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   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Being small had a distinct advantage. Unfortunately, at eight years old, Tesni was starting to get to the point where she was no longer small. That was why she was taking every assignment, every mark that she could get. As she continued to grow, she would have to figure out new tricks. 
 
   For now, though, her current favorite would still work. She knelt down in front of a market stall, approximately five stalls down from her mark, and rolled beneath the cloth covering. 
 
   From there, she crawled beneath the stalls, peeking out at each one to make sure that her mark was still where she had last seen him. He was at the jewelry stall, haggling over a very nice necklace. Tesni smirked. If she did this right, she could snatch both the purse and the necklace. 
 
   Not that the necklace would mean much to Knives or any of the other members of the Thieves Guild. Yes, it was worth quite a bit of gold, but it was difficult to sell and get the gold for it because it would be so obviously stolen. It could be used as a distraction, though.
 
   Once she was beneath the jewelry stall, Tesni cut a tiny slit in the cloth, just large enough to fit her hand and her knife through. 
 
   Just then, someone else bumped into the mark. Tesni could hear the apologies, and she recognized the voice as a local pickpocket who didn’t work with the guild. He was using an old, obvious trick to get to the mark’s purse, and Tesni just rolled her eyes. Idiot, she thought. 
 
   With a quick swipe of her knife, the purse strings were cut. The purse fell into her open, waiting hand, which quickly disappeared beneath the cloth. The hand with the knife was already back in its hole. Tesni barely kept herself from laughing as her competitor walked away, embarrassed, and better yet, empty-handed. 
 
   In the confusion as the mark began yelling, accusing Tesni’s competitor of theft, the jeweler became distracted by the guards coming over. He began telling what he saw, and Tesni reached up behind the stall, grabbed the necklace, and disappeared in the opposite direction. 
 
   Several stalls down, she rolled out, darted into an alley, climbed up the apple tree growing there, and hopped up onto the roof. From there, she threw the necklace as hard as she could back towards the jewelry stall. She grinned as it landed on the other side, next to her competitor, who was arrested. 
 
   I almost feel sorry for him, but just one more competitor off the streets, Tesni thought. If he had been smart, he would have joined the guild. Not that he’s good enough. I don’t think Knives has ever issued him an invitation.
 
   Eventually, Tesni tore her blue eyes away from the scene. Pulling her blonde braid out of the bun she’d had it in to keep it from tripping her up as she crawled, she leapt from rooftop to rooftop until she got to the edge of town, at which point she leapt onto a tree branch and darted into the forest.
 
   Once there, it was easy to find the cave the Thieves Guild called home. Tap. Tap tap tap. Knock knock. Knock tap knock. It was a complicated code, but it had to be. Immediately, the door opened, and Tesni darted in. “Hello there, Knives,” she said, grinning as she held up the purse.
 
   “Hello, yourself, Wits,” the man replied, closing the door behind her. He was a Wood Elf, six or seven-hundred years of age, but still looked no more than thirty. Even though he was technically Tesni’s boss, they shared a friendly rivalry, Wood Elf vs. High Elf.  “What kind of haul did you bring us?” 
 
   “I’m not sure,” Tesni said. “I ‘aven’t had a chance to count th’ coins, but it’s a heavy one, and considerin’ th’ necklace he was bargainin’ for, I’m fair certain that it’s at least five-‘undred.” With average wages in Linwood not more than ten gold coins per week, and usually closer to seven, it was indeed a decent haul. 
 
   When they went to count, though, both Knives and Tesni were in for a surprise. Half the coins were the larger five-gold pieces, and a few were the even larger ten-gold pieces. Altogether, it added up to over a thousand in gold. 
 
   “You’re a great asset to us, Wits. It’ll be a shame when ye’ve gotten too tall to pull yer tricks.”
 
   “I’ve already started workin’ on new ideas, Knives. Don’t you worry your silly little Wood Elf head. My hauls won’t be getting’ any smaller.”
 
   “Yer a clever girl, Wits,” Knives said, shaking his head. “I’ve no doubt in my mind that you’ll come up with completely new tricks. Now go get some food. You’ve earned it, lass, and ye ought to do plenty well during th’ afternoon market, as well, even when th’ others find it dry pickings.” 
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   At the afternoon market, Tesni did, in fact, find an easy looking mark. It was a red-haired woman Tesni recognized as another Wood Elf. That wasn’t surprising. Wood Elves were a common sight in Linwood and the surrounding forest. It was Tesni who was the oddball. 
 
   Something about the way the woman was dressed, in dark green pants, with matching tunic and jacket, the jacket with gold lining, gave Tesni pause. She eyed the green and gold embroidered sash around the woman’s waist with interest. Still, Tesni prided herself on being able to sneak up on any mark. The woman was over at a food stall. Tesni went over and boldly stood next to her, pretending to be perusing the various breads available. 
 
   Carefully, Tesni pulled her own purse, filled with rocks, from her belt, as if she were preparing to make a purchase. She reached over, placed her purse strings over the woman’s belt hook and maneuvered the purses together so that the same amount of weight would always be felt. 
 
   Eventually, she got the mark’s purse alone in her hands, and she was just manipulating the strings to unravel when the woman, clearly having made a decision, reached down to get some coins out and grabbed Tesni’s wrist instead.
 
   The woman turned to look at Tesni, who shrank back and squirmed, her first instinct to free her hand. What happened next took the girl by surprise.
 
   “Oh, there you are,” said the woman. “I was wondering when you were going to catch up with me. What do you think? The bread stuffed with cherries for our dinner?” 
 
   “That sounds good,” Tesni said, schooling her features to make it seem as if this were the most natural conversation in all the five kingdoms to be having with this woman. 
 
   The woman handed Tesni both of the purses. “Been collecting rocks again?” she asked.
 
   “They’re really pretty ones this time,” Tesni said.
 
   “Alright, kiddo, count out the coins for the baker.” 
 
   Tesni turned to the baker, who was looking at them oddly. “How much for a loaf of the cherry bread?” 
 
   “One gold, three silver,” the baker said. “We’re at the end of the cherry season, and it’s still in high demand,” he added, as if trying to excuse his high price.
 
   “How about just one gold, even?” Tesni asked. “With it bein’ th’ end of th’ cherry season, it will be harder to sell. People know th’ cherry season was over near a week ago.” 
 
   The baker leaned over. “How about one gold five silver, and I’ll pretend you didn’t just insult me.”  
 
   The woman leaned, in turn, towards the baker. “How about just nine silver, and I’ll pretend you didn’t just threaten my daughter?” 
 
   The baker looked down at the woman’s chest, gulped, and then looked back up at her. “Nine silver, then,” he agreed. 
 
   Tesni counted out nine silver coins and handed them over. The baker, in turn, handed over the loaf of cherry bread and threw in a sweet roll. As he was doing this, Tesni looked at the woman’s chest as well and realized what her mistake – and the man’s – had been. 
 
   The woman was one of the famed Rangers of Linwood. The crest, a green embroidered patch with a gold border and a bow and arrow crossed with a sword the name Arya below the weapons, stood out proudly on the woman’s left breast. She grabbed Tesni’s hand and smiled, the bag with the bread in it under her other arm. “Come on, let’s go back to camp.” 
 
   Tesni had no choice but to go with the woman where she led her. After all, she still had the woman’s purse, and the woman knew it. She would give chase, and she could easily catch Tesni. 
 
   The woman led her to the edge of town and then into the woods. She found a mossy spot beneath a large oak tree and sat, motioning for Tesni to sit next to her. The girl sat, confused. The woman could have just had her arrested on the spot, but instead she’d referred to Tesni as her daughter, threatened the baker on Tesni’s behalf, and trusted Tesni to keep hold of her purse.
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   Arya Summerbreeze couldn’t help but be surprised when she gripped a wrist instead of her purse as she prepared to select some bread. She was even more surprised to find that it was a young girl.
 
   Still, there was something about her, and Arya had purchased some bread, covered for the fact that the girl was a stranger to her, and brought her here to eat and talk. 
 
   She could tell that the girl was confused as they sat beneath the tree, and Arya smiled at her. “Don’t worry, young one. I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
   “But yer goin’ to take me to th’ guards,” the girl said.
 
   “No, I’m not going to take you to the guards, either,” Arya said. She split the cherry bread in half and handed half to the girl. “I’m Arya Summerbreeze. And what do they call you?” 
 
   The girl just blinked, surprised. “They call me Wits.” 
 
   “A Thieves Guild nickname,” Arya said. “What’s your real name?” 
 
   “It’s Tesni. Tesni Redleaf.” 
 
   Well, that was an unexpected last name, Arya thought. When had Knives had a kid? And what poor woman had he convinced to be the mother? “And how old are you?” 
 
   “I’m eight.” 
 
   “Well, Tesni, you seem a little young to be a part of the Thieves Guild.” 
 
   Tesni shrugged. “Knives has practically raised me as his own. I’ve been with ‘em since I was four.” 
 
   So Tesni wasn’t Alastar’s child. Arya took in this information, keeping her features schooled so that Tesni would not see the frown trying to take over. “Four is a very young age at which to join the Thieves Guild.” 
 
   Again, Tesni shrugged. She still was not quite sure why she was even talking to this woman. Why didn’t she just get up and run back to Knives and to the rest of the lads? That was home, after all, and surely Knives would be worried about her. “Yeah, well, I wasn’t about to let ‘em haul me off to the orphanage. Lettin’ Knives take care of me has worked out pretty well. Who knows what kind of treatment I might ‘ave received at the orphanage, or whether anyone would ‘ave picked me? I wasn’t a baby anymore.” 
 
   Arya barely held back her surprise. “Don’t tell me that you understood all of this when you were four.” 
 
   “Not really, no,” Tesni admitted, “but it is somethin’ that I understand now. Knives might not be my father, but he does love me.” 
 
   “You could have a life that doesn’t involve breaking the law, you know,” Arya said. “You could come to the Rangers.” The words were out of her mouth before she realized she had said them. The last thing the Rangers needed around camp was a kid not even old enough to start training. 
 
   Tesni was as surprised as Arya at the offer. “Thanks, but last I ‘eard, I was still a bit young to be joinin’ the Rangers. I should get goin’. Knives is goin’ to be worried about me.” 
 
   Arya sighed. “Alright, but before you go, here, take this.” She poured half the remaining coins from her purse into Tesni’s and handed her the sweet roll. 
 
   “What’s this for?” Tesni asked, confused. 
 
   “Look, if I know the lads of the Thieves Guild, they won’t like it if you come home empty-handed, especially with you coming back late already. You should probably eat the sweet roll on the way back so that they don’t think you spent part of the score on yourself instead of sharing the whole with them. Call it a gift for helping me get a better price on the cherry bread. You have clearly earned your nickname.” 
 
   “Alright, thank ye,” Tesni said. Then, before Arya could respond, she was up and running through the trees. She gave the knock at the cave door as fast as she could and darted in, rolling with the impact as, in her haste, she missed the slight step down. 
 
   “Yer late, Wits.”
 
   “I know, Knives, I know. It tends to happen when you get caught picking th’ pocket of a Ranger.” 
 
   Knives let out a low whistle. “Oi, lass, ye’ve got courage for sure, targeting one of them Rangers. How’d you escape?” 
 
   “She let me go.” 
 
   “She let you go?” 
 
   “Oh, aye, and I don’t know why,” Tesni said. “Gave me ‘alf a loaf of bread, a sweet roll, and ‘alf her purse, as well as an invitation to come join up, she did.”
 
   “I don’t suppose ye got th’ name of this Ranger, did ye?” Knives asked.
 
   “Aye. She said it was Arya Summerbreeze. Why?” 
 
   Knives could not hide his shock. Damn. He’d wondered what had happened to her. Now he knew that the rumors were true, that she had, indeed, gone to the Rangers and worked her way up the ranks. “She’s got a reputation, that one. She must ‘ave liked yer spunk, lass. She don’t ‘and out invites to just anyone.” 
 
   “She their leader or somethin’?” Tesni asked. 
 
   “Aye, she is, or at least one of ‘em,” Knives said. “Ye did good today, lass. Get some mess and ‘ead on to bed.” 
 
   Tesni looked at Knives. He seemed distracted, and he had never been quite so short with her. Brushing it off as his shock at her first time getting caught, she shrugged and did as she was told, thinking over the day’s events as she drifted off to sleep.
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   To the eye not trained to see such a thing, the castle at Linwood’s northernmost border looked like a pile of old ruins. It was exactly what the dark-haired High Elf liked. It meant that there were never any unwanted visitors. There was no such thing as a wanted one. 
 
   Now, Agrona summoned her prophetess. “The orb,” she said. “Will I ever be able to get it?” 
 
   “The orb is well protected by the Rangers of Linwood, my lady. They keep it under a tight guard should they ever find the missing princess.” 
 
   Agrona snorted. “If I even have a niece at all,” she said. “Everyone believes it, and I have my own suspicions, as well, but certainly someone must have attempted to claim the throne by now. Well, no matter. I shall find her first, and when I do, she will die, and I will finally have the right to rule. But tell me now, how long until my victory?” 
 
   The prophet went into a trance, her brown eyes turning a milky white. Her normally soothing voice became ethereal, almost echoing off of the walls as she spoke. 
 
   “When darkness covers the land, looking for guarded treasure, let evil beware the clever thief, for sharp wits give great pleasure. Such talent to steal both orb and throne, used by darker side, might be used by light, but all depends on what the thief should decide. Death shall come for warmth from the sun when dark spells taint the wood. Honorable, noble, loyal friend cannot stop the spilling of blood, but death may yet find himself shaken, for saltiest tears can awaken.” 
 
   The prophet’s eyes and voice returned to normal, then, and she looked Agrona in the eye. “Find the clever thief and convince her to join you,” she said at last. “If there is anyone who can get past the defenses of the Rangers of Linwood, it is she.” 
 
   “Oh, that narrows it down so much,” Agrona replied, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “That could be any member of the Thieves Guild. They are all considered extraordinarily clever in their own ways. Each has a unique skill set.”
 
   “Yes, but only one of them is female,” the prophet said, “the one who goes by Wits.” 
 
   “Well, then we shall have to find a way to capture her, won’t we?” 
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   Tesni was up early the next morning. Her intention was a quick, large score and to be back before any of the lads had a chance to outdo her. Besides, she wasn’t quite ready for any awkward conversations. Though she had spoken to Knives in confidence the night before, there were always ears open, and who knew how fast word had spread about her encounter the day before?
 
   Unfortunately, Knives was awake before she was. “Wait a moment,” he said. “Before ye go out, I want to speak with ye.”
 
   “What’s the matter, Knives?” Tesni asked, though she had an idea already of what was going on. 
 
   “I’ve been lyin’ awake all night thinkin’ about what ye said yesterday, Wits, about yer run-in with Arya Summerbreeze, and I’ve been thinkin’, maybe ye ought to consider her offer. I know they generally don’t take trainees under age twelve, but she wouldn’t’ve made the invitation if she didn’t think ye had it in ye to succeed.” 
 
   Tesni was confused. “Are ye kickin’ me out of the Guild, Knives?” 
 
   “No, Wits, absolutely not. I won’t force ye. Yer too great of an asset to us, and we’d be sad to see ye go, but…’ere.” He clasped a gold necklace around her neck. On the thin chain rested a round locket with the sun on the front, her name inscribed on the back. Inside the locket were a picture of a couple Tesni had never seen before and of a small baby. “Ye were wearin’ this when we found ye,” Knives said. “I kept callin’ ye Tesni ‘cause that’s the name on the locket, and then gave ye me own last name.” 
 
   “Oh, Knives…”
 
   “Ye deserve better, Wits, and I love ye as me own, but yeh need to know that the choice has always been yers to make. I won’t force ye away, but yeh should give th’ Rangers serious thought.”  
 
   “Do yeh really think so, Knives?” 
 
   “Oh, aye, I do.” 
 
   “Then I guess I’m goin’ to th’ Rangers. But how do I find them?” 
 
   Knives smiled. “Probably a good decision, lass. As for how to find ‘em, just whistle when ye get out in th’ woods. Have ye had breakfast yet?” 
 
   “Aye, I finished off that sweet roll Arya gave me last night and had a bit of porridge,” Tesni said. 
 
   “Good girl, now go on. If yer goin’ to go to th’ Rangers, ye best get yer stuff and get goin’. Ye’ll learn all sorts of stuff with them that the lads and I could never teach ye.” 
 
   Tesni hugged Knives tightly. “I won’t be forgettin’ yeh, Knives, or any of the lads. Tell them goodbye for me, aye?” 
 
   “Aye, ‘twill be done. We’ll be missin’ ye, Wits, but Tesni Redleaf has a future beyond the Thieves Guild, and I believe the Rangers can provide it, especially Arya Summerbreeze. If yer lucky, she’ll mentor ye, herself.” 
 
   Tesni nodded, grabbed the small satchel that contained everything she owned, and ran out the door. She wouldn’t whistle so close to the cave, of course. She didn’t wish to alert the Rangers as to the actual whereabouts of the Guild headquarters. Instead, she ran deep into the woods, until she wasn’t quite sure where she was anymore, and she let out a loud, long whistle. 
 
   Almost immediately, a Ranger dropped down. Like Arya, he wore green pants and matching jacket with gold braid and crest, but his tunic was tucked in and he wore a leather belt. Where Arya had carried bow and arrows at her back, this one, his blonde hair only slightly darker than Tesni’s, had a sword at his, and a dagger at his hip. “Hello there, miss. I’m Ryder. How can I help you?” 
 
   “’Ello, Ryder. I’m Tesni. I be lookin’ fer Arya Summerbreeze.” 
 
   “Ah, Arya said you might be coming to join us. She didn’t say you were a bit younger than we usually take.” 
 
   “Aye, I’m only eight, but Arya said I ought to come to join the Rangers an’ leave bein’ a thief behind.” 
 
   Ryder smiled. “That’s alright. If Arya says you’re cut out for our life, then you’re cut out for it. We’re really not that far from camp.” He led her a little ways further down what Tesni could now see was a path. “Come, join our fire.” 
 
