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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.”
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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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  changeling




  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.”




  Other tribes brought that human baby back to the village, believing it gave them a bargaining chip with their host families if the changeling decided not to return. But that rarely happened, and

  we thought the insurance policy—raising a human child with intimate knowledge of our society—cost more than it was worth, so we left the human babies among other humans.




  “Our babies would grow up healthy and strong, and when they were old enough, they’d come back home,” I said.




  “So you guys still have crappy hospitals and schools?” Linus asked.




  “They’re not the best,” I admitted. “But that’s not all of it.”




  “What’s the rest?”




  I sighed but didn’t answer right away. The truth was, the main reason we still practiced changelings was money.




  The Kanin lived in small compounds, as far removed from human civilization as we could manage. To maintain our lifestyle, to live closer to the land and avoid the scramble of the humans’

  lives with their daily commutes and their credit card debt, their pandering politicians and their wars, we refused to live among them.




  We could be self-sustaining without living with the humans, but truth be told, we did love our luxuries. The only reason we ever came in contact with humans was because we wanted their trinkets.

  Kanin, like all trolls, have an almost insatiable lust for jewels.




  Even Linus, who otherwise seemed to be an average teenage boy, had on a large class ring with a gaudy ruby, a silver thumb ring, a leather bracelet, and a chain bracelet. The only human man

  I’d ever seen adorn himself with as much jewelry and accessories as a troll was Johnny Depp, and based on his looks, I’d grown to suspect that he might actually be Trylle.




  That’s where changelings came in. We’d place the Kanin babies with some of the wealthiest families we could find. Not quite royalty or celebrity status, but enough to be sure

  they’d leave hefty trust funds for their children.




  When they were old enough to be collected, trackers like myself would go retrieve them. We’d earn their trust, explain to them who they were, then get them to access and drain their bank

  accounts. They’d return to the Kanin community, infusing our society with a much-needed surge in funds.




  So in the end, what it all came down to was tradition and greed, and when I looked over at the hopeful expression on Linus’s face, I just didn’t have it in me to tell him. Our world

  still had so much beauty and greatness, and I wanted Linus to see that before showing him its darkest flaw.




  “Your parents will explain it to you when you get back,” I said instead.




  Linus fell silent after that, but I didn’t even bother trying to sleep. When the train pulled into the station, I slipped my heavy winter boots back on. I hated wearing them, but it was

  better than losing my toes to frostbite. I bundled up in my jacket and hat, then instructed Linus to do the same.




  I grabbed my oversized backpack and slung it over my shoulders. One good thing about being a tracker was that I’d been trained to pack concisely. On a trip I expected to last three or four

  weeks, I managed to get everything I needed into one bag.




  As soon as we stepped off the train and the icy wind hit us, Linus gasped.




  “How is it so cold here?” Linus pulled a scarf up over his face. “It’s April. Shouldn’t it be all spring and flowers?”




  “Flowers don’t come for another couple months,” I told him as I led him away from the train platform to where I had left the silver Land Rover LR4 parked.




  Fortunately, it hadn’t snowed since I’d been gone. Sometimes when I came back, the SUV was buried underneath snow. I tossed my bag in the back, then hopped in the driver’s

  seat. Linus got in quickly, shivering as I started the SUV.




  “I don’t know how much I’ll enjoy living here,” Linus said between chattering teeth.




  “You get used to it.” I pointed to the digital temperature monitor in the dash. “It’s just below freezing today. That’s actually pretty warm for this time of

  year.”




  Once the vehicle had warmed up enough, I put it in drive and pulled out on the road, heading south along the Hudson Bay. It was almost an hour to Doldastam from the train station, but Linus

  didn’t say much. He was too focused on watching the scenery. Everything was still covered in snow, and most of it was unsullied, so it all appeared pure and white.




  “Why are the trees like that?” Linus asked, pointing at the only vegetation that grew in the winter.




  Tall evergreens dotted the landscape, and all of them were tilted slightly toward the east, with all their branches growing out on only one side. To people who hadn’t seen it before, it

  did look a bit strange.




  “It’s called the Krummholz effect,” I explained. “The strong wind comes from the northwest, making it hard for branches and trees to grow against it, so they all end up

  bending away from it.”




  As we got closer to Doldastam, the foliage grew thicker. The road narrowed, becoming a thin path that was barely wide enough for the Land Rover. If another car came toward us, we’d have to

  squeeze off the road between the trees.




  The trees around the road seemed to be reaching for us, bent and hunched over, their long branches extending out toward the path. They had long viny branches, like weeping willows, but they were

  darker green and thicker than any willow I’d seen. These were actually hybrids, grown only by the Kanin people. They were made to help conceal the road to the kingdom, so humans would be less

  likely to stumble across us.




  But no other car came. The empty road was normal. Other than trackers, no one really left the city.




  The wall wasn’t visible until we were almost upon Doldastam, thanks to all the trees hiding it. It was twenty feet tall, built out of stone by Kanin over two centuries ago, but it held up

  stunningly well.




  The wrought-iron gate in front of the road was open, and I waved at the guard who manned the gate as we drove past. The guard recognized me, so he smiled and waved me on.




  Linus leaned forward, staring up through the windshield. Small cottages lined the narrow roads as we weaved our way through town, hidden among bushes as much as they could be, but Linus

  wasn’t paying attention to them.




  It was the large palace looming over everything at the other end of town that had caught his attention. The gray stone made it look like a castle, though it lacked any towers. It was a massive

  rectangle, covered in glittering windows.




  I drove through the center of town, and when I reached the south side of Doldastam, where the palace towered above us, I slowed down so Linus could get a better look. But then I kept going,

  stopping two houses away, in front of a slightly smaller but still majestic stone house. This one had a pitched roof, so it resembled a mansion much more than it did a castle.




  “This is it?” Linus asked, but he didn’t look any less impressed by his smaller home than he did by the castle.




  “Yep. This is where you live.”




  “Wow.” He shook his head, sounding completely awed. “This really is like a fairy tale.”
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  It was dark by the time I pulled the Land Rover into the garage, narrowly parking it between another SUV and a full-sized Hummer. I clicked the

  button, closing the garage door behind me.




  Technically it was a garage, but in reality it was a massive brick fortress that housed dozens of vehicles and all kinds of tracker supplies. To the left of the garage were the classrooms and

  the gym where trackers trained, along with the Rektor’s office.




  I hadn’t bothered to put on my jacket or boots after I had gotten Linus settled in at the Berlings’ house, because I knew I was coming right here. The garage was heated, as were most

  things in Doldastam. Even the floor was heated, so when I stepped out of the SUV, the concrete felt warm on my bare feet.




  I’d just gone around to the side of the car to get my bag out of the back when I heard the side door close. The Rektor’s office connected to the garage, and I looked over to see

  Ridley Dresden walking in.




  “Need a hand?” he asked.




  “Nah, I think I got it. But thanks.” I slung my bag over my shoulder and went over to the storage closets.




  He wore a vest and a tie, with his sleeves rolled up above his elbow. But like me, he was barefoot. His dark hair was kept short, but it still curled a little. In that way, his hair fit him

  perfectly. Try as he might to be straitlaced, there was just a part of him that wouldn’t completely be tamed.




  I dropped my bag on the floor in front of the shelves and crouched down to rummage through it. I’d pulled out a couple fake passports—both for me and for Linus—when Ridley

  reached me.




  “You don’t look that bad,” he said with his hands shoved in his pockets.




  I looked up at him, smirking. “And here I didn’t think you liked blondes.”




  As far as I knew, his last couple girlfriends had been brunettes, but that really wasn’t saying much when it came to the Kanin. Like all trolls, the Kanin had certain physical

  characteristics. Dark curly hair; brown or gray eyes; olive skin; shorter in stature and petite; and often physically attractive. In that regard, the Kanin appeared similar to the Trylle, the

  Vittra, and, other than the attractive part, even the Omte.




  It was only the Skojare who stood out, with fair skin, blond hair, and blue eyes. And it was the Skojare blood that betrayed my true nature. In Doldastam, over 99 percent of the population had

  brown hair. And I didn’t.




  “Come on. Everyone likes blondes,” Ridley countered with a grin.




  I laughed darkly. Outside of the walls surrounding Doldastam the world may have shared that opinion, as Ridley would know from his tracking days. But here, my appearance had never been anything

  but a detriment.




  “I was referring to your run-in,” Ridley said.




  I stood up and gave him a sharp look. “I can handle myself in a fight.”




  “I know.” He’d grown serious, and he looked down at me with a level of concern that was unusual for him. “But I know how hard dealing with Konstantin Black had to

  be.”




  I turned away from him, unwilling to let him see how badly it had shaken me up. “Thanks, but you know you don’t have to worry about me.”




  “I can’t help it,” Ridley said, then waited a beat before adding, “It’s my job.”




  I pulled open a cabinet drawer and flitted through the files, looking for the one with my name on it, and dropped the passports inside of it.




  “It must’ve taken all your restraint not to kill him,” Ridley went on when I didn’t say anything.




  “On the subject of your job, have you figured out why they were after Linus?” I bent over and dug through my bag, refusing to talk about it. I wouldn’t even say

  Konstantin’s name aloud.




  “No. So far we’ve come up empty. I’ve scheduled a phone call with the Queen of Omte first thing in the morning, and I have a meeting at ten in the morning tomorrow with the

  King, Queen, and the Chancellor.” He paused. “I’d like you to be there too.”




  “I’m no good at meetings.” That wasn’t a lie, exactly, but it also wasn’t the reason I didn’t want to go to the meeting.




  As the Chancellor, my dad would be at the meeting, and I didn’t want to talk about letting his attempted murderer get away. I knew he would never hold it against me, but that didn’t

  make me feel any less guilty.




  I grabbed stacks of American and Canadian cash out of my bag. Ridley pulled his keys out of his pocket and unlocked the safe at the end of the cabinets. My own set of keys were buried somewhere

  in my bag, and it was a bit quicker to let him unlock it.




  “You know more about this than we do,” Ridley reasoned. “For the sake of Linus and the other changelings, we need you at this meeting.”




