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The Heir of Exile can be read as a standalone fantasy novel, though I generally recommend reading the central Seeder Wars trilogy first, as this book contains major spoilers for books 1–3. That said, new readers and those already familiar with my Seeder Wars series will have very different experiences as they take on this journey, either discovering things alongside the main character, or gripping the edge of their seat at times because they’re privy to more details than she is.

Regardless of which type of reader you are, I hope you enjoy Leah for all she is, even with her faults!
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Sign up for my newsletter for updates on upcoming publications, promotions, and bonus content! (Including a FREE download of “Son & Soldier: A Seeder Short Story” at JHouserWrites.com)

Book-related merch can also be purchased on my author website!

Content Warning

Select scenes and topics in this novel may be more difficult for some readers. These topics include: violence/death, discrimination, suicide, abuse of minors, and sexual assault.

In most instances, these topics are brought up in passing or simply implied. None of the above listed situations are shown graphically on page. My intention is never to glorify or justify harmful behavior, even if a fictional character doesn’t get it quite right.

~J. Houser
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Pronunciation Guide
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People

Beata: bay-AH-tuh

Boman/Bomen: BOW-man

Camry: CAM-ree

Eleana: el-ee-AH-nuh

(Leah: LEE-uh)

Elonta: ee-LAWN-tuh

Guillen: GUY-en

Kaylah: KAY-luh

Kyas: KAI-us

Rian: ree-ann

Tobias: toe-BYE-us

(Toby: TOE-bee)



Places & Things

Boloru: bowl-OR-oo

Guenjalis: gwen-YAWL-iss

Selen: SELL-en
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Map of the Green Lands
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Prologue
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BEATA LAY IN BED, restless as the sun peeked through the windows. She smirked. It was still so majestic—life in the palace. The stained glass was intricate, the ivy-lined ceiling magical. Pondering the dreams and plans that had been set in motion, she drew a deep breath.

“Mmm, you’re awake,” Soren said in a groggy voice, wrapping his arm around her.

“You are astonishingly perceptive.” She rolled over for a kiss.

He grinned. “How are you doing?”

She wrinkled her nose. “I’ve been better.”

“I know what always makes me feel better.” He nuzzled her neck.

She laughed. “Yeah, well, I don’t think that cures maternal sickness. Pretty sure that’s what caused it.”

“Damn right it is.” He moved over, straddling her.

She sighed, gazing into his stunning green eyes. “I don’t really feel like it right now.”

He pursed his lips. “What was it you said when I asked you to marry me? ‘I’ll do what you want, be what you want.’ You gave me an oath.”

They stared at each other for a moment before she replied. “Yes. That’s what I said. And I’ll stick to that. I didn’t say no. But that doesn’t mean I can’t be open with you and give you a chance to pretend like you’re considering my feelings now and then.”

He rocked his head back and forth. “Mmm, maybe that’s true.” He leaned forward, giving her another kiss. “We should talk, anyway.”

“What about?”

He rested his hands on her stomach. “You ... and the baby. And what we’ll do if they take on the palace again.”

Beata raised her eyebrows. “You’ve tripled security. You’ve dismissed or killed half of the servants and guards to weed out the disloyal ones. You’re still worried?”

He shrugged. “You know me. I like to have plans.”

“I intend to stay here. By your side. You don’t have to worry about my loyalty.”

“I don’t want you here if it happens. Your aides have been instructed on where to take you if we’re under attack.”

She scowled. “I’m not running away like a coward.”

“I’m the king, dammit.”

“And I’m the queen.”

His eyes narrowed. “You’re a queen because I made you one. You don’t control the Vines.”

She resented that reminder, staring into his cold eyes. His position of authority was just as precarious as hers. “I’m a queen because we made me one. It might have been your idea, but we both,” she lowered her voice, “did things we can’t speak about to get here. Don’t talk down to me.”

He nodded in thought. “I won’t budge on this one. Not when it comes to my child.”

“Our child.”

His jaw clenched, and a signature spark rose in his eyes. “You’ll leave as I order you to.”

She’d never been afraid of his temper. “This kingdom needs a united front.”

He raised his voice. “Did I stutter?”

She closed her eyes, breathing deeply. Hopefully it would never come to that. Soren’s plans were well thought out. “I’ll follow your orders.”

His smile returned. “That’s what I wanted to hear.”

Her lips formed a hint of a grin. “I love you.”

“I love you too. I always knew I was picking a strong girl. You just have to remember our deal.” He leaned forward again, nibbling her ear. “Now, should I stay in bed, or should I find out if one of the new maids wants to see what it’s like to please her king?”

Beata wasn’t even fazed by that threat. She knew the man she’d married. He’d never devoutly promised to be faithful. But when possible, she always preferred to keep him happy and closer to her. “Stay with me.”
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Chapter 1
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LEAH LOVED TO SHOP, though not in the same way her peers did. Not with a gaggle of gossipy girls, browsing through the pretty things and emptying their parents’ bank accounts.

Leah loved it for the thrill.

Pulling down her hoodie sleeves, Leah glanced around to make sure the coast was clear, then picked her target. She placed her hands on the edge of the store shelf, where they could clearly be seen by someone passing by or a hidden security camera. Not as easily spotted were the vines she extended from her wrists. Green vines peeked out, as thick as her pinky, lined with several small leaves. She reached them forward, grasping the small trinkets she was aiming for on the shelf below, and reeled them in, smoothly tucking them into her sleeves. With her vines fully retracted, she moved her hands to her pants pockets and let the items slide down her sleeves.

