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      It wasn’t as if Gemma Calvertson were some sort of chosen one foretold by the prophets. Nor did she have any particularly special skills that Abernath knew of, even if she was academically and emotionally intelligent. It was just that she was going to be in the right place at the right time.

      Oh, and that wasn’t by chance, either.

      Abernath had arranged the assignment in secret with Gemma’s boss, Garrod Hannon. Sometimes, even evil men can sprout consciences, hoping they bear fruit that make up for their insidious past choices. Abernath and Hannon were two of these men looking for redemption. The girl was a tool for making that happen, even if she didn’t know it yet.

      Telman Abernath peered over the bannister of the fifth floor of the library, his usual perch as the head of the institution. Unlike many aged libraries, which were dark and dusty affairs, the Royal Library of Aepistelle was a grand place with many windows, including the glass-domed rooftop. There was an open, vaulted space between the mezzanine and the dome above the center of the fifth floor. Thus, natural light could shine upon all corners of the building, especially on the rows of tables that sat on the bottom floor.

      That was where the girl, Gemma, sat nearly every afternoon as she engaged in her research. It was where she pored over massive tomes about the taxation rates under one king or another or compared historical accounts of the crown’s responses to famines and floods. Maybe the girl did have some kind of superpower after all if she was able to stay awake through all that. Her boss, Hannon, even said that Ms. Calvertson had it in her to become one of the great historians. That is, as long as she stayed within the narrow lanes afforded to her by the latest laws set by King Davin and his Royal Mystic Committee. So much was off-limits these days. So many books burned, so many lies sold as truths, and Abernath himself was regrettably part of it all.

      Down below, one of Abernath’s assistants handed a note to Gemma. She startled at the interruption, read the note, and turned to look up at Abernath on the fifth floor. Within a minute, the girl had made her way effortlessly to the top of the winding staircase. Abernath opened the half gate that barred unauthorized entry to the library’s special collections floor. Up here, there were a number of books that barely made it past the restrictions placed on the Kingdom of Aepistelle over the last twenty-five years, restrictions just older than the girl herself. Some of these books contained limited information on the history and geography of the lands to the north; others were religious texts of some of the less dangerous faiths that had once been practiced in Aepistelle. Even these books had been carefully examined; all had passages redacted, and some were missing entire chapters. Abernath’s own hands were responsible for much of it.

      “I was told you wanted to see me, Mr. Abernath,” Gemma said. She had been up to the fifth floor many times since she had started working for the University Press. It took a request from someone such as Hannon to even be granted access, let alone browse even partially unsupervised. “I don’t believe I need anything from the restricted archives today, but thank you.”

      “Ah, yes, I know, Miss Calvertson. I’ll only take a moment of your time.” Abernath reached into his deep robe pocket and fiddled with the scroll hidden there. He pulled it halfway out and saw Gemma glance down at it. “I understand you are setting off on a big assignment for Mr. Hannon.”

      “That’s right,” Gemma said. “I leave this afternoon.”

      “Yes, well, my good friend Hannon is very excited about the work you will be undertaking.”

      Something caught Abernath’s eye across the corridor and one floor down. A woman stood at a shelf near the fourth-floor balcony with a book pulled halfway out of place, but she was obviously focusing her attention elsewhere, even if her eyes weren’t pointed up at Abernath and Gemma.

      What a fool I am, standing here in the open while I incriminate the girl, Abernath thought. They’re already on to me—and on to her—and I haven’t even given her the scroll.

      “Is there something wrong, Mr. Abernath?” Gemma asked.

      Abernath shook off his thoughts, but the expression on his face was grave. He tried to force a smile as he shoved the scroll back down into his pocket, then wiped his brow with his empty hand.

      “Uh, no, I’m sorry. An old man’s mind isn’t always the sharpest, even when surrounded by a lifetime of books. I just wanted to wish you good luck on your journey, and we look forward to seeing you take up your favorite seat in the study room when you’re back.”

      “Oh, okay, thanks, Mr. Abernath. I should be seeing you again in a couple of weeks. Take care!”

      The girl flashed a genuine smile at the old librarian, then went back through the gate and down the stairs to where her books awaited her.

      Abernath looked back down to the fourth floor, but the strange woman was gone, and the book she’d been touching was still halfway out of its place on the shelf. The slight creak of the gate sounded, and Abernath turned toward it.

      “I’m looking for the section on treason against the crown,” the woman said.

      Abernath was taken aback. How could the Royal Mystic Committee know about the plan?

      “I’m sorry, but you must have a referral to be up here,” Abernath said. Despite his years as the head of the library, he had never developed a voice of authority.

      “I think you know of my commander, don’t you, Mr. Abernath?” The woman walked slowly toward the librarian as he stepped backward. “I believe you know of Sir Marin Allemon and the Royal Mystic Committee. Is that enough of a referral?”

      “There must be a mistake. We do not have any books of interest to you here.”

      Abernath’s hand crept back into his robe pocket as he backed into the bannister. He could just make out Gemma down below, gathering her materials and preparing to leave.

      “I didn’t say anything about a book, you fool. It’s a scroll I’m looking for.”

      The woman reached under her coat and pulled out a throwing dagger. At the same time, Abernath pulled his hand out of his robe. The scroll in his possession wielded much more power than the woman’s weapon.