  “I’ll be there,” I said reluctantly. I crouched back down over my bag and dug out what was left of my tracker supplies—a knife, a cell phone, a mileage log, and a few

  other odds and ends—and began putting them in the cabinets.




  “What are you doing out here, anyway?” I asked. “Aren’t you off for the night?” His job was much more of a nine-to-five gig than mine.




  “I saw you pull in.” He leaned back against an SUV parked next to me and watched me. “I wanted to see that everything went okay.”




  “Other than the dustup, everything was fine.” I shrugged. “I got Linus back, and he’s getting settled in with his parents. I did a quicker intro than I normally do, but

  Linus seems to be taking this all really well, and I needed to get out and get some sleep.”




  His dark eyes lingered on me. “When was the last time you slept?”




  “What day is it?”




  He arched an eyebrow. “Wednesday.”




  “Then . . .” I paused, thinking. “Monday.”




  “Bryn.” Ridley stepped over to me. “Let me do this. Go get some sleep.”




  “I’m almost done, and if I don’t log it myself, then my jerk of a boss will have my head,” I teased, and he sighed.




  “Well, whatever. I’m helping you even if you don’t want me to.” He grabbed the logbook and started filling it out.




  With his help, everything was put away and accounted for within a matter of minutes, leaving only my clothing and laptop in my bag. I started to pull on my heavy winter boots and jacket, and

  Ridley told me to wait there for a second. He came back wearing his charcoal-gray peacoat and slick black boots.




  “I’ll walk you home,” he said.




  “You sure?”




  He nodded. “I’m done for the night, and you don’t live that far anyhow.”




  That was an understatement. My place was a two-minute walk from the garage. Ridley lived farther than that, but honestly, most people in Doldastam did.




  The night had grown even colder, and Ridley popped up the collar of his jacket and shoved his hands in his pockets as he walked. I was smart enough to wear a hat, so I didn’t mind it so

  much. The snow crunched beneath our boots as we slowly walked down the cobblestone road toward my loft.




  I turned to him and couldn’t help but admire him in the moonlight—tall and strong with the beginnings of a light scruff. Ridley’s looks could be a distraction if I allowed them

  to be. Fortunately, I was a master at reining in useless, dangerous feelings like attraction, and I looked away from him.




  “I’m not gonna be in trouble, am I?” I asked.




  Ridley looked over at me like I was insane. “Why would you be in trouble?”




  “Because I’m not sure that the Berlings will be able to get Linus’s money now. He’s a few days shy of eighteen, and there’s no telling what’ll happen to his

  trust fund.”




  “You got him home safely. That’s the most important thing,”he said. “Everything after that is icing.”




  “So you think I did the right thing by taking him home early?”




  “Absolutely.” Ridley stopped walking, so I did too, and he looked down at me. Our path was lit by lanterns and the moonlight, and I could see the sincerity in his chestnut eyes.

  “You have great instincts, Bryn. If you thought that Linus was in real danger, then he was. And who knows what Konstantin Black would’ve done with him?”




  “I know.” I sighed. “I mean, I do. But what if his parents don’t feel the same way?”




  “The Berlings aren’t like that, and if they are . . .” He shrugged. “Screw ’em. You protected their son, and that’s all that should matter.”




  I smiled. “Thanks.”




  “No problem.” He smiled back at me, then motioned to the barn just up the road. “Now go up and get some sleep, and don’t forget about the meeting in the

  morning.”




  “See you tomorrow, Ridley.”




  “Good night.”




  I turned and jogged toward the barn, but he stayed where he was in the street, waiting until I’d made it inside safely. The lower level of the barn was a stable, but the stairway along the

  side of the building led up to a small loft apartment, and that was where I lived.




  It was chilly inside, since I’d turned down the heat because I’d planned on being in Chicago for a month or more. Before I took my coat off, I threw a couple logs in the wood-burning

  stove and got it going. I had a furnace, of course, but the natural heat always seemed to feel better.




  I could hear the Tralla horses downstairs, their large hooves stomping on the concrete of the barn, and their neighing and rustling as they settled in for the night. The Tralla horses were huge

  workhorses the Kanin had brought over from Scandinavia centuries ago, and they stood even larger than Clydesdales, with broad shoulders, long manes, and thick tufts of fur around their hooves.




  The horses in the stable all belonged to the King and Queen, and, like most Tralla horses, they were only used for show, pulling a carriage through town if the Queen was making a visit or

  marching in a parade.




  They could be ridden, and I did ride one horse—Bloom—as often as I had the chance. Bloom was a younger steed with silvery gray fur. Even as tired as I was, I wanted to go down to say

  hello to him, maybe brush his fur while he nuzzled against me, searching my pockets for hidden carrots or apples.




  But I knew I had to be up for the meeting, so I figured I’d better postpone my reunion with Bloom until the next day.




  Instead, I settled in and put the rest of my things away. My apartment was small, taking up only a quarter of the loft space. A wall separated my place from the room where the hay bales and some

  horse equipment were stored.




  But I didn’t need that much space. I had my bed, a worn couch, a wardrobe, a couple shelves overflowing with books, and a chair and a desk where I put my laptop. Those were the only things

  I really needed.




  While I waited for the loft to warm up, I changed into my pajamas. I’d decided that it was about as warm as it would get when I heard footsteps thudding up the steps. Based on the speed

  and intensity—like a herd of small but anxious elephants—I guessed that it either had to be a major emergency or it was Ember Holmes.




  “Bryn!” Ember exclaimed as she threw the door open, and then she ran over and threw her arms around me, squeezing me painfully tight. “I’m so glad you’re

  okay!”




  “Thanks,” I managed to squeak out as she hugged me.




  Then as abruptly as she’d grabbed me, she let go. She’d barely even stepped back when she swatted me hard on the arm.




  “Ow.” I rubbed my arm and scowled at her. “What the hell?”




  “Why didn’t you call and tell me you were coming home?” Ember demanded, staring up at me with piercing dark eyes and her hands on her hips. “I had to hear about it from

  Ridley that you’d been attacked and were leaving early.”




  “Thanks, Ridley,” I muttered.




  “Why didn’t you tell me what was going on?” Ember asked.




  “I didn’t want word getting out.” I sat back on my bed. “I thought it’d be best to keep mum until we figured out what’s going on.”




  “Well . . .” She didn’t know how to argue with that, so she brushed her bangs out from her eyes. “You can still tell me. I’m your best friend.”




  Ember was lithe and petite, standing at least four inches shorter than me, and I wasn’t that tall to begin with. But she was a good fighter, quick on her feet and determined. I respected

  that about her, but that wasn’t what bonded us together.




  Like me, she didn’t quite fit into Kanin society. In her case, it was because she was actually Trylle. Her father had worked for the Trylle Queen before they’d moved here to

  Doldastam four years ago. They hadn’t exactly been welcomed with open arms. Outsiders never were, but Ember and her parents had made their place here.




  She did have the added struggle of being a lesbian in a society that wasn’t exactly thrilled about that kind of thing. But since she was a tracker, and not a royal with an important

  bloodline—or even Kanin—she’d gotten a bit of a break and tended to slip under people’s radar. Not that Ember would ever let anybody keep her down anyway.




  “I know. I’m sorry,” I said. “Next time I’ll be sure to tell you.”




  “So what happened?” She sat down on the bed next to me.




  I shook my head. “There’s not much to tell.”




  “Ridley mentioned . . .” Ember paused, her tone softening with concern. “He said that Konstantin Black was involved.”




  I lowered my eyes and took a deep breath, but I could feel her eyes on me, searching for any signs of trauma or despair. When Ember had moved here, it had only been days after Konstantin had

  left. She may not have been here for the attack, but she definitely witnessed the aftermath.




  His attack on my dad had left my nerves raw and I was struggling to control my anger at both Konstantin and myself. Myself for not being able to protect my dad better, and for having had such

  strong feelings for Konstantin.




  Ember, along with my friend Tilda Moller, had been instrumental in helping me deal with it. But that didn’t mean I wanted Ember or anyone else to have to deal with it now.




  “It was Konstantin,” I said finally.




  Ember didn’t say anything for a minute, waiting to see if I’d continue, and when I didn’t, she cautiously asked, “Did you kill him?”




  “No.” The word felt heavy and terrible in my mouth, and an ache grew in the pit of my stomach like a forgotten ulcer flaring up.




  “Good,” she said, and I looked up at her in surprise. “You don’t need that on your conscience.”




  I scoffed. “His death I could handle. It’s his life that I don’t need weighing on me.”




  “I don’t know what happened, because I wasn’t there, but I know that you did the right thing.” Ember put her hand on my shoulder, warm and reassuring. “You always

  do. You got the Berling boy home safe and sound, and you’re here and you’re alive. So I know you did everything right.”




  I smiled wanly at her. “Thank you.”




  “You look exhausted. But I’m sure you had a very long trip back.” Ember’d only been a tracker for a little over a year, but already she understood how taxing the journey

  could be, even without a run-in with my nemesis. “I’ll let you get some rest.”




  “You have no idea,” I admitted with a dry laugh.




  Ember stood up. “I really am glad you’re back. And your timing is perfect.”




  “What do you mean?” I asked.




  “My birthday’s on Friday, and the big anniversary party’s on Saturday. You’re back just in time for all the fun,” Ember said with a broad grin.




  I tried not to grimace. “Right. Fun.”




  The birthday party would be fun, but the anniversary party I’d been hoping to avoid. It would mean guard duty at the palace all night long, which sounded like it would be right up my

  alley. But every party or ball I’d guarded had always turned out to be nothing but trouble.
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  The footman who answered the door to the palace helped me take off my coat, even though I assured him it wasn’t necessary, and he nearly

  pulled off my blazer with it as I tried to wriggle away. I’d kicked off my boots, and before I could collect them he was already bending over and picking them up.




  If I hadn’t been in such a hurry, I would’ve insisted on doing things myself. Just because I was in the palace didn’t mean I needed a servant doing everything for me. But as it

  was, I’d barely had time to shower, and I didn’t have time to dry my hair, so it had frozen on the way over from my apartment.