She grinned and walked to the next aisle. The rush always lasted from the moment she picked her first target, to the moment she unloaded it all in her bedroom. Every time. Without fail. She didn’t even really care for half of the items she’d take.

Spotting her next targets—bottles of nail polish—she followed her usual routine. One of the bottles tipped over, and she focused on flexing harder, picking it back up. Her deformities had some perks, but a good grip wasn’t always one of them. She tucked away the first pair of polishes and sized up the other colors, deciding if she wanted to add any others to her collection.

A sudden pain in Leah’s ear took her by surprise. She clenched her teeth in anger.

“Put them all back!” the woman hissed while pinching Leah’s earlobe.

Leah stood stiff, scowling. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Don’t be a brat. I saw you do it. Empty your pockets. Now.”

Leah rolled her eyes. “Fine. If you promise not to tell Mom.” She glared at her Aunt Cheryl.

Aunt Cheryl glared back. “I don’t keep secrets from your mother. Would you rather face her, or the cops?”

Leah sneered. “Would you rather me walk out with a few items, or have the cops find out about our family of freaks?”

Cheryl pinched and twisted her ear harder.

“Ouch!” Leah reached into her pockets. “Fine.” She dumped her pilfered treasures onto the shelf, and her aunt released her ear, giving her a shove in the direction of the store exit.

They marched out of the store without purchasing anything, not saying a word until they got in the car.

“Buckle your seat belt!” Aunt Cheryl was always uptight. She hated Leah, and she hated the world. Sometimes it seemed she even hated her own sister, Leah’s mom.

Leah buckled her seat belt. “None of the stuff I had was even that expensive. The store writes off that kind of stuff without a second thought.”

“You’re a disgrace,” Cheryl muttered without taking her eyes off of the road. “Just like your father.”

Leah looked down at her lap. It was a complex insult. Cheryl had made it clear she’d never been fond of Leah’s dad. She seemed to blame him for things her own mom didn’t. Why that was, Leah never knew.

But Leah smirked a little at being compared to him. They so rarely talked about him. All she knew was her dad had been a good man. A man who had loved her and her mom, worked hard, and been ambitious. And died far too young, in a tragic accident at work before Leah was born. And that she’d inherited his stunning green eyes. That was all her mom would ever tell her.

Fighting a frown, and the ache of never having met him, she kept her smile. She’d imagined a million times what it would have been like to grow up with a dad. She’d always painted a picture of what their relationship would have been like. He would have been the kind of dad to step away from demanding work to play with her, to talk with her. He would have been there to stand up for her when she’d needed it, and to provide more stability in her childhood.

“Did my dad know about our deformity?” Leah asked, running a thumb across her wrist.

Cheryl pursed her lips. “Never mind him. We just moved to a new city. Why is that?”

Leah gazed out the window as they passed unfamiliar buildings. “Because you and Mom like to see new places?”

Cheryl threw her a dirty look. “Or perhaps it’s because you don’t know what it means to stay out of trouble! Do you want to move again already? Then get caught shoplifting again. Sneak a boy into your room again. Get kicked out of school again. Have someone other than me spot you using those things. Might as well stop unpacking if you’re going to do this.”

Leah shook her head. “You and Mom use them, too. Don’t pretend you don’t, when you think I’m not looking and you’re multitasking.”

Cheryl huffed, braking at a stop sign. “We might extend them in private. That’s a completely different story, Eleana!”

Leah rolled her eyes again, and stared out the car window for the rest of the ride.

Stupid family secrets. Stupid rules.

***

As they pulled up to their house, Leah sighed. Her mom was already home. Both she and Cheryl worked full-time, on different schedules, so Leah was always supervised when she was home. They treated her like she was a baby, or a psychopath or something. Sixteen was plenty old enough to be left alone. She could admit to herself that she hadn’t exactly done anything to earn their trust, but maybe if they backed off a little, she wouldn’t act the way she did. At least not as often.

Navigating her way through a maze of boxes and furniture, Leah took a sharp left after the living room, heading down the main hallway, straight to her room. She sat on her bed, staring at the bright orange comforter. As much as she pretended it didn’t bother her, she hated moving again too.

A soft knock on the door announced what she’d known was coming—the lecture following Cheryl’s tattling. “It’s unlocked.”

Her mom opened the door, disappointment painting her face. While Leah had her dad’s eyes, she shared her mom’s short thin nose and jet-black hair.

“Hi, princess,” her mom said.

Leah bit her lip, her head cocking to one side. “Hi.”

Her mom entered the room, closing the door behind her and sitting on the edge of the bed. “Why’d you do it?”

Leah tucked her knees up, hugging them. “You wouldn’t have to ask that question if Aunt Cheryl knew how to keep her mouth shut.”

Her mom scolded her with her eyes. “Aunt Cheryl is keeping you out of trouble. And this isn’t about her. This is about your behavior.”

“She hates me.”

Her mom frowned. “She doesn’t hate you, sweetheart. And ... we owe her a lot. You need to be nice to her.”

Leah gritted her teeth. “Whatever.” Whenever her mom was physically and emotionally present, she was there for Leah. Despite all the trouble she’d gotten into, her mom usually believed her. Except when it came to Aunt Cheryl. Then again, Aunt Cheryl never threw her most venomous insults in front of Leah’s mom, never laid a hand on her in her mom’s presence.

“So, why did you do it? You have an allowance. You could have bought those things.”

Leah shrugged, avoiding eye contact.

“And using your vines in public?”

Leah bit the insides of her cheeks.

“Sweetheart, we’re just trying to keep you safe.”