      He reached over the railing and dropped it at the same moment the woman released the dagger. Abernath slumped down against the banister, blade protruding from his left eye, as the scroll plummeted down through the sunlit rotunda. With his one remaining eye, Abernath watched as the rolled-up parchment landed on the marble floor just behind Gemma Calvertson.

      The girl did not seem to notice.

      Abernath’s mission appeared to have failed.

      The heavy double doors on the first floor flew open. An unnatural gust of wind stormed the library. Books flew off shelves, papers scattered from the study tables, and patrons jumped to their feet in surprise. Abernath noticed that his attacker seemed to forget about him, and he managed to push away from her to get a better look.

      He heard the sounds before he saw what made them. From the front door, from the unlit fireplaces throughout the building, and crashing through the domed windows above, thousands of pigeons swooped in and circled the library frantically. Abernath could just make out a figure emerging from among birds at the front entrance. It was a strikingly tall man.

      “What sorcery is this, Abernath?” The woman from the Committee slammed her boot down onto the librarian’s left kneecap.

      Abernath cried out in pain. His attacker lifted her foot and was about to hammer it down on the same spot once again when she was pushed off balance by a swarm of pigeons. She screamed as she fell on the floor next to Abernath and flailed her arms and legs at the birds.

      Abernath looked back down to where Gemma was collecting her scattered papers from the floor. In the pile, unbeknownst to the girl, was the scroll. Abernath watched as Gemma hastily shoved everything into her bag. As she rose, ready to flee, the mysterious tall man set his hand on Gemma’s shoulder and appeared to speak a few words. The girl froze for a moment before walking calmly out the front doors of the library.

      The blood was overtaking Abernath’s vision when he spotted the tall man again, now just a few feet away at the top of the stairs. Up close, Abernath could clearly see his features and chuckled, perhaps too joyously for a man in the last moments of his life. The newcomer was hairless but for the comically large handlebar mustache protruding from his face. He was dressed in a fine suit. He was, Abernath recognized, a priest of Solendaron. And if a clergyman of one of the long-outlawed religions was making such a bold attack in Capital City, then perhaps redemption truly was close.

      Abernath’s remaining eye closed for good, but his other senses still worked for a few more moments. He heard the woman screaming, felt the wind created by the birds flying all around, and then the screams again, seemingly descending through the air to the marble floor below. He felt a warm hand on his shoulder, and a man’s voice spoke softly to him.

      “The girl will succeed,” the priest of Solendaron said to Abernath as the librarian took his final breath. “You may rest now, my friend, for the girl will succeed.”
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      Gemma found herself standing in her bedroom, snapping out of a daze. She could remember being in the library. There was that odd meeting with the librarian, Mr. Abernath. It had seemed as if he’d wanted to give her something from his pocket but had changed his mind. What had happened after that? She’d heard a crash from the front door of the library… and then she was here. Perhaps the stress of leaving home for her latest assignment was impacting her more than she had expected.

      Gemma looked around her bedroom, feeling strangely as if this was the last time she would see it. She was twenty-three years old, but the contents of the room hadn’t changed much since she was a young girl. That is, other than the shelves full of books she now studied, books with much less wonder than the ones about adventures and heroes that she’d pored over as a child.

      On her bed, Gemma laid out two bags. One was filled with the research materials she had hastily managed to gather from the library, which she hoped to brush up on during what were sure to be uneventful evenings in Pinedrop. The other bag contained her clothes and toiletries, a smaller knapsack to take on strolls, and her notebooks and pens. I’ll be lucky to fill even one of these notebooks, she thought to herself. I’ll be lucky if Richard the Elusive even speaks to me at all.

      “You’re sure this is what you want to do?”

      Gemma turned toward the doorway, where her brother stood. He held one of his kittens in the crook of his left arm, but it pounced away when George spoke again. “You’re sure you trust this guy? You know what war can do to a person. Just look at Dad.”

      “Yes, George. You don’t have to remind me what happened to Dad in the war. And I don’t think Richard the Elusive is as bad as the rumors say.”

      Gemma couldn’t believe he was trying to use their father’s mental illness as an excuse to hold her back. She knew George loved their family, but he still constantly shirked the responsibilities of taking care of their father.

      George had never really cared for school, and he’d never made it to college. Instead, he’d gone straight to work as an apprentice blacksmith. He had eventually gained enough skills to become a farrier, shoeing horses throughout Capital City. Business was down lately with more people riding the train, so he was more on edge than ever. He knew education was important to Gemma, but he was earning to support the family, along with their mother, who worked as a maidservant in King Davin’s castle. That left nobody to keep their father company, and his mind had become quite useless in the quarter of a century since the war.

      As for Gemma, her days as a student were over. Capital University’s publishing arm had hired her as a researcher. This was her big chance to use her history and writing skills. She wasn’t about to let her family hold her back, especially since the advance she’d been paid was more money than her brother was likely to earn in a month.

      “If you’re so worried, you could always come with me,” Gemma said. They looked at each other for a moment, and the tension broke. They both laughed.

      “What, and leave my kittens? I wouldn’t dream of such a thing!” George had in fact never left Capital City. Gemma had taken the train south once, but George had never stepped foot on one of the machines.

      “Is that all you’re concerned with in life? Your cats?”

      “Well,” George said as he glanced down the hall, “there’s Wellyn, I suppose.” Wellyn and George had been together off and on since George was only fifteen years old, but they weren’t exactly romantic. They supported each other’s endeavors, but they never seemed happy in any way. George didn’t like to be pressed about it.

