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			1

			Springtide

			Realta Haar lost sight of her father as she walked through the bustling marketplace. Hundreds of merchants and travelers had arrived in the small village for the annual Springtide Festival, the mark of the new year and the start of trade season. Vendors, occupying every available space in the market, cried out their wares, claiming their goods were better than the ones in the neighboring stall. People, more than she could count, crowded around her. Elbows jostling. Strangers staring.

			She maneuvered through the crowd, breaking away at the market’s edge. Breathing room.

			Where could her father have gone? He had been by her side just a moment ago. And what of Master and Mistress Loy? And her aunt and uncle, for that matter. She had only turned away for a few seconds.

			She glanced back at the market. People flooded her vision. Some were dressed in simple farming clothes and wore familiar faces. Others wore colorful cloaks and dresses made of fine silk. Wealthy merchants from the eastern side of the river hoping to be the first to cross Caman’s Pass.

			A creeping feeling seized Realta, like vines growing over her skin. A feeling she got whenever somebody was watching her. Of course somebody was watching her, she rationalized. Hundreds of people were in the market alone, and likely hundreds more in the village. A few were bound to be looking in her direction. She shouldn’t be so paranoid.

			She turned and locked eyes with a tall man standing on the other side of the main road. The man had closely cropped black hair and wore a dark blue, knee-length coat. A patch with a flying raven was sown on the coat’s left shoulder. At his waist rested a scabbard painted black and blue. He had one hand on the hilt of his sword. The man stared at her, eyes wide and... Confused? Yes, confused. The emotional melted away, replaced by a predatory smile. Realta was suddenly grateful for the crowd.

			The man broke away his gaze and continued down the road. A red earring pierced his ear. He headed for Tolman’s Inn, sparing a single glance over his shoulder. Realta shivered.

			“Realta!”

			She screamed, jumping and spinning around. Behind her stood Charity Loy, hazel eyes bright with her ever-present smile.

			“Found you.” Realta’s best friend folded her arms in triumph, as though this had been a game.

			“Did you see that man?” Realta asked, her voice shaking. Why did Charity have to sneak up on her? “The man with red earrings?”

			“No, but I did see a man with a hawk tattoo on his forehead. Why?”

			“He looked at me weird.” Realta’s face grew warm. Where had her father gone? She scanned the crowd. Hundreds of faces. Perhaps that was a good thing. With so many people in Vala, her odds of running into him again were quite low.

			“Weird how?”

			The creeping feeling returned, crawling up the back of her neck. “Do you know where my father is?”

			“I heard my father mention having business in Tolman’s Inn. Your father must have gone with him.”

			Of course. Master Loy would want his servant with him while conducting business, as a witness if nothing else. Tolman’s Inn. The same place that creepy man went. Well, if he tried to start something, Callum Haar would end it.

			“Let’s go over there,” Charity said, grabbing Realta by the arm and leading her to a nearby vendor. Realta spied a girl with a blue ribbon in her black hair watching over a younger boy. Daisy and Rain Nortine, her and Charity’s closest friends in the village. Well, Daisy was their friend. Her younger brother just tagged along.

			“Look at this thing!” Rain exclaimed, taking a strange implement off the merchant’s table and waving one end in Daisy’s face. The implement was made of two cylindrical pieces of smoothed wood held together by a short length of rope, about as long as a man’s hand.

			“Hey lad!” yelled the merchant, a scrawny man with a patch of hair missing. His accent gave him away as Lowyrnic. “What on this world do ya think you’re doing?” He snatched the object out of Rain’s hand.

			“He was just looking,” Daisy retorted, hands on her hips.

			“Just looking? Ya think this is a toy?” He shook the object in their faces.

			Rain shrugged. Daisy acknowledged Charity and Realta’s presence with a quick nod, then turned her focus back on the merchant.

			The merchant called over to the vendor, a fruit seller, in the neighboring stall. “Hey, Jiselle, lemme see one of them sun melons.”

			The other merchant, a stout woman with gray hair, glared at him.

			“Don’t give me them eyes, woman. I’ll reimburse ya.”

			Jiselle rolled her eyes and handed the man a pale melon about the size of a person’s head.

			“Ya see,” the merchant explained. Realta stepped closer to get a better look. “These are Sykerian strikers. The deadliest weapon in the South Lands. Used by the personal guards of the Empress herself.” Holding onto one piece of wood, the merchant raised the strikers over his head and slammed the other end down onto the melon. The unsuspecting fruit burst open, bits of rind and juice splattering on the small crowd.

			Realta jumped back, wiping the orange remains off her face and dress. Rain screamed, clutching his older sister by the arm. Daisy glared at the man. Likely, he’d be paid a visit by Mistress Nortine before the day was done.

			“How much?” asked Charity, pointing at the weapon.

			“Charity!” Realta exclaimed.

			“What?”

			“You really think your parents would let you have something like that?”

			“Why not? You’re the one complaining about people staring. With those, nobody will ever bother you again.”

			Realta studied the strikers. Bits of melon dripped off one end. “But still...”

			“Spies! Assassins!”

			Heart leaping into her throat, Realta hid behind Charity. Daisy, grabbing Rain by the hand, took off running. Others froze in their steps. Travelers and merchants exchanged worried looks and searched for signs of danger. Locals merely stopped to watch.

			Across the street, the village healer, Darran Zall, had burst out of his small house, the door slamming against the wall. Dozens of eyes fixed on Zall, watching him attack insects with a rolled-up piece of paper.

			“They’ll kill us all! Assassins!” He slammed the paper onto the porch railing, smashing a fly to bits.

			“Stars above,” said the Lowyrnic merchant, his voice barely audible over the screaming. “The mad healer lives.”

			“You assumed he was dead?” Charity questioned.

			The merchant muttered something in Lowyrnic, wiping away the melon and placing the strikers along with his other wares. He called out to the crowd, which had lost interest once everyone identified the source of the screaming.

			“Let’s go to Tolman’s Inn,” said Realta, struggled to keep a steady voice. She had known Darran Zall her whole life, but like everyone else in Vala, did her best to maintain a healthy distance. Most people, men and women, went to her aunt for medical help, though Esme Haar primarily worked as a midwife. But Esme lived outside of the village. When it came to emergencies, Zall was usually the only choice. “Maybe your father finished his business.”

			“Good idea,” Charity replied with a smile. She crossed the main road and headed straight for the healer’s house.

			“What are you doing?” Realta whispered.

			“I have a question.”

			“Does it have to be for him?” Zall continued swatting bugs, adding colorful swears to his accusations of spies. Realta noticed the blacksmith’s wife speaking with Esme and pointing at the healer. With a quick nod, Esme hurried towards him. She was one of only a handful who could calm the man.

			Realta then looked down the road to the inn. She could leave right now and look for her father by herself. Aunt Esme would make sure no harm came to Charity, and she had gone to the inn numerous times. Mistress Tolman was always kind and even-tempered. Nothing to fear.

			What if Red Earrings is still in there?

			Gritting her teeth, she kept pace with Charity. Mindful to stay one step behind her.

			“A joyous Springtide to you, Healer Zall,” Charity said at the same time Esme reached the house. She eyed the healer warily.

			The rolled paper raised, the grizzled man glared at Charity with piercing, dark eyes. He pointed at her and said, “You. The Loy girl. And not the rude one. Yes, that is joyous.” He lowered the paper, noticing Esme.

			“I have a small question.”

			“What?”

			“Why do you consider flies to be assassins?”

			Zall smiled, baring his perfect teeth. “Have you ever been in a surgery, girl?”

			Charity shook his head. “Not yet.”

			“You see,” Zall said, walking down the short steps. Realta moved closer to her aunt, wishing Charity would do the same. “When a wound isn’t cleaned and bandaged properly, it risks infection, and that attracts flies. After the flies begin biting the wound, it starts to fester. Now, if festering occurs on an arm or a leg, the limb can be amputated and the patient lives. Most of the time. But a torso wound, that can’t be fixed by the same method. Infection spreads. The patient dies. A surgery full of flies is the last place you want to be.”

