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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! 

[image: image-placeholder]








  
  [image: image-placeholder]
Prologue 


There was a story I had grown up knowing, for most of my entire life, without knowing how I knew it. You know how you know a song, or a random item of information, but you don’t remember where you first heard it? It could be a rumor, some sort of folklore passed on from person to person. A cautionary tale, meant to scare you into obedience. 
This was one of those stories. 
Years ago, the tale went, a young man had joined the Rothschan army as soon as he was of age. Joining him was his childhood friend and sweetheart—and right before they started their training, she became his betrothed as well. They were to be wed after their training was completed, and before they started their military service in earnest.
But the girl guarded a dangerous secret: she could wield magic.
Somehow she had been able to suppress it and keep her ability hidden for most of her life. Which, in the rational country of Rothschan, was a necessity. Here, magic is regarded as suspect and practically evil. 
Did her intended know? If he did, he must have been too in love with her to care. If he had known, but hadn’t turned her into the authorities—or at the very least shunned her and cut off all contact with her—then he would have faced a steep fine, or worse, if his transgression had been discovered.
In the final week of their training, it was announced that a person of great importance would be visiting their company. All were expected to be on their best behavior and acquit themselves well. Not just because their behavior would be a reflection on their superiors, but also because the visitor would be looking for the best and brightest talent that could potentially be pulled for special assignment.
But their superiors needn’t have worried. The visitor, the Lord High Seneschal, arrived with the royal secretary, and both men were extremely impressed. 
The Seneschal requested private, one-on-one meetings with each member of the company, for just a few minutes each, in one of the tents in the center of the company’s camp. Nothing seemed amiss as each person went in for their private meeting. 
Now it was time for the young woman’s interview. Her betrothed patiently waited outside for his turn. The midday heat bore down on him, and he stifled a yawn. Time dripped by. 
Until a scream from inside the tent pierced the air. 
Although the Lord High Seneschal had given strict orders that no one was to interrupt his interviews—indeed, even the royal secretary who had traveled with him was not allowed to be present during these meetings—the young man burst into the tent, protocol be damned. 
What happened inside the tent, no one knows for sure. Men’s voices, raised in the heat of anger, could be heard. The poor young woman, already under duress, may have screamed again. Witnesses later swore that the tent glowed a strange, bright white, brighter even than the noon sun that was shining overhead. 
Then the world grew unnaturally still. 
As the white glow faded, the young man emerged from the tent, looking a little dazed. In his hand he held a peculiar silver rod studded with colored jewels that blinked in the sunlight. The man stumbled a few steps away.
The Lord High Seneschal threw back the tent flap, ignoring the gasps and cries from the waiting crowd outside. Some murmured about his strange disfigurement, wondering aloud what had happened. Others ran forward, asking, “Sir, are you all right?” The Seneschal waved them all away, leaning heavily on the tent frame as he pointed directly at the retreating young man.
The Seneschal screamed, “Arrest that man!”
The young man broke into a run.
Some of the man’s comrades gave chase, but soon found they couldn’t move, caught in place by fast-growing vines that had snaked up from the ground to wrap around their bodies. Certainly not natural flora, but the other possibility—that these vines were magical constructs—was, obviously, ludicrous and untrue. 
Others came to cut them free from the plants, but the vines resisted the sharp blades. It would take hours to free them. Anyone else who tried to pursue the man found themselves unable to cross an invisible barrier, as if the air had solidified around their camp and wouldn’t let anyone out.
Meanwhile, the young man kept running and running, until he was out of sight and well away from his would-be pursuers.
People later speculated that the young man must have possessed illegal magic—the silver rod, perhaps?—and used it against his former friends and the Lord High Seneschal. Although the Seneschal ordered a kingdom-wide search, the man was never captured, and no one ever saw him again. Perhaps he perished in his reckless escape from the camp.
But, if by some miracle he lived, I’m sure that no matter how much he ran, or how far he went, he would never truly be safe from himself.
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Chapter One


“Adalynn. Adalynn!” 
My father’s voice broke through my musings. “Huh?” 
“Is everything all right, Adalynn?” Father asked me. He followed my gaze to where I had been staring. “You looked like you were far away. Or is the peeling wallpaper really that interesting?”
“Oh.” I flushed, laughing weakly. “The wallpaper’s fine, Father. Although I think that shade of green went out of style when I was five years old.”
“Well, maybe that can be the first thing we spruce up around here,” Father laughed. “It can be your birthday present—to us!”
Now I laughed in earnest. “I’ll be happy to fix up this house with my earnings. But I don’t think the first thing I’d pick will be the wallpaper!” 