      Gemma latched her bags tightly and pulled them off her bed. Her brother reached out to take one for her, but Gemma walked past him with a wink.

      “Wait up!” George shouted as she headed down the stairs. George, with his stocky legs, struggled to keep up with his tall, slender sister. Other than their figures, it was quite clear that the pair was related. Their olive-brown skin and dark hair set them apart from many in Aepistelle, traits passed down from their paternal grandparents from the Ferromin Islands.

      Gemma walked into the living room, where her father had sat nearly all day for as long as Gemma could remember. Like George, the older man was heavily built, but where George’s muscles had grown from his job, Geoffrey Calvertson had atrophied over the years. Geoffrey didn’t look either of his children in the eyes as they approached him. He just stared at the wall as if watching some invisible battle in another realm.

      “Dad, I’m leaving now,” Gemma said hesitantly. “Wellyn will be in to check on you when Mom and George are at work. I’m going north to Pinedrop to interview Richard the Elusive. Do you remember? You met him years ago.”

      “N–North? R–Richard?” Geoffrey stirred a bit. Gemma stepped into the line of his vision, hoping her father would see her. “Richard. Don’t know Richard. I remember the north. I re–remember the f–fire. The forest. The…”

      “It’s okay, Dad. I just wanted to say goodbye. I love you.” Gemma leaned in and kissed her father’s forehead. She tried one final time to look into his eyes. For a moment, she saw a flash of recognition as she caught his gaze. He muttered her name and gave a slight smile, but it quickly faded. It had been like that for most of Gemma’s life—bouts of delusion, moments of clarity, and explosions of anger or fear—but Gemma knew that trapped inside the troubled facade, deep behind those glazed and troubled eyes, was a hero who loved her.
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        * * *

      

      A train whistle blew, accompanied by an expanding cloud of black. The station was bustling with people, most of whom covered their noses or coughed out the polluted air as the train rolled to a stop in front of them. This was all still new to most of them—these massive carts on tracks of steel, propelled not by horses but by the burning of coal. Many people in the crowd were about to ride on a train for the first time; ticket prices had finally fallen so that train travel was no longer just a tool of convenience for the wealthy.

      “Final boarding call! All aboard!”

      Gemma rushed through the crowd of people on the platform, quickly apologizing as her bags bumped into knees and elbows. Perhaps she had packed too many books. After much effort, she located an attendant outside the train. She handed over her ticket. He stamped it, handed it back, and said, “You may walk through to the first-class dining car, ma’am, after you’ve checked into your private room. Have a wonderful ride.”

      Gemma was shocked. She looked down at the ticket, and sure enough, the university had provided a first-class one. She stepped aboard the car, a crowded passenger car that she had originally assumed she would sit in. This was the kind of car in which she’d ridden down to the Southern Reaches, and it almost felt odd to ride anywhere else.

      Almost.

      Gemma smirked with a kind of satisfaction she didn’t expect from herself as she walked past the rows packed full of people.

      She pulled open the door to the next car, a sleeper car full of bunks that were separated only by thin curtains. She pushed her way past men and women who were tossing their bags onto the bunks. Gemma was pleasantly surprised that she wouldn’t be sleeping there tonight. She went through another set of doors, this time into the first-class car. Here, she was greeted by a porter, who glanced at the information on her ticket and then led her to room 3B.

      “Here you are, ma’am,” the porter said. Gemma could tell he was putting on a faux accent, as servants of the wealthy often do. She noticed her mother doing it sometimes when she got home from work, as if she were still serving the royal family and honored guests of King Davin. Hearing this trick used on her felt wrong, but this was a new experience all the way around, so she accepted it. “We will collect your luggage prior to our arrival and have it waiting for you when you exit the train. After you get settled here, I can guide you to the dining car for luncheon and beverages. Do enjoy your stay with us.”
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        * * *

      

      Gemma sat in the dining car, admiring the authentic silver and decorative porcelain that was used to serve her three-course meal—and this was just lunch. She had seen such fine tableware only a couple of times when her mother had brought home old chipped plates or teacups from King Davin’s castle, saving them from being thrown in the trash. However, even those didn’t stay in the cottage for long, as her mother always ended up selling them when money was tight.

      “Anything else for you, ma’am?” her server asked.

      “Oh, I really couldn’t eat anything more, thank you. May I have the bill now?”

      The server looked at Gemma, chuckled, and responded, “It’s all included, ma’am. Dinner will be served at six, but feel free to sit here as long as you’d like.”

      Gemma noticed that the server dropped his faux accent as he spoke to her, as if he realized she was a fraud. She suddenly felt even more foolish than before. This luxurious treatment was new for her and something she knew not to expect again. Looking around the first-class dining car, she also felt underdressed. These were the kinds of people King Davin invited to his court for royal banquets, the kinds of people her mother served during those nights when she stayed late and came home feeling a little less dignified than before. Gemma always imagined that those people looked at her mother with contempt for her low status. She imagined now that they were looking at her in just the same way.

      She was so lost in her thoughts as she sipped the last drops of tea out of her too-fancy cup that she didn’t even notice the man sitting down on the chair next to her at the otherwise-empty table. Startled, she turned her head when she felt a hand touch hers.

      “Easy, Gemma,” the man said.

      In her sudden fright, she dropped her empty teacup. Its rim chipped when it struck the edge of the table. Had she noticed, she would have wondered if the server would take this cup home to his own family. Perhaps it would be the fanciest item adorning their pantry until it was pawned the next time a bill was due.

