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This book is for those who dream of being the hero,

Of changing the world,

Of creating ripples that reach outside of the life we currently live.

If your soul knows of a destiny beyond the path you follow,

Never stop believing,

For it is our dreams that enable us to reach for the stars.

To my husband Michael-

Who knew that a love that began over rollerblading

Would keep us going 25 years strong—

Here’s to many, many more adventures at your side!

To my children-

Love and happiness are the greatest assets in this world;

I wish you to always have both in abundance.

Surround yourselves with the type of people

Who believe in you and allow the very best part of your soul to shine.

––––––––
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Thank you very much to my beta reading team- Jenny Haslem, Sariah Horowitz, Monique Mymryk, Cathy Pontious, and Kim Schiavone; your input is invaluable and so very appreciated!

~A Musical Note~

When I write, my first step is to create a playlist that captures the settings and emotions I want in my book. I listen to this playlist over and over in the times that I am not sitting and actively writing to help keep me in the book’s Universe. The songs help weave the scenes and round out the characters so that they are whole and real.

Music is such a powerful tool and can speak to us in ways that resonate with the soul. I feel adding music to a book is like sprinkling fresh grated parmesan cheese on homemade pasta. It is still pasta without the cheese, but with it, another level of flavor and enjoyment is achieved. Level up and listen.

This is the playlist/parmesan for the book you are about to read-


	Far From Home (The Raven) by Sam Tinnesz

	RAGE by PRESIDENT

	All That Really Matters by ILLENIUM and Teddy Swims

	Blackbird by Black Veil Brides

	Awaken by Breaking Benjamin

	White Walls by Keep Close

	Paper Wolf by VOLA

	...FREEFALL by NOTHING MORE

	Thick Skull by Paramore

	Careful What You Wish For by Bad Omens

	HOLLOW by Execution Day

	Make Believe by Memphis May Fire
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Chapter One
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“Children for sale,” the hawker called out. “They can cook, clean, haul coal, tend the boiler. They’ve had all their inoculations. Guaranteed plague-free. Simply pay for their licensing, and you can take one home today.”

Vander’s manacle chafed. He tucked the sleeve of his shirt underneath the cuff to protect his skin. The sight of his dirty fingernails made him lower his hand again quickly. Mr. Frogsend would tan his hide if he noticed.

“Hold still,” Corver, the boy next to him, growled in an undertone. “I’m getting bought today. If you do anything to interfere, I’ll knock your teeth out.”

“Cool it,” Vander replied. “I’m not doing anything.”

Corver’s eyes widened, then narrowed at Vander’s audacity.

Vander’s muscles tensed. The chain attached to his manacle rattled when he held up his small fists to defend himself.

“And this fine group of boys are from Mr. Alanwick Frogsend’s Orphanage for Abandoned Souls,” a woman wearing a purple and black dress and carrying a black lace umbrella announced to the gaggle of women following her. “They would make an excellent addition to any staff and count highly towards your charitable donations for the year. Wouldn’t they, Mr. Frogsend?”

Vander and Corver lowered their hands and pretended as though they hadn’t just been about to throw down in the mud. Vander glanced from the woman who had spoken to the headmaster of the orphanage.

“Oh, um, yes, Lady Harshire,” Mr. Frogsend replied, bowing low despite his rotund stature. When he rose, the man scuffed a toe of the boot Vander had shined that morning along the muddy cobblestones. “They are a strapping group and hardworking.” He peered up at her with his head still lowered in deference. “Would you like to purchase one for your own household, my lady?”

“Oh, um, I hadn’t thought about it,” she replied, obviously flustered at being put on the spot. She fluttered her black lace fan to help chase away the odor of the marketplace and glanced at the ladies behind her. “I suppose we’ve room for another soul at the mansion.”

Several of the ladies twittered in high-pitched voices that made Vander wince.

“If you do, I will, Melinda,” a woman in a bright yellow outfit trimmed in white replied peppily. Her dress stood out like the sun itself among the drab booths and recently rain-doused stalls of the lesser market.