			Charity nodded, smiling. “Thank you, Healer Zall. That was very informative.”

			And very gross. Can we go now?

			“And what of you, midwife?” Zall asked Esme. “Is that Seltachai husband of yours around here?”

			“Yes, and we are quite well. How are you today?” Healer Zall’s addled mind had associated Realta’s uncle with a blood drinking creature from folk tales that read people’s minds for reasons that were purely his own. Most of his respect for Esme came from the fact that she was married to a monster. 

			“It’s the flies,” he replied, eyes wide. “Every Springtide brings flies. And people call today joyous. It’s insanity!”

			“Do you want help?” she asked, walking towards the steps.

			“From you?” The healer shrugged. “Better than half these idiots,” he gestured towards the marketplace. He disappeared into his house, muttering under his breath. 

			Esme gave Realta and Charity a quick nod, as though to say, “I will take it from here”, and followed the healer inside. Realta wished she had an ounce of her aunt’s bravery.

			Charity, bouncing on the balls of her feet, headed for Tolman’s Inn.

			“Why did you talk to him?” Realta asked, keeping her voice low. She could have easily asked Esme the same question and gotten the same answer.

			“Why not?”

			Realta sighed. She ought to know better than to question Charity Loy.

			A steady stream of people entered and exited Tolman’s Inn. The inn contained over twenty rooms, and at three stories, it was the tallest building in Vala. But during Springtide, too many people visited the village for the inn to hold. Latecomers had to rent spare rooms in the nearby tavern or in people’s homes and barns. The Loys sometimes hosted people, but not often. Merchants did not want to stay that far from the village center.

			The common room was completely full, every table occupied. Some had to stand while eating their midday meal. Vera Tolman, a lithe woman with sharp brown eyes, moved about the common room, checking on guests and making sure the serving girls were not being overworked.

			A lanky young man with a shock of dark brown hair exited the kitchen door. Lok Tolman, Vera’s only son, balanced two plates of food, one in each hand. Quickly scanning the room, he scurried over to a table where two men sat, passing the roaring fireplace.

			Odd. The day was quite warm for Springtide. That fire did not need to be so large.

			Lok placed the food in front of the men, Sardic Loy, Charity’s father, and Symund Ritt, the village’s master carpenter. So that’s who Master Loy had business with. Likely discussing repairs for the farmhouse’s front porch steps. She and Charity walked over to them.

			“Hello, my dear,” said Master Loy, seeing his youngest daughter. The large man smiled, nearly splitting his bearded face in two. His hazel eyes, the same mixture of green and light brown as Charity’s, shone in the light. “Had your fill of the market for today?”

			“Not yet. Realta wanted to know if you’d seen her father. And a joyous Springtide to you, Master Ritt.”

			The balding man returned the greeting.

			“Callum was in here a moment ago,” said Master Loy, glancing around the crowded space. “Well, he can’t have wandered far.”

			“Hello, Charity and Realta. How are you today?” asked Vera Tolman, walking up to the table.

			“Very well, thank you,” Charity replied. Realta merely nodded. Being surrounded by people in the open market was one thing, but the enclosed common room was making her feel claustrophobic.

			“Wonderful. And you, Sardic and Symund? Did that project up in Lothian pan out?”

			“Still waiting on the letter,” Master Ritt replied.

			“Can’t ask for a better day for Springtide,” replied Master Loy. “Blue skies, warm sun. But do you have to have the fire so hot?”

			“Fire?” Mistress Tolman turned towards the fireplace. Lok, in his awkward way, ambled between people, passing the fireplace. A man stopped him, asking a question. Lok shook his head and pointed at the kitchen door, but the man was insistent. The flames leapt up. A crack sounded as a log split in half. “Lok!”

			The boy jumped, turning wide eyes towards his mother.

			“Why have you got the fire going? Put it out.”

			Lok complied, grabbing the empty water bucket and ducking into the kitchen. He nearly collided with a serving girl in the process.

			“Sorry about that. You know Lok,” Mistress Tolman said with a pained smile.

			“Not a problem.”

			“Realta,” Charity nudged her with her elbow, “didn’t you say that weird man had red earrings?”

			“Yes.” Oh, no.

			“He’s over there, talking to your father.” Charity pointed towards the back corner. Sure enough, Red Earrings took the seat opposite Callum Haar. Her father seemed more interested in his pint of ale than the other man.

			Realta contemplated her next move. She had wanted to find Callum, and she had. But she also wanted to avoid Red Earrings, avoid his predatory stares. But why had this man taken an interest in her father? Curiosity overriding fear, she walked towards the small table.

			“Can I help you, sir?” asked Callum, taking a sip.

			“I need to hire a guide to take my team through Caman’s Pass,” Red Earrings explained. His voice was not as deep as Realta imagined. Instead, it was a bit raspy, and he spoke with an odd inflection.

			“I’m sure there are plenty of guides up for the task.”

			“I hear you’re one of the best.”

			Callum sighed. He had worked as a guide before working for Master Loy, helping merchants and travelers cross the mountain pass. As custom, Caman’s Pass opened today and would remain open until Autumntide. Conditions up in the mountains were too dangerous during winter. “I’m retired.”

			“I will pay you however much you want. Name your price.” The man leaned forward, eyes fixed on Callum.

			“That’s not possible.” Callum rolled up his sleeve. On his left wrist were tattooed two thin bands, the width of Realta’s little finger. Inside the bands were two diamonds, the mark of an indentured servant. “I’m under contract.”

			The man grimaced. “I’ll buy you out. My employer promised to pay any expense, so long as our task is complete.”

			“No thanks. My master is a good man. And if this task is so important, why am I speaking to you and not your employer?”

			“My employer is back in East Bridge. A thief has stolen invaluable items from his house and his best horse. My team was hired to track her down, and I fear she’s going through the Pass. If I don’t hire a guide by this evening, we will lose her.”

			Callum calmly took another sip of ale. “Is that the best story you can come up with?”

			Red Earrings looked at him, aghast. “You think I’m lying?”

			“Come on. You claim a thief stole something from someone and now said thief just so happens to be right here in Vala, or close enough.”

			“It is the truth. Most of it.” The man’s face grew red, his blue eyes burning. “Look, I have it on damned good authority that this thief is heading through Caman’s Pass, and it’s my job to catch her and bring her to justice in Teyrnas.”

			“I thought it was East Bridge,” Callum smiled. 

			Realta inched closer to her father. Red Earrings grew angrier by the second. She knew Callum could handle himself in a fight, but she had no desire to see one start. 

			Red Earrings collected himself. “She was originally in Teyrnas. She stole one of the king’s horses, and my team was hired to find her. A week later, that horse was discovered in a stable belonging to a silversmith in East Bridge, his own horse having been stolen.”

			“So she’s wanted in both East Bridge and Teyrnas. Why not just say that?”

			“This information is sensitive, and...” The man finally noticed Realta standing at Callum’s side. That leering smile returned. Imaginary vines tugged at her skin, crawling up the back of her head, down her arms.

			Father is right there. He won’t let anything bad happen.

			“Is this your daughter?” the man asked.

			“Yes.” Realta’s presence did not surprise Callum in the least. All those years as a guide had trained him to notice small details and changes.

			“I can see the resemblance.” Not that their resemblance was hard to miss. Realta and her father had coal black hair, dark brown eyes, and a ruddy skin tone that was common in the Hinterlands. As well as angular faces and slightly oval eyes.

			Callum polished off the rest of his ale and stood. “I must be going. My master has finished his business here.” Realta turned and saw Master Loy shaking hands with the carpenter.