      Her eyes and mind refocused as she recognized the handsome but cocky man sitting next to her.

      “Walker? What are you doing here?” she asked. “Don’t tell me⁠—”

      “The Committee sent me, Gemma. They tasked me with protecting you.” Walker talked in a hushed voice and looked around uneasily, as if he was afraid of being heard. “How are you enjoying your luxury so far?”

      She couldn’t believe it. “Protect me from what? Does Hannon think I’m just some helpless little girl who can’t take care of herself?”

      “Don’t draw attention, Gemma. You must have known from the first-class ticket that there’s more going on here. The university wouldn’t have paid for this. Hannon is protective of your family after all the time he spent serving with your father in the war. And I don’t blame him. Not even the Royal Mystic Committee knows what Richard will be like or if he is as crazy as the rumors say. People call him Richard the Reclusive for a reason. Hannon knows as well as you do what the war did to the people involved.”

      “Wow, did you and my brother plan this?” Gemma asked. “George said pretty much the same thing. If I could put up with my father these last few years, I can handle Richard the Elusive without your help. It’s been twenty-five years since he came home from the Great Journey. If he were going to crack and murder someone, he would have done it by now.”

      “All right, all right, I’m only doing my job. I’ll keep my distance, but I need to be close enough to pull you out if a situation goes sideways. I have some other things to take care of in the northeast anyways, so I won’t be in your hair much. Whatever you do, don’t let Richard know I’m there. It’s important that he thinks you’re only there for his story.”

      “I am only here for his story. I have no other motives.” Gemma’s anger was boiling over now, but she didn’t want to ask any more questions. She already felt the snooty eyes of her fellow first-class passengers boring into her, this time maybe not as imagined as before. She had been living a lie this past hour, and she wanted no part of it anymore. She stood up abruptly.

      “As long as you’re convinced of that, Richard will be, too,” she heard Walker say. She turned away from him and hurried back to her room in the next car.
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      At the same time, hundreds of miles to the east, a different train pulled into Esteron Station and ground to a halt.

      Thousands of pounds struggled to transition from forward motion to a standstill. The squeal of the brakes caused all the people on the platform to cover their ears. Babies cried out suddenly, mothers reached out for their children to soothe them, and fathers grimaced and rolled their eyes. Many were there to greet their loved ones traveling in from other parts of Aepistelle. Others were waiting to depart on their own trips to visit family or friends across the country or to go on business ventures away from this backwater town.

      But not Denny.

      The fifteen-year-old boy was perched on top of one of the station buildings, crouched on a flat stretch between several slopes of roofing Denny called home. He wasn’t interested in the passengers coming off their train or the families waiting for their arrival. Instead, he was observing the cargo train parked on a parallel track. Men had been hard at work for the better part of the morning, unloading goods and wares from the train and stacking them onto horse-drawn carts. Normally, Denny would be creeping closer to these cars, ready to grab what he could while the crew members were busy chatting with each other. This time, however, something else had caught his attention.

      Denny slid down the small slope to the center of the roof. He crawled under the canvas tarp that served as his own rooftop, rummaged through his few belongings, and found what he was looking for. He pulled out a dirty, leather-bound book with the words Journey of Perils, Heroes of Men: A Memoir by Jestan the Just embossed on the spine. The book wasn’t quite old enough to justify its worn and decrepit condition, but it had been well read by Denny and had miraculously survived the elements to which it was exposed in the alleys and rooftops that Denny called home.

      Denny climbed back up to the peak that overlooked the tracks, book in hand. He crouched low to avoid the notice of the nearly nonexistent security in the station. He lay down on his belly with his head extending over the edge, then opened the book. His fingers knew exactly which page he was looking for. They ignored the opening sections about bravery and vigilance. They passed over the history of magic on the Aepistelle continent—a section conspicuously omitted in later editions. They flipped past the chapters about Jestan’s humble beginnings. They skipped the shorter section about Richard. They stopped with precision at the chapter introducing two fellows from the lush vineyard territory a day’s ride north of Capital City.

      Denny finally looked down at the book, knowing he was on the correct page. He caught sight of the illustration of two young men, short and cherubic, much too jolly-looking to ever be thought of as great warriors or heroes and apparently only a few years older than Denny was now.

      He looked back up, but he couldn’t find what he was looking for in the distance. Some of the carts started to pull away, cargo from the train piled high, but a few still remained. Denny realized he would need a closer look.

      With the book in one hand, Denny slid down the roof again, crossed the crevice he called home, and climbed up the other side. He carefully made his way over the loose tiles he’d learned to avoid, clambered to the edge, made sure nobody was around to see him, and jumped down into the large waste receptacle below.

      CRASH!

      Normally, the landing was softer, more graceful. This time, however, Denny failed to realize until it was too late that the rubbish bin was full of glass bottles. Mercifully, they weren’t yet broken when he landed on them, or else he’d really be in a situation, though he could feel that those he’d shattered were already finding their way into his skin below the knees. Perhaps worse, the noise had surely been heard by the station staff, as he was just outside their break room. He sank down low, further enveloped by the newly broken bottles, as the back door of the station office opened.

      “Get out of here, you mangy mutt,” he heard a station worker yell. The door slammed shut again. Denny waited a few seconds more until he was sure he was alone again, then climbed out of the pile of glass.

