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To my mom. 

The first person who told me I should be a writer. 
And to Paul. 
Who helped me become one. 






One


“What do you take me for? A fool?” Thali stood her ground, hands on her hips.  
“It’s a very good price, m’lady. I’ve just sold half this for double.” The man offered his best toothy grin. 
“I’ll take the lot for half or nothing. You will not take advantage of me.” She brushed a strand of loose dark-brown hair behind her ear. It took everything she had not to glance back at her brother observing from the ship. 
The wind picked up, blowing more strands free. She was losing patience. She needed to be done and back on the ship before sunset. Mother would be livid if they were late.
“You know, never mind. This isn’t worth my time.” Thali turned on her heel and gathered her unruly hair to stop it from dancing in the wind as she walked away. 
She had taken exactly two steps onto the dock when the peddler spoke. “Wait, m’lady, wait. Two thirds, for the lot.” She heard the panic in his voice and smiled as she slowly turned around, raising one eyebrow just as Rommy had taught her. 
“I’ll take the lot for half or nothing. I will not repeat myself again.” She pointed one foot toward the ship and the other toward the market’s edge. 
“Fine.” The man’s shoulders sagged. 
Thali covered the ten paces back to his stall in a breath. “Deal.” She stuck out her hand. He shook it, shoulders still slumped. Thali pulled a handful of gold coins and notes from her vest and handed them to the peddler. She gave a lazy wave of a hand, and two burly men came to collect the fabric bolts. 
“Give me that much trouble next time, and I’ll be sure to talk to Antoine first,” Thali warned, grinning as she turned back to the ship. The dock was mostly empty, with only a few sailors coiling rope or preparing for morning. She strode up the dock and glanced at her ship, squinting to find her brother. 
A man in a hooded cloak stepped into her path and snarled, “I’ll take those extra coins.” Both the flash of gold in his grin and the flash of a knife in the folds of his cloak greeted her even as he blocked her path.  
Ugh. I don’t have time for this. Thali rolled her eyes and said, “Well, it’s too bad that I just used the last of them.” She narrowed her eyes at the cloaked figure as she slid her arm an inch backward to unclasp the dagger hidden in her sleeve. 
She glanced at the ship, only thirty paces away. Some of the newer crew members were hanging on the rigging watching her and taking bets; her brother must have gone belowdecks. Good. She’d never hear the end of it if her brother saw this. Thali squared her shoulders and took a deep breath, turning her full attention back to the hooded figure before her. Her eyes roamed over him, taking in his worn boots and ragged cloak. A thief. 
A low growl made Thali grin as the thief slowly looked over his shoulder. His body stiffened as a great orange tiger prowled toward him. 
“What … what is that?” He turned to Thali, expecting her to be as frightened as he was. 
“That’s a tiger, native to the Southeast,” Thali said. The tiger plopped her haunches down, the thud audible, and slowly lifted a paw to lick as she stared at the thief. The setting sun glinted on her claws. Thali tried to hide her smile as her tiger yawned, displaying huge, sharp teeth. The thief’s eyes grew wide as he took two steps backward. Thali could barely contain her laughter. “Still want those coins?” 
The thief’s jaw tightened, and his eyes narrowed. Then his hand suddenly shot out and he tried to dart behind Thali, his other arm reaching around to hold her middle. His dagger was moving toward her throat as Thali spun away from him, grabbing the wrist with the dagger and ramming that hand into a nearby barrel. The thief dropped the knife as Thali redirected his momentum forward so that he flew off the dock into the water. 
The splash made Thali’s smile widen. 
“M'lady.” Lobb ran up from the market, panting, with the last of the textiles.
“Are we ready to leave?” Thali asked, bending over and picking up the blade the thief had dropped. She examined it. It was a cheap dagger, and she handed it to Lobb, who palmed the dagger into his cloak. 
“Almost, m'lady. Your brother is going to have my neck for letting that scum get so close to you.” 
“Then we won’t tell him.” She thought of the wrath she would face when her family discovered a simple thief had dared wrap an arm around her. Thali groaned as she thought of the drills her mother would make her run through if she found out. Absentmindedly brushing off her clothing where the thief had touched her, she said, “Let’s go, Indi.” Thali turned to the tiger, who leaped up and bounded in front as they returned to their ship. 
Lobb nodded and joined the other crew members as they stumbled back into motion, loading the ship and preparing to sail. She would have to go around and collect the coins they’d been exchanging. Taking bets on her was not acceptable. 
The sun was dipping halfway below the horizon as Thali supervised the last of their goods being loaded into the prow of the ship. She couldn’t help but smile at her success. 
“Captain, we’re ready,” Lobb said. Her brother had snuck up next to her. He put his hand on her shoulder and raised his eyebrows as she turned to look at him. 
“Let’s go home then, Lobb,” Thali said. 
“May I say, congratulations to you both on a fruitful journey.” Lobb dipped his head in their direction and then hollered to the crew. The ship groaned as it rubbed against the dock. 
“Did that scum mark you?” Rommy asked when Lobb had moved out of earshot. 
“No,” Thali said. She groaned inwardly. So he had seen. It was his fault; if she hadn’t been looking for him, that thief wouldn’t have snuck up on her. 