  I mumbled apologies to the footman and thanked him for his trouble. He offered to lead me down the hall to where the meeting was being held, but I didn’t need it. I knew the building like

  the back of my hand.




  The opulence of the palace was nearly lost on me by now. Like the exterior, most of the walls inside were stone or brick. Two massive wooden doors opened into the majestic front hall, but

  despite the openness, it felt dark and cavernous, thanks to the gray tones of the stone.




  The only natural light filtered through stained-glass windows featuring famous battles and royalty long since gone. At the right times of the day, when the light came through the window

  depicting the Kanin’s voyage across the sea, the hall would glow blue, and when it shone through the window immortalizing the Kanin’s role in the Long Winter War, the hall would shine

  blood-red.




  The rest of the palace was designed much the same way. Since the palace had been built right after the Kanin settled Doldastam, the key to keeping the cold out seemed to be building as many

  brick walls with as few windows as possible. Not to mention an abundance of fireplaces, which was another reason the stone was so necessary. Less chance of the building going up in flames.




  Not much had been changed in the palace since it was built. At least not in the wing where business was conducted. The private quarters where the King and Queen lived were updated when each new

  monarch began his reign, so they were much more personal, with wallpaper and wood floors.




  Most of the palace did seem dark and cold, but there were elegant flourishes and royal touches. Masterworks of art and antique Baroque furniture were carefully arranged throughout. The kerosene

  lamps that still lit the corridors were made of silver and adorned with jewels. The ceilings were astonishingly high, and were often broken up by skylights that the poor servants had to constantly

  clear of snow so they wouldn’t come crashing in under the weight.




  As I jogged down the corridor, constantly pulling up my black slacks—my nicest pair, though they were too large—I barely even noticed any of the majestic trappings around me. When I

  reached the meeting hall, I paused outside the door to catch my breath and rake my fingers through my thawing hair.




  Then I took a deep breath and opened the doors, and it was just as I had feared. Everyone was already here, waiting. Around a square table that sat ten, there were five of us.




  King Evert Strinne sat at the end of the table, next to the crackling fireplace and a massive portrait of himself. He wore a handsomely tailored black suit, but he’d forgone a tie and left

  the top few buttons undone.




  His wife, Queen Mina Strinne, wore her crown, though her husband did not. It was really more of a tiara anyway, silver and encrusted with diamonds. Her long brown hair was pulled back in a loose

  bun that rested on the nape of her neck, and she smiled warmly at me when I came in. This was a rather casual meeting, but she still wore an ornate gown of white and silver.




  The table was wide enough that the Queen could sit next to her husband at the head of it, though her chair was much smaller than his. The dark wood of the high back rose a full two feet above

  the King’s head, while Mina’s only came up to the top of her tiara.




  Directly to the King’s right was Ridley. With a stack of papers in front of him, he smiled grimly at me, and I knew that my tardiness had not gone unnoticed.




  Then, sitting to the left of the Queen, with the gravest expression of anyone in the room, was the Chancellor, Iver Aven. My father. His wavy black hair was smoothed back, unintentionally

  highlighting the silver at his temples, and he wore a suit and tie, the way he did nearly every day. The ire in his toffee eyes was unmistakable, but I met his irritation as evenly as I could and

  held my head high.




  “Bryn Aven.” King Evert eyed me with a severe gaze and his perpetual smirk. “How nice of you to join us.”




  “I’m sorry, my lord,” I said with genuine contrition and bowed. “I overslept.”




  The last few days had worn much harder on me than I had thought they would, and I’d slept straight through my alarm, which led to a frantic scramble to get here on time. Although the fact

  that I’d only been a few minutes late was really a credit to my determination.




  “She just got back from the mission late last night, and she didn’t have time to sleep while she was transporting the Berling boy,” Ridley said, coming to my aid. “She

  needed to remain vigilant after his attempted kidnapping.”




  “We appreciate your diligence, Bryn,” the King said, but I couldn’t tell if it was approval or condescension in his voice.




  I smiled politely. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”




  “Why don’t you have a seat, Bryn?” the Queen suggested, and motioned to the table, the rings on her fingers glinting in the light.




  “Thank you.”




  I took a seat at the end of the table across from the King, and deliberately left empty chairs between myself and my dad, and myself and Ridley. While I loved my dad, and I thought the King

  approved of him as Chancellor, I always tried to put distance between us at occasions like this.




  I didn’t want anyone to think that I was relying on my dad and his position in the King’s court to get where I was, or that Ridley showed me any favoritism because he was my friend

  as well as the Rektor. I earned everything on my own merit.




  “So. Back to what we were saying.” The smirk finally fell away from Evert’s face and he looked to Ridley. “How are we even sure this was an attempted

  kidnapping?”




  “Well, we’re not,” Ridley admitted.




  “Are we sure that they were even going after the Berling boy?” Mina asked, her smoky gray eyes surveying the room.




  “They all but confessed it to me,” I said, and everyone turned to look at me.




  “You spoke to him?” Dad asked, and worry hardened his expression. “How did that happen?”




  “I got in the car, and I asked him what he was doing,” I said simply.




  “You got in his car?” Dad asked, nearly shouting. Then he clenched his fist and forced a pained smile, doing his best to keep control of himself in front of the King and Queen. When

  he spoke again, his voice was tight. “What were you thinking?”




  “I was thinking that I needed to do my job, and my job was protecting Linus Berling.” I sat up straighter in my chair, defending myself. “I did what I needed to.”




  “Chancellor, my trackers are trained to handle themselves in all situations.” Ridley bristled a little, as if my dad were calling into question his abilities as a Rektor.




  “Well, what did they say?” Queen Mina asked, bringing us back on topic.




  “They said they were following Linus and waiting for their chance to grab him,” I said.




  The King sighed and shook his head. “Dammit.”




  “Did they say why?” Mina pressed.




  “No. They refused to say why. Then they tried to prevent me from leaving, and things became . . . violent,” I said, choosing my words carefully, and from the corner of my eye I saw

  my dad flinch, though he did his best to hide it. “One of the men—the one called Bent—was injured. But Konstantin Black evaded serious damage before I got away.”




  Dad couldn’t help himself and whispered harshly, “You shouldn’t have gotten in the car.”




  Ridley cast my dad a look from across the table. “Sir, Bryn can handle herself in a fight.”




  “It was definitely Konstantin Black, then?” the Queen asked.




  I nodded. “Yes.”




  “How can you be so sure?” King Evert looked at me skeptically. “Did you ever meet him?”




  “Everybody in the kingdom knew who Konstantin Black was,” Ridley interjected, attempting to spare me from explaining how I knew him so well.




  “Only once,” I said, speaking loudly but still clear and even. It was getting harder to keep a steady tone when the King was patronizing me about something I was certain of.

  “When Konstantin stabbed my father. I’ll remember his face until I die.”




  The King lowered his eyes, faltering only for a moment. “I’d forgotten you were there for his altercation with the Chancellor.




  “What about this other man?” The King cleared his throat and continued, “The one called Bent. Do we know anything about him?”




  “I’ve been doing some research and making a few calls.” Ridley flipped through the papers in front of him and scanned his notes. “Bryn thought he might be Omte, and they

  can be reluctant to give any information. However, the Queen did confirm that a young man named Bent Stum was exiled from their community last year, but they wouldn’t say why.”




  “So a wanted Kanin and an exiled criminal Omte joined forces to track down a changeling in Chicago? Why?” Dad shook his head. “And how did they find him?”




  “I’ve been looking over all the paperwork on Berling’s placement, and I can’t see any sign of why it went wrong.” Ridley shrugged helplessly. “The only people

  who should’ve known where he was were Linus’s parents, and then Bryn.”




  “Did the Markis or Marksinna Berling tell anyone?” my dad asked.




  “No.” The King dismissed this instantly. “Dylan and Eva are too smart for that. They know better.” Then he looked at me. “What about you, Bryn?”




  “No, Your Majesty. I never tell anyone where I’m sent.”




  “You sure?” King Evert pressed. “You didn’t mention it to any of your friends?”




  “Bryn’s one of our best, my lord,” Ridley said. “If she says she didn’t tell anybody, she didn’t tell anybody.”




  “Well, somehow they found one of our highest-priority Markis changelings. If nobody told anyone, how the hell did they manage that?” King Evert snapped.




  “I’m not sure, sire,” Ridley admitted, but he met the King’s annoyed glare.




  “What about your files? You have it all written down, don’t you?” the King asked.




  “Yes, of course I do. But it’s all locked away.”




  “Who has access to it?” King Evert asked.




  “Myself and the Chancellor,” Ridley said. “And, of course, you and the Queen would have access to anything you wanted.”




  My dad furrowed his brow as he considered this. “So, the people in this room.”




  “Obviously it was none of us, so it must be someone else,” Queen Mina said.




  The King looked over at Ridley. “What about you?”




  Ridley shook his head. “I didn’t tell anyone, Your Highness.”




  “Perhaps Konstantin Black was tracking the trackers,” Queen Mina offered, and she turned to me. “Were you followed?”




  “I don’t believe so,” I said. “Konstantin didn’t know that Berling was being tracked at first, and I don’t think he realized I was Kanin.”




  The King snorted. “Well . . .”




  This time I didn’t even try to keep the emotion from my voice, though it was a struggle not to yell. “I was born in Doldastam and raised here. I have pledged my fealty to this

  kingdom. I am as much a Kanin as any of you.”




  King Evert smirked, unmoved by my outburst. “I appreciate your service, Bryn, but you know that—”




  “Evert, my King.” Queen Mina reached over and touched his hand, and she looked up at him with deference. “If the girl has pledged her loyalty to you, then she is a Kanin, and

  by saving the young Markis Berling, she’s proved it.”




  He looked at his wife, then shifted in his seat and nodded. “You’re right, of course, my Queen. I apologize, Bryn.”




  “No apology is necessary, my lord,” I said.




  “Back to the matter at hand—what to do about Konstantin Black and Bent Stum?” my dad said. “Didn’t the Trylle have a problem like this once? Their changelings were

  kidnapped by an enemy. What did they do?”




