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PRAISE FOR Rules for Thieves


“A smooth debut.” —Kirkus Reviews

“This compelling debut fantasy novel with complex themes, lots of action, and a good cast of characters will appeal to fantasy readers across the spectrum.” —SLJ

“Alexandra Ott’s funny, thrilling debut, Rules for Thieves, will have readers flipping pages from the very first scene. Alli is a lovable, whip-smart protagonist.” —Shelf Awareness
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FOR ALL THE GIRLS WITH BIG DREAMS AND BRAVE HEARTS.

MAY YOU ALWAYS AIM FOR THE SKY.






ONE


I gaze into the clouds, but there’s no sign of dragons.

Papa says they’re most likely to start their morning hunt at dawn, so I always scan the skies at this time of day, when the sun is low on the horizon and the first rays of pinkish light shimmer on the surface of the sea. Spying the dragons on their morning hunt, when they leave the safety of the island to fly over the ocean, is the only way to catch a glimpse of them outside of the Realm. But aside from the occasional shadow, I never see much of anything.

“Staring at clouds again?” teases a familiar voice.

I grin at Runa. “Looking for dragons.”

“Of course you were.” Runa smiles. “But we have to hurry if we’re going to get everything done. Didn’t you say your mama gave you a long list?”

She’s not wrong. It could take the whole morning to pick up all the stuff Mama asked for from the village. Which is why I always talk my best friend into accompanying me on these boring errands. Runa makes everything more fun.

“Well, in that case…,” I say. “Race you!” I take off down the dirt path before she has a chance to respond.

“You cheater!” she calls, her footsteps pounding after me.

Runa’s parents’ farm is outside the village, all the way to the end of the lane and over the hill, so we have a long ways to go to reach the center of town. The soft earth and wet grass stick to my bare feet as I run, and the wind whips my hair from my face. The morning air is chilly, even this late in the summer, and I almost wish I’d grabbed my coat.

I crest the top of the hill and stop to catch my breath. In front of me, our little village is nestled in the crook of the bay. The ocean spreads out to the south, glimmering in the sunlight. The fishermen’s boats are just visible out on the water, pursuing the day’s catch. Rising hills surround the other three sides of our village, gradually giving way to even steeper plateaus and soaring mountain peaks. There, in the highlands, lies the Wild Realm.

Papa has told me all about it, of course. The mountains, the waterfalls, the forests. The crystalline lakes and spouting geysers. Not to mention the massive glaciers that lie to the north and the lava fields spread in the shadows of the volcanoes that bisect the island in a diagonal line. There’s a whole world up there in the Realm, one that’s uninhabitable for humans but makes the perfect home for the world’s most magical creatures. One that’s accessible only to Seekers, who can fly to its heights on the backs of dragons in order to collect the magical treasures that lie within.

Seekers are the only people on the island who get to access the Realm; it’s forbidden to everyone else. I’ve never seen it, of course, but my papa was a Seeker, back before he hurt his leg, and he’s told me everything about his adventures. Until I can become a Seeker myself, I’ll have to be content with scanning the skies for dragons and praying I catch a glimpse of one.

“I’m going to catch you!” Runa calls. She’s gaining on me. I take a quick gulp of air and launch myself down the hill.

The dirt path winds past my family’s hut and the neighbor’s before widening at the edge of the main village square, where the bells are announcing dawn. It’s bustling—fishermen heading down to the shore, shopkeepers opening their doors, the men heading to work while the women rush to trade goods. Runa and I are neck and neck as we race toward the large tree that marks the center of the village square. We both tag it at the same time.

“I think we have to call that a tie,” Runa says when she catches her breath.

“Fine,” I say, panting hard. “So where do you want to go first?”

“Not the fishmonger,” she says, wrinkling her nose. “Then we’d have to smell the fish all morning.”

“Good point. Let’s try the bakery.”

Before we continue down the path, she brushes off the hem of her skirt as if there’s some dirt on it, though I don’t really see anything. Even after running all this way, Runa still manages to be neat. We do look alike in some ways—we both have light-brown skin and dark-brown eyes, like everyone else in the village, and we also share raven-black hair. But where mine is an unruly mop of curls, Runa’s is always in orderly braids without a single strand out of place. She never gets mud on her hems, and only gets dirt on herself when she’s riding her horse or mucking out the stable. I, on the other hand, am always dirty and don’t have a horse or a stable.

But despite our differences, we’ve been friends since before we could walk, and she knows me better than anyone, except maybe Papa. When I get distracted halfway to the bakery by a sprig of moss growing outside the blacksmith shop, anyone else would think it was weird, but Runa just laughs. “From staring at clouds to staring at the ground,” she says.

“This is laekning moss,” I say, ignoring her teasing. “It can be used in healing tonics to treat fever.”

Runa’s eyes light up. “Really?” she says, stepping closer. I grin. She might tease me about my fascination with plants and magical creatures, but she’s just as passionate about her healing gift as I am my nature gift. “How does it work?”

“No idea,” I say. “But Papa says it’s rare in the summer. I should help it grow a little, and we can tell Elder Ingvar to come collect some for his tonics.”

Runa steps away from the moss, and I reach for my magic. The plant’s life force is soft but strong, and I seek it out with my gift. I give it a gentle nudge with my magic, feeding the spark of its life force, and feel it grow, the energy softly swirling. The moss spreads, climbing higher up the wall.

“Come on,” Runa says when I’m done. “Let’s find Elder Ingvar.”

