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Join the Newsletter


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


I bow over the lovely young woman’s outstretched hand as I agree to assist her. As we ride together, I see the sunlight halo behind her head, hearing her sweet laughter as she smiles hopefully at me, believing the world is full of possibility. 
But, unfortunately, her hope is misplaced.
I watch as her face crumples in tears. Not the restrained, dignified sniffles that I would have expected from someone of her standing. Instead, the tears are great gulping sobs that rack her thin frame, threatening to break her in two.
Just as her heart was breaking. 
I had been taught to remain neutral, but it is difficult to see the poor young lady react so violently to the news. But what had she honestly expected?
I try to calm her, to comfort her, even though it isn’t my place nor my business. I hold her firmly by the shoulders, speaking in a low, soothing voice as if she is an easily spooked animal.
The wild look in her eyes begins to settle. The tears begin to slow.
I breathe easier. It will be all right now.
Then, without warning, her hand shoots out toward me. I instinctively recoil, expecting to feel the sting of a slap. Instead, she grabs the hilt of the dagger sheathed at my belt. In one swift motion, she draws the knife out and plunges it into her heart. Her eyes never leave mine as the light fades from them.
I scream.
Or, at least, I think I do. All I know is, my mouth is gaping open in shock as she falls gracelessly into my outstretched arms. Her blood is everywhere. On my hands, my arms, splashed all over the front of my shirt. Pooling on the floor beneath her crumpled body. Her now sightless eyes are still fixed on me.
Accusing me, forever, that I could have prevented this needless death.
Couldn’t I?

      [image: image-placeholder]I came out of the magically-induced memory doubled over, gasping for air, even though I wasn’t bound by enchantment or by physical means.
No, I was just bound to the lady Rosemary through my memories of my failed commission. 
“Thank you for allowing the Council to see that once more,” a deep, gravelly voice above me said. “I know that isn’t easy for you to relive, over and over.”
The voice recalled me to where I was: in my home country of Orchwell, standing before the kingdom’s other governing body, the Council of Seekers, on day ten of what seemed like a never-ending trial.
My trial. 
Because my commission had ended so brutally, the Council had called me before them, repeatedly going over the events that led to Rosemary’s death. This was the fifth time I had had to relive the memories of what had occurred.
While the memories were painful, they were nothing compared to the possible futures before me. Depending on the Council’s ruling, I could be stripped of my Seeker ability, which at best meant I would lose my livelihood and at worst meant I would go insane. Or they could even sentence me to death.
I didn’t know which was the better outcome.
My breathing now under control, I looked up to regard the seated members of the Council of Seekers. Pellham Ravenwood, head of the seven-person Council, regarded me from his place at the center of the raised stand where he was flanked on both sides by the other council members. I recognized some of their faces: elderly Madame Kenestra, her white hair piled high on her head as she turned her shrewd brown eyes on me; the former knight Sir Lantley, a lean, athletic man with silver-streaked black hair; and Lord Olivera, the queen’s cousin, a bulky, solidly-built man with long blond hair that he often wore tied back from his face. He was at least a good five or ten years younger than his peers on the Council.
Orchwell’s ruling king and queen were the ultimate authority in our country, but they tended to delegate many of the day-to-day affairs of governing to the Council of Seekers. It made sense; Orchwell’s royal family was, by design, one of the few families of nobility that did not have the Seeker ability running through their veins. Or, if any of the royals did, it was often an extremely weak ability, akin to a minor magical skill. If anyone in the direct line of succession showed a strong aptitude for seeking, they weren't eligible to inherit the throne. There were too many headaches as a Seeker — and in my world, heartaches — to wish upon a future king or queen. Orchwell needed their rulers at home in the kingdom, fully able to focus on their duties.
Which was another reason why the Council of Seekers existed. 
Several of those on the Council were members of the royal family who had been ineligible for succession. The rest were former Seekers who had since passed on their duties to other family members, but still wanted to serve the kingdom in some way. Members of the Council weren’t paid, but would occasionally receive monetary gifts from the Crown.
Pellham Ravenwood was a rare combination: as the king’s fourth younger brother with strong Seeker abilities, he had actually been allowed to pursue his Seeker career since he was never a strong contender for the Orchwell throne. Being a part of both worlds gave him remarkable insight and made him a formidable leader, which helped him earn the position as Head of the Council.