  “They went to war,” the King replied with a heavy sigh.




  “We’re not prepared for war,” Queen Mina said quickly, as if anyone had actively proposed it. “The Trylle have a smaller population than us, but thanks to their heavier

  reliance on changelings they have many more trackers, and their army is at least twice that of ours.”




  “More than that, the Trylle knew who their enemy was,” King Evert agreed. “They had that long-standing feud with the Vittra, so the Trylle knew exactly who to go after. Who

  would we even fight against?”




  “Could the Omte be behind it?” Mina asked.




  Ridley shook his head. “Doubtful. They’re not smart enough to have found the Berling changeling, and if the Omte Queen was aware of Bent Stum’s activities, she would’ve

  denied his very existence.”




  “We don’t even know if this is going to be a recurring problem,” Dad pointed out. “The Berling boy may have been a one-time thing.”




  “He is the highest-ranking Markis in the entire Kanin now,” Ridley said, thinking aloud. “Until the King and Queen have a child, Linus is actually next in line for the throne.

  We don’t know what Black wanted with Linus, but it can’t be good. He could have been planning an assassination.”




  “Or it could’ve been a plot for ransom. Both Konstantin and Bent have been exiled,” Dad said. “Konstantin has been on the run for years. He has to be in desperate need of

  money.”




  The King nodded. “Until we learn otherwise, I think we should treat this as an isolated incident.”




  “But what if it’s not?” I asked.




  “It might not be,” Evert agreed. “But what would you have us do? Bring all the changelings home right now? Send out all our trackers after Konstantin Black and Bent Stum,

  leaving Doldastam unguarded?”




  “No, of course not, my King. But there should be a compromise,” I argued. “Bring home our highest-ranking changelings, especially those over the age of twelve, and send a few

  trackers after Konstantin and Bent. I would gladly volunteer for that mission.”




  “Absolutely not,” the King said, so swiftly that I was too stunned to speak for a moment. He hadn’t even considered what I’d suggested.




  “But my lord—” I said when I found my words.




  “We can’t afford to bring in that many changelings, not this early,” King Evert defended his veto.




  “And can we afford to have our changelings kidnapped or slaughtered?” I shot back.




  “Bryn,” Dad said, trying to silence me.




  “Tracker, I think you’ve forgotten your place,” King Evert said, and I swallowed hard. “This is my kingdom, and my decision. Your invitation to this meeting was little

  more than a courtesy.”




  I lowered my eyes. “I’m sorry, my King. I’m only thinking of what’s in the best interest of the kingdom.”




  “So are we, Bryn,” Queen Mina said, much more gently than her husband had spoken to me. “Many of the highest-ranking Markis and Marksinna in the Kanin, not to mention the Kings

  and Queens from friendly tribes, will be descending on Doldastam this weekend. If there is a threat to our kingdom, then we will need all our guards here. And if this was targeted on Linus Berling

  in particular, then it’s even more important that you, as his tracker, are here to keep him safe.”




  “The Queen is right, Bryn,” Ridley said, but he sounded sympathetic to my position. “We don’t know much right now, and our highest priority should be keeping the kingdom

  safe.”




  “Then it’s settled,” the Queen declared. “I will hear no more of this over the weekend. We have much to celebrate, and friends and dignitaries will be coming into town

  beginning tomorrow.”




  “You will stick with Linus Berling like he’s your shadow,” the King commanded me. “Help him acclimate and understand our community, the way you would with any other

  changeling, but you also need to be more vigilant, in case there is a price on his head.”




  I nodded. “Yes, my lord.”
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  The meeting appeared to be over, and the Queen was the first to make her exit. As soon as she rose from her place at the end of the table, the rest

  of us stood up. The backs of my legs smacked into my chair, and it creaked loudly against the floor.




  “If you don’t mind, I have much to attend to with guests arriving soon.” She smiled at all of us as she gathered her dress, and she left the hall.




  “I should be on my way, also,” King Evert said. “Thank you for attending.”




  “My King,” Dad said, stopping him before he left. “If I could have a word with you for a moment. It’s about the new tax.”




  While the King and Queen were appointed to their roles by birth or marriage, the Chancellor was elected by the people so they could have a voice in the running of the government.




  The King nodded. “Yes, of course, Chancellor. Let’s walk and talk.” He and my dad left the room together, speaking in hushed tones.




  “You always gotta make an entrance, don’t you?” Ridley grinned at me as he gathered his papers together.




  “I overslept, I swear. I didn’t think I’d sleep for twelve hours straight.” My pants had begun slipping down my waist again, and with the royalty gone, I was free to pull

  them back up without earning a scrutinizing look from the King.




  “Well, you made it, so that’s what counts.”




  I sighed and sat down, resting against the arm of the chair. “Maybe it would’ve been better if I hadn’t come at all.”




  “You mean because the King got a little miffed there for a second?” Ridley asked as he walked over to me. “He’ll get over it. And you weren’t wrong.”




  “So you’re saying I was right?” I asked with raised eyebrows.




  “Not exactly.” He leaned a hip against the table next to me, crossing his arms so his stack of papers was against his chest. “We need to protect here first, but once this

  anniversary party is over, then we should really implement your ideas. Even if Konstantin and Bent were only targeting Linus, we can’t just let them get away with it.”




  “So you don’t think this was a one-time thing?”




  “Honestly?” He looked at me from behind his thick lashes and hesitated before saying, “No, I don’t.”




  “Dammit. I was kinda hoping I was wrong.” I ran a hand through my hair. “Anyway, thanks for having my back.”




  “I’ll always have your back,” Ridley said with a wry smile. “Or any part of your body.”




  I rolled my eyes and smiled despite myself. “Way to ruin a perfectly nice moment, Ridley.”




  “Sorry.” He laughed. “I can’t help myself sometimes.”




  “Mmm, I’ve noticed.”




  “Have you?”




  He leaned back, appraising me, and there was something in his dark eyes, a kind of heat that made my heart beat out of time. It was something new, something I’d only begun to detect in the

  past few months. Most of the time when we were together it was the same as always, but more and more there was that look in his eyes, a smoldering that I had no idea how to react to.




  I suddenly became aware of my very close proximity to him. My knee had brushed up against his leg, and if I wanted to, I could reach out and touch him, putting my hand on the warm skin of his

  arm, which was bare below where he’d pushed up his sleeves.




  As soon as the thought popped into my head, I pushed it away.




  The door to the hall swung open, and he lowered his eyes, breaking whatever moment we’d both been in.




  “Good, Bryn, you’re still here,” Dad said as he came into the room.




  Ridley looked up and gave me a crooked smile, then shook his head. “I don’t even know what I’m talking about.”




  That’s what he said, but it felt like a lie. Still, I’d become acutely aware that my dad was staring at us both, watching us look at each other, and the whole situation felt

  increasingly awkward.




  “Anyway, I should get back to the office.” He straightened up and stepped away from the table. “It was nice seeing you again, Chancellor.”




  “You too.” Dad nodded at him, then turned his attention to me. “I wanted to talk to you.”




  “What did you want to talk to me about?” I asked after Ridley made his escape. “A lecture on how I shouldn’t put myself in danger? Or maybe how I should retire and become

  a teacher like Mom?”




  “That would be nice, yes, but actually I wanted to invite you over for dinner tonight.”




  “I don’t know, Dad.” I hurried to think up some kind of excuse, any excuse. “I’m supposed to be spending time helping Linus get situated.”




  “Bryn, you just got back in town after being attacked.”




  “I wouldn’t call it an ‘attack’ per se.”




  “Your mother wants to see you. I want to see you. It’s been weeks since you’ve been over to our house.” Dad used a tone so close to pleading that it made my heart

  twist up with guilt. “Mom will make a nice supper. Just come over. It’ll be good.”




  “Okay,” I relented. “What time?”




  “Six? Does that work for you?”




  “Yep. That’ll be great,” I said and tried to look happy about it.




  “Great.” A relieved grin spread across his face. “I know I said some stuff in the meeting that made you mad, but it’s just because I love you and I want you to be

  safe.”




  “I know, Dad.”




  And I did know that. Dad was just trying to express concern. But I wished he’d do it in a way that didn’t undermine me in front of my superiors.




  “Good,” he said. “Is it okay if I hug you now, or does that break your no-hugs-at-work policy?”




  That was a policy I’d instated when I was fifteen and Dad had ruffled my hair and called me his “adorable little girl” in front of the Högdragen, making them chuckle. It

  was already hard enough for me to earn their respect without moments like that.




  I nodded, and he wrapped his arms around me. When he let me go, I smiled and said, “Don’t go making a habit of it.”




  We both left the meeting hall after that. Dad had work to be done, and so did I. I knew I should go down to help Linus Berling. Even without the King’s order to guard him, as his tracker I

  was supposed to be the one helping him adjust to his new life here in Doldastam.




  But right at that moment I didn’t think it would be the best idea. The meeting had left me in a sour mood. Things had not gone well with the King, and I really needed to burn off

  steam.




  I could spend an hour at the gym, then go down and help Linus. It’d be better for him if I got in my daily training anyway. If someone was coming after him, I needed to be strong and sharp

  enough to fight them off.




  The gym in the tracker school had a locker room attached to it, where I changed into my workout clothes. As I pulled on my tank top, I was acutely aware of the jagged scar on my

  shoulder—the gift Konstantin had given me the first time we’d fought. That only helped fuel my anger, and I pulled my hair up into a ponytail and strode into the gym.




  The younger recruits in tracker school were running laps around the side. A couple of older kids were practicing fencing at the other end. Swordplay probably wouldn’t be that useful in the

  outside world, but the Kanin liked to keep things old school. We were a culture steeped in tradition, sometimes to a maddening degree.




  A few other full-fledged trackers were doing general workouts, including Ember Holmes and Tilda Moller. Tilda was lifting weights, and Ember hovered over her, spotting for her.




  While Ember was a couple years younger than me, Tilda and I were the same age. We were actually the only two girls in our graduating tracker class, and that hadn’t been an easy feat for

  either of us.