   “Thank ye,” Tesni said, smiling. The smile left as she looked around. Inside the large wooden fence that marked the parameter, she could see several tents on platforms in rows on one side. There was a large wooden building at the other end, and she could see a couple of much smaller buildings on one side of the larger one. In front of it was a platform. On the side opposite the tents, she saw stables, a small archery range, an area to practice sparring, and a forge. She also saw three rectangular buildings closer to the gates. In the center, there was a large fire pit, but…“Uh, what fire?” 
 
   Ryder laughed. “It’s a Ranger greeting. It means you’re welcome amongst us as a friend, and we will show you hospitality while you’re here.” 
 
   “And the first thing she needs to learn is how to speak correctly,” came a voice from behind them. 
 
   Ryder and Tesni whirled around. “Hail, Ranger,” Ryder said, laughing again.
 
   “Hail, yourself, Ryder,” Arya said. 
 
   “What’s wrong with th’ way I talk?” Tesni asked. 
 
   Arya looked down at her. “First, I’m glad you decided to come and join us. Second, in general, nothing is wrong with it. However, we Rangers work with all levels of society, Tesni. You might have to work with anyone from your former mates to royalty.”
 
   “Former mates?” Tesni asked, one eyebrow raised. “Yeh didn’t say I’d have to give up me friendships with th’ lads.” 
 
   Arya sighed. This was clearly going to be a long day, she realized as she massaged her temples. “Tesni, you are clearly a smart girl. You nearly had my purse, and I think you would have had it and been away if I hadn’t made up my mind so quickly. Do you really think the lads of the Thieves Guild will even acknowledge you after today? I can guarantee the secret knock has already been changed.” 
 
   “Why wouldn’t they? They love me, especially Knives. He… He gave me ‘is own last name, he did. An’ he knows I’m ‘ere. He told me to come. He knows I didn’t just abandon ‘em.” 
 
   Arya and Ryder gave each other a look. How were they supposed to explain the way of things to this young girl?
 
   “Tesni,” Ryder said, “maybe this will help you to understand the decision you’ve made. You are now legal. Everything you do is now to be within the confines of the law. However, the activities of the Thieves Guild are not legal.”
 
   Arya nodded. “Tesni, what was the thing you were afraid I was going to do when I caught you with your hand on my purse strings?” 
 
   Tesni bit her lower lip. “I was afraid tha’ ye were goin’ to hand me over to th’ guards, but ye didn’t.” 
 
   “No, I didn’t, because you’re just a child and I want to save you. But there’s my point. You’re on the other side of the law, now. What, in their mind, is there to keep you from turning each and every one of them in? What’s going to stop you from going to the authorities and telling them exactly where to find them?” 
 
   “Loyalty,” Tesni said. “Yeh don’t understand, Arya. If Knives thought ‘e ‘ad any reason to fear I might turn ‘em all in, or lead th’ guards straight to th’ cave, he would never ‘ave let me come, and not only did he let me, he told me to.”
 
   “Tesni, I know more than you think about loyalty.” Arya knelt down, placing her hands on Tesni’s shoulders. Whether she needed to steady the girl or keep her from running, she wasn’t sure. “We Rangers are a family. Your skills will continue to be sharpened with us, and you will never have to worry about whether or not a secret knock has been changed or what will happen if you get captured.” 
 
   Ryder knelt down next to Arya. “I think what Arya’s trying to tell you is that you need to think about your future. Arya told me last night that you’re successful because you’re small and clever. You might never lose that cleverness, but you are going to get taller. You’ll grow in other ways, too, but that will be something for you to learn later. What is going to happen when you’re less agile, when you become clumsy as you enter your early adulthood because your body is changing and you don’t know what to do about it?” 
 
   “I… I didn’t think about it,” Tesni admitted. “I told Knives I’d come up with new tricks.”
 
   “Or you could have been abandoned, become useless, and ended up in a brothel or as a tavern wench,” Arya snapped. 
 
   Ryder gave Arya a sharp look. “Was that really necessary?”
 
   The woman just shrugged. “She has to know all of the possible outcomes. It’s better she learn the facts of life sooner rather than later so she can toughen up.” 
 
   “They would never abandon me,” Tesni said. “They wouldn’t. Knives wouldn’t let ‘em.” 
 
   With that, the girl took off through the woods again. She ran hard and fast, until she found her way back to the cave. She gave the knock, but received no answer. To her surprise, she found that the door opened easily anyway. She ran into the cave, calling for Knives and the lads, but still found no answer. 
 
   Nobody was there. Nothing was there. In the short time that Tesni had been gone, Knives and the lads had packed up everything and gone to a new hideout.
 
   In tears, Tesni walked out of the cave, only to find herself right in Arya’s arms.
 
   “I tried to tell you,” Arya whispered, stroking Tesni’s hair gently, trying to sooth her. “I guess sometimes you just have to learn the hard way.” 
 
   “I… I thought…thought they…loved me…” Tesni sobbed. “I thought…maybe…they trusted me… that they cared about me…”
 
   “I know, Tesni, I, I know, but they also had to do what was safe,” Arya said, “and they chose their safety over giving you the ability to come back. But a Ranger? We never leave our own behind. Ever.” 
 
   “Yeh…ye’ll never abandon me?” 
 
   “Never,” Arya confirmed. She brought her thumbs up, wiping away Tesni’s tears. “Now come on home to the camp. You can share a tent with me until you’re old enough for one of your own.” 
 
   “Alright.”
 
   “She had to see for herself?” Ryder asked when they got back. 
 
   “Aye,” Arya said. She pointed out her tent. “I knew you’d come, so I’ve already had an extra cot set up and a trunk put together for you. You’ll find everything that you need to set up your area of the tent the way you like it. It’s not much, but it’s home.” 
 
   “Thank you,” Tesni whispered. 
 
   As soon as Tesni darted into the tent, Arya turned to Ryder. “It wasn’t easy for her to accept. You should have seen the tears.”
 
   “I saw how red her eyes were,” Ryder said. “I’m glad she came back instead of running back into town to wait for one of them to come in after a mark.” 
 
   “It’s better for her this way, no matter how hard it may have been,” Arya said. “I just wonder who’s going to end up mentoring the little firebrand.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Over the course of her first week with the Rangers, Tesni established a new routine for herself with some help from Arya, who woke her just before dawn each morning. Wake up. Make the bed. Have breakfast. Go for a jog, which Arya assured her would help her with her discipline and would get easier over time. 
 
   After the jog came some sort of chore. If Tesni hadn’t seen all of the other Rangers, including Arya herself, doing chores as well, she would have thought it was the only reason Arya had brought her here. It didn’t take long for Tesni to grow an affinity for the horses and for brushing them down to become no longer a chore but something she enjoyed.
 
   After morning chores came lunch, which was followed by any number of lessons. Arya had reiterated that Tesni was too young to officially begin training, but there was no such thing as too young to learn things like plant identification, cooking, and basic sewing. “After all,” Arya told her, “you never know when you’ll have to fix something on the road, and quickly. Some thread and a needle or two should always be in your pack.” 
 
   Needles and thread were two items on a long list of things that Arya felt should always be in a Ranger’s pack. The list also included dried fruit, berries, nuts, and cooking herbs, medicinal herbs such as white willow bark, a change of clothes, an extra pair of boots, a small pot, a small pan, and a piece of flint for starting fires. 
 
   “Why not just pack up a small tent as well?” Tesni asked sarcastically. “And a wash basin to keep clean?” 
 
   Arya gave Tesni a look that the rest of the Rangers tended to cower away from. Not Tesni, though. Nothing seemed to scare the girl away from presenting a challenge of some sort at every opportunity. Half of the Rangers were betting that Tesni would eventually drive Arya insane. The other half were betting that Tesni would yet prove one of the greatest Rangers ever and end up proving herself at a very young age. 
 
   Arya wasn’t sure, at the end of any given day, which way the bags of gold would be flying when the eventual result came to pass. Her guess was that it would be a mix, and that the smartest Rangers would be placing a bet that Tesni would do both. It was certainly where she had placed her money. “Building a shelter in any environment is something you’ll learn before you’re allowed to go on any missions,” she told Tesni. “Keep a bedroll and a cake of soap. A stream or lake is better than any wash basin, anyway.” 
 
   Eat dinner. Do her evening chores. Go to bed. This rounded out Tesni’s day. By the end of the week, it has become clear that one could always find her in the stables after dinner, no matter how varied her morning chores might be. “Let her have something constant,” Arya said when the other Rangers commented on the girl’s behavior. “She’s young, still, and I did just take her away from the closest thing she’s ever had to normalcy.” 
 
   On day eight, Arya took Tesni on a slightly longer run. After about a mile, she stopped, jogging in place. Tesni imitated her, looking at her guardian, confused. 
 
   “I need to get back into my own jogging routine. I normally do five miles in the mornings,” Arya said. “Do you think you can find your way back to camp from here?” 
 
   “Aye, I can do it. Same path we’ve always been takin’.” 
 
   “Go on, then,” Arya said. She took off, then, and Tesni turned in the opposite direction to go back to camp. She never made it, though, and when Arya returned to camp to find that Tesni was nowhere in sight, she got angry. “Why didn’t anyone go out to find her? She should have been back nearly an hour ago!” 
 
   “Easy, Arya,” Ryder said. “We saw her head out with you, so it was only natural to assume that she was still with you, that you were pushing her. We’ll find her.” 
 
   “I left her by that big tree north of camp that looks like it grew from two trees intertwining. She should have come straight south,” Arya explained, giving her fellow Rangers a good idea about where to look. “Oh…why didn’t she call out or whistle for help?” 
 
   Arya was actually worried about the girl, and Ryder knew it. For all that Arya had always sworn that she would never take a protégé so that she would never get attached, she had clearly become attached to Tesni, and Ryder had no doubt that by the time that Tesni was twelve, the bow mistress and the former thief would form not only a mentor-protégé bond, but a mother-daughter bond as well. 
 
   More than two hours passed before one of the Rangers returned to camp carrying Tesni, and Arya could see immediately why the girl hadn’t called for help. She couldn’t. The blood matting Tesni’s hair indicated that she had hit her head on something hard. The fact that her left boot was off and her ankle bruised and swollen told Arya that Tesni’s ankle had been broken in the fall. 
 
   Arya followed the other Ranger to the medical tent, where the medic moved immediately to cut away Tesni’s beautiful blond locks so that she could get to the wound on her head. Arya stood nervously by, watching the medic clean grit, dirt, and grass from the wound, stitch it up, and bandage it. 
 
   “You won’t do her any good hovering over my shoulder, Arya,” The medic said as she moved on to Tesni’s ankle. 
 
   “I won’t do her any ill, either, Enid.” 
 
   “What I look forward to is hearing how she ended up in this condition,” Enid said. “Why did you let her finish a shorter run unsupervised?” 
 
   “She’s been here a week,” Arya said. “I can’t watch her twenty-four hours a day. I have my own routines, and if I had gone much longer on the shorter runs, I would have lost my ability to go on my longer ones.” 
 
   Enid shook her head. “Act as cold and as distant as you will, Arya. Everyone in camp knows you’ve started caring about Tesni, likely more than you’re willing to admit.” 
 
   Arya snorted. “Of course I care about her. I care about everyone in this camp.”
 
   Enid laughed, wrapping Tesni’s ankle carefully. “Aye, but you’re working too hard to keep distant from her, to keep from getting too attached in case something bad happens, but you’re already attached, Arya Summerbreeze. You can’t fool me one bit.” 
 
   Arya just sighed. The next four years were going to be long ones, and she knew it. And that was just the time before Tesni could officially begin training. Silently, Arya pitied whoever ended up the girl’s mentor. “She’ll be alright?” she asked.
 
   “It’s too early to tell,” Enid replied. She grabbed Arya’s hand and placed it on Tesni’s head. Arya hissed and pulled her hand away quickly.
 
   “You could cook eggs on her forehead,” she whispered. 
 
   “It was enough time between injury and being brought to me for infection to set in,” Enid explained. 
 
   “This wouldn’t have happened if I’d let her stay with the Thieves Guild,” Arya muttered. 
 
   “Perhaps,” Enid said. “And perhaps she might have never been injured at all. Perhaps, though, she might have gotten worse. She could have tried to pick the wrong pocket and gotten killed right there in the street.” 
 
   “I suppose you’re right. Just… Do everything you can for her, will you?” 
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   Arya spent the next three days in agony, just going through the motions of her daily routine. She told herself it was out of guilt for letting Tesni go partnerless for the rest of her run, breaking one of Arya’s own safety rules, but eventually even she had to admit she had developed a genuine affection for the girl. An almost maternal instinct had kicked in as she spent nearly all her free time at Tesni’s side, which both amused and annoyed Enid. 
 
   “You’re still not doing her any good hovering like you are.”
 
   “I’m still not doing her any harm, either,” Arya snapped.
 
   Enid just rolled her eyes. “You’ll be glad to hear that her fever broke this morning. I expect her to wake up soon.” Arya gave a sigh of relief. As if on cue, Tesni’s eyes fluttered open. Just as quickly, they shut again as the girl gave a whimper of pain. “Here, lass, sip on some of this,” Enid said, helping Tesni to sit up and giving her some white willow bark tea. 
 
   “Thank you,” Tesni whispered. A wince crossed her features, merely speaking causing her pain. She wrinkled up her nose as she sipped the tea, and Enid laughed. 
 
   “I know, I know, it doesn’t taste the best. Here,” she said. She stirred some honey into it. 
 
   “That’s better,” Tesni said, taking another sip. 
 
   “Tesni, do you remember what happened, how you got hurt?” Arya asked, kneeling down. 
 
   Tesni just looked at Arya, her eyes holding more questions than answers. Very slowly, she shook her head, stopping as the pain returned. 
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   Who were these women? Tesni didn’t know. She wasn’t even sure of her name, just what the red-headed woman called her. The older woman, who still had some wisps of brown hair amongst the gray, was very kind. The red-head seemed to have concern for her. Were they family? 
 
   Her head still hurt a little, but whatever was in this tea seemed to be helping a great deal. “Are you my mother?”
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   Arya blinked. What in the world would make Tesni think she was her mother? “No, young one, I’m not your mother.” 
 
   Enid laughed. “No, she just acts like it since you don’t have one,” she said, ignoring the look Arya shot her. 
 
   “Oh,” Tesni said. “An aunt? You look too young to be my grandmother.” 
 
   “No, we’re not related,” Arya said. “I’m just your guardian. I’m Arya, you know that. What made you suddenly start asking if we were related?” 
 
   Tesni bit her lower lip. “Because I can’t remember anything. I only guess that my name is Tesni because that’s what you called me.” 
 
   Arya’s eyes went wide. She remembered nothing? She’d heard that people who hit their head could sometimes forget things, but that didn’t mean that she was prepared to deal with it. “Yes, your name is Tesni, and you have lived with me for over a week, now. You were injured during a run, but you were on your own, so we don’t know all of the details. We just know you hit your head really hard and broke your ankle.” 
 
   “Oh.” Tesni looked down, struggling to form a cohesive thought, to remember anything. “Is this my tent?” 
 
   “Oh, no, dear, this is mine,” Enid said. “You share a tent with Arya. You’ve been staying here for the past few days, though, while I worked to get your fever down. The wound on your head is healing quite nicely, I must say, and if you’re careful, your ankle will be good as new in a few weeks. I’m Enid, the medic.” 
 
   “I can’t move my ankle at all. The bandages won’t move,” Tesni said. 
 
   “Well of course not,” Enid said. “It needs to set so that it can heal properly, and for that you need to avoid moving it. I greased up your foot, ankle, and lower leg a bit, mixed up some flour, water, and egg whites, and soaked the bandages in that before I wrapped your ankle. After a few hours it was stiff as wood.” 
 
   “Oh.” It was all that the girl said, but at least she seemed to understand.
 
   “Would you like anything?” Arya asked. 
 
   Tesni shrugged. “I’m kind of hungry, I guess, and I guess I could use a quick bath.” 
 
   Though she didn’t let it show on her face, Arya was relieved. It meant that the girl was starting to get a normal appetite, already, and at least remembered that she needed to take care of personal hygiene. She supposed that Tesni felt a bit grimy, having not had any type of bath since before that last run.
 
   “I’ll go get you something to eat,” she said at last, “and then I’ll help you bathe.” 
 
   “Thank you,” Tesni said.
 
   “Make sure it’s something simple!” Enid called out as Arya exited the tent. She sighed and shook her head. “Don’t let her fool you, Tesni. She seems to be matter-of-fact in everything she does, but the fact is, she cares about you a good deal. When she wasn’t doing her chores or training, or any of her other duties around camp, she was in here watching over you and causing me to go insane with all of her questions, constantly asking me if you would be alright.” 
 
   Tesni wasn’t sure why, but for some reason this made her smile. Something told her that she could trust Arya and everyone else here in this camp. 
 
   It wasn’t long before Arya returned with some broth and a hunk of bread. Tesni ate it gratefully before Arya took her down to the river and helped her bathe. She even went so far as to trim the rest of Tesni’s hair to match the area that was just now starting to grow back in. 
 
   “Feel better?” she asked as she brought Tesni back to their tent.
 
   “A bit, yes,” Tesni replied.
 
   Arya set Tesni carefully down on her cot, making sure not to bump her ankle or head. “I can’t be in here all the time, Tesni, but there are a lot of other Rangers. You can call on me, Ryder, Enid, or anyone else. We’ll help you with anything you need. After all, you’re one of us.” 
 
   “I am?” 
 
   “Aye, you are. You’re too young to train, but you belong here. Your heart belongs to the Rangers. That’s why I brought you here.”  
 
   “Where did you bring me from?” 
 
   Arya bit her lower lip, thinking about how best to explain to Tesni what little she knew about the girl’s past. She finally settled on the simplest explanation possible. “I brought you here from town. You were living on the streets. You had to steal to survive, and I thought you deserved better. I saw how clever you are, and so I brought you here instead of taking you to the orphanage.” 
 
