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Minuscule soldiers in blue and green parti-colored tabards milled about the military camp in the valley below as they saddled horses, loaded supplies into wagons, and pulled down the neat rows of tents. A banner bearing the emblem of the nation of Shala shifted lethargically in the slight breeze. Scattered among the uniformed soldiers were men in civilian clothing, peasants by their dress, who stood huddled around the little fire or in tight circles with their heads down. A few mounted soldiers patrolled the parameter of the camp and supervised the packing-up. The company appeared to be preparing to move out. 

Charlie of Windsong watched the camp quietly from her hidden spot in the trees, her blue eyes calculating, then decided she had seen enough. Though the camp stirred her curiosity, she had determined quickly that it was not what she sought. She had stumbled upon several of these small, traveling groups of soldiers and civilians since she had crossed the Mishanta Mountains, and her best guess was that they were military units dispatched to draft eligible men into the Shalan army. This information further confirmed the prediction that Shala would soon be declaring war on Tandora, the country of her birth. 

As the  banner was lowered and folded, Charlie made her way quietly through the trees to where she had left her mare. If the company was on the move, it was best that she get some distance. She didn’t fear the soldiers, but she didn’t want to attract attention to herself. A sixteen-year-old girl wearing breeches and boots like a boy and riding alone might draw some questions she was unwilling to answer. She turned her horse east, staying alert to any danger. These situations had become commonplace to her.

When she had come to Shala nearly a year ago, Charlie had come at the urging of a mysterious woman named Grandmother who had sent her on a quest to find a special dagger that would initiate her membership into a league of women called the Order of the Dagger. Her search had been suspended by injury and the onset of winter, but she had been compelled to stay in Shala for a new reason. A few weeks earlier, Charlie had received a letter from Grandmother that insisted her years-dead father was actually still alive. She had even seen a brief glimpse of his face in her mirror. Grandmother was a manipulative and secretive woman, and Charlie didn’t trust her at all, but she was unable to resist writing back to ask for proof. Grandmother had divulged the information that Arathis of Windsong was somewhere on the eastern side of Shala with a group of soldiers. It was this bit of information that kept her spying on the military camps that dotted the landscape.

Charlie hadn’t given up on her original mission to find the dagger, but she had decided to set it aside temporarily and focus on finding her father, if in fact he was still alive. The source of her information was unreliable, but her curiosity had been enough to send her out on the road again. In any case, she had exhausted all of her leads in her dagger search for now, and she welcomed a goal to give her traveling a sense of direction.

It was early spring, still cool during the day and cold at night, and Charlie wondered every time a gust of wind sneaked under her cloak if she had been overeager to set out on her latest adventure. She had spent the winter safely ensconced at Hawk’s Rest, guest of Duchess Taka, where she had been warm, well-fed, and entertained. The duchess had not wanted her to leave but had finally settled for provisioning her with ample supplies and warm clothing. Charlie shook frost from her blanket every morning cursing the wanderlust that prevented her from living a quiet life and her impatience at waiting for the weather to warm. She had ridden south to cross through the pass in the Mishanta Mountains and was now heading east across the lower part of the country.

Charlie’s life had never been that of a typical nobleman’s daughter. She had been taught to handle a sword and bow alongside her brothers and had been allowed to spend her days engaged in outdoorsy, unladylike pursuits. Even so, she never would have imagined a year ago that she would ever embark on a long journey alone, sleep outside under the stars every night, and cook her simple meals over a little brush fire. All of these things were second nature to her now. She contemplated the life of abundance and comfort she had left behind sometimes while huddling close to the campfire she had started to ward off the night’s chill, but it seemed too distant to have been properly real now. During these quiet evenings, she contemplated instead her two separate dilemmas, each represented by an object she carried with her.

The first object was a large key that she wore around her neck on a leather string, and it represented the quest she had begun but not yet finished. The key was roughly the length of her palm and made of silver, its top fashioned into elaborated curlicues. The key had been given to her on a night filled with magical events that now seemed entirely surreal. She knew it was meant to help her on her quest somehow, but she didn’t know what it opened or even where to begin looking. Still, it was a tangible reminder of the events of the previous summer and a reassurance that she hadn’t entirely failed on her mission.

The second talisman she carried with her was her most recent letter from Grandmother, the one that suggested Charlie would find her father by looking for a sign like a rising sun. Grandmother tended to dole out information in measured bits that were intended to force Charlie to ask her for help. As deeply as Charlie resented this, she had little choice. She unfolded the much-creased letter and reread the words as if she would glean some fresh meaning from them, some connection to a parent she thought she had lost years before. She had even tried pressing the letter against the glass of her tiny hand mirror to see if her father’s face would appear for a moment on its surface as she had been instructed to do with the first letter, but the trick hadn’t worked twice. Struggling to balance hope and suspicion, she had written a letter of her own requesting a more exact location, and now she was waiting for a response.

Of course, waiting was not something Charlie was very good at. She didn’t know how the magic, because it must be magic, that Grandmother used to send her letters worked or what constraints dictated the wait between messages, so she had no real idea if Grandmother was intentionally dragging out the suspense before revealing her next play. Consequently, Charlie had already decided to take control of her search herself based on what information she had received so far. She knew her father was in Shala, and she knew he was among soldiers. It seemed unlikely that he had any connection to the Shalan army, but perhaps he had joined some nobleman who had a rising sun as a heraldic device. Regardless of what Grandmother did or didn’t say, Charlie planned to spy on every army company and camp she could find in search of her father. If he was indeed in Shala, she would find him.

* * *

As Charlie made her slow way east, she sought out little villages along the way. She usually avoided interacting with the local people as much as possible for the same reason she avoided the soldiers, but there was no way to seek information alone in the woods. When she ventured into larger towns and cities to buy food and supplies, she occasionally received odd looks from the shopkeepers, but she was more easily lost in the crowd there and quickly forgotten. By visiting several of the little hamlets, villages, and farms that dotted the hilly land on this side of the mountains, she risked being noticed and her presence remarked upon. At this time of year, she could still hide underneath her hooded cloak and appear relatively unremarkable. She couldn’t, however, hide her sapphire blue eyes with their long, feminine lashes or disguise her voice, both things someone was likely to notice and remember when describing her.