  Tilda and I had become friends in kindergarten, when we’d both been deemed outsiders—me for blond hair and fair skin, and her for her height. As a child, she had been unnaturally

  tall, towering over everyone in our class, though as we’d gotten older her height had become an asset, and she’d filled out with curves and muscles that made her almost Amazonian.




  Growing up, we were subjected to all kinds of bullying—mostly by the royals but even by our own “peers.” I was quick to anger, and Tilda helped ground me, reminding me that my

  temper wouldn’t help the situation. She bore the taunts with poise and stoicism.




  Most of the time, anyway. In our first year at tracker school, a boy had made a derisive comment about us girls not being able to handle the physical training, and Tilda had punched him, laying

  him out flat on his back. That was the last time anybody said anything like that around her.




  Hanging down over the weight-lifting bench, Tilda’s long hair shimmered a luscious dark chestnut. But the only thing about her I’d ever been jealous of was her skin. As she lifted

  the barbell, straining against the weight, the tanned color of her skin shifted, turning dark blue to match the color of the mats propped against the wall behind her.




  Unlike Ember and me, Tilda was full-blooded Kanin. Not everyone could do what she did either, the chameleonlike ability to blend into her surroundings. As time went on, it was becoming a rarer

  and rarer occurrence, and if the bloodlines were diluted by anyone other than a pure Kanin, the offspring would be unable to do it at all.




  And that’s why my skin had the same pallor no matter how angry or frightened I might get. I was only half Kanin, so I had none of their traits or abilities.




  “Hey, Bryn,” Ember said brightly, and I wrapped my hands with boxing tape as I approached them. “How’d your meeting go?”




  As Tilda rested the barbell back in its holder and sat up, her skin slowly shifted back to its normal color, and she wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her arm. By the grave look in

  her eyes, I knew that Ember had filled her in about everything that had happened with Konstantin.




  She didn’t ask about it, though. We’d been friends so long that she didn’t really need to say anything. She just gave me a look—her charcoal-gray eyes warm and concerned

  as they rested heavily on me—and I returned her gaze evenly, trying to assure her with a pained smile that I was handling everything with Konstantin better than I actually was.




  Of course, Tilda probably knew I was holding back, but she accepted what I was willing to give and offered me a supportive smile. She would never press or pry, trusting me to come to her if I

  needed to.




  I shrugged. “I’m here to blow off steam, if that answers your question.”




  Ember asked with a smirk, “That bad, huh?”




  “The King hates me.” I sighed and adjusted the tape on my hands as I walked over to the punching bag.




  “I’m sure he doesn’t hate you,” Ember said.




  Tilda took a long drink from her water bottle, accidentally spilling a few droplets on her baggy tank top, and Ember walked over to help me. She stood on the other side of the punching bag,

  holding it in place, so that when I hit it, it wouldn’t sway away. I started punching, throwing all my frustration into the bag.




  “I have to learn to keep my mouth shut if I’ll ever stand a chance of being on the Högdragen,” I said, and my words came out in short bursts between punches.

  “It’s already gonna be hard enough without me pissing off the King.”




  “How did you piss him off?” Tilda asked as she came over to us. She put one hand on her hip as she watched me, letting her other fall to the side.




  “I was just arguing with him. I was right, but it doesn’t matter,” I said, punching the bag harder. “If the King says the sky is purple and it rains diamonds, then it

  does. The King’s word is law.”




  I don’t know what made me angrier. The fact the King was wrong and refused to see it, or that I’d once again botched my own attempts at being one of the Högdragen. That was all

  I’d ever wanted for as long as I could remember, and if I wanted to be in the guard, I’d have to learn to follow orders without talking back.




  But I didn’t know how I was supposed to keep my mouth shut if I thought the King was doing things that might endanger the kingdom.




  I started alternating between punching and kicking the bag, taking out all my anger at the King and at myself. I finally hit it hard enough that the bag swung back, knocking Ember to the

  floor.




  “Sorry,” I said, and held my hand out to her.




  “No harm, no foul.” Ember grinned as I helped her to her feet.




  “You make it sound like we live in an Orwellian dystopia, and I know you don’t think that,” Tilda said, but there was an arch to her eyebrows, like maybe she didn’t

  completely disagree with the idea.




  She’d never openly speak ill of the kingdom—or of anything, really—but that didn’t mean she approved of everything that happened here. Neither did I, but Tilda always

  managed to handle things with more grace and tact than I could muster.




  “No, I don’t.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “But I won’t ever get ahead if I keep arguing with everyone.”




  “Maybe you will,” Tilda said. “You’ve argued and fought your way to where you are now. Nobody wanted you to be a tracker, but you insisted that you could do it, and now

  you’re one of the best.”




  “Thanks.” I smiled at her. “Speaking of which, I’m supposed to be shadowing Linus, so I need to fly through today’s workout. You wanna spar?”




  “I think I’ll sit this one out, since the last time you gave me a fat lip,” Tilda reminded me, pointing to her full lips.




  They had been briefly swollen and purplish last month when I accidentally punched her right in the mouth, temporarily marring her otherwise beautiful face. She’d never been vain or

  complained of the bumps and bruises we’d both get during our practicing fights before, but if she didn’t want to fight today, I wasn’t going to push her.




  “Ember, you wanna go?” I asked.




  “Sure. But you have to promise not to hit me in the face.” She motioned a circle around her face. “I don’t want any visible marks for my birthday party.”




  I nodded. “Deal. Let’s go.”




  


 





  SEVEN
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  estate




  I’d moved out when I turned sixteen three years ago, and it still felt kinda strange going back to the house I’d grown up in. It always

  looked the same and smelled the same, but there were subtle differences that reminded me it wasn’t my home anymore.




  My mom and dad lived in a cottage near the town square, and as far as cottages in Doldastam went, theirs was fairly spacious. It wasn’t as nice as the house my dad had grown up in, but

  that had been passed to the Eckwells after my grandparents had died, since Dad had given up his Markis title.




  Mom had probably grown up in a nicer house too, though she didn’t talk about it that much. In fact, she rarely ever mentioned Storvatten except to talk about the lake.




  As soon as I opened the door, the scent of seawater hit me. We lived over a half hour away from Hudson Bay, so I have no idea how Mom did it, but the house always smelled like the ocean. Now it

  was mixed with salmon and citrus, the supper she was cooking in the oven.




  “Hello?” I called, since no one was there to greet me at the door, and I began unwinding my scarf.




  “Bryn?” Dad came out from the study at the back of the house, with his reading glasses pushed up on his head. “You’re here early.”




  “Only fifteen minutes,” I said, glancing over at the grandfather clock in the living room to be sure I was right. “Linus was sitting down for supper with his parents, so I

  thought it would be a good time to duck out. If I’m interrupting something, I can entertain myself while you finish up.”




  “No, I was just doing some paperwork, but it can wait.” He waved in the direction of his study. “Take off your coat. Stay awhile.”




  “Where’s Mom?” I asked as I took off my jacket and hung it on the coatrack by the door.




  “She’s in the bath,” Dad said.




  I should’ve known. Mom was always in the bath. It was because she was Skojare. She needed the water.




  Some of my fondest memories from being a small child were sitting in the bathroom with her. She’d be soaking in the claw-footed tub, and I’d sit on the floor. Sometimes she’d

  sing to me, other times I’d read her stories, or just play with my toys. A lot of time was spent in there.




  Fortunately, Mom didn’t have gills, the way some of the Skojare did. If she had, then I don’t know how she would’ve survived here, with the rivers and bay frozen over so often.

  The Skojare didn’t actually live in the water, but they needed to spend a lot of time in it, or they’d get sick.




  When Mom stayed away from water too long, she’d get headaches. Her skin would become ashen, and her golden hair would lose its usual luster. She’d say, “I’m drying

  out,” and then she’d go take a long soak in the tub.




  I don’t think that was the ideal course of action for her symptoms, but Mom made do.




  “Supper smells good,” I said as I walked into the kitchen.




  “Yeah. Your mom put it in before she got in the tub,” Dad said. “It should be ready soon, I think.”




  Upstairs, I heard the bathroom door open, followed by my mom shouting, “Bryn? Is that you?”




  “Yeah, Mom. I got here a little early,” I called up to her.




  “Oh, gosh. I’ll be right down.”




  “You don’t need to rush on my account,” I said, but I knew she would anyway.




  A few seconds later, Mom came running down the stairs wearing a white robe. A clip held up her long wet hair.




  “Bryn!” Mom beamed at me, and she ran over and embraced me tightly. “I’m so happy to see you!”




  “Glad to see you too, Mom.”




  “How are you?” She let go of me and brushed my hair back from my face, so she could look at me fully. “Are you okay? They didn’t hurt you, right?”




  “Nope. I’m totally fine.”




  “Good.” Her lips pressed into a thin line, and her aqua eyes were pained. “I worry so much when you’re away.”




  “I know, but I’m okay. Honest.”




  “I love you.” She leaned down and kissed my forehead. “Now I’ll go get dressed. I just wanted to see you first.”




  Mom dashed back upstairs to her bedroom, and I sat down at the kitchen table. Even without makeup, and rapidly approaching forty, my mom still had to be the most stunning woman in Doldastam. She

  had the kind of beauty that launched a thousand wars.




  Fortunately, that hadn’t happened. Although there had definitely been repercussions from her union with my dad, and they’d both sacrificed their titles and riches to be together.




  Their relationship had been quite the scandal. My mom had been born in Storvatten—the Skojare capital—and she was a high-ranking Marksinna. My dad had been Markis from a prominent

  family in Doldastam. When Mom was only sixteen, she’d been invited to a ball here in Doldastam, and though my dad was a few years older than her, they’d instantly fallen in love.




  Dad had become involved in politics, and he didn’t want to leave Doldastam because he had a career. So Mom defected from Storvatten, since they both agreed that they had a better chance to

  make a life here.




  The fact that Dad was Chancellor, and had been for the past ten years, was a very big deal. Especially since his family had basically disowned him. But I’d always thought that the fact

  that my mom was so beautiful helped his case. Everyone understood why he’d give up his title and his riches to be with her.