“Me, too!” called out a lady in a cream and blue dress with a puffy posterior and a pale lace hem lifted just enough above the mud to reveal matching baby blue boots.

Lady Harshire’s eyes widened, and she glanced over her shoulder at a gentleman in a dark green and black butler’s uniform. The man wore a matching dark green wool bowler hat with a black satin hatband. The front of the hatband bore a silver pin of a standing frog with a lamp over its shoulder on a stick. The same pin could be seen on the lapel of the man’s suitcoat.

“What do you think, Mr. Boone? Could we do with a waif?”

The butler’s eyes roamed over the group. The other boys lowered their gazes as they had been taught. Mr. Frogsend would give them a lashing if anyone was caught not showing deference to those of the upper class, especially if it cost him any coin.

Vander felt the man’s gaze brush past him. Given his pale skin, slight stature, and unruly mop of black hair that was in sore need of a trim, he wasn’t surprised to be disregarded.

He hoped one of the women might select Corver. An ounce of peace at the orphanage would be worth just as much to him as being taken in by a household.

“Perhaps that one, Madame,” Mr. Boone said. “Lift your chin, boy.”

Vander watched out of the corner of his eye as Corver did as directed.

The smile that filled the boy’s face made a knot tighten in Vander’s stomach. How could anyone be fooled by the innocent expression on the blond-haired, blue-eyed bully? He towered over Vander even though they were both fourteen years old. The boy had made Vander’s life miserable for no reason he could put his finger on.

The thought of living at the orphanage without Corver made Vander practically giddy inside.

“Show me your teeth,” Mr. Boone directed.

Corver had just obediently opened his mouth when a sound reverberated through the marketplace. The low hum rose and fell with a vibration Vander felt through his core; answering shards of fear trailed along his arms and legs in static tremors.

“Jackals!” someone from the other side of the lesser market square shouted.

Screams and chaos followed.

Figures in black plague masks and black cloaks swarmed, knocking down market patrons, overthrowing booths, and smashing through stalls to send the vendors’ wares into the mud. The Jackals let out crazed sounds, whooping and shrieking to spur on the turmoil as they stole moneyboxes, demanded watches and rings, and collected the most valuable of the hawked items to tuck away within their cloaks.

The children from the orphanage cowered against the wall, but they were unable to hide thanks to the chains and manacles binding them together. Mr. Frogsend had scrambled away at the first sound of the Jackals’ horn. Vander could just make out his well-worn blue suitcoat behind the tanner’s wagon. The man’s balding head ducked lower as several Jackals thumbed through the tanner’s wares, holding up pieces of black leather for inspection as though they had all the time in the world to browse.

Three Jackals approached the group of women around Lady Harshire. She held out her small, open umbrella as if it would protect them from the advances of the figures who stalked towards them. Two wore long-beaked, bird-like leather masks while the third was shaped like a pig’s face, complete with a metal, spiked snout. The appearance sent fear into anyone within proximity, and the women cowered against the closest wall despite the muck and moss covering it.

Mr. Boone stepped forward along with three skinnier men who carried the various boxes and bags of their ladies’ shopping endeavors.

“Stay back,” Mr. Boone directed in low tones.

Vander stared, amazed at the man’s bravery.

One of the Jackals pulled a slender sword from the belt at his side. The sound of the metal clearing the sheath rang through the air.

“Don’t give your life for your employer out of sheer foolishness,” the man in the pig mask said in low, haughty tones.

Mr. Boone took a step forward, forcing the blade tip against his chest. “I will gladly,” he replied. “I’ll not cower to the likes of you.”

Above the cacophony, Vander’s ears caught the faint strains of a bugle. His heart raced. Would the man be cut down before the King’s Guard could save him?

“Mr. Boone, no,” Lady Harshire said, her voice high and pleading.

Mr. Boone glanced over his shoulder at her. “It’s an honor, Madame.”

The Jackal stepped forward, pressing his sword so that Mr. Boone was forced to take a step back. A hiss escaped him as the blade cut into his chest just below his collarbone.