      He regretted dropping down onto the ground, as a shard of glass pushed farther into his foot. As quickly as he was able, he pulled off his boot and surveyed the damage. He winced as he dislodged the bloody glass from his heel, emptied the broken shards out of the boot, and quickly slipped his foot back in. He didn’t have time to wallow in pain and self-pity if he wanted to catch a closer glimpse of what he was sure he’d seen.

      He reached up into the bin and grabbed his book, miraculously still in one piece, and then made his way across the platform. It was clogged with passengers and their families, grazing like cows in a crowded field as they embraced each other, gathered luggage, and chattered about their journeys. They took no notice of the grungy, bleeding boy slipping past them, and he took no notice this time of the pocketbooks jutting slightly out of rear pants pockets or unattended handbags that would be simple enough to slip under his shirt and make off with.

      “Tsechev,” he said to himself under his breath. He didn’t know what it meant, but it was something he had started saying in the past few days. A nervous tick, perhaps. “Tsechev ni-fellen.”

      Denny raced up the platform and crossed in front of the engine of the parked passenger train. He could smell the burning of the brakes and the fumes of the coal that still lingered. His eyes burned from it, but that made no difference right now. On the other side of that track was the cargo train, where workers bustled to fill the last remaining carts. Denny crept past them, but they were too busy to notice him. He stooped behind a large crate in the middle of the cargo platform and peered around it. He opened his book to the same page as before, studied the illustration, looked back up at a tired middle-aged man hopping aboard one of the carts, and looked back down again.

      The caption under the young man in the illustration read “Arnem the Loyal.”
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      There was nothing enigmatic about the Enigmatic Esteron Tavern; it was the same as all taverns, east, west, or wherever. Arnem would know. He had visited quite a few of them over the years. More than Selah would like, and surely more than she knew about. Who am I kidding, he thought. It shows from my bulging gut to my fat, rosy face.

      Arnem wasn’t all that physically different from most of his kinsmen from Plentimore Valley, the lush lands he called his home. They tended to be on the short and stout side, and they also tended to drink a good deal of ale while bottling up the wines they mostly shipped off to other parts of Aepistelle. But Arnem always told himself that he should amount to much more than his peers. He’d seen more, done more, lived more in his lifetime than any of them. His name was known across the lands. Then again, his image—well, at least the depiction of whichever artist Jestan had hired to illustrate his books—was out there for all to see. And unfortunately, that image was of a fat little man who, along with his pal and childhood neighbor Maachel, was dwarfed by the tall, muscular Jestan and the seemingly oafish but hulking Richard. Sure, the pictures were quite exaggerated, but Jestan’s books were the defining sources about their merry little band from all those years ago.

      As he sat, sipping on his ale, Arnem couldn’t help but feel that his life was already defined by those texts and illustrations. He’d been barely twenty years old when it had all begun, and it had all been downhill from there.

      A fight broke out behind him, but Arnem hardly noticed. A mug sailed just inches over his head and exploded against the wall behind the bar, but Arnem couldn’t be shaken from his thoughts. His wife and daughters had noted with increasing regularity that Arnem spent more time in his own head than he did in reality. He knew they meant well and were worried about him, and he often got angry at himself for being so emotionally distant, but as hard as he tried, he couldn’t quite figure out how to be present all the time. It wasn’t only the memories of what had happened, but also what could have been. What if he had made that final journey into the unknown with Maachel and the Vheisenia, or the Ancient Ones, as most of Aepistelle knew them? What if he’d spun tales about their quest and entertained people while traveling in luxury the way Jestan had? What if…

      Well, I suppose I could be worse off. I could be all alone, like Richard the Reclu⁠—

      Arnem stopped himself. He knew that Richard had sacrificed so much more than the rest of them to receive the same hero title they had all gotten.

      “Hey, aren’t you that one guy?” said a voice, suddenly pulling Arnem back into the present. Arnem looked up at the face that went with the voice. It belonged to a man dressed much too nicely for such a place. Arnem realized instantly that he must be a fellow traveler.

      “Wynstone from Wynstone and Sons Farming Supply Company,” Arnem responded. At least Jestan had left family names out of the texts, so most people didn’t know his full name.

      “Oh, but you’re⁠—”

      “So you’ve heard of our little operation, eh? We do supply farmers all the way from the Southern Reaches up to the outskirts of the Forest of Despair! And I can see you’re a fellow traveling man yourself, huh?” Arnem deflected questions as often as he could, even when he knew people could see right through him.

      The man looked embarrassed, so perhaps he hadn’t seen through Arnem. “Sorry, I thought you were someone else,” he said. “Yes, I’m traveling from Capital City, representing the Royal Tax Board. Everyone’s favorite person to see this time of year. What brings you to Esteron?”

      No need to deflect here. Arnem wasn’t concerned about boring another person out of a conversation simply by telling the truth about his business. “It may be tax season, but it’s also prime planting season out here. I like to personally oversee the larger shipments of goods, give that little extra touch that farmers appreciate from Wynstone and Sons.”

      “Why not just have one of your sons do it?” the taxman asked.

      “Oh, it’s…” This was a sore spot for Arnem. “No sons; my brothers and I inherited the business from my father. We were the ‘and sons,’ but now it’s just me and whatever help I can hire.”

      “Sorry, my friend. It’s a lonely life without children. I have four of them myself.”