We cross the village square and head toward the squat hut that houses all of Elder Ingvar’s medicines and tonics, right next door to the doctor’s. Inside, the hut is packed with tight rows of shelves, all covered in bottles and jars filled with healing ointments and salves and powders. The little shop feels too claustrophobic to me, but Runa loves to wander along the shelves and read all the little labels on the jars.

Elder Ingvar is talking with a customer at the back of the shop, and we wait patiently for them to finish. I recognize the customer as Olga, the elderly lady who lives near the docks.

“I can’t believe they would let them come back,” Elder Olga is saying. Her voice sounds strained, like she’s worried about something, and Elder Ingvar frowns.

“But surely the Seekers wouldn’t agree unless it was safe.…”

“I think they’re still arguing about it. Disgraceful. You’d think the council could agree among themselves.”

Even though Mama says it’s rude to eavesdrop, I can’t help perking up. The five people from the village who are chosen as Seekers also serve as the village council, making many of the decisions about the way things run and settling disputes. Not that there are many decisions or disputes in such a small village. In recent memory, their biggest decision was whether Elder Frida’s potatoes were encroaching on the neighbor’s rutabagas. Still, I can’t help but be fascinated every time someone mentions the Seekers. If I’m going to be one someday, I want to know everything.

“Never should’ve resumed communication with them in the first place, in my opinion,” Elder Olga is saying. She starts to add something else, but Elder Ingvar, who has just noticed Runa and me, clears his throat, and Elder Olga turns around to see us.

“Good morning, girls,” Elder Ingvar says. “I’ll be with you in a moment.”

That’s the end of their mysterious conversation—Elder Olga finishes her purchase and turns to leave. But as she passes us, she stops. “Stay away from the docks, girls. You hear? Nothing but trouble.”

“What trouble?” I ask.

Her face darkens. “The Vondur, of course.”

Runa gasps, and my eyes widen. But before we can ask anything else, she shuffles away and leaves the shop.

I turn immediately to Elder Ingvar. “What did she mean?”

His mouth is a tight line. “Nothing for you to worry about. Just talk.”

“Are the Vondur back?” I ask.

Elder Ingvar looks reluctant to answer. “Rumor has it that the Seekers have given the Vondur permission to dock again at the next trading day,” he says. “But it’s just a rumor, nothing more.”

Runa and I look at each other. The thing about living in a small village is that there are lots of rumors—but many of them are true. Conversations about the Vondur always make me a little nervous. All the mainland clans come to our island periodically to trade, except the Vondur, who have been banned. Our history with them is rocky at best. Papa says that many years ago, a ship of Vondur magicians tried to conquer our island and force the villagers out, because they wanted to take over the Wild Realm for themselves. Luckily, their magic was no match for the Seekers, who drove them away. They haven’t been to the island since.

The Vondur don’t have magical gifts of their own, the way us islanders do; instead, they perform dark spells by using items or creatures imbued with magic. Papa says they’d rather butcher a dragon than protect it, so that they could use its parts for their strange potions and spells. That’s why the Seekers guard our island’s creatures so closely. The Vondur might kill every creature on the island if they get the chance.

I can’t imagine why the Council of Seekers would give the Vondur permission to trade here again. Seeker Oskar, who is the oldest and therefore head of the council, was a Seeker back when the Vondur tried to conquer the island and helped to drive them away. Could they really have become peaceful enough to trade with in such a short period of time? They’ve always been known for waging war, invading their neighbors, and killing dragons.

I want to ask Elder Ingvar more, but he quickly changes the subject, asking us what we’ve come in for. We tell him about the moss, and he thanks us profusely before sending us on our way.

Outside the shop, I blink in the suddenly bright sunlight as Runa leads the way to the bakery.

“Do you think they’re right?” I ask. “About the Vondur?”

“There are always rumors about the Vondur,” Runa says. “It’s probably nothing.”

“But they don’t usually dock here on trading day,” I say. “Why would the council let them?”

Runa opens her mouth to respond, but a shout makes both of us jump. Elisa runs toward me, yelling my name.

My little sister hardly ever runs—she gets bad coughing fits that make it hard for her to breathe, and Mama strictly forbids her from running anywhere. So seeing her barreling toward me through the village square means that something’s happened. Something big.

“Elisa?” I say. “What’s wrong?”

She stops beside me, panting for breath. She’s small even for six, and her hand-me-down skirt nearly drags the ground. “Seeker Oskar,” she says when she catches her breath. “He came over this morning to talk to Papa. He said he’s retiring.”

Runa frowns, not getting it, but a grin slides across my face. “You’re sure? He definitely said that?”

“Yes,” Elisa says, crossing her arms in indignation.

“What’s going on?” Runa asks.

“Don’t you see?” I say, grinning even wider. “There are always five Seekers. So if Seeker Oskar is retiring, that means there will have to be another competition in order to replace him.”

“A Seeker competition?” Runa asks, finally catching on.

“Yes! And since I’m twelve now, I’m old enough to enter! Don’t you see what this means?”

“Let me guess,” she says, smiling. “You’re going to compete.”

“I’m going to compete, and I’m going to win.” I feel like dancing across the village square and shouting the news for all to hear.

This is it. The opportunity I’ve been waiting for.

I’m going to become a Seeker.






TWO


Elisa and I race each other home, but she slows to a walk as we reach our hut. Good thing Mama didn’t see her running—

“Elisabet!” Mama calls from the kitchen window. Her voice is sharp enough to carry across the garden. “Have you been running?”