			“Please reconsider.” The man stood, placing a hand on his sword hilt. Realta stiffened, but he made no move to draw the weapon. A reflex, then. “The reward for this thief’s capture and return will be enough for you and your daughter to live in comfort for the rest of your lives.”

			“I’m sure it is,” Callum replied with a hint of sarcasm. “Wait. Did you say return?”

			“Well, yes.”

			“So not only do you want me to leave my master without any notice to go traveling in the Pass, but you also want me to journey all the way to Teyrnas. Sorry, no deal, Master...”

			“Kanton. Dane Kanton, Captain of the—”

			“A joyous Springtide to you, Master Kanton.” He turned to leave, placing a gentle hand on Realta’s shoulder. “Come, Realta. Let’s see what your cousins are up to.”

			“Master Haar!” Kanton called out. Several eyes looked his way.

			“That is not my title.”

			Red faced, Kanton stormed out of the common room. Two other men wearing the same dark blue coats with a raven insignia met him at the door.

			“Well?” asked one.

			Kanton shoved him out of the doorway, exiting the inn. The other man shrugged, and the two quickly followed Kanton. The crowd murmured about the incident briefly, then resumed their normal conversations. It was none of their business.

			“What was that about?” asked Master Loy, cocking a thumb towards the door.

			“A child who doesn’t like hearing the word ‘no’.”

			Master Loy laughed, a deep-chested sound that echoed off the common room’s walls. Everyone turned to see him, many smiling in return. Any lingering uneasy dissipated. “Well, to the Abyss with him, then. Come! Let’s see what the rest of the family is up to.” Master Loy paid the serving girl and led the way to the main road, Callum walking in step with him. Realta and Charity trailed a pace behind.

			“What did the Earring Man want with your father?”

			Realta told her about the thief.

			“That’s so weird. Why not contact the guardsmen at Watchtower? They have the final say of who can enter the Pass.”

			“Good point.” Dane Kanton could have traveled the extra fifteen miles to Watchtower, given the guardsmen the thief’s description or a drawing, and they would have taken care of the rest. All Kanton and his team had to do was wait. No need to single out her father. Callum hadn’t gone through Caman’s Pass since Realta was a baby. Ask one of the younger, and not to mention active, guides.

			“There’s Mother,” Charity pointed. Aida Loy and Charity’s two older sisters, Nina and Bridget, stood in front of a vendor’s stall. Leather-bound books were stacked all over the table. Realta’s Uncle Kel and her cousins, Gareth and Estrid, were with them, though Kel stood off to the side with the hood of his cloak up. The collection of scars on the left side of his face tended to draw stares.

			Charity waved at the group.

			Mistress Loy waved back, motioning them to come closer. The merchant smiled, seeing the crowd double.

			“Look at this, my dear,” Mistress Loy said to her husband, holding up a book. “Tobert’s Complete History of the Kings of Teyrnas. And only priced at one silver piece.”

			“Only one silver?” said Master Loy as he inspected the book. “Why, that’s a steal!”

			All the books in the world would not be enough for Mistress Loy. Every shelf at the farmhouse was bursting with them. Esme and Kel, both educated at the Academy and eager to keep learning, took full advantage of the reading material.

			Esme glided over, wrapping her arms around Kel’s thin shoulders.

			“I hear Zall’s in another one of his moods,” Kel whispered.

			“You have good hearing, my love.”

			“Think it will help if I talk to him?” A hint of a smile crept into his voice.

			“I doubt that.”

			“Esme,” said Mistress Loy, handing the book over to her, “this is an extended volume. It includes King Logan.”

			“Really?”

			As Esme flipped to the end of the book, Callum whispered in Kel’s ear, too faintly for Realta to hear. The scarred man nodded.

			Realta caught a flash of movement on her left side. She spied Dane Kanton standing several yards away, glaring at her and her father, that predatory smiled plastered on his face. One hand gripped the hilt of his sword. Realta reached for her father. 

			Before she could draw Callum’s attention, Kanton had disappeared into the crowd.

		

		
			2

			The Hayloft

			In the early morning light, Realta selected her cloak from off the rack and donned it. Her uncle sat in a nearby chair, adjusting the straps on his leg brace and grimacing. He had shattered the leg in an accident long before she was born, and the bones never healed correctly. Most of the time, Kel also used an elbow crutch, but yesterday he decided to experiment. He hadn’t realized how long they would be in the village.

			The Springtide festivities had lasted well into the night. Singing and dancing on the village green. Even a fireworks display. Mayor Gan must have paid a small fortune for those. It wasn’t every year they saw fireworks.

			Realta had been on the lookout for Dane Kanton, fearing the man would reappear and force Callum to lead him into the Pass. But he never did. She hoped Kanton had wised up and gone to Watchtower, the more sensible method to catch his thief. 

			The moons were high in the sky by the time they returned to the Loy farm, where both families lived in the sprawling farmhouse. Realta wished she could have slept in to make up for the lost hours, but the chores would still be waiting. Besides, the two farmhands, Ander and Lon Millar, were up and about an hour before Realta had dressed and braided her hair. Not to mention Mistress Loy was already preparing breakfast. No room to complain.

			“Are you all right, Kel?” she asked. The simple act of walking out here and putting on the brace left him winded.

			“Just this leg,” he smiled, though his blue eyes reflected pain. The scars crisscrossing the left half of his gaunt face added to the effect. They were a souvenir from the same accident that ruined his leg. “Don’t tell your aunt?”

			“Only if you will.”

			“Deal.” Picking up his crutch, Kel stood and made his way to the kitchen.

			Realta walked out the door and down the porch steps, mindful of the broken step. The sun had just risen over the horizon, yellow light hiding behind the trees. She pulled her cloak closer as she made her way to the barn. The nightly chill lingered. Mornings would not be considered warm for another month.

			At least it isn’t snowing. She smiled, recalling the freak snowstorm two years ago. An entire foot of snow in one day! All the adults claimed to have never seen anything like it.

			A flash of black movement caught Realta’s eye. She turned and saw Shadow, the Loys’ black gelding, grazing on the dew-covered grass. Next to him stood Dust, Kel and Esme’s painted mare. Odd. Why would both horses be out at the same time? Ander knew better than to let the horses wander, especially Shadow. 

			Looking around the yard, Realta did not see anyone. Ander had left the house no more than half an hour ago. Where had he gone?

			He’s just in the barn cleaning out the stables, she assured herself. He tied up Shadow, but the horse chewed away the knot. And Dust did the same? Not likely.

			Realta continued towards the barn. The sweet scents of hay and worked leather greeted her. But it was strangely still. The milk cows, Dona and Deirdri, should have been lowing. Both animals were silent. She walked over to inspect them. They appeared to be well. They were eating and moving about in their stalls. Albeit silently.

			Invisible vines crept over her skin. Someone was watching her. Probably Ander or his brother. Ander was nice, though he preferred to keep to himself. Lon, on the other hand, had a tendency to jump out and scare people. The action had once earned him a broken nose from Callum. Steeling herself, she turned to face the source.

			In the far corner, Ander laid face down, motionless. A small pool of blood surrounded his head.

			Heart racing and legs going numb, Realta rushed to his side. Had he fallen? Hit his head? Neither possibility made sense. The farmhand was next to the empty stall, the one Master Loy reserved for a spare horse. There was nothing to fall from. Nothing to hit his head on.

			Realta placed a shaking hand on Ander’s forehead. Still warm. A soft groan escaped his lips. She breathed a quiet prayer of thanks. Ander was alive. But how extensive was the injury? A simple scalp laceration was one thing. Esme could bind that in minutes. But what if he had a concussion? Healer Zall might help, unless he was in one of his moods...

			Screaming. 

			Realta froze, heart beating in her ears. Heavy boots shuffling on wood. Up above. The hayloft. This was no accident.

			The screaming came again, followed by a man’s voice. 

			Realta found herself walking towards the ladder. How many people were up there, and why were they fighting. 