   “Do you really think I belong here?” Tesni asked. “Because right now, I’m feeling useless.” 
 
   “You are definitely not useless,” Arya said. “You are injured. There is a difference. Before your injury, you loved the horses. No matter what else the day brought, I could always count on finding you in the stables every evening. As soon as your ankle is healed, I’m sure you’ll be right back in those stables doing your favorite chores every evening.” 
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Tesni began to grow restless long before her ankle was healed, so Enid made a pair of crutches for her, allowing her to get around camp on her own. Despite her amnesia, the girl continued to be drawn to the horses, and most of the time, that was where she could be found. 
 
   “Hello, Tesni.” 
 
   Blue eyes turned to meet violet. “Hi, Arya.”
 
   Arya smiled. “Enid said your ankle should be healed, now.” It had been six weeks since the accident, and nearly a week since Tesni had last complained of any pain from either injury.
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Really, and if she doesn’t have to put a new cast on, Ryder and I thought we’d give you your first riding lesson.”
 
   Tesni’s eyes lit up. “I don’t know how I know it. Maybe being around the horses so much made me remember. But I know I’ve always wanted to learn to ride.” 
 
   Another smile graced Arya’s lips. “Well, it may be a small memory, but it’s a start at least. I thought being around the horses might help. You’ve loved them and being in here since you first came to us.”
 
   Arya helped Tesni to Enid’s tent, then, and the medic carefully removed the cast, soaking it in water until she could ply layers loose. By the time the process was done, Tesni’s foot looked as shriveled as dried fruit.
 
   “Alright, Tesni, try to wiggle your foot and ankle. Any pain?” 
 
   Tesni wiggled and flexed her ankle, rotating her foot, making every movement that came naturally to her. “No pain,” she said at last. She stood, testing her weight on it. “It feels good, Enid. Thank you.” 
 
   “You’re quite welcome, dear,” Enid said. “I told you that ankle would be good as new.” 
 
   “Come on, Tesni,” Arya said. “I made you a promise. Go back to the tent and get your other boot on, and then meet me in the stables.” She barely had time to see the grin before she saw what could only be described as a Tesni-sized blur.
 
   Ryder poked his head into the tent. “Who released the giant blonde whirlwind?” 
 
   Enid laughed. “That was Tesni. I just pulled her cast off for good.”
 
   “Excellent news,” Ryder said. He turned to Arya. “So she’ll be joining us?” 
 
   “Aye, Ryder, Tesni will be joining us. It’s well past time she learned.” 
 
   The two Rangers walked together to the stables, where they found that Tesni had already dragged out the tack to Arya’s horse and started saddling him. “Hi, Ryder! Did you hear the good news?” she asked. 
 
   “Aye, Tesni, I heard it, and I’m glad you’re finally getting to learn how to ride. I promise it’s as easy as it looks, once you learn the basics. It’s the trick riding you’re not ready for, yet.” 
 
   Tesni simply nodded and finished saddling Arya’s horse before getting started on Ryder’s. Ryder just laughed and selected a gentle chestnut mare for Tesni and returned the favor, putting a saddle on her and adding a bit and harness. 
 
   “Is this the horse I get to ride?” Tesni asked. 
 
   “Yes, it is. She’s older and very gentle. She’s the perfect horse for a beginning rider,” Ryder said. 
 
   Arya smirked at the horse master and climbed up on her mount. “As you can see, as bad as her amnesia is, Tesni clearly hasn’t forgotten everything she learned about horses her first week here.”
 
   “Aye, I saw that,” Ryder said, mounting up as well. 
 
   Tesni watched the way Arya and Ryder climbed onto their horses and went over to the old mare, petting her gently. “Hello, girl. Arya and Ryder say that I’m going to learn how to ride you. Will you let me up?” 
 
   The mare just looked at Tesni and snorted. Tesni giggled, hooked her left foot into the stirrup, and struggled to pull herself up. She managed it, though, and just smiled, proud of herself. “Very good, Tesni,” Arya said. “You’re doing well already. Now just squeeze your knees a little to get her to go, and pull on one reign to make her turn, or both to make her stop.” 
 
   “Hey now,” Ryder said, “I thought I was the horse master here. How would you feel if I started giving archery lessons, bow mistress?” 
 
   “If you ever learn to shoot, go ahead,” Arya replied. This brought a giggle from Tesni. Arya just shook her head. “Finally remember how to laugh, have you?” 
 
   “I never forgot that,” Tesni said.
 
   “And yet this is the first time I’ve heard you laugh since your accident. Come to think of it, this is the first time I’ve heard you laugh, ever,” Arya replied.
 
   “That’s because you don’t have a sense of humor,” Ryder said. “A sharp wit, yes, but no true sense of humor. She laughed while you were away, because I was the one being funny.” 
 
   “Please don’t fight,” Tesni whispered. 
 
   Arya winced when she realized that Tesni was shutting down again. The girl had been doing that a lot. Arya brought her horse up next to Tesni’s and reached over, placing a hand on her shoulder. “It’s alright, Tesni. Ryder and I aren’t fighting. We are being playful with each other. We do that. Before your accident, you enjoyed watching us. But you’re right. I shouldn’t have a battle of wits with an unarmed opponent.” 
 
   “I heard that!” Ryder called. 
 
   “Wits…” Tesni pulled the reigns of her horse, stopping as she began to think. 
 
   Arya and Ryder looked at Tesni expectantly. “Do you remember something?” Ryder asked. 
 
   “The word ‘wits’ seems important,” Tesni said. “I can hear a man’s voice in my head saying that word to me or when talking about me.” 
 
   “Do you associate anything else with it?” Arya asked, unsure which answer she wanted. Yes, she wanted Tesni to get her memory back completely, but she was also a little scared that the girl would come to resent her all over again. As much as Arya hated to admit it, both Ryder and Enid were right. She had become completely attached to Tesni and very protective. 
 
   Tesni was clearly giving this new flash of memory a lot of thought. “Knives,” she said at last. “For some reason, I think knives and wits go together.” 
 
   Arya and Ryder looked at each other, unsure as to whether or not they should try to press Tesni for more, to see whether or not her memory would continue to reemerge. Finally, they decided it was best to leave it as it was for now and let memories return naturally. “Let us know if you remember anything else,” Arya said at last. 
 
   “For now, let’s get on into town,” Ryder said. “I, for one, am hungry.”
 
   “You’re always hungry,” Arya said. This drew another giggle from Tesni. 
 
   When the three of them got into town, they headed towards the inn, tied up their horses up front, and went in for a bite to eat. It was there that they noticed a woman suddenly staring at them. 
 
   “I don’t like the way that dark-haired woman is looking at us,” Tesni whispered as she ate the salad that had been placed in front of her. “She makes me nervous.” 
 
   “She’s probably just a local,” Ryder replied in a low voice. “We Rangers sometimes get watched. Sometimes it’s awe. Usually it’s just raw curiosity. It’s not a lifestyle meant for everyone to live, but it is something that gets folks excited and wondering what it must be like.” 
 
   After a while, the woman came over, looking excited and happy. “Tesni? My dear Tesni, could that possibly be you?” 
 
   Tesni shrank back. “Do I know you?” 
 
   The woman knelt down. “You don’t remember me? I shouldn’t be surprised by this. After all, you were only four when you were lost to us. Your father and I were convinced we would never see you again. We thought you were dead.” 
 
   The woman was hugging Tesni, now, and Tesni pulled away, uncomfortable. She gave Arya and Ryder a look that pleaded and begged for help. It was a look filled with fear, and the two Rangers thought fast. 
 
   “Madam, are you saying that you’re Tesni’s mother?” Arya asked.
 
   “Well, step-mother,” the woman said. “Her birth-mother died in childbirth, and then her father met and married me when she was nearly a year old, desperate to give her a good mother-figure. I immediately loved her as my own, though, and I wept so bitterly when she went missing.” 
 
   Well, there went Arya’s ability to question the fact that the woman looked nothing like Tesni, and unfortunately, the woman knew exactly how long Tesni had been without parents. 
 
   “Forgive us,” Ryder said, “but I’m sure you’ll understand us being wary. We care for Tesni a great deal, and we want to make sure that she’s safe, happy, and healthy.” 
 
   “Oh, of course,” the woman said. “I understand completely. After all, I want the same things for her.” 
 
   “Then you won’t mind returning to camp with us,” Arya said. “We would like to spend time observing you with her. Even if what you say is true, without proof, we won’t allow you to take her.” 
 
   “And what would you consider proof?” the woman asked.
 
   “Well, obviously, if Tesni manages to form a bond with you or, better yet, manages to remember you, that would certainly weigh in your favor,” Ryder said.
 
   “I know a way she could prove it,” Tesni said. Her voice was so soft that she wasn’t sure, at first, how well she would be heard, and she was surprised when all three heads turned to her expectantly.
 
   “What is it?” Arya asked.
 
   Tesni pulled out her locket. “Arya, you told me that I’ve always had this, since before I was four. If she can tell me what’s in the locket, then that would mean that she knows me well enough that she’d have had a chance to look inside it, right?” Arya nodded, and Tesni continued. “So if she knew me that well as a baby, then it’s very likely she is my mother, and if she is my mother, or even my step-mother, and she knew me as early as she says, then she’ll know. She’ll be able to say what’s in the locket.” 
 
   “Your father and I gave you that locket for your first birthday,” the woman said. “It was too big for you back then, but we still let you wear it all the time. We had made sure it was big enough that you could grow into it and always be able to wear it. We commissioned an artist to create a tiny portrait of your father and birth mother, as well as one of you, and it is those tiny paintings that are in the locket.” 
 
   Tesni opened the locket and showed it to Arya and Ryder. “She’s right.” Her eyes, though, said, ‘she still scares me.’ “I still want to stay with the Rangers, though, and train with them.” 
 
   “Oh, of course,” the woman assured her. “But please come home for at least a little while. You’re not old enough to train until you’re twelve, anyway, and I promise I’ll let you. Your father thinks that the Rangers are amazing, and you can even write to your friends. Your father and I have missed you so.” 
 
   “Can we at least go back to the camp? I have some stuff I want to get,” Tesni said. “Please, it’s very important to me.” 
 
   “Of course dear,” the woman said, “anything you want.” 
 
   Arya and Ryder gave each other another look. The first thought going through their head was that Tesni was a very clever little girl. The second was that Tesni might still be in danger, but they could come up with no explanation for how this woman would know so much other than the one supplied by the woman herself. 
 
   It was agreed, then, that the woman would follow them back to camp. What surprised Arya was when, as soon as they got there, Tesni dragged her into the tent with her. “I don’t think she’s my mother, or even my step-mother,” Tesni whispered as she started packing what few things she owned. 
 
   “I worry, too,” Arya admitted, “but how else would she know so much about you? She didn’t even ask your name. She just knew it, as if she recognized you after having not seen you in years, and she knew what was in your locket. I didn’t even know what was in your locket.” 
 
   “I have a memory of her, but I don’t think of the word ‘mother’ when I view it. It’s just a small flash, but I don’t like the feeling it gives me. I have a bigger, brighter flash of me being under those merchant tables in town, for some reason.” Tesni hugged Arya tightly. “Please, give me a few quick tips for leaving a trail? I want you to be able to find me and make sure I’m okay without her knowing that you’re following.” 
 
   Arya knelt down. “Break twigs. Leave things behind that she wouldn’t notice but that Ryder or I would.” 
 
   “Like strands of hair?” Tesni asked.
 
   “Exactly,” Arya said. “Here, take these.” From her day pack, Arya pulled a set of large beads and ribbons. “These are small but brightly colored. Snag a ribbon on a thorn bush. Drop a bead or two in the grass. They’ll stay long enough for Ryder and me to see them, and we’ll collect them on the way.” 
 
   “Thank you,” Tesni said, stuffing them into the purse on her belt. “Well, wish me luck, I guess. Maybe she really is who she says she is, and then I’ll be back to train when I’m twelve.” 
 
   “Either way, I will always make sure that you’re safe,” Arya said, “and I know that Ryder will, as well.” 
 
   Tesni nodded and left the tent. She went over to where the woman was waiting. “Alright, I’ve got everything,” she said, climbing up onto the horse that Arya and Ryder were letting her have. 
 
   “Wonderful, my dear Tesni,” the woman said. “Your father will be so happy when I finally bring you home.” 
 
   Tesni just nodded and followed as the woman took off on her own horse. They rode for the rest of the day, going north, and along the way, every so often, Tesni would reach out and break a twig on a tree, or distinctively strip one of its leaves. When she saw thorns, she hooked a ribbon in them. In spots with neither thorns nor trees, she dropped the beads. 
 
   Finally, they came to a large castle, and Tesni looked at it in awe. “Um, what did I call you?” she asked, suddenly shy. 
 
   “You always called me Mommy,” the woman said as she led Tesni inside. That was when her demeanor suddenly changed. “But my name is Agrona,” she growled.  She grabbed Tesni by the neck and slammed her against the wall. “Are you or are you not the one that Knives calls Wits?” 
 
   Tesni blinked. Knives. Wits. Was Wits a nickname she had once gone by? Was Knives also a nickname belonging to someone else? Yes, she realized. That was why she associated the two. She was Wits. The man she associated her nickname with was Knives. “I… I guess so…” 
 
   “You guess?” Agrona asked. 
 
   “I don’t know. I have amnesia. I’m still trying to remember things from before the accident I hit my head in. That was six weeks ago. I don’t remember anything from more than six weeks ago.” 
 
   Agrona laughed. She let Tesni go, and the girl fell to the ground. “Oh, that’s beautiful. So you don’t know whether or not you are Wits, a member of the Thieves Guild? Well, we can find out very quickly.” She dragged Tesni down the stairs to the dungeons. 
 
   From a cell, Tesni heard a male voice that sounded familiar. “Wits? Is that you, lass?”
 
   Tesni looked into the bars. “I don’t know. I don’t know who I am. I hit my head six weeks ago, and I don’t remember anything before that.” 
 
   “Aye, lass, Arya was keepin’ in touch with me. She let me know how yeh was doin’. She would never ‘ave been able to, but I contacted ‘er, first, let ‘er know how she could get ‘old of me.” 
 
   “Why are you in that cell?” Tesni asked. 
 
   “The old witch that brought yeh ‘ere came lookin’ for us. She killed some of the lads and took me. She tortured me for information on ye, Wits, on everythin’ I know ‘bout ye.” 
 
   Tesni squinted her eyes, looking harder. She could see that the man – Knives, she suddenly remembered – was indeed covered by many bruises. He had been beaten and whipped, and she gave a gasp. “Oh, Knives, don’t you worry. I may have forgotten a lot, but I’m still Wits, and I’ll find a way to get you out of here.” 
 
   “He won’t be leaving, you little brat, and neither will you,” Agrona said, tossing Tesni into another cell. She leaned down, looking Tesni right in the eye. “I’m going to make myself very clear. You have been prophesized as the one who can help me to get what I want. There is a treasure that the Rangers of Linwood guard very closely, and I need the cleverest thief in the world to steal them. That clever thief is you.” 
 
   “What makes you think I would steal from the Rangers, as good as they’ve been to me?” 
 
   “Do you remember how you got that head injury?” Agrona asked. 
 
   “No…”
 
   “Of course not, and Arya never told you, did she?” 
 
   “I never asked,” Tesni admitted. “I’m sure she would have told me if I had.” 
 
   “Oh, aye, she might have,” Agrona conceded, “or she might have lied. The truth is that it’s Arya’s fault. She’s the one that let you go jogging on your own so she could follow her own path because she was tired of having to watch you all the time. If she hadn’t, you wouldn’t have gotten hurt.” 
 
   Tesni shook her head. “No…”
 
   “Unfortunately, lass, she’s tellin’ ye th’ truth. Arya told me, ‘erself,” Knives said.
 
   “No… Arya cares about me. She’s spent the past six weeks taking care of me, helping me with everything,” Tesni whispered, still in denial. 
 
   “She did it out of guilt,” Agrona said.
 
   “Don’t listen to ‘er, lass. Now she’s just tryin’ to get to ye,” Knives said. “Arya’s not like that, an’ even if it was guilt that motivated ‘er, Arya wouldn’t’ve felt it if she didn’t care.” 
 
   Tesni sat, her arms crossed. “Knives is right. Arya cares about me. If she didn’t care about me, she wouldn’t have felt guilty.” 
 
   “Or she was covering up to keep from looking bad in front of the other Rangers,” Agrona suggested. 
 
   “Not Arya, lass,” Knives said. “I’ve known ‘er a long time. She’s always honest.” 
 
   Knives was thrown backwards in his cell as Agrona began to lose her temper. “You will shut up, or you will die,” she growled. 
 
   “Killing him won’t make me want to help you,” Tesni said. 
 
   “I ain’t afraid to die, Wits,” Knives said, “not if it’ll help protect ye.” 
 
   “You won’t die, Knives. Arya will rescue us. I’ll make sure she gets you, too, when she comes for me.” 
 
   “Arya will rescue us,” Agrona mimicked in a falsetto voice. “Arya will never find us,” she said. “I placed a spell on the horses so that they would pass right through the grass and bushes as if they were ghosts, keeping them from breaking or bending anything and leaving a trail.” 
 
   Somehow, Tesni was not surprised at this revelation. Still, she remained confident because she had left the signs. “Arya is a better tracker than that. So is Ryder. I bet they’ll find even a magic trail.” 
 
   Agrona reached through the bars of the cell, grasping Tesni’s chin, tilting the girl’s head up. “You’re an adorable child, Tesni. I’m sure that if you weren’t so stubborn, you might even be a good daughter. I could give you that, you know. I could give you a family. I could be your mother. You could have everything you ever wanted. I would spoil you rotten, and when you fetch me the orb, the thing that the Rangers so closely guard, I will be a queen, and you will be a princess.” 
 
   Tesni swallowed hard. It was a tempting offer to the young orphan. She looked over at Knives, who was giving her a look that begged her not to accept. She looked back up at Agrona, who was making such pretty promises. Being a princess did sound fun, but was it what she wanted? In her head, she could hear Arya saying again that Tesni had a Ranger’s heart.
 