  I’d like to say that life had been easy for my mom and me, that the Kanin people had been as forgiving of us as they had been for Dad. But they hadn’t.




  Other tribes like the Trylle were more understanding about intertribal marriages, especially if the marriage wasn’t among high-ranking royals. They thought it helped unite the tribes. But

  the Kanin definitely did not feel that way. Any romance outside your own tribe could dilute the precious bloodlines, and that was an act against the kingdom itself and nearly on par with

  treason.




  Perhaps that’s why they were slightly easier on my mom than they were on me. Her bloodline was still pure. It may have been Skojare, but it was untainted. Mine was a mixture, a travesty

  against both the Kanin and the Skojare.




  “So how are things going with Linus?” Dad walked over to the counter and poured himself a glass of red wine, then held out an empty glass toward me. “You want something to

  drink?”




  “Sure.” I sat down at the kitchen table, and Dad poured me a glass of wine before joining me. “Linus is adjusting well, and he’s curious and easygoing, which makes the

  transition easier. He’s trying really hard to learn all of our words and phrases. He’s even tried mimicking our dialect.”




  When trackers went out into the world, we were taught to use whatever dialect was common in that area, which was actually incredibly difficult to master. But in Doldastam, we returned to the

  usual Kanin accent—slightly Canadian but with a bit of a Swedish flare to it, especially on Kanin words. Linus’s Chicago accent wasn’t too far off, but he still tried to imitate

  ours perfectly.




  Dad took a drink, then looked toward the stairs, as if searching for my mother, and when he spoke, his voice was barely above a whisper. “I didn’t tell her about Konstantin. She

  knows you were attacked, but not by whom.”




  Dad swirled the wine in his glass, staring down at it so he wouldn’t have to look at me, then he took another drink. This time I joined him, taking a long drink myself.




  “Thank you,” I said finally, and he shook his head.




  My parents had a very open relationship, and I’d rarely known them to keep secrets from each other. So my dad not telling my mom about Konstantin was actually a very big deal, but I

  understood exactly why he withheld that information, and I appreciated it.




  Mom would lose her mind if she found out. After Konstantin had stabbed Dad, she’d begged and pleaded for us all to leave, to go live among the humans, but both Dad and I had wanted to

  stay, so finally she had relented. It was my dad’s argument that we were safer here, with other guards and trackers to protect us from one crazed vigilante.




  But if Mom knew that Konstantin was involved again, that he’d attacked another member of her family, that would be the final straw for her.




  After changing into an oversized sweater and yoga pants, Mom came down the stairs, tousling her damp hair with her hand.




  “What are we talking about?” Mom touched my shoulder as she walked by on her way to the oven.




  “Just that Linus Berling is getting along well with his parents,” I told her.




  She opened the oven and peeked in at whatever was simmering in a casserole dish, then she glanced back at me. “They don’t always?”




  “Changelings and their parents?” I laughed darkly. “No, no, they usually don’t.”




  At times they even seemed to hate each other, not that that was totally outlandish. These were wealthy people, living in a childless home, when suddenly an eighteen- to twenty-year-old stranger

  going through a major bout of culture shock was thrust into their lives.




  Maternal and paternal instincts did kick in more often than not, and an unseen bond would pull them together. Eventually, most changelings and their parents came to love and understand each

  other.




  But that was over time. Initially, there was often friction, and lots of it. Changelings were hurt and confused, and wanted to rebel against a society they didn’t understand. The parents,

  meanwhile, struggled to raise someone who was more adult than child and mold them into an acceptable member of the Kanin hierarchy.




  “The whole practice has always seemed barbaric to me.” Mom closed the oven, apparently deciding supper wasn’t quite done yet, and sat down at the table next to my dad.

  “Taking a child and leaving it with total strangers. I don’t know how anyone can part with their child like that. There’s no way I would’ve allowed that to happen to

  you.”




  The Skojare didn’t have changelings—not any of them. They earned their money through more honest means. The general population worked as fishermen, and they had for centuries,

  originally trading their fish for jewels and gold. Now it was mostly a cash business, and the royalty maintained their wealth through exorbitant taxes on the people.




  That’s part of the reason why the Skojare population had dwindled down so low compared to the other troll tribes. The lifestyle wasn’t as lavish or as kind to those who weren’t

  direct royalty.




  “The Changeling practice isn’t as bad as it sounds,” Dad said.




  Mom shook her head, dismissing him. “You were never a changeling. You don’t know.”




  “No, but my brother was,” he said, and as soon as Mom shot him a look, I knew he regretted it.




  My uncle Edmund was five years older than my dad. I’d only met him a handful of times when I was very young, because Edmund was kind of insane. Nobody was exactly sure what happened to

  him, but by the time I was in school, Edmund had left Doldastam and now traveled the subarctic like a nomad.




  “Exactly, Iver,” Mom said. “And where is he now?”




  Dad cleared his throat, then took a sip of his wine. “That was a bad example.”




  Mom turned back to me. “So with the Berling boy back, are you here for a while?”




  I nodded. “It looks that way.”




  “Well, good.” She smiled warmly at me. “With all this nonsense going on, you don’t need to be out there.”




  “That is exactly why I do need to be out there,” I said, even though I knew I should just keep my mouth shut. This was supposed to be a nice visit, and we didn’t need to get

  into this again. It was an old argument we’d repeated too many times, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. “I should be out there protecting the changelings.”




  “We shouldn’t even have changelings. You shouldn’t be out there risking your life for some archaic practice!” Mom insisted.




  “Would you like a glass of wine, Runa?” Dad asked in a futile attempt to keep the conversation civil, but both my mom and I ignored him.




  “But we do have changelings.” I leaned forward, resting my arms on the table. “And as long as we do, someone needs to bring them home and keep them safe.”




  Mom shook her head. “By being a tracker, you’re buying right into this awful system. You’re enabling it.”




  “I’m not . . .” I trailed off and changed the direction of my argument. “I’m not saying it’s perfect or it’s right—”




  “Good.” She cut me off and leaned back in her seat. “Because it isn’t.”




  “Mom, what else do you want our people to do? This is the way things have been done for thousands of years.”




  She laughed, like she couldn’t believe I was saying it. “That doesn’t make it okay, Bryn! Just because something has been done for a long time doesn’t make it right.

  Every time a changeling is left with a human family, they are risking their children’s lives to steal from strangers. It’s sick.”




  “Runa, maybe now isn’t the time to have this discussion.” Dad reached out, putting his hand on her arm. She let him, but her eyes stayed on me, darkened with anger.




  “I’m not condoning the stealing,” I told her.




  “But you are,” Mom persisted. “By working for them, by helping them the way you do, you are tacitly agreeing with all of it.”




  “The Kanin have a way of life here. I’m not talking about the Markis or the trackers or the changelings. I am talking about the average Kanin person, the majority of the ten thousand

  people that live in Doldastam,” I said, trying to appeal to her sense of reason and fair play.




  “They don’t have changelings,” I reminded her. “They work for their money. They’re teachers and bakers and farmers and shop owners. They raise families and live

  quietly and more peacefully and closer to nature. They’re allowed to leave, yet time and time again they choose to stay. And it’s a good thing too. You don’t know what the world

  is like outside the city walls anymore. You haven’t been anywhere except Storvatten and Doldastam.”




  Mom rolled her eyes at that, but she didn’t say anything, letting me finish my speech.




  “The life for the humans, outside in the real cities, it’s not like this,” I said. “The drugs, the violence, the excessive commercialism. Everything is a product, even

  people themselves. I know that things here are not perfect. We have our problems too, but the way we live as a whole, I wouldn’t trade it for anything.




  “And the way that we support this lifestyle is with the changelings,” I went on. “I wish there was a different way, a better way, but as of right now, there’s not. And if

  the Markis and Marksinna didn’t get their money from the changelings, they wouldn’t have anything to pay the teachers and bakers and farmers and shop owners. This town would shrivel up

  and die. The things I do make this possible.




  “I am part of what keeps this all together, and that’s why I became a tracker. That’s why I do what I do.” I leaned back in my chair, satisfied with my argument.




  Mom folded her arms over her chest, and there was a mixture of sympathy and disappointment in her eyes. “The ends don’t justify the means, Bryn.”




  “Maybe they do, maybe they don’t.” I shrugged. “But I love this town. I think you do too.”




  A smile twisted across her face. “You are mistaken again.”




  “Fine.” I sighed. “But haven’t you ever loved a place?”




  “No, I’ve loved people. I love you, and I love your dad.” She reached out, taking Dad’s hand in her own. “Wherever the two of you are, I’ll be happy.

  But that doesn’t mean I love Doldastam, and it certainly doesn’t mean that I love you risking your life to protect it. I tolerate it because I have no choice. You’re an adult and

  this is the life you chose.”




  “It is. And it would be great if every time I visited didn’t turn into a fight about it.”




  “Is it so wrong that I want something better for you?” Mom asked, almost desperately.




  “Yes, yes, it is,” I replied flatly.




  “How is that wrong?” She threw her hands in the air. “Every mother just wants the best for her child.”




  I leaned forward again and slapped my hand on the table. “This is the best. Don’t you get that?”




  “You’re selling yourself short, Bryn. You can have so much better.” Mom tried to reach out and hold my hand, but I pulled away from her.




  “I can’t do this anymore.” I pushed back my chair and stood up. “I knew coming over was a mistake.”




  “Bryn, no.” Her face fell, her disapproval giving way to remorse. “I’m sorry. I promise I won’t talk about work anymore. Don’t go.”




  I looked away from her so I wouldn’t get suckered in by guilt again, and ran my hand through my hair. “No, I have stuff I need to do anyway. I shouldn’t have even agreed to

  this.”




  “Bryn,” Dad said.




  “No, I need to go.” I turned to walk toward the door, and Mom stood up.




  “Honey. Please,” Mom begged. “Don’t go. I love you.”




  “I love you too,” I told her without looking at her. “I just . . . I’ll talk to you later.”