Vander’s stomach tightened. The Guard were almost there. If he could just distract the Jackal, the butler might have a chance to survive.

Against his instincts warning him to avoid drawing any type of attention to himself, Vander opened his right hand with his palm up, his fingers curling as though he held an invisible ball. As he did so, he pushed, drawing the darkness from beneath his skin.

The shadow surfaced on his palm in the shape of a miniature blackbird. At Vander’s thought, the blackbird flew through the air, leaving wisps of shadow in its wake. Before the Jackal could shove his sword through Mr. Boone’s chest, the blackbird flew up in front of the masked man’s face.

Startled, the man stumbled back several steps. He waved his sword at the bird. The metal cut through the shadows, dashing the insubstantial creature into wisps of black fading to nothing. 

The bugle’s golden tones sounded far closer this time.

A sharp whistle signaled from among the Jackals. The three closest to the women exchanged glances hidden behind their masks. The one with the pig mask nodded; he spun on his heels and ran for the closest alley. The others followed.

Mr. Boone’s gaze shifted from where his attacker had vanished and locked onto Vander.

Vander had the presence of mind to lower his gaze, but he felt the man’s searching stare on him as the chill which always accompanied his use of shadow ran up his arm, numbing his fingers and sending a shiver through his body.

“Were you harmed, Mr. Boone?”

Vander glanced back up to see Lady Harshire pat her butler’s arms and chest with a familiarity that spoke of years together.

Mr. Boone lowered his head, his cheeks growing pink at her concern. “I’m fine, Madame. Please don’t fuss.”

She touched the hole the sword had poked through his dark green shirt. Her white-gloved finger came back with a smear of red.

“Mr. Boone?” she said, her concern clear over the questioning of the guards as they swarmed into the square.

All around Vander, men and women wearing the King’s Guard uniforms of red and orange filed into the marketplace. They sheathed their drawn swords and turned their attention to the crowd, questioning them about what had happened. Those who had been robbed filled them in on the attack. The presence of the Guard calmed the civilians; the Jackals wouldn’t dare attack again while the Guard were near.

Despite the excitement that seeing the Guard usually caused, Vander’s attention was held by the butler and the lady in the purple and black dress, her white glove now despoiled by the red liquid marking its tip.

Mr. Boone caught Lady Harshire’s fingers in his. It was the first time Vander had ever seen a gesture of such familiarity from a butler to the woman of the house he served. Nobody around them appeared to notice; they were still too caught up in the fear and adrenaline of the terrifying moment they had survived to notice the pair’s private conversation, but Vander couldn’t break his gaze away.

“I’m fine, Mel. Please don’t fuss,” Mr. Boone said in an undertone.

Her lips pressed into a tight line, her worry clear, but she nodded. “Very well.” She looked around. “Let’s make sure this day isn’t wasted.” She lifted her voice. “Ladies, to me. Let’s not allow this kerfuffle to continue to disturb our charity day.”

“A kerfuffle?” a woman in bright green and yellow said. “They stole my necklace! It was a family heirloom.”

One of the Guards approached. “Please describe the necklace, my lady.” He pulled out a small leather-bound notebook, flipped it open to a blank page, then held the page up to the automaton bird on his shoulder.

A slight whirring sound emanated as the bird’s gears began to spin. The bird blinked the eye closest to Vander before it bent down and began to write on the page with its beak as the woman described her necklace. The gears making up the bird’s neck and chest turned, and its wings flapped with small, metallic clicks as it notated the woman’s details onto the page.

“And it has a blue gem at the top that my grandfather found during his time as a dirigible pilot during the Portkoa and Azonian war. It’s priceless to my family. Please do all in your power to find it. It will be well worth your time,” the woman concluded, wringing her gloved fingers in agitation.

“We’ll do everything we can to recover your stolen necklace,” the Guard replied with a tip of his orange top hat. The customary yellow ostrich plume, held in place by the golden hatpin that bore the King’s sunburst and clover, bobbed forward at the action.