“You let him get too close,” Rommy admonished. 
“I know,” Thali said. 
“I know you’d hoped I wouldn’t see, but who do you think let Indi out?” Rommy asked. 
Thali sighed and replied, “I handled him just fine.” 
“You shouldn’t have had to,” Rommy said. There was no arguing with her brother. 
Indi pushed her head into Thali’s left hand, and she scratched the tiger’s head, easing a hand behind her ear. “Good girl, Indi,” Thali murmured. “You’re so brave.” She lowered her cheek to her tiger’s, and they rubbed the sides of their faces together. Then Thali rose and turned her attention to the open ocean. Indi curled herself around Thali’s feet, settling in for a nap. Thali unbound her hair, letting the wind whip her hair into a wild dance, and closed her eyes as she breathed in the salt and felt the misty spray of the ocean on her face. 
“You did a good job at the market though,” Rommy said. Thali smiled. Her brother’s compliments meant the world to her. They stood silently together after that as they sailed toward the setting sun. 




Two


“Let’s go,” Rommy said. He nudged Thali in the ribs as they left the training room. The fall air outside cooled their sweaty bodies. 
“Why? Can’t I go get Indi and Ana? I was going to take them for a romp,” Thali said. 
“No. Let’s go now, alone. I have a surprise for you.” 
“A surprise? What kind of surprise? The good kind?” 
“We’ll have to see,” Rommy replied, smiling. Thali knew it was a good surprise then. 
Just before reaching the stairs that led them directly back to the docks, Rommy stopped. “Put this on,” he said, handing her a strip of cloth. 
“Where?” Thali asked. 
“Over your eyes, silly Roo,” Rommy answered, rolling his eyes. 
“Put a blindfold on before we scale down a three-story cliff?” Thali asked, feigning surprise. It wasn’t the first time they’d done this. 
“Yes, Thali. You know you could do it in your sleep. I’ll help you.” 
“Fine,” Thali said as she put the blindfold over her eyes, then let Rommy guide her to the cliffside. She was regularly blindfolded in training, so it wasn’t as strange a feeling as it could have been. 
A couple years ago, the siblings had tied two ropes along the sheer side of the cliff to create a faster descent than the endless switchback stairs. Rommy grasped her shoulders and led her there. Feeling the solid rock platform under her feet, Thali knew he’d been right. She probably could indeed do this in her sleep. 
Rommy let go of her shoulders and placed the rope in her hands. He guided her forward a few steps. “The edge is right in front of you. Just stick your foot out. Do you feel it?”
Thali felt the edge with her foot and nodded. 
“I’m going to go first. Then I’ll tell you when you can go,” Rommy said. Thali nodded again.
She heard Rommy take his rope and swing himself over the edge of the cliff. He hollered up at her and she sat down, feeling with her feet for the edge. Then she tugged at the rope and slid smoothly off the edge of the cliff. She and Rommy had done this hundreds of times before. The knots in her stomach unwound themselves as Thali slid smoothly down the familiar rope. She heard Rommy increase his speed and she followed suit. It wasn’t long until their feet finally hit the wooden planks of the dock.  
“Keep your blindfold on. I’m going to lead you to the surprise, Roo,” Rommy said. He placed his hands on her shoulders and steered her down the dock. They walked all the way down to what Thali guessed was the last dock in her father’s harbor. They turned and walked down to the end of the pier before he finally stopped. “All right, you can take your blindfold off.”
Thali wondered what Rommy could possibly have hidden this far away and whipped off the blindfold. There was nothing on the dock. “What …?” Thali started.
Rommy sighed and grabbed her shoulders, turning her to face the side of the dock. There sat a ship, smaller than any of her father’s merchant vessels. While her father’s vessels were flatter in the middle with a sharp rise to the stern and bow—to maximize how much cargo one could carry—this ship was made for fast travel. It had high sides and a gentle curve from stern to bow, with two main sails. It would be safer in stormy weather and only need a small crew to operate. It gleamed in the sun, and she could already imagine it on the ocean. The sails were all tied except for the waving flags at the top, one her family’s crest and the other the flag of the Kingdom of Adanek.  
“You bought me a ship?” Thali asked, incredulous.  
“Happy birthday, happy Christmas, and happy lunar new year,” Rommy said. She turned and saw the huge grin on his face. She flew into his arms to hug him. 
“Now, we can sail the world together, you as my second ship.” 
“I thought I’d be your second in command,” Thali said. 
“You’re more than capable of handling your own ship, no matter what our parents say,” Rommy said.
“But we’ll still go together.”
Rommy smiled and nodded. “Go take a look!” Rommy said. 
Thali bounded up the gangplank and ran her hands along all the polished wood rails. She went to the helm and stared out at the deck and bow, imagining the open ocean. She squealed and then scrambled down to the cabins to look at her room. 
Rommy found her in her captain’s quarters. “I’ve put a new, super-soft bed in here for you because I know how grouchy you can get with little sleep.” He grinned. 
Thali spun around and looked at everything and nothing as she tried to take it all in. She had a small couch and desk, and the cabin was spacious enough for her whole family to stand in.