Pellham turned to Lord Olivera. “Well, as you were the one who requested Kaernan go over his commission yet again, are you satisfied with what you saw?”
Lord Olivera tapped his chin thoughtfully. He was wearing an extravagant wide-brimmed red hat with a silver feather; as he nodded, the feather nodded in time with him. “It was thorough, to be sure, but it didn’t give us any new information. It would be nice to have another perspective on the situation.”
I ground my teeth, pressing my lips into a thin line to stop myself from blurting my thoughts. Of course my story, rehashed multiple times, wouldn’t have given the Council new insights. The only person who could give the Council another perspective is dead.
While I hadn’t expected much sympathy from the Council during my trial, I found I really disliked Lord Olivera. The man seemed to enjoy torturing me, asking the same questions repeatedly, making me relive the commission over and over before the Council, and casting doubt on every move or motive I had during Rosemary’s commission. I already had recurring nightmares about it, and had barely slept for the last four months since returning home with the lady’s death on my hands. 
Besides my nightmares and insomnia, I was constantly on edge from not exercising my Seeker ability. Seekers had to use their gifts regularly or potentially go mad, and I had been denying my gift for several months. And pre-trial, when I had to undergo the Council’s intense process of magically sealing witnesses from talking outside of the courtroom, I had barely recovered from it.
So I was definitely not in good physical or mental shape right now. And Lord Olivera’s “attention to detail”—as he called it, although I would have termed it otherwise—wasn’t helping me. I firmly believed that the Council would have come to a decision about my fate much sooner if he hadn’t been present.
“Perhaps we could—”
“Pause the hearing here, and meet again in ten minutes after we get some refreshments.” Madame Kenestra smoothly interrupted Lord Olivera. “These old bones can’t go for much longer without some sustenance.”
“But—”
“I, for one, agree with Madame Kenestra.” Sir Lantley also cut off whatever Lord Olivera was going to say. “A short break would do wonders to clear my head.”
“If we could just—”
“Sir Lantley, you agree with me? Now that is a first! Pellham, did you hear that? Have the Council secretary note this day, for it truly is a momentous occasion: Sir Lantley agrees with me.” The twinkle in Madame Kenestra’s eyes as Lord Olivera’s face grew mottled red with rage told me she knew exactly what she was doing. I almost felt sorry for Lord Olivera.
Pellham Ravenwood sighed. After spending a few days with the Council, I had a vague idea of what he had to put up with on a daily basis. I ducked my head so the Council members wouldn’t see my smirk.
“Who would like to continue the hearing?” he asked the group. Only Lord Olivera’s hand shot up. “Who would like to take a short break?” Everyone else, including Pellham, raised a hand. “All right, then, the majority has it. We will take a break and reconvene in, oh, about ten minutes.”
Pellham looked at me, then, really taking in my haunted eyes and drooping shoulders. 
“And then, we will decide on the fate of Kaernan Asthore.”
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Chapter One


Let it be known to all that I, Kaernan Asthore, really, really hated love. 
It wasn’t because society expected young men of my age and status to find love silly, unnecessary, or inconvenient. It wasn’t even because I saw, all around me and all too frequently, people blissfully happy with their soulmates, their one true loves.
No, I hated love because, in my experience, it usually involved death, or worse. If I was involved, it was definitely or worse.
The sound of approaching footsteps pulled me from my gloomy thoughts. Their echo against the wooden floor vibrated in my skull, causing my daylong dull headache to spike. I squeezed my eyes shut against the pain as a young woman’s lilting laugh floated gently my way.
“There you are.” It was the voice of my twin sister, Kaela. I opened my eyes to see her dark brown eyes shining as she smiled down at me. She pushed her long black hair away from her face, so like mine, but softened in her round feminine features.
“I just got home from the Veilan commission—can you believe it took three weeks, but at least we have another happy patron!—and …” She stopped, really getting a good look at me. “Are you all right?”
I started to shake my head, then winced as the headache pulsed again. Kaela sat down next to me, rubbing circles on my back like our mother used to do when we were little to soothe us. “Rough night again?” she said, indicating the circles under my eyes. 