We all laughed—Mother, Father, and I. There were so many things wrong with our house, it would be hard to pick which one to fix first. The leaking roof? The warped wooden floorboards? Not to mention the threadbare, faded furniture that graced each room. 
But even though our little house was old, and falling apart, it was ours. It was where I grew up, just my parents and me, in our home in a village on the outskirts of the kingdom of Rothschan. A cozy little home for a cozy little family. 
Father beamed at me as Mother placed a small, homemade raisin spice cake in front of me. The two of them spoke in unison. “Happy birthday, Adalynn.”
“Thank you! It looks delicious,” I said. Father passed me a knife. The handle was a little wobbly, but it was our sharpest blade. I took it from him and began cutting little slices for each of us, passing them around the table. 
Even though it was my birthday celebration, it was just the three of us, as it usually was. Growing up as an only child, I was very close to my parents, and didn’t mind our small, family-only gatherings for special occasions. 
This was an important birthday, though. I turned twenty-one today. Which meant that I was now eligible to enlist in the Rothschan military for my mandatory three-year term, after which I would have the option to either continue serving the kingdom, or could leave the military and pursue a different vocation. 
“I’m sorry it’s not fancier.” Mother fretted at me as I accepted the slice of cake.
“Nonsense,” I said. “It’s perfect.”
While I’d miss my parents, there were certain things about living at home that I wouldn’t miss. Like my mother’s constant need for reassurance. She often expressed sadness that we couldn’t afford more than the most basic of necessities. It didn’t matter to me that our neighbors and my schoolmates were better off than my family was, but for some reason, it mattered a lot to my parents. My mother especially. 
It wasn’t that Mother wanted fancy things to show off our nonexistent wealth. Honestly, I had never been able to figure out exactly why she cared so much about it. Of course, having more money would have made things easier growing up, but we got by. We had an—admittedly leaky—roof over our heads, and food enough to not be starving. Perhaps if we had been a bit wealthier, Mother and Father would have had more friends amongst our neighbors, and I would have had an easier time in school. But I had my family, and I tended to keep to myself anyway, so I didn’t feel the lack of close friends too much. Usually.
Which was why this birthday was so momentous. Being in Rothschan’s military meant my parents wouldn’t have to worry about my wellbeing for the three years I was gone, and I would also be earning a regular salary and could send every coin home. I’d tried to help my family over the years by taking various odd jobs, mostly running errands. But I was never allowed to hire myself out as a servant to any households, even to our nearby neighbors—my mother didn’t like the idea of me being away from home for more than a few hours. The idea of working as a live-in servant to another household, even if it was with the wealthiest and most secure residence in all of Rothschan, upset Mother so greatly that, after seeing her reaction to the first time I suggested it, made me reluctant to ever bring it up again.
So, even though I loved my parents dearly, I was also secretly excited at the prospect of going. Not necessarily because I thought I’d make a good soldier, although the idea of attaining knighthood someday was a bit appealing. But mandatory was mandatory, after all, and Mother and Father would have to let me go. 
And after my three years were done, who knew what could happen? I’d most likely stay in the military, as I didn’t have many prospects here in Rothschan that I could come back to. Being poor wouldn’t have necessarily deterred potential suitors. But, when I had started growing old enough to notice such things, I realized that many of our neighbors were polite, but distant. Coupled with my parents’ fierce protectiveness of me and their reluctance to talk about our lives before I was three—the age that I could recall my earliest memories—and I often felt like I was carrying the weight of their unspoken worry.
But—if I was lucky, and smart, and saved enough money—perhaps I could leave the army after the three years and go see the rest of the Gifted Lands. I’d have the skills to hire myself out as a guard, or maybe even a mercenary. Although I didn’t think I could ever have the mindset of a mercenary. Still, there would be more possibilities and opportunities after my service was done than I had now.  
As if he read my mind, Father asked, “Will you be enrolling tomorrow?”
I nodded, even as I caught the slight frown on Mother’s face. She pushed back a tendril of grey-and-brown hair behind her ear, a sure sign that she was upset. Mother always grew fidgety when she was uncomfortable. It was her tendency, whenever anyone talked about the Rothschan military, for her to grow quiet. And now that I was at the age of enrollment, she hated hearing me talk about it. I didn’t understand why. She knew it was inevitable. I figured it was just because she was afraid of losing her only child. But she needn’t worry. The kingdom of Rothschan hadn’t been involved in anything that could even be remotely considered a skirmish in years. Our kingdom’s reputation was too fearsome; no one would dare go against us. I was confident I would be just fine.