“I can’t believe you bought me my own ship!” Thali exclaimed. She’d been begging her parents for her own ship since she was small. When Rommy received his own ship two years ago, he’d called it theirs and she’d stopped asking.
Thali was bouncing up and down when they resurfaced on the deck. She froze the moment her eyes landed on who had arrived on her ship. 
“You didn’t tell me this ship was intended for Thali,” her father said. He looked stern, but Thali swore she could see pride in his eyes. 
“She grew up on a ship, Papa. She can handle it. And I’ll be right there next to her,” Rommy said. He clapped Thali on the back and smiled. 
Their mother had also boarded, and she walked around now, eyes narrowed as she combed over every inch of the ship. Thali knew that whether she was allowed to keep the ship hinged on her mother’s thoughts. 
“It’s old …,” her mother said. Thali’s heart fell to her knees. 
“Well taken care of though …,” her mother continued as she proceeded to look at hinges and stairs. Thali’s heart soared. She, Rommy, and their father trailed her mother, who inspected the ship from top to bottom. Thali’s father stopped to admire some of the woodwork on the ship, nodding his approval as they examined each detail. Thali was so happy that her father approved, but she hoped her mother would let her keep it. 
They were in her captain’s quarters, standing snugly together, when her mother delivered her verdict.
“How about, for now, you take your time getting to know your ship, and later, you can go out on your own, as long as Rommy goes with you,” Thali’s mother finally said.
Thali opened her mouth to protest. She wanted to say she could go sooner, that she could go by herself, but her brother outstretching his fingers on her shoulder told her to wait. 
“It’ll take at least that long to hire and get to know your crew,” Rommy whispered. Thali realized that he was right. She would have to convince people she already knew to join her crew because there was no way her parents or Rommy would leave strangers alone on the ship with her.
“Deal,” Thali said. She stuck her hand out and her father grinned as he took it. Her mother hugged her, then her father grabbed her, and Rommy and enveloped them both. 
“My baby has her very own first ship,” her father said as Thali felt a few drops of wetness on her hair. 




Three


Six months later.  
Thali double-checked every inch of her ship before leaping off the side onto the dock. They had sailed smoothly into the open ocean, around the harbor, and back into her father’s docks. When her feet landed on the ground, eight paws followed suit, and a large tiger and a curly-haired dog strode beside her down the dock. The largest man she knew stood at the end, his head bowed and his brow creased. Thali wondered why he looked so sad. 
Crab, a mountain of a man, crushed her in an extra-long hug and blurted out, “Lass, yer parents have news. They’re waitin fer ya in the study.” He barely looked at her before turning away, back to his lists. Mouse, and a few other members of her family’s crew, turned abruptly away from her, waving to the side as she stared at their backs. 
Thali ran up the dock, glancing sideways as she looked for her brother’s ship. Rommy should be home by now. She ran up the steep zigzagging pathway toward the house that she’d grown up in, chasing her dog and tiger as they ran ahead. She hoped Rommy had remembered to bring her the candy she had requested. He’d left three weeks ago on his first solo sail, but she’d stayed behind to help with inventory. Next time, she would be out there with her brother. 
The few people she saw as she ran to the house crossed themselves over their hearts to ward away evil. Thali felt heaviness in the air as she ran home. When she arrived, she stopped short to check that Indi and Ana had gone to the barns. Her mother would be furious if she found paw prints all over the clean floors. She waved to the groom and ran into the house. She didn’t have time to think as she slid to a stop in front of the study, smoothing her hair and straightening her clothes. Thali took a deep breath before opening the door. 
“Thali, thank the gods.” Her mother and father crushed her in a hug as she walked in. Extra affection seemed to be the theme today. After the second round of crushing, the thought occurred to Thali that something might be wrong.
Thali’s mother finally let her go and sat down on the edge of the pink chaise, drawing Thali down next to her. Her father kneeled on the floor, holding Thali’s other hand. It was strange to see her boisterous father kneel on the floor. Thali’s brows knit together as she looked from her father to her mother. She looked around the room for her brother. He should have been back by now.
“Thali, your brother is dead,” her mother said. 
Thali pictured her brother: strong, intelligent, funny, protective, her best friend. He was the merchant prodigy. He was supposed to continue the family business. He was the strong one, the smart one, the one everyone loved. He was supposed to take her with him, to be her admiral. “He’s … he’s gone? How do you know for sure?” Thali asked. Rommy was a better sailor than she was, almost better than their father. Maybe he had simply detoured and was on his way back now. 
“Thali, he was due back last week. Crab and I left to retrace his route this morning when we hadn’t heard from him. We found the broken pieces of his ship, the mast in two pieces, and this.” He reached into his vest pocket and produced an oyster shell on a string. 
Thali’s vision became fuzzy. She thought back to the first time she’d seen the shell. She had been five or six and had been looking through the ship’s nets and ropes when she’d found a dead and dried oyster trapped in the ropes. She’d cried, sitting there among the nets until her big brother had come over and put a hand on her shoulder, asking what was wrong. 
“He’s gone, Rommy, he’s gone and it’s because of me. I should have checked the nets earlier when Papa told me.” 