I sucked my breath in between my teeth, forcing the word out. “Yeah. I keep seeing Rosemary’s eyes in my dreams. Wild. Hopeless. Accusing. Dead. I’m afraid to sleep anymore. Once night falls …”
“It’s been a month since the trial, Kaernan,” my sister said. “Longer still since … well. I’m surprised you still have the nightmares. The Council said it wasn’t your fault. Rosemary was mentally unstable. The rigors of travel and the commission had set her over the edge. You were not responsible for what happened.”
The words came out in a rehearsed rush, a well-worn argument Kaela had used repeatedly on me to try to make me feel better. But even though I wanted to wholeheartedly agree with her, a small part of me kept insisting: You could have done more. You could have stopped it.
“Aren’t you glad they didn’t take away your Seeker ability?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know how I feel. I’m sure the Council thought they were granting me some small mercy by letting me stay a Seeker. But perhaps the real mercy would have been to take away my gift permanently, and with it the chance that I could ever hurt someone again.”
Kaela stopped rubbing my back and instead pulled me to her, hugging me fiercely. “Don’t ever say that. Orchwell—no, the whole of the Gifted Lands—needs your ability.”
I shrugged again, effectively removing Kaela’s arm from around my shoulders. I turned away, trying to pretend I didn’t see the hurt look in my twin’s eyes.
She pressed her lips together. “Have you talked to Father or Mother about it? Maybe we should fetch the doctor.”
“No.” I hated how weak I sounded, but the restless nights were definitely taking their toll on me. “I don’t want to alarm Mother. And Father thinks I should be over it by now. It’s easier to just avoid both of them when I can.”
“Ah … speaking of avoiding them …”
When Kaela used that tone, it usually meant trouble for me. Warily, I said, “What?”
“I saw Father right when I walked through the door. He sent me to find you. He wants to talk to both of us.” 
I groaned. “Do we have to? Can’t you tell him you couldn’t find me?”
“I’m sorry,” Kaela said again and sighed heavily, wincing as if she herself were in pain.
It was quite possible she was. As twins, Kaela and I had a sympathetic connection, often sensing each other’s feelings and physical presence. 
“Come on,” Kaela stood, grabbing my hand and turning to go. She stopped short; I hadn’t budged from my spot. Turning back, she dropped my hand and sat down next to me on the wooden window ledge.
We sat in silence for a moment, until my thoughts spilled out:
“I can’t do this any more, Kay. I know I’m dangerously close to the madness; if I don’t use my ability soon my mind will break. But I can’t handle the outcome of my commissions. They often end poorly. I wish there was some way I could just be rid of my ‘gift’ for good.” 
My shoulders slumped. I turned away from my sister to face the wall, not wanting her to see the tears that threatened to fall. “You’re the one with the proper gift, Kaela. I’m just … an aberration.”
Kaela threw her arms around me and pulled me close. “That’s not true.” It was a well-worn argument from my sister, but after all this time—and all my failures—her argument was showing its wear. 
Fading sunlight through the window illuminated a golden tassel that adorned the braided rope tying back the heavy red curtains. I reached out, absently flicking the tassel back and forth in my hand. I remembered a time, many years ago, when I played hide-and-seek with Kaela, using these very curtains to shield myself from her view. Not that I was ever successful in hiding from her, thanks to our bond. Life had been so much simpler then. Before Kaela and I had come into our gifts properly.
Kaela gently took the tassel from my hand and tugged me to my feet. This time I let her. “Come on,” she said. 
I followed, unhappy but unresisting.

      [image: image-placeholder]Kaela moved quickly down the familiar hallways, me on her heels. Our hurried footsteps echoed on the wooden floors, even as the tasteful tapestries and family portraits on the walls blurred past in our haste. Stately and elegant, the Asthore family manor lay near the palace in the kingdom of Orchwell, just on the border of the merchants’ district. Our family had a long and storied history of seeking in Orchwell, making us one of the richest and most revered families in the kingdom, second only to the monarchy.
Of course, it helped that even the royalty of Orchwell occasionally sought out the Asthores for their services. Because who didn’t want to find their true love?