			“Come here, you little... Oh!” the man cried out. The shuffling grew louder, more frantic. They were fighting. She needed to call her father or Master Loy. Lon ought to be outside by now. She needed to get someone who could help, but she couldn’t let them come in blind. She had to get a better look.

			Glancing around, Realta spied the milk pail. Not the best weapon, but she had no skill for knives or arrows. And it wasn’t like she wanted to join the fight. All she wanted was a quick glance to see who they were up against.

			With her free hand, she gripped the siding and began to climb, pausing between each rung, listening to the fight. They were exchanging blows. The hayloft’s wooden floor creaked under the excess weight.

			This is stupid, this is stupid...

			“Aah!” 

			Realta pressed against the ladder as a large object fell past her, hitting the ground floor with a sickening thud. Forcing herself to look, she saw that the object was a man. A man wearing a dark, knee-length coat. One of the men who had been with Dane Kanton.

			“Oh, Great Creator...”

			Realta’s head shot up at the sound. Standing at the hayloft’s edge was a young woman, not much older than herself. She wore ragged men’s clothes, and her pale, gaunt face sported fresh bruises. Her sandy brown hair had been hacked short, midway to her shoulders. And her eyes...

			Her eyes were the same shade of blue as Kel’s. In fact, her hair was the exact same color as his, as well. And her face. That was Kel’s face!

			How could this girl look just like her uncle? Gareth and Estrid both resembled Esme, with dark hair and ruddy faces, though Estrid had inherited her father’s blue eyes. It could not be real. A trick for the light. She saw what she wanted to see.

			Of Ander’s attacker?

			“Please,” she said, drawing in ragged breaths. She crouched down, meeting Realta at eye level. “I didn’t mean...” She slowly reached for her belt. A knife!

			Panic flooding her, Realta swung her pail upwards, bringing it down on the girl’s head, metal contacting flesh and bone. She collapsed in a heap, one arm hanging listlessly over the side.

			Realta rushed down the ladder, forcing her arms and legs to move. She took the steps one at a time. Two at a time. She lost her balance, dropping the pail. It clattered onto the floor and rolled towards the fallen man. Jumping the last three rungs, she took off running. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Ander propping himself up on his elbows. 

			But what about the other man? Was he still alive? Realta didn’t think to check.

			“Father! Master Loy!” she yelled, running towards the house, her mind racing. Why had the girl and that man been fighting? Who started it? Why were they in the Loys’ barn? 

			And why did that girl look just like Kel?

			Please... The girl’s plea echoed in her mind.

			“What’s going on?” asked Master Loy, bursting through the front door, Callum right on his heels. “Are you hurt, Realta?”

			“No,” she said, taking deep gulps of air between words. She pointed towards the barn. “Ander’s hurt. There was a fight. A man and a woman. A girl. In the hayloft. The man fell...”

			“Are they still in there?” asked Callum.

			“Yes. The girl is knocked out, I think. I don’t know about the man.” She had never seen someone fall from that height before. Growing up, everyone had warned her to be careful in the hayloft. A fall like that could kill her... Her hands were shaking. Was that normal?

			Callum dashed off to the barn without another word.

			“Come inside, dear,” said Master Loy, placing a protective arm around her shoulders. “Sit down, calm yourself. Your father will take care of it,” he said as they entered the house.

			“What happened?” asked Mistress Loy, rounding the corner from the dining room. Esme and Gareth poked their heads around the corner.

			“An intruder in the barn. Esme, there’s an injured man. Fell from the hayloft. Callum is already there.”

			“Stars above,” she muttered. She headed for the door.

			“Should I stay here?” Gareth asked her.

			“Yes.” Esme rushed out the door. Gareth breathed a short sigh of relief.

			“Lon!” Master Loy called out. Ander’s younger brother emerged from the dining room.

			“Yes, sir?”

			“Saddle Shadow and ride into the village. Tell Mayor Gan to bring the guard. And the healer, if he’ll come. Your brother’s been injured.”

			Lon paled and obeyed, running for the yard.

			The village. A ten-minute ride if Lon rode at a gallop. Then fifteen or so minutes to convince the mayor to ride out. Another ten, no fifteen minutes on the return trip. The mayor was an older man. He would not want to ride so fast, even in an emergency. So that was forty minutes minimum. Might as well be an hour.

			Realta felt herself being guided to the dining room. Charity and Estrid, setting the table for the morning meal, froze. A plate slipped out of her hand and clanked on the wooden table. Estrid, the youngest of the household at twelve, looked to her father for assurance. Kel, standing off to the side, stared at Realta, blue eyes wide. She had to look away from him. Charity’s sisters emerged from the doorway leading to the kitchen.

			“Realta, are you all right?” asked Charity, her face turning white.

			“Did you say there was an intruder, Father?” asked Nina, drying her hands on her apron. “Where’s Ander?” She looked around frantically.

			“Callum and Esme are helping him, and Lon’s gone to get more help,” Master Loy calmly explained. He motioned for Realta to take a seat. She hadn’t realized that her legs were numb.

			“Looks like she saw a Shade,” Bridget muttered. Mistress Loy gave her a disapproving glance.

			The front door opened with a bang. The family jumped and whirled around. Callum entered the room. He propped up Ander, who was still bleeding from his head wound. Callum’s other hand gripped the girl by the shirt, forcing her forward. Her hands were bound in front of her, and her mouth was gagged. She glanced around the crowded room, eyes wide and frightened. Realta must have only stunned her.

			“Ander!” Nina cried, rushing towards him. She took the farmhand by the arm and escorted him to the far end of the dining table, helping him take a seat. “Bridget, get some water and a washcloth,” she said, gingerly pushing back his hair.

			Bridget stared at Ander, frozen. Realta did not blame her. Blood coated one side of Ander’s face, matting his hair and staining his shirt a deep crimson.

			Mistress Loy instructed her middle daughter to sit and hurried into the kitchen for the water.

			“Should I help?” Estrid asked Kel in her quiet voice. Kel nodded, and the girl hurried after Mistress Loy.

			Callum shoved the girl forward, forcing her into the seat opposite Realta. Callum and Master Loy flanked her sides. Kel slowly made his way towards her. Gareth had disappeared.

			Realta could not help but stare. This girl looked exactly like her uncle, and those bruises on the left side of her face were helping.

			“Now, what do we have here?” asked Master Loy, getting a better look. Did he see the resemblance, too? “A thief, perhaps?” The girl looked away, staring down at her battered shoes. “What did Esme say?”

			“The man who fell is a member of the King’s Guard. He’s unconscious and has multiple broken bones.” Callum hesitated. “He might live.”

			Master Loy’s expression darkened.

			Ander cried out as Nina applied a damp washcloth to the side of his head. The white fabric was instantly soaked red.

			“He might need stitches,” Charity said, inspecting the gash. The color had returned to her face, and her eyes shone brightly.

			“I will heat up a needle if it comes to that,” replied Mistress Loy. She gave her husband a weary look, and he replied with a sigh. They were fine with Charity learning what they called ‘practical medicine’ from Esme. Her wanting to learn more concerned them.

			“The fact that he regained consciousness so quickly is a good sign,” Charity continued, oblivious to her parents’ concern. “Prolonged unconsciousness would have indicated a serious brain injury. And wounds to the scalp tend to bleed heavily, even the small ones. Perhaps he won’t need stitches after all.”

			“Please tell me you hear this from Esme,” said Nina, giving her youngest sister a weird look.

			Charity bit down on her lower lip and averted her eyes. She seemed to shrink. “I read it in one of Healer Zall’s books.”

			“The healer?” Bridget blurted out. “Why are you reading his books?”

			“I was just curious.”

			Mistress Loy placed her hands on Charity’s shoulders. “We have plenty of books here. And you can ask Esme all you want about medicine. Isn’t that right, Callum?”