As was my father, who smiled at me. The crinkles around his eyes, a testament to his years of hard work filled with equal parts worry and laughter, deepened. “We’ll miss you. But it can’t be helped. And it can only mean better times, for all of us.” He looked at my mother, who was still and silent. Gently, he said, “Let’s all go together. To keep today’s celebration going. It will be a defining moment, for our whole family.”
Mother met his gaze, and I was surprised to see tears glistening in her eyes. Before I could say anything, Father gave me a warning glance. Don’t acknowledge it. 
In an effort to lighten the mood, Father asked, “What were you thinking about earlier, Adalynn?”
“Oh. It was nothing, really. Just … do you remember that story that was going around a few years back, about how some crazed person attacked a Seneschal at one of the training camps with forbidden magic, and then escaped? The story just came to mind and I wondered … whatever happened to the Seneschal? And did they ever find his attacker?”
Both Mother and Father froze at my words. It was like a veil had dropped over their faces, shuttering them completely from any emotion. 
“What made you think of that?” Father’s voice was flat and harsh.
Surprised at my father’s tone, I stammered, “I—I don’t know. Probably because I’ll be enrolling tomorrow, and then that made me think of that story. It just got me curious, is all. I’m sure it’s nothing more than rumor. Mettie Shamplen was the one who told me, and you know what a gossip she—”
“Don’t speak of that story ever again,” Father said. His face was flushed—from anger?—but his hands, gripping the sides of his chair, were deathly white. “Even if you think it’s nothing but rumor, don’t talk of it outside these walls.”
“But why—”
“Eat your cake.” Following his own instructions, Father tucked into his slice of cake, barely finishing one bite before shoveling another into his mouth. As if he didn’t want to be engaged in any more conversation. 
“It’s just a story, anyway, dear. Pay it no mind.” Mother picked up her fork and began eating as well, but slowly, lost in her thoughts. Even her chewing seemed subdued. 
Unsure of how to respond—or even if I should respond—I picked up my own fork and took a bite of my birthday cake. The sweetness of the raisins and brown sugar burst over my tongue. Finishing my bite, I smiled at my mother. “Honors to the cook. It’s delicious. Perfect, as always, Mother.”
Her answering smile was tinged with sadness. “Thank you.”
After that uncomfortable moment, the rest of my birthday celebration passed pleasantly and without any other incidents. As if by unspoken agreement, my father and I avoided talking about my upcoming military enrollment and instead just conversed about everyday, innocuous topics. Mother relaxed as the night wore on, but I could sense that undercurrent of unhappiness behind all her words and actions. 
When we had our fill of cake and conversation, I stood up, intending to grab all the dishes from the table and start cleaning up. 
Mother gently took my dish from my hand. “It’s your birthday, you shouldn’t have to do any cleaning,” she said. She paused, putting her hand on my cheek as she regarded me. “You have a big day tomorrow.” She shooed me away.
I laughed and gave her a big hug, then turned to hug my father. “All right, then. See you both in the morning.” 
I headed to my room at the back of the house, where my parents’ bedroom was just across the hall. 
Once inside my room, I approached the plain wooden dresser on the far side of the wall and grabbed the pale blue ceramic pitcher that sat atop it, intending to pour some water into the nearby matching bowl so I could wash my face. The pitcher was surprisingly light; looking inside, I realized I forgot to refill it after using the last of the water this morning. No matter—I could refill it from the communal bucket of water in the kitchen. I grabbed the pitcher and headed back there.
As I approached, I heard my parents talking in low voices. Something about their discussion made me slow my footsteps and approach quietly. They didn’t seem to be arguing, but whatever they were talking about definitely had them agitated. 
“… You don’t know that,” Mother was saying as I crept up slowly to the doorway.
“And you don’t know that anything will happen, Pella,” Father retorted. “Just because it happened once, doesn’t mean it will happen again.”
“But if it does … I’d rather Adalynn is safe at home. If something should happen during her three years away, we’ll never know. And we won’t be able to help her.”
What does Mother mean, they’ll never know? I thought. Was she talking about me being injured, or killed? Of course if that happened, my parents would be informed.
But recalling Father’s statement, I didn’t think my parents were discussing the possibility of me getting hurt. They were talking about something else entirely. Just because it happened once, doesn’t mean it will happen again. But what did they mean? 
I was so busy mulling over this, I nearly missed the next part of their conversation.
“She’s made it to her twenty-first birthday, and so far nothing untoward has occurred. She should be in the clear, now,” Father said.
“But look at what happened to Laydon,” Mother said. “Do we really want to risk—”
There was a rustling sound, as if someone had moved quickly. From somewhere closer, Father said urgently, “Do not say his name.”
“It’s been long enough, surely—”
“You never know who might be listening. Don’t tempt fate. Best to leave the past where it belongs.”