   But Tesni was also a very clever girl, and she knew that, as tempting as the offer was, there would be a high price for her to pay if she even thought about accepting Agrona’s offer. She also knew that Agrona could fly into a violent rage if she refused outright. She had already seen that. “Can I think about it?” she asked. “Please, just overnight?” 
 
   “You are a smart girl,” Agrona said. “You want a chance to glimpse into the lifestyle you could have, don’t you?” 
 
   “Yes, please,” Tesni said. Her eyes lit up, not at the prospect of a soft bed, but at the prospect of it being easier for her to escape. 
 
   “Don’t even think about it, lass,” Knives said. “Any glimpse she shows ye is just a lie. Ye let her show ye a pretty room with a soft bed, and ye can be sure there’ll be extra guards to keep ye in a gilded cage by pretendin’ they’re there to protect ye from the likes of me.” 
 
   Again Knives was thrown against the back of the cell. This time he slumped to the ground, unconscious, and Tesni gasped. “I always keep my promises,” Agrona said, “and I promise you this. If you are a good girl and do as I say, you will be as a daughter to me, and you will never want for anything. If you disobey me, I will make your life very unpleasant, and you will end up like him, wasting away in a prison cell.” 
 
   “Will you show me, then? Will you show me what it’s like to have everything I could ever want or need just given to me?” Tesni asked. “It would help me know what I want.” 
 
   The door to the cell opened, and Agrona led her up several sets of stairs into a high up tower. The tower opened up into a large room that filled the entire top floor. There was an ornate rug on the floor woven in deep jewel tones, and a huge, beautifully carved bed made of cherry wood. There were two windows, one opposite the bed and one opposite the door. Next to the bed was a wardrobe, and Tesni opened it to find it filled with silk dresses, finely crafted slippers, and drawers filled with jewels. 
 
   “You may sleep here tonight,” Agrona said. “Look at the beautiful view I can give you. You can see all of Linwood, and you could someday help me rule all of it. You may go downstairs to the floor below to use the garderobe, but no further. I will expect your answer in the morning.” 
 
   Agrona left, then, and Tesni ran over to the windows, looking out both of them. From the one opposite the door, she could see nothing except for the shadowy outlines of the land in the darkness. From the one opposite the bed, she could see the city, where there were still a few lights on, and beyond that, the tell-tale column of smoke rising up through the lantern-filled trees that marked the Rangers’ camp. 
 
   The sun had been setting by the time she and Agrona had reached this place, and Tesni realized that she had been afforded no chance to rest, Agrona making sure she was scared and beaten. The Rangers would mostly be asleep, with a few on night patrols, and Tesni wondered if Arya and Ryder were coming for her yet. Would they come for her at all? Did they even know that she was in trouble?
 
   Suddenly, Tesni realized how exhausted she was. With a yawn, she collapsed into the bed and fell asleep, barely noticing how soft the bed, the mattress stuffed with feathers, actually was.
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Arya was not happy with the current situation. Almost immediately after Tesni and her “mother” left, Arya went to consult with Ryder. “Tesni still doesn’t trust her,” she said. “I gave her some things to use to leave a trail for us to follow, just in case.” 
 
   “I don’t like the situation, either,” Ryder admitted, “but I still can’t come up with a viable explanation for how she knew so much about her.” 
 
   “I can,” Arya said. “I’ve been keeping in touch with Knives about Tesni’s progress. If she ran into him, she could have pumped him for information on Tesni.” 
 
   “Knives doesn’t seem like the type to just hand over information about someone else, especially a child, to a random stranger though,” Ryder said. 
 
   “He’s not, and that’s what concerns me.” 
 
   “So what do you want to do about it?” 
 
   Arya shrugged. “I figured we’d do what we always do. Wait a little bit, give them enough time to move so that woman doesn’t realize they’re being followed, and then track them.” 
 
   They waited for half an hour, and they used that time to pack full packs, knowing and understanding the high probability that they would have to make camp at some point that night. Arya packed an extra quiver of arrows, and Ryder packed extra daggers along with his sword. 
 
   When they set out, they went in the direction that they were sure Tesni and the woman had gone. “Odd, I don’t see any extra horse tracks,” Ryder said.
 
   “I don’t see any grass beaten down by hooves, either,” Arya said, looking around. Then her eyes settled on something on a nearby green briar vine. It was a bright red ribbon, one of the ones she had given Tesni. “They definitely went this way, though,” she said, pointing it out. 
 
   “I didn’t even know you were teaching Tesni how to leave a trail,” Ryder said. “Impressive.” 
 
   “I wasn’t teaching her until today,” Arya admitted. “I gave her the briefest lesson possible while I helped her pack. I knew she would remember what I said.” 
 
   “You sound like a proud mama,” Ryder said, chuckling. 
 
   “Just a proud mentor,” Arya said, “and yes, I do intend to take her as my protégé when she’s old enough to start formal training.” 
 
   Ryder placed a hand on his chest and gasped in shock. “Arya Summerbreeze is taking a protégé? I don’t believe my ears!” 
 
   “She reminds me of myself,” Arya admitted, “of my own time with Knives and his group. If you hadn’t caught me with my hand in your purse…” 
 
   “That was over a hundred years ago,” Ryder said. He drew up beside her, a longing in his heart that he worked so hard to keep hidden. “Quite honestly, I think taking you back to camp instead of turning you in was the best decision I ever made. I got one hell of a second-in-command out of the deal.” 
 
   Arya felt her mouth run dry. Damn it all, why did she have to be such a coward? Now was not the time, she reminded herself, and she turned her attention back to tracking Tesni. 
 
   A broken branch was her next clue. This was followed by a series of beads and ribbons, all of which Arya picked up as they rode. As night began to fall, they could see a set of ruins in the distance, approximately a half-hour’s ride further. 
 
   “Do you think they might have made camp there?” Ryder asked. 
 
   “It’s a possibility,” Arya admitted. “It would provide ready shelter.”
 
   “You know, they say that when Agrona fled Linwood after killing the royal family, she took up residence in a set of ruins,” Ryder said. 
 
   “That was four years ago. I think she would have moved on by now,” Arya said. 
 
   “I think she’d stay close,” Ryder countered. “After all, she needs the orb if she wants to succeed her brother and become Queen, and it would have to acknowledge her as the only possibility.” 
 
   Arya snorted. “Next you’re going to tell me you believe the rumors that there was an unknown princess who survived Agrona’s attack.” 
 
   Ryder shrugged. “Well, look at all of the problems Queen Rhiannon and King Ithel had conceiving during their marriage, not to mention the misscarriages, the children who were stillborn, and the children who didn’t make it past their first week of life. Everyone assumed that there was a curse. It stands to reason that they might have hidden away the first healthy child they had in order to make sure that the curse didn’t affect that child.” 
 
   “Well, I think Agrona killed each and every one of her nieces and nephews to ensure her brother had no heir but her,” Arya said. “I also think that Ithel suspected his sister and, if there really was some unknown princess who was never presented to the people, he was hiding the kid from her. That had to be hard on them, though, a pregnancy every year for over two-hundred years, each one ending in tragedy.”
 
   “Maybe it’s Tesni.”
 
   Arya snorted at that as she began setting out food from their packs. It was a warm night, with no need for a fire that would only give them away, anyway. “Will you listen to yourself?” she asked. “Tesni Redleaf is the last child in all the five kingdoms that I would ever suspect of being some secret princess.” 
 
   “Didn’t Knives say he found her wandering the streets at age four, with no clue who her parents were?” Ryder asked. 
 
   “Orphaned at four does not a secret princess make,” Arya said. “At any rate, I’m sure someone would have noticed if Rhiannon was pregnant, and someone would have been needed to help care for the child, someone would have been needed to help cover up the pregnancy, and servants to help her give birth and prepare a safe place for the child to be hidden away. With that many people entrusted to a secret, some of them would have talked.” 
 
   “You’re probably right,” Ryder said. “There’s no secret prince or princess, but that just begs the question. Why hasn’t Agrona come to simply claim the orb?” 
 
   “Because she killed her brother and sister-in-law,” Arya said. “Why else would she have fled after they were found murdered?” She bit her lower lip in thought. “Unless she believes the rumors, as well? She could be waiting to see if this kid shows up to see who the orb lights up for.” 
 
   “But you don’t believe.” It was a statement, not a question.
 
   “I believe there’s something keeping her from showing up. Maybe she knows that being a murderer makes her unable to claim the throne, and she’s hoping to make it glow through sorcery? Who knows?” 
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   The next morning, bright and early, Arya and Ryder broke camp. They ate a quick breakfast of some nuts and berries and got back to tracking Tesni. The girl had left an easy trail for them, which pleased Arya. She was beginning to think that, when they got back to camp, she would need to change her bet. And maybe Ryder is right, she thought. I am starting to feel like a mother to her.
 
   The trail led right to the ruins, and there it seemed to stop. “Maybe they’re just not awake yet?” Ryder suggested, hope in his voice.
 
   “Perhaps,” Arya murmured. “Tesni does like to sleep late when she can.” 
 
   Suddenly, Arya and Ryder found themselves surrounded by six nasty looking guards. “Six against two,” Ryder said. “I like those odds.” 
 
   “It really isn’t fair to them, though,” Arya agreed. 
 
   Both Rangers drew out their dual battle blades and started hacking away at opponents armed only with spears. When only one was left, Arya jumped off her horse, knocked his spear from his hand with one blade and held the other to his neck. “So, where did the lot of you come from?” 
 
   “We’re…we’re guards…for Her Majesty…” 
 
   “Her Majesty?” Arya asked. 
 
   “Queen Agrona… Or at least…she will be queen…when she gets the orb,” the guard said, eyeing Arya’s blade carefully.
 
   So that was why Arya and Ryder had such an uneasy feeling about the woman. It was Agrona. That didn’t explain why Tesni felt so uneasy. Perhaps Agrona just put out a general aura. Perhaps Tesni was just picking up on Arya and Ryder’s tenseness. The girl was good at that, a regular empath if ever there was one. 
 
   “We have reason to believe she has someone very dear to us held captive,” Arya said. “A girl with blond hair and blue eyes is who we’re looking for. She might also have a man with black hair and green eyes.” 
 
   “The thieves. You speak of the thieves,” the guard said. “Yes, the man is in the dungeon. He’s been tortured. But the girl was smart. She agreed to join Agrona and spent last night in a soft bed, surrounded by luxury.” 
 
   Arya felt her heart break. Could Tesni really have abandoned everything she had taught her so quickly? Even Knives, she knew, had tried to teach the girl some honor. Angrily, she slit the guard’s throat. 
 
   Ryder arched an eyebrow. “Arya…” 
 
   ”What?” she snapped.
 
   He winced. “I know you’re upset, Arya, but think about things from Tesni’s point of view. Imagined, for a moment, that you are a scared eight-year-old who has just figured out that you were absolutely right to distrust this woman claiming to be your mother, a woman you probably haven’t seen in four years, and you have no memory of what your mother looks like because you have no memories of your past at all. You have been offered the choice between a cold dungeon and regular beatings until you either submit or die, and submitting immediately and living in luxury, guaranteeing to keep you alive long enough to be rescued. Which do you choose?” 
 
   Arya bit her lower lip. “You’re absolutely right, Ryder,” she said at last. “Tesni is clever. She would have weighed out the options, thought about which one would give her the best chance of escape, and taken it.” 
 
   “Aye, but Agrona would have taken care to reduce her chances of escape in case that was what Tesni was thinking,” Ryder added. 
 
   Arya eyed the ruins carefully. She could now see that they were not, in fact, ruins, but an intact castle. “So she would have put Tesni up in that tower, probably at the top, with guards,” she said at last. 
 
   “Right, and Knives is probably down in the dungeons. We know what to expect out of dungeon guards, so let’s go down and rescue him, first. Then we can go up and get Tesni with all three of us able to fight.” 
 
   “If he’s able to fight,” Arya muttered as they snuck into the castle, leaving their horses outside. Carefully, they stayed in the shadows, their eyes and ears open. They moved down the stairs and into the dungeon, silently slitting the throats of the guards they found. 
 
   “Alastar? You in here?” Arya called out. 
 
   “That you, Arrows?” Knives responded.
 
   Arya moved over to the cell that the sound was coming from. She knelt down, pulling out her lock picks. “Oh, Alastar…” she whispered, seeing the condition he was in.
 
   “Don’t go worryin’ ‘bout me, Arrows. I’m alright. It’s Wits I’m worried ‘bout. She begged Agrona for a night to think about it, earned ‘erself a night in the life Agrona was promisin’ ‘er in th’ process. I think she was gettin’ as much time as she could for th’ two of ye to get ‘ere ‘fore she ‘ad to give the old witch an answer.” 
 
   Arya smiled. “She certainly did earn her nickname, didn’t she, Alastar?” 
 
   “Aye, she did,” Knives said. 
 
   “Come on, then,” Arya said, finally popping the lock. “I’ve got Ryder with me. Let’s go rescue Tesni.” 
 
   Knives walked out of the cell, stretching as he did so. “I think the inn in town is better. This place has got cramped quarters, a bad tempered hostess, and naught but cold gruel to serve th’ guests.” 
 
   Arya barely contained a laugh at the bad joke. “Ryder and I think Tesni is being kept at the top of the tower,” she said. 
 
   “Aye, wouldn’t surprise me none,” Knives agreed. “Y’know, I always wondered what ‘ad become of ye, Arrows. Then when Tesni came home and told me she’d run into yeh, and then ye came and found me, I thought I was dreamin’.” 
 
   Arya frowned. “Alastar, don’t start this. It’s not like you and the lads ever came for me the day Ryder caught me trying to pick-pocket him.” 
 
   “Aye, lass, we came for ye, but we didn’t know yeh were with the Rangers. We thought ye ‘ad been taken to th’ prison, and then we saw ye weren’t in a cell with sunlight. We thought ye were dead for sure. I’d ‘ave always come for ye, Arrows.” 
 
   “Alastar… Now’s not the time to reminisce. We’ve got to rescue Tesni.” With that, Arya turned and walked off, stopping only long enough to make sure Knives was following her.
 
   Together the three of them left the dungeon, using Ranger signals that Arya had taught Knives. 
 
   Up the stairs they raced, and when they were nearly to the top, that was when they saw the guards. There were ten of them. “Not much worse odds than the first bunch,” Ryder quipped. 
 
   “Aye, but now there’s three of us,” Arya said, “and ten of them. We each got three earlier. Now we each get three and a third.” 
 
   “Still not fair for ‘em, eh, lass?” Knives asked. 
 
   “Not quite,” Arya agreed.
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   Tesni woke, as was her new custom, with the sun. After a trip to the garderobe, she dashed over to the window that she knew would face the camp. Home, she told herself. The Rangers’ camp was home. 
 
   She bit her lower lip, wondering when Agrona was going to come for her answer. There was a note on the bedside table that told her everything that she wanted to know. 
 
    
 
   Tesni-
 
   I expect you’ll be happy to sleep late, for once. When you are awake and dressed, ring the bell and breakfast will be brought to you by a servant, giving you an even better idea of the luxury you can expect by working with me instead of against me.
 
   When you have finished your breakfast, you may find me in the library. Ask any guard to bring you. I will be there until noon, and I shall give you lessons until then if you have chosen wisely, and we shall resume after lunch. 
 
   -Agrona
 
    
 
   The woman was clearly desperate to get back onto her good side, Tesni realized. She went over to the wardrobe and looked inside at all of the dresses. She chose the plainest one she could, a silk dress the color of the sky with fitted, pointed sleeves and intricate embroidery around the collar. 
 
   She pulled the bell, and ten minutes later, a maid showed up with a tray loaded with fresh fruit, sticky buns, and fresh milk. While Tesni ate, the maid brushed and braided her hair, tying it with a ribbon to match the dress, and dug out a matching pair of shoes. 
 
   “You don’t have to do all of this,” Tesni said. “I could have braided my own hair, and found the shoes myself.” 
 
   “Oh but I do,” the maid said. “The mistress said I’m to make sure you have everything you could want. Is your breakfast adequate, miss?” 
 
   “It’s more than I normally eat,” Tesni admitted. “Would you like some? There’s more than enough here to share.”
 
   “Oh, no, miss, I don’t dare. I could get in big trouble for acting above my station and sitting to eat with you.” 
 
   Tesni just smiled. “Well, you and I are still the same station for now. I haven’t given Agrona my answer, yet, and I won’t until after breakfast. She won’t expect me for at least another hour. The note she left said she expected me to sleep late. So we can sit and talk. My name is Tesni, by the way.” 
 
   “My name is Fiona, Miss Tesni.”
 
   “No, Fiona, you don’t have to call me miss. Just call me Tesni, please. And please, sit and eat with me.” 
 
   “Alright, Miss…Tesni,” Fiona said, correcting herself. 
 
   The two sat and ate, talking about anything and everything. Tesni learned a great deal about Fiona. She was sixteen, and until four years ago, she had worked in the main palace for the king and queen, along with her mother, who had been killed in the same brutal attack as their rulers. “Agrona took me in, and I’ve been serving her ever since, but I never really liked her. She’s not very nice to us servants, not like the king and queen were, and if we do something wrong, she beats us.” 
 
   Tesni frowned. “Well, I won’t beat you, Fiona, ever, even if I do end up telling Agrona yes.” 
 
   They heard a commotion coming from down the stairs, then, and Tesni went over, poking her head out of the door. “Oh, don’t go out there, Tesni,” Fiona said. “It sounds like something awful is happening.” 
 
   “Come on, Fiona, we won’t know for sure unless we go downstairs. Don’t be scared.” Tesni didn’t say it. She didn’t even want to think it, but in her heart, something told her that Arya and Ryder had finally come for her, and that’s what the fighting was about. 
 
   “Yes, but do you really want to know?” Fiona asked. 
 
   “I think I already do,” Tesni whispered. A few moments later, the fighting stopped, and Tesni grasped Fiona’s hand. “Come on. Let’s go see what happened.” 
 