“Thank you,” the woman said. “I’m sure it will be recovered by your trustworthy hands.”

The Guard gave a short bow before he turned on his heel and marched across to join the rest of the troop gathering on the other side of the market.

“Honestly, Melinda, we shouldn’t make light of an attack like that,” another woman was saying. “We could have been killed!”

“We would have, if Mr. Boone hadn’t been so brave,” a young woman in a light pink dress edged in purple taffeta said. She batted her eyes at the butler. “We owe you our lives.”

Mr. Boone had the presence of mind to look away and pretend not to have heard the woman’s words.

The older woman beside her nudged her with her fan. “Olivia, don’t flirt with the help.”

Olivia lowered her gaze. “Sorry, mother.”

The woman’s sigh was followed by, “Well, let’s get on with things, shall we?” She clapped her dark blue gloves. “Charitable purchase of orphans and dress fabrics followed by pastries in the park is the order of the day, isn’t it, Melinda?”

“I don’t know how you can think of such things after being accosted by Jackals,” the woman in yellow said. “I’m going home. Come on, Henry. Pick up your feet.”

Two other women bid Lady Harshire goodbye and departed with their attendees, leaving Lady Harshire and four of the women behind.

“Well, I can’t argue with weak constitutions,” Lady Harshire said.

The older woman agreed with a condescending sniff. “Wilting wallflowers, the set of them.” She pointed at Corver. “I could use another serving boy, and he’ll do. Fitzgerald, the money.”

“But I was going to—” Lady Harshire began.

Mr. Boone shook his head, catching her attention. “I believe the one next to him would better suit our needs.”

It took Vander a moment to realize the butler was referring to him. He closed his hands and reminded himself to breathe. He couldn’t bring himself to make eye contact with either the butler or the lady.

Was he just about to be purchased? He had been at Mr. Frogsend’s orphanage long enough that any change was welcome by this point. He couldn’t imagine anything worse, though he had certainly heard tales.

“The blond fits a little more with our aesthetic,” Lady Harshire said.

“Trust me on this, Madame,” the butler replied, his tone encouraging. “You know I’m a good judge of character, and I feel this one will suit the Harshire household much better.”

Vander felt the woman’s eyes on him.

His heartbeat thundered in his throat. His stomach roiled and threatened to upheave its sparse contents. Being bought had never mattered to him before.

If he was being honest with himself, it had completely mattered, but it had never amounted to much considering the number of times he had stood in the same square manacled next to various boys and girls who came and went, leaving him to return to the orphanage with the remaining drabble. The thought of never returning to the cold stone walls, the roof that leaked despite the number of times Mr. Frogsend had forced him up there with patching leather and nails, and beds with mattresses whose straw had never been changed as long as Vander had lived there, made a surge of longing rise in his chest with such ferocity he could barely breathe.

He felt rooted to the spot as surely as if his shoes had been welded to the ground.

“Very well,” Lady Harshire gave in. “Buy him and let’s be on our way. I fear Lady Elliotte’s will be sold out of their good scones if we don’t get going.” She left the butler’s side and walked back to the other women with the air of one in charge.

The conversations, clanks of metal and wood as tables were righted and repaired to hold their wares again, horse and goat hooves on the cobblestones, and the rustle of the slight breeze through the canvas canopies muted to a fuzzy hum in Vander’s mind. He closed his eyes and fought to draw in a breath.

He was going to leave. His life was about to change forever. A tingling sensation brushed his fingers and toes, but not with fear. He felt as if he stood on a precipice. There was no easy way down; all that was left for him to do was to jump into the darkness and let the unknown shape his course.

“Vander?”

Vander’s eyes flew open at Mr. Frogsend’s shocked voice.

“You mean that scrawny one down there? You sure?”

For someone who never balked at a sale, Mr. Frogsend was certainly bungling his usual hype of any boy he brought to the marketplace. Vander had once heard him proclaim his orphans knew how to read and write in old Escarian and could make a lemon soufflé rivaling that of the Queen’s bakers. After a brief lecture by one of the Guard, the Headmaster had quickly taken that part back, but his embellishments had apparently failed him in light of Vander’s pending purchase.