Elisa bites her lip, and I rush to her rescue by changing the subject. “Where’s Papa?”

“Come inside, Brynja,” Mama calls. Elisa and I enter the small, dim hut, and Mama wastes no time in scolding us. “Didn’t you get the bread that I asked for? And the fish?”

“I was walking there with Runa,” I say quickly, “but then Elisa came up and said—”

Mama sighs. “You’ll have to go back later. Here, help me with breakfast.” She hands me a ladle and steers me toward the pot of porridge hanging over the hearth. Elisa takes advantage of the distraction and slips away into the back of the hut.

“Where’s Papa?” I ask again.

Mama returns to the kitchen table, where she’s chopping vegetables for tonight’s stew. “He’s walking Seeker Oskar home,” she says, in a tone of great disapproval.

“So Seeker Oskar was here?” Hope rises in my chest again. Maybe Elisa’s right. Maybe—

“You can ask your papa about it when he gets home,” Mama says, in a way that warns me not to continue the discussion.

Five minutes later, I give up on the porridge and go to the window, pushing aside the thin curtain and poking my head out. An early-morning chill greets me, the cold wind blowing in from the bay. Our garden path is bathed in golden sunlight.

“I don’t see him,” I say, craning my neck to peer down the lane.

“Patience,” Mama says.

I bounce up and down on my heels, keeping my gaze fixed out the window. Steam rises from the pot of porridge I abandoned, but I don’t leave my post to rescue it. I expect Mama to scold me, to say something dumb like “Emergencies are no excuse for ruining breakfast,” but she doesn’t. Minutes pass, accompanied only by the rhythmic chop of Mama’s knife and the excited pounding of my heart.

A tall shadow darkens the gate at the end of the garden path. “He’s here!”

Mama says something in a scolding tone, but I barely hear her. I run, my bare feet sliding across the cool, hard-packed earth beneath them. I fling open the door and race to meet my father.

Papa limps down the path, leaning heavily on his walking stick. His dark hair and beard are less tidy than usual, his eyes ringed with shadows. But he still holds his arms out for a hug as I run up, and I melt into them. His coat is covered in dew and smells of damp wool, but I don’t even mind.

I take a step back, and Papa looks down at me. “I suppose Elisa told you,” he says.

“Yes.”

“Seeker Oskar is ill,” he says softly. “He will likely recover, but he has decided to retire.”

It’s the best news I could have hoped for, though I should probably be sad that he has to retire. Seeker Oskar is a kind man, one of my father’s closest friends, and beloved in the village. Of course I don’t want him to be ill.

But I’d be lying if I said my heart isn’t dancing wildly in my chest, excitement coursing through my blood. Oskar is the most elderly of the Seekers, and the only one likely to retire anytime soon. This is the opportunity I’ve been waiting my entire life for, and my family can’t afford to wait much longer.

There are a hundred questions on the tip of my tongue, but it would be disrespectful to ask most of them now. I settle for, “How’s he doing?”

“As well as can be expected,” Papa says. “The healer thinks he simply needs his rest.”

I hesitate, wanting to word my next question carefully. “Will they… will they want to find a new Seeker right away?”

Papa lays a hand on my shoulder. “Yes. Soon they will announce the next competition.” He lets his hand drop. “I take it you still want to compete?”

“Of course.” I frown. “Don’t you want me to?” I’ve been telling Papa about wanting to be a Seeker for years now. I thought he wanted me to carry on his legacy.

Papa shifts his weight, leaning heavily on his walking stick, and smiles. “I think that once you set your mind to something, there is nothing in all the world that could stop you.”

I grin. He takes my right hand in his left, leaning on the walking stick with his other side, and together we head up the path toward our hut. His hand is cold from the morning air, his fingers calloused.

“Your mama may not be so easily persuaded,” he warns as we draw nearer to the open front door.

“I know,” I say. That’s a possibility I’m prepared for.

“And between you and me…” He lowers his voice and leans closer to my ear. “I think it may be easier to take on a whole pack of dragons than to go against your mother. You get your iron will from her, you know.”

“I know that, too,” I say with a sigh. Mama can be just as stubborn as I am, and it isn’t easy to argue with her. But I’ll convince her somehow. I have to enter this competition.

I was born to be a Seeker.

Papa looks like he wants to say something else, but we’ve reached the hut and Mama’s probably listening in. I step over the threshold, my eyes adjusting to the darkness. The smell of smoke and porridge is heavy in the small room.

“Bryn,” Mama says, “don’t let your breakfast burn.” She points to the hearth, where the pot of porridge is about to bubble over.

As I save breakfast from the fire, Papa shrugs out of his coat and tells Mama about his conversation with Oskar. He doesn’t mention the competition or our conversation outside, but he doesn’t have to. Mama looks at me anyway. She knows what I want.

I’ve been dreaming about being a Seeker ever since I was old enough to understand Papa’s stories. He’d come home with pockets full of starflowers and dragon scales and tell me about flights up the mountains and over the oceans, about nursing wounded icefoxes or gyrpuffs back to health, about tracking unicorns and flying on dragons and countless other adventures.

All that stopped two years ago, when Papa hurt his leg. Since then, there have been no more stories and no more starflowers. I always knew I wanted to be a Seeker, but now I have to do it. Someone has to bring the starflowers back.

Mama retrieves four bowls from the drying rack and lines them up on the table. “Serve breakfast while I fetch Elisa,” she says to me. Papa crosses the room, his boots thudding against the earth, and hangs his coat by the fire as Mama ducks under the clothesline dividing the kitchen from the sleeping areas.