In the Gifted Lands, Orchwell was known as the Land of Seekers. If you needed to find something, you came to Orchwell, where even the lowliest citizen possessed the ability to locate what you sought. But Orchwellians weren’t hunting dogs in human form; depending on a patron’s needs, the finder would have to solicit a specific group or family, as certain abilities ran only in certain bloodlines. 
One Seeker family was renown for its ability to find dragons. Another famous Seeker clan had built its reputation upon finding other families’ lost fortunes. For a fee, of course. But they were very popular, as so many people were convinced they had a spectacular destiny.
The Asthore family was known for its ability to find a person’s true love.
We weren’t matchmakers, exactly. Most often, a patron just wanted to find their perfect match, and didn’t care about their future beloved’s background. But occasionally, a patron had specialized requests—such as needing a good love match who also happened to be a good political alliance—and they would bring those specifications to an Asthore Seeker.
The Asthore Seeker found the person’s perfect match every time. 
Each successive Asthore generation, drawing on the wisdom of their predecessors, was more gifted than the last. My sister and I were still refining our abilities, but we had already showed immense promise. Indeed, Kaela was so talented that she was taking on commissions instead of our father, Lord Asthore, even though it would be at least four or five more years before we were considered fully trained Seekers who could take over the family business in earnest.
But what made Kaela such a formidable talent was the same reason that I hated the family business.
Stopping in front of the plain wooden door that led to Father’s study, Kaela knocked. She barely waited for the deep baritone on the other end to say, “Enter,” before she pushed the door inward. She sailed into the room confidently, with me reluctantly following behind.
Father stood to greet us. As Kaela moved eagerly into Father’s arms, I realized with a start that I was now taller than my father, who had always seemed to loom over me. When had that happened?
Sunlight illuminated the gray that feathered Father’s temples. The crow’s feet at the corner of his eyes deepened when he smiled and embraced his daughter.
Kaela stepped back so Father could greet me. “Look who I found,” she chirped.
Neither Father nor I made a move to close the distance between us.
“Good, you found him,” Father said warmly to Kaela. He nodded to me. In a voice just a shade colder, he said, “Son.”
I nodded back in an equally chilly manner. “Father.”
Kaela flopped down on the leather love seat in front of the fireplace. I followed suit with less abandon than my twin sister. Kaela was acutely aware of the tension between Father and me, but she often was at a loss as to how to handle it. While our mother, Lady Asthore, tried to play the peacemaker between the two men in her life, Kaela chose to ignore the issue, hoping that if she pretended all was well, then it would be.
While I appreciated her optimism, I sometimes wished my sister would take a stronger stance in regards to the family dynamic. Father would listen to Kaela, if she truly wished to exert her influence.
Father sat down at his desk, angling his chair so he faced Kaela and me. “Children, another commission has come our way.”
Kaela clapped her hands in delight. 
Father smiled indulgently at Kaela, but turned his gaze on me. “This one is for Kaernan.”
I couldn’t help it; a small groan escaped my lips. Kaela’s happiness dimmed a bit as she gave me a sympathetic smile, but Father frowned.
“You’re not still upset over what happened with that Rosemary chit, are you?” he asked me.
“I—”
“It honestly couldn’t have gone any other way,” Father said dismissively. “You did your job. What the client does next is no concern of yours.”
“That’s a bit callous to say, don’t you think, Father?” I said hotly. 
“Really, Father, it was a most unfortunate situation—” Kaela said at the same time.
Father slammed his hand down on his desk, hard. The echo of the slap stunned us both into silence.
“When will both of you learn?” he said sharply. “A commission is just that—a commission. We may help people find the one they are fated for, but there is always a choice. People always have a choice. Our family is proof of that. The sooner you understand that, the happier you will be in your careers as Seekers.”
Maybe I don’t want a career as a Seeker. The thought came unbidden to my mind, startling me with its intensity.
The room suddenly went deathly silent.
I looked around, at my sister’s horrified stare, at my father’s cold and steely gaze. I realized belatedly that I had actually spoken those words out loud.
“You don’t really have a choice,” Father said. His tone left no room for argument.
“But you just said—” I began.
“In your private affairs, yes,” Father said. “But when it comes to Seeking—no. No Seeker has a choice about accepting their fate. You know that.”