“I just want to make sure we’re on the same page,” Mr. Frogsend said, his eyes darting to Vander and then back to the butler. “I don’t give any refunds.”

“I’m sure,” Mr. Boone said. He held out a coin bag. “Unlock him. Unless, of course, you don’t want to make another sale.”

Vander realized with a start that four other boys, including Corver, had been unfastened from the chain and led away while he had been distracted by his pending purchase.

“No, no, it’s quite all right,” Mr. Frogsend said, his tone changing from astonishment to simpering salesman. He accepted the coin bag and glanced inside. His eyes widened perceptibly. “Vander is a hardworking boy. I’ll be sure to send his medical and immunization records to your Ladyship’s house. He has been properly vaccinated against the plague, and his—”

“Yes, yes, get on with it,” Mr. Boone said. “My lady is anxious to leave. If you please?”

Mr. Frogsend hurried down the row of boys and girls to Vander’s side. The man hesitated with a key in his hand.

“I could leave the manacle and chain on him if you’re doing further business in town. I wouldn’t want him to cause any trouble,” the Headmaster said.

Mr. Boone’s professional demeanor slipped for the first time, changing from patient butler to something harder, more challenging outside of Lady Harshire’s direct view. “Are you implying I can’t handle one small orphan?”

The Headmaster’s face paled, and he backed up a step. “N-no, I certainly am not.” He fumbled for Vander’s manacle. His fingers trembled so badly it took a moment for the key to slip inside the lock. When he turned it, Vander felt the click of the opening mechanism through his entire body.

Mr. Frogsend’s eyes flicked to him. Vander saw a myriad of emotions flash through the man’s usually vapid green gaze.

“I hope to never see you again,” the man said in barely a whisper that cut through Vander with the malice of a serrated blade.

Vander lifted his chin. He didn’t know where he found the strength to face down the man who had made his life a veritable hell, but he said in a clear voice, “I feel the same way about you.”

Mr. Frogsend’s mouth dropped open as the manacle fell to the ground with a resounding clank.

Vander stepped over the chain and away from the Headmaster. He sucked in a deep breath scented with horse dung, the mud and straw mix that had been churned beneath a thousand civilian footsteps, the metallic tang of the metalsmiths, the acidic sharpness of the tanner’s dyes, and the heady bitter whiff of the coffee master brewing a fresh batch of his pungent liquid on the corner.

The breath left Vander in a rush. He didn’t know what his new life would bring, but he knew what he left behind. He didn’t look back as he followed Mr. Boone and Lady Harshire from the lesser market square.
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Chapter Two
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“Give him two,” Lady Harshire said in a casual tone.

The lady’s maid set two scones from her basket into Vander’s hands, one in each, before turning away to leave him with more food than he usually ate in an entire day. The scent of the honey butter-filled fry bread made Vander’s mouth water. He couldn’t help hesitating; it might have been a mistake and he would be punished if he ate them. Surely, they hadn’t bought a basketful of the scones from Mrs. Elliotte’s Patisserie Shop to share with him as well as the ladies who followed Lady Harshire like clucking, fussing hens.

“Eat.”

Vander jumped at Mr. Boone’s voice from behind him. The butler was surprisingly stealthy for his stature. A flex of the man’s shoulders would tear through his uniform, and despite the butler’s meek catering to a gaggle of women, Vander had a sneaking suspicion he was just strong enough to do it.

Vander lowered his eyes under the butler’s too-knowing gaze. It was a trap; he was sure of it. A denial could result in being called out for disobedience; eating two scones could be punished for overindulgence. He had been beaten for both at the orphanage.

Because he didn’t know what to reply, Vander chose silence and stillness to avoid upsetting the man.

“Are you hungry?”

Vander’s stomach decided to answer for him with a growl; Vander winced at its intensity.

Mr. Boone surprised him by chuckling.

It was a hearty sound that caused the corners of Vander’s mouth to turn up despite his efforts to remain carefully expressionless.