Leah’s eyebrows bunched. “Is that it? You think a mob’s going to come after us because we’re a little different? Because it seems to me it’s less about safety, and more about being ashamed of yourself, and your own daughter.”

A disheartened look crossed her mom’s face. “Eleana, I’m not ashamed of you. It’s ... complicated. Some things should be kept private.”

Yeah... Private. Suck it up.

“Can you please just try to behave and make some friends here? I’m so tired of moving.”

Leah stared at her mom, then went back to looking at the bedding. Make friends? When we’ll probably just move in a few months anyway? She traced the flower pattern on the comforter with a finger. She’d screwed up a lot. But not all of the moves were her fault. Sometimes, they’d pick up and leave without any explanation at all.

“Princess? Sweetheart?”

Leah met her mom’s gaze.

“I love you—you know that. And you’re bright. You could have so many friends, if you’d try a little more.”

Leah shook her head. “Friends that I can’t allow to know the real me, right? I’m pretty sure I could join a circus. That would make some good money, and then I’d have plenty of friends that are freaks just like me.”

Her mom sighed, rubbing her temple. “You’re not a freak. I love that you have something special about you. I know you don’t understand my opinion on this, but I’m absolutely not ashamed of your vines, or you.” She rested a hand on Leah’s. “And what’s different about you, physically—that doesn’t define you. If you want people to know the real you, let them see how smart you are, how sweet you can be ... when you want to be.”

Leah gnawed on her bottom lip. “I’ll try to do better.”

Her mom gave her a half-smile. “That’s all I’m asking. Now...” She tapped Leah’s knee. “Since Aunt Cheryl returned empty-handed, and we don’t have any groceries, how about we order something in? Celebrate a fresh start? Anything you want.”

***

The first day of school was never fun. Especially when it was Leah’s first day at a new school that had already been in session for three weeks. When ‘Eleana Edwards’ came up on each roll call, she had to inform her teachers she preferred to go by Leah. And she tried her best to stay positive, but it didn’t come easy.

At lunch, she found a half-empty table in the cafeteria and sat down by herself, digging into her small basket of fries. She hadn’t even eaten two bites before a pair of girls approached. They claimed seats across from her without even asking if she’d wanted them to.

“Hi. You’re new, right? I’m Jackie, and this is Tina.”

Leah finished her bite, looking the two of them over. They both donned bright smiles—a brunette and a blonde. She didn’t need a pair of Mary Sues to pick her up as a charity case. Without a word, she stood, grabbed her tray, and walked away.

Finding a door to the outdoor courtyard, she took her tray outside. It was a beautiful day, and she loved the outdoors anyway. Near the far corner, Leah spotted an empty table and sat down to finish her meal in solitude. While she picked at her food, her mom’s plea sounded in her ears: she should be trying to make friends. But she wasn’t a pathetic loner, and she wasn’t desperate.

Though, she did enjoy eavesdropping on a table of guys sitting behind her. They were a bit raucous, but it was entertaining.

“You guys still coming over tonight?” one asked.

“Yeah, you can count on me.”

“Of course we can. His crush is gone.” A different voice snickered.

“You’re an idiot. I barely knew her.”

“Take it from a bowman that’s lived here his entire life: don’t waste your time with the green-eyed girls. You never know when they’re gonna get sick and have to leave for the rest of the school year.”

Leah furrowed her brow. What’s wrong with girls that have green eyes? And are they seriously making fun of sick girls? Is that supposed to be a jab at eating disorders or something? She adjusted her position to see the guys out of the corner of her eye. None of the trio were particularly distinctive—all brunets, average height and appearance.

“Yeah, well, I’m a bowman too. But if I was actually interested, that wouldn’t stop me. I could see them when I go back home.” He took a drink from a soda can. “I’m just saying, I barely knew her. It’s not like we had a thing.”

“Sure you did. You’re a momma’s boy,” one teased with a smug grin.

“Momma’s boy?” He raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah. She’s a green-eye, right? You’ve got a soft spot for them.”

Both of the other guys instantly looked perturbed.

“That’s not cool, man.”

The guy the teasing had been aimed at spoke again. “Screw you, Tanner.”

Tanner rolled his eyes. “Come on, Marcus. Learn to take a joke.”

“You thought she was cute, too.” Marcus scowled. “Don’t be a dick.”

Tanner shrugged. “I can appreciate a pretty face without wanting to date her. I’m old school.”

Marcus sat straighter, narrowing his eyes. “How old school? Why are you even here? Socializing with the likes of us?”

Tanner frowned. “I did not mean that. You know I’m not like that. My parents never would have let me come here if we thought that way.”

Should Leah be minding her own business? Yes. But these guys were ... weird. Intriguing. She left her tray, turning and sliding into the empty seat at their table. They all looked surprised at her uninvited appearance.

She rested her chin on a fist. “What’s wrong with girls that have green eyes? I happen to think they’re beautiful.” She batted her lashes to show off her favorite feature, making a point.

All three guys immediately donned smirks. The one whose name she hadn’t heard yet—the shorter of the three—did a poor job of stifling a laugh.

She squinted at him. “What’s your name?”

“Jake.”

“Well, Jake,” she stole a fry from his tray, “did you know only two percent of the population has green eyes? I’d say that’s pretty unique.” She bit into the room-temperature fry.

His smile grew. “Fun fact. A statistic I’m sure is true for some parts of the world.”

She shook her head. “Worldwide.”

He still wore a contented grin. “Okay.”

“So?” She lifted her eyebrows.

“I’m Marcus,” the one sitting opposite her said. His hair had a bit of a curl to it. “And who are you?”

She faced him. “Leah.”