A choked sob escaped from my mother’s lips. The rustling sounded again; I surmised my father was holding my mother. 
I could hear my mother sniffling quietly, but she quickly got her crying under control. “You’re right,” she said. “I’m fretting over nothing. Everything will be fine tomorrow, and beyond that.”
“That’s the way to think about it,” my father said encouragingly. 
There was more rustling of fabric, followed by footsteps and the clinking of dishes as my parents walked around the kitchen, tidying it. Under the cover of all their noise, I crept back to my room, where I placed the still-empty ceramic pitcher back on top of the dresser. I quietly closed the door behind me and leaned against it, thinking furiously. 
What was it that my parents were so worried about occurring?
And who was Laydon?
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Chapter Two 


My mother held a letter in one hand. She was crying, and the wrinkled piece of paper was streaked with her tears. Her other hand was clutched tightly around something, but I couldn’t make out what it was she was holding. 
Her hands trembled as she addressed my father. “But they told us he was killed.”
Father shook his head. “That’s what they want us to believe, so we won’t raise a fuss. But my contact told me that the incident happened several months ago. It was well hidden—I don’t think anyone suspected. Least of all him. But it got to a point where it couldn’t be hidden anymore.”
“How will we find him?” Mother asked.
Father’s head drooped. When he looked up again, there were tears in his eyes. “We can’t. Or maybe I should say, we shouldn’t.”
“Then what can we do?” Mother’s voice broke. 
Father sounded choked up as well. “Keep Adalynn safe. It’s the only thing left that we can do.”

      [image: image-placeholder]I opened my eyes, the remnants of last night’s dream teasing the edges of my waking consciousness. 
I had mulled over my parents’ whispered exchange late into the night, trying to piece together what it was was they had been discussing. Finally I had fallen into a fitful sleep, dreaming about a cryptic conversation between my parents. 
It was so vivid, almost like I had been there to witness their discussion. In my slowly wakening haze, I realized that Mother and Father had looked different in my dream. The gray that feathered my mother’s hair was completely missing, and the lines in Father’s face were nonexistent. It kind of felt like … a memory.
But that couldn’t be right. I had no idea who the “he” was that my parents kept referring to in my dream, and their discussion about a missing person wasn’t one I had ever witnessed in my waking life. 
I lay in bed a few moments longer, thinking about the dream. I finally dismissed it as some odd mix of what I had overheard the night before and my anticipation over enrolling in the Rothschan military later today. Certainly my dream wasn’t prophetic or held some hidden meaning. Like the other citizens of Rothschan, I was extremely pragmatic and didn’t hold with silly superstitions like that. Some of the other kingdoms in the Gifted Lands, such as Calia, our neighbor to the northeast, believed in such delusions wholeheartedly. No wonder the twenty-some year match between Calia’s queen and her first husband, Sir Hendon of Rothschan, had come to such a bad end. Poor Sir Hendon. Living so long in a kingdom that condoned the use of magic would drive anyone insane. Superstitious nonsense, attracting only fools, or the easily deluded. To think there was a whole kingdom of people like that! It was a wonder Calia hadn’t been taken over years ago.
Now fully awake, I sat up and put my feet on the patchwork rug that lay on the floor by my bed. I curled my toes, relishing the feel of the soft fabric beneath my feet. It had been rewoven so many times that I could no longer remember the original color, but Mother’s deft hand for weaving made the old rug feel practically new.
My face felt grimy from not washing it last night, and I stepped over to the dresser to pick up the pitcher before I remembered I hadn’t refilled it. 
No matter, I thought. At least this morning I won’t accidentally come across any awkward conversations. 
I reached out for the ceramic pitcher, and nearly dropped it in surprise. It was heavy, and I could hear liquid sloshing around inside. I steadied it with both hands and placed it carefully back down on top of the dresser. Peering inside, I could see the pitcher was filled to the brim with clean, clear water.
Confused, I picked the pitcher up again and poured some of the water into the matching ceramic basin nearby. I cautiously touched my finger to the liquid and tasted it. It was, indeed, water. Cool, and as fresh as if I had just drawn it from the well near our house. 
I paused, thinking furiously. The pitcher was completely empty last night when I walked into my room after my birthday celebration. I had intended to fill it, but I hadn’t. Had I? No. No, I knew for sure I hadn’t refilled it. I had gone straight back to my room after sneaking away from eavesdropping on my parents, and I had fallen asleep instead of leaving my room a second time to try to get some water. From the bucket in the kitchen, which would have been a little musty and stale from sitting out for several hours. 
Maybe I had walked in my sleep and refilled the pitcher at the well? But that made no sense. Aside from how impossible it seemed to me to do all that activity in the dark and while sleeping, my parents would have heard me. I would have had to pass by their room on my way out of our house. And as I had never done anything like that before, it was highly unlikely that I would start doing that now.