“Eat, boy. You need to put some meat on your bones. Mr. Frogsend certainly doesn’t overfeed his wards, but I didn’t take him to be a miser when it came to food.” The butler’s tone turned into a musing one. “It might be time to have the man investigated for negligence.”

Vander knew such an investigation would make Mr. Frogsend come down harder on the orphans left in his care. The thought prompted Vander to speak.

“I-I deserved the punishment, sir.”

“What punishment?”

When Vander kept his gaze on the ground as he had been taught, Mr. Boone cleared his throat.

“Look at me when I’m speaking to you. It shows respect and signifies that we are of the same class.”

It was hard to hide the surprise Vander felt at the man’s statement. He lifted his head. “We’re of the same class?”

“Certainly,” Mr. Boone replied, his tone kinder than Vander expected. “You and I serve Lady and Lord Harshire along with everyone at Harshire House. I will admit, I don’t know what your service will entail as we have never purchased an orphan before, and I don’t doubt Lady Harshire will surprise me in that endeavor, but at this juncture, we are equals, and you should act as such. Now, why aren’t you eating your scones? Don’t you like them?”

“I love scones,” Vander admitted. “I haven’t had one in years.”

“Very well then, eat while I ask you some questions,” the butler said.

Almost certain he wouldn’t be punished for following a direct order from the butler, Vander took a bite of the scone in his left hand. The flavor of light dough fried to perfection in Mrs. Elliotte’s specially imported olive oil spread across his tongue as the richness of the grassfed cream churned into butter and mixed with wildflower honey created a medley so perfect Vander barely stifled a sigh.

“Good,” Mr. Boone said with a nod. “Now, what did you mean by, ‘You deserved the punishment’? Did Mr. Frogsend withhold food for some ungodly reason that resulted in you being skinnier than a gas pole?”

Vander glanced down in an attempt to see himself from the butler’s perspective. Perhaps he was skinnier than the other orphans, and his clothes certainly caught a bit on his elbows and knees and made them appear more jutting than he felt they really were, but as he took a bite of the scone in his right hand, he had to admit he had seldom gone to bed with a full stomach.

“I have a hard time always following the rules,” he admitted. He remembered at the last moment to look Mr. Boone in the eyes. It felt weird, and his muscles tensed. Mr. Frogsend would have cuffed him for being so insolent as to meet his gaze directly.

“I see,” the butler replied, his tone light. “And other punishments beyond food deprivation?”

When Vander shrugged, he felt the lash marks hidden beneath his shirt from his mistake the previous night. He hadn’t meant to leave the bucket at the base of the stairs as he scrubbed the floor with Jaxon and Emireth, but Ms. Pinchet, the Headmistress, had tripped over it all the same.

A hollow-faced woman with hard eyes, Ms. Pinchet had immediately called for Mr. Frogsend to handle the situation. The Headmaster had taken one look at the overturned bucket and puddle of dirty water before he pulled his belt out of its loops. Vander had nearly punctured his palms with his nails from squeezing his fists so hard to keep silent, but he had long ago vowed to never give the man the pleasure of hearing him cry out.

Mr. Boone searched his face. Vander couldn’t recall the last time any adult had given him such close scrutiny.

“And the blackbird?” the man asked in a quiet voice as though he wished not to be overheard.

Given that Lady Harshire and her ladies had spread out a picnic cloth and were enjoying their scones along with cheerful conversation a dozen feet away from where the pair stood, there was little risk of that, but it was clear the butler wanted to keep it between them all the same.

A shiver ran down Vander’s spine. He had hoped either the butler would have forgotten the matter of the shadow bird in the midst of all the chaos, or he wouldn’t have noticed Vander was the source. Unfortunately, it appeared neither was going to be the case.

He took another bite of the scone. If he was to be sent away from the Harshire household so quickly, he figured he might as well enjoy the finest meal he had eaten for as far back as he could remember. Chewing gave him time to contemplate his response.