      “I do have two daughters, just no sons,” Arnem responded. Selah had tried for years to get Arnem to change the name to Wynstone and Family. He had refused, first because he’d held out hope of having a son and then, when he’d realized that having daughters was his lot in life, because he was too stubborn. Not that he was disappointed in his girls, really, but he didn’t feel that he could put them to work or rely on them to take over the business when they were older. They pitched in as much as they could—definitely as much as any boys their age could, if not more—but he was too hardheaded to admit it.

      Arnem shifted his weight to reach for his pocketbook. He had half a glass left, but he wasn’t in the mood for any more conversation. Besides, the train was leaving the station soon, and he didn’t like traveling while tipsy.

      The taxman didn’t seem to take the hint. “Well, sounds like you should marry off those girls and put their husbands to work! I always tell people I⁠—”

      “Hey, you can’t be in here!” the bartender yelled as he was collecting Arnem’s cash. Arnem and the taxman turned their heads to see who the bartender was yelling at. “You dirty little thief, I’ll have them lock you up this time!”

      Arnem looked on as two patrons grabbed an awkward, gangly boy by the arms and quickly hauled him out. One of the men, a tall and chunky bald man that Arnem recalled seeing unloading cars at the train station, yelled out to the bartender. “We’ll take him to the lockup, Hester, just have a cold one waiting for us when we return!”

      The teenage boy was filthy, with unkempt hair, ill-fitting clothes that may have once been a light khaki color but were now stained all shades of dark, and boots that were torn open in several places, barely hanging on to the soles by the few remaining threads. As the men dragged the boy out, Arnem locked eyes with him. His gaze seemed to be a knowing one, as if he recognized Arnem.

      Arnem used the commotion to leave the conversation with the traveling taxman and head for the exit. He almost tripped over something in the doorway. He looked down to find a familiar book. One of Jestan’s many curses, he thought to himself. He could feel the taxman looking his way as Arnem stood there holding the book that revealed some of the truth about who he really was. He quickly exited the tavern before there were any more questions.

      Once outside, Arnem realized that the book must have been open when it was dropped. The already worn-out pages had been newly bent when the book had fallen, and Arnem instinctively knew which section it had been turned to. It was the picture of two young, plump, innocent-looking lads. Best friends, neighbors, and not yet heroes. Maachel and Arnem, a couple of kids about to take on the world together. But now there was a different kid here, one who had apparently put himself in harm’s way just to see Arnem, one who needed help. If you want to be a hero still, then act like one, his wife always told him.

      Well, I suppose now is the time, he thought.

      “Stop!” Arnem yelled to the men. When they turned around, he noticed that they had murder in their eyes. He swallowed down his fear and walked toward them.

      “Yeah, and what are you going to do, fat man?” the bald one asked. “You want to take this little thief home for your sick pleasures?” The men looked at each other and laughed, then turned back to Arnem. Baldy then asked, “What’s that you’re holding?”

      Before Arnem could answer, the boy responded for him. “It’s a book, you daft idiot,” he said. “I bet you goons can’t even read, though, so what did I expect?”

      The bald man loosened his grip on the boy and grabbed the book from Arnem’s hands. He studied the page it was still open to, looked at Arnem, then back at the page. He glanced nervously at his companion, who let go of the boy.

      “We’re sorry, Mr. Arnem, won’t happen again,” Baldy said as he put the book into the kid’s hands. He and his friend walked back toward the Enigmatic Esteron Tavern without glancing back.

      The boy looked up at Arnem. His eyes opened wide, and his jaw dropped. And then Denny spoke.

      “It is you. Arnem the Loyal.” He paused, apparently trying to figure out how to phrase his thoughts for Arnem. “I know how this will sound, but you’ve got to listen to me. Something terrible is about to happen. We need to hurry if you want to save your friend!”
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      Gemma was famished.

      After the confrontation with Walker on the train, Gemma had spent the rest of the train ride, nearly a full twenty-eight hours, in her room. The porter had brought her beverages and a few light snacks when she’d told him she felt sick, but nothing substantial to make up for skipping the three-course dinner or breakfast. It helped, then, that Gemma’s first stop after the Pinedrop rail station was the weekend farmers market at the heart of town. She didn’t quite have time to check into a local inn and drop her bags off, so she lugged them around with her.

      The weekend market in Pinedrop was the one place that townsfolk reported seeing Richard the Elusive on a regular basis. He set up a stall each week to sell goods from his farm, which was located a morning’s walk north of town. Reportedly, Richard harvested huckleberries, blueberries, and cabbage from the terraced hills behind his home. It was said Richard stopped in at a supply shop and occasionally a pub on his way out of town, then was never seen again until the following weekend’s market.

      Gemma’s ticket had been timed to allow her to catch the beginning of the market when she got into Pinedrop. However, a five-hour delay in the farmlands north of the royal vineyards had pushed her arrival to the end of the market. Her hunger led her to stop first at a meat pie stand, which served the most substantial prepared foods she could see. Many stands were already emptying of goods, and some vendors were loading up their carts with empty crates and tables.

      “Sweet sun-ripened berries! Just in from the river ferries!” a vendor called out. “Sweet, sweet berries here! Hey, girl, try one of these, on the house.”

      “Huh?” Gemma turned toward the vendor.

      “Yeah, you, have a sample. These are from the eastern borders, just shy of the Great Eld Desert.”