Her brother had scooped her up in his arms as well as a ten-year-old could manage and carried her back to their family’s quarters. He’d pried the oyster from her hands and carefully tucked it into his pocket. Then, he’d tucked her into bed and told her a story about a great king who was beloved by his people. Her young mind had forgotten about the oyster then until she’d seen the shell on a string around her brother’s neck a few days later when they were swimming. After they dried off, he’d gently sat her on a rock and placed the other oyster shell half on a string around her neck. 
“Just like this oyster, little Roo, you and I, we’re two halves of one,” he’d told her. “I know you’re sad that you couldn’t save this creature, but we’ll remember him always because we’ll carry him with us always, okay?” She remembered nodding enthusiastically. “We’ll keep these, and any time we have to say goodbye to someone, we’ll reach out like this,” he had reached out and clasped the air before continuing, “and catch a piece of their soul and put it in here.” Then he’d closed his fist around the oyster shell around his neck. She’d giggled. Her brother was being silly. She’d nodded and he’d scooped her up and thrown her back into the ocean.
A gold-gilded couch leg filled Thali’s vision for a moment before it turned blurry again. Her face felt wet; puddles soaked into the knees of her trousers. She couldn’t believe her brother was gone. She looked at her mother’s face and noticed that its usual ivory perfection was marred with blotchy red spots, and her wrinkle-free eyes were puffy. 
Her father put his forehead on Thali’s knee, atop their joined hands. “Thank the gods you’re safe,” he said. “We’re going to keep you safe, Thali.”
It dawned on her then that the life she’d always imagined beside her brother would not happen. She couldn’t hold back the flood of tears and sobs as her parents held her tight. 
[image: image-placeholder]Three days later, Thali still functioned automatically, mixing milk in her porridge and bringing spoonfuls to her mouth. It tasted like sawdust. Indi was curled around her chair legs, and Ana had squeezed her head under Thali’s hand to rest on her thigh. Her parents’ hushed voices caught her attention. The doors joining the dining room and study stood slightly ajar.
“She’ll be safe there,” her father said.
“But she’ll be bored,” her mother argued.
Her father insisted, “It might be good for her to be with people her own age.” 
“She’s going to hate it. She’s spent her life with sailors and merchants and princes. If she’s not negotiating a deal or fighting someone, she won’t know what to say or do,” her mother replied. 
“Jin.” Thali heard her father sigh, and a creak told her he’d sunk into a chair. “I know she’ll hate it, but we just lost our son. I can’t bear to lose our daughter, too.” Lord Ranulf’s words sounded strangled, as though they were stuck. “I helped handpick every teacher in that school. They’ll keep her safe. They owe me that.” 
Thali raised her head, straining her neck to better hear. She petted her dog’s head, and a tiger face appeared at her knees. 
“What about her animals? Her … abilities?” Lady Jinhua asked. 
“They’ll have to wait. The animals can stay here with Deshi. As for her abilities … she’s hidden them all these years, so another three years won’t hurt.” Then he added sadly, “She might even want to get away from all this sadness. So we should at least offer her the choice.”
Thali heard furniture creaking and clothes rustling before the dining room doors slid open and her parents walked in. They looked surprised to see Thali sitting there, staring unblinkingly at her bowl of porridge. 
“I’ll go,” Thali whispered. She was surprised at her own answer. If it would ease her father’s pain, then she could help at least one of them. She scratched the black stripes on Indi’s head and sunk her fingers into Ana’s curls. Ana blinked as Thali’s tears fell on her muzzle. The dog nudged Thali’s belly button with her nose and Thali swallowed. Surely my parents wouldn’t send me away without any friends at least, she thought.




Four


The iron gates loomed before them. Shadows stretched like fingers from the gate, reaching for them. Thali’s horse, Arabelle, shivered as if she were shaking off the shadows. Thali had leaped off her horse when they had reached town. She wasn’t used to traveling on land, and her legs told her so. Thali walked up to the gate, squinting to better see what was on the other side.  
Mia finally slid off her own horse and looked up. As usual, she had a list of questions. “Is this supposed to scare us? How do we get in? Do you see anyone on the other side? Didn’t they know we were coming?” 
Mia had chattered the entire journey from Densria, and Thali was glad for it. She still felt hollow and empty, and she clasped her hand around the oyster shell at her neck. She swallowed and looked around; they didn’t know what to do next. 
“Someone’s coming. They must have seen us,” Mia finally said, straightening her posture and smoothing her traveling cloak. She pointed to the figure coming down the hill.
“You’re late.” The guard wore leather armor and used his spear as more of a cane than a weapon. He took his time opening the gate, and Thali clenched her jaw as it creaked. The security of this place was laughable. As the guard straightened, she realized that a place of learning didn’t need to be closely guarded. 
“Names?” the guard asked. 
Mia squared her shoulders, and with a grand, sweeping gesture, indicated Thali. “May I present Lady Routhalia of Densria,” Mia paused and gave a halfhearted bow before indicating herself with a hand on her chest, “and Amelia Blacksmith.” She put her hand on her hip and glared expectantly at the guard. 
The guard straightened and his eyes widened as he grasped his spear more officially. “My apologies, m’lady, I thought—”
Noticing a chunk of carrot in the guard’s beard, Thali tugged at the hem of her vest and waved him off. “I apologize for interrupting your supper, but if you would be so kind as to direct us to our rooms, we will be on our way.” 