Sometimes she simply rode through the towns to look around under the suspicious gaze of the citizens, studying the people and the buildings for anything that might resemble a rising sun. Charlie had generally found Shalan peasants to be reticent and at times even fearful in her presence, and she had never quite determined if that was a reaction to her specifically or to her perceived status, but she didn’t force her presence on them. If the people didn’t look too unfriendly, she sometimes stopped to talk to them. When she inquired about soldiers nearby, she explained that she was trying to deliver supplies to her brother who had been conscripted. This occasionally elicited a sympathetic murmur from someone who also had lost a relative to the army’s ranks but only rarely provided the location of an actual camp. Sometimes she also showed them her drawing of the rising sun symbol and asked if they knew anything about it. Most people looked politely and then told her no.

When she had nearly reached the southern coast, Charlie found one middling-sized town with a scattering of farms outside it that looked like it might be a promising place to seek information. She rode through the dirt streets at a leisurely pace, looking into the shops and at the people as she went. The town was busy enough that she wasn’t the only one on horseback, and she didn’t attract much attention. She was careful to keep her sword hidden under her cloak.

She had shown her drawing to a few people, all of whom had cast it the most fleeting glance and looked desperate to get away, and was considering leaving when a flash of color caught her eye. Curious, Charlie followed it around the corner and stopped, frozen.

The large open center of the town was crawling with soldiers in blue and green tabards. Charlie had been lurking around the edges of the army camps and visiting many of the settlements in the area; it should have occurred to her that they would eventually overlap. Of course the soldiers had to go into the towns and villages to enlist recruits. Well, she had been looking for soldiers, and here they were, though much closer than she would have liked. She was trying to determine how to give the soldiers a quick looking-over without being seen herself when she noticed someone else was watching the uniformed men with the same mixture of caution and distaste.

The man was standing partly behind the wall of a building as if trying to shield himself from the eyes of the soldiers as he studied them. She couldn’t see much of him, but his posture was tense, and his expression was grim. He turned slightly in her direction, and she saw a flash of metal from the clasp of his cloak. He pushed away from the wall and strode quickly down the street in her direction, glancing back over his shoulder as he went. As he passed, Charlie got a better look at him and realized the metal clasp was actually a fibula in the shape of a horizontal bar with an array of shorter bars fanning out across the top—it was the same design Grandmother had drawn in her letter.

She was so surprised that it took her a moment to react. Charlie spun her horse around and attempted to follow him. He was moving quickly, and on foot he was better able to navigate the traffic in the street than she was. After a few yards the pedestrians had taken notice of her and moved out of her path, but the man had noticed her too. He cast her a glance over his shoulder and ducked down a side street. Abandoning all subtly, Charlie kicked her horse after him, hoping to catch up with him before he disappeared. She turned into the empty side street right as he reached a high wall. He already had one hand on the wall to climb it, and she wouldn’t be able to follow him.

“Wait!” she called desperately, then, “Please, wait,” when he continued moving.

The man paused sitting astride the wall and looked at her uncertainly.

“I just want to talk to you,” Charlie told him breathlessly. “I’m looking for someone, and I think you might know him.”

He watched her cautiously. “Why?”

“Because you have that.” She gestured to the clasp on her own cloak. “There, on your cloak. I’m looking for that symbol.” She pulled the paper out of the top of her boot, unfolded it, and showed it to him even though he was too far away to really see it. “Does it belong to the lord you serve?”

He looked at the paper warily. “Maybe. Who are you looking for?”

“My father. I think he might be serving the same lord. His name is Arathis.”

The man looked startled. “Never heard of him. Go away.” He dropped down to the other side of the wall.

Charlie let out a shriek of exasperation and moved Mystic quickly to the wall. It was too high to jump, but she could see over it by standing in the stirrups. The man was standing on the other side looking up, and he started when she appeared over the top.

“You are obviously lying,” Charlie told him angrily. “Do you know where he is?”

He hesitated but didn’t run away. “I don’t know who you are. How do I know I can trust you?”

She didn’t understand why it was such a secret. “I told you he was my father.”

He held up both hands. “Anyone could say that.”

Charlie stared at him a moment. She briefly considered launching herself over the wall and tackling him but decided she probably couldn’t pummel the information out of him. “Why can’t you tell me? Is he in hiding for some reason?”

“If he’s your father, wouldn’t you know that?” he countered

Unable to think of a concise explanation that would sound believable, she gazed at him in dismay. “Will you at least tell him I’m looking for him?” she asked finally.

The man sighed and rubbed his face with both hands. “All right. I’ve never met Arathis, and I’m not privy to his movements, but there are other soldiers somewhere close to the coast, a few days ride from here. You should look along the coastal trade road, but that’s all I know.” He turned to go. “And you should get away from here quickly before those soldiers catch sight of you.”

“Thank you,” Charlie said quietly as she watched him disappear down the street. 

As vague as the soldier’s advice had been, it was also the first confirmation she had received from someone other than Grandmother that her father really was alive and in Shala, and she felt a thrill of fresh hope. She was more confused than before about the nature of the rising sun soldiers, but she had gleaned that they must be at odds with the Shalan army. Knowing this, she did as the man suggested and left the town quickly, keeping a watchful eye out for green and blue tabards. She had no real way of knowing if the man had told her the truth, but sending her on a fool’s errand to find soldiers seemed like a pointless lie when he could have said nothing and run away. In any case, it was the best lead she had, so she turned her horse a bit south and rode toward the coast.

