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  four years ago




  As dawn began to approach, the celebration finally wound to a close. Even though I had been working for over twelve hours, I felt wide awake and

  even a little buzzed, like I’d gotten a contact high from the energy around me, not to mention the thrill of completing my first real assignment as a tracker.




  Since my graduation was still several months away, I hadn’t been given any major detail or heady responsibility. My duties for the night involved standing at attention during the

  formalities, and surveying the rooms for signs of trouble the rest of the night, which mostly meant directing the increasingly inebriated party guests to the bathroom.




  But still, I had been here, working alongside other trackers and even the more elite Högdragen—the guards charged with protecting the Kanin kingdom. That’s why at the end of the

  night, despite the growing ache in my bare feet, I was a little saddened to be relieved of my duties.




  King Evert and Queen Mina had opened the doors to all the Kanin in our capital of Doldastam, and there were over ten thousand of us living here. With that many people streaming in through the

  doors for an impromptu party, the royal couple needed all the hands they could get, including trackers-in-training.




  We’d just gotten word a few days before that another tribe, the Trylle, had defeated our shared enemy, the Vittra. For the past few months, our King and Queen had been quietly preparing

  the Kanin. If the Vittra had taken out the Trylle, we would have been the next logical target, since we were wealthier and more powerful than the Trylle. We were too strong and plentiful for the

  Vittra to go after first, but once they conquered the Trylle and turned their army to Vittra, they would be strong enough to go after us.




  But when the Trylle did away with the Vittra King and his entire army, they did away with our impending war as well. So naturally our good King Evert found reason to celebrate, which was how

  I’d ended up working a party until the early hours of the morning.




  By now the King and Queen had retired to their chambers for the evening, and nearly all of the guests had gone home. A handful of trackers and Högdragen stayed on to oversee the party until

  everyone had departed, while the cleaning crew had begun the unenviable task of taking care of the mess.




  Since so few people were left, I was relieved of my duty and sent home for the night. I felt a bit like Cinderella then, her lovely coach turning back into a pumpkin, as I walked slowly into the

  front hall. Though I had been wearing the trackers’ formal uniform—a tailored, frosty white suit, all crisp and new since this was the first time I’d worn it—instead of a

  gown given to me by a fairy godmother, at the end of the night my uniform would be put away, and I wouldn’t perform any more duties until after I graduated.




  Once I did graduate, I’d be given a silver sash to hold my sword, but until then they didn’t quite trust me with a weapon, not that I’d really needed one for a celebration like

  this anyway.




  As I made my way toward the front door, unbuttoning my jacket and letting it fall loose, I let out a heavy sigh. Many of the kerosene lamps had gone out, leaving the large entrance glowing

  dimly. The white banners that decorated the high stone walls of the palace had begun to sag, and silver confetti carpeted the cool floor.




  The creak of a heavy door closing gave me pause, because it sounded like the door to my father’s office. I glanced down the narrow corridor off the main hall, and sure enough, I saw my dad

  emerging from his office. His black hair—which he normally kept smoothed back—had become slightly disheveled, and his tie was loosened, with the top buttons of his shirt undone.




  “What are you doing?” I asked in surprise. “I thought you went home hours ago.”




  “I had some paperwork I needed to finish up.” He gestured to the office behind him as he walked slowly toward me, suppressing a yawn as he did.




  My dad worked as a Chancellor for the kingdom. I knew that Dad took his job very seriously, and he often worked late nights, but I’d never known him to work quite this late before.




  “Paperwork?” I raised an eyebrow. “While a party was going on?”




  “We needed to send a letter to the Trylle.” Dad gave a half shrug, which did little to convince me that that was really why he was still working. “They’re poised to

  oversee two kingdoms now, and it’s in our best interest to align with them.”




  “And you needed to do that right now?” I pressed.




  “It could’ve waited until the morning,” Dad admitted, and his mouth turned to a sheepish smile as he shoved his hands in his pockets. “I wanted to see how your night

  went. It is your first big night on the job.”




  “It went well,” I said, then paused when a wave of doubt hit me. I tried to replay the night in my head, searching for any mistakes I might’ve made. “I think.”




  “I’m sure you did wonderful,” Dad assured me, and his grin broadened, stretching into one of pride and affection. “Every time I looked over, I saw you standing at

  attention. You looked so grown up and so . . . official.”




  “Thank you.”




  “My little girl is all grown up,” he said wistfully and reached to tousle my blond waves.




  “Dad.” I ducked away from his hand, but I couldn’t help but smile at him. “Can you at least wait until we’re out of the palace to get all mushy?”