“But there must be—” 
“You will take this commission, and you will fulfill it to the best of your ability.” Father’s jaw worked back and forth, and his breathing was heavy, like he was trying to keep himself under tight control. 
There was a knock on the door, which was still slightly open. A servant’s voice sounded timidly through the small crack. “Milord, there is someone here to see you.”
Father stood. “And here is your new patron now, Kaernan.”
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Chapter Two


The potential patron waiting in our parlor was a petite, dark-haired woman. She was wearing a simple black dress, but the fabric and cut made it clear she was a woman of means. She had refused to take a seat in one of the plush chairs the room boasted for guests. Instead, she was standing in the middle of the room, hands clasped in front of her as she gazed around shrewdly. When the three of us entered, she turned her shrewd assessment on us, as if we were the ones visiting her domain, and not the other way around.
Inwardly, my earlier groan of dismay resurfaced. While I disliked taking any commission, working with women always seemed to be worse. I had been hoping for some sort of reprieve after the Rosemary fiasco. But apparently that was not to be.
Could nothing go right in my world?
Beside me, Father bowed to our visitor. “Lady Pahame."
Lady Pahame nodded slightly at Father. “Lord Asthore. Thank you for agreeing to meet with me.”
“Of course,” Father said. “Although I’m afraid I won’t be of any help to you.” Lady Pahame frowned, and opened her mouth to speak. Father smoothly cut her off before she could say anything. 
“May I introduce my children, Kaernan—”  he indicated me, standing uncomfortably just behind him “—and Kaela.” He pulled Kaela closer to him, beaming proudly, leaving me to awkwardly shuffle to fill the empty spot on his other side. “Kaernan, Kaela, this is Lady Adallia Pahame. Lady Pahame, my son Kaernan is the one you actually came to see.”
Lady Pahame leveled her gaze on me. I tried not to fidget under her silent stare, although it felt like her intelligent dark eyes were sizing me up, judging me … and finding me lacking. Did she know about the Rosemary commission? She had to, I swear the whole kingdom had been talking about it….
My palms began to sweat, and I fought to keep my breathing even. 
Kaela, ever aware of my feelings, put a comforting hand on my arm to steady me.
“I see,” was all Lady Pahame said. “Very well. When do we leave?”
“In two days,” Father said. “If that suits you.”
“It does,” Lady Pahame said.
“Wait,” I said. The word tumbled out fast, as if I had just discovered I had a voice. But I had to say something—this was all happening too fast for my liking. “What do you mean, in two days? Who are we even seeking?”
“A lost love,” Father said. “I would think that was obvious, Kaernan, given your … unique … abilities.”
I bit my tongue so hard I tasted blood. Gritting my teeth—against both my anger and the metallic taste—I said, “Of course, Father. But who, exactly, is it?”
Father hesitated, an odd look crossing his face. He glanced at Lady Pahame, who smoothly stepped in to answer my question.
“His name is Baxley. He and I knew each other, long ago. Before I married my late husband, Lord Pahame, may he rest in peace. It’s been a long time, but perhaps Baxley will remember me. At the very least, it would be lovely to renew our acquaintance again.”
A typical patron, then. One whose curiosity over what-might-have-been overcame their good sense to let the past—and all its forgotten potential—lie. I had to hope this commission would not end in tragedy, but Lady Pahame seemed to be more grounded than most of the patrons who sought my services.
“Two days, then,” I said. Like I really have a choice, I added bitterly, but this time I was careful to keep my mouth closed and my thoughts firmly my own.
Absently, I bowed to Lady Pahame, even as my mind raced through the personal preparations I would have to make. While I trusted my father, a former Seeker, to oversee everything, there would be certain tweaks I would need to make to suit my own preferences. It was my commission, after all. As much as I would have hated to admit it, my heart was pounding with anticipation. I loved the excitement of seeking — I just hated the usually inevitable sad outcome of a job well done.
Lady Pahame inclined her head in acknowledgement, including not just me, but my sister and father as well. “Thank you,” she said simply, and walked past us and out the parlor doors, leaving a faint scent of lavender in her wake.
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Chapter Three


The next two days passed in a flurry of activity. I spent most of my time interviewing potential hires to accompany me on my upcoming trip. 