* * *
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The coastal trade road was the largest road that cut through the tall, broadly-spaced deciduous trees that composed the forest along the southeastern border of Shala, and searching it turned out to be a more daunting task than Charlie had anticipated. She assumed she needed to search a wide swath on either side of the twisting, curving road, and even if she were riding right behind the men she sought, as long as they stayed a day ahead of her, she might never catch up with them. She was, yet again, looking for something that might not exist, with only a vague idea of where she was supposed to be looking. At one time that might have bothered her, but she was almost resigned to it now. If she had had no luck by the time she needed to buy supplies, she would go back to asking around the villages again and see if she could stumble across someone a bit more forthcoming. She knew the rising sun men existed now, and if she had found one, she could find another. Surely one of them would lead her to her father.

Charlie was actually riding in the road only intermittently, and she didn’t encounter any other travelers. She mostly checked areas away from the road that would make good campsites. She did occasionally find signs left behind by previous travelers, like hoof prints and the ashes of campfires, but it hadn’t raining recently, and she couldn’t really estimate how long ago the other riders had passed through. As she zigzagged back and forth across the road, a grouping of hoof prints drew her attention because there seemed to be so many of them. She had no tracking skills, but even her untrained eye could tell the prints were from several different horses. She followed their trajectory and was further intrigued when she realized the travelers were riding a course parallel with the road as she often did herself; following it, but trying not to encounter anyone else along it.

She spent the next two days tracking after the horses for no better reason than curiosity. She lost them briefly when they turned sharply south but managed to pick up their trail again when she found where they had camped that night. Their horses had cropped big circles in the grass of a meadow and left piles of droppings everywhere. Charlie knew it was possible that she was following an innocuous company of traders or endangering herself by stupidly trailing a group of bandits, but once she had started, she couldn’t quite convince herself to stop. On the third day she was certain she was close to catching up with them. The manure that dotted their trail was fairly fresh. That evening she saw a thin, gray wisp of smoke rising from the trees and rode toward it.

When she was close by, Charlie tied Mystic to a tree and crept through the woods toward where the smoke was emanating to get a better look. She didn’t want to startle an unsuspecting family having a sit-down, and she definitely didn’t want to stroll right into a camp of outlaws like a lamb wandering into a wolf den. She pulled back a branch to get a better view.

There was a lone man standing among the trees, leaning on a pike. He was plainly dressed in a homespun tunic and boots, but he had a soldier’s rigid posture and native watchfulness. He shifted his weight gently from one foot to the other to spare his knees as his eyes slowly scanned the trees around him. 

Charlie stayed very still as she squinted at him so he wouldn’t see her, looking for some sign that would identify him as part of the group her father was associated with. She definitely didn’t want to approach him if he was actually a Shalan soldier. But he would be wearing a uniform if he were a Shalan soldier, right? The man she had spoken with in the town had had a fibula on his cloak shaped like the rising sun symbol these people used. This man wasn’t wearing a cloak, but maybe he wore the sun symbol somewhere else. She leaned forward a bit more, vainly trying to see him better.

Then Charlie realized it didn’t matter if she managed to identify him or not because she was definitely going to have to talk to him now. He was looking right at her and probably had been for a few seconds. He didn’t move or speak but merely continued to watch her gravely. She could either run away and hope he didn’t follow, or she could take the risk that he might be able to lead her to her father.

After taking a deep breath to steady her nerves, Charlie stepped out from behind the tree and approached the sentry, stopping about ten feet away from him. He watched her with mild interest and made no move to stop her.

“Hello,” Charlie said simply.

“Hello,” he replied slowly. He was smiling slightly now, his gray eyes half-closed.

“I’m looking for Arathis,” she told him firmly. “Do you know him?”

“And who might you be?” the sentry wanted to know.

“I’m his daughter.”

The man’s eyebrows shot up at that. “Really.” His tone was polite but uninterested.

She couldn’t tell if he believed her or not. “Yes.”

There was a long silence as he continued to watch her impassively.

Charlie was getting impatient. “So is he here or not?” 

The man seemed to have made up his mind about something. “All right then. Come with me.”

She glanced back toward where she had left Mystic. “I have to go get my horse first.”

He raised his eyebrows again.

“Well, I didn’t walk here,” she told him. “I’ll go get her and be right back.”

“No,” he said firmly. “You have to come with me now, or you’re not coming. Your horse isn’t going anywhere.”

She matched his level stare for a long moment, weighing the potential risks and benefits of doing as he said. If she went with him, she might find her father. Or, this man knew nothing about Arathis and was leading her into a trap. But if she tried to run back to her horse, he would probably chase her, and she didn’t think she could outrun him. The allure of the possible was too strong to resist. Charlie decided to follow him. She adjusted the sword on her hip and took a step toward him.

The sentry smiled slightly at that. He turned and began to weave his way confidently through the trees. Charlie followed at a conservative distance, trying to maintain her sense of direction in case she needed to flee. She also studied her escort as she went. He was probably in his mid-thirties and wore his mousy brown hair cut short. He was of middling height, but his build was that of a man accustomed to hard work. He glanced back at her occasionally but didn’t speak to her. 

After a moment Charlie began to see more movement through the trees. She thought she could make out several people and a few horses. The source of the trail of smoke she had been following was a crackling campfire. While she had been busy staring, the man had slowed his pace until she unexpectedly caught up with him. When they stepped into the clearing, he casually but quickly reached back and caught her by the arm. He wasn’t hurting her, but his grip was firm enough to end any thoughts of running away now. Several men looked up from the campfire in surprise as Charlie and her escort approached. She stared back at them as the sentry marched her past the suddenly silent men and to a small tent.

“Arathis,” the man called out. “This girl says she belongs to you.”

There was a rustling inside the tent. “Girl?” a voice said from the other side of the canvas. “Where did you find a girl?”

Charlie froze. The voice was very, very familiar. It was a voice she hadn’t heard in years, but it was burned into her memory and unmistakable.

There was another rustle, and the tent flap was swept aside. A tall, dark-haired man ducked out of the opening, speaking as he straightened up. “I think you might be mist—” The words died on his lips as he saw Charlie standing in front of him. “Charlie,” he whispered.