He had long ago learned that being truthful with adults wasn’t always in his best interest. However, given how closely the butler was watching him, he felt he wasn’t a good enough liar to pull the wool over Mr. Boone’s eyes. He had the distinct feeling a lie would be met with a punishment far greater than the truth, though Mr. Frogsend had beaten him to within an inch of his life the last time he had been caught creating a shadow bird for the amusement of the other orphans.

“I made it,” Vander admitted quietly.

“Vander.”

It took him a moment to remember to look Mr. Boone in the eye. When he did, the man nodded his approval.

“You made the blackbird,” the butler said, his voice still quiet. “How?”

No one had ever asked him that. It took Vander a few minutes to figure out how to describe it. As he thought, he ate.

He appreciated the butler’s patience as he chewed and swallowed his next mouthful before he said, “I picture it in my mind, then I push the shadows down my arm and out through my fingertips.”

“Umbra,” Mr. Boone corrected. At Vander’s confused look, he said, “Not shadows, it’s called umbra.”

“Umbra,” Vander repeated.

Mr. Boone nodded again. “Can you do anything else with the umbra?”

Caught off guard by the question, Vander shook his head. “I’ve never tried.”

The answering smile Mr. Boone gave him was small, but Vander felt it was real, not the simpering smile Ms. Pinchet gave Mr. Frogsend or the mocking smiles of the older boys and girls at the orphanage when they were purchased before Vander.

Vander finished the last bite of his scone and was about to wipe his hands on his pants when Mr. Boone held out a handkerchief.

“Use this,” the man encouraged.

Vander accepted the square of multicolored cloth carefully. “To wipe my hands on?”

“Yes,” Mr. Boone replied. “A gentleman never uses his pants for such a thing, for to soil clothes on purpose is to choose a lesser life.”

Vander snorted. “I’m not a gentleman.”

Mr. Boone’s eyes widened. “Not if you continue making sounds like that.” He shook his head with a sigh. “Now, wipe your hands and be ready for us to leave. Lady Harshire will no doubt want to return to the house after this, and she doesn’t appreciate dalliance.”

Vander stared at him. “You mean, you still want me there after knowing what I did?”

The man’s eyebrows drew together, forming a ridge between them. He was quiet for another few seconds.

It took all of Vander’s self-control not to squirm under such direct inspection.

“Yes,” Mr. Boone finally said. “You were honest, and I appreciate honesty.” He paused, then straightened his green bowler hat as he said, “But let’s keep your ability with the umbra between ourselves. Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” Vander replied.

“Vander.”

He realized he had been staring at the ground and looked back up at Mr. Boone. “Yes, sir, Mr. Boone, sir.”

A smile cracked the man’s stern demeanor. “Just one sir, or Mr. Boone. I don’t need both.”

“Yes, sir,” Vander said, making certain to hold the man’s gaze as he did so. It felt powerful, right, like he was a person of opinion instead of a scared dog showing its belly.

He very nearly smiled, but stuffed the expression away so it wouldn’t get him in trouble. Mr. Frogsend hated smiling because he felt children who smiled too much were half-witted, and half-witted children never brought him any coin.

“Mr. Boone, we’re ready to depart,” Lady Harshire announced.

Just like that, Vander found himself falling in behind the tittering cluster of colorfully dressed women as they made their way from the park and down one of Vail’s wide city streets.

Vander had never been to that part of the city. He couldn’t help staring at the beautiful window displays featuring children’s toys and towers stacked to the ceiling, women’s clothing in all colors and shapes, men’s headwear with a variety of feathers, horns, leather, and stitched patches, cookware claiming to make things beyond Vander’s imagination, and books, so many books.

Vander’s eyes traced the names on the spines, reading such promising titles as ‘The Sphinx of Rothenburg’ and ‘The Story of the Rose-Crested Knight’. Other tomes with leather bindings and gold filigree proclaimed ‘A Study of Rat Mutation in the Forge River’ and ‘Pythoric Gas: A Chemical Breakdown’; though he had no idea why such a breakdown would take an entire book to describe, he longed to read it and find out.

“Coming, Vander?”