I ladle four bowls of porridge and set the table for breakfast, sliding into my seat at Papa’s right. A minute later Mama and Elisa emerge from the bedroom. Elisa’s breathing is raspier now than it was earlier. She had another coughing fit last night, a bad one. Mama’s been trying to use the last of our medicine sparingly, but she was forced to break out more starflower paste to ease my sister’s breathing.

Elisa slides into the chair across from me, already chattering excitedly to Papa. He smiles and laughs with her, hiding the worry in his eyes. Maybe he’s wondering what I’m wondering—how much starflower medicine we have left and what we’ll do when we run out.

Back when Papa was a Seeker, we never worried about it. Mama would serve Elisa tea steeped in starflower leaves every morning to keep the coughs away, and she’d grind the petals into a thick paste, which we’d carry in little jars at all times in case of a fit. Elisa’s had trouble with her lungs since she was born, but I never thought about it as a real problem before. The starflowers don’t cure the coughs completely or fix her lungs forever, but the medicine helps her breathe when the fits get bad. Our supply seemed endless, until Papa got hurt and the starflowers stopped coming. Now there’s no more tea, and our supply of paste is dwindling.

It’s up to me to become a Seeker just like Papa did, so we can have starflowers again.

As Mama and Papa chat with Elisa, I let my mind drift to thoughts of the competition. There hasn’t been one since Papa got hurt two years ago, and I wasn’t old enough then to compete. I watched the finals just like everyone else in the village, but I wasn’t allowed to see any of the training beforehand. I’m not sure what it will be like or how hard it will be. I share Papa’s nature gift, and that’s got to count for something. But the gift alone isn’t enough. I have to be skilled in all areas of magic to win.

But I’m Seeker Jakob’s daughter. If anyone can be a Seeker, it’s me.

I’ve known it since I was five, when I first discovered my gift. Some kids find theirs even earlier, so I was a little worried that mine would never come. But then it happened.

Runa and I were playing on her family’s farm when her sheepdog started barking at the edge of the trees. We followed him into the woods and heard a strange sound. It was a high-pitched whine, like a dog, and we eventually found the clump of bushes it was coming from. Runa was scared to investigate, but I stepped slowly toward the bush and peered between the leaves, only to see a pair of big brown eyes staring back at me. It was a little sea-wolf cub, all alone.

I had never seen a sea wolf before, since they were supposed to live in the Wild Realm, but I knew what it was. I’d seen Papa’s drawings of sea wolves in his sketchbook. They’re typically smaller than regular wolves, and they have reddish-brown fur instead of gray. This little one was small even for a cub, so small I probably could’ve lifted it with one hand, and its fur was definitely brown. Energy radiated from it, like nothing I’d ever felt before. Its life spark was so bright, so intense, that I knew this creature was magical.

“Why’s it all alone?” Runa asked. “Do you think it’s abandoned?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “We should tell my papa. He’ll know what to do.”

“But if we leave, how will we find him again?” Runa asked.

With more confidence than I felt, I said, “I’ll find him again. I can feel him.”

So we ran to fetch Papa and brought him back to the woods. As I’d suspected, Papa was very concerned about the sea-wolf cub being all alone and so far from his home in the Realm. But, as Runa had predicted, it was hard to find the exact place where we’d seen the cub. I closed my eyes and focused as hard as I could, trying to sense the energy I’d felt before. And to my surprise, I did sense something. Faint at first and then stronger. I directed Papa and Runa to it, and after a moment Papa smiled. He could sense it too, but he pretended not to and let me lead the way.

In the end I led Papa straight to the bush where the cub was hiding with my eyes closed.

“Bryn,” Papa said softly, “look.”

I opened my eyes. Green light was dancing along my hands. The color of my magic.

“I think we’ve found your gift,” Papa said. His smile was huge. “A nature gift, just like mine. And a strong one at that. You were right about this cub.”

The green light of Papa’s own gift swirled in the air as he used his magic to reach out to the cub, letting it sense his presence and know that we didn’t mean it any harm.

“What are you doing so far from home, little fella?” Papa said to it. “You must be lost.”

“How could it have left the Realm?” I asked him.

“Sea wolves prefer the ocean to land,” he said. “They’ll stay on shore only to sleep, care for their young, or nurse an injury. The packs regularly climb down from the Realm to make their way to the sea, where they hunt for seafood. They can swim incredible distances and hold their breath underwater for hours, you know. This little one probably wandered off while the pack was in transit, and now he’s lost. He shouldn’t be this far south.”

After a moment Papa reached into the bush and carefully lifted the cub out, wrapping it firmly in his coat. “Never do this without training, girls,” he said to me and Runa. “Sea wolves can bite and claw you if they feel threatened.”

“Are you taking him back to the Realm?” I asked.

“Yes,” Papa said. “The other Seekers will help me find his home. Sea wolves are very loyal to members of their packs—I’m sure this little one’s packmates will be looking for him.”

I watched the wolf cub as he peeped out of Papa’s coat, staring at me. He was so cute, with tufted fur and puppy-dog eyes. My gift mixed with the cub’s own energy, filling the air with magic. I’d never felt such a powerful connection as I did in that moment.

“Can I go with you?” I asked Papa as we walked out of the woods. “I want to see the cub find his pack.”