  I yanked on my boots and grabbed my coat from the rack. My mom said my name again as I opened the door and stepped outside, but I didn’t look back. As I walked down the dirt road my

  parents lived on, I breathed in deeply. The cold hurt my lungs and stung my cheeks, but I didn’t mind. In fact, I didn’t even put on my coat, preferring the chill. I just held my jacket

  to my chest and let the fresh air clear my head.




  “Bryn!” Dad called after me just as I made it around the corner past the house.




  An errant chicken crossed my path, and when I brushed past, it squawked in annoyance. But I didn’t slow down, not until I heard my dad’s footsteps behind me.




  “Wait,” he said, puffing because he was out of breath from chasing after me.




  I finally stopped and turned back to him. He was still adjusting his jacket, and he slowed to a walk as he approached me.




  “Dad, I’m not going back in there.”




  “Your mom is heartbroken. She didn’t mean to upset you.”




  I looked away, staring down at the chicken pecking at pebbles in the road. “I know. I just . . . I can’t deal with it. I can’t handle her criticisms tonight. That’s

  all.”




  “She’s not trying to criticize you,” Dad said.




  “I know. It’s just . . . I work so hard.” I finally looked up at him. “And it’s like no matter what I do, it’s never good enough.”




  “No, that’s not true at all.” Dad shook his head adamantly. “Your mom takes issue with some of the practices here. She gets on me about it too. But she knows how hard you

  work, and she’s proud of you. We both are.”




  I swallowed hard. “Thank you. But I can’t go back right now.”




  His shoulders slacked but he nodded. “I understand.”




  “Tell Mom I’ll talk to her another day, okay?”




  “I will,” he said, and as I turned to walk away, he added, “Put your coat on.”




  


 





  EIGHT
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  history




  Books were stacked from the floor all the way up to the ceiling thirty feet above us. Tall, precarious ladders enabled people to reach the books on

  the top shelves, but fortunately, I didn’t need any books from up that high. Most of the ones people read were kept on the lower, more reachable shelves.




  The height of the ceiling made it harder to heat the room, and since Linus and I were the first people here this morning, it had a definite chill to it. Disturbing dreams of Konstantin Black had

  filled my slumber last night, and I’d finally given up on sleep very early this morning, so I’d decided to get a jump start on acclimating Linus. He had quite a bit to learn before the

  anniversary party tomorrow night, where he’d be introduced to all sorts of royalty—both from the Kanin and from the other tribes.




  I doubted anybody else would come to the library today, which would make it the perfect place for studying. The halls in the palace had been chaotic with the bustling of servants and guards as

  dignitaries from other tribes arrived.




  Linus had very nearly gotten trampled by a maid carrying stacks of silken sheets, and I’d pulled him out of the way in the nick of time. The upcoming party had turned the normally sedate

  palace into bedlam.




  The library was still a bastion of solitude, though. Even when everyone wasn’t distracted by a hundred guests, it wasn’t exactly a popular place to hang out. Several chairs and sofas

  filled the room, along with a couple tables, but I’d almost never seen anyone use them.




  “It’s okay that we’re here, right?” Linus asked as I crouched in front of the fireplace and threw in another log.




  “The library is open to the public,” I told him and straightened up. “But as a Berling, you’re allowed to move freely in the palace. The King is your dad’s cousin

  and best friend. The door is always open for you.”




  “Cool.” Linus shivered, and rubbed his arms through his thick sweater. “So is it winter here year-round?”




  “No, it’ll get warm soon. There’s a real summer with flowers and birds.”




  “Good. I don’t know if I could handle it being cold all the time.”




  I walked over to where he’d sat down at a table. “Does it really bother you that much?”




  “What do you mean?”




  “Most Kanin prefer the cold. Actually, most trolls in general do.”




  “So do all the tribes live up around here?”




  “Not really.” I went over to a shelf to start gathering books for him. “Almost all of us live in North America or Europe, but we like to keep distance between tribes.

  It’s better that way.”




  “You guys don’t get along?” Linus asked as I grabbed a couple of old texts from a shelf.




  “I wouldn’t say that, exactly, but we can get territorial. And most trolls are known for being grumpy, especially the Vittra and the Omte.”




  “What about the Kanin?”




  “We’re actually more peaceful than most of the other tribes.”




  After grabbing about a dozen books that seemed to weigh about half a ton, I carried them back to the table and plunked them down in front of Linus.




  Apprehension flickered in his brown eyes when he looked up at me. “Do I really need to read all this?”




  “The more you know about your heritage, the better,” I said, and sat down in the chair across from him.




  “Great.” He picked up the first book off the stack and flipped through it absently. “I do like the cold.”




  “What?”




  “The winters back in Chicago, they were always so much harder on my sisters. Er, host sisters,” he corrected himself. “But the cold never really got to me.”




  “We withstand it much better.”




  Linus pushed the books to the side so it’d be easier for him to see me. “How come?”




  “I don’t know exactly.” I shrugged. “We all came from Scandinavia, so that probably has something to do with it. We’re genetically built for colder

  climates.”




  “You came from Scandinavia?” Linus leaned forward and rested his arms on the table.




  “Well, not me personally. I was born here. But our people.” I sifted through the books I’d brought over until I found a thin book bound in worn brown paper, then I handed it to

  him. “This kinda helps break it down.”




  “This?” He flipped through the first few pages, which showed illustrations of several different animals living in a forest, and he wrinkled his nose. “It’s a story about

  rabbits and lions. It’s like a fairy tale.”




  “It’s a simplistic version of how we came to be,” I said.




  When he lifted his eyes to look at me, they were filled with bewilderment. “I don’t get it.”




  “All the trolls were one tribe.” I tapped the picture showing the rabbit sitting with the cougar, and the fox cuddling with a bird. “We all lived together in relative peace in

  Scandinavia. We bickered and backstabbed, but we didn’t declare war on one another. Then the Crusades happened.”




  He turned the page, as if expecting to see a picture of a priest with a sword, but it was only more pictures of animals, so he looked back up at me. “Like the stuff with the Catholic

  Church in the Middle Ages?”




  “Exactly. You’ve noticed that trolls have different abilities, like how you can change your skin.”




  “Yeah?”




  “That’s not the only thing we can do,” I explained. “The Trylle have psychokinesis, so they can move objects with their minds and see the future. The Skojare are very

  aquatic and are born with gills. The Vittra are supernaturally strong and give birth to hobgoblins. The Omte . . . well, the Omte don’t have much of anything, except persuasion. And all

  trolls have that.”




  “Persuasion?”




  “It’s the ability to compel someone with your thoughts. Like, I’d think, Dance, and then you would dance,” I tried to elaborate. “It’s like mind

  control.”




  Linus’s eyes widened and he leaned back in his chair, moving away from me. “Can you do that?”




  “No. I actually can’t do any of those things,” I said with a heavy sigh, and he seemed to relax again. “But we’re getting off track.”




  “Right. Trolls have magic powers,” he said.




  “And during the Crusades, those powers looked like witchcraft,” I told him. “So humans started rounding us up, slaughtering us by the dozens, because they believed we’d

  made pacts with the devil.”




  It was actually the changelings that got hit the worst, but I didn’t tell Linus that. I didn’t want him to know the kind of risk our previous changelings had gone through, not yet

  anyway.




  Babies that exhibited even the slightest hint of being nonhuman were murdered. They had all kinds of tests, like if a baby had an unruly lock of hair, or the mother experienced painful

  breast-feeding. Some were much worse, though, like throwing a baby in boiling water. If it wasn’t cooked, it was a troll, they thought, but no matter—the baby was cooked and killed

  anyway.




  Many innocent human babies were murdered during that time too. Babies with Down’s syndrome or colic would be killed. If a child demonstrated any kind of abnormal behavior, it could be

  suspected of being a troll or evil, and it was killed.




  It was a very dark time for humankind and trollkind alike.




  “Had we made a deal with the devil?” Linus asked cautiously.




  I shook my head. “No, of course not. We’re no more satanic than rabbits or chameleons. Just because we’re different than humans doesn’t make us evil.”




  “So we were all one big happy family of trolls, until the Crusades happened. They drove us out of our homes, and I’m assuming that’s what led us to migrate to North

  America,” Linus filled in.




  “Correct. Most of the troll population migrated here with early human settlers, mostly Vikings, and that’s why so much of our culture is still based in our Scandinavian

  ancestry.”




  His brow scrunched up as he seemed to consider this for a moment, then he asked, “Okay, I get that, but if we’re Scandinavian, how come so many of us have darker skin and brown hair?

  Not to sound racist here, but aren’t people from Sweden blond and blue-eyed? You’re the only one I’ve seen that looks like that.”




  “Our coloration has to do with how we lived,” I explained. “Originally, we lived very close to nature. The Omte lived in trees, building their homes in trunks or high in the

  branches. The Trylle, the Vittra, and the Kanin lived in the ground. The Kanin especially lived much the way rabbits do now, with burrows in the dirt and tunnels connecting them.”




  “What does that have to do with having brown hair?” he asked.




  “It was about blending into our surroundings.” I pointed to the picture again, pointing to where a rabbit was sitting in the long grass. “The Kanin lived in the dirt and grass,

  and those that matched the dirt and grass had a higher survival rate.”




  “What about you, then?”




  “I’m half Skojare,” I told him, and just like every other time I’d said it, the very words left a bitter taste in my mouth.




  “Skojare? That’s the aquatic one?”




  I nodded. “They lived in the water or near it, and they are pale with blond hair and blue eyes.”




  “Make sense, I guess.” He didn’t sound completely convinced, but he continued anyway. “So what happened after we came to North America?”




  “We’d already divided into groups. Those with certain skills and aptitudes tended to band together. But we hadn’t officially broken off,” I said. “Then when we came

  here, we all kind of spread out and started doing our own thing.”




  “That’s when you became the Kanin and the Skojare, et cetera?”