Vander’s head snapped around at the sound of Lady Harshire’s voice. He expected to see her irate at his distraction, perhaps even enough to send him back to the orphanage despite Mr. Frogsend’s insistence that he didn’t do refunds. Instead, the woman waited with a warm smile on her face, her blonde curls bound beneath her purple and black hat, and twirling the umbrella over her head as if she didn’t mind the delay one bit.

Vander immediately lowered his gaze. “Yes, my lady. Apologies, my lady.”

“No one should ever apologize for looking at books, Vander. There are plenty at Harshire House, and you are welcome to them all. If it wasn’t for the children coming home from school and my wish to be there when they do so, I would stay and peruse the books with you. It would not be time poorly spent, would it, ladies?”

The women around her shook their heads and proclaimed that it wouldn’t, though Vander saw several eyes shoot in his direction. The women who had purchased the other orphans had sent them on their way with their valets or ladies’ maids. He had no idea why Lady Harshire kept him around.

He gave himself a mental kick for getting distracted and hurried to catch up to them. He felt Mr. Boone’s gaze but couldn’t bring himself to meet the man’s eyes. The butler had warned him. He would do best to heed the man’s words if he wanted to stay in the household of such a kind individual.

Lady Harshire bid farewell to each woman when they left for whichever estate the group passed. The women kissed cheeks and promised to call on each other again soon. Apparently, their charitable endeavors kept them plenty busy.

Vander watched the woman in the blue dress leave followed by the one in the pink. At the end of their walk, a woman whose white dress was covered in yellow polka dots bid them good afternoon. The gate to her manor was opened by a butler who also wore yellow along with pristine white gloves.

“Take care, Moira,” Lady Harshire called out with a final wave. “Catch you on Saturday.”

The woman waved in return as the gate closed, blocking them from sight with its vast array of climbing roses and woven daffodils.

“Well, Mr. Boone, I would consider that outing a success,” Lady Harshire said.

She closed her umbrella with a snap and took off her hat.

Vander couldn’t help staring. He had never seen a lady of society without her hat or umbrella. He figured it was because they were afraid of sunlight, yet Lady Harshire was smiling up at the sunshine as it bathed her face. She had some wrinkles, of course, those came with her age, but a smattering of freckles was also visible away from the shadows of her hat. Such marks told of an enjoyment of the sun instead of hiding away from it.

Her smile seemed genuine, real, perhaps the most real thing Vander had ever seen in his life. In a world where he had been drilled to mind his p’s and q’s, never look a superior in the eye, and to never smile, it felt as if he had stepped into a different world altogether.

“You can smile, Vander. You won’t break into a million pieces,” Lady Harshire said.

Vander hadn’t realized she had noticed him watching her. He felt the burn of embarrassment run across his cheeks and quickly looked away.

“Well, come on then.”

They were already walking. They hadn’t stopped since dropping off the lady in yellow. Vander had to look up to see what the woman was talking about.

To his very greatest surprise, she held her hand out to him with an expectant expression on her face.

Vander glanced at Mr. Boone in panic. Surely, she didn’t mean for him to hold her hand. He had already confirmed earlier that he had dirty fingernails, and he was absolutely sure some of the honey was still stuck to his hand from the scones because there had been no way to get all of the sticky stuff off with the butler’s handkerchief, no matter how hard he had scrubbed.

“Come on, dear. You’re part of the Harshire House now. How else are you going to feel like a son if you don’t start acting like it?”

Vander’s mouth dropped open so wide a sewer rat could have curled up comfortably and fallen asleep in it. He closed his mouth again with some effort.

“A son?” he said. He looked at Mr. Boone, sure he had misheard. Perhaps the perfect afternoon had skewed his brain somehow. Maybe not being in the orphanage had made him start hearing things.

“Madame?” Mr. Boone said. “Surely you don’t mean—”

“Of course I do, Mr. Boone,” she replied with a wave of her hand in the air. She didn’t appear to mind that Vander hadn’t taken it. “He’s a boy, isn’t he?”
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