“Papa!” Charlie gasped. Though she had come here looking for him, she still couldn’t actually believe that he was here in front of her, alive. But it was definitely him—his coal black hair had a few more strands of silver around the temples, and there were more fine lines around his blue eyes, but he looked almost exactly as she remembered him.

“How did you get—” Arathis started to ask, then seized her in a tight hug.

Charlie returned the crushing hug, her head pressed against his chest. She couldn’t breathe, but that seemed unimportant at the moment.

“I guess she really was his daughter,” she heard her escort remark casually as he ambled away.

Finally Arathis released her and held her at arm’s length so he could look at her. “You’ve gotten taller.”

Charlie wiped tears from her cheeks with the backs of her hands. “Yeah, I guess I have.” 

“Charlie, how did you get here?” he wanted to know. “Are you by yourself?”

“I rode here by myself. I left my horse back there in the trees. I should go get her,” she added reluctantly. She didn’t want to leave his side for a second.

“Thutmar probably went back to get her,” Arathis told her. “Come here.” He led her to the fire where several logs and tree stumps had been arranged as seating. The men who had been sitting there previously had mysteriously made themselves scarce. Arathis sat and put his face in both hands as he watched her for a long moment. “Charlie, how did you find me?”

It was a complicated question to answer. “Well,” she said slowly, “I sort of got a letter that said you were alive and might be connected with some group here in Shala. I found someone in a town that knew about the group and sort of followed his directions here.”

“You came to Shala looking for me?”

“No, I was already in Shala when I found out.”

“But how?” He looked over her shoulder as the sentry led Charlie’s horse into the clearing and set about unsaddling her. “That’s Mystic.” He looked at Charlie incredulously. “You rode that mare all the way here?”

“Yes.”

“Did you ride up to Fallond and then all the way to the southern coast of Shala?” She could see his mind working, trying to figure it out. “That’s a very long way.”

“Maybe we could have that conversation later,” Charlie suggested. “I think it might be a long one.”

“All right.” He gazed at her a long moment. “Look at you. I didn’t know if I would ever get to see you again, and you’re sitting right in front of me. How’s your mother?” he asked softly. “And my children?”

“Everyone is fine,” Charlie told him. It was a complex question she really couldn’t answer properly. She hadn’t seen or spoken to anyone in her family for a year now, but if she had to guess, they were probably unhappy. “They all miss you though. Nothing was ever the same after you were gone.”

Arathis cleared his throat slightly. “Do they think I’m dead?”

“Yes,” she said quietly. “I’ve only known you were alive for a short time, and I don’t have any way of telling them.”

He nodded slowly. “And the baby?” Charlie’s mother had been pregnant when her husband had disappeared and been declared dead.

“It was a girl. She’s named Kiara.”

“Ah.” Arathis’s eyes unfocused for a moment as he struggled to keep his composure.

Charlie looked down at her hands to give him time to digest this information. 

“That’s one of the names we had considered for you. I can’t wait to come home and meet her,” he said at last, his voice husky with restrained emotion.

“Are you coming home?” Charlie asked. It was one of many questions that had been weighing on her mind. “I don’t actually know why you left or why you’re here in Shala.”

Arathis sighed and dragged a hand through his hair. “What were you told when I disappeared?”

“That they found your horse covered in blood, but they couldn’t find your body. They said we should assume you were dead.” Even sitting across from him now, clearly alive and well, the memory was painful.

He sighed again. “I suppose that was really the kinder thing to do, as awful as that sounds. They could have told you I was a traitor to the crown and confiscated my lands,” he said grimly. “Declaring me dead allowed William to inherit my title and properties and kept my family from being tainted by scandal. I’m almost grateful.”

Charlie studied him through her eyelashes for a moment. “Are you a traitor to the crown?” She didn’t feel particularly invested in his answer, but she was curious.

“In a way, I suppose, but it’s complicated.” He nudged a stray stick back into the fire with his foot. “I was becoming too outspoken about certain problems in our country. There’s a lot more going on there than I can easily explain to you right now, but the situation is becoming dire. A group was dispatched to take care of me, but I escaped the country first, and they decided that was good enough.”

“So you’ve been hiding out here for four years?” 

He fixed her with a serious look. “No, I’ve been working to come home. In order for me to do that, the political situation in Tandora has to change. I’ve been building contacts and gathering information since I came to Shala, and I have a plan that will accomplish both goals.” He stood up. “Come here—there’s someone I want to introduce you to.”

The men who occupied the camp had politely grouped on the other side of the clearing to allow Charlie and her father some privacy. Several of them were sitting in the grass or leaning against tree trunks, talking quietly among themselves and casting curious glances at their unexpected visitor. Now Arathis gestured toward one of them. “Justin.”

One of the men sitting with his back toward them turned at the sound of his name. He stood and ambled over to them. He was thin and lanky, with brown hair and brown eyes. She would have guessed his age to be about twenty-five. He looked curiously at Arathis when he reached them.

“Justin, this is my eldest daughter, Charlie,” Arathis said, and Justin bowed slightly to her. “Charlie, this is His Royal Highness Prince Justinian. He’s the rightful heir to the Tandoran throne.”

* * *

“How is this Justinian heir to the throne?” Charlie asked later that evening when she was sitting alone with her father again. She had been introduced to the rest of the small company of men and had eaten supper with them around the campfire. “I thought King Villavis’s nephew was the heir to throne.”

“He is the acknowledged heir, but Justin has a claim to the throne as well,” Arathis explained. “You might remember that the current royal family of Tandora hasn’t been on the throne long.”

“There was a coup.”

“Right. The existing royal family was ousted and run out of the country. A few of those that survived settled in Shala to start new lives as common citizens. Justin is a descendant of those that settled here, and the best we can tell, he has the strongest claim to the throne.”

“So you’ve spent the last four years looking for the person with the best claim to the Tandoran throne so you could replace King Villavis with him?” Charlie was beginning to understand where she had gotten that wild, stubborn streak that had compelled her to undertake a quest to find a dagger in an enemy country.

