good I’ll be,” I said ruefully. “I only started learning that spell one month ago.”
“So practice,” she said. “I tucked your spell book in your bag.”
I smiled. Of course she had. Taryn always knew what I needed before I knew it myself.
She stepped toward me, then stopped, hesitating. I crossed the two extra steps and enfolded her in a hug. “Taryn, thank you,” I said to her. “For everything.”
“Be well, Princess,” she said, forgetting to drop my title. “Come back to us soon.”
I gazed down the road to Orchwell again, then the road that would have taken me back home to the castle. I looked back at Taryn. “Take care of my mother.”
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Chapter Eight


Setting off southward, I could feel the eyes of Taryn and Rufan on me as I walked away. I hadn’t made it very far when someone screamed. All of sudden the sleepy morning was punctuated by more yells and shouts as people ran toward the distraught and horrified woman, who was pointing down an alleyway just a few feet away from Rufan’s house.  
Someone grabbed my arm. I nearly screamed myself, biting it back at the last minute when I saw Taryn at my elbow. Rufan was right behind her. “What’s going on?” I asked them.
“I don’t know, but let’s find out,” Taryn said. The three of us hurried toward the growing crowd at the alley entrance.
Rufan approached a man at the back of the crowd, who was craning his neck to watch the events unfolding. “Jarrod! What’s happened?”
The man turned around when he heard his name. Seeing Rufan, he clapped him on the shoulder, greeting him and pulling him closer at the same time. “When Mistress Karna went out this morning to throw away the scraps for the dogs, she found someone lying in the alley.”
“Another one?” Rufan asked. I was briefly confused about Rufan’s comment, until I recalled what Taryn had told me the other day about the palace kitchen maid, Sava, and how Sava’s brother had been found near Rufan’s house. 
“Yes. But this … this one’s not crazy. This one is dead.” Jarrod shuddered, looking sick. Rufan and Taryn had similar looks on their faces.
“Was it …” I couldn’t even bring myself to finish. A murder? But, to my knowledge, Calia rarely had problems with violent crimes. Of course, people argued, and not everyone got along with one another. But, as a largely magical society, most people didn’t resort to physical or even magical violence to solve issues. We were the intellectual lot of the Gifted Lands—or, the know-it-all snobs, if other kingdoms were feeling uncharitable in their description—more likely to take someone to trial to win an argument instead of punch them. And there were harsh laws in place to prevent violence against those who didn’t have magic. I hadn’t heard of a murder happening in Calia at all in my lifetime, and possibly longer than that.
Noticing Taryn and me for the first time, Jarrod nodded his head at each of us, touching the brim of his hat in a gesture of respect. He frowned at me, as if trying to figure out where he had seen me before. I stiffened and ducked my head slightly, stepping behind Taryn a bit so she would draw his focus.
“It’s hard to say,” he said. “From what I’ve heard, there’s not a mark on her, but her face was frozen with her eyes wide open, looking like she had seen something awful.”
“Her? It was a woman?” Taryn asked.
“Yes, miss. Can’t be much older than either of you,” he said sadly. 
“First Sava’s brother, now this woman,” Rufan said. “And wasn’t there that weirdness with Cantin two weeks ago?”
“Yes, but Cantin’s mind was already getting a bit unhinged as he’s gotten older,” Jerrod said.
Taryn and I stepped back from the crowd as Rufan continued to ask Jerrod more questions. Taryn’s eyes were frantic as she gave me another fierce hug. “There’s something strange going on,” she said. “I don’t like it.”
“I’ll be careful,” I promised her. “I’m more worried about you back here.”
“Contact me as much as you can,” Taryn said. “I’ll feel better if we’re able to talk often.”
I agreed, and set off again. I was eager to put as much distance as possible between myself and the strange goings-on in the town, as if running away from the problem would keep it from affecting me.

      [image: image-placeholder]Several hours later, I was still on the road to Orchwell when I heard hoofbeats on the road behind me. It had been a pretty uneventful day—the only other travelers I had passed were people like me: common folk headed to either Orchwell or Calia. 
But these riders were coming down the road fast. I paused and turned, curious to see who had such urgent business. 
I caught a flash of a silver and blue caparison—the colors of Calia. Remembering my mother’s warning, I looked around
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