I had no idea how this had happened—perhaps Mother had refilled it? Although I hadn’t heard her come into my room.  
Oh well. The mystery of the water-filled pitcher would have to wait. I had more important matters to attend to.
Like starting the next part of my life.
My spirits buoyed, I washed my face and turned to my wardrobe to pick out an outfit for the day. I wanted to look smart in every sense of the word.
I sorted through a few items, not fully satisfied with my options. Not that I had many. Rummaging around, I searched for my favorite burgundy trousers and cream linen shirt. The outfit would look smart against the deep red fitted coat I had seen other knights wear, although—I had to laugh at my daydream—I’d probably start out as a squire or man-at-arms first.
I plucked the clothes from where they were stuffed in the back of the wardrobe and shook them out, dismayed. My pants were ripped down one leg, and my shirt had a huge stain on the front. I sighed. No wonder I had put these items in the back of the wardrobe. If only I had time to repair and clean them.
Well, it couldn’t be helped. I would have to find something else to wear.
I threw the ruined clothes on the bed and rummaged through my wardrobe again, choosing a brown slit skirt and matching top. I turned to the bed to lay out the outfit, picking up the cream linen shirt to move it aside.
And stopped short. 
The cream shirt looked as fresh and new as if I had just walked out of the tailor’s shop with it. There were no wrinkles from having been crumpled in the back of my closet for so long.
And the hideous, large stain was gone.
Amazed, I put the shirt down and picked up my burgundy pants.
The tear that had run the length of the right leg was gone. Not even mended, but vanished as if it had never been.
My hands shook as I slowly put the pants on. While I was glad I could now wear my favorite outfit, I couldn’t make sense of what was happening around me. 
I finished getting dressed, tying my auburn hair back with a cream-colored ribbon, and left my room. I nearly ran into my mother, who was standing just outside my door in the narrow hallway.
“You’re awake!” Mother said. “I was just about to knock on your door to see if you were up. I wanted to let you sleep in, but the day’s also going by.”
“Thanks for coming to check on me,” I said. “And thank you for refilling my water pitcher last night. Oh, and for mending and cleaning my outfit.” I indicated where the stain had been on my blouse, and the now-invisible tear in my pants. “You can't even tell that my clothes were ruined.”
Mother gave me a funny look. “I didn’t do any of those things, dear. Now, come and eat some breakfast before you head into the city.”
She turned and walked down the hallway, leaving me to gape at her retreating back.
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Chapter Three


My parents and I gathered around the table as we had last night. Only this time it was for breakfast, instead of my birthday. 
Mother and Father kept up a steady stream of conversation that washed over my confused thoughts. As I listened to them talk while I ate, I slowly started to feel a sense of normalcy again. 
“Adalynn. Adalynn!” 
I realized Mother was calling my name. 
“Oh, I’m sorry, Mother,” I said. “What were you saying?”
Mother chuckled. “Maybe you should have slept in a bit longer. I was saying that if you and your father decide to go shopping after you enlist, I can come meet you. That will give me time to get some chores done around the house, but I wouldn’t mind going into the city for a bit.”
“Shopping?” I repeated stupidly.
“For supplies,” my father said. “The military will provide most of the items you need, but just basic things. There will be some things you’ll want that they won’t consider essential, I’m sure.”
“Oh. That’s a good idea.” I added hesitantly, “But do we have the extra money?”
Mother smiled gently. “Don’t you worry about that. Your father and I have it well in hand.”
“But—”
“Great.” She nodded, as if I hadn’t spoken. “It’s settled. You two get going to the city, and I’ll be along shortly.”
“But what about—?” I stood up, holding my empty plate.
Mother plucked the dirty dish out of my hand and kissed me on the forehead. “Don’t worry about that either, I’ll take care of it. You two should get going before it gets much later.”
“All right.”
With a cheerful wave to my mother, Father and I set off on the road that would lead us into Rothschan’s capital. As we lived in a small village just outside the city, we could reach the city’s gates in about a half hour traveling on foot.
As we headed toward the capital, I took the time to really take in our surroundings. We had walked this road countless times, of course. But I realized that, after today, things would completely change. And move fast. After I enrolled, I would only have a week left at home, and most of that week would be filled with preparations to leave. 
In spite of my excitement, I felt a slight sense of anxiety. I had never left home for any length of time. I’d miss my mother and father immensely. Would they be lonely without me, too, or were they just putting up a good front?
Beside me, Father filled the silence with random advice, seemingly oblivious to my inner turmoil. “Do well, and I wouldn’t be surprised if you’re not knighted by the end of your second year. They move up exceptional people, regardless of lineage.”