After the Rosemary fiasco, I had sworn—to my friends, if not my family—that I would never take another seeking commission again. My regular team had taken me at my word and had moved on to other work, and were now unavailable. And, if they were pressed into honesty about the matter, they would have admitted that they, too, had had their fill of my commissions. Since my jobs tended to start and end in heartbreak, my crew also tended to have high turnover. Very few people had the stomach to handle all the sadness, even if they were well paid in the end.
My final interviews were two friends who apparently had extensive experience in the field. Rhyss was a tall, gangly redhead who claimed to be the muscle of the duo. Farrah, a half fey, half human woman with dark skin and striking purple eyes and hair, had some magical ability to heal and also claimed to be good in a fight.
“We need something to do, now that the Seeker we usually support is out of commission,” Rhyss said. 
“Out of commission?” I repeated, horrified. “Do you mean he or she died? Or worse?” 
Since Seekers had to use their gift once they came into their powers, or eventually go mad, it was important for those in a Seeker family to ensure that those powers were either active or dormant in their respective hosts. An unchecked Seeker ability would prove catastrophic, given enough time. When Seeker children came of age and were ready to take on the family responsibilities, the previous generation would pass down the Seeker mantle in a formal ceremony. Usually it was a parent, but sometimes a grandparent, aunt, or uncle, who transferred responsibility. While some parents were sad to release their duty, others were relieved to be free of that lifelong burden. Their gift remained intact, but they no longer had the compulsion to use their ability all the time, or live under the fear of the consequences if they resisted using it.
Rhyss laughed at my horrified expression, but Farrah poked Rhyss in annoyance. “Don’t scare the man,” she said. “We actually want the job, remember?”
She turned to me. “Our friend—and former employer—moved to Calia,” she said, naming another kingdom in the Gifted Lands, our closest neighbor just to the north of Orchwell. “He rarely takes on Seeking jobs anymore. He has other duties that take up his time, and he doesn’t really need the money.”
“But how does he avoid the madness?” I asked, curious. “Unless he’s already entrusted his duty to his children?”
“No, he doesn’t have children,” Farrah said.
“Yet,” Rhyss chimed in.
Farrah, seeing my confusion, explained further. “We used to work with Beyan, the dragon Seeker. When he married Jennica, the Crown Princess of Calia, that seemed to keep the madness at bay. I think, somehow, the marriage satisfied his compulsion to seek out dragons. He hasn’t had any issues for, I believe, close to a year.”
I nodded, now understanding. I had heard of the events in Calia the previous year, including the unexpected news that Calia’s princess was also a dragon shapeshifter. Privately, I envied Beyan’s neat solution to the problems that came with being a Seeker.
Farrah seemed pretty sharp. Maybe she would know …
“That’s fascinating,” I said nonchalantly. “Do you know, is that the only way one would be able to ‘get rid’ of the Seeker gift? As it were.”
Farrah looked thoughtful. “I’m not sure. We’d worked with Beyan for a long time, and since I grew up with him, I was invited to attend the formal ritual that transfers the official Seeker role within families. It’s usually passed from a parent to a child—in this case, from father to son. The strength of the Seeker gift can vary from child to child or between generations.” She bit her lip as she concentrated harder. “From what I know, there are times when a worthy individual, not in a Seeker family line, has been granted a Seeker’s gift. But it’s very rare, and it’s dangerous. I don’t know all the details, but if you can become a Seeker that way, then by the same logic, you could lose your Seeker status by doing the opposite of … whatever that spell or ritual entails.”
I leaned back in my chair, impressed. “It sounds like you both know exactly what you’re doing, and how to handle yourselves. Are you able to leave tomorrow morning?”
Rhyss and Farrah exchanged satisfied looks. 
“We’re always ready to go,” Rhyss said. “We could leave tonight, if you wanted.”
“Tomorrow will be just fine,” I said, smiling at his enthusiasm. “Meet me at the gates just after sunrise.”
“You don’t want a reference?” Farrah said. “It’s a tight deadline, but if we send word immediately to Calia, we might get a letter back in time before we leave tomorrow …”
“No need,” I said, trusting my instincts that these two were reliable. My instincts rarely failed me … usually. “If our travels take us to Calia, you can see if your friends would put us up for the night.” I laughed. “Sleeping in a palace … that would be a more than adequate recommendation.”