“Well, that’s rather simplifying it,” Arathis said drily. “But yes. I’m not alone in this though—the political situation in Tandora has been volatile for a long time, and there have been attempts to find a suitable heir before. This is just the most successful we’ve ever been.”

“What do you do now?”

“We have an army,” her father told her. “We’ve been gathering soldiers here and recruiting people to our cause back in Tandora for assistance when the time comes. And it’s about to come,” he added grimly. His face was dark for a moment, but then he shrugged the serious thoughts away and smoothed her hair with one hand, just as he had when she was a child. “But I still don’t know how you got here. I’m happy to see you, of course, but I’m still a little confused about how you got into the country.”

Charlie hesitated. It wasn’t that she minded telling him; she just wasn’t really sure how to convey the events of her trip in a way that sounded believable. “Well,” she said slowly, “I rode here. From home to the eastern coast of Tandora, and then I rode from the western coast of Shala to here.”

“How did you get over the wall along the coast?”

“There’s a gate in it.” A magical one, she added silently.

“And I suppose a ship just happened along to ferry you across the sea.”

“I found a bridge.” Also magical.

Arathis just gazed at her, nonplussed.

Charlie held up both hands. “Well, it’s true, as unbelievable as it sounds. The fact that I’m sitting here is proof.”

“Hmm.” He didn’t push the subject. “Does your mother know where you are?”

That was another question she had been dreading. “No.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Did you run away from home?”

She shifted uncomfortably. “‘Run away’ sounds like I’m not planning on going back. I just went on a trip, and it’s taking a little longer than I expected. I’ll be home as soon as I can.”

“Charlie,” her father said in a warning tone. “I’m sure she’s been worried sick about you.”

Charlie found herself bristling unexpectedly at the scolding, but she stamped it down. “I know. She misses you constantly too, and you’ve never told her you were alive.”

“I couldn’t. Trying to get a message to her would have put us all in danger.”

“Well, I guess we both made the decisions we had to make,” Charlie said mildly.

Arathis looked slightly taken back, and there was a moment of awkward silence. “So who told you I was still alive?” he asked finally.

“A woman named Grandmother told me,” Charlie said. “She’s the one who helped me get into the country.”

“Ah, Grandmother,” he said. “Should have guessed.”

“You know her?” Charlie asked curiously. 

“Only by reputation. We’ve never met, but she sent me a strange letter once.” He stood. “You should get to bed. We’re traveling in the morning, and you’re coming with us. We can talk more then.”

* * *

“We’ve been gathering and training our army, but we have to be secretive about it,” Arathis told her the next morning when they were riding toward the coast. “A large number of people in one place would attract too much attention, so we only gather in small groups for a short time. We’ve been using a number of unusual places for our meetings.”

“Unusual?” Charlie echoed.

“Shalans are a superstitious lot.” He grinned at her. “We take advantage of that by using locations they think are haunted or cursed sometimes.”

“Is that what you’re doing now?” she asked.

“No, right now we’re going to some sea caves we use to store supplies and camp in sometimes. We’ve spread vigorous rumors about them being dangerous or possibly serving as the hideout for a group of bandits though, just to dissuade the curious.”

Charlie looked around at the rest of the company while she rode. She had been introduced to everyone the previous day, but she still felt a bit shy around them. Riding on the other side of Arathis was Murato, the man whom her father had introduced as his second-in-command. Murato was a stern-faced man of some fifty years who had accompanied Arathis from Tandora. He had the upright posture of a military man and wore the fringe of hair that remained around his bald crown clipped short. Charlie felt that he strongly disapproved of her presence, but he could hardly object. She was Arathis’s daughter, and besides, it wasn’t like they could just send her off on her own.

The sentry who had brought her into the camp was called Thutmar. When she twisted around in the saddle to look at him, he gazed back at her stolidly. She had already figured out that the steady stare was an act—he was a friendly man and fond of a joke. She had warmed to him quickly. There were three other soldiers who had been brought along to protect the prince, all young men who seemed too shy to talk to her much. There was Gael with eyes so dark they were nearly black, Elian who wore his flaxen hair in a ponytail, and Callen, whose freckles disappeared under a blush every time she glanced his way.

Charlie’s gaze shifted to the man riding in the center of the group, the one the soldiers had formed a loose circle around. Prince Justinian was a pleasant but unremarkable young man. If she had seen him in a crowd, her eyes would have passed right over him. He had been raised as part of the merchant class of Shala, far removed from the royal courts of Tandora where Arathis hoped to install him. He had a persistently dreamy air about him, as though his mind was on something far away. Even now as he rode he didn’t seem particularly aware of anything around him. He noticed her looking at him and smiled at her. Charlie smiled back before turning around again. Maybe he was paying more attention than she thought.

Conversation during the trip was limited. Charlie had been so excited to see her father again that she hadn’t really considered how things might have changed between them. She had grown up over the four years since she had seen him last, and her experiences over the last year had changed her so much, she doubted her family at home would recognize her now. Charlie also belatedly realized that she had expected to find her father just the same as he had been when she had last seen him and that her assumption was unfair. He had been through a lot of trials and frustrations during that time that had changed him as well. It would take some time for them to get to know each other again. 

For now their conversations were short, limited by a certainly amount of awkwardness and the knowledge that there were other people nearby studiously pretending not to listen. Charlie asked questions about his life in Shala and his master plan for the Tandoran throne, and Arathis asked her about his family and about her travels through Shala. Charlie was happy to answer questions about her brothers and sisters, but she found herself curiously reticent to talk about the events of her trip. So many of the things she had seen and done had a measure of the fantastical to them that she would have felt foolish trying to explain them to someone else. And more than that, parts of her journey, especially the reason behind it, felt very personal. These were things meant to be considered quietly inside her own head, not discussed aloud in the presence of strangers. She could tell her reluctance puzzled her father, but he didn’t press her.