I smiled as my father’s pride in me chased away any lingering shadows of the odd conversation I had overheard between him and Mother last night. And the weird happenings of this morning. 
We reached the gates of Rothschan just as the sun began to burn off the morning chill.
As we waited in line to gain entry to the city, Father asked me, “Is there anywhere you want to go first? Or do you want to go straight away to enroll?”
I shook my head instantly, not bothering to entertain the thought for a moment. “Let’s get it out of the way. It’s why we’re here, after all. I wouldn’t be able to concentrate if we went anywhere else first.”
Father laughed. “Come on, then.”
Once inside, we headed straight toward the Merchants’ District, where the conscription office was situated at the outskirts. Beyond the Merchants’ District was the Nobles' District, where the Rothschan palace rose up in the center of the city. Made of sturdy gray stone and proudly displaying the red banners of the kingdom, the Rothschan palace wasn’t ostentatious in any way. Unlike other kingdoms in the Gifted Lands. In fact, if you didn’t know that Rothschan was ruled by a royal family, you might think that the palace was just another fine mansion, although perhaps a little grander than the other buildings in the area. The reason behind the relative simplicity of Rothschan’s royal palace was twofold: my country prided itself on practicality of design over aesthetics; and if our palace didn’t look like a “normal” palace, then it was less likely to be a target for invaders. 
We traversed the sidewalks, passing by the neat, orderly rows of shops and street vendors, where the citizens of Rothschan were conducting business in similar neat and orderly fashion. Everything about Rothschan—from the austere storefronts to the modest clothing in subdued colors that we favored—could be described as “neat and orderly.” You learned, early on, that to stand out in Rothschan was to invite trouble. It was easy to tell who the visitors were to our kingdom by how foreign they were to our customs. Not that Rothschan had many visitors; we weren’t usually considered a travelers’ destination. But I didn’t mind. I liked knowing my place in society. Every part of my life had its place and its purpose, and I wouldn’t have wanted it any differently.
Just ahead of my father and me was a fruit cart parked on the side of the cobblestone street, piled high with red and green apples, apricots, pears and cherries. As we walked by, a small hand shot out and grabbed a plump red apple from among the piles of fruit. The slight figure that owned the hand darted away, even as the cart’s owner noticed the fruit pilfering and yelled, “Stop! Thief!”
The thief dashed across the sidewalk a few feet in front of us, heading toward a dark alley just ahead and to our right. Other shoppers in the area looked up when they heard the fruit seller’s cry, but they were either too far away or too slow and laden with packages to be of much help.
Behind me, I heard the fruit seller yelling, alerting any guards in the area to come to his aid. 
Reflexively, I sprinted forward, grabbing the thief just before they could disappear into the alley. The thief squirmed in my grasp, but I only tightened my hold on their arm. I’m a petite woman, but up close, I was surprised to realize the person I was holding was shorter than me—actually, just a child. With their close-cropped hair and gaunt figure, I couldn’t be sure if they were a boy or a girl, but I could tell they couldn’t have been more than seven- or eight-years-old. Perhaps ten, if I was being generous. 
“What’s your name?” I asked the child. The child didn’t answer me. Instead they just stared at me, wide-eyed, and began thrashing about even harder, testing my grip as they tried to break free. The apple they had been clutching fell from their hand. 
Father reached us at the same time as the fruit seller huffed over. The fruit seller, who had hastily given a neighboring merchant temporary control of his cart after our brief scuffle, was a heavyset, middle-aged man. His lip curled up in a sneer as he looked down at the young thief.
“Thought you could steal from my cart, did you?” he scoffed. “I’ll make sure you never think of doing that again.”
By now, two guards had arrived on the scene and, following the pointing fingers and vocal exclamations of other merchants and shoppers in the area, approached our little group. Quickly assessing the situation, they didn’t even bother to ask for an account of what had occurred, instead asking, “First offense, do you know?” 
The fruit seller immediately replied, “Yes, they’ve stolen from me before, and other merchants as well. I’ve seen them often in the market.”
The child screamed, “No! He’s lying! I’ve never seen him before in my life! And I’ve never stolen anything at all before today.”
The fruit seller sniffed. “A thief would say that, to save their skin.”
One of the guards reached out to take my prisoner, but I instinctively stepped in front of the child. “Wait,” I said. “What are you going to do?”
The guard shrugged. “If this man—” he indicated the fruit seller, who was openly smirking “—says it’s a second offense, then we’ll have to treat it as such.”