			Callum replied with a quick nod. His sister, after all, had studied medicine at the Academy.

			Ander groaned and looked around the room. He jabbed a finger at the girl. “Her! That little bitch hit me with a shovel!”

			The girl winced, as though Ander had slapped her.

			“Why?” Realta heard herself ask. The girl looked at her with her uncle’s bright eyes. Why hadn’t Kel...? Realta studied her uncle. All of his focus was on that girl. Not on Ander. Not on his own children. Nor had he gone to assist his wife. 

			He sees it, too. And he can’t explain it either. Realta was not sure what to make of that fact.

			“The mayor and the village guard will find the reason when they arrive,” said Master Loy.

			“Or we can ask her ourselves,” replied Callum, exchanging a quick glance with Kel. He saw the resemblance, too. He must have.

			Master Loy stroked his beard. “I don’t see a problem with that. Gan might not like it, but we’ll say it was a way to verify the lass’s story.”

			An acrid scent wafted into the room.

			“Drat,” said Mistress Loy. “Bridget, get that food off the stove. Nina, Charity, help me move Ander to the couch. And Estrid, see if you can find your brother.” Three of the four girls did as instructed.

			“Can’t I stay here?” asked Charity.

			Mistress Loy gave her a pained look. “They’re just going to ask the girl some questions. There’s no reason—”

			“But Realta is staying.”

			Realta shot her best friend an accusatory glance. She had hoped the three men would forget she was there until halfway through their questioning. Many times people forgot she was nearby. A benefit of being quiet. She wanted, needed to know who this girl was and why she resembled Kel so strongly. Now, she might be forced to leave.

			“The girls can stay,” said Callum. Thank you. “She can’t do anything with her hands bound. If that’s all right,” he looked to Master Loy.

			The bigger man nodded. “So long as they sit at the other end of the table. Just to be safe.”

			Mistress Loy sighed and muttered disapprovals under her breath. She joined Nina and Ander in the living room. Charity beamed, thanking her father. Sometimes, Realta did not understand Charity at all. They sat at the table’s far end.

			Callum untied the gag, tossing the cloth onto the table. Part of the blue fabric was stained red. The girl’s lower lip had been split during the fight. 

			“What’s your name?” asked Master Loy, crossing his arms. Kel sat opposite the girl, studying her.

			“Serena,” she whispered.

			“Why were you in my barn, Serena? Were you trying to steal something?”

			“No. Just wanted a place to...” Serena hunched her shoulders, growing smaller. “Place to sleep.”

			“Then why not ask? Plenty of farmers rent out their barns this time of year.”

			“I didn’t want to be seen.”

			“Why’s that?” asked Callum. “And why were you fighting with a member of the King’s Guard?”

			Serena shook her head, biting down on her lip.

			“How old are you, Serena?” asked Kel, his voice calm and soft.

			“Twenty-one.”

			The men exchanged knowing looks. “Girl, if you’re twenty-one,” replied Callum, “then I’m an Averillian spice merchant.”

			“Seventeen,” Serena sighed. Kel leaned back in his chair, deep in thought.

			“Where are your parents, lass?” Master Loy asked.

			“Dead.” Her eyes glistened.

			Master Loy sighed. “Sounds like she didn’t have much of a choice.”

			“Perhaps.” Callum reached down and removed a pouch from Serena’s belt. He spilled the contents onto the table. Half a dozen coins of different values.

			Realta’s heart sank. It wasn’t a knife. Serena was trying to buy her silence, hoping a handful of coins would be enough to forget that fight. 

			“Seems like enough to rent a room,” said Callum, picking up a gold piece. More than enough. Serena could have rented a room at Tolman’s for a full week with that coin.

			“But not enough to get me where I’m going,” Serena replied.

			“Which is where? The other side of Caman’s Pass?”

			Serena shrugged. Sandy brown hair obscured her face.

			Callum leaned down, meeting her at eye level. “Serena, did you steal a horse?”

			No reply.

			“Have you ever been to Teyrnas?”

			Charity leaned closer to Realta and whispered, “Why ask about Teyrnas?”

			Realta’s mind clicked. “The man in Tolman’s Inn yesterday. The one with red earrings. He’s looking for a horse thief from Teyrnas, claims she stole one of the king’s horses.”

			“Your father thinks that girl is the thief?”

			“Seems like it.” Realta paused, wondering if she ought to ask this question. “Charity, doesn’t she look familiar?”

			Charity studied Serena. “Not really. Why?”

			“No reason.”

			“The king’s horse?” asked Serena. “How would I steal the king’s horse?”

			“Have you ever met a man named Dane Kanton?” asked Callum.

			All the blood drained from Serena’s face. Her mouth opened, but no words formed.

			“Is that the man from Tolman’s Inn?” Master Loy asked.

			“Yes.”

			“Kanton?” Kel questioned. “You didn’t tell me his name was Kanton.”

			Serena struggled against the rope tied around her wrists. She bit at the knot like a wild animal caught in a trap. The rope began to fray. Callum placed a gentle hand on her shoulder.

			“Are you really telling me the truth, Serena?”

			“Answer me, Callum.” Kel met his brother-in-law with a level stare, a strange tension leaking into his voice.

			“Sardic,” said Mistress Loy, “Lon’s back. He’s brought the mayor and some guardsmen.”

			“That lad has good timing, I’ll give him that,” replied Master Loy. “Send them in.”

			A moment later, Mayor Helfin Gan, a man with graying hair and a purple earring in his right ear, entered the dining room with three men dressed in blue overcoats. Each was armed with a small dagger and a cudgel. The mayor shook hands with Master Loy and Callum. He gave only a passing glance at Kel who returned the favor.

			Realta studied Mayor Gan’s earring. It was an odd piece of jewelry. Very few people, men or women, in the Hinterlands wore earrings. But Mayor Gan had a reasonable explanation for it. He claimed the Hiraeth had kidnapped him as a boy and gave him the earring as a reminder not to trespass in their lands. The story was a bit fantastical, but no one questioned Gan. Not even Kel, who actually was Hiraethi. 

			Did Kanton receive his earrings from the Hiraeth, too? But Kel did not wear earrings. Though his earlobes contained jagged tears, as if earrings had been ripped out.

			“So, this is your thief,” said Mayor Gan, looking Serena up and down. The girl continued to struggle against her bonds. The knot was partially loose. “And a lively one, at that.” Gan motioned one of the guards forward. He held a pair of manacles in his hands. “Any damage other than what she did to the Millar boy’s head?”

			“Yes,” replied Master Loy. “She attacked a member of the King’s Guard. Hurt him pretty badly.”

			Gan paled.

			Esme entered the room with Gareth in tow. The boy halted, seeing so many unfamiliar faces in the house.

			Gan greeted her and asked about the guardsman.

			“His right arm is shattered, and his shoulder is dislocated. I suspect he has several broken ribs, as well. Possibly a concussion.”

			“Not bad, from a fall like that,” replied Gan.

			“He got lucky. His arm took the brunt of the fall. If he’d landed on his back...” Esme merely shook her head.

			“Is he conscious?” asked Callum.

			“Yes, but he won’t answer any of my questions.”

			“Don’t worry,” said Gan. “I’ll have one of my men—”

			“Aah!” The guardsman recoiled, clutching his hand. “She bit me!”

			A second guardsman backhanded Serena across the face, nearly knocking her out of the chair. Gareth fled from the room.

			Realta spied blood seeping between the first guardsman’s fingers. Charity stood and rounded the table, her eyes fixed on the wound. Realta groaned inwardly and trailed behind her friend.

			Serena spat bloody saliva onto the guard’s face. He raised his hand, preparing for another hit. Master Loy moved between him and the thief.

			“Now that’s enough, Alam Mund.” Master Loy’s face grew red. “Or do I have to involve your mother?”

			The guardsman blanched, instantly lowering his hand. “No need for that, Master Loy. But you saw what she did to Mak’s hand.”