“Yes, of course, m’lady.” The guard wiped the back of his hand across his mouth as he dipped into a bow and said, “It’s an honor to meet you, m’lady. You’re both in Hall B: the brick one, second floor, east rooms. Your things have already arrived.” His eyes darted to the parchment in his hand as he rose from his bow. 
“Thank you kindly.” Thali didn’t continue with pleasantries but headed in the direction of their rooms. She and Mia left the horses with some sleepy stable hands before going to find their rooms in the brick building. Thali couldn’t help but count the doors and windows as they went, trying to judge how someone might jump out the second-story window. 
[image: image-placeholder]Though they saw each other only sporadically at home, Thali and Mia had been close friends since they could walk. Mia was the fifth child in her family, and Thali’s mother had depended heavily on Mia’s mother’s help in birthing Thali. Since Thali had lived most of her life on a ship with grown men, children her age were far and few between. She met them only when she was in port somewhere, so she rarely developed long-term friendships. But Mia was always waiting for her when she arrived home, and they always picked up their friendship where they had left off. She didn’t know why Mia was her friend, but Thali was grateful. When she had agreed to attend school, her parents wouldn’t budge on letting her bring Indi or Ana, so she had bargained for Mia to come instead. 
Even though she was the child of a blacksmith, Mia’s talents did not lie in a forge. She did, however, have a gift with needle and thread, and Thali knew her friend’s talents would be wasted as a blacksmith’s wife. She hoped this would give Mia the opportunity to master her skills and start a different life away from the forge. Besides, Mia always talked nonstop, and Thali hoped it would help distract her. 
A few years ago, the Kingdom of Adanek’s most influential and talented tradespeople had created an apprenticeship school, a place where all children could come and learn the skills and trades most suited to them instead of the ones they had been born into. The tradespeople had then put their funds together, purchased an estate, and recruited the best instructors they could find. Thali’s father, as one of the most powerful merchants in the kingdom, had helped determine what needed to be taught and who should teach it. 
“You know, we’re not sending you away. I just need you to go make sure that what they’re teaching is the right stuff. Maybe you could recruit some good people for your dear old papa’s business?” Her father had tried to give her a mission. 
“Yes, Papa,” Thali had said. She had been numb, but she’d always do anything to ease her parents’ sadness. Besides, she knew they wouldn’t let her on the ocean now. 
They wanted her safe. She had always tried to please her parents, but it had never come as naturally to her as it had Rommy. Rommy had been the perfect merchant and fighter; Thali was always second best. If her brother hadn’t been able to handle the ocean, how could she? And if that wasn’t enough, she had a secret that only her family and Mia knew, one that would make her an instant outsider anywhere. Thali didn’t know the first thing about fitting in among her peers. She’d grown up isolated on a ship, making deals in markets, or learning about the things people needed. Thali knew only a handful of people her own age, most scattered around the world. She was terrified at the idea of spending so many months in one place with the same people, people who lived a normal life, who could observe her regularly, and who might discover her secret.
[image: image-placeholder]Mia and Thali climbed the furthest flight of stairs to the second floor and opened a creaking door to their rooms. There, they stood in the common room they would share. Mia shivered as she took in the cold stone floors and walls. Thali thought the rug on the floor and candles on the wall were cozy. The stone floor was interrupted only by a long wooden table, a stool, and two simple wooden chairs. 
“Really, for a founder’s daughter, they could have at least dug up some cushions.” Mia put her hands on her hips as she redecorated in her mind. 
“We were last-minute additions.” Thali shrugged. She’d stayed in worse places. 
“Well, I’m going to go to bed, Thali. Tomorrow will be such an exciting day!” Mia, ever the optimist, raced around to poke her head into both private bedrooms before disappearing into the one on the left. 
Thali knew Mia had taken the smaller bedroom. She sighed at her friend’s chivalry and strode into the bedroom on the right. Thali tossed her bags on the table and started pulling off her boots. Looking around, she decided this room was a far cry from her bedroom at home but more spacious and private than her sleeping quarters on her ship. Walking across the room, she let her fingers trail along the solid wooden desk, thinking how similar it felt to the rails of her ship. Feeling a pang of sadness as it all came rushing back, she opened the window. She could almost smell the ocean. Closing her eyes, she imagined herself on the bow of her ship instead of in a dusty room. She automatically outstretched a hand to pat a furry head but let it drop when reality hit. 
The wind slammed her window shut, and Thali jumped backward. She latched the window and turned to find a lavish four-poster bed shoved into the corner of the room, making it look strangely out of place. Besides the bed that took up too much space in the room and the old wooden desk under the window, a chair and a small set of drawers crammed between the bed and wall rounded out the furnishings in the simple room. Thali grinned and threw herself onto the cushiony softness of the bed. She stretched out and yawned.
Reaching up to touch one of the corner bedposts, she whispered into her sleeve, “Come on out. We’re here.” Slowly, a small green snake slithered out of her sleeve and up the post, settling on the top of a sphere. He gave a few tongue flicks into the air before curling up and dozing off. 