“I’m sorry, Bryn,” Papa said. “But you know the rules. Only Seekers can go into the Realm.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because,” Papa said gently, “the Realm belongs to the magical creatures who live there, not to us. If too many people tried to travel there and take the magic of the Realm for themselves, it could ruin the land forever.”

“But I’m just one person,” I said, “and I’d be there for a minute.”

“I know,” Papa said gently, “but we all follow the rules. If I let you come into the Realm once, then you’ll just want to come back again and again. And what about Runa? She found the cub too, so it wouldn’t be fair not to bring her along. And if I bring guests into the Realm, then it would only be fair to let the other Seekers do that too.… Do you see? If we start making exceptions, then the rules will have no meaning. This is why everyone agrees that only Seekers may enter the Realm.”

“Okay,” I said, “then make me a Seeker.”

Papa laughed. “All in good time, Bryn. You have to be at least twelve years old to be a Seeker. And besides, there can only be five at once.”

“Why?”

“Five is nature’s number—the number of the five gifts. Long ago, when our people first settled in this village, it was believed that five was the proper number to maintain balance within the Realm, and so they appointed five Seekers, one with each of the five gifts.”

“But we don’t do that anymore. You have a nature gift, and so does Seeker Oskar. That’s two Seekers with the same gift, not one of each.”

“That’s true,” Papa says. “Some of the gifts are rarer than others, so we don’t always have each of the five gifts represented at the same time. But there have always been five Seekers, and we always follow that tradition.”

“Well, it’s a dumb tradition,” I said.

The sea-wolf cub made a little whimpering sound, and Papa gently stroked its back to soothe it. “Don’t worry,” he said to me. “With such a strong nature gift, you’ll be a Seeker in no time.”

I believed him then, and I believe him now. Ever since that day, becoming a Seeker is all I’ve ever wanted. And I know, deep down in my heart, that I was meant to do it. I connected with that little sea-wolf cub so easily, so naturally, and it was the best connection I’ve ever felt.

There’s just one teeny-tiny problem with my becoming a Seeker, the part of our tradition that Papa didn’t tell me that day in the woods, but that I soon figured out.

Only boys have ever been Seekers.

What I didn’t really understand when I was five is that the men in our village do most of the jobs—they are the fishermen and the shopkeepers and the blacksmiths and the doctors. Some people in our village say that it’s because men have stronger magic and are better suited to jobs that are considered harder, while women’s magic is supposedly better suited to household work. But that doesn’t make any sense to me. I mean, I’ve met most of the boys in the village, and there’s no way their magic is stronger than mine. I think the real reason is just that it’s always been this way and people don’t know how else to do it.

But some traditions are in need of changing. Besides, once people in the village see what my magic can do, they’ll know what I know—that nobody’s going to make a better Seeker than me.






THREE


I wake early the next morning, filled with anticipation. They’ll probably announce the Seeker competition today.

“Wild child,” Mama says with a sigh, swatting me away from the stove, “take all that energy outside.”

Grateful for the escape, I leave the breakfast dishes on the table and dash out to the garden. Clouds roll in over the horizon, promising another summer rain. I rush down the path, heading into the center of the village.

I stop in the middle of the main square, where a massive old birch tree marks the very center of town. This is the place where the announcement will be made.

I’m not the only one who’s waiting. Johann and his little brother, Aron, dart in and out of the square, pelting each other with bilberries. They both work as village criers, so they’re likely waiting for the news.

I’m not thrilled to see them. I tried to be a crier too, once, but the villagers always listened to the boys and didn’t take me seriously. I might’ve kept at it anyway, but Mama made me stop, since she didn’t approve of me “running wild around town,” as she put it. Johann and Aron have been smug about it ever since, so I mostly try to avoid them as much as possible.

Another potential competitor lurks across the street, gazing toward the birch tree and shielding his eyes from the sun. Tomas is fourteen, the perfect age to audition. The minimum is twelve, since most people’s gifts fully mature around that age. It’s technically open to anyone older than that, but most boys in the village start working full-time by fifteen or sixteen, and then they usually can’t abandon their jobs for several weeks in order to train for the competition. Tomas will likely be one of the oldest competitors, which could be an advantage for him. And he’s one of the best young healers in the village, not to mention Seeker Freyr’s son. There’s no way he won’t compete.

I lean against the tree and settle in, but I don’t have to wait long. A few minutes later, a Seeker makes his way up the path toward the square, his long, forest-green cloak sweeping the ground. It’s Seeker Larus, who will be the oldest Seeker once Oskar retires and therefore the new head of the council.

Johann and Aron suddenly drop to attention, abandoning their berries and moving closer to the tree. Tomas crosses the street to join us.

“Move, Bryn,” he says, brushing past me. “They’re about to announce the Seeker competition, and you’re in the way.”

I grit my teeth. “That’s why I’m here.”

Tomas’s eyebrows draw up. “So it’s true, then. You really think you’re going to compete?”

“Why can’t I?”

“Because you’re a girl, duh,” says Johann as he draws closer.

“So? I’m a naturalist, and I’m good at it.”

“But girls don’t use magic that much. They don’t even have jobs,” Johann says.

Tomas shakes his head slowly, but before he speaks, his attention is drawn away by the arrival of Seeker Larus.

“I have an announcement,” Seeker Larus says gravely to the brothers. He hands Johann a small vial that glows blue from within. Crushed starflower, as payment for his services. “Make sure everyone in the village hears, all right?”

“Of course,” Johann says, drawing himself up proudly. “What’s the announcement?”

Tomas and I lean in, straining to hear.