			“Guardsmen do not right wrongs with wrongs. Isn’t that right, Mayor Gan?”

			“Yes,” said the mayor, who acted like he had been lost in a reverie. He glanced around the room, getting his bearings on the here and now. 

			“May I help you?” came Mistress Loy’s voice from the front room. The door opened with a bang, forcing everyone’s attention away from Serena. The third guardsman went to investigate. “Who do you think you are,” Mistress Loy demanded, “barging into my house!”

			No one replied. Heavy footsteps echoed through the silent house.

			Dane Kanton appeared in the doorway. He looked at Serena and smiled.
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			A Boon

			“Master Haar,” said Dane Kanton, sauntering into the room, all eyes fixed on him. “I see you found my thief.”

			Realta, white knuckling the back of a chair, studied everyone’s faces. Better to look at them than face Kanton’s stares. The three guardsmen looked at each other, baffled. Mayor Gan picked at his fingernails, forcing himself not to look Kanton’s way. She sensed they had spoken earlier, and it had not ended amicably. Mistress Loy, hands on her hips, scowled at the man. Master Loy moved in front of Serena, who had gone as white as a sheet. Callum and Kel glared at Dane, the latter rising to meet him at eye level. 

			“It was chance, nothing more,” Callum replied, his voice low. Three other guards in the same coats as Kanton entered the house, two men and one woman whose hair was cut just above the shoulders. Esme trailed them. She and Kel exchanged worried looks.

			Kanton smirked and addressed the mayor. “Your services here are no longer required. Call off your men and sign this.” He removed a document from his coat pocket. The royal seal, a raven imprinted on dark blue wax, rested at the top and bottom of the document. The same shade of blue as Dane Kanton’s coat.

			Mayor Gan read over the paper, nodding. “Do you have a pen?” he asked the Loys. Charity ducked into the next room and returned with pen and ink, placing them on the table. Realta raised an eyebrow. Charity shrugged.

			Well, the faster this is over, the sooner Kanton can leave. Wait, did that mean Serena was leaving with him? How would she get her answers?

			The mayor signed the document. “Mak, Alam, Leaf,” he addressed the village guards, “time to go.”

			“What about her?” asked Leaf, cocking a thumb towards Serena.

			“She’s in the hands of the King’s Guard now.”

			The three guards looked at one another in awe. The King’s Guard. Soldiers personally selected by the king himself. Realta had only heard it mentioned in history books. The guardsmen shuffled out of the house, saluting Kanton and his cohorts while saying their goodbyes to the Loys and Esme. Mayor Gan moved to follow.

			Dane Kanton placed a rough hand on the mayor’s shoulder. “That earring. Where did you get it?”

			Gan paled. “Why, from the Hiraeth.” He licked his dry lips. “Kel’s one of them. He can explain. They kidnapped me as a boy, and—”

			“So I’ve heard.” Kanton rolled his eyes and motioned for the mayor to leave.

			Once the door closed, Master Loy asked, “So what is this really about?”

			“Pardon?” Kanton asked as two of his guards rounded the table towards Serena. 

			“Did you really come all this way for a common horse thief?”

			“That thief is far from common, and thanks to you, she will be brought to justice. In fact,” Kanton motioned for Mistress Loy to come closer, “I would like to reward you for your service to the kingdom of Teyrnas.”

			“That isn’t necessary,” replied Mistress Loy. “There was no damage done. And our farmhand is already recovering.”

			“What about Patyn?” asked the female guard. “You said he was injured.”

			“He’s still in the barn,” replied Esme. “I didn’t want to move him in case his spine was injured.”

			“Take me to him.”

			“One moment, Marsh,” said Kanton. He addressed the Loys. “This is a small village. Only seven hundred people live here, according to the latest census. What is there in terms of education?”

			The Loys looked at one another, a little confused. Realta had no idea where Kanton was heading. Education? How did that factor in?

			“How old are your daughters?”

			Marsh shared a confused glance with her colleagues.

			Callum moved so that he stood between Realta and Charity, eyes fixed on Kanton. The dining room felt uncomfortably small. Too many people.

			“Well,” Master Loy hesitated, “Nina is twenty, Bridget is eighteen, and Charity is fifteen.”

			“And Master... Kel, is it? That boy I saw earlier. Is he your son?”

			“Why?” Kel leaned against the wall, the scarred half of his face directed at Kanton.

			“Answer the question.”

			“Yes.”

			“And his age?”

			“I don’t see what my son has to do with anything.”

			“His age.” Kanton’s blue eyes burned like fire.

			“Sixteen.”

			“Excellent. And how old is your daughter, Master Haar?”

			Callum glared at him. Kanton knew very well that Callum was a servant without any title of his own, yet he insisted on calling him by one.

			“Fifteen,” Callum acquiesced.

			“Have the boy and the two fifteen-year-olds undergone testing by the Scholars yet?”

			“No,” replied Mistress Loy. “They aren’t due back in Vala until Autumntide.” Every five years, Scholars from the Academy came to each village in the Hinterlands, administering tests to see if any child between the ages of fourteen and nineteen qualified for admission. Very few passed the tests, and even fewer completed their education. Esme had been one of the lucky few the Scholars accepted.

			“Here’s what I’m thinking,” said Kanton, relaxing his shoulders and placing a hand on his sword hilt. “We have to transport this thief back to Teyrnas to stand trial. The journey will take at least fifteen days, and I need someone to help.” The three guards exchanged looks once again but remained silent. “Master Haar, if you wish to change your mind, come with me. And as a boon, I will take these three children to the Academy for testing. What do you say?”

			Marsh stepped over to her colleagues and whispered. The two men were as equally confused.

			“Um, Captain Kanton,” said one. Kanton raised a hand, silencing him.

			Callum gritted his teeth. He looked to Master Loy for guidance.

			“Why just me?” Charity piped up. “Why not my sisters as well?”

			“My dear,” Kanton said with a pained smile, “you wouldn’t want your parents to be all alone, would you? Besides, the Academy rarely accepts students who are over nineteen.”

			Charity and Realta exchanged glances. Attending the Academy was prestigious. The greatest minds in the kingdom studied there. Nobles, historians, scientists. And attending did not mean saying goodbye forever. Esme, after all, had returned home.

			Realta’s gaze fell on Serena. The girl looked so much like her uncle. She even had hints of Estrid in her face, glimpses of the girl’s future self. She might be able to pry an explanation from Kel, but the man was so secretive, rarely talking about his life before attending the Academy. He outright refused to talk about the accident that left him scarred, though Realta did not blame him for that. And if Serena left, any potential answers left with her.

			“I’d like to go,” Realta whispered. She had no doubt that Charity would say yes. That was another reason to go. She did not want Charity traveling with Kanton for that long, even if they were with other guards. 

			“If Realta agrees, then I want to go, too,” said Charity, her bright smile beaming.

			“Gareth!” Kel called out, covering the right side of his face. Odd. Why cover that side but leave the scars visible?

			Gareth peered into the dining room. His eyes widened, seeing so many unfamiliar faces at once. He turned to run, but Esme caught him by the arm and guided him to rest of the way into the room. 

			“Gareth,” she said, her voice gentle. “These people want to take you and your cousin to the Academy. What do you think?”

			Eyes wide and trembling, Gareth looked to his mother, then his father. “I don’t know,” he stammered.

			“This is the wonderful opportunity,” said Kanton. “It would be unwise to let it pass you by.”

			“How long?”

			“Try it for a few months,” replied Kel. “They don’t force you to stay if you don’t want to.”

			“Okay.”

			Kanton grin, white teeth flashing.

			“Are you sure it will be safe?” asked Mistress Loy, casting a weary glance at Serena, flanked by a guard on both sides. The girl sat with her head hung, manacled hands resting on her knees. Had Mayor Gan left the keys for those?