  He opened his mouth, probably to point out that we were alone, but then we both heard the sound of footsteps coming down the corridor. Instinctively, I stood up straighter and put my shoulders

  back. I was about to start buttoning my jacket back up, but then I saw Konstantin Black walking right toward my dad and me, and for a second I forgot to breathe.




  We allowed movies and music from the human world, but the true rock stars of our society were the Högdragen. They had been ordinary Kanin who worked their way up to powerful positions of

  respect and authority, and none had done it quite so quickly or with as much flare as Konstantin Black. Still in his twenties, he was already the Queen’s personal guard—the youngest in

  recorded history to have such a position.




  His black velvet uniform, embellished with silver thread and jewels, was the most luxurious of all the Högdragen uniforms, and even though it was standard for Kanin in his position, his

  somehow seemed even more divine. His silver sash caught the dim light from the lanterns and managed to glint a little. Even the diamond-encrusted bell handle of his sword sparkled.




  He strode confidently over to us, and I tried to remain as blank and composed as I could, as I had been taught. But it was impossible to keep my stomach from doing flips inside me. For years I

  had been admiring him from afar—for his abilities, his strength, his composure, and, if I’m being honest, in more recent years for how handsome he was—and this was already the

  most personal encounter I’d had with him.




  We’d been in the same room before, but always separated by a sea of people, since his duties kept him close to the Queen, and mine kept me far from her or the King. He’d brushed past

  me in halls. I’d seen him from the crowd as he’d demonstrated his skill in fencing games during the summer. But I’d never seen him really look at me before, or notice my attentive

  gaze among all the other adoring faces.




  Now here he was, smiling as he stopped in front of us, and it had the same overwhelming effect as looking down from a great height.




  I’d gotten so used to gazing at him from a distance, it was hard not to stare. The way his lips curved up slightly more on the left side as he smiled, or the shadow of stubble that had

  grown darker on the smooth line of his chin as the night progressed, or the way his black hair was slick and straight until it began to curl at the nape of his neck, where it stopped just above his

  collar.




  “Chancellor, I wasn’t expecting to see you here at this hour,” Konstantin said to my dad.




  “I was seeing my daughter home.” Dad motioned in my direction, and Konstantin looked down at me. He wasn’t much taller than I was, but he seemed to tower over me, with his gray

  eyes like smoke resting warmly on my face.




  “It was your first night working something like this, wasn’t it?” Konstantin asked.




  I nodded. “Yes,” I said, relieved that my voice stayed even and normal.




  “You did very well.” He smiled at me, causing my heart to flutter. “I’ll put in a good word to your Rektor.”




  “Thank you very much, but that’s not necessary,” I told him firmly.




  Konstantin laughed, the sound filling up the front hall and echoing through it. “Modesty is a noble thing, but it won’t get you a coveted spot on the Högdragen. Take help

  whenever it’s offered if you want to make it in this world.”




  I’d always insisted that I only looked up to him as a guard, as someone I wanted to emulate. But now, with the mere sound of his laughter sending pleasurable shivers through me, I

  couldn’t deny that I’d been harboring a crush on him for so long it had begun to turn into something that felt dangerously like love.




  “That’s very sound advice, Konstantin,” my dad said, pulling me from my thoughts, and pulling Konstantin’s gaze from me.




  “You sound surprised that I have good ideas, Chancellor,” Konstantin said with a wry smirk.




  Dad returned the smirk in kind and adjusted his loosened tie. “I think it’s just the night wearing on me.”




  “Sorry, I should be letting you get on your way,” Konstantin said apologetically, and my heart sank when I realized this brief exchange would soon end, leaving me feeling even more

  like Cinderella than ever before.




  “Thank you.” My dad nodded and stepped back toward the door, then Konstantin held out his hand.




  “Actually, Chancellor, if I could keep you just a few minutes longer I might save you some trouble in the morning.”




  “What do you mean?” Dad asked.




  “The Queen just went to her chambers, but before she did, she let me know that she wanted you to sign a document first thing in the morning to be sent out to the Trylle.” Konstantin

  gestured to the grand windows above the door, which were starting to show the first hints of dawn. “And with morning so close, if you wanted to sign it now, you would have a few hours longer

  to sleep in.”




  “A document?” Dad shook his head. The bags under his eyes revealed how truly tired he was, and his dark eyes were confused. “I was drafting a letter for the Trylle. What was

  she working on?”




  “I’m not entirely sure, sir. I believe she left it in her office, if you’d like to have a look at it,” Konstantin said.




  “I suppose I should.” Dad nodded wearily, then turned to me. “You can go on, Bryn. I’ll be home soon.”