“Don’t worry about these two idiots. They didn’t mean anything by it.”

Jake and Tanner shrugged.

“Right...” Now it was awkward, with them clamming up. She wasn’t going to move back to her table, and she wasn’t going to head back inside for the rest of lunch. She twisted to grab her lunch tray and continued eating with them. “So ... I just moved here. What’s there to do in this city?”

Jake took a bite of his hamburger. “Mmm, that’s a question for me.” He pointed a thumb to himself. “These two are both new here this year.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I’m foreign exchange this year,” Tanner said. His hair was a lighter brown than the others.

She detected no accent. “Where from?”

Jake grinned. “Yeah, Tanner. Where from?”

Tanner rolled his eyes. “Canada.”

Leah smirked. “Very exotic.”

He scowled.

“What about you, Marcus?”

He stabbed at his side salad with a fork. “Oh, I’m spending a year with my grandparents.”

“And what brings you here?” Jake asked.

Leah wore a grin of her own. “My mom didn’t approve of my friends or extracurricular activities in our last place.”

Tanner smiled. “Sounds like fun.”

Jake raised an eyebrow. “Sounds like trouble.”

She looked at Marcus, curious whether he had an assessment as the bell rang.

He took another swig of his soda. “Sounds like it’s time to head to class.”
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Chapter 2
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LEAH STOOD AT STUDENT PICKUP, waiting for Aunt Cheryl to come get her at the end of the day.

“Hey. It’s Leah, right?”

The voice belonged to none other than her new acquaintance. “Yeah. Marcus, right?”

He nodded, tugging on the straps of his backpack. He wore a dark grey crewneck t-shirt. “I hope you weren’t offended by what the guys were saying earlier. It’s more of an inside joke than anything. They don’t actually look down on people with green eyes.”

“Good to know.”

He smiled. “Yeah. Kind of a stupid thing to judge someone by.”

She chuckled. “Yeah. That would be.”

They stood awkwardly for a little while, teenage giggles and chatter, and cars driving by, filling the silence between them.

“So ... no car?” he asked.

“Nope. My aunt picks me up. You?”

He shook his head. “Grandparents.”

“What did you guys mean when you were talking? You and Jake said something about being bowmen?”

Marcus smirked. “Oh, you heard that? Eavesdrop much?”

She shrugged. “The conversation was interesting enough, and you weren’t exactly whispering. So, what does it mean?”

He scanned her face. “What do you think it means?”

She scoffed. “I’m the one that’s asking, right? I don’t know. Are you talking, like, bows and arrows?”

He looked down, scuffing the sole of his shoe on the cement. “Yeah. You’re right. Jake and I, uh, both like to shoot bows.”

“Doesn’t that make you archers? Is bowmen even the right term?”

Marcus swatted a hand in the air dismissively. “It’s a nerd hobby, anyway.”

“No, I think that actually sounds really cool.” She tilted her head slightly, looking into his brown eyes. She’d never met anyone who knew how to shoot a bow. “Would you mind if I came sometime to check it out?”

His cheeks reddened. “Yeah, we could totally do that.”

She smiled. “That sounds like way more fun than hitting a movie theater in a new town. What’s your number?”

They exchanged numbers right before Aunt Cheryl arrived in her red sedan.

“Cool. Text me.” She smiled again, tucking her phone in her pocket, and hopped in the car.

“How was your first day?” Cheryl asked. Her voice was neutral despite the perma-scowl wrinkles on her face.

Leah rolled her eyes. “Like you care.”

***

Leah sat at the small desk in her room, snacking on sour-cream-and-onion potato chips, sorting through her homework.

“Hey, sweetheart. I’m home.” Her mom appeared in the doorway.

“Hi. How was work?”

Her mom opened her eyes wide. “Adult jobs ... full of thrills.”

Leah chuckled. Her mom had worked a number of jobs over the years. She didn’t complain about any of them all that much, nor was she enamored with any of them. Her current job in this new city was as a receptionist at a car rental.

“How was your first day of school?”

Leah closed her textbook. “It was school.”

“I see you’re doing homework?”

Leah twisted in her chair. “I’m not a complete failure, you know.”

Her mom frowned, tilting her head forward. “I never said you were.”

Leah returned her focus to her American History papers.

“Make any new friends today?”

She mentally ran through her day. “Yeah. I think so.”

“Someone I’d approve of?”

Leah laughed. “Yeah. Pretty sure he’s a Boy Scout.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Want to come help me make dinner?”

Leah clamped the bag of chips closed. “Sure.”

They stood in the kitchen, Leah’s mom stirring a pot on the stove, Leah picking through a bag of spinach for salad.

“So, you said your new friend is a boy? Are we talking boyfriend potential? Or boy that’s a friend?”

Leah sniggered. “I’m definitely thinking the latter. What about you? Any dashing suitors at your work?”

“Oh, you know me. I am not looking to date. I don’t need anyone in my life other than you.”

Leah frowned, leaning back against the counter. “But is that healthy? I mean it when I say I wouldn’t hold it against you. You deserve to be happy.”

She wished her mom would go to therapy, would talk about her problems. Would even allow Leah to go to therapy. But they’d put that idea to bed years ago. Her mom had resolutely declared that therapists were useless. They just turned your own questions back on you and meddled in people’s business when they ought not to.

Her mom faced her with a forced smile. “No one in this world could compare to your father. I’m really not interested in dating right now.”

Leah bit her lip. “Why won’t you ever talk about my dad?”

Her mom dodged eye contact, looking at the tile floor. “I talk about him.”