“There will be a competition,” Seeker Larus says slowly, “to determine our next Seeker.”

He pauses, and the boys nod eagerly for him to continue. “There will be three rounds of competition. Three trials that must be passed. Each one will be held in the arena; the first will be held one week from today, the second one week after that, and so on. Some competitors will be eliminated after each of the first two trials, while the final will determine our next Seeker. To prepare potential Seekers for the competition, Seeker Agnar will hold training sessions every afternoon in the arena. Anyone who wishes to compete is strongly encouraged to attend the training. The first session will be held today.”

He smiles down at the boys, who grin back. “Spread the word.”

The brothers take off, running through the square and shouting the news. Passing villagers stop to listen, and shopkeepers emerge from indoors to see what all the fuss is about.

I glance over at Tomas, who nods at me. “Guess I’ll see you at training, then,” he says.

“Guess so.”

He nods again and strides away.

I take a deep breath and break into a sprint.

One of the village women yells at me as I pass—probably telling me to stop running—but the wind rushing past my ears whips her words away.

I arrive at our hut in record time, leaping over the garden gate and dashing up the path. Papa looks up from the bed of potatoes, squinting into the sun. “Where are you going in such a hurry?” he asks, but he’s smiling. He already knows why I’m running.

“They announced the competition,” I shout, throwing open the hut’s door and dashing inside.

Elisa sits at the table, braiding her doll’s hair. “What’s wrong?” she asks.

I pause to catch my breath. “I have news!”

“What news?”

Mama emerges from the sleeping area, carrying an armful of laundry. “Bryn,” she says sharply, “have you been running?”

I inhale deeply, trying to steady my breathing. “No.”

“Are you lying to your mother?”

I pause. “Yes.”

“Brynja,” she scolds, “how many times—”

“They announced the Seeker competition!”

Mama doesn’t react right away. She lowers the pile of laundry into the nearest chair.

“The first training session is this afternoon in the arena,” I say quickly when Mama doesn’t speak. “Can I go? Pretty please can I go?”

Elisa sets down her doll, her eyes darting back and forth between Mama and me.

“I don’t suppose there’s any dissuading you,” Mama says finally. “Dissuading” is the word she uses when she really means telling me not to do something. She “dissuades” a lot.

“Thank you thank you thank you!” I give Mama a hug. Elisa laughs, and I dance around the tiny kitchen.

“Does this mean you’re going to be a Seeker, Bryn?” Elisa asks.

“I have to win the competition first.”

“Of course you’ll win,” Elisa says. “Will you get to ride the dragons like Papa did?”

“Yep! I’ll get to fly them into the Realm and—”

Elisa frowns. “But then you’ll go away all the time and we’ll never play anymore.”

“Sure we will,” I say. “We can play dolls every night if you want. Just not while I’m at training.”

Elisa pushes her doll pointedly in my direction. “You’re not at training now.”

I sigh, dropping into the chair beside her. “Okay, we can play now. But then I have to go to training. I can’t be late on the first day.”

Mama purses her lips and doesn’t say anything. She crosses the room and steps out the front door. Going to talk to Papa, probably.

As I help Elisa braid her doll’s hair, I glance out the window. My parents’ shadows are visible in the garden, but I can’t hear what they’re saying.

Whatever it is, Mama isn’t happy about it when she comes back inside. She strides toward the bedroom without saying anything, disappearing behind the clothesline.

“Bryn.” Papa stands in the doorway, his shadow looming over the threshold. “Come help me in the garden for a minute, please.”

I leave Elisa and her doll and step warily outside. Papa limps over to the stone bench propped at the side of the low fence. “Yes, Papa?” I say quietly, taking a slow step forward.

He lowers himself wearily onto the bench. “So I hear your Seeker training begins today.”

“You already told me I could do it,” I say, fear twisting knots inside my stomach.

“I did.” Papa smiles. “And I believe that you will win that competition easily, if that’s what you want.”

“Of course it’s what I want.”

“Are you sure?” When I don’t answer—because the answer is obvious—he sighs. “Your mother has some… concerns. And she’s not wrong, Bryn.”

I swallow hard. “What kinds of concerns?”

“You know your mother. She worries about your safety.”

I roll my eyes. “It’s perfectly safe.”

“Bryn…”

“Your injury was an accident. You said yourself it hardly ever happens. ‘A well-trained Seeker is in no danger from the creatures of the Realm.’ That’s what you told me once.”

“I did say that,” Papa says slowly, “but…”

“And I’ll be really, really careful. I promise.”

“I know you will.”

“And I’ll work really hard at training, and—”

“I know.” Papa sighs again, like he’s steeling himself for whatever he’s about to say. “Not everyone in the village will be happy about you competing.”

I look down at the dirt, thinking about what Johann said earlier. “I know not everyone thinks girls are good at magic. But they’ll change their minds. Once they see…”

“People can be set in their ways.”

I’m not totally sure what he means, but it doesn’t matter. “I’ll just have to prove them wrong, then.”

Papa studies me silently.

“I don’t care what people say about it,” I continue, my voice firm. “They’ll change their minds. There’s no rule that says girls can’t be Seekers. They have to let me try.”

“That they do,” Papa says, smiling. “Your mother and I just worry that it will be… more challenging than you expect. And we don’t want you to be disappointed.”

“I know.”

“Just… be prepared for what may come.”

“All right,” I say, rocking back impatiently on my heels. “Is that all?”

Papa smiles. “That’s all.”