   “Oh, alright, I suppose, but then, if there’s nobody there, I’m to escort you to the library,” Fiona said. “Oh, if we get kidnapped for this…” 
 
   “We won’t get kidnapped,” Tesni said. “We may be about to be rescued.” 
 
   The two girls were halfway down to the next level when they ran into Arya, Ryder, and Knives. Tesni threw her arms around Arya. “You guys came for me!” she squealed.
 
   “You know them, Tesni?” Fiona asked. 
 
   “Oh yes,” Tesni said. “Arya and Ryder are Rangers, and Knives is head of the Thieves Guild. He practically raised me until I met Arya and she took me back to camp with her, and Ryder and Arya are the ones who gave me my first horseback riding lesson yesterday morning.” 
 
   “We will always come for you, Tesni,” Arya said. “Now come, let’s move, quickly. We don’t know where Agrona is so that we can avoid her.” 
 
   “We know where she is,” Fiona said. “My mistress is in the library, where she is waiting for Tesni. She thinks Tesni is going to accept her offer.”
 
   “But she’s wrong,” Tesni said. 
 
   “I knew it,” Knives crowed. “Haven’t I always said ye was a clever one, Wits? Ye bought yerself some time, and now yer bein’ rescued.” 
 
   “You, too, Knives,” Tesni said. “Can we rescue Fiona, too? She doesn’t really want to work here.” 
 
   Fiona looked up at Arya. A fire that could only be described as hope was alight in her eyes. “Aye, she can come,” Arya said. She turned to Fiona. “Can you ride, girl?” 
 
   “No, I never learned how,” Fiona admitted. 
 
   “No matter,” Ryder said. “Tesni, was that your horse I saw just outside the entry to the castle?” 
 
   “Aye, Ryder, it was. I can ride her with Knives, and Fiona can ride with you or Arya,” Tesni said, dashing back up the stairs.
 
   “Where are you going?” Arya asked. 
 
   “To get my things!” Tesni responded, giggling.
 
   The five of them moved quickly down the stairs, their steps silent as they barely let their feet touch the ground. They reached the outside, mounted their horses, and rode off. “Take that, you bloody witch!” Knives called out as they left.
 
   Arya laughed. “Language, Alastar. There are ladies and children present.” 
 
   “I see th’ children, Arrows, but where’s th’ lady?” 
 
   Arya snorted. The others laughed, even Fiona, who was scared out of her mind at this new adventure she was setting out on. 
 
   “That would be Tesni and Fiona,” Arya shot back. “You and Ryder are the children!” 
 
   Knives and Ryder just laughed again. “And what about you, Arya?” Ryder asked. “What does that make you?” 
 
   “Me?” Arya asked. “I’m bow mistress for the Rangers of Linwood!” She squeezed her knees into her mount’s side, then, and took off before the others could respond, high on adrenaline and the joy that came with rescuing her charge.
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
   They rode into the camp late in the afternoon. Tesni immediately took the horses into the stable to take care of them. Now Arya turned her attention to a different problem. What was to be done about Fiona? She had learned a lot about the teenager when the small group had stopped for lunch. Now, though, Fiona wanted to know what was to become of her now that she no longer served Agrona.
 
   “Alright, Fiona, let’s talk about your options, which with your age, gender, and background combined aren’t all that many,” Arya said, being as frank and honest as she could. 
 
   “I know,” Fiona said. 
 
   “What are your current skills?” Arya asked. 
 
   “I can clean, cook, and sew,” Fiona offered. “I can even embroider some. I did the embroidery on the dress that Tesni was wearing before she went to change into her uniform.” 
 
   “Alright, those are definitely helpful,” Arya admitted. “You could probably get a job as a maid for some of the wealthier families in town, although I’m not sure how helpful telling them about your experience in that kind of work would be. After all, she was never well-liked in town.” 
 
   “I know,” Fiona said, “but I’m not afraid. I’m willing to try anything.” 
 
   Arya nodded. “Very well. Another option would be as a serving maid in a tavern or inn. It doesn’t pay well, and because you’re young and pretty, you might be asked to…take on extra duties, as it were. I hate to say it, but there is also a brothel in town, and some of the more lecherous men in the area like to see new flesh.” 
 
   “I don’t think I’d like that option at all,” Fiona said. 
 
   “I didn’t think you would,” Arya replied, “but you have to be aware of everything. The last option might sound the most intriguing to you, but like I told Tesni, you should think it over carefully before you sign up.” 
 
   “Why?” Fiona asked. “What does it entail?” 
 
   “Early mornings and late nights. You’re likely to find yourself giving up a lot of sleep to do things at night, and it’s a difficult job physically. There are very few material rewards, if any, especially when you’re starting out, but you will always have enough to eat, a warm bed to sleep in, and camaraderie.” 
 
   “What position is it?” Fiona asked.
 
   “Ranger of Linwood,” Arya said. “At sixteen, you’re more than old enough to begin training if you want to. We start training as young as twelve, so Tesni still has a few years. Still, she has a better life here than the one she was living before.” 
 
   “I heard that!” Knives interjected. 
 
   Arya smirked at him. “I thought you’d gone home, Alastar. What’s got you still hanging around?” 
 
   “Wantin’ to talk to ye, Arrows, when ye have a few minutes alone.” 
 
   “Alright, Alastar, we’ll talk as soon as I’m done with Fiona,” Arya promised. Alastar nodded and walked off.
 
   “Why does he call you Arrows?” Fiona asked. “Is it because you’re the bow mistress?” 
 
   “Something like that,” Arya replied. 
 
   “Well, I think I’d like to try out with the Rangers,” Fiona said. “You’re right, it does sound intriguing. Besides, if I join the Rangers, I won’t have to answer any awkward questions about my past job experience, and I won’t have to worry about men not keeping their hands to themselves. It really does sound like the wisest decision.” 
 
   Arya nodded. “Alright. Go talk to Ryder. He’ll find you a tent and a mentor. Your mentor will be entirely responsible for your training, and a mentor only ever takes on one protégé at a time because of how strong the relationship has to be. He’ll also help you figure out what to specialize in, which will figure into your mentor selection a great deal.” 
 
   “Thanks, Arya!” Fiona scurried off, then, and Arya went to go talk to Knives.
 
   “Alright, Alastar, what is it?” she asked.
 
   “Not here, with everyone around,” Knives insisted. “Is there a private glade or somewhere we can go to speak without being overheard?” 
 
   Arya frowned. She knew that Knives trusted the Rangers implicitly. If he wanted to talk without being overheard by the Rangers, it was something serious, and she wondered if he knew something about one of the other Rangers that she didn’t. As Ryder’s second-in-command, it was her job to find out about disciplinary issues and correct them, fast. “Yes, there is a small grove of apple trees nearby. We can go there to talk.” 
 
   She led Knives out of the camp and into a small glade where she normally came when she needed to spend time in thought. It had the added advantage, of course, of being in the middle of apple trees and surrounded by blackberry bushes. The blackberries were ripe, and Arya made a mental note to come back later to gather some to make jams with that would give the Rangers something sweet throughout the winter. Why Rangers had such a sweet tooth was beyond her. The apples would be ripe, soon, as well.
 
   “Alright, Alastar, what is it?” Arya asked, starting to get impatient.
 
   Alastar ran his fingers through his hair. “I wanted ye to know that I never stopped carin’ for ye, Arrows.” He pulled her into his arms. “I never stopped lovin’ ye. Do ye remember the nights we spent in each other’s arms?” 
 
   “I do, Alastar, and I was so content back then…” For the second time in as many days, Arya found her mouth running dry. When they were young, she had thought he was courting her childhood playmate when he had suddenly turned to her. She had lost her friend, but had gained a lover. Now here he was, reminding her of that time. Where was he going with this? 
 
   “Ye don’t know how depressed I was, when I thought ye were dead, and then when I heard ye ‘ad joined up with the Rangers and ye weren’t comin’ back. Now I’ve got another chance, though, and I’m goin’ to take it.” He dropped down to one knee and pulled something out of his pocket. It was a gold band with a rough-cut amethyst, bordered on either side by a small pearl. “Now ‘ere’s th’ question I’ve been waitin’ more than a hundred years to ask ye. Will ye wed me, Arrows?” 
 
   “Alastar…” Arya swallowed hard. “Alastar, that is an absolutely beautiful ring, and if this had been a hundred and twenty years ago, when I last saw you, I would have said yes in a heartbeat. Now, though…”
 
   “I understand, Arrows,” Knives said, looking down. “Ye don’t ‘ave to say another word. I know things ‘ave changed for ye, generally for th’ better. I can’t blame ye for sayin’ no.” 
 
   “I’m not saying no, either, Alastar,” Arya said. “I’m just asking for time to think about it.” 
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   Tesni watched the scene unfolding from the apple tree she was in. One of the things that she had learned was how to be deadly silent. It was a natural skill to develop when one was a pickpocket for a living. In addition, Arya had taught her how to move through the trees. Now, very carefully, she used both of those skills, climbing up higher, running along branches as light as one of the squirrels scurrying around to gather acorns for the winter. 
 
   She stayed in the trees until she was nearly back to camp. The apple tree glade was something she had discovered early in her time amongst the Rangers, and one of the trees just happened to have the perfect nook for her to sit and think. Now, though, she needed to talk to Ryder. 
 
   “Ryder! Ryder!” she called. She jumped out of the tree overhanging his tent and rolled with the impact. This was something else that Arya had taught her, building on her climbing skills. 
 
   “What is it, Tesni?” Ryder asked, emerging from his tent. He had just gotten back from helping Fiona figure out that she was really best balanced to work with a blade. He had set her up with Branwen as a mentor, and the two had begun to bond instantly. Now here was Tesni, demanding his attention. 
 
   “Are you in love with Arya?” Tesni asked. 
 
   Well, Ryder certainly had to give the kid credit. She was straightforward and to the point. “What makes you think that?” he asked. 
 
   “Do you jest?” Tesni asked. “Ryder, I’ve seen the way you look at her when you think nobody is looking. Most of the other Rangers have seen it. Pretty much everyone except Arya has seen it.” 
 
   “And if I am?” Ryder asked. “What of it?”
 
   “Well, if you don’t say something to her, and soon, you may lose her forever,” Tesni said. “Knives just proposed, and she said she’d think about it.” 
 
   Ryder shrugged. “That doesn’t mean that she’ll say yes, Tesni.”
 
   “I know that, Ryder, but she looks at you the same way you look at her. Everyone in camp has seen it but you. If she thinks you’re not interested, she will say yes to Knives.” 
 
   “What does it matter to you who Arya marries? Do you have a crush on Knives, yourself, child? You should be happy if she says yes to him. You’ve known him for four years, and you love both him and Arya.” Again he shrugged. “Maybe they could adopt you and you would finally have a real family.” 
 
   Tesni didn’t understand Ryder’s reaction. In her young mind, she thought he ought to be going after Arya, begging her hand in marriage. “I don’t have a crush on Knives. I just think she ought to be marrying you, Ryder. The only reason she’s even thinking about it is because she thinks you don’t want her.” 
 
   Ryder sighed. He had wanted Arya for over a hundred years and had never had the courage to do anything about it. She had always seemed so inaccessible, especially where her heart was concerned. But if what Tesni said was true, his feelings were reciprocated. “And just what do you think I ought to do about it?” he asked. 
 
   “I think you should just kiss her,” Tesni said. 
 
   “Just kiss her?” Ryder laughed. “Tesni, I think Knives told you too many fairy tales. You don’t just go and kiss a woman.” 
 
   “You do if it’s true love,” Tesni muttered, walking off, leaving Ryder to think, very carefully, about what she had said. What if it was true love, and he was just letting it slip through his fingers because of his own stubborn pride? Then again, what if he was wrong? What if Tesni and the others were wrong about what they saw? What would he do, then? Maybe, he decided, it was for the best to just let things be.
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   Arya didn’t know what to say. By the time she got back to camp, she didn’t even know what to think. She and Knives had gone their separate ways. He had promised to be back in a week’s time for her answer. He had left the ring behind, just in case. But now what? 
 
   Tesni came running up and nearly tackled her. “Arya!” 
 
   “Oof! What is it, Tesni?” 
 
   “You can’t marry Knives, Arya, you just can’t. You’re not right for each other.” 
 
   Arya blinked. “Tesni, what makes you think I’m going to marry Alastar?” 
 
   Tesni just looked at her. “I saw you both amongst the apple trees. I was there in my favorite spot, and I saw him propose, but you’ve got to say no to him, Arya. If you say yes, you’ll break Ryder’s heart.”
 
   Arya snorted. “Tesni, Ryder and I have known each other for over a hundred years. If he had any interest in me, he would have shown it by now.” 
 
   “He hasn’t because he thinks you don’t have any interest in him,” Tesni said. 
 
   “Ryder is an open book,” Arya said. “I think I would have noticed if he felt anything more than friendship towards me.” 
 
   “He tries to keep it hidden because you’re such an ice queen,” Tesni said.
 
   Arya bristled at the description. “Did he say that?” 
 
   “No, but that’s what the others call you. Arya the ice queen. You never let anyone get close to you or see what you’re feeling.” 
 
   “I let you get close. Maybe that was a mistake.” 
 
   Tesni blinked. She felt her eyes beginning to water. She had been home less than a day, and this was what was happening?
 
   Arya noticed. “Tesni…no… I…I wasn’t thinking…” Too little, too late, Arya quickly realized.
 
   Tesni ran. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
   By nightfall, Tesni no longer knew where she was. She had scampered up and down trees, running alternately along branches and along the ground, having learned from Arya that it was a good way to confuse someone who was tracking you. In some points she had doubled back, thrown rocks to break branches and twigs to make a tracker think she had gone a different direction. 
 
   Now, there were two things she knew with absolute certainty. The first was that even that wouldn’t throw Arya and Ryder for long if they decided to come after her. The second was that she hadn’t yet learned all that much about surviving on her own in the woods. All she knew was that she needed water, food, and a place to sleep, along with a fire if she could get one going. She was starting to wish she’d had her pack. 
 
   With a sigh, she sat down against a tree trunk. She felt the bark give a little beneath her slight frame and wondered at it. Turning around, she tested it with her hands. It continued to bend and flex as she pushed, and she dug her nails into the bark, pulling instead.
 
   The bark gave way to reveal a hollowed out tree trunk. Inside was a pack, and she looked inside it. It contained flint, nuts, dried fruit, and a bedroll, as well as a small pot and canteen. Smiling, she realized that this was one of the many emergency shelters that Arya had told her were scattered throughout the forest. Now all she needed was water, and she could find that in the morning.
 
   Smiling, Tesni rolled out the bedroll. She ate some of the berries and a handful of the nuts. It was still a little warm, so she forewent the fire. She wasn’t ready to make it easy for them to find her just yet. She pulled the bark ‘door’ back into place, climbed into the bedroll, and, using the rest of the pack as a pillow, drifted off to sleep.
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   As she watched Tesni run into the woods, Arya began to panic. She hadn’t taught Tesni everything she needed to know about survival, how to identify edible plants from poisonous ones, how to create a makeshift shelter, anything beyond the need to find food, shelter, and water. 
 
   Quickly, she quelled the panic inside and ran to Ryder’s tent. “Ryder! Ryder!” 
 
   “What is it, Arya?” Ryder asked, recognizing the panic in the bow mistress’s voice. 
 
   “It’s Tesni. She’s run off again and it’s all my fault.” Quickly, Arya explained the situation to Ryder as if Tesni’s very life depended on the speed with which she told the story. It probably did.  
 
   Ryder tensed. “Don’t worry, Arya. We’ll find her. We’re both experienced trackers. Even if she utilizes some of the tricks you showed her to hide a trail, we’ll have no problem at all finding her.”
 
   They did, however. By nightfall, they could find no trace of her, and Arya was beginning to hyperventilate. “I can’t believe I just snapped at her like that.” 
 
   Ryder held her. “It’s alright, Arya. We’ll find her. We just need to set up camp for the night.” 
 
   “What if something’s happened to her? What if she’s already dead? It would be my fault.”
 
   Arya’s hyperventilating was getting worse, and Ryder thought fast. He knew he needed to shock her back to reality, and so he decided to take Tesni’s suggestion from earlier. He kissed her. 
 
   Arya’s eyes flew open. Was Ryder kissing her? Suddenly, her head was spinning. Could Tesni have possibly been right about how he felt? Or was he just shocking her back to a normal breathing pattern?
 
   Quietly, she decided to test the idea. She let her eyes close, and she leaned into the kiss, returning it. 
 
   Ryder couldn’t believe what was happening. Was Arya really returning the kiss? Was Tesni right? Was she really only even considering Knives because she thought he didn’t care? He wrapped his arms around her. He brought a hand up to her head, massaging the back of it as he deepened the kiss, wondering how she might respond. He was rewarded by her arms wrapping around his neck. 
 
   Finally, Arya pulled away. “Ryder…”
 
   “I know, Arya. We need to focus on finding Tesni.” 
 
   “It’s getting too dark to search, though. How will we ever find her?” She was starting to panic again. 
 
   Ryder gave her another kiss, this one quick, barely brushing her lips. “We’ll find her. She’ll be alright. Tesni is a smart, and she pays attention. She knows what she has to find, and I’m sure Knives taught her something about what’s edible out in the wild. For now, I think we’re in the vicinity of one of our emergency shelters. Why don’t we find and use it?” 
 
   Arya looked around, her pupils dilating to take in what little light was available. Fortunately, as a Wood Elf, she had excellent night vision, and she managed to find the distinct outline of a cave that had been covered by ivy that had been planted at the top and encouraged to grow down. The two crawled inside, snuggled into the bedroll together, and fell asleep.
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   The next morning, Tesni was able to find water nearby. She drank from the fast-moving stream that she could hear running not more than fifty feet from her little shelter. She also knew that she needed to either move on or find more food. Knives and Arya had both taught her to stay put when she was lost, though, and Arya had emphasized how important it was for her to do so if she was near a source of clean water, so finding more food it was.
 