“You’ve never even told me his name or shown me a picture of him. Do you know how weird that is? Sometimes I feel like he was a one-night stand and you’re just ashamed you don’t actually know who he is. And if that’s the truth, I’m old enough for you to say so.”

Her mom scowled. “Don’t you dare think that of me, of us. We were legally married. We dated for years before we got engaged. And I’ve told you—we lost a lot of things in that house fire when you were a baby. I’m sorry I don’t have more for you.”

“Okay,” Leah whispered.

Her mom lightly rested a hand on Leah’s arm. “Princess, I know you want more. And someday, we’ll talk more about it, alright?” She closed her eyes. “Just ... not right now.”

Leah sighed, trying to move on from the topic of perpetual vagueness. It hurt, after all these years, that her mom still hadn’t gotten over his death. That it was too painful to talk about him.

After dinner, Marcus texted to see if Leah had Friday evening free to go shooting, and they set a time. It brought a smile to her face, giving her a fun new experience to look forward to.

***

The next day at school, Leah considered where she’d sit at lunch. She could try to make more friends, but that required effort. And caring. She took her lunch straight out to the courtyard, and sat at the table she had the day before, by herself.

The trio from the day before sat at their table again. Marcus glanced at her a couple of times. “Do you want to sit with us, Leah?”

She waved her hand while finishing a bite. “No, I’m good.”

He shrugged. “Okay.”

She thought it over again, then picked up her tray and joined them. “So ... will you be there Friday, Jake?”

He was visibly confused. “Friday?”

Marcus cleared his throat. “Oh, um ... yeah. We’re going to go do archery. Leah and I talked about how you and I like to shoot, after she overheard us talking yesterday about being bowmen.”

Jake smirked. “Sad to say, I’m otherwise engaged. Love a good bow and arrow.” He slapped Marcus hard on the back. “And my skills could never compare to this guy’s. He’s a regular Robin Hood, this one.”

Marcus shook his head, looking Leah straight in the eyes. “That’s a major exaggeration.”

Tanner laughed. “No, it’s not. He’s seriously impressive!”

Marcus threw him a dark look. “Shut up.”

Leah grinned at their teasing. Now she really wondered how talented he was at the sport.

***
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By the time Friday rolled around, Leah was definitely looking forward to her first time at an archery range. It was a nice break from homework and unpacking. Marcus swung by to pick her up, briefly meeting her mom and sharing the range’s address before being allowed to take Leah.

Marcus looked all sorts of nervous on the drive out to the archery range. “This’ll be my first time coming here. You know, since I’m new in town.”

She nodded. “Cool. How many years have you done archery? I don’t think I’ve known anyone that shoots.”

“Oh, really? Yeah. I guess it’s not that popular. Pretty cool little niche though, right?”

She smiled. “I guess we’ll see.”

An electronic bell dinged as they walked in the front door of the archery shop, and an employee quickly greeted them. Leah surveyed the area while he guided them to the counter. In the main lobby area, well over a dozen round racks were crowded with bows and clothes, most of the clothes camouflage or neon orange. Hanging high on the walls were different styles of decoys, targets, and a few mounted taxidermy animals—not exactly Leah’s cup of tea. Looking past the products for purchase, she caught a glimpse of the shooting range. At the end of a long room lit by overhead fluorescent lights, bales of hay had been stacked to the ceiling. A number of targets were secured to the bales.

“Yeah, we’re wanting to rent some bows to shoot,” Marcus said.

“Right this way.” The employee directed them to a sign behind the counter, and quoted prices. “Do you have a preference?”

Marcus’s hands were shoved in his pockets, his arms rigid. “I left mine at home. I’m not sure what the best rental equivalent would be.”

“What’s your weight?” the man asked.

“Um ... one-fifty?”

The man smirked. “Right... You say your bow’s at home?”

Marcus cleared his throat. “Yeah. You know, it’s her first time. Maybe you could recommend a good option for a first-time shooter?”

The man kept grinning, facing Leah. “Alright, now, it’s up to you. We have a lot of nice compounds, but I’m of the camp that believes a beginner should start with a recurve.” He pointed to a row of more basic-looking equipment—these bows were made of wood. “Simpler to start off with.”

She shrugged. “Then we’ll go with that.”

The man turned back to Marcus. “Would you like to go the same route?”

“Yeah. Sure. Why not?”

They pulled the string back on a couple of bows each, landing on something that gave a comfortable resistance. The employee went over the rules of the range and set them up with all sorts of other rental accessories. He tried to explain some of the basics, but Marcus thanked him and said they could handle it from there. “It’s really not that hard,” he told Leah.

She let him go first. His first shot went wild, finding its place in a hay bale absolutely nowhere near the target. “Just takes a little getting used to. You know, using one that’s not mine.” The second shot had him clenching his teeth and grasping his arm where the string had hit it.

“Hold your arm straight, kid,” a white-haired man shooting nearby called out. “And wear your armguard. Gonna hurt like the dickens if you do it that way, especially being double-jointed.”

Marcus rolled his eyes, taking a little more time to aim and shoot a couple more arrows. Neither hit their mark, but he had a nice red spot where the string had gotten him again.

Leah fought a smirk. He was clearly a fish out of water. But he figured out where the aforementioned armguard belonged, strapping on the piece of leather he’d tossed on a folding chair behind him, onto the developing welt.

“Choose an anchor point and stick with it,” the older man called out.

Marcus shook his head, his nostrils flaring. Leah frowned. It was kind of fun to watch him suffer, since he’d obviously lied. But he was a nice guy; maybe he deserved a break.

She slipped on her armguard. “How about I take a turn?”