      “Oh, uh, thank you,” Gemma said as she took the sample. She ate the berry. “Thank you, it’s very delicious. I⁠—”

      “You’re looking for something in particular,” he interrupted. “I can tell.”

      “Someone in particular, yes, but I don’t think he’s here anymore.”

      “Probably that gentleman over there. He’s been watching you this whole time.”

      “What?” Gemma turned to follow the vendor’s gaze and realized he was referring to Walker. He was half turned away from Gemma but was side-eyeing her obviously enough that even the vendor could tell. Gemma’s anger started to rise again, and she felt her cheeks turn red and fiery. “Oh, excuse me.”

      Gemma stormed over to Walker, momentarily forgetting her luggage, which she had set down in front of the vendor’s stall.

      “Walker, what are you doing? I thought you were going to keep your distance,” she said in a huff.

      Walker turned to face her. “I was until you walked over here,” he rebuked. “Now, stop blowing my cover.”

      If heat was rising in Gemma before, now it boiled over. “That merchant could tell you were watching me. You aren’t doing a very good job of being subtle,” she shot back. “Just leave me alone already!”

      Walker raised his hands gently in an apparent attempt to diffuse the situation. “Listen, while you’re here, I spotted him. He was already packing up his booth and heading out. He was walking north from the veranda.”

      “Oh no, I can’t lose him,” Gemma said. “I’m going to follow him, but don’t tail me this time!” She ran off in the direction of the veranda and headed up the north sidewalk. She stopped after a few short steps.

      “Your luggage,” she heard Walker say, but she passed him without even a glance. She picked up her luggage at the fruit vendor’s stall, then stormed silently past Walker.

      “You’re welcome,” he said under his breath. He received no reply.

      Unlike her hometown of Capital City, which was a chaotic maze within a maze and was constantly being built upon, Pinedrop was a relatively straightforward town, laid out like a grid. The train station was on the southern edge, the town square and marketplace quite centered, and the main streets roughly followed north-south and west-east directions. Gemma figured it was safe to assume that Richard was heading north up Main Street to the river. From what she’d seen on the map she had studied before her trip, there were only two bridges that crossed the River of Giants, and only one was still in use these days. She knew that if she crossed that bridge, she would find only a few farms still in use. Richard’s was the farthest north and the only one still inhabited. The other farmers crossed the bridge in the morning, worked their land, and crossed back into town in the evenings.

      Gemma looked up the street and saw a man in the distance, about a block and a half away, pulling something behind him. She picked up her pace but tried to keep enough distance between them to avoid making the same mistake Walker had. However, neither of them were spies, and it showed. She got near enough to the man to see the cart he was pulling. It was wooden with two wheels and two handles, filled with near-empty crates. It looked like he had almost sold out of the goods he’d brought to the market. Gemma was surprised to find herself filled with happiness for him.

      That’s weird—I don’t even know him, she thought, but if people were comfortable enough to stop at his stall and buy his goods, he must not be all that intimidating.

      Without realizing it, she sped up—or perhaps he slowed down—and his physical features became clear as she got closer. Gemma first noticed that he was much older than he was in the illustrations from Jestan’s books. Well, yeah, that was twenty-five years ago, she reminded herself. He was a large man, really hulking in size. He had a crooked gait, possibly because of the awkward way he pulled the cart behind him, but also likely because of the spinal issues that unusually tall men often had in middle age. It wasn’t until he stopped in his tracks and turned around that Gemma really saw what Richard the Elusive had become.

      She started when he turned his head to face her.

      “Good evening,” he said with a voice that was somehow both gruff and gentle.

      Gemma caught her breath. “Oh, um, good evening to you, too.”

      “You look new to town. Are you seeking anything in particular? The Frontiersman Inn is just around that last corner,” Richard said as he nodded in the direction Gemma had just come from, glancing down at her luggage.

      “Oh, yeah, sorry,” Gemma replied. “I wanted to stay at that one near the train station, but there were no vacancies. This one is a lot farther, I guess.”

      There was an awkward silence. She had fully intended to be forthcoming with Richard when she met him, but she felt a kind of awe that she was unfamiliar with, and she couldn’t think clearly. Gemma had never been the hero-worship type. She respected Richard and his compatriots, but she had never idolized them by any means. Now that she stood face-to-face with him, though, a deep respect and admiration washed over her that was almost crippling. She didn’t want to look like a bumbling journalist on her first big assignment, even if that was close to what she was, so she decided this wasn’t the right time to introduce herself.

      “It’s just down that last street there and to the right,” Richard said, breaking the silence at last. “If you’re just out for a leisurely stroll, though, you probably don’t want to go farther than the river up ahead. You know what they say about the woods beyond the river.”

      “Yes, I, uh… well, thank you, sir. Have a pleasant evening.”

      “And you as well,” Richard said as he turned and continued up the street toward the river.
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        * * *

      

      Gemma arrived at the Frontiersman Inn minutes later. It had clearly seen better days; perhaps it had once been a rest stop for travelers on their way to the north country and King Harold’s Keep beyond the forest. The Pinedrop Suites and Inn near the rail station was far more luxurious and far more expensive. This place, on the other hand, was wedged between two pubs and was likely a frequent destination for tipsy men and their hired escorts.

      After she checked in and entered her room—the less said about its cleanliness and decor, the better—Gemma took a notebook and fountain pen out of her knapsack. Her assignment was to write a more scholarly piece on the Great Journey from the perspective of Richard the Elusive and others involved, rather than the tall tales that Jestan’s writings seemed to be. But for now, she just had to put down her thoughts from her first meeting with Richard.