   Near the banks of the stream, Tesni found a huge bush filled with blackberries. She stripped a couple of the branches and carried the berries and some water back to camp, using the canteen that had been included in the emergency pack. On the path back, she found what she knew to be mint, based on the smell, and picked some of the leaves. 
 
   Back at camp, she dug back into the pack. It hadn’t been a very comfortable pillow, and Tesni knew it was because of the small pot that had been packed in it. She started a fire, started some water to boiling, and made a tea with the mint and some of her blackberries. She ate the rest, knowing she could go back for more. 
 
   By noon, however, she was starting to get scared. She gathered more water from the stream, ate more blackberries from the bush, and then sat tight, wondering if she would ever be found. She also wondered if she even wanted to be found. Could she find the new hideout for the Thieves Guild? Surely Knives would take her back in. 
 
   Could she find her way back to camp? Maybe she could ask for new sleeping arrangements, to stay with one of the other Rangers. Arya had certainly made it clear that she didn’t want Tesni around, though. 
 
   Could it be better to try and find her way back into town? She could survive for a while in the orphanage, she guessed. It was only until she was either found an apprenticeship, married off, or turned eighteen. One of the three would certainly happen eventually. Ten years in a crowded house with other kids sounded so horrible, though. She had heard that the kids in the orphanages never got enough of anything, whether it was food, water, attention, or clothes. 
 
   What if she couldn’t find her way to any of those places, though? Was she going to die out here in the woods? Why did she run off like that? Why did she snap at Arya? She deserved Arya’s anger for that, and now she was going to die, alone, without getting the chance to apologize. As the sun went down and Tesni made yet another meal out of blackberries, she cried herself to sleep in her little shelter.
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   Arya and Ryder spent all of the next day tracking her. The sun was setting on the second day of a thus far fruitless search, and Arya was beginning to panic again. “Ryder, it’s been two days. What are we going to do?” 
 
   “We’re going to find her,” Ryder said, holding her tightly. “It’s the only thing we can do. Yes, she clearly learned from you a little too well about covering her tracks, but you and I are two of the best trackers in camp, and we will find her. Now, let’s find the nearest emergency shelter. I think there’s another one nearby, if I remember correctly. 
 
   Arya scanned the trees until she saw the distinct outline of a bark covering. “Over here,” she said, moving towards it. She moved it away and then smiled. “It’s already in use, Ryder.”
 
   “What do you mean?” he asked, coming up behind her. Then he saw Tesni’s sleeping form. “Ah, she managed to find shelter and food, after all.”
 
   “She looks so peaceful,” Arya said. “I hate to disturb her.” 
 
   “Well, we’re going to have to, if there’s going to be room for all three of us in there,” Ryder said. He reached in, shaking the girl gently. “Tesni…Tesni… Wake up, Tesni.” 
 
   Tesni stirred a little, grumbled in her sleep, and snuggled deeper beneath the top of the bedroll. Arya and Ryder just looked at each other, and Ryder finally, carefully, picked Tesni up, bedroll and all, and moved her closer to the back of the shelter. Then he and Arya climbed in. It was a tight fit, but with Tesni against the back wall, Arya in the middle, and Ryder near the door, the three of them could at least keep each other warm, and Ryder and Arya drifted off to sleep in each other’s arms, Arya’s head on Ryder’s chest. 
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   When Tesni woke up the next morning, she could see a tiny bit of light streaming through around the edges of the bark door. She could also see that she was no longer alone. Maneuvering herself into a sitting position as best as she could, she looked to see who had joined her in the night, and was pleased to see Arya and Ryder curled up together in each other’s arms. 
 
   She remembered Arya’s words, telling her that they would always come for her. How they had managed to track her with such little light, she didn’t know. She could only hope to be that good, someday. 
 
   Reaching out, she couldn’t touch the door, though she came within an inch. So, she reached into her days as a thief, some of which was slowly starting to come back to her, and to her training over the past two months. She got into a crouching position, aimed herself, and leapt over Arya and Ryder and through the door, knocking it down as she went. 
 
   Now that she was awake, if a little sore, Tesni could again hear the nearby stream she had been drinking from, yesterday. Carefully, she reached in and grabbed the pack. She got a fire started, hung the small pot over it, and went and got some water. She found the mint plant from the day before, picked the leaves, and threw them into the pot.
 
   While her mint tea was brewing, Tesni found the blackberry bush and practically stripped it bare. She arranged three leaf plates with the dried fruit and nuts from the pack, as well as the fresh berries, got the cup out of the pack, tested the tea, and frowned. She threw some of the berries in, stirred, waited, and tasted again. Better. 
 
   Then she heard the buzzing. About ten feet up was a beehive, dripping with fresh honey. Tesni grabbed a stick from the fire, climbed up, and thrust the burning stick into the hive to smoke out the bees. Once she was content that they were made docile by the smoke, she grabbed some honey comb and scurried back down, tossing the stick back into the fire. Only then did she reach into the shelter and shake Arya and Ryder awake. “Good morning!” 
 
   “Morning, Tesni,” Ryder mumbled.
 
   Arya sniffed. “Do I smell blackberry mint tea?” 
 
   “I made it myself, and I know I got it right because it tastes the way you make it,” Tesni said, smiling. “I also got us a bunch of fresh blackberries to eat, and the nuts and dried fruit out of the pack, and some honey to sweeten the tea.” 
 
   Ryder chuckled. “Tesni, Arya and I have said it before, and we’ll say it again. You are one very clever little girl.” 
 
   “I pay attention,” Tesni said. “I’ve always paid attention. Knives taught me how important it is, and you two just reinforced it.” 
 
   “You’re starting to remember what Alastar taught you?” Arya asked, sitting up. Now she was awake. If Tesni’s memories were starting to come back even more, then this was something that she definitely wanted to be aware of.
 
   “Yeah. A lot of stuff from my days as a thief is starting to come back to me, though I do have an unanswered question. Why do you call him Alastar, and why does he call you Arrows?” Tesni asked. 
 
   “I call him Alastar because that’s his real name,” Arya said. Then she sighed. “He calls me Arrows because…because that was my nickname when I was with the Thieves Guild.” 
 
   Tesni’s eyes went wide. “You were a member of the Thieves Guild?” 
 
   “She came to the Rangers the same way you did,” Ryder said, popping some blackberries into his mouth. “She caught you with your hand in her purse. I caught her with her hand in mine.” 
 
   “But now you’re in love with each other, and you wouldn’t have it any other way,” Tesni said, grinning. 
 
   Ryder and Arya just looked at each other. Was Tesni right? “Tesni…” Arya started, but Ryder interrupted her. 
 
   “Tesni is absolutely right, Arya, at least on my half of the situation. Don’t tell me you didn’t feel something in that kiss, last night,” he said, pulling her close. 
 
   “I thought you were just shocking me back to reality when I started hyperventilating,” Arya said. 
 
   “Then why did you kiss back?” Ryder asked. 
 
   “I was testing if Tesni could possibly be right. Now I know she was, by your own admission. Why did you deepen the kiss?” 
 
   “I was also testing to see if Tesni was right, in response to your response.” 
 
   Arya didn’t say anything more. She just tackled Ryder, kissing him deeply, passionately. The two of them stayed like that until they heard a cough.
 
   “Are you two forgetting that I’m right here?” Tesni asked. 
 
   “Sorry, Tesni,” Arya and Ryder muttered at the same time.
 
   “Does this mean you’re finally through being an ice queen, Arya?” Tesni asked.
 
   “Yes, Tesni, I’m through being an ice queen,” Arya replied, hugging her tightly. “And it was definitely not a mistake to let you get close.” 
 
   “And you’re going to tell Alastar no, then, when he comes back in a week?” Ryder teased. 
 
   Arya frowned, confused. “How did you know…?” Then she sighed. She knew the answer to that. “Tesni?” 
 
   “Yes?” Tesni was smiling. 
 
   “Tesni, were you spying on me and Alastar?” Arya asked.
 
   “Well, I didn’t mean to be spying,” Tesni said. “I was already up in one of the apple trees when you and Knives came into the grove to talk. I got interested. I didn’t know you were there for privacy. I thought he’d brought you there for romance.” 
 
   Suddenly, the whole situation just seemed so absurd. How could Arya have even given Alastar’s proposal serious thought? How could Arya and Ryder have not noticed how each other felt for over a hundred years? How had it taken an eight-year-old to set them straight? With all of this in mind, it was no wonder that both Arya and Ryder burst out laughing. 
 
   Tesni blinked. She didn’t see what was so funny. Adults were strange, and these adults in particular were the strangest of all, she decided. “Can we go home, now?” she asked. 
 
   Arya and Ryder just looked at each other. “Yeah,” Ryder said. “Let’s go home.” 
 
   As they walked, Tesni was filled with hope. Ryder had suggested that perhaps Arya and Knives could adopt her, but now Ryder was courting Arya, not Knives, and perhaps they could adopt Tesni, and she really would have a family at last. She chose not to press her luck by mentioning the idea, but just thinking about it made her heart swell with joy.
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
   By the time Tesni’s ninth birthday rolled around at the vernal equinox, she was starting to get bored with her routine. She was now up to two miles a day on her morning jog, and was getting ready to try upping it by another half-mile. She wanted desperately to enter formal training as a Ranger, but still had to wait another three years. 
 
   Something that she always noticed, though, was that nobody was ever on the ropes course immediately after breakfast. It was one of three obstacle courses set up in the camp. Aside from a difficult, generalized obstacle course that was used by advanced trainees, with scores and times used in determining whether or not a Ranger was read for his or her bow or blade, there was one made of rooms requiring a knowledge of lock picking and the disarmament of traps. 
 
   And then there was the ropes course. Netting and straight ropes to climb, with and without knots to help a climber, were intermixed along with artificial vines, rock walls requiring ropes to scale them and two wide ditches to be swung across, one with the rope already tied to a beam and the other where the trainee needed to attach the rope to the beam themselves. 
 
   Those were the stories Tesni had heard, anyway. Each of the courses was closed in, a trainee’s scores and times magically written onto a piece of parchment for Arya and Ryder to check later. Right now, though, Tesni didn’t care if she got caught. She didn’t care how bad her score was. She just wanted a new challenge, and that ropes course looked awful tempting. 
 
   So, instead of showing up for her chores, instead of even going through the normal breakfast line, Tesni grabbed some dried fruit and nuts, ate them right before her run, and, as soon as she got back, she slipped through the door of the course, which immediately closed behind her. 
 
   The first part of the course was easy. Above a pit lined with feather mattresses was a large net. The goal was to get across, and Tesni found that her smaller size was a bit of a disadvantage, as she could easily slip a foot through between the ropes. 
 
   Still, she made it across quickly, and then up a climbing net that started at a shallow angle, then went to a steeper angle, and then straight up. When she got to the top, she found that she needed to swing across to another platform. She grabbed the rope, stepped back a couple of steps, then ran those steps forward and launched herself.
 
   Again, her smaller size left her disadvantaged. Her lower weight meant that she had less momentum, and she barely got her balance when she half landed, half fell onto the next platform, having overcorrected her balance to keep herself from falling backwards onto the feather mattresses below. 
 
   On the other side of the platform, there was a zip line, and Tesni had no problems with it other than, again, her lower weight contributing to a lack of momentum. Still, it went fast enough, and she landed without losing her balance at all. 
 
   Next she climbed a straight rope with knots in place, leapt to a wall of netting and used it to get around another pit, climbed up a straight rope without the knots, and found herself at another platform. Here, she found her greatest difficulty, hooking the grappling hook just right around the rafter so that she could swing across. This gap was shorter, however, and her lack of momentum wasn’t as much of an issue.
 
   Tesni could see another zip line leading to the artificial vines on the rock climb and finally the exit door on the other side of the next gap, this one with a rope stretched tightly over it. This gave Tesni pause. Her balance was not in question, and she could clearly see the feather mattresses at the bottom, but what would happen if she fell? 
 
   She took a deep breath, took one step out, then a second, and then felt the world drop out beneath her.
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   Tesni hadn’t shown up for breakfast, and now Arya couldn’t find the girl anywhere. She wasn’t in the stables. Nobody had seen her leave camp since coming back from her morning run. She wasn’t in the mess line. She wasn’t in the tent. She wasn’t even watching the archers intently as she sometimes did. 
 
   Then she saw that the door to the ropes course was closed. That was odd. It normally wasn’t in use until after lunch. She went over to the parchment hanging outside the exit to see who was running. Her eyes went wide when she saw Tesni’s name next to a time that was rapidly rising past the three hour mark. Even if Tesni’s age weren’t an issue, the time alone would have alarmed her. It was three times the longest even a young beginner ever took.
 
   Knowing something was severely wrong, Arya forced the exit door open. She slid down one of the vines, jumped up, and grabbed hold of the zip line, going up it, moving hand over hand. She swung herself up onto the platform and saw that the tight rope had broken. Looking down into the pit, she saw Tesni’s crumpled, unconscious form, and her heart leapt into her throat.
 
   Taking a deep breath to calm herself, she snapped out a loud “End!” Immediately, the parchment paper outside the door stopped recording the time. Arya scrambled down the ladder into the pit and ran over to Tesni, unable to discern why the girl was so badly hurt. Her left ankle was swollen, indicating that it had been reinjured, but beyond that, there was nothing obvious. 
 
   Arya grabbed the end of the broken rope and tied it around Tesni’s chest, just beneath her arm pits. She climbed back up the ladder and used the broken rope to pull Tesni up, being slow and careful not to jerk or bang her too much. But how was she going to get her down the zip line and up the vines? 
 
   Finally, Arya just draped Tesni’s body over her shoulders and carried her that way. The zip line posed no problem, but the vines were a lot trickier. Still, Arya was good at what she did, and she raced Tesni to Enid’s tent. “Enid!”
 
   “What did she manage to do to herself this time?” Enid asked good-naturedly. Tesni had a unique gift for getting herself into minor scrapes. Then she looked up and gasped. “Not another head injury!” 
 
   “I don’t know,” Arya admitted, laying Tesni down. “I found her near the end of the ropes course. The tightrope broke. She shouldn’t be in such bad shape. Those mattresses at the bottom of the pit are there for a reason. Plenty of people have fallen off that tight rope and never gotten worse than a sprained ankle or wrist!” 
 
   Enid examined Tesni, frowning. “What was she doing on the ropes course?” 
 
   “That’s something else I don’t know,” Arya said with a sigh. “She never even expressed an interest in trying it out. I can only guess that she got bored, thought she could do it on her own, and didn’t think it was necessary to ask permission.” 
 
   “Well, there isn’t a single external injury,” Enid said after a while, “except for a reinjured ankle. That alone should not cause her current state of unconsciousness, or such shallow breathing.” 
 
   “I didn’t even notice how shallow her breathing was,” Arya said.
 
   Enid shook her head. “She’s fighting for each breath, Arya. This goes well beyond her fall into either some other health issue that we never caught before this, which is highly unlikely, or a dark curse.” 
 
   “I’d put my money on dark curse,” Arya muttered. “Agrona seems to have it out for her for reasons we don’t understand other than using Tesni’s skills to steal the orb.” Not more than a month prior, some of Agrona’s henchmen had been seen outside the camp. They had tried to kidnap Tesni, with the emphasis on tried. Arya and Ryder had put a quick stop to that. 
 
   “I would as well, Arya. I would, as well.” 
 
    
 
   
 
    
 
   Tesni felt her fall slowing. She landed on her feet in a beautiful field filled with wildflowers. The forest line was not far away. She could hear a stream running and birds singing. When she looked down, she was not in the clothes she normally wore around camp. Instead, she was in a pretty, pink, flowing dress with big bell sleeves. On her feet were silk slippers, and when she reached to check her braid, she found that her hair now flowed loose, and she was wearing a circlet. When she pulled it off to inspect it, she found it was gold and studded with pink gems.
 
   She put it back on as she felt another presence enter. She didn’t know where she was or how she got there, and she desperately hoped it was Arya or Ryder, come to save her. 
 
   Her hope was in vain, however. Instead of Arya, Ryder, Knives, or even Enid or Fiona, Agrona had arrived. “What are you doing here?” Tesni asked. 
 
   “I’m here to talk to you,” Agrona said a little too sweetly. 
 
   “Did you bring me here?” Tesni asked. 
 
   “I did.” 
 
   “Why?” 
 
   Agrona moved closer, causing Tesni to step back in fear. “Oh, now don’t be scared. This is your dreamscape. I can’t hurt you here.” 
 
   “Then what do you want?” Despite Agrona’s assurances, probably false, Tesni was very scared indeed. 
 
   “You have a curse on you,” Agrona said. “I put it there, myself. You feel fine, here, but back in the Ranger camp, you lie in a deep sleep, unable to wake up, fighting just to breathe. You’re going to slowly get worse until your third sunset in this condition, when you will die.” 
 
   “Why?” Tesni asked again. “Why curse me to die?” She could feel tears threatening to fall. Her birthday had been only a week ago. She was barely nine. She had so much to look forward to. She was looking forward to when she was twelve and could train with the Rangers. Not now, though. Not with this curse Agrona had placed on her. 
 
   Agrona gripped Tesni’s chin. “Because I want you to work for me,” she said. “I am more than willing to remove the curse. With your permission, and only with your permission, I can call your body from the Ranger camp to my castle, where I will remove the curse, but you have only until your third sunset, and it is noon on your first day already.” 
 
   “I won’t help you,” Tesni said. “I won’t. And Arya will figure it out. She and Ryder are really smart. So are Enid, and Fiona, and Alastar. They’ll figure it out. They’ll find a way to remove the curse.” 
 
   “Are you so sure?” Agrona asked. 
 
   “They’ve probably already figured out you put the curse on me,” Tesni replied. “I fell onto some feather mattresses. They’re really soft. The pit the rope that broke crosses is less than two meters deep.”
 
   Agrona stared hard at Tesni. The girl only stared back, defiant of this woman who would not take no for an answer. Neither was inclined to give in to the other. Tesni would never agree to steal from those whom she had come to love. Loyalty meant too much to her. Agrona would never give up seeking what she wanted, what she believed belonged to her. 
 