“Yeah.” He set his bow down. “Maybe I’m just nervous with everyone watching me.”

Leah picked up one of the other accessories they’d been given—a leather finger guard. Her arrows had neon-green and orange plastic fletching instead of feathers. Picking one up, she rested it in position on the bow, clicking it onto the string with the plastic nock at the end. She placed her pointer finger on the string, above the arrow nock. She then rested her middle and ring fingers underneath, as the employee had briefly demonstrated, the leather guard separating her fingers from the string. Closing one eye, she carefully pulled the string back; there was a springy resistance. Once it was pulled all the way back, she did her best to line up the arrow with her target.

As she released her grip, the string snapped forward, and her arrow launched across the room. From yards away, she thought she could hear the rip of paper as it punched through. She’d hit the target. Kind of. The arrow jutted from the bottom right corner of the paper her target was printed on, not actually having hit any of the rings.

She tried again and didn’t do much better, until she asked for a few pointers from the elderly gentleman so eager to help. She asked Marcus if he wanted to go again, but he declined. By the end, her arrows were still scattered, but they were forming tighter groupings with more practice. She insisted Marcus try again with one more round before they took off. He reluctantly obliged, redeeming himself with a couple of decent shots.

They approached the counter to return their equipment and pay. Marcus had tossed his target in the trash after retrieving it; Leah held hers to take home, marking her first experience with archery.

She reached for her wallet.

Marcus held up a hand. “No, I’ve got it.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, I’m good.”

The employee grinned as he took the bows over the counter. “We’ve got affordable lessons, if you two are interested.”

Marcus pressed his lips together. “Thanks. How much was it for tonight?”

Leah smiled. “Hey, I’m going to use the restroom before we head out.” She turned the corner and stopped to eavesdrop once the employee started talking again.

“Word to the wise? If you’re going to lie to impress a girl, do a bit more research if you’re going to pick something like archery. Or take her to something a little less complex, like bowling.”

Marcus huffed. “Yeah. Thanks.”

“Oh, yeah. And in case you two want to come back: your weight? You were pulling thirty-five pounds back there; your girl was pulling thirty.”

Leah stifled a laugh and headed to the bathroom, folding her target and slipping it into her back pocket.

Returning to the lobby, she found Marcus browsing the different displays of equipment. She leaned in close. “Looking to add to your collection?”

He jumped and spun, smirking. “Yeah. Definitely.”

She bit her lip and laughed. “Let’s head out.”

They got back to the truck and buckled up.

“So ... not an archer?” She raised an eyebrow.

His face was red. “Picked up on that, did ya?”

She laughed again, and he joined in this time.

He rubbed his forehead. “I’m sorry. That was stupid. Hands down my worst date. I mean, not that you, obviously, you know, just... I promise I don’t usually lie.”

She pursed her lips. “Is that what this was? A date?”

His eyes shot up to meet hers. “No. I mean. No. I don’t know why I said that. Obviously just a hangout.”

She shrugged. “We can call it a date if you want to.”

He rolled his eyes. “I know how to get a proper date, thank you very much. I don’t need you calling it one out of pity.”

She rubbed the knee of her jeans, feeling awful about this train wreck of an evening. “Date or not, how about ending it with frozen yogurt? My treat.”

He smiled at the olive branch. “Sure.”

They sat down to eat their frozen yogurt in a shop bustling with families and couples.

“So ... why did you lie?”

He held his bowl against the welt on his arm. “It’s ... complicated.”

“What does that actually mean, then? Bowman?”

“It’s a nickname, really.” He stabbed at his dessert. “Just another inside joke.”

She picked out a spoonful of fruit boba, allowing the juicy spheres to pop in her mouth. “But you’re not going to tell me? Lots of inside jokes. Is it a perverted guy thing, and that’s why you’re not telling me?”

He shook his head. “No. Not at all. Just don’t worry about it. It’s stupid. Seriously.”

Hmm. “Okay. So, let’s talk green eyes. The guys said your mom has green eyes?”

He rocked his head side to side. “More or less.”

“And you have brown eyes, so that must mean your dad has brown eyes.”

“No. Actually, my dad has blue eyes.”

She hesitated, having learned a thing or two about genetics and eye color. “Green and blue eyes are recessive traits. Sorry to tell you, but...”

He wore a soft smile. “It doesn’t matter. I’m adopted.”

“Oh. Okay. It was about to get awkward if you didn’t know that.” She chuckled. Her tone got more serious. “Either way, sorry to hear that.”

He furrowed his brow, swallowing another spoonful. “Why would you apologize?”

“Well ... I just know that can be a sensitive topic for some people.”

Marcus shook his head, scooping another bite of his frozen yogurt. “My parents love me. I’m really okay with it.”

“That’s enough for you? Do you have any memories or information about your birth parents?”

He drew a deep breath, looking down at his treat.

“Sorry, I really shouldn’t ask.”

He wrinkled his nose. “It’s fine. Is it enough?” He met her eyes. “Most days. I don’t remember my birth parents, and I have no desire to ever meet them.”

She nodded pensively. “I guess I’m curious because I never got to meet my dad. He died before I was born. It’s always just been my mom and aunt and me.”

He gave her a sympathetic frown. “Sorry, that sucks.”

“Yeah. Luck of the draw, right?”

Marcus sat up straighter. “Well, anyway ... what about you and your hobbies? You were ... vague.”

She’d been right about him being a Boy Scout if he’d been that embarrassed about a little white lie over archery. “I don’t think it’s your style.”

He gave her a dimpled smirk. “Alright, we both get to keep some secrets. Fair enough.” He pointed his spoon at her. “But ... fun fact: I’m actually decent at throwing knives.”