  “No, it’s all right,” I replied quickly. “I can wait for you.”




  Dad shrugged in a way that said I could suit myself, and then he started down the corridor toward the Queen’s office.




  Konstantin went after him, but he turned back to me as he did. “Don’t worry. We won’t be too long, white rabbit,” he promised me.




  I turned away, hoping my cheeks wouldn’t burn at Konstantin’s use of a nickname. It was one I’d heard a few times in my life, but it never really stuck. White because of

  my fair complexion, and rabbit because that was the symbol of the Kanin.




  As soon as they were out of sight, I put my hand on my stomach and let out a shaky breath. Having my first taste of official duty left me feeling intoxicated and light-headed, but that last

  exchange with Konstantin made me weak. I’d never been that interested in boys, preferring to focus on my training, but now I finally understood what my friends meant when they were going on

  about being in love.




  But all too quickly the adrenaline from talking with Konstantin began to fade away, and for the first time all night I realized how tired I really was. I hadn’t slept much the night before

  because I’d been so excited to work at the party, and corralling drunk Kanin townspeople was more work than it sounded.




  Dad hadn’t been gone with Konstantin for long, but my feet were beginning to throb and I needed to get home and get to bed. I knew where the Queen’s office was, so I thought it would

  be best to go down and let Dad know that I was heading out. Plus it would give me a chance to say something more to Konstantin.




  The office wasn’t far from the front hall, and I’d almost made it there when I heard a surprised yell, a man crying out, “No!” I froze at first, trying to register

  it, then it was quickly followed by an agonized scream.




  If my head wasn’t swimming from the night, I would’ve noticed sooner. And a second too late—maybe even a split second too long—I realized that it was my father

  screaming.




  I ran to the Queen’s office and threw open the door.




  When I’ve later tried to remember that moment, I can’t see the rest of the room. It’s all a haze and a blur, but the one thing that’s focused—and it is in perfect,

  startling clarity—is Konstantin standing over my dad. His sword is drawn, and the blade is dark crimson with blood, as my dad lies bleeding on the floor.




  Konstantin looked up at me. His handsome face, usually bright and confident, was chillingly blank. He almost appeared dead, except for his gray eyes—dark and frightfully alert.




  “I’m sorry,” Konstantin said simply. “I am bound to something much higher than this kingdom, and I must complete my mission.”




  “Bryn, get out of here!” Dad yelled as Konstantin raised his sword again.




  Weaponless, I did the only thing I could do—I charged at Konstantin. As I ran at him, he pivoted, turning his sword on me. I felt the thin blade sliding sharply through my shoulder, but I

  barely registered the pain. The only thing that mattered was stopping Konstantin from killing my dad.




  I knocked him to the floor, and I managed to punch once before he threw me off him. And then I heard other voices behind me. Other members of the Högdragen had been alerted by the

  yelling.




  In a flash, Konstantin was on his feet and diving out the window behind the Queen’s desk. Glass shattered, and the cold and snow billowed into the room. The other guards ran after

  Konstantin, but I went back to my dad, kneeling beside him.




  His shirt was stained red, and I pressed my hand to the wound on his chest, trying to stop the bleeding. Dad put his hand over mine, and his dark eyes were filled with worry.




  “I’m sorry I didn’t get here sooner,” I told him as I tried to blink back my tears.




  “No, Bryn, you saved my life.” He reached up, touching my cheek with a bloody hand. “You did amazing tonight.”




  I stayed with my dad, pressing my hand hard against his chest, doing everything in my power to hold the life in him, until the medical staff came and pulled me off. They whisked him away,

  promising that he would be just fine, and thankfully, they ended up being right.




  But after they’d gone, I stayed behind, alone in the office. My crisp white uniform was now stained red with my dad’s blood, mixing with my own from my shoulder wound. I stared out

  the broken window.




  It was snowing so hard that it had already covered up Konstantin’s tracks. Whatever I had been stupid enough to think I’d felt for Konstantin was gone. He had been my hero, but none

  of that mattered now. He’d tried to kill my dad, and now I would stop at nothing until he was brought to justice.
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  ambushed




  April 8, 2014




  Three years of tracker school—including extensive combat training, courses on social etiquette, and peer integration—and none of it

  ever changed the fact that I really hated human high school. Every time I started a new school to get close to a new charge, I found myself rethinking my career choice.




  Back before I chose to go to tracker school, rather than finishing out Kanin high school to become a farmer or a teacher or maybe a horse trainer, I remember watching the trackers come and go

  from missions. They all seemed so worldly and powerful. They earned the respect and admiration of everybody in Doldastam.