   “I shall come to you at sunset tomorrow to see if you have changed your mind, you foolish girl,” Agrona said at last. 
 
   “Come if you like,” Tesni said. “It makes no difference to me if you enjoy my dreamscape or not, for as you said yourself, you cannot hurt me. Nightmares cannot hurt me, either, and that is all you are. I shall not be here at sunset tomorrow. I shall be up and about, tending to the horses, because by this time tomorrow, I will have been rescued.”
 
    
 
   
 
   Ryder had been called out of camp as, just after breakfast, a messenger from town had come, begging that Ryder follow him to the inn, as one of the women working there wished to see him, and that it was urgent. 
 
   The woman’s name was Cliona, and ten years prior, she had been, for a few brief weeks, Ryder’s lover. Despairing of ever gaining Arya’s affection and in grief over the recent death of his father, Ryder had gone into Cliona’s arms. She had been a servant at the palace at the time, a position that had only ended upon the untimely murders of the king and queen. 
 
   As soon as he arrived at the inn, he inquired about her and was directed to the room upstairs where she had been allowed to make her home so long as she worked there. He was not prepared to find her lying in bed, clearly very ill. 
 
   “Hello, Ryder,” she said, her voice weak. 
 
   “Hello, Cliona,” he replied, stepping over to her bedside. “Is this why I’ve been called? Do you need money for a doctor?” 
 
   “Oh, no, Ryder, that has been taken care of.” The ghost of a smile appeared briefly upon her lips. What had once been a pair of vibrant rose petals was now simply dry and cracked flesh. The eyes that had once been the color of lapis lazuli were now greyish blue. “I have no need for a doctor anymore. I called for you because I am dying, Ryder, any time now, and I have one last request that I must make of you. I must have your promise before I fade that you will perform it.” 
 
   Ryder raised an eyebrow. “And what task would you have me perform?” 
 
   “Ryder, ten years ago, when we spent those nights in each other’s arms, a child was conceived. I am ashamed to have not told you. I kept her and raised her. I loved our daughter dearly. I purchased her a necklace for her fourth birthday, a gold locket with a sunburst on the front and her name on the back.” 
 
   The hair on the back of Ryder’s neck suddenly stood on end. He had seen that necklace many times before. Surely there must simply be two like it, right? “Go on…” he whispered, his voice cracking. 
 
   “I painted two tiny portraits all by myself,” Cliona continued. “You remember how good I was with painting. It was my favorite hobby. One was of you and me, for I thought that one day you might come back to me and wed me, though I never told her a thing about her father. The one time she asked, I simply told her that her father had left in military service, was missing, and presumed dead. The other picture I painted was her as a baby. I placed them both in the locket so that she might always remember how much I loved her, and how much you would have loved her if you knew her. Please, find her, Ryder. Find her and raise her. Be the father she should have had all along.” 
 
   “I will do as you say,” Ryder said, swallowing hard. “I would have done so long ago if I had only known. What is our daughter’s name?” 
 
   “On the day she was born, it was the spring equinox. The sun was shining down and it was a warm day, a beautiful one indeed, and so I called her Tesni, for it means ‘warmth from the sun,’ because the sun seemed to shine even brighter when she came into the world, and to be even warmer.” 
 
   So there were not two necklaces like it. Hearing Tesni’s name come from Cliona’s lips and echo through the room told him everything that he needed to know. The Tesni Cliona had given birth to and the Tesni he had come to know and love were one in the same. Looking at Cliona, he could clearly see it. Tesni had inherited Cliona’s eyes, though the mother’s eyes were dulled by illness, while the daughter’s remained bright and beautiful. While his own hair was a darker blond, Tesni had gotten Cliona’s lighter, more golden locks. 
 
   Yes, it was all too clear, now that he compared the Cliona of ten years ago to the Tesni of now within his head, and in his mind’s eye he saw it perfectly. Though Tesni looked much like Cliona, his daughter had inherited his chin and nose. 
 
   “Then rejoice, Cliona, for I found Tesni months ago, or rather, Arya found her. Had I known that I was her father, I would have gone out of my way to make sure that she knew.” 
 
   A last smile came to Cliona’s face. “Then I might rest in peace. Care for her, Ryder. Love our daughter the way she deserves to be loved. Knowing that you will, I die happily.”
 
   Her voice had been growing steadily weaker throughout the entire conversation. Now, she exhaled her final breath. Ryder reached out a hand and closed her eyes. He informed the inn keeper of what had transpired and took off back to camp. Part of him was sad that Cliona was now dead, but mostly he felt nothing but gladness. Tesni was his daughter, and he would make it known to her immediately, give her the family she should have had all along.
 
   As soon as he arrived, he dismounted and ran straight to Arya. “Arya! Where’s Tesni? I must speak to her right away.”
 
   Arya blinked. “Tesni is…. Tesni is in Enid’s tent.” 
 
   “Again?” Ryder asked. “How has she managed to injure herself, this time?” 
 
   “She did not injure herself,” Arya said. “Well, she reinjured her ankle after sneaking onto the ropes course, but that is a different matter, entirely.” 
 
   “Then she is ill?” Ryder asked.
 
   “Very, but not naturally,” Arya said. “Enid and I suspect that she is under a dark curse, most likely of Agrona’s doing.” 
 
   Ryder stopped short. “A curse?” he asked. “Well, surely we will find a way to break it. Perhaps Fiona will know something? Surely she must have had some access to Agrona’s spell books.”
 
   “What happened in town?’ Arya asked. “You came back seeming as if you had just heard the most wonderful news in the world.” 
 
   “I was summoned to Cliona’s side,” Ryder started. “Now, don’t look so unhappy,” he added, seeing the jealousy flash in Arya’s eyes. 
 
   “What did your former lover want?” Arya asked. “Could she not find anyone else for a quick tumble in the hay?” 
 
   “Arya, Cliona has died,” Ryder said, his tone clipped. “I was summoned to her death bed for something that she had to tell me.” 
 
   Arya winced, suddenly regretting the insult she had thrown towards the other woman. She had been very jealous when she had learned that Ryder and Cliona were suddenly together, had rejoiced when he stopped going to her rival three weeks later. That was in the past now, though, and Arya muttered an apology.
 
   “It’s alright,” Ryder said. “You couldn’t have known. However, what she told me amazed me. Arya, Cliona begged me to find her child, who has been missing for years, and to take the child in. I fully intend to do so.” 
 
   “And just how are we supposed to identify this child?” Arya asked. 
 
   “I have already identified her,” Ryder said. “I have also identified her father, and it is her father’s wish that the girl become a Ranger. It is also the wish of the woman that her father would make her step-mother.” 
 
   Arya snorted. “How callous a father the poor girl has, to have no interest, and to choose his new bride-to-be over his daughter, to push her away and send her to us as if we are the boarding academy that so many of the wealthy send their children to in order to keep them out of sight and out of mind.” 
 
   Ryder sighed. There was no denying it. Arya could certainly be dense at times. “Arya, my love, this is not about keeping his daughter out of sight and out of mind. It is about family tradition, for the father and would-be step-mother are both Rangers, right here in this very camp.” 
 
   “Don’t tell me,” Arya said. “You’re the girl’s father?” 
 
   “Aye, and I would gladly make you her mother, if you would agree to it.” 
 
   “If she will consent, then so will I,” Arya said. “I don’t believe your daughter should suffer to have me as a step-mother if she and I cannot get along.” 
 
   “You already get along with her, Ayra,” Ryder said. “My daughter is Tesni.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Arya stood there in amazement. Despite her dislike for Cliona, born of jealousy, she had known the other woman well enough to know her features. Now the bow-mistress compared those features and Ryder’s to Tesni’s. Now that she thought about it, the girl’s features were a perfect blend of those of her parents. Thinking harder, she remembered when Tesni had shown her the contents of her locket, and she realized that the faces of the couple were, indeed, those of Cliona and Ryder. 
 
   “Come on in to Enid’s tent,” she said at last. “Perhaps you can figure out what kind of curse Agrona placed on her, and maybe even the cure.” 
 
   Ryder followed Arya into the healer’s tent and knelt down next to the cot on which Tesni was lying. He brushed stray hair from her face. “You will come back to us, Tesni. We will figure out this curse and the cure before it’s too late.” 
 
    
 
   
 
   Tesni spent most of the next day exploring her dreamscape. It was something that she had never done before. She had never even thought it possible to direct where she went in her dreams and how the landscape of her dreams looked. 
 
   The field of wildflowers was constantly in bloom. Tesni had imagined and, thus, planted a stand of fruit trees. Apples, cherries, pears, and plums were always ripe and ready to pick, along with mulberries, blackberries, raspberries, and gooseberries. 
 
   Tesni’s clothes had also changed. She had switched out the fine dress and jewels for the uniform of a Ranger of Linwood, complete with a bow on her back like the one she often saw Arya carrying. Arya had been right. Tesni’s heart was the heart of a Ranger, and the girl had become acutely aware of the fact that she never could have been happy remaining with the Thieves Guild. Her heart’s dream was to be a Ranger, she had realized, and she was ever grateful to Arya for bringing her to camp because of it.
 
   She managed to remain patient, certain that she would be rescued and the curse defeated. Agrona had not said the night prior what the cure might be, but Tesni intended to get her to let it slip. 
 
   The girl had discovered, much to her happiness, that there was, indeed, a border to her dreamscape. Upon approaching this border the night previously, Tesni had wondered whose dreamscapes bordered hers. In thinking about her friends, she noticed that the borders changed, and she need only think about a person to see their dreamscape. 
 
   Now, however, she was sitting in her apple tree. The sun was beginning to set for the second time, and she could see Agrona approaching. The sorceress smirked up at the girl. “I thought you were going to be rescued by this time tonight?” 
 
   “It’s alright if they need a few hours longer,” Tesni said. “You said yourself that I shall be here until the sun sets tomorrow, and that by then I’ll either die or serve you.” She jumped down, looking bored. “So I shall die tomorrow evening, if they cannot break the curse. Death before dishonor is what Arya taught me, and I think it’s a good lesson.” 
 
   “You foolish child, do you really think that dying would be better than living?” Agrona asked. 
 
   “Ryder says that it is better to die standing than to live kneeling. I didn’t quite understand what he meant at first, but he explained it to me when I asked.” 
 
   “Ryder is as foolish as you are,” Agrona snapped. “They all are. That is why they will never break the curse.”
 
   “If they are so foolish, why don’t you tell me what the cure is?” Tesni asked. “After all, if they are too foolish to figure it out, and I am unable to communicate with them, what harm could it do to give me some sort of comfort in the knowledge of whether or not the task is a simple one? If it is a difficult one, then I might die knowing that there was never any hope. If it is a simple one, then I get frustrated at their inability to figure it out.”
 
   “You’re right, child, it does not matter much,” Agrona said at last. “Whatever happens, you either serve me or die in agony, either frustrated or hopeless. Besides, there is no way they could remove the curse. Your father is dead.” 
 
   “Yes, I know my father is dead, but what does that have to do with anything?” 
 
   “Because, dear, only a father’s love can save you in your current condition, and so it doesn’t matter even if they figure it out somehow.” 
 
   “Will you be here again tomorrow evening to see if I have changed my mind?” Tesni asked.
 
   “Of course I will, child,” Agrona said. “Perhaps, when you are at last on the brink of death, and you know that they cannot save you, you will finally relent.” 
 
   She disappeared, then, and Tesni immediately took off towards the border. As soon as she got there, she thought about Arya and watched as Arya’s dreamscape appeared before her eyes. 
 
   She watched the haze between the dreamscapes, and when it went from blue to clear, Tesni stepped through, knowing and understanding that this was an indicator that her friend and guardian was asleep.
 
   “Arya! Arya, where are you?” 
 
    
 
   
 
   “Arya! Arya, where are you?” 
 
   Arya couldn’t believe that she was hearing Tesni’s voice. Then she looked around and recognized her dreamscape. “I’m over here, Tesni!” 
 
   Immediately, the girl came jogging up to her. “Arya, I’m going to die at the next sunset. The curse is impossible to break unless Agrona takes it off of me, herself. She said that she would only do that if I came to serve her, but I won’t. Death before dishonor.” 
 
   “Why is the curse impossible to break?” Arya asked. “I don’t want you to die. None of us want you to die. We all want you to live.” 
 
   “It’s impossible because my father is dead,” Tesni said. “Agrona said that only my father’s love can save me. Since my father is dead and has been for years, I choose death before dishonor, just as you have taught me.” 
 
   Arya’s eyes widened. “Don’t worry, Tesni. You are not going to die, do you hear me? You are not allowed to die, because your father is still alive. He has been found, and I will alert him as soon as I am awake.” 
 
   Tesni nodded, grinning. She stepped back into her own dreamscape, and Arya woke up.
 
    
 
   
 
   As soon as Arya was awake, she ran to Ryder’s tent and shook him awake, as well. “Ryder, you are not going to believe what just happened.” 
 
   Ryder blinked. “What do you mean?” he asked. “What won’t I believe?” 
 
   “Tesni has figured out how to manipulate dreamscapes and travel between them,” Arya said, her voice growing ever more excited.
 
   That woke Ryder up. He sat up and immediately began pulling on his boots. “How did you figure this out?” 
 
   “Because she came into mine,” Arya said. “Not only did she manage to enter into my dreamscape to speak with me, your clever little girl somehow tricked Agrona into letting slip the means of waking her!” 
 
   “Well then what are we waiting for?” Ryder asked, his own excitement growing. “How do we break the curse?” 
 
   “Tesni was unable to get anything specific,” Arya admitted. “However, apparently Agrona has not yet heard about your discovery regarding Tesni, because she taunted Tesni about her father being dead-” This drew a snort from Ryder and Arya rolled her eyes as she continued, “-and then she admitted that only her father’s love could save her.” 
 
   Ryder had never run so fast as he did just then to the healer’s tent. His entrance, not exactly designed for stealth, woke Enid up. “What is it, Ryder?” 
 
   Ryder didn’t answer. Instead, he pulled Tesni into his arms. The girl had been getting worse. Though it had been a struggle, her breathing had at least been steady, at first. By the time they had gone to bed, it had been shallow and ragged. None of them had been sure exactly how much time they had until Tesni had managed to inform Arya, as the bow-mistress had said on the way over, that the girl would almost certainly die at the next sunset. 
 
   Not now, though, and not ever. Not before she had lived a long and full life would Tesni be allowed to die if Ryder had anything to say about it. He cradled his daughter gently in his lap and softly kissed her forehead. “It’s alright, Tesni. Daddy’s here. I’m here, and I love you, and you are not allowed to die yet. Do you hear me? I don’t care what that witch says. She was wrong, Tesni. But then, how could she have known that I’m your father? I didn’t even know until your mother finally told me. But it’s all going to be alright, Tesni, because I know, now, and I love you.” 
 
   It didn’t seem to work, at first, and Ryder found himself wondering several things. Could Cliona have been mistaken in whether or not he was Tesni’s father? Could it be that it was a different Tesni who just happened to have the same necklace? Could Agrona have known what Tesni had been trying to do and given her false information? Could Arya have been mistaken and not actually speaking to Tesni in her dreamscape? 
 
   And then the girl’s eyes fluttered open, and Ryder knew that none of it had been a mistake. For ten years he had thought that turning to Cliona had been nothing more than a drunken mistake. Now, here was this beautiful nine-year-old girl, his own daughter, and he knew that he would gladly do it all over again. 
 
   He was grateful to Alastar for taking Tesni in, even if it had meant she was, for a few years, on the wrong side of the law. He was even more grateful to Arya for not turning Tesni over to the authorities that day nearly a year ago. He laughed, then, and hugged Tesni tightly, filled with the joy that only a parent could know.
 
    
 
   
 
   Tesni had settled into her favored seat up in her apple tree when she first heard it. “It’s alright, Tesni. Daddy’s here. I’m here, and I love you, and you are not allowed to die yet.” 
 
   She continued to listen. Did she dare believe what she was hearing? Arya had promised to fetch her father as soon as she was awake. Could her father have been so close at hand? Again, the voice told her that he loved her, and for a moment, Tesni thought that the voice sounded familiar. She was unsure, at first, but then she knew it. That was Ryder’s voice! 
 
   Everything seemed to shift, and she was suddenly falling again, but it was a soft, slow, gentle fall. Everything went black for a moment, and then she woke up. Her eyes fluttered around. She saw a curious Enid, an anxious Arya, and then her eyes focused on the face closest to her own. She had not been mistaken in identifying Ryder’s voice as the one who called to her. 
 
   Before Tesni knew it, Ryder was laughing and hugging her. She supposed that if it had been some stranger whom Arya had identified as her father, she might have felt a bit more shy and awkward about it all. As it was, she already knew and loved Ryder, had already looked at him as a father-figure, and she wrapped her arms around him, as well. “I love you, too,” she whispered, her voice only a little hoarse from lack of use. 
 
   “Be careful with her ankle,” Enid said, suddenly. “She reinjured it in her fall, and I’m still keeping an eye on it.” 
 
   “What fall?” Ryder asked. When Arya had told him about the curse Tesni was under, she had neglected to tell him anything about a fall.
 
   Tesni shrank down a little, embarrassed. “In the ropes course,” she admitted. “I got bored and decided to try it. I was almost done when the balance rope snapped.” 
 
   Oh, yes, that fall, Ryder reminded himself. Now he remembered Arya saying something about it. He had been so concerned about the curse on his daughter that he hadn’t truly been paying attention to anything else about the situation.“Has the rope been fixed?” Ryder asked.
 
   “I fixed it as soon as I made sure Tesni was safe here in Enid’s tent,” Arya said. 
 
   Ryder sighed. “Come talk to us the next time you get bored, alright?” he told Tesni, who nodded. “Well, Tesni is safe, and as much as she shouldn’t have been in there without informing someone who could supervise, her fall did alert us to the fact that the course needed some maintenance.”
 
   “I went through all three courses because of it,” Arya said, “while you were in town. It helped me to keep busy so that I wasn’t hovering over Tesni and bothering Enid.” 
 
   “So, you would have let me on the course if I had asked permission?” Tesni asked. 
 