Thali smiled. She’d only been able to sneak Bardo with her. Arabelle was in the stable, but Thali felt most at ease when she had all her animals with her. She wondered what Ana and Indi were doing. She hoped they didn’t miss her as much as she missed them. She’d never been in a room with more than one other person her own age, and tomorrow she’d be surrounded. Though Thali had traveled the world and met many different people, the idea of spending every day with people her own age for months was completely foreign and terrifying. What would she say to them? If she wasn’t making a bargain or delegating tasks, she was at a loss. What did people her age talk about? Dread fought grief as she thought to ask her brother, then sighed as she remembered that wasn’t an option anymore. 




Five


The morning bells shook Bardo off his post and onto Thali’s face. Her eyes flew open as Bardo slithered off, and she jolted upright. Her hand flew to the dagger she kept next to her but smacked the small set of drawers next to her bed instead. She cringed at the sharp pain. Blinking awake, she rubbed the back of her hand.   
Stuffing her feet into her boots, Thali stumbled into the common room to see steam coming from a small side door she hadn’t noticed the night before. She followed the steam to find a small bathing room where someone had left out two bowls of hot water. After she’d splashed water on her face, she looked around, wondering if she’d be able to fit a bathtub in the room. 
Undecided, she went back to the common room and noticed their trunks sitting beside the far wall, an envelope on top of each, “Merchant” clearly labeled on hers and “Seamstress” on Mia’s. She dragged Mia’s trunk to her bedroom door first, moving it next to the door so Mia wouldn’t trip on it. Then she carried her own trunk into her room, grabbed the letter, sat on the bed, and broke the seal. 
The letter outlined her classes: what they were, where they were, what she needed to bring, and what time they were scheduled. She had four classes a day: Combat, World Geography and Culture, Goods, and Sailing. She looked forward to Combat. Not for the first time, she wondered whether she knew any of the instructors and whether she’d learn anything new. These were classes meant for people who had grown up in a different trade but wanted to be a merchant. She’d grown up a merchant. She wondered what Mia would be learning and what seamstress’ classes included. 
In the beginning, her father had been young and inexperienced, traveling the world and visiting faraway places in search of goods to bring back for trade. In Cerisa, he had met and fallen in love with the daughter of a famous warrior. Together, they had become a powerful merchant family. 
Stroking Bardo one last time, Thali went to knock on Mia’s door. “Mia, I’m going down to get something to eat. Do you want me to bring you anything?” All she heard in reply was groaning. “I’ll be back in half an hour with some food,” Thali said to the door. 
She left the building in search of the dining area. Bardo had eaten last night when they were on the road, so she wouldn’t have to worry about finding him a mouse anytime soon. Thali followed her nose to a kitchen bustling with activity. When she walked into the dining area, she kept her head down and eyes on the floor as she made her way around the edge of the room, avoiding attention. All she wanted to do was grab a few pieces of fruit and duck out. Thali hoped to go through the whole school year unseen and unknown. She was almost out of the building when she encountered a large, burly chest blocking her exit. 
“Hi, you must be new. I’m Daylor.” She looked up at the thickly built boy with mahogany hair and matching eyes. She felt all eyes turn to them. Thali had faced pirates and thieves, but a room full of staring kids her own age made her heart race and her face feel hot. Not having a specific purpose or role, she didn’t know what to do with herself or what to say or what they wanted from her. Her hands moistened, her eyes grew wide, and she managed to push some words out.
“Umm … hi, I’m Thali.” Feeling her throat and chest starting to feel warm, she tucked her hair behind her ear and ducked around Daylor and out the door. The cold morning air stung her hot cheeks as she tried not to run back to her building. 
It wasn’t until she was back in her rooms that she felt her cheeks return to a normal temperature. She’d never liked attention from a crowd, and it made her feel even more awkward when everyone stared. Why hadn’t she waited for Mia? Mia was much better at handling people their age. 
Mia was dressed and ready to take on the day when Thali walked through the door. Thali tossed her an apple. 
“Oh no, what happened. Did you talk to people?” Mia could detect a blush from a mile away.
“You’re welcome for the apple …,” Thali mumbled, casting her gaze downward.
“Thali! You’re new and exciting! Of course people will be curious. Not to mention you’re the famous daughter of merchant legends! You ran out, didn’t you?” 
Thali swallowed as her throat dried.
“I don’t know how it is you’ve met people from all over the world—royalty included—and you can’t even string words together around people your own age! You talk to me just fine.” Mia gave her a chiding look but softened quickly as she looked at her friend. “Well, at least tell me who you met. What did he look like? What did he say? Was he handsome?” 
“How do you know it was a he?” Thali glanced up, amazed. 
“Because you …,” she said, leaning over and pulling on a strand of Thali’s hair, “… are an exotic beauty with your tan skin, dark-brown hair, your mom’s features, and your father’s eyes. I’m sure it was a boy who introduced himself first. I’m right, aren’t I?” Mia grinned. 
“His name is Daylor,” Thali mumbled. 
“How about we do it over? I’m ready now. Let’s go there again, and this time, follow my lead. And don’t take Bardo. He’ll be fine by himself for a day.” 
Thali sighed, grabbed her books, and moved Bardo to a patch of sunlight on her desk before following Mia out the door, bracing herself for a long day. 