“I have to leave now, then.” I pause. “Have any advice for my first day?”

He laughs. “You know Seekers aren’t supposed to provide an unfair advantage to anyone.”

I bite my lip. Papa technically isn’t a Seeker anymore, so that rule doesn’t really apply. He won’t get a say in any of the judging. But I can’t say that out loud—it might hurt his feelings.

Papa reaches into his pocket and withdraws a small, square object wrapped carefully in linen. His most prized possession: a sketchbook. He says that paper is more common on the mainland, but here on the island it’s rare, since we have no way to manufacture it. Papa managed to barter for a few pieces from a trading ship years ago. He then bound the precious pages into a sketchbook with a thin strip of leather.

He gingerly unwraps the covering, as he’s done so many times before, and gestures for me to sit beside him. As I settle onto the bench, he carefully flips through the sketchbook.

I’ve seen his drawings hundreds of times, but they never fail to amaze me. In bold strokes of ash and charcoal, Papa has brought each of the Realm’s creatures to life upon the page. On one, a phoenix rises from a sea of fire, its wings tipped in flame; on another, a majestic unicorn rears up, tossing her mane.

“Let’s see how well you’ve been paying attention,” Papa teases, flipping to another page. “Do you remember what I told you about firecats?”

I gaze at the familiar sketch. A massive cat prowls across the page, fire dancing along its paws and lighting the tip of its tail, a crest of flames running along its head and back.

“One of the Realm’s largest creatures, aside from dragons,” I say promptly. “All firecats produce magical flames from their paws and tails, and males also have fiery crests, which can be used to fight off predators.”

“Very good,” Papa says. “But what else should a Seeker know about approaching them?”

“They must be approached slowly,” I recite. “Firecats can run faster than the human eye can see, and will often flee if startled or spooked. Seekers must never enter their dens, which they guard against intruders with their magical fire. They don’t kill unless provoked but can be deadly if mishandled. They’ve even been known to cast balls of fire toward enemies.”

“And if you find a firecat, what else might you find?”

I have to think about this one for a second, but then I remember. “Firecats often make their dens near volcanic hot springs—that’s their water source. And hot springs are also home to gulurberries and other magical plants.”

Papa nods and flips to the next sketch. A creature with a long, coiled body like a serpent stretches across the page, webbed crests dotting its length. A pair of horns springs from its forehead. Its two sets of short legs end in webbed feet, and its jaw stretches wide, revealing a forked tongue and pointy teeth.

“A vatnavera,” I say immediately. “Dwells only in freshwater glacial lakes. A shape-shifter that can change elements of its appearance including size and shape, but usually resembles a horned serpent. Eats mostly fish and has never been known to harm a human, though it may grow to massive size and sharpen its teeth to scare them away.”

“What else might they do if frightened?” Papa prompts.

“Shrink really small so they can hide.”

“And what’s one thing Seekers must watch for in order to care for them?”

“Make sure that their lakes don’t grow too warm,” I say. “They’re unaffected by cold but don’t like heat and avoid sunlight. Lakes that are too close to the volcanic region may overheat and need to be cooled.”

“And what magical items can be gathered from them?”

This one’s easy. “They sometimes shed their scales when they shape-shift, depending on what form they take. Vatnavera scales are softer than dragon scales, so they don’t make for good weapons or shields like dragon scales do, but they still have magical properties in potions when combined with certain herbs and plants.”

Papa smiles. “You don’t need any advice,” he says. “You’re ready.”

“Thank you.” With one last, longing glance at the sketchbook, I stand. “I’d better get going. I’ll see you at dinner!”

“Don’t be late,” he calls. As I run through the gate and onto the path, his laughter fills the air behind me.



The arena lies a few miles outside the edge of the village, in a low clearing near the shoreline. Mountains border it to the north, their peaks rising so high that from this distance I can’t even see the tops.

The arena itself is built from massive chunks of stone that fell from the mountains during a rockslide caused by a volcanic eruption many years ago—or so the stories say. The villagers of old constructed tiered benches to encircle the arena’s edges, allowing spectators to observe the competitions. But for now the benches remain empty.

I enter the arena under the curved stone archway. A small crowd of boys stands around in the center of the massive open space. There’s no sign of any of the Seekers. But then, I’m still very early. The sun isn’t directly overhead yet, so it’s not quite noon.

I keep to the edge of the arena, taking a minute to size up my competition.

Most of the boys are showing off, using their magic to do flashy tricks. Johann is utilizing the strength of his warrior gift to levitate heavy rocks and send them spinning through the air. The other boys shout and applaud like it’s a big deal, but I’m not worried. While warrior gifts look impressive on the surface, they don’t give you much of an advantage when it comes to tracking, healing, or caring for animals. Besides, Seeker Agnar has the warrior gift too, so I doubt they’ll want another. They need a naturalist more. Which means they’ll probably focus on naturalist skills over warrior skills during the competition, and it will probably influence the Seekers as they judge the results.

One of the older village boys, fourteen-year-old Emil, raises his hands and forms a shimmery shield of purple magic in the air, letting Johann’s rocks bounce off it. A defender gift. They are important for Seekers, since they have to preserve the shields that encircle the boundaries of the Realm, so he might be decent competition. But Seeker Ludvik is a defender, so they don’t really need a second. Besides, I have a feeling Emil is too energetic to stay focused on any one task for long. He’ll probably get bored and wander off before training even finishes.