It was late in the day when they reached a remote section of the coast. Upon seeing the water stretching out endlessly before her, Charlie experienced the same thrill she had when she had first seen the sea separating Tandora and Shala. The water here was blue and shimmering in the afternoon sun. They were on a grassy cliff high above the water now, but she could see a sandy strip of ground between the water and the rock cliff face. The breeze rolling in from the water was pleasant and brought a faint smell of saltwater.

“The downside of this location is that we have to leave the horses up here and go down on foot,” Arathis said. “We could get them down there if we really had to, but for now we’ll leave them up here with Gael and Elian to watch them.”

They established a reasonably concealed place to leave the horses with the two soldiers to guard them and gathered up the supplies they were going to take with them.

“Can you carry your things by yourself?” Arathis asked.

“Yes,” Charlie said. She already had her saddlebags over one shoulder and her bow and quiver over the other. She definitely wasn’t going to ask for help, not while everyone else was expected to carry their own packs.

“You can just leave the bow here,” he told her. “You won’t need it for anything.”

Reluctantly she turned the bow and quiver over to Gael. What few possessions she was able to carry with her on horseback were limited to only the most essential. Parting with any of them was like giving up a limb. Leaving Mystic was like abandoning her dearest friend.

Now heavily burdened, they trekked back to the coast, and Murato led them down a narrow path that led to the water below. Charlie walked along with Thutmar.

“Have you been here before?” she asked him.

“A few times. I go pretty much everywhere your father goes, and he’s always going somewhere.”

“Do you think we’ll be here long?”

“No,” he said easily. “It’s not a comfortable place to stay for too long, and we don’t like to be separated from our horses that long either.”

They had reached the bottom. The sand crunched pleasantly underfoot as they walked across the top of the beach, and the waves crashed gently against the shore just a few yards away. It was bright and warm with the sun reflecting off the sand and the water.

Murato had brought them to the wide mouth of a cave. Charlie paused at the opening as the memory of her descent into the dark tunnel in the Mountain of Souls rose to the surface. 

“What is it?” Thutmar asked. “You’ve gone kind of pale.”

Arathis and Murato, who were both in front of them, turned back to look at her.

“Nothing,” Charlie said, feeling very self-conscious now that everyone was staring at her. 

Her father continued to watch her for a moment, but when she stayed stubbornly silent, he sighed and turned back to the cave.

The sea cave turned out to be much less dark and claustrophobic than the cave in the mountain, and Charlie relaxed after a moment. The cave they had entered was part of a network of caverns that had been created by the slow, patient force of the ocean over centuries. Arathis showed her how they had set aside some of the cave rooms as sleeping areas and were using others to stockpile supplies.

“We’re here now to distribute the supplies we’ve been gathering for years,” he explained. “Wagons will be arriving to take loads of weapons and armor back to training camps and onward to the ships that will carry it all across the sea. Some of it will be going to the same destination we’re heading to next, but we won’t be traveling with it. What we don’t disperse now will be picked up by boat later.”

Charlie nudged the lid of a crate open to see that it was filled with stacked helmets. “How are you going to move all of this from the cave?”

“There’s a hole in the ceiling that’s just big enough for a small box to be drawn up by a rope. The wagons will stop close to it and haul their goods up. It’s also our escape route should this place flood, by the way.”

The idea caused her some alarm. “Does it flood?”

“Not usually,” he assured her. “The tide comes all the way to the mouth of the cave during certain high tides, but water usually only floods the cave when it storms. Even then, it’s only a few feet. Still, it’s best to have a second way out of a place like this.” He started back toward the entrance. “We need to get settled in for the night. Why don’t you go gather some driftwood for the fire?”

Charlie went back out into the warm sunshine of the narrow beach, happy to spend some time outside the cave. She left her boots and stockings behind and rolled the legs of her breeches up to her knees so she could wade in the water. She gathered a respectable pile of driftwood, then devoted her attention to poking through the tide pools to look for interesting sea creatures. She was so engrossed she didn’t hear Thutmar calling her until he was close.

“Better rinse the sand off and come in,” he told her. “We’re about to eat.”

She looked past him to the mouth of the cave where she could see her father deep in conversation with Murato. Neither looked pleased. “Are they talking about me?”

“Yes,” Thutmar said. “But I wouldn’t worry about it too much.”

“I suppose my being here complicates things for everyone.”

He shrugged. “Everyone will adjust in a few days. Come on now.”

Charlie splashed through the shallow water to rinse some of the sand off, then followed him toward the cave.

* * *

The next morning the first wagon arrived to cart away supplies. Thutmar had already been sent up to keep watch, and Arathis joined him to supervise the loading while Murato, Callen, and Justin tied rope to the bags and boxes that were being hauled up. Charlie was intrigued by the logistics of the scheme, but she felt rather underfoot and spent the morning wandering the beach collecting seashells and exploring the depths of the caves. When she finally got bored, she climbed back up the path to the top of the cliff to watch the wagons come in.

The men on the cliff, including Gael and Elian in the woods, were keeping a careful eye on the surroundings to make sure the only visitors that approached were the ones expected. At some mysterious signal, the wagons and their mounted escorts emerged from the trees to be rapidly loaded before they trundled away again. The weapons and equipment were buried in bags of grain, hidden in secret compartments, and nailed underneath wagon beds. One creative man carted away a load of daggers by hiding them inside the large, rather fragrant fish he was transporting. The wagoners ferried away the cave’s equipment stores in small, innocuous amounts.

Around midday, Callen and Thutmar went to switch places with Gael and Elian. Charlie wandered back down to the cave to find something to eat. She found Justin sitting by the ashes of last night’s campfire, apparently having had the same idea.

“Hello. Want some of this?” he asked, indicating the bread, cheese, and smoked venison he had unwrapped. “We’re eating in shifts right now in case more wagons show up.”

She sat down with him and accepted some of the food. “How many more are you expecting?”

“It’s hard to say really because it takes so long to get word back and forth between groups. We’re definitely anticipating a few more, but anyone who arrives after we leave will just have to come down and get stuff for themselves.”