  I imagined the kinds of adventures they must be having, traveling the world. Most of them stayed in North America, but sometimes I’d hear stories of a tracker going off to England or

  Italy, and some even went as far as Japan.




  The prospect of traveling and protecting my people sounded exciting and noble. Then I had graduated, and I spent the next four years actually doing the job. If only I had known how much of my

  “missions” as a tracker involved wearing itchy school uniforms and trying to keep up on slang so I could fit in with spoiled rich kids, I might’ve reconsidered.




  It was during lunch on my fifth day in Chicago, as I followed Linus off the high school campus, when I realized they were watching him, too. I wasn’t exactly sure who “they”

  were, but I’d spotted the car—a black sedan with tinted windows—parked nearby several times since yesterday morning, and that was too much for coincidence.




  As I trailed behind Linus and two of his friends, deliberately staying far enough behind so he wouldn’t see me, I wondered if the mystery men in the sedan had noticed me yet. If they were

  staking out Linus, then they had to have seen me, since I’d been interacting with him. But that didn’t mean they knew who I was. At least not yet.




  Tracking was usually simple when done correctly. The first step was surveillance. I found the target—in this case Linus Berling—and for the first day or two I did nothing but watch

  him. The goal was to figure out who he was and what he liked, so it would be easier to earn his trust.




  The second step was infiltrating his life, which was why I was wearing a ridiculous prep school uniform with a blue plaid skirt and a cardigan that felt too warm.




  With a combination of bribery, charm, and a bit of Kanin skill, I’d gotten as many classes with Linus as I could, and started bumping into him “accidentally.” We’d talk a

  little, I’d bring up his interests, laugh at his jokes, and ingratiate myself to him.




  This would lead to step three. Once I had the target’s trust, I’d drop the bombshell on them about who they really were, and hope like hell that they’d believe me. Usually they

  already had inclinations that they were different, and if I’d done my job right, everything would fall into place.




  Then it was just a matter of getting them back home, preferably with trust fund in hand.




  Now there was this issue with the black sedan, bogging things down right at the beginning of the second step, and I had to figure out what to do.




  Linus and his friends from school had gone into a restaurant, but I didn’t follow them. I stayed outside, watching through the front window as they sat down at a table. In his dark blue

  blazer, Linus’s shoulders appeared broad, but he was actually tall and lean. After watching him fall half a dozen times during gym class, I knew he’d be no good in a fight.




  The restaurant was crowded, and his friends were talking and laughing with him. Whoever was following him in the dark sedan, they were trying to be inconspicuous, which meant that they

  wouldn’t want to create a scene in a place like this. For now, Linus was safe.




  I walked away, going around the restaurant and cutting through the alley. When I came back to the street, the sedan was parked a few feet from me, but I stayed in the alley, peering around the

  corner. I did my best to blend in, and once again, I found myself wishing that I had more Kanin blood in me.




  Even this close, the tint on the windows of the car was still too dark for me to see through. I needed more information, so I decided to call Ridley Dresden.




  He was the Rektor, so he might have a better idea of what was going on. The Rektor was in charge of trackers, organizing placements, assigning changelings, and basically just keeping us all in

  order. Because of his position, Ridley was privy to more information than I was, and he might be able to shed some light on the sedan.




  Before I called, I decided to use the video option on my phone. It seemed like a smarter choice, because then I could actually show Ridley the car instead of just describing it to him.




  But when Ridley finally answered—shirtless, with his brown curls even more untamed than normal—I realized that maybe I should’ve sent him a text first, letting him know that

  I’d be video-chatting with him.




  “Bryn?” he asked, and behind him I saw movement as someone got up, wrapping themselves in a dark comforter. “Is everything okay?”




  “Yes. And no,” I said, keeping my voice low so people walking by on the street wouldn’t hear. “Sorry if I’m disturbing you.”




  “No, it’s okay.” He sat up straighter, and the rabbit amulet he wore on a leather strap around his neck slid across his bare chest. I heard a girl’s voice in the

  background, but I couldn’t understand her. “One second.” He held his hand over the phone, covering both the camera and the mic, but I could still hear him promising to call her

  later. “Sorry. I’m back.”




  “Aren’t you supposed to be working right now?” I asked, raising a disapproving eyebrow.




  “I’m on a lunch break. It’s called a nooner,” Ridley said, meeting my gaze with a devilish gleam in his eye.




  The year I graduated from the tracker program was the year Ridley became the Rektor. I hadn’t really known him before that, but his reputation had preceded him. Everyone regarded him as

  one of the finest trackers, but though he was only twenty-four, he’d been forced to retire three years ago. He was still youthful looking, especially for a guy in his mid-twenties, but thanks

  in part to his persistent stubble, he couldn’t pass for a teenager any longer.