      It’s like when you read a book and imagine what a character would look like. It’s based on your preconceived notions of what a hero of legend must be, she wrote. Well, Richard was massive, tough, cunning, yet gentle. And there was something else there, too. I don’t know why I didn’t expect it, but there it was. The look in his eyes. It was… despair. Sadness.

      And what else did I expect? This is a man who marched with his friends to the edge of the world, forced to fight off creatures of pure evil and the humans who sided with them. Put to the test of the sword, of fire, and even of sorcery. What those eyes must have seen—the things nightmares are made of.

      She continued to write out her thoughts as she processed them.

      And his body, clearly once full of muscles and stamina, was now bent and hunched, almost broken. Despite his speed, I recognized pain in every step. Every atrophied muscle must have been on fire as he pulled his cart behind him. I felt a sadness of my own as he walked away. I felt like this world was lost.

      I also couldn’t help but see my father in Richard the Elusive. It was the same war that broke them both, though their paths crossed only briefly. I told myself when I set out on this assignment that it was solely to learn about the history of Aepistelle. But perhaps this is really about better understanding my father… and better understanding myself. After what Walker revealed about this being some setup for the benefit of the Royal Mystic Committee, thoughts of giving up crossed my mind. Now, however, I think I need to pursue this more than I’ve needed anything before.

      Gemma wrapped the band around her notebook and shoved it into her smaller bag. She rummaged through the larger bag for a book she had picked up from the library the day before on the history of Pinedrop. She hesitated when she caught sight of something protruding from between the pages. It was a scroll, faded with age, frayed along the edges, and quite distressed from rolling around in the bag of books. Wedged into the ribbon that held the scroll closed was a folded piece of parchment, much newer than the scroll itself. Gemma freed the paper from the ribbon’s clutches and unfolded it. It wasn’t signed, but Gemma recognized Mr. Abernath’s handwriting.

      It was addressed to Richard the Elusive.
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      Arnem was back on a train toward home, but this time it was a passenger train. He probably could have afforded a first-class ticket if he’d really wanted to spring for it, but it would’ve eaten into his profits, and he was already thinking about how much he’d have to save up for his daughters’ weddings when they came of age in the next few years. So here he sat in a coach dining car that was not completely filled, but the seat facing him at his table was occupied.

      Across from the modest merchant sat a boy in fresh new clothes. Denny was greedily scarfing down what had begun as a plate of over-easy eggs, two buttered, flaky biscuits, and two strips of bacon but now amounted to a puddle of yolk that the boy began lapping up like a dog. As Denny looked up from his plate, Arnem couldn’t help but chuckle at the yolk residue that had soaked into the boy’s already-greasy hair. Denny was too satisfied with his first real meal in months to even notice.

      “Well, now, it seems you could probably polish off another breakfast plate, but let’s save some room for lunch, shall we? It’s a long ride back.” Arnem handed Denny a napkin. “Are you ready to explain what you meant last night about friends in trouble?”

      It had been quite a night. After the ordeal outside the tavern, Arnem had brought the boy to the only medical clinic he could find open at that hour. While they sat, waiting for the nurse to stitch the wounds Denny had gotten from jumping into the rubbish bin full of glass bottles, Arnem had heard the whistle of the cargo train in the distance as it left Esteron. The clinic staff had allowed Arnem and Denny to stay in the waiting room for the rest of the night. In the early morning, while Denny continued to sleep, Arnem had ventured out to find a clothing shop, where he procured slacks, a button-down shirt, and a pair of lightly used boots that he thought would fit the boy. He couldn’t help but notice that he would probably be buying similar-sized clothing for his oldest daughter, Lyria Marinah, had she been a boy. For a brief moment, he’d thought, Maybe it’s not too late to try again, but then he reminded himself that he and Selah were pushing half a century and that yes, it was far too late for them.

      When Arnem had arrived back at the clinic, Denny had turned to him with relief. It was clear from the look in Denny’s eyes that he had thought he’d been abandoned, that Arnem wasn’t the hero he’d thought he was, or that the previous day’s ordeals were just an elaborate dream. But seeing Arnem again that morning had meant there was still hope for the boy. Arnem had been in a hurry to drop the clothing off with Denny and head back to the train station to catch the morning passenger line. As soon as Arnem had handed the clothing to Denny, however, a pang of guilt had washed over him.

      Is it guilt, though? Arnem had thought to himself. It feels much stronger, like something tugging at me—a sensation like when Maachel and I got pulled into the Journey and we just knew we had to go…

      And so Arnem had bought two tickets for the train back home, and they’d caught it just minutes before departure. I don’t know how I’m going to explain this to Selah. At least I’ll have another hand to help out at the shop.

      Denny pulled the distressed book off of his lap and dropped it on the table next to the empty plate. He looked at Arnem and tapped the book with greasy fingers, not worried about dirtying it further.

      “Is it all true?” Denny asked.

      Arnem looked at the boy as he collected his thoughts.

      “All of it? Well…” By now, he was looking past Denny, or maybe through him, as his mind raced over what was in the book, or at least in the volume he’d read more than a decade ago. He’d spent years evading conversations about the Journey and about Jestan and the others. “Well, it’s complicated. Jestan is, um… well, a bit of an eccentric storyteller. Not a historian
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