			“Of course. The route from here to Teyrnas is a very safe one. Thousands travel it every day. And the Academy takes good care of its students.”

			“Is this really what you want, Charity?” her mother asked.

			“I can study medicine at the Academy, right? How to perform surgery?” she asked Kanton.

			The man smiled. “The best doctors and healers come from the Academy, my dear. You won’t be disappointed.”

			Charity’s eyes shone brightly, like a small child receiving a puppy or a kitten for her birthday. “Yes, more than anything. May I?”

			Master and Mistress Loy smiled their patient smiles. This way their youngest daughter could study beyond practical medicine to her heart’s desire and do so miles away from Healer Zall. They gave her their blessing.

			“Thank you!” Charity hugged her parents and ran off to tell her sisters the good news.

			Realta looked up at her father. His expression was clouded. “Is it all right with you, Father?”

			He let out a heavy sigh. “I’ve only wanted the best for you. And if this is the best, then so be it.”

			She thanked him, wondering if she had made the right choice. Yes, Esme had returned to Vala after graduating. But she had been gone for eight years. The headstrong teen had returned as a mature, educated woman, who was also married and expecting a child. None of the love between Callum and his sister had disappeared, but those years were gone. Along with any experiences they might have shared.

			“At least she’s going with friends,” Esme added. Callum nodded, a bit of his mood lightening.

			“So, you are going with us, Master Haar.” Dane Kanton smiled.

			“You’ve left me without a choice.”

			Realta felt a small pang of guilt. Had this all been a ploy to get Callum’s help?

			“Captain, I don’t think that’s necessary,” said one guard, the younger of the two men. “We already have the thief in custody, and—”

			“Have you forgotten something, Tock?”

			“Sir?”

			“Patyn is injured. We are down one man. Master Haar will be a fitting replacement.”

			“Can we see Patyn now?” asked Marsh. Kanton motioned for her to go, and Esme led her to the barn. Gareth seized the opportunity to run out of the room.

			“I ought to be back by the start of next month,” Callum told Master Loy. “I’ll miss the first planting, but...”

			“Think nothing of it,” replied Master Loy. “I will have the Taft boy help. So long as you’re back before harvest,” he added with a jovial smile.

			Mistress Loy motioned for Realta to follow her into the living room. She walked around the table, keeping an eye on Kanton. He was too focused on Callum and Kel to notice her. She wondered if he saw the resemblance, too.

			Ander sat on the couch with Nina and Estrid by his side. The bleeding had stopped, and he rested his head on Nina’s shoulder. Lon stood off to the side, glaring at the dining room. Knowing him, he’d like to knock Serena unconscious as pay back. Bridget sat in a chair, her face solemn.

			“You better go upstairs and pack,” Mistress Loy instructed her. “You have a long journey ahead of you.” She pulled Realta in for a quick hug. “Your mother would be so proud.”

			Realta went up to the small room she and Charity shared. She caught Bridget saying, “Why doesn’t he want to take me, too?”

			Mistress Loy comforted her middle daughter, assuring her that the Scholars would arrive in a few short months, and she could take the test then.

			Bridget wants to go to the Academy? Realta never viewed her as being academic. Bridget’s mind often wandered during one of Kel’s mathematics or history lessons. Perhaps she didn’t know what she wanted until she realized she couldn’t have it.

			Entering the room, Realta saw Charity laying out a series of dresses and books on her bed. Each book had a medical title. But not all of them belonged to Mistress Loy.

			Perhaps it was a good thing Serena hid in their barn, Realta thought as she walked towards the wardrobe. If not, Charity would have to settle for learning the basics from Esme or study under Healer Zall.

			Vala needed a new healer. Esme had volunteered to work as Zall’s assistant when she returned home. At first, the healer allowed it, especially since Kel’s injuries were still fresh and he needed surgery on his leg. Then Zall began growing suspicious, claiming that Kel was recovering too quickly and that odd things happened around him. It was nonsense. The fact that Kel required a leg brace to walk more than ten feet was proof. But not to Zall’s addled mind. He began limiting Esme’s work time and shut her out completely within a year. Though he grew to respect her in a way, all attempts to repair their working relationship eventually ended in failure.

			“What are you going to pack everything in?” Realta asked, removing a dress from the wardrobe. Neither of them had traveling cases or trunks.

			“I’ll borrow Mother’s old trunk. And I’ll make sure to pack light, that way we can share. Do you know if we will be traveling by horse or in a cart?”

			“Good question.” Realta folded her arms. A sickening thought crept into her mind. “How do we know this offer is real?”

			Charity left a dress halfway folded. “It has to be. That document Red Earrings showed the mayor was legitimate. It had the king’s seal. And that girl recognizes him. Why would he lie?”

			Realta shrugged. Kanton’s predatory smile flashed in her mind. She pushed the image away. “I don’t know. Sounds too good to be true.”

			“That’s nerves talking. Come on, I’ll help you pack.”

			Fifteen minutes later, she and Charity carried Mistress Loy’s old trunk out of the room and placed it down at the top of the stairs. Charity went down to fetch Lon and her father. There was no way they could carry it down on their own.

			Realta glanced down the hall to her father’s room. He sat on the bed, looking at the drawing of Realta’s mother. Kiana Haar had died when Realta was two years old, during an outbreak of crimson fever. Growing up, Callum had shone her that drawing until she memorized every detail, saying she ought to know what her mother looked like.

			Callum placed the drawing in a book and walked out of Realta’s line of sight.

			She hurried down the stairs. Nina, Bridget, and Estrid had disappeared. Ander was lying down on the couch, a damp cloth pressed against his head. Charity stood over him.

			“His breathing is regular,” she whispered. “Nothing to worry about.”

			“Where are the others?” Realta peered into the empty dining room.

			“They’re outside.”

			The stairs creaked as Callum walked down. Slung over his shoulder was a leather satchel. His eyes were narrowed, lost in thought.

			“How long will the trip take?” Kanton had said fifteen days, but Realta wanted confirmation from someone she trusted.

			“About fifteen, maybe twenty days. No sooner than Alet fifteenth.” Callum noticed Master Loy and Kanton talking in the yard and went to join them. The door closed softly behind him.

			Twenty days. Two full weeks. Realta had never traveled for longer than one day in any direction. What would two weeks on the road be like? Was it too late to change her mind?

			You want to know why Serena looks like Kel, don’t you? You can’t get those answers by staying here.

			Charity grabbed Realta’s hand and led her out the door. The rising run had warmed the air, banishing the nightly chill. Master Loy and Lon were attaching the cart to Shadow, and half a dozen other horses were tied to the railing next to the barn. Just inside the barn sat the fallen man, Patyn. Esme bound his arm in a sling while he stared into the yard, looking at nothing. Marsh stood nearby, asking questions.

			Dane Kanton monitored the yard, one eye on Serena. The girl sat on one of the horses, her hands tied to the saddle’s pommel. The manacles had been removed.

			Gareth came up from behind, leading Dust by the reins. Locks of black hair obscured his solemn face. He paused next to his father and sister.

			“I don’t know about this,” he said.

			Kel reached into his shirt and removed his necklace, a pendant with two ravens soaring into the sky. He handed it to Gareth. “Your mother gave this to me when we were students. Think of it as the two of us being with you. No matter what.”

			Gareth sheepishly put on the necklace. Estrid embraced him, followed by Kel.

			Not wanting to intrude, Realta continued towards the cart. Callum placed his satchel in the cart and turned towards Master Loy. He handed her father a piece of paper. Realta glanced at the heading. “Rite of Passage”. With that, Callum was free to travel throughout the kingdom. He folded it and placed it inside the satchel.

			“We’ll purchase more supplies in the village,” Kanton announced. Callum ignored him as he checked to make sure the saddle straps were tight.

			“We each get a horse?” asked Charity.

			“Not exactly. Ideally, we will have extra horses so we can switch riders. If only we had something other than a cart,” he muttered.