  But that was the only bit of his reputation that I’d heard about. He had a long history of being a serial dater, and this wasn’t the first time I’d accidentally caught him in a

  compromising situation.




  But over the years he’d proved himself to be an excellent Rektor and a loyal friend. So I tried not to fault him too much for his escapades.




  “But anyway, what’s going on with you?” Ridley asked. The glint in his dark eyes was quickly replaced by concern.




  “Do you know anything about someone else following Linus Berling?” I asked.




  His brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”




  “Is there any reason for someone else to be tracking him?” I clarified. “Anyone else from Doldastam, or another Kanin tracker? Maybe even from another tribe?”




  “Why would anyone else be following him?” Ridley shook his head. “You’re his tracker. You’re the only one that should be on him. Did you see someone?”




  “Not exactly.” I chewed the inside of my cheek and looked up from the phone at the dark sedan, which hadn’t moved. “I haven’t seen anyone, but this car has

  been following him.” I turned the phone around to show it to Ridley.




  “Which one?” Ridley asked, and I tilted the phone to show him more directly.




  “The black one with the windows tinted. Do you recognize it?”




  Ridley was quiet for a moment, considering. “No, I can’t say that I do.”




  “I was afraid of that.” I leaned back against the brick wall and turned the phone back around to me. Ridley had leaned forward, like he’d been inspecting the image of the car

  closely.




  “You haven’t seen anyone get in or out of it yet?” Ridley asked.




  “No.” I shook my head.




  “It could just be a human thing,” Ridley suggested, but he didn’t sound like he believed it.




  “I don’t think so.” I sighed. “I’m gonna go check it out.”




  “Okay.” Ridley pressed his lips into a thin line and nodded once, reluctant to agree that I should put myself in a possibly dangerous situation. “Just don’t do anything

  stupid, Bryn.”




  “I never do,” I assured him with a smile, but that just caused him to roll his eyes.




  “I mean it,” he insisted. “Investigate, but do not interact with them until you figure out who we’re dealing with. In the meantime, I’ll see if I can run the plates

  or find out anything on that car. I’ll check in with you later today, okay?”




  “Okay. And I’ll let you know if I find anything out.”




  “Stay safe, Bryn,” Ridley said, and before he could say anything else, I ended the call.




  According to the clock on the phone, I only had twenty minutes left of lunch and then afternoon class began. My options were limited, but I knew I didn’t want to wait outside all day,

  hoping the passengers would make a move so I could see them. If somebody was after Linus, I needed to find out who it was before something bad happened.




  So I walked out of the alley and straight to the car. Ridley might consider what I was doing stupid, but it was my best option. Out of the past twelve changelings I’d tracked, I’d

  brought twelve of them back home. I wasn’t about to let Linus be the first one I lost.




  I grabbed the handle of the back door, half expecting it to be locked, but it opened, so I got in. Two men were sitting in front, and they both turned around to look at me as I slid across the

  seat.




  “What the hell?” the driver snarled.




  When I saw who it was—his steel-gray eyes meeting mine—my heart clenched, and all the air went out of my lungs. For that moment everything felt frozen as he glared at me, then the

  rage and horror surged through me in a nauseating mixture.




  I recovered as quickly as I could, holding back my anger, and smiled at him. Somehow in an even voice, I said his name. “Konstantin Black.”




  





  TWO
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  vengeance




  His eyes narrowed, and his lip twitched ever so slightly. “Do I know you?”




  “Not exactly,” I admitted, not surprised that he didn’t remember me.




  The only time I’d spoken to him had been one of the most important and traumatic nights of my life, but that night he’d clearly had his mind on something else. Before that, I had

  only been one adoring fan out of thousands that he’d met in his tenure at Doldastam.




  Konstantin had changed some in the four years since I’d last seen him—four long years since he’d attacked my father and disappeared into the night. His eyes seemed harder, and

  there were lines etched in the once-smooth skin around them. He’d grown a beard, and his hair was a bit longer and wilder than I remembered him wearing it.




  But he was still unmistakably him. I’d spent years nursing a schoolgirl crush on him, picturing that face in my daydreams, and then I’d spent years plotting my revenge against him,

  picturing that face in my nightmares.




  Now here it was, his eyes mere inches from my own, and he had no idea who I was.




  “You’re a tracker,” Konstantin realized, and the corner of his mouth curved up into a smirk. I remembered the way that smirk had once filled me with butterflies, but now it

  only made me want to punch it off his face.