Tomas is here, of course. He lounges casually beside the nearest bench, as if he couldn’t care less about this whole thing, but I know better. I saw how eager he was when the announcement was made. He’s a healer, and unlike the other boys, he might actually know a thing or two about magical creatures. Plus his father, Seeker Freyr, has probably taught him as much as my father has taught me. The Seekers are supposed to remain impartial while judging the competition, but having a father on the council will likely help him.

There are a few other boys as well, but none that I’d consider major competition. I’m the only naturalist in sight—the nature gift is rare enough that I’m the only one of the right age. That will work in my favor, for sure.

“Hey, it’s Bryn,” Johann shouts, pointing at me. He and Emil laugh, and heads turn in my direction.

“What’s she doing here?” someone asks loudly.

Several of the boys whisper to each other, and someone laughs.

Heat floods my face. I was hoping they wouldn’t act weird about this and would just accept that I’m here. Maybe I can convince them if I just act like I belong. I tilt my chin, holding my head up, and stride forward, joining the boys in the center of the space.

“What are you doing here, Bryn?” one of the boys asks. “Don’t you know this is the Seeker training?”

I ignore him, crossing my arms firmly over my chest.

He shouts something else, but I turn away, forcing myself not to pay attention.

Across the arena, a short figure approaches from under the archway. Another competitor, most likely, but probably not anyone I need to worry about—

Or not.

It’s Ari.

Unlike the rest of us, Ari isn’t a naturalist, a defender, a healer, or a warrior. His magical specialty is called empathy, and it’s the rarest of the five gifts. There’s never been an empath Seeker during my lifetime. But it’s a talent that could certainly serve him well.

Empaths can sense the energy of other living beings even better than naturalists can. They can feel the emotions of others, meaning they can tell when someone is sad or hungry or in pain. While naturalists can detect the life sparks of plants and creatures and help nurture them with their magic, empaths are more closely attuned to what people and animals are feeling. And that could be an incredibly useful gift when working with the beings of the Realm. Ari will be able to detect and communicate with magical creatures more directly than any of the rest of us. He’ll be able to sense their needs. Some people say that empaths can influence the emotions of others, too.

A tiny knot of fear lodges in my stomach. If there’s anyone other than a naturalist who the Seekers might want to consider, it’s Ari.

He’s my biggest threat.

He makes his way slowly across the arena, joining the rest of us in the center. A few of the boys greet him, but mostly they look away. Ari isn’t particularly popular among the village kids—he keeps to himself.

He glances in my direction, but if he’s startled to see a girl here, he doesn’t let on. He tucks his hands casually in the pockets of his jacket and scuffs a pattern in the dirt beneath his feet.

“This is our competition?” Emil sneers. “A girl and an empath? This is going to be so easy!”

Johann laughs, and so do a couple of others. My heart races, but Ari doesn’t look up. I try to channel some of his calm. I don’t care. I don’t care. I don’t care.…

Emil shouts something else, but he’s cut off by Tomas, who is gazing toward the entrance of the arena. “Shut up,” he says. “Seeker Agnar’s here.”

Sure enough, Seeker Agnar is striding briskly toward us, his long green cloak flapping. Agnar is the youngest of the current Seekers, only eighteen, with a short-cropped beard and trim dark hair.

He’s the man who replaced my father.

Ari looks up from the dirt, glances at Seeker Agnar, and frowns, his mouth twisting into a strange line.

“Welcome,” Seeker Agnar says, drawing to a slow halt in front of us. “I’m pleased to see so many fresh faces here today.” He scans the group, his eyes lingering on each of us—

His eyes lock with mine, and he freezes. “Jakob’s daughter,” he says quietly. “What are you doing here?”

My mouth goes dry. Everyone swivels to stare at me.

I will myself to speak clearly and firmly. Once I explain, he’ll understand. “I’m here to train,” I say. “I’m going to compete to be a Seeker.”

For a long moment, only silence meets my words.

“But you’re a girl,” one of the boys says. I don’t see which one—I keep my gaze fixed on Seeker Agnar, waiting to see what he’ll say.

When he doesn’t speak, I raise my voice. “There’s no rule that says girls can’t be Seekers.”

“There’s never been one before,” Emil scoffs.

“There’s no rule that says I can’t compete,” I say louder, hoping my voice will stay steady.

Silence.

A shiver of fear races up my spine. I thought for sure the Seekers wouldn’t care about letting me compete… but what if they do? Was this what Papa was trying to warn me about?

“That may be true,” Seeker Agnar says at last. “But I cannot in good conscience encourage you to do so.”

It feels like all the air has been forced from my lungs. Before I can respond, he continues.

“This work is not for the faint of heart. The magical creatures of our island can be dangerous. I would expect you of all people to know that, Jakob’s daughter.”

Tears well up behind my eyes, but I refuse to let them fall. “I can do it just as well as the boys,” I say, but this time my voice does waver. “I’m a naturalist—”

“Your father would never forgive me if I let any harm come to you,” Seeker Agnar continues. “It’s too dangerous. I’m sorry.”

“But I—”

“That’s my final word on the matter,” Seeker Agnar says firmly, turning away from me. “I suggest you go home.”

Everyone stares at me, and I blink rapidly, trying to hold the tears back. I didn’t expect this, and I don’t know what to do now. I can’t move. I can’t speak.

“Now, boys, let’s begin.…” Seeker Agnar leads the way across the arena to begin training. One by one, the boys follow him, leaving me behind in the dust.

Choking on the lump in my throat, I finally find the strength to move.

I turn on my heel and run from the arena.
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