			Marsh walked over to him, her face ashen. “Sir, Patyn is in no condition to ride. We can’t just leave him.”

			Kanton glanced at Esme and the wounded guardsman. “Yes, we can.”

			“But, sir—”

			“Do you think that woman is a competent healer?”

			Marsh hesitated. “From what little I’ve seen, sure. I guess.”

			“It will be better for him to recover here than on the road. Is this clear?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Realta turned her attention to Callum. He stood beside Serena.

			“Is that too tight?” he asked her, pointing at her bound wrists.

			Serena shrugged.

			“Let me know if they are.”

			“If I...” Serena swallowed a lump in her throat. “If I had asked your master permission to sleep in his barn, would he have let me?”

			“No.”

			Serena sighed, as though she expected that answer.

			“Mistress Loy,” Callum continued, “would have insisted that you slept in the house.”

			Tears fell freely from Serena’s eyes. She hung her head, turning away from Callum.

			Realta felt another pang of guilt. Had she done the right thing in capturing her? Yes, she had fought a guardsman and nearly killed him, but how much of that was in self-defense? And why does she look like Kel? Why? Who are you? she wanted to ask. The words refused to leave her mind.

			Turning away, she saw Mistress Loy enter the yard, trailed by Nina, Bridget, and Ander. The latter was propped up by Nina.

			“Write me the moment you arrive there,” she said, giving Charity and Realta hugs.

			“We will.”

			Tears brimmed in her eyes. She placed a hand on Callum’s arm. “Watch over them.”

			“With my life.”

			“We will send you a portion of the reward,” said Kanton, climbing into his saddle, the three guards following suit, “once we reach Teyrnas. King Logan will be more than grateful.”

			The Loys thanked him. Callum said his goodbyes and climbed into the driver’s seat while Charity and Realta climbed into the back of the cart. They sat with their legs swinging off the edge. Gareth mounted Dust, a little uneasy in the saddle. He glanced back at his parents. They gave him reassuring smiles.

			Callum flicked the reins, and Shadow took off, eager to go anywhere. Kanton maneuvered his horse into the front, with the horse carrying Serena tied to the back of the saddle. The girl kept her head low.

			Realta waved goodbye to the Loys and her aunt and uncle, taking in one last view of the farm. Her home. It felt like a dream. She and Charity were heading to the Academy together, had a chance at a proper education. She thought she would be happier.

			She glanced over her shoulder. Kanton’s head moved in tandem, facing forward. She still felt his eyes watching her.

		

		
			4

			The Tolman Boy

			“Stay here while we gather supplies,” Dane Kanton ordered. They had stopped outside the marketplace in Vala. A good number of vendors already had their stalls set up for the day. Travelers would be coming through the village regularly for the next week. Nobody wanted to miss out on extra sales. Kanton, Tock, and Marsh dismounted and headed for the vendors. The third guardsman, Wills, stayed behind to watch Serena.

			Once they were out of sight, Callum climbed off the cart.

			“Where are you going?” Wills questioned.

			“To chapel to pay my respects. Is there a problem with that?”

			Wills mulled it over. “Find. Don’t take forever, though.”

			Callum thanked him and said to Realta, “Do you want to come?”

			Realta glanced over at Wills. The guardsman did not object. She quickly jumped off the cart and joined her father. 

			“Charity, Gareth,” he called out. Charity stood up in the cart, and Gareth jolted, as though someone had grabbed him. “Help watch that thief and whistle as loud as you can if there’s any trouble.”

			“Yes, Callum,” Charity replied. Gareth merely nodded.

			“What if he gets mad?” Realta asked, trying to keep up with her father’s long strides. What if Kanton went back on his promise? She recalled how quickly Kanton became enraged at Callum, storming out of Tolman’s Inn. If he returned and found Realta and Callum gone, would he get angry and leave without them? She doubted the guards would object. They always followed Kanton’s orders. That meant Charity and Gareth spending two weeks alone with them. Gareth never did well with strangers. And had Kanton been staring at Charity, too? A shiver ran down her spine, and she quickened her pace.

			They entered the village chapel, wind chimes at the front entrance swinging in the breeze. A dozen or so villagers occupied the space, as well as the four chaplains who maintained the building and saw to Vala’s spiritual needs. People typically visited the chapel on the first day of the week, seeking prayers and guidance. The Loys always visited at midday.

			“You’re here early, Callum,” said Sister Sabell. She was an older woman with gray hair, tied in a braid that went down to her waist. She wore the brown cloak and robes of a chaplain with a blue cord tied around her waist. The other three chaplains wore a green, red, or white cord, respectively.

			“I’ve a long journey ahead of me. I’m taking Realta and Gareth to the Academy.”

			Sister Sabell gasped. “That’s wonderful. But aren’t the Scholars due to visit the Hinterlands this year?”

			“Yes, but I’ve been hired to go to Teyrnas. This way, I’m catching two hares in one trap.”

			Sister Sabell nodded, seeing the logic. “Very well. Let me know if you need anything.”

			“Just the Creator’s guidance.”

			Sister Sabell nodded again and went to greet other visitors.

			Realta followed Callum downed the aisle to the candle-filled altar. The chapel’s walls were decorated with stained glass windows and tapestries, each depicting one of the eight Gadyeni, beings sent by the Creator to protect humankind. To the left of the altar hung Caman’s tapestry. It depicted a man with dark hair and tanned skin holding a walking staff. Legend said he created the pass in the Vogel Mountains in order to unite the people in the Northern Realm. Some people claimed that Callum met Caman while working as a guide. Her father neither confirmed nor denied the story.

			Callum took one of the lit candles and touched the flame to three unlit ones. Realta listed off the names in her head. Grandfather Drago, Grandmother Mayra, Mother. The smoke from the flames rose to the chapel’s vaulted ceiling.

			“You are not forgotten,” Callum said under his breath. Realta repeated the phrase. Lighting candles for the dead not only prolonged their memory, but also drew the attention of the Creator and His Gadyeni. They looked highly on those who remembered the past. Realta hoped this small act would grant them protection on their journey. She didn’t think she could trust Kanton. Or any of the guards, for that matter.

			She and Callum exited the chapel. More and more people walked along the streets as morning grew to midday. A small crowd gathered around the cart and horses. Guardsman Wills did his best to deflect people, telling them this was none of their business. Charity, on the other hand, readily answered their questions, explaining their trip to Teyrnas and that her parents were doing very well, thank you for asking.

			“Wait, you’re traveling with a thief?” asked Ellis, the tavern’s head brewer.

			“The thief is tied up,” Charity replied. “The guards won’t let her get away.”

			“But... Oh, hello, Callum,” he said, turning around. “Sardic let you go, too?”

			“Who else is going to escort his daughter?” 

			Realta hurried back to the cart and sat down next to Charity. “Is he back yet?”

			“Did you hear me whistle?”

			“You were only supposed to do that if there’s trouble.”

			“Well, you never know.” Charity looked up and down the street. People milled in front of shops and houses, going about their daily business and greeting one another. The clang of metal and metal rose from the blacksmith’s shop. “Look,” she said, “it’s Lok and Mistress Tolman.”

			Realta faced the nearby inn. Vera Tolman, a shawl wrapped around her thin shoulders, walked across the street, making a direct line for Callum. Lok remained by the door. He wore a dark cloak that was frayed at the edges and was slightly too big for him. He held a burlap sack in one hand. Realta waved to him. He did not notice, all his attention focused on the ground.

			“Callum,” said Mistress Tolman, “may I have a word?”

			“Of course.”

			She led Callum off to the side, away from the small crowd.

			“Has she said anything?” Realta asked Charity, pointing at Serena. The girl sat motionless with her head down. Her sandy hair hid her face. Kel’s face.

			Charity shook her head. “No, hasn’t said a word. Don’t you think it’s sad? She’s only two
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