  “So you do know her? Or not?” his companion asked.




  “No, I don’t know her, Bent,” Konstantin told him, and I glanced over at his partner in crime.




  His friend—Bent, apparently—I didn’t recognize, but by his features I guessed he was Omte. His skin was smooth, and he appeared to be tall, but he had the same lopsided square

  head and beady eyes of a hobgoblin. Not to mention he didn’t seem that bright.




  “You’re a wanted man, Konstantin. What are you doing here?” I asked, instead of hitting him or spitting in his face. Despite my wish for vengeance, I needed to find out what he

  wanted with Linus Berling and what he was doing here.




  “Same thing as you, I would guess,” Konstantin admitted.




  Pressing my hands on the black leather of the seat to keep from slapping him, I asked, “What do you want with Linus? You don’t have a tribe to take him back to. What’s the

  point of even tracking him?”




  “We were just waiting for a chance to grab him, and then we’re—” Bent began, but then Konstantin shot him a glare and he fell silent.




  “Kidnapping? Really?” I shook my head. “Are you planning to hold him for ransom?”




  Konstantin pressed a button in the center console, and the doors clicked as they locked. “Things are far more complicated than they seem.”




  I licked my lips, and, going against my better instincts, I offered him an olive branch. “How about I make a deal with you? I won’t kill you if you let Linus leave with me.”

  Then I paused, recalling the last thing Konstantin had ever said to me: I am bound to something much higher than this kingdom, and I must complete my mission.




  Konstantin tilted his head then, eyeing me as if he were seeing me for the first time. “Do I know you?”




  Bent had apparently grown tired of me, and he turned around in the seat with a dopey, crooked smile plastered across his face. “Whatever. I’m taking care of her.”




  “Bent, maybe—” Konstantin began, but Bent was already in motion.




  He leaned over the front seat, reaching for me. His hands were disproportionally large, like massive bear paws, but he was slow, and I easily ducked out of the way.




  I grabbed a clump of his dark curly hair, and then I yanked his head to the side, slamming it into the back passenger window. I let go of him and leaned back quickly, then I kicked his head,

  crashing it into the window again. The glass was shatterproof, and it instantly turned into a crackled sheet as blood streamed down the side of Bent’s head.




  Konstantin reached over the seat for me—going after me for the first time—but I slid past him. Bent was now slumped unconscious on the backseat, and I climbed over him. Konstantin

  grabbed my leg as I pushed through the crumbled glass of the window, but thankfully I’d been wearing knee-high socks, so I wriggled out of his grasp. He was left with a sock and a shoe in his

  hand as I dove out.




  I fell onto the sidewalk, scraping my knee on the cement, but I was up in a flash. Konstantin got out of the car, but I wanted to get to Linus before he went back to the school, so that I could

  take him far away from Konstantin.




  He grabbed my arm, and I whirled on him and punched him hard in the stomach. It felt so good that I had to punch him again, harder this time. It wasn’t quite the same as running him

  through with a sword, but it would do for now.




  As he doubled over in pain, I said into his ear, “That was for my father. You should’ve taken the deal.”




  His grip tightened on my arm as realization dawned on him, and his eyes widened in surprise. “You’re the Chancellor’s daughter.”




  “Bryn Aven,” I told him, still whispering in his ear. “Remember my name. Because I’m going to be the one that kills you.” Then I kneed him in the crotch. He let go,

  and I stepped back.




  “This man is a child molester!” I shouted, and pointed to Konstantin. “He tried to touch me, and he’s staking out the school for more kids to molest!”




  I was nineteen, but the uniform made me look younger. The sidewalks were crowded over lunch hour, and people had stopped to watch since I’d broken out of the car window. My knee was

  bleeding, and my clothes looked disheveled from fighting.




  As people circled closer to Konstantin and several of them pulled out their cell phones to call the police, I slid back in the crowd. For a moment I stayed around, protected by a small sea of

  people, and I watched him.




  He was looking right back at me, his eyes locked on mine. I’d expected to see anger or arrogance, but he wore neither of those. Instead, he almost seemed to look at me with remorse, and

  for a split second I felt my hatred of him softening, but I refused to let it.




  In the investigation following Konstantin’s attempt on my dad’s life, nobody had ever been able to figure out his motive. By all accounts, Konstantin had been a good and loyal

  servant of the kingdom since he’d become a tracker over a decade ago. He’d never had any disagreements with my father, or the King or Queen.




  But in the years following that, I’d decided that it didn’t matter what his motive was. No reason would ever be good enough for what he had done, and even if he was filled with

  regret and someday begged me to forgive him, I never would.