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Chapter Four


The day of departure dawned misty and cold. Even though the late autumn sun weakly pierced the lazy clouds floating in the sky, I still shivered slightly under my woolen traveling cloak as I waited on horseback for the rest of my group to arrive. 
My horse whickered softly. I leaned down and patted her neck. “Easy, girl,” I said in a low, soothing tone as I kept an eye out for Rhyss, Farrah, and Lady Pahame.
Mother and Father had still been abed when I rose to get ready to leave. Only a few servants had been up and about, preparing the household for the day. A simple breakfast had been spread out for me in the kitchen.
As was our tradition, my sister had woken up early as well. She always saw me off on the start of my journeys, waving at the door as I reached the manor gate. 
Now I stood at the gates of Orchwell, which were just opening in the early dawn light. As people began moving through the gateway, I heard someone call my name. Looking to my right, I saw Rhyss and Farrah riding toward me, each on their own horse. I waved at them. 
As they approached, I looked my new team over. They were carrying so little; short swords at their belts, with identical knapsacks and one small bedroll each affixed to their horses’ saddles. 
I must have been gaping, because Rhyss was quick to reassure me. “Don’t worry, we’re completely prepared for anything that might happen.” 
“I’m not worried,” I said. “It’s just … my former team knew how to travel light, but you’ve definitely done them better.”
“Oh, hey. Thanks.” Rhyss beamed.
“But I’m surprised.” I indicated the lone swords they each carried. “That’s all the weapons you’re bringing? I mean, you don’t need to bring a lot, but if something got lost or damaged—”
“Farrah’s got her bow in her bag. And as for me, this is the only weapon you can see. It doesn’t mean it’s the only weapon I’m carrying.” He grinned.
“I truly am impressed,” I said sincerely.
Farrah rolled her eyes. To me, she said, “Now you’ve done it. I’m going to have to listen to Rhyss brag over and over about how clever he is. How impressive.”
Before Ryhss could retort, two more cloaked people on horseback joined us. One rider drew forward. 
“And I am impressed at how punctual you and your team are, Kaernan,” Lady Pahame said, looking over our little group. “Usually I’m the first one to arrive to any gathering. I hope this bodes well for our search.”
I made a half-bow of respect. “Welcome, Lady Pahame. I’d like to introduce you to your traveling companions, Rhyss and Farrah. Rhyss, Farrah, this is Lady Adallia Pahame.”
“Please, call me by my given name, Adallia,” Lady Pahame told us. “I find it easier—and safer—to not use my title when I travel.”
“Of course, Lady … I mean, Adallia,” I said.
“Good. Then let us depart. The sooner we begin, the sooner we can return.” She turned her mount to face the wider road beyond Orchwell.
“But … ah …” I stopped, flustered. I looked from Adallia to the rider behind her. It seemed rude for Adallia to leave without saying goodbye to her unknown companion, but Seekers never brought miscellaneous people on a commission. And I couldn’t figure out a polite way to say that to Adallia.
Adallia turned slightly to follow my gaze. “Oh, my apologies for not introducing you. That’s my daughter, Delphine. She will be coming with us. Let’s go.” 
Without any further explanation, the noblewoman spurred her horse forward and started down the road, Delphine right behind her.
“But—” I said to their rapidly departing backs. Cursing under my breath, I spurred my mount after her.
Behind me, I heard Farrah comment to Rhyss, “This will be an interesting trip.”

      [image: image-placeholder]This was the first time I had ever had someone along who wasn’t either my patron or a member of my team, and it made me feel awkward and uneasy. Often a patron—and especially my patrons—wanted to keep their purposes private, and they were the ones who balked at traveling with anyone besides their hired Seeker. I couldn’t exactly demand that my patron leave her daughter behind, but I worried Delphine would be a hindrance to completing this commission.
Delphine had her mother’s striking looks and near regal bearing. However, she was a much more outgoing and friendlier soul than her hard-to-read mother. I guessed she was roughly the same age as me. She was inquisitive about everything, and not shy to strike up a conversation with any of her companions. 