  “Sort of.” I wagged my head. “We’d split off in different groups, but we hadn’t officially named ourselves yet. Some tribes did better than others. The Trylle and

  the Kanin, in particular, flourished. I don’t know if it was just that they were lucky in establishing their settlements or they worked smarter. But whatever the reason, they thrived, while

  others suffered. And that’s really what the story is about.”




  “What?” Linus glanced down at the book, then back up at me. “I feel like you skipped a step there.”




  “Each animal in the story represents a different tribe.” I tapped the picture of a cougar, his eyes red and fangs sharp. “The cougar is the Vittra, who were starving and

  suffering. So they began attacking and stealing from the other tribes, and soon the Omte, who are the birds, joined in. And it wasn’t long until everyone was fighting everyone, and we’d

  completely broken off from each other.”




  “Which one are the Kanin?” Linus asked as he stared down at the page.




  “We’re the rabbits. That’s literally what kanin translates into.”




  “Really?” Linus questioned in surprise. “Why rabbits? Shouldn’t we be, like, chameleons or something?”




  “Probably, but when the trolls named themselves, they didn’t know what chameleons were. Not a lot of reptiles in northern Canada. So we went with rabbits because they burrowed deep,

  ran fast, and they did a good job of blending in with their surroundings.”




  Linus stared sadly at the books in front of him. “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to remember all this stuff, especially not with all the different tribes.”




  “Here.” I grabbed a thick book from the bottom of the pile and flipped through its yellowing pages until I found the one I was looking for.




  It had a symbol for each of the tribes, the actual emblems that we used on flags when we bothered to use flags—a white rabbit for the Kanin, a green flowering vine for the Trylle, a red

  cougar for the Vittra, a blue fish for the Skojare, and a brown-bearded vulture for the Omte.




  Next to each emblem were a few short facts about each of the tribes. Not enough to make anyone an expert, but enough for now.




  He grimaced and stared down at the page. “Great.”




  “It won’t be that bad,” I assured him.




  As Linus studied the page in front of him, his brown hair fell across his forehead, and his lips moved as he silently read the pages. The freckles on his cheeks darkened the harder he

  concentrated—an unconscious reaction brought on by his Kanin abilities.




  “Bryn Aven.” A sharp voice pulled me from watching Linus, and I looked up to see Astrid Eckwell. “What on earth are you doing here?”




  Her raven waves of hair cascaded down her back. The coral chiffon of her dress popped beautifully against the olive tone of her skin. In her arms she held a small rabbit. A smirk was already

  forming on her lips, and I knew that couldn’t be a good sign.




  “Working with Markis Linus Berling,” I told her as I got to my feet. Linus glanced at both Astrid and myself, and then he got up. “You don’t have to stand.”




  “What?” He looked uncertainly at me, like it was a trick. “But . . . you did.”




  “Of course she did,” Astrid said as she walked over to us, absently stroking the white rabbit. “She’s the help, and I’m a Marksinna. She has to stand

  whenever anyone higher up than her enters the room, and that’s everyone.”




  “As the Markis Berling, you only need to stand for the King and Queen,” I said, but Linus still didn’t seem to understand.




  “Bryn, aren’t you going to introduce us?” Astrid asked as she stared up at him with her wide dark eyes, but he kept looking past her, down at the rabbit in her arms.




  “My apologies, Marksinna. Linus Berling, this is Astrid Eckwell.” I motioned between the two of them.




  “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Linus said, and gave her a lopsided smile.




  “Likewise. Are you going to the anniversary party tomorrow?” Astrid asked.




  “Um, yeah, I think so.” He turned to me for confirmation, and I nodded once.




  “He will be there with his parents.”




  Astrid looked at me with contempt in her eyes. “I suppose that means you’ll be there too.”




  “Most likely I will be assisting Markis Berling and the Högdragen,” I said, and I didn’t sound any more thrilled about it than she did.




  “You better dig something nice out of your closet.” She cast a disparaging look over my outfit. “You can’t go to the party wearing your ratty old jeans. That might fly

  for the trashy Skojare, but you know that won’t do for the Kanin.”




  I kept my hands folded neatly behind my back and didn’t look down. As a tracker, I had to dress appropriately for many different occasions, and I knew there was nothing wrong with my

  outfit. I might be wearing dark denim, but they were nice.




  “Thank you for the tip, Marksinna, but I’m certain that you won’t be speaking derogatorily of the Skojare anymore, as their King, Queen, and Prince have already arrived in the

  palace for tomorrow’s anniversary party,” I replied icily. “You wouldn’t want them to hear you speaking negatively of them, since they are King Evert and Queen Mina’s

  guests.”




  “I know they’re here,” Astrid snapped, and her nostrils flared. “That’s why I’m dressed properly today, unlike you. What would the King of the Skojare say if

  he saw you running around like that?”




  “Since he’s a gentleman, I’m sure he would say hello,” I said.




  Taking a deep breath through her nose, Astrid pressed her lips into a thin, acrid smile. “You are just as impossible as you were in school. I can’t believe they let you be a

  tracker.”




  When she spoke like that, it wasn’t hard to remember back when we’d been kids in grade school together. I couldn’t have been more than six or seven years old the first time

  Astrid pushed me down in the mud and sneered at me as she called me a half-breed.




  For the past century or so, the Kanin had been trying to reduce their reliance on changelings. If there were multiple children in a family, only one would be left as a changeling. It

  wasn’t uncommon for particularly wealthy families to go a whole generation without leaving one.




  And in Astrid’s case, both her parents had been changelings, so they were freshly infused with cash from their host families and didn’t need their child to bring in more of an

  income.




  So, unfortunately, that left me forced to deal with Astrid all through grade school. There were many times when I wanted nothing more than to punch her, but Tilda had always held me back,

  reminding me that violence against a Marksinna could damage my chance of being a tracker.




  That hadn’t stopped me from hurling a few insults at Astrid in my time, but that had been long ago, before I’d joined the tracker school. Now I was sworn to protect the Marksinna and

  Markis, which meant I wasn’t even supposed to speak ill of them.




  Astrid knew that, and it pleased her no end.




  “Linus, if you ever need any real help, you can always ask me,” she said, with her derisive gaze still fixed on me. “You mustn’t be forced to rely on an inferior tutor

  like Bryn.”




  “Markis,” Linus said.




  Startled, she looked up at him. “What?”




  “You called me Linus, but I’m your superior, right?” he asked as he stared back down at her. “That’s why I didn’t have to stand when you came in?”




  “That’s . . .” Her smile faltered. “That’s correct.”




  “Then you should call me Markis,” Linus told her evenly, and it was a struggle for me not to smile. “If I’m understanding correctly.”




  “You understand it right, Markis,” I assured him.




  “Yes, of course you are, Markis.” Astrid gave him her best eat-shit grin. “Well, I should let you get back to your lessons. I’m sure you have much to learn before

  tomorrow night’s ball if you don’t want to make a fool of yourself.”




  She turned on her heel, the length of her dress billowing out behind her. Once she was gone, I let out a deep breath, and Linus sat back down at the table.




  “That chick seemed kinda like a jerk,” he commented.




  “She is,” I agreed, and sat down across from him. “We went to grade school together, and she was always horrible.”




  “She wasn’t a changeling?”




  “No, she’s been here every day for the past nineteen years.”




  “What was the deal with the rabbit?” Linus asked. He sounded so totally baffled by it that I had to laugh.




  “Oh, it’s kind of a tradition. They’re Gotland rabbits, and legend has it we brought them over with us when we came from Sweden. Supposedly they helped us find where to build

  Doldastam and helped us survive the first cold winter.”




  “How did they help the Kanin survive?”




  “Well, they ate them,” I explained. “But not all of them, and now people raise them, and we’d never eat them because they’re like a sacred mascot. Some of the

  Marksinna carry them around now, like rich American girls used to do with Chihuahuas. The Queen has a rabbit named Vita. You’ll probably see it.”




  He laid his hands flat on the table and looked me in the eye. “Can I be totally candid with you?”




  “Of course.” I sat up straighter, preparing myself for any number of inflammatory statements he might make. “I’m your tracker. You can always speak freely with

  me.”




  “You guys are super-weird.”
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  I can’t do this,” I announced as I threw the office door open. It swung back harder than I meant for it to, and when the doorknob

  banged into the brick wall, Ridley grimaced.




  “If by ‘this’ you mean knocking, then yes, that’s very apparent,” he said dryly.




  I flopped in the chair across from his large oak desk. A wide-screen monitor for his computer was tilted toward the edge of the desk. Being trolls, we craved all things shiny and new.




  Our love of such things extended to the latest gadgets and fastest technology, but once we had them, it seemed that we usually preferred the old ways of doing things. The Kanin royalty collected

  computers and tablets the way others did baseball cards—storing them in boxes and closets and out of sight.




  That’s why the Rektor’s office contained a high-speed computer, a massive printer, and all sorts of devices that would make his work so much easier, but it was rarely used. Stacks of

  paper covered the desk, since, inevitably, most things were done by hand.




  A bulletin board on one side of the room was overflowing with flyers. Reminders for meetings and trainings, sign-up sheets for less glamorous jobs like cleaning out the garage, and missing

  persons posters for the rare changeling who ran away.




  Behind Ridley’s desk were two massive paintings of King Evert and Queen Mina. The rest of the wall was covered in smaller eight-by-tens of the latest changelings who had come back, as a

  reminder of why we did the job.




  Outside the office, classes were in session, so I could hear the muted sounds of kids talking.




  “I can’t stay here,” I told Ridley.




  “Like in this office?” He scribbled something down on a piece of paper in front of him, then he looked at me. “Or can you be more specific?”




  “I can’t stay in Doldastam,” I said. His shoulders slacked, and he set the pen down. “Linus is safe. He’s fine. There are tons of people here to watch him. I have

  no reason to stay.”




  “That’s true,” he said sarcastically, then he snapped his fingers like something had just occurred to him. “Oh, wait. There is that one reason. The King ordered

  you to stay and personally watch Linus.”




  I rubbed my forehead, hating that he was right. “I need a break.”




  “A break?” Ridley asked in confused shock, and for a few seconds he appeared speechless. “You’re a workaholic. What nonsense are you going on about?”
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