  The crowd was overtaking him, so I turned and ran down the block. People called after me, and I ran faster.




  Since I was only wearing one shoe, it felt awkward, so when I reached the restaurant, I stopped and pulled it and my remaining sock off. The cold cement felt better on my feet than socks did

  anyway.




  When I looked through the window, I saw that Linus was just finishing up, and I pushed down all of the emotions that seeing Konstantin Black had brought up. I had a mission at hand, and it

  required my full attention.




  I didn’t know how things would go with Linus. I’d only been talking with him for three days. In an ideal situation, I’d make a connection for two or three weeks, sometimes even

  a month, before I took a changeling back to Doldastam.




  “Linus!” I shouted as I opened the door. A waitress tried to stop me, but I pushed past her and hurried over to his table.




  “Bryn?” He stared up at me with confused brown eyes. “What are you doing here?”




  “Do you trust me?” I asked, a little out of breath from running all the way here.




  “What?” Linus looked over at his friend, who laughed nervously, and then back at me. “You’re bleeding. Were you in an accident?”




  “Okay, seriously. We don’t have time for this.” I glanced back at the door. Then I looked down at him. “Come with me if you want to live.”




  Both his friends burst out laughing at that, but Linus swallowed hard. The sleeves of his blazer had been pushed to his elbows, and I saw the subtle shift of his skin tone. It didn’t

  completely change, but the olive color began to take on a bluish hue.




  That was good. It meant Linus was scared, which meant he believed me.




  “Miss, I’m gonna have to ask you to leave,” a waitress was saying to me.




  “Linus, we have to go. Now.”




  He nodded. “Okay.”




  One of his friends asked incredulously, “Linus, are you seriously going with this crazy chick?”




  He stood up, ignoring his friend, but he’d only taken a step away from the table when he tripped over his shoelace. I caught his arm before he fell, and he offered me an embarrassed

  grimace.




  “You are so lucky I’m here,” I muttered as I took his arm and led him out of the restaurant.




  “What’s going on?” Linus asked.




  When we got outside, I looked back down the street. There was still a small crowd of people milling around where I’d escaped from Konstantin and Bent, but the black sedan was gone. They

  were on the move.




  “I’ll explain later. But right now we just have to get out of Chicago as fast as we can.”




  The car I’d rented was in the school parking lot, but there was a chance that Konstantin knew its make. And even if he didn’t, he could still be waiting in the parking lot.




  “Where are we going?” Linus asked as I hailed a cab.




  “To get a car, and then home.” I held the door to the orange cab open for him.




  “But my home is here in Chicago.” He looked puzzled as he slid into the car.




  I smiled at him. “No, your real home.”
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  Doldastam,” Linus repeated, the same way he’d been repeating it over the past day and a half. Every time he said it, he’d put the

  emphasis on a different syllable, trying so hard to match my pronunciation.




  I’d rented a new car, and the drive from Chicago to the train station in Canada was over twenty hours, and we’d only stopped for gas and bathroom breaks.




  Before we’d left Chicago, we’d swung by my hotel, and I’d changed into a much more comfortable pair of jeans and a T-shirt. But I hadn’t had any clothes for him, and I

  didn’t want to risk going back to his apartment. In Winnipeg, we’d stopped so I could pick up an appropriate winter jacket and hat for Linus, and I’d finally gotten him a change

  of clothes so he could get out of his uniform.




  I didn’t know if Konstantin and Bent were working alone or with others, and I wouldn’t feel safe until we were back behind the walls of Doldastam. Really, it didn’t matter if

  they were working with others. Seeing Konstantin Black was enough to unnerve me.




  As confident as I’d tried to sound with him and as well as I’d fought him, I’d thrown up as soon as we got to my hotel. Coming face-to-face with the man from my nightmares had

  that effect on me.




  But when I was around Linus, I did my best to keep my feelings in check and seem as normal as possible. I needed to be vigilant to keep him safe, which meant staying calm. So I sat rigidly next

  to him, staring out the window, and not letting my panic show on my face.




  “Did I say it right?” Linus asked, and I could feel him looking at me, waiting for an answer.




  “Yep. You said it great,” I assured him with a forced smile.




  “It’s pretty out here.” Linus motioned to the window, at the snow and tree-lined landscape of Manitoba as we sped through it.




  “Yeah, it is,” I agreed.




  “This is where I was born?” Linus asked.




  “Well, not out here, exactly. We’re still a ways away from Doldastam, but yeah, you were born out here.”




  “I’m a changeling.” No matter how many times he said this, Linus still managed to sound mystified every time. “I’m Kanin, and you’re Kanin.”