Upon their re-entrance into the dining hall, Mia glided in like the ray of sunshine she truly was. She linked her arm with Thali’s, and before they even made it to the fruits table, most eyes had turned to them. It was the first day of classes and they had arrived just in time. Everyone else had already ogled each other last night at supper, so Mia and Thali were novelties. Looking around at the tables, it was becoming obvious that most had gathered by trade. Blacksmiths were large and burly, even for teenagers. Cobblers wore leather. Seamstresses were prettily dressed in the latest fashions. Healers wore long robes with heavy satchels that clinked when they moved.
Mia let go of Thali and made a beeline for the table of mostly girls in the latest fashions. “Is that a double-looped stitch on silk?” were her only parting words before she abandoned Thali. 
“So much for helping me navigate the crowd,” Thali mumbled. Mia was immediately swallowed into the group of seamstresses, leaving Thali standing alone at the edge of the room. She wished she had her staff with her, if only to have something to hold, but Mia had forbidden it, telling her to leave it in their room. Thali watched Mia with the seamstresses; she commanded the crowd like a queen in her court. They laughed together as if they’d known each other their whole lives. One of Mia’s new friends caught her staring, and Thali quickly looked away. She surveyed the room again and saw Daylor at a table at the far back corner of the room. He stuck out among the crowd like a mast. He caught her eye, grinned, and motioned for her to come over. She didn’t want to continue standing there awkwardly, so she drifted closer to him. As she drew nearer, she saw a group of a dozen teens around her age gathered at the same table. They were all mismatched, with no clear physical similarity between any of them, but she offered them a smile.
“Everyone, this is Thali,” Daylor announced. “Thali, this is Ban, Tilton, Ari....” He stopped there as Thali nodded at them. They each turned to stare at her, looking as unsure as she felt. 
“So, Thali, what do you come from?” Daylor asked. 
“Sorry?” Thali asked. 
“I’m from a blacksmithing family,” said Daylor.
“My parents are seamstresses, and they trade textiles,” Tilton squeaked.
They went around the table, but before Thali had a chance to come up with her own answer, the bells tolled again and they all jumped up. Like a herd, they moved together to their first class: Combat. 
They descended the slope just behind the main building to see a field lined with weapons on racks. The sight of weapons relaxed her. This was something she knew. Her mother and Crab had been teaching her combat since she could walk. But Thali didn’t want to stand out, so she purposely hid at the back of the group. A mountain of a man with a long, shaggy beard—silver rings adorning two thick strands—surveyed them. 
“Combat is essential to merchants. You need to protect your goods and yourselves from thieves and bandits. I am Master Aloysius, and I will turn you into a fighter.” At that, the sizable man led them through some basic balance exercises.
Thali was surprised that trying to be bad took so much effort. She was clearly miles ahead of some of her classmates, some of whom looked like they’d never purposely moved their limbs in their lives. The instructor was too large to be agile, but his gait was light and controlled. Something about him struck Thali as familiar, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. She could tell he was overwhelmed by the incredibly untalented group of first-years, and she was glad his attention wasn’t on her. She noticed Ban was strong but inflexible and slow. Tilton was quick but could barely control his wooden practice sword. And Daylor wasn’t terrible, but he didn’t have any semblance of balance, stumbling as he did over his own feet whenever he lifted his staff. She herself tried to fake a fumble in hopes of blending in. 
“You! What’s your name?” Master Aloysius shouted at her. Everything around her stopped as everyone turned to stare.
“Thali, sir.” She could feel the heat rushing to her neck as she tried to stand tall. 
“Ahh … my cousin wrote me about you. Come ‘ere.”
Thali was trying to figure out who his cousin could be as she hesitantly walked over. 
“Let’s see what my dear cousin has taught you.” Master Aloysius was easily twice her size and over a foot taller. She had fought more formidable opponents, but surely she would not have to fight him on the first day of classes.
“Back to work!” he barked. 
Everyone jumped to attention and went back to their drills as Aloysius faced off with Thali. Hand-to-hand combat should have been Thali’s weakest skill if only because of her short stature. But because of this, her mother had taken extra time to ensure she mastered it. Her mother was only a little taller than she was, a willowy slender to Thali’s robust slender, yet was somehow one of the greatest warriors in the world. There were no excuses in combat. 
She stood ready when it finally struck her: Master Aloysius moved like Crab, her family’s second in command and second-strongest warrior. 
He slapped her hand before she could step back, but Thali dove in, wondering if Master Aloysius might have the same weakness as Crab. Large usually did not mean agile. Thali ducked into his slap, intending to slam her body into his abdomen. He started to crumple forward in anticipation but then spun away from her shoulder. 
“That’s Crabby’s weakness, not mine deary.” He grabbed two practice swords and tossed her one. She tested the weight of it in her right hand. 
Master Aloysius swung downward, and Thali reflexively danced away, turning and bringing up the wooden sword. Master Aloysius caught it with his own sword and pushed hers back down. Thinking he’d use his size to his advantage, she made ready to roll away from his shoulder, but instead, he flicked his wrist and sent her sword flying in the air. 
“He’s taught you well,” Master Aloysius said as he turned his attention back to the other students. “Back to yer drills—again!” Students who had paused their drills to watch now scrambled back into formation. 