“How long are we going to be here?” Charlie asked.

“Just through tomorrow,” Justin said. “We can’t stay anywhere for very long, and we need to be at the Stone City soon.”

Charlie studied him covertly for a moment. He had been working just as hard as the soldiers moving crates and bags of weapons all morning, and he was sweaty and dirty. If she hadn’t known differently, she never would have guessed that he had any special role in the grand scheme taking place. He looked like any other ordinary young man, friendly and unassuming.

“How did you get caught up in all of this?” she asked finally.

Justin thought while he chewed. “Sometimes I don’t know,” he admitted. “It’s been a couple of years, and it still feels surreal. The whole movement was already underway before they even found me. I suppose your father talked me into it with his eloquent speeches about how I would be saving the nation and possibly helping avert a war.” He seemed to find the idea rather amusing.

“Uh-huh,” Charlie said. She had been hooked by a similar argument herself. “Do you really believe that?”

“I’m aware that I’m largely a figurehead,” he said, with no trace of rancor. “And I also know this may end very badly. But I’m willing to try.” 

It was a surprisingly pragmatic response. “What about your life before this?” she asked curiously. “Do you have any family?” She assumed his father was dead if he was the heir to the throne.

“My parents died when I was a child. My aunt and uncle took me in, but I always felt like a bit of a burden to them—they already had so many children of their own. There wasn’t going to be much room for me in the family business, so I suppose this was a way of leaving that behind me,” Justin admitted. He stood and brushed crumbs from his tunic. “I’m going to take some food back to Murato. You can take the rest of this up to the others when you’re finished.”

“I will,” she agreed, watching him go.

* * *

The morning of their departure, Thutmar and Callen had the horses already waiting at the top of the path up from the beach when they climbed up with their saddlebags. Charlie was a little sad to leave the ocean behind, but she was happy to be back in the forest again instead of camping in a cave. They had brought bundles of grass down to spread under their beds, but it didn’t do much to make sleeping on stone more comfortable, and the cavernous darkness of the cave at night gave her nightmares about the Mountain of Souls. The party assumed the same formation they had on their way to the sea caves: Arathis led with Murato to one side and slightly behind, Justin rode in the middle with three of the soldiers riding on either side and behind him, and the fourth soldier scouted ahead at intervals. Charlie mostly rode on her father’s other side or dropped back to talk to Justin or Thutmar occasionally. She wasn’t sure if there was any actual threat toward the group or the prince, but she admired their vigilance and precision as they rotated positions.

“What is this Stone City place?” she asked. There had been no discussion about her continuing to travel with the group; Arathis seemed to assume that she would be coming, and Charlie decided she was all right with that for now.

“It’s aptly named,” Arathis said. “All of the buildings were carved out of giant stone monoliths by a civilization that disappeared centuries ago, so it really is a city made almost entirely of stone.”

“Is this one of the places Shalans think are haunted?”

He smiled. “Yes. It does get the occasional thrill-seeker or religious pilgrim, so we have to keep sentries posted, but it’s one of our best spots for hiding large numbers of people.”

Charlie was interested in the great plan her father was orchestrating, but the whole thing still felt surreal and abstract to her. Riding with a group of people was a new experience too. The only traveling companion she had had on her previous trip was a Shalan knight, Griffin of Darklight, who had ridden with her for a few weeks. Even then, she had made most of the decisions and decided where they would go. Now she was abruptly part of a group that had a chain of command and a routine that didn’t quite accommodate the sudden presence of a female outsider. The younger soldiers, with the exception of Thutmar, were still a little uncomfortable around her, and Murato practically grimaced any time he happened to glance in her direction. Charlie was rather less concerned. She had a tent she could set up if she wanted privacy, and she suspected people would relax once they realized she didn’t need help with anything and she wasn’t slowing them down.

When they stopped for the night, Thutmar offered to help Charlie set up her tent.

“I can do it myself,” she told him, trying not to sound ungrateful for the offer.

“It’s much faster with two,” he said. “I’ll help you put up yours, and you can help me put up mine.”

“All right,” Charlie agreed. It took them only a few minutes to tie the rope between two trees and stretch the canvas over it. “All right, where do you want yours?” she asked when they had finished.

“I changed my mind,” he replied easily, walking away. “It’s nice outside. I’m going to sleep in my hammock.”

Charlie let out a huff and glared at his back, hands on her hips.

“I wouldn’t try her, Thutmar,” Arathis warned as he ran a brush over his horse’s back. “She’s been known to seek revenge in frightening ways.”

That evening, after they had eaten and she had helped wash the dishes in the stream, Charlie sat by the campfire, quietly observing the other members of the party as they were absorbed in their various amusements. Elian and Gael were taking turns throwing their belt knives at a target they had carved into a tree. Justin was squinting at a small book in the dim light, and Murato was contemplating a map. Callen was attempting to mend a rip in a shirt and making rather a mess of it. Charlie considered offering to help, but she didn’t really want to. She hated mending, even if she was a far sight better at it than Callen. She was distracted from her moral dilemma when her father spoke.

“Since you’ve joined our little group, Charlie, I’ve thought of a way you could lend your specific expertise to our cause,” he said, a glint of mischief in his eye.

“How?” Charlie inquired, suspicious. She really hoped it wasn’t mending.

“I’ve been working on expanding Justin’s education,” he explained. Justin looked up briefly when he heard his name, then went back to reading. “In the evenings and on long rides we discuss different subjects, like Tandoran history, court etiquette, and military strategy. And since you’ve had all of the education my money could buy, you can help teach him.”

“All right,” Charlie said cautiously. “What do you want me to teach him, exactly?” 

“Well, I’ve been trying to teach him to dance,” Arathis said drily. “And I think he might be relieved to dance with you instead of me.”

Charlie wasn’t so sure Justin agreed with that. His face had gone quite red.

“I’m not a very good dancer,” she admitted. “I never practice.” 

“You’ll still be massively better than he is,” her father replied. “How about it, Justin?”