“But they’re just a child!” Somehow my grip on the child had changed to them clinging to me, instead of the other way around. As I shifted my weight, shielding the child further, the guards stiffened, ready to take action against me. Next to me, my father shook his head ever so slightly. Don’t make trouble, Adalynn!
“Doesn’t matter, even children know the laws. Should have thought of that before they decided to steal something.” 
The guard pried the child’s fingers from my arm and, along with his colleague, began dragging the child away. Their wails of, “But I swear, it was the first time! I won’t do it again!” seemed to echo around the Merchants’ District as the guards walked through the market with their diminutive prisoner. 
The gawkers in the area quickly looked away as they passed, and soon the area was filled with the usual noise and bustle of the market. The fruit seller gave a satisfied sniff as he watched the trio disappear.
“Merchant,” I said, before he could head back to his stand. “Tell me truly, was it that child’s second offense?”
The man’s smirk deepened, and he sniffed a second time, even more smugly than before. “What does it matter? I promised that ruffian they’d never think of stealing again, and so they won’t.”
With a self-satisfied air, the merchant went back to his cart.
My father touched my arm. “Adalynn …”
“The guards didn’t even question anyone else in the market. Maybe that child was telling the truth, and the other merchants could have vouched for them. If they truly had never taken anything before—”
“Adalynn, please. Keep your voice down. And just leave it be.” Father put his arm around my shoulders and began gently steering me down the street. 
“But they’ll kill that little child! All on the word of only one witness! And a biased one, at that.”
In a low voice, Father said. “You know the laws. If it’s a second offense, then there’s no leniency. The laws keep us safe, and we should be grateful.” 
It was a statement I had heard all my life—in school, at home, around our village. It was a statement I had always staunchly agreed with and believed in. 
In regards to thievery, Rothschan law stated that, depending on the severity of the theft, a first offense could be worked off for a set period of time in the king’s mines. The work was dangerous, but at least it was honest. 
A second offense, regardless of age or circumstances, was an instant death sentence.
In theory, I thought the law was just. After all, if someone committed a crime a second time, it meant they were beyond redemption. Or at least, that’s what we’d always been told.
But this was the first time I had witnessed the laws being carried out in such a way that didn’t seem fair. And it made me uneasy. Not just because the guards hadn’t taken the time to prove or disprove the child’s claim that it was their first time stealing. But also because the fruit seller had all but admitted that he had exploited the law to his advantage, just for a bit of petty revenge.
As Father and I hurried away from the malicious merchant and the scene of the child thief’s downfall, I spared one last glance back at the fruit cart. The hateful seller’s smug grin made me want to hit something, to scream about the unfairness of it all. 
The cart suddenly collapsed, the wheels popping off in all directions, scattering the large piles of colored fruit all over the cobblestones. The fruit seller started yelling in dismay. “My fruit! My beautiful fruit!” 
He angrily kicked at the damaged cart. “Stupid thing! How could it break like this? This is a brand new cart! When I talk to Heyan the woodworker about this….”
The seller tried in vain to gather up his now-damaged merchandise as it all rolled every-which-way down the street. The laughter from his fellow merchants didn’t improve his bad temper any.
I laughed as well, feeling rather satisfied. And a little unsettled. I knew of Heyan—his work was impeccable. If, as the merchant had said, it was a new cart, it shouldn’t have fallen apart like that.
My foot kicked something round, small and firm. It skittered down the street, stopping only when it hit a nearby wall. I sobered as I got a good look at the object I had kicked. The now bruised apple shone in the sun, bright red as blood.
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Chapter Four


Father and I hurried to our destination. After the incident in the market, we weren’t in the mood for happy chatter, and our playful mood was now gone. 
Seeing the austere gray rock façade of the Rothschan conscription office was a relief. I practically tore open the door in my haste to get into the safety of the building. Even though everyone else had done as my father and I had—walked away quickly, heads down, studiously and obviously minding their own business—I had still felt like everyone was watching us.
I stepped inside and to the side, allowing Father to enter right behind me. I heard a soft click as he gently closed the door. 
I blinked as my eyes adjusted to the dimness of the office. Even though the office door was flanked by two large windows, the heavy black curtains were drawn across them, effectively blocking any of the bright sunlight outside. Instead, several lamps placed at precise intervals along the wall provided the room’s illumination. I sniffed experimentally, noting that the candles in the lamps didn’t give off any smoke. A closer look at the walls showed they were pristine, lacking the heavy black soot streaks usually found in other homes and businesses. My musings turned to wonder. Whoever ran this office was obviously used to the finer things in life. Sootless candles were expensive, and had to be imported from other kingdoms, notably the magic-rich ones like Calia or Shonn. The office’s occupant might serve Rothschan, but they apparently didn’t mind bending the rules a bit if it made their life easier.