Like her mother, she also insisted that we call her by her first name only, dropping the formalities of her station. Not even a few hours out of Orchwell, she became fast friends with Rhyss and Farrah. She tried several times to draw me into conversation, but I couldn’t keep up with Delphine’s rapid chatter.
While Delphine was quizzing Farrah and Rhyss about the far-off places they had traveled in the Gifted Lands, I brought my horse to ride alongside Adallia.
“Adallia,” I said. “I know you talked a little about who you are searching for when we first met, but with all the last-minute travel preparations, we unfortunately didn’t have time for a longer interview. So I thought, before we get too far into our journey, we could discuss more about your commission? We’ve got a little bit of time before we hit the crossroads and have to decide whether to go north, or west.”
Adallia looked taken aback. “I thought the letter I sent your father when I asked him to help me made everything clear.”
There had been a letter? “My father didn’t share your message with me,” I said, wondering why my father had put me at a deliberate disadvantage in my search.
Adallia stilled and didn’t say anything for several moments. 
“Oh.” 
It came out soft and uncertain, surprising me. To me, Adallia was an unmovable pillar of a woman.
“All right then. If your father didn’t see fit to share my letter with you …” She trailed off, thinking. “As I told you when we met, I am looking for a man named Baxley. We started as childhood friends, and then eventually became sweethearts.”
Her expression grew distant, her voice wistful. “We adored each other, but there were too many things working against us. His family felt I was beneath him, as he came from a very long and cultured line of Seekers. My family is one of the few in Orchwell without the Seeker ability. We were modestly well off, but did not have the fame or fortune that a Seeker lineage would have given us.
“Baxley didn’t care. He was willing to marry me regardless. But then—” Adallia’s face darkened at the memory “—my family fell into immense debt. My father was threatened with imprisonment or a lifetime of servitude. To lose him would have devastated us even further. With four younger siblings, my mother wouldn’t have been able to earn a living and take care of us all. I was able to bring in a little money with the odd seamstress job, but not enough to take care of my family.
“A nobleman came to our door one day, offering to help us out of our debt. It seemed he had seen me in the marketplace and decided he must wed me. My family’s misfortune only made his suit stronger. If I agreed, he would help us.
“I had no choice. Baxley’s family had threatened to disown him if we were to marry. My family needed my father alive and free. I couldn’t have condemned my family to poverty or worse because of my own desires. Lord Pahame and I wed within a week of his offer. My family’s debt was paid off in full shortly after the wedding.”
She sighed. “We had a happy enough life together, I suppose. Our daughter, Delphine, was the best thing to come out of that union. But now that my daughter is grown and my husband is gone … well, I often wondered what might have been.” 
Adallia turned slightly in her seat to glance at her daughter, who was still talking animatedly with Rhyss and Farrah. When Adallia turned back to me, the warm smile on her face was genuine.
“What happened to Baxley?” I asked. Obviously, Baxley and Adallia had lost track of each other, but it would help to have any known details, and to know exactly how cold the trail was. 
Adallia’s face clouded over. “Right before the wedding, we met late at night, in secret. He begged me to reconsider, asked me to run away with him that night. I was tempted … but I couldn’t destroy my life and my future that way. Nor could I destroy his. He left, vowing to always love me.
“He disappeared right after the wedding. He didn’t attend, of course. It was a small affair anyway, for family only. But he just … vanished … from Orchwell. No one knew where he had gone.”
“Not even his family? His friends?”
“They were just as baffled as anyone else. Even his entire family, including his own brother, had no idea. They had been close growing up, but I understand his brother mightily disapproved of the idea of Baxley and I together. Anyway, his family woke up one morning and Baxley was gone. They tried to find him, but they were unsuccessful. I suspect that Baxley, familiar with traditional Seeker methods, somehow made it impossible for anyone to find him in that manner. After a year’s fruitless search, his family gave him up as completely lost. Or dead.”
I could tell it hurt Adallia to relive these memories, but I would be remiss as a Seeker if I didn’t ask about and explore every option. “But you didn’t. Why search now?” 
Adallia toyed with a bracelet on her wrist. “Baxley and I exchanged tokens while he was still in Orchwell. This—” she held out her wrist, showing off a simple gold bracelet with a bright red carnelian jewel in the
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