  “Right,” I said, because that was easier than correcting him. I was Kanin—sort of. He already had enough to digest without me breaking into my life story.




  If he’d known more about what it meant to be Kanin, he’d be able to tell that I wasn’t really one just by looking at me.




  Linus had dark brown hair, cropped short and gelled smooth to tame the unruly curls, and eyes that matched. I, on the other hand, had easily managed blond waves that landed just below my

  shoulders, and my eyes were the color of the blue sky out the window. Even his skin was several shades darker than mine.




  On his cheeks he had a subtle spotting of freckles. They weren’t typical of the Kanin, but they seemed to suit him. Linus had an openness to his face, an innocent inability to hide any of

  his emotions, and his expression shifted from awe to pained confusion every few minutes.




  He furrowed his brow. “I’m a troll.”




  The long drive up had given me plenty of time to explain all the big points to him, but he still couldn’t completely process it. It usually took much longer, and that’s why I often

  spent so long with the changelings before revealing the truth. It was much easier to understand when you had time to digest it instead of your whole sense of reality instantly being dashed

  away.




  “I always knew I was different.” He stared down at the floor, the crease in his brow deepening. “Even before my skin started changing color. But when that happened, I guess I

  just thought I was like an X-Men or something.”




  “Sorry, we’re not superheroes. But being Kanin can still be awesome,” I tried to reassure him.




  He turned to look at me, relief relaxing some of his apprehension. “Yeah? How so?”




  “Well, you’re a Berling.”




  “I’m a what?”




  “Sorry. Berling. That’s your last name.”




  “No, my name is—”




  “No, that’s your host family’s last name,” I said, cutting him off. The sooner he started severing mental and emotional ties with his host family, the easier it would be

  for him to accept who he was. “Your parents are Dylan and Eva Berling. You are a Berling.”




  “Oh. Right.” He nodded, like he should know better, and then looked down at his lap. “Will I ever see my host family again?”




  “Maybe,” I lied, then passed the buck so I wouldn’t have to be the one to break it to him that he’d never again see the people he’d spent the past eighteen years

  believing were his mom and dad. “You’ll talk about it with your real family.”




  “So what’s so great about being a Berling?” Linus asked.




  “Well, for starters, you’re royalty.”




  “I’m royalty?” He grinned at that. Being royalty always sounded so much better than it actually was.




  “Yeah.” I nodded and returned his smile. “Your father is a Markis, and your mother is a Marksinna—which are basically Kanin words for Duke and Duchess.”




  “So am I a Markis?”




  “Yep. You have a big house. Not quite as nice as the palace, but close. You’ll have servants and horses and cars. Your dad is best friends with the King. You’ll go to lavish

  parties, date the prettiest girls, and really, just live happily ever after.”




  “You’re saying that I just woke up in a fairy tale?” Linus asked.




  I laughed a little. “Kind of, yeah.”




  “Holy crap.” He leaned his head back against the seat. “Are you a Marksinna?”




  I shook my head. “No. I’m a tracker. Which is almost as far away from being a Marksinna as being human.”




  “So we’re . . .” He paused and licked his lips. “Not human?”




  “No. It’s like a lion and tiger,” I said, using my go-to analogy to explain the difference to changelings. “They’re both cats, and they have similar traits, but

  they’re not the same. A lion isn’t a tiger. A Kanin isn’t a human.”




  “We’re still, like, the same species, then?” Linus asked, sounding relieved.




  “Yep. The fact that humans and trolls are so similar is how we’re able to have changelings. We have to pass for human.”




  “Okay.” He settled back in his seat, and that seemed to placate him for a few minutes, then he asked, “I get that I’m a changeling. But why am I a

  changeling?”




  “What do you mean?”




  “Why didn’t my real parents just raise me themselves?” Linus asked.




  I took a deep breath. So far, Linus hadn’t asked that, and I’d been hoping he wouldn’t until we got back to Doldastam. It always sounded much better coming from the parents

  than it did from a tracker, especially if the changelings had follow-up questions like, Didn’t you love me? or How could you abandon your baby like that? Which were fair

  questions.




  But since he’d asked, I figured I ought to tell him something.




  “It started a long time ago, when humans had more advanced medical care and schools than we did,” I explained. “Our infant mortality rate was terrible. Babies weren’t

  surviving, and when they did, they weren’t thriving. We needed to do something, but we didn’t want to give up our ways completely and join the human race.




  “We decided to use changelings,” I went on. “We’d take a human baby, leave a Kanin baby in its place, and then we’d drop the human baby at an orphanage.”
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