“Intriguing. And we didn’t do that tonight, instead of that shameful display at the archery range, because...?”

He chuckled. “Because I was already committed to that lie.”

“Here’s a free tip.” She raised her eyebrows high. “You suck at lying, almost as much as you suck at archery. And that’s saying something. Stick to the truth, Squeaky Clean.”

He widened his eyes. “I can promise you that.”

Their playful banter was interrupted by a call on Leah’s cell. Her mom.

She sighed, picking it up. “Hi. Yes. Sorry. We’ll be back soon. Chill. Love you too.”

She rolled her eyes after hanging up. “Sorry, my mom is a tad overprotective.” It wasn’t like she hadn’t already texted her mom to check in at the archery range, per her mom’s usual paranoid requirements...

“No worries. Let’s head out.”

Marcus drove Leah back to her house. “Sorry again,” he said while putting the truck into park.

“Don’t be. It was still a lot of fun.”

“Cool. Well, since this is not a date, I’m going to stay here and not walk you up to the door.”

She smiled. “Have a good night. See you at school.”
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Chapter 3
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LEAH’S MOM FURROWED HER BROW upon her return from the frozen yogurt shop. “You know the rules, Eleana.”

Leah threw her hands into the air, sitting across from her in the living room. “I know. I’m sorry. You’re the one that tracks my phone, anyway. Why I even have to check in with you is beyond me.”

Her mom rubbed her temples. “I shouldn’t have to track your phone. I should be able to count on you letting me know when your plans have changed!”

“We went out for frozen yogurt afterward. It’s not a big deal.”

“Maybe not to you. But I have my rules to keep you safe!”

Leah raised an eyebrow. “To keep me safe? Is that it? Or is it because you don’t trust me? Although, even if you trusted me, I have a feeling you’d still monitor every last detail of my life. It’s not about safety. It’s control you want.”

Her mom shook her head. “You may not like my rules, but you’re afforded plenty of freedom. Maybe too much freedom.”

She glared at her mom. “I already said I was sorry. It was an innocent mistake. Can we be done now?”

Her mom slumped back in her chair. “Yes. Go.”

***
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Leah beat the guys to the lunch table on Monday. They were already in the thick of a conversation as they joined her.

“Come on, man,” Tanner said. “It would be really cool to attend. Just think about it.”

“No.” Marcus furrowed his brow. “And it’s super awkward that you would even ask.”

Leah nibbled on a french fry, curious about the topic of the day. “So ... what’s this exciting event?”

Marcus opened a can of soda. “My older brother’s getting married.”

Leah looked at Tanner, surprised. “You’re inviting yourself to a wedding? Isn’t that weird? And why? Weddings are boring.” She dipped another fry in ketchup.

Tanner leaned forward. “Hear me out. The bride’s side is going to have hardly anyone there, anyway. I could totally blend in. And there’s going to be some pretty big names attending! I’m just saying, it would be cool.”

She took a swig of water. “Big names? Like actors and musicians, or boring politicians?”

Marcus shot a dirty look at Tanner. “It doesn’t matter. You’re not invited.”

Tanner appealed to Jake. “C’mon. You have to agree with me on this.”

Jake shook his head before shoveling a huge bite of pizza into his mouth. “Not my thing. Sorry.”

Tanner huffed and dug into his lunch as well.

“Why isn’t the bride going to have many people attending?” Leah asked.

Marcus looked down at his tray as he answered. “It’s a long way for them to travel.”

She picked up a fork for her side salad. “Then shouldn’t the wedding come to them?”

“It’s ... complicated. My mom has a thing with her health. She can’t really travel, either.”

Leah gave him a sympathetic frown. “Sorry, that sucks. Kinda rock and a hard place, huh?”

“Somehow, I think they’ll all survive,” Tanner drawled.

They moved on to another topic as they plowed through their meals. With a few minutes left, Jake perked up. “Hey, I almost forgot. How did archery go this weekend?”

Marcus and Leah exchanged a small grin.

“It was great!” Leah exaggerated. “I was really impressed. You guys were right.”

Tanner and Jake looked at her in full disbelief. Marcus’s grin grew to a smirk as he focused on his tray.

Tanner clicked his tongue, stacking the garbage on his tray. “Why do I have a hard time believing that?”

Leah put a hand to her heart. “I’m not even kidding. Really talented. And frankly, the best date I’ve ever been on.”

Marcus’s eyes shot up, narrowing.

She bit her lip, reaching across the table and stroking the back of his hand. “Best kisser, too.” In the split second it took his face to turn beet red, she winked and grabbed her tray, standing up. “But maybe I’ve said too much. I’ll see you guys later.” She sauntered away, suppressing a laugh.

***
[image: image]


At the end of the school day, Leah waited for Aunt Cheryl to pick her up again.

“Why did you do that?” Marcus asked as he approached.

“Do what?” she asked with a grin.

“Lie. About everything.” He gave her a disapproving look.

She laughed. “Because sometimes it’s fun to stretch the truth.”

He rolled his eyes.

“Come on, Squeaky Clean.”

He glared. “Don’t call me that.”

She gently nudged his arm. “I didn’t mean anything by it. I was just having fun.”

“Whatever.” He pulled out his phone, scrolling through messages.

She frowned. “Are you really mad at me? I didn’t lie about having fun on Friday. I meant that.”

He met her gaze. “Fine. Whatever.” He returned his focus to his phone.

She gave him a warm smile. “You’re kinda cute when you’re flustered. We’ll talk tomorrow? I’ll let the guys know I was joking.”