“Maybe tomorrow,” Justin muttered, hiding behind his book.

“Come on, Your Highness,” Arathis laughed. “Better to feel a bit foolish now in front of friends than to find yourself unprepared in a great hall full of strangers.”

“Or I could just not dance,” Justin grumbled as he put away his book and dragged himself to his feet. “Who’s going to hum?”

“I’ll play you a tune,” Gael offered and retrieved a small flute from his bag. He blew a few pitchy notes, and everyone winced. “Look, it’s the only instrument small enough to carry around. Don’t complain.”

Charlie stood and moved away from the fire to where there was more room to move around. She looked at Justin expectantly. “Well?”

He seemed confused. He looked to Arathis for direction.

“She’s waiting for you to ask her,” Arathis explained, succeeding in keeping the smile from his mouth but not his eyes.

“You have to say, ‘Would you give me the honor of this dance?’” Elian supplied helpfully. “I saw it in a play.”

Justin gave them all a murderous look.

“Just ‘Would you like to dance?’ will suffice,” Arathis reassured him. “You know Charlie, so there’s no political maneuvering taking place.”

The prince took a deep breath and bowed slightly to her. “Would you like to dance?” he asked hesitantly.

Charlie looked at her father.

“Just say yes, Charlie,” he sighed. “We’ll hammer out the little wrinkles later.”

Justin threw his hands up. “What was wrong with that!”

“Nothing,” she said firmly. She offered him her hands. “I never liked learning to dance either, but I promise it gets easier. Just forward and back.”

She was out of practice, and Justin was clearly embarrassed, so they made an awkward pair turning circles in the little clearing to the high-pitched tweeting of a flute. Charlie was attempting to let him lead, but he was too hesitant and kept waiting for her. She gave up trying to teach him and starting whistling along with Gael’s flute, attempting to hit the same squeaky high notes, as she pulled Justin around the clearing. He looked confused for a moment, then finally started to smile.

“All right, Charlie,” Arathis called. “You can stop torturing him now. For tonight at least. You can help me teach him history and court etiquette tomorrow,” he added as they rejoined the group around the fire.

“Can’t wait,” Justin muttered under his breath as he tried in vain to read his book in the dark.

“Don’t worry too much,” Arathis told him cheerfully. “Charlie never had the patience to pay attention to her lessons, so you won’t be at much of a disadvantage.”

* * *

It took them over a week to reach their next destination. During that time, Charlie began to grow accustomed to the soldiers, and they to her. She could tell they found her disconcerting, probably because the way she was dressed, her self-sufficiency, and her outspokenness were at odds with their expectation of what the daughter of a lord should be like. They were unsure how to balance treating her with the respect due Arathis’s daughter with allowing her to handle her share of the labor. She took care of her own horse and her own possessions, but they were hesitant to assign her any tasks around the camp. Arathis was less reluctant and usually had her gather firewood or rinse dishes.

While her father was more comfortable with her abilities than the soldiers, having always encouraged her to do things for herself, he was less comfortable with the level of independence she had grown accustomed to. He seemed to expect, not permission exactly, but at least some sort of announcement before she went anywhere, even just down to the stream. She wasn’t sure if it was anxiousness about  her safety or if it was a result of the military-like organization of the group. Their fourth morning out, Charlie woke up early and slipped away quietly while everyone else still slept, taking her bow and quiver to sit in the misty woods for a while and think. 

As she was reflecting, a bluejay landed on her knee and looked at her with one bright, black eye.

“Have you got something for me?” she asked him solemnly.

With a flutter of his wings, the bluejay dropped a letter for her, and Charlie fed him some bread from her pocket while she read it.

This letter from Grandmother had missed its mark entirely. As Charlie had anticipated, it contained more sparse information about her father’s location and how Charlie might go about finding him, followed by repeated questions about Charlie’s travels that were not phrased quite as politely as they had been the first time. The letter finished with what was unmistakably a carefully worded threat that she would be receiving no more information from Grandmother until she was a bit more forthcoming. It was cleverly done, but she was far too late.

“I haven’t got anything to write back with,” Charlie told the little bird.

The bluejay picked up a twig from the ground and dropped it in her lap. When she picked it up, the twig turned into a charcoal pencil, and Charlie turned the letter over to write on the back. She scrawled a few artfully worded sentences announcing that she had found her father and quite insincerely thanking Grandmother for her help. She ended with a suggestion that they pause their correspondence that she knew would make the older woman livid. When she had finished, Charlie rolled the letter up as tightly as she could and unraveled a thread from her tunic to tie it closed. 

“Will that do?” 

The bluejay chirped, seized the letter in his beak, and took flight.

Feeling she had been gone long enough, Charlie began to make her slow way back to the camp. She returned to find Arathis in a panic, having been searching for her.

“Charlie!” he exclaimed upon seeing her, his expression a mixture of distress and relief. “I thought—you can’t just wander off!” He seemed angry now, but when he reached for her, it was to draw her into a hug.

Charlie let him hold for a moment, saying nothing. She was struck by how upset he was, and she realized he had been genuinely afraid when he had woken up to find her missing. She tried to keep her response even. “I didn’t wander off. I just went to sit by myself for a few minutes.”

“You should have told someone,” he insisted, finally letting her go. “When I woke up, and you weren’t here—I guess you just appeared in my life here so suddenly that I was afraid that you might disappear again just as suddenly.” 

“I’m not going to disappear,” Charlie said, softening a bit. “I promise.” 

Arathis finally seemed to relax a little. “Well, as long as you promise.” His kissed her forehead briefly, then walked away, leaving her puzzled.

Charlie glanced around. Everyone else in the camp had been studiously feigning oblivion during her discussion with her father, and the tension was still palpable. Feeling awkward, she went to water her horse. She hoped perhaps time would ease her father’s anxieties, but she had a rather dark feeling that they would soon be butting heads over differing opinions about her independence. She watched the back of his head as they rode that morning, trying to see things from his perspective and wondering how they were going to navigate these difficulties.
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