My pondering was cut short by a deep voice. “May I help you?”
The steady glow of candlelight illuminated a broad-shouldered man with a shock of silver hair sitting behind a gleaming mahogany desk. He looked up from his paperwork, and I stifled a gasp as I got a good look at him.
The left side of his face was horribly disfigured, as if it had been singed away. The skin was rippled, raw and red, as if whatever had caused his injury had just occurred, although I didn’t think the accident had been recent. The corner of his left eye drooped a little, the eyelid permanently swollen and heavy. The mottled skin continued down his neck and disappeared under the collar of his shirt, making me wonder if that entire side of his body had been affected by whatever had mutilated his face.
As I hesitated, my father put an encouraging hand on my shoulder and slightly nudged me forward. 
I approached the desk and the imposing figure behind it. 
“Yes, Sir …?” My voice squeaked out. 
The man snorted. “Just Renton. There’s no need for titles here.”
He didn’t want me to use his title? It seemed like an odd thing to say, but I plowed bravely on. I coughed slightly, clearing my throat. In a louder voice, I said, “I’m here to enlist.”
The man gave me an assessing look. “How old are you?”
“I just turned twenty-one yesterday.”
He sat back, appraising me. “I thought you looked rather young.” While it was mandatory that every Rothschan citizen had to serve in the military at some point, we had several years to actually carry through on that obligation. Even though you could join at twenty-one, most people waited a few years before doing so. Among my friends and classmates, I was the only one I knew of who was going to sign up immediately once I was eligible. Then again, none of my friends needed the money so desperately, either.
“I may be young, but I’m eager to serve my kingdom, sir.”
He nodded and then shrugged. He reached over, pulling a leather-bound book that was lying on the table toward him, and reached for a quill and bottle of ink that was nearby. As he did so, I thought I heard him mutter something like, “Stupid kids …”
He opened the leather tome and uncapped the bottle, dipping the quill in the ink. He looked up at me. “Name?”
“Adalynn Taethen.”
The man’s indifferent expression suddenly sharpened. “Taethen. That’s an unusual family name.”
I blinked, unsure of how to respond to that. Renton looked behind me, seemingly noticing my father for the first time standing just outside the lamps’ glow. 
“I thought you looked familiar.” The man crossed his arms as he addressed my father.
“It’s been awhile, Renton,” Father said, keeping his voice carefully neutral. He stepped up behind me and placed a casual hand on my left shoulder, but I could feel the tension in his body. And between the two men.
“Show some respect,” Renton growled. 
“There’s no need for titles here.” Father parroted Renton’s earlier statement with a slight quirk to his lips. Was he mocking the man? Renton ground his teeth, staring with unbridled hatred at my father.
“I’m surprised after what happened that you would even dare to show your face here,” Renton said. “If you think that by bringing your daughter here, you could make up for—”
“It has nothing to do with Adalynn,” my father said firmly. “Surely enough time has passed for you to forgive and forget any transgressions that happened.”
Renton snorted. “Forgive? Hardly. Forget? Never.”
I listened to this exchange between Father and Renton, my mind whirling. What could they be talking about? Renton looked to be about the same age as my father, maybe a few years older. Perhaps they had served in the Rothschan military together, and Renton held a grudge against my father? All my life, Father had peppered my childhood with stories of his time in the military, and I thought he had told me all of his adventures—and misadventures. He hadn’t held anything back, or so I thought. As I rapidly flipped through my mental catalog of Father’s stories, I didn't recall him mentioning a person named Renton, or a grudge that spanned decades. If Father had known Renton personally, I was sure he would have mentioned it.
So did he know Renton personally? And if so, why hadn’t he mentioned it?
My attention snapped back to the conversation at hand. “Please, Renton, let’s just put the past behind us,” Father was saying. He put his other hand on my right shoulder and tightened his grip, pulling me closer to him. “You made sure my family would never forget, either. I’d say we’re even.”
Renton was looking at both of us with unconcealed loathing. “And how do I know your daughter won’t be a problem? It’s not worth the risk.”
“Adalynn is ready to serve Rothschan. Shouldn’t she be praised for that decision, not shamed? Please don’t take this away from her.” My father’s voice cracked, and I was shocked to hear that he sounded close to crying.
Renton’s expression suddenly changed, from hatred to calculating. “You’re right. A decision like that should be lauded. Of course, my dear, you’ll be enrolled right away. If you would just come with me for processing …”
“Processing?” Father sounded horrified. “I thought that practice had been stopped years ago.”
“Processing?” I echoed. “Father, what’s he talking about?”
Renton spoke first. “The only thing that stopped was making it optional. Now, it’s mandatory for any new conscript.” He gave my father an oily smile
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