Thali counted as she breathed in and out, angry at herself for jumping ahead. Anticipation will get you killed; that’s what Crab had always told her. She’d lost herself in the challenge of a good fight and it had cost her. She should have known better. 
Master Aloysius called one of the upper years over. “Isaia will be your sparring partner.” 
Isaia was a full head and shoulders taller than Thali, slender with wiry arms and muscled shoulders, and he wore a serious expression. His cropped, wheat-colored hair and intense, turquoise eyes were only magnified by the angles of his face. He only nodded at her as they took their positions and began their drills. 
Over the next two hours, all the merchant students—first, second, and third years—practiced various drills. They would have Combat class together at the same time every day, and Thali was grateful she’d have some challenge in at least one class. They were divided by skill instead of by year, and each pairing worked on variations of the same drills. This was work Thali enjoyed; the physical labor was productive and familiar to her as her muscles contracted and extended in familiar ways. 
When the bells tolled, she jumped. 
“You’ll get used to it. Not bad for a first-year. See you tomorrow.” Isaia turned on his heel and stalked off before she could reply. 
“That guy needs to lighten up.” Daylor had appeared next to her. He wasn’t a beginner, but because of his terrible balance, he’d been placed in a novice group. “So, how do you know Master Aloysius’s cousin?” Daylor asked. 
“He works for my family. He trained me,” Thali replied. Momentarily, she wondered why Isaia also looked familiar, but then she shook her head and turned to Daylor. 
“Ahh, that explains how you climbed our combat ranks so quickly,” Daylor said, with two fingers climbing an imaginary ladder. 
Ari, Ban, and the others joined them, and they walked to their next class together. Thali was surprised to discover she didn’t feel terribly uncomfortable around them.
[image: image-placeholder]In her next classroom, she found bits and pieces of the world scattered around the room. Mismatched tables were placed in two rows facing a singular desk and a blank wall. Beside an old map of the world in one corner of the room were various artifacts from different cultures resting on sturdy wooden shelves. Each item had a large label, and Thali’s eyebrows raised when she saw a few mislabeled ones. A bald man with brown skin and gray eyes wearing plain gray robes stood at the front of the classroom. The scowl on his face made it impossible to think nice things about him. His gaze scanned each student, resting on Thali a moment too long before moving on.
“My name is Master Brown. First-years, welcome to global culture. When you travel as merchants, you will need to be familiar with various customs in the cultures you encounter. It will not only help you trade, but it will keep you alive. So let’s start with a test. Fill in the papers in front of you, so I know exactly what I’m dealing with this year.” 
Thali looked at the questions and choked back a snort. Ari gave her a dirty look. Thali pressed her lips together and took another look at the questions, careful to keep her face neutral. She would have known these answers when she was five years old. She glanced around again, ready to smile at Ari if she looked up again, but everyone else was bent over their desks, writing long answers. This is where it was obvious she had grown up a merchant. Even after filling the answers in at a painstakingly slow pace, she still finished before anyone else. Thali sauntered up to Master Brown’s desk with her paper. The panic rising among her classmates was palpable as their scrawling grew frantic.  
“Ahh. You must be … Lady Routhalia.” He stretched her name out like he was swirling it around in his mouth. As he stared at her, eyes narrowed, Thali wondered if he wanted something from her. Feeling awkward, she pulled at the hem of her vest with her thumb and forefinger. 
Finally, his gaze moved to the page she’d handed him, his forehead scrunching as he saw the notes she had made in the margins, notes correcting his questions. “I see. You must know everything about all the cultures in the world,” he said through clenched teeth. 
Once he finished scanning the rest of her page, Master Brown grabbed a book from under his desk and tossed it at her without warning. “Well, you can start by reading this. Who knows, maybe you’ll even learn something new.” 
She scrambled to catch the book, then looked down at it. Master Brown had written it himself. From his words to his actions, it was clear he did not like her. For all his appearance of a monk, he already seemed intent on making her miserable. 
The other two classes went by just as slowly for Thali. Master Kelcian taught Sailing, and she spent most of the time helping Daylor and Ban untangle the knots they made. 
Master Caspar in Textiles recognized her right away and assigned her to help him assemble various textiles to display as he taught. She might have become his assistant rather than his student, but at least he didn’t despise her like Master Brown did.  
By the supper bell, Thali was so exhausted, she didn’t even startle when the echoing sounds of the bell followed her down the hall. Slumping down on the table, she noticed the other first-years looking as much like droopy sacks of rice as she felt. She plunked herself down with a bowl of food, and the other students at the table slid away from her. They shuffled closer together and toward the other end of the table. Thali supposed the camaraderie had been nice while it lasted, but she was too tired to care that she was already an outcast. She grumbled inappropriate words under her breath and shoveled a spoonful of stew into her mouth. 
Daylor sat down next to her, bridging the gap. “So, your family is in trade?” She looked up to see his wide grin. How does he even have that much energy left? 
“Yes,” was all she could manage. She shoveled another spoonful into her mouth. 
“Sorry about your brother,” Tilton added as he sat down opposite her; strangely, other students started to shuffle back over. 
“Thanks.” Now she was depressed and tired. 
There
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