He sighed as his grandma pulled up in a white minivan. He shoved his phone into his pocket. “Yeah. See you tomorrow.”

***

Leah smoothed things over with Jake and Tanner the next day so things were less awkward by the time lunch ended. At the end of the day, she sorted through her locker, packing her backpack.

“Hey, so this is your hallway, huh?” Marcus said, stopping to chat.

“Yep. Guess you found me.”

“I was just passing by, but I wanted to say thanks for—”

While she was paying attention to Marcus, one of her books on the top shelf tipped over. Without even thinking about it, she extended a vine to balance it before it tumbled from her locker.

“What the freak, Leah!” he whispered, eyeing her wrist.

She panicked, having slipped and been caught. Another screwup. Another move across the country. Her heart raced. “I don’t know what you think you saw, but you’re wrong.” She scowled. “And I’m not a freak!”

His eyes narrowed. “I never said you were.” He glanced around, continuing in a whisper. “But you can’t just pull out your vines in public like that. Not around humans!”

She read his face while rubbing her wrist. He... This doesn’t make any sense. He actually knows about the deformities? And... If there was one thing Leah hated more than moving and making new friends, it was feeling stupid, being out of the loop. “You’re right. I should be more careful.”

He cocked his head. “Ya think? Don’t screw it up for us.”

She shook her head, still trying to understand his reaction. “Yeah. Sorry.”

He narrowed his eyes again. “Why have you been pretending this whole time?”

“What do you mean?”

His tone reflected growing annoyance. “Like you’re not one of us. I know we all have to blend in, but come on. Pretending you don’t know what a bowman is? And why weren’t you at orientation over the summer?”

“I, uh ... was sick. And ... visiting family.” She studied his expression, still absolutely, positively clueless about what Marcus was talking about.

“Yeah, but lying the whole time? I thought you were kidding about enjoying it, but I guess I was wrong.”

He seemed to know more about her than she did about herself; this was an opportunity she might not get again. “I promise, no more lies. I was just seeing how long I could go before you found out. Like you lying about archery.” She smirked to lean into the lie. “Don’t be mad because I’m more convincing than you.”

His expression softened, and he chuckled. “Touché.” His face lit up. “This is really cool. I’m guessing it’s okay if I tell the guys? Then we don’t have to be so secretive.”

“Um... Jake and Tanner?”

“Yeah, of course.” He continued to whisper. “We had a seeder girl in the group at the beginning of the year, but it sucked that she had to go home so soon once her bloom started.”

Leah slowly nodded as though she knew what any of that jargon meant. “Yeah. Sure. Or maybe let’s wait to talk about it at lunch tomorrow, okay?”

***
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The whole ride home, and that evening, Leah was distant, lost in thought. She wasn’t alone. It wasn’t just some weird genetic defect that only ran in her family. She’d scoured the internet and had never found anything to explain the freaky secret she shared with her mom and aunt. The only thing she’d been able to pin down was that the leaves resembled ivy plants, but no medical diagnosis was listed online, and her mom had insisted they didn’t need one.

But Marcus had clearly seen the growths, and even called them ‘vines’ like her mom did. As if they were even ... normal. With her mom as touchy on that topic as she was about Leah’s dad, Leah wasn’t about to broach the subject with her again. The fact that she had a group of peers like her in that weird way... She needed to get as much information as possible.

The particularly unsettling fact that weighed Leah down ... was the way Marcus had talked about humans. As if he and she weren’t. She shuddered at the thought. Not only was she making friends with weird and quirky guys ... but maybe with crazy guys. But ... how crazy could they be, if they were just like her?

***

The next day at lunch, Tanner beat everyone else to the table and started normal chitchat with Leah. Not much later, Marcus and Jake joined. No one said anything about the hallway incident from the day before, but Marcus flashed Leah a couple of knowing smiles. Halfway through lunch, he must have tired of waiting for her to bring it up.

“So ... Leah ... any news with you?” He challenged her with his eyes, sipping from a water bottle. “Anything to share with the group?”

Jake and Tanner looked at her in anticipation. Her face warmed. She genuinely didn’t know what to say. “Oh. I thought you wanted to be the one to tell them.”

Marcus grinned, keeping his voice low. “She’s ivy.”

Jake lifted his eyebrows. “You’re kidding me.”

Tanner beamed. “Nice! Add one to the scoreboard for Team Ivy.”

“Not a bowman?” Jake asked.

Marcus shook his head.

Note to self: Marcus and Jake are bowmen, whatever that is. Obviously not archers... I’m ... ivy, like the leaves on my vines...

Marcus continued, “I caught her using vines yesterday. In school...”

Jake gave her a chastising look. “Not cool, Leah. You’re lucky it was one of us that caught you.”

“Yeah. Sorry. I’ll do better.”

“Give her a break. It’s like second nature to use them sometimes,” Tanner defended. He glanced at her. “I mean, still ... don’t get caught. I barely even use mine at my host family’s house.”

Jake cocked his head. “Why did you hide it from us this whole time?”

She grinned. “To see how long I could get away with it.”

He busted out laughing. “Seriously the best prank I’ve seen in the Garden Club. The sheer terror on poor Marcus’s face at having to put on an archer act—that was priceless.”

Marcus rolled his eyes.

“No kidding,” added Tanner. “Leah totally could have been in covert ops back in our parents’ day. She’s convincing.”

Marcus uncomfortably side-eyed Tanner. “Is that supposed to be a compliment? What kind of person wishes the war was still happening?”

Tanner threw a hand up. “Of course, I don’t mean that. But come on, even the queen was a master of covert ops!”

Marcus
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