   “Well, I would have gone over the safety rules with you first,” Arya said, “and made sure I was there to supervise.” 
 
   “I agree with Arya,” Ryder said. “If you must go on one of the courses, I’d very much like it if you just stick to the ropes course for now. You haven’t even started your training. You are nowhere near being ready for the other two courses. Just, please, let one of us know. So long as one of us knows and you have a Ranger with you who has already earned his or her bow or blade, you can be on the ropes course.” 
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
   So it was that Tesni ended up adding a new part to her routine. Now, every morning after her run, she could be found on the ropes course. She still did the rest of her chores and tended to the horses in the evening, but the morning was her time on the ropes course. 
 
   Once in a while, one of the other Rangers would join her, urging her on. Word had spread quickly through the camp about Ryder and Tesni’s newly discovered relationship and Cliona’s deathbed confession. Tesni suspected that she should mourn her mother, but she couldn’t bring herself to do so. Though she had lived with her for the first four years of her life, her memories did not go beyond a smiling face and a few notes from a lullaby.
 
   She supposed that her earliest days must have been happy ones. Ryder had assured her that Cliona had loved her dearly and had searched for her every day from the time Tesni was four until the day Cliona died. How could Cliona have known that Tesni had been found and taken in by Alastar Redleaf? 
 
   Somehow, though, the darling of the Ranger camp could not bring herself to cry for the lost mother she didn’t truly remember, and in the end, she gave up feeling any sort of guilt about it and just chose to enjoy now knowing her father and the mother she would gain in Arya when the bow mistress and horse master wed.
 
   The proposal had been a very informal one, and when Tesni heard that Ryder had made his intentions clear while she was still under the curse and that Arya had accepted, she was slightly resentful if only for the fact that she had not been there. Still, a week later, she had been there when Ryder had given Arya an engagement ring, slipping the silver band, as was tradition amongst Elves of any type, onto Arya’s right forefinger, and Arya placed a similar one onto Ryder’s hand. They had also promised that they would not hold the wedding feast if, for any reason, Tesni would not be able to be there, and so the girl was satisfied. 
 
   “And who knows?” Arya had said. “It is traditional to wait a year. Perhaps by then, Agrona will be defeated and the true heir to the throne found.” 
 
   Arya and Ryder set the date for the summer solstice after Tesni’s tenth birthday. Because his was a tent made for a bachelor, Ryder decided to just let Tesni stay with Arya, an arrangement both girl and bow mistress were comfortable with. It would do, at any rate, until a tent fit for a family could be put together. 
 
   And that was what the three of them had become. A family. Alastar visited regularly, never begrudging Ryder for gaining what had once been his, happy merely because Tesni and Arya were both happy. He became a favored uncle and brought Tesni treats on a regular basis, though he was never allowed to give them to her unless he solemnly swore that they were obtained legally. He complained about this regularly, but it was well understood that it was in a joking manner. 
 
   In the meantime, Tesni’s friendship with Fiona also continued to grow. The older girl had quickly become proficient with throwing knives, and Branwen regularly beamed with pride at her protégé’s skill. 
 
   “She has me working on a swinging target, now,” Fiona said one day. “She also wants me to pick a close-range weapon.” 
 
   “I already know what kind of close-range weapon I’ll take up,” Tesni said. “Arya says that it’s common for archers to take up dual blades.” 
 
   Fiona blinked in surprise. “Truly?” she asked. “You have more than two years before you can even start training, yet. How do you know that you will even be suited to archery, let alone that you will have a secondary preference for dual blades?”
 
   “How did I know that I was meant to come here instead of stay with the Thieves Guild?” Tesni asked in return. “I just know.” 
 
   The truth was, of course, that it was Arya’s influence, as always, that had Tesni knowing what she wanted. The girl adored her soon-to-be step-mother, and the simple fact was that anything Arya said, Tesni was bound to listen to. It was already obvious exactly who Tesni’s mentor would be when she turned twelve and was finally old enough to train formally. 
 
   In the mornings, Tesni was now up to three miles on her morning runs. Because she still could not keep up with Arya’s five miles, she ran with Fiona, whose endurance was about the same as her own. 
 
   The day before Tesni’s tenth birthday, however, the girls did not come back from their morning run on their own. Arya returned to find Ryder in tears, Tesni missing, and Fiona in Enid’s tent, sitting up but with a massive gash in her leg. 
 
   “Branwen went after them when it was well past their normal return time,” Enid explained. “She found Fiona injured and unable to walk and brought her back. She couldn’t find Tesni.”
 
   “It was so odd,” Fiona added. “We never heard the horses coming. When we saw them, though, I realized why. They were sent by Agrona. She has spells on her horses so that they move silently and without leaving a trail. One of them slashed my leg so that I couldn’t run for help, and another one grabbed Tesni.” 
 
   “I’ve just been waiting for you,” Ryder said. “I’m afraid I’ll do something stupid if I go after her alone.” 
 
   “Don’t worry, Ryder,” Arya said after hearing everything. “We will rescue her and bring her home, and her birthday party tomorrow evening will go on without any more problems.” In her mind, she was already trying to figure out how to get more security around Tesni. 
 
   As fast as they could, Arya and Ryder got their horses ready and mounted off, riding hard towards Agrona’s castle. 
 
    
 
   
 
   Tesni was not impressed by Agrona’s latest attack. The woman seemed to get less intelligent as time went on. Yes, the two henchmen who had grabbed her from her run that morning had certainly had nerves of steel to be taking Tesni so close to the camp. She and Fiona were nearly within sight. 
 
   Agrona, however, did not seem to even be really trying. The witch was down to straight threats, as far as Tesni could tell, and the girl was starting to get frustrated. 
 
   “Look,” she said at last, “I am never going to work for you. You might as well give up. Besides, even if I was willing to steal for you, I don’t even know what it is that you want stolen or what it looks like.”
 
    Agrona looked at Tesni, angry with the girl’s insolence. “It is a golden orb, you foolish child. It is about as large as both of my fists combined, and studded in emeralds. It sits in the Ranger camp. Don’t tell me that Arya and Ryder haven’t told you about it?” 
 
   “If they haven’t told me about something, then I’m not ready for the information,” Tesni said defiantly. “I’m sure very few even know about it. Maybe Father and Arya don’t even know, themselves, and you are delusional. That’s what Arya calls you.” 
 
   The way Tesni referred to Ryder raised Agrona’s interest. She had been wondering how the girl had gotten out of the curse that had been placed on her. She had been certain that the child was an orphan. What else would she have been doing with the Thieves Guild? She knew that Alastar Redleaf wasn’t the girl’s father, only a guardian. Alastar had admitted as much during her interrogation of him.
 
   And yet, now, here was Tesni, proudly referring to Ryder Greenblade as her father. She had been very specific in the wording of the curse, which meant that Ryder had, indeed, sired the child now before her. That meant the servant girl, Cliona, was Tesni’s mother. She remembered, now, seeing Ryder come up to the palace to visit Cliona regularly for a few weeks eleven years prior. She, herself, had helped Cliona through the birth when the midwife, busy with Agrona’s sister-in-law, had been unable to attend the young lady-in-waiting. 
 
   Queen Rhiannon’s child had been stillborn, of course. Agrona had seen to that. But Cliona hadn’t known about Agrona’s ambition, had sworn her eternal gratitude. The memory gave Agrona a new road of attack. “You know,” she said at last, “it would pay off the debt you owe me.”
 
   “What debt?” Tesni asked. “You have never done anything except trick, threaten, and try to bribe me.” 
 
   “Oh, of course, you wouldn’t remember,” Agrona said, “but I saved your life, once. It was the day you were born. The cord was wrapped twice around your neck. You were not even breathing. I, myself, breathed life back into you. You owe me your very life, Tesni.” 
 
   “Then take it. I still choose death before dishonor.” Tesni knew that she was probably treading into dangerous territory, but she was certain the odds were in her favor. “You will let me live, though. If I die, you have no chance at getting the orb you seek. You said so, yourself. You said that there was a prophecy that I was the only one who could fetch it for you.” 
 
   Agrona grabbed Tesni around the neck. “Just because I can’t kill you, that doesn’t mean that I can’t make you suffer. I am not above using the same methods on you that I used on Alastar in order to make him talk.” 
 
   Tesni narrowed her eyes. “I dare you.” 
 
   The result of Tesni’s words was instantaneous. She was dragged by two guards down to the dungeon. Her wrists were tied to a hook so far above her head that she had to stand on her toes, on a stool. She was facing the wall, and she felt her jacket cut off of her. Then she felt the back of her shirt cut away.
 
   The first sting from the whip made her cry out in pain. Had Agrona really put Knives through this? If so, Tesni could understand, suddenly, why he had given in and provided her with the information she wanted to know.
 
   The guard gave her ten good lashes. Tesni could feel blood trickling down her back as Agrona came to her side. “I can stop them,” she said. “I can make sure that no whip touches you again. Just join me. Steal the orb for me. Bring it to me, and you will never know pain again.” 
 
   “Never.” 
 
   Agrona stepped back, and ten more lashes were administered. By the end of it, Tesni was in tears. She was whimpering and crying out for her father and Arya. Surely they would come and save her. When again she refused, the lashes started again, but Tesni had no idea if it was another set of ten or not. After the twenty-second lash, she blacked out from the pain.
 
    
 
   
 
   This time, Ryder and Arya were much quieter about entering Agrona’s stronghold. They waited for the changing of the guard and slipped in while the guards at the door were not looking. Certain that Agrona would not show Tesni luxury, this time, they moved silently in the shadows and darkest areas of the castle, moving towards the dungeon.
 
   It was there that they found her, hanging, facing the wall. They could see where the skin of her back had been ripped apart by a whip. One had even managed to land across her face. The stool that must have at one point supported her looked as if it had been kicked away, likely in her own futile attempt to get free. 
 
   The sight made Ryder’s blood boil. Very carefully, he lifted her by the legs so that she might lie over his shoulder, on her stomach, to keep from further irritating the already angry lacerations crisscrossing her tender flesh. Arya reached up and unhooked the ropes, brought out her knife, and cut the bindings away from Tesni’s wrists.
 
   Again, they wove their way through the shadows and past the guards. Arya had to slit a few throats to get them all safely out, but it was worth it. 
 
   As gently as he could, Ryder placed Tesni across his horse’s back. He swung up into the saddle to help keep her in place, and then he and Arya took off at a speedy gallop, both for the needed speed and for the simple fact that it would be a smoother ride for Tesni.
 
   They arrived back in the camp shortly after nightfall, and Ryder took Tesni straight to Enid’s tent. “You found her?” the healer asked.
 
   
  
 

“Damn straight we found her,” Ryder said. He and Arya got Tesni onto a cot, still face down, trying to ensure as much comfort as they could. 
 
   “She was whipped, most likely in an effort on Agrona’s part to get either information or cooperation,” Arya said. “Do you have a salve for it?” 
 
   “No, but I can make one quickly,” Enid said, getting out various herbs. She placed some agrimony, yarrow, comfrey, and calendula into her mortar and ground them together by hand. She then heated some oil and beeswax in a small pan and added the herbs, stirring carefully. As soon as it was all well mixed together, she poured it all into a small bowl.
 
   As she let it cool, she turned to cleaning the wounds. Once they were clean, she spread the salve over Tesni’s back and then covered it all with a clean, dry cloth. 
 
   “How quickly do you think she’ll heal?” Ryder asked. 
 
   Enid gave a small smile. Ryder was starting to get as bad as Arya had been the first time Tesni was injured. “With the comfrey added, she should be able to get up and walk within a week. She should be able to at least sit up by tomorrow evening.” 
 
   “Good, good,” he muttered, more worried than he was willing to let on. “You’ll wake Arya or me if something happens?” 
 
   “Of course I will,” Enid said. “Go get some sleep, both of you. Let Tesni rest. As soon as something changes, I will come straight to your tent and wake you.” 
 
   Ryder nodded and left the tent with Tesni. As they walked, Arya broached the subject that had been on her mind all day. “Tesni needs to learn to protect herself, better.” 
 
   “Aye, she does. If Agrona is going to keep trying to find a way to force her to steal the orb, then she needs self-defense lessons, and immediately.” 
 
   “Actually, I’ve been thinking about this all day, when we weren’t trying to evade Agrona’s guards, and what I was thinking was that perhaps we would start her formal training early.” 
 
   “She’s just turning ten,” Ryder said, a little confused. Never had Arya requested early training for a potential Ranger. There was a reason they didn’t start training until the age of twelve. In the more than a hundred years Ryder had known Arya, never had she spoken of bending the rules. 
 
   “I’m aware,” Arya replied. “However, she has already done very well on the ropes course. She admitted to me that she has it memorized. I know you’re worried about the safety issue, and I’m also pretty sure that you’re worried about what the other Rangers will think, that perhaps you’re simply showing preference and favoritism to her because she’s your daughter.” 
 
   “I suppose I am,” Ryder admitted. “It’s so hard to draw the line and find that balance between giving her what she needs and avoiding the cries of nepotism that are sure to follow if I show too much favor where her future training is concerned.”
 
   “Ryder, every Ranger in this camp, at all levels of training, have seen the attacks on her that have happened over the past two years. They know that Agrona is targeting her and that her very life is in danger. They love seeing her on the ropes course. Some of them have already asked me if I’ll be taking her as my protégé or if they can put in a request.” 
 
   Ryder snorted. “And what have you told them?” 
 
   Arya smiled. “I have made it quite clear that when her formal training starts, that girl is mine to mentor. The shock value is, quite honestly, rather entertaining.”
 
   “You have always refused to take a protégé in the past,” Ryder reminded her. 
 
   “Aye, but that has changed. My point is, though, that it may be a good idea to go ahead and get her started. Quite honestly, my love, if you weren’t her father, I would only ask your permission as a formality, and then start training her no matter what you said, in secret if you had said no.” 
 
   “But because I’m her father, my permission suddenly matters more than the mere fact that I am, technically, still your commanding officer?” Ryder asked in a teasing tone, trailing kisses down her jawline and neck, nearly to her collarbone. 
 
   “Don’t you pull rank with me, Ryder Greenblade,” Arya said. “You know it never works, anyway.” Whether she was joking or not was hard to tell. She was too busy melting into her fiancé’s arms, and the sudden hitch in her voice betrayed exactly what his lips were doing as they danced over her skin.
 
   “Oh, aye, I’m aware,” Ryder said. “I have been acutely and painfully aware since before you earned your bow, not just of that, but of everything about you.” He captured her lips with his, then, and scooped her up. “Come, Arya. While the night affords us excellent opportunity to steal time to talk or just enjoy each other’s company, we will do Tesni no good if we are not well-rested ourselves. She needs time to heal before she begins her training, even with you as a mentor.” 
 
   “So it’s agreed?” Arya asked. “Tesni will begin her formal training early so that she can better defend herself against Agrona’s attacks?” 
 
   “Aye, it’s agreed,” Ryder said, carrying Arya into her tent. 
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
   “How is it that you are so much more level-headed than Arya is?” Enid asked Ryder the next morning. “Your daughter lies in my tent, still healing, not even awake yet because of the infection that was allowed to enter her body, and yet it is Arya who hovers nervously when she is not attending to her duties.” 
 
   Ryder thought for a moment. “I’m not sure what answer you expect from me,” he admitted. “Perhaps Arya’s maternal instinct is stronger than my paternal one because she has been nurturing her relationship with Tesni longer than I have my own. Or perhaps it’s because I’m used to allowing my emotions to show, and so I’m able to better reign them in, while Arya has spent so much time building up a wall between herself and everyone else, that she can’t stop herself from worrying now that she has finally allowed herself to love.” 
 
   “’At least you’re allowing her what she needs,” Enid said.
 
   “Tesni? Or Arya?” Ryder asked.
 
   “Both of them,” Enid said. “You’re giving Tesni the time she needs to heal while not hovering over me and making my job harder, because if there’s hovering, I can’t always get to my patient. As for Arya, it has long been my theory that a little passion and romance has always been exactly what she needed, so long as it ended well, and the fact that the two of you are to wed is proof that it’s going very well indeed.” 
 
   “Another part of it is that I trust you,” Ryder said. “You are the best healer in all the five kingdoms, Enid. If anyone can save my daughter’s life, it’s you. If there is something I need to know about her health, I trust you to tell me.” 
 
   It was then that they heard the whimper. Immediately, Ryder’s senses were on alert, and Enid started heading back into her tent. The whimper was quickly followed by a blood-curdling scream, filled with pain, and Ryder very nearly knocked Enid down trying to get to Tesni. 
 
   When they got inside, Fiona was sitting up in complete shock, mildly hyperventilating. She had clearly been asleep when it had happened.
 
   Tesni was in tears, begging for something, anything, to make the pain go away. Enid removed the cloth from her back and began rubbing on the salve, this time with the addition of white willow bark. She and Ryder helped the girl to sit up, then, and gave her some white willow bark tea, sweetened with honey. 
 
   “It hurts so much…” Tesni whimpered. She winced as a salty teardrop entered the wound on her cheek, causing an increase in the pain.
 
   “I know,” Ryder said, smoothing Tesni’s hair. “We found you with more than two dozen lash marks on your back. They’re still healing, so you need to be careful about how you move, alright?”
 
   Tesni nodded, tears still in her eyes. “Are you hungry, lass?” Enid asked. She was rewarded with another nod.
 
   “I’ll go and get her something to eat,” Ryder said.
 
   As he was exiting the tent, he crossed paths with Arya. “She’s awake?” she asked.
 
   “Aye, she’s awake, and still in a good deal of pain,” Ryder said. “However, she is hungry. I am on my way right now to get her something to eat. Will you join me?” 
 
   “Of course,” Arya said. “And on the way, we can reassure Branwen that the scream didn’t come from her protégé.” 
 
    
 
   
 
   Tesni watched as her father left the healer’s tent. She sipped the tea that Enid gave her, careful not to move her back too much. 
 
   “I’m glad you’re awake,” Fiona said, drawing Tesni’s attention away from the tent flaps. 
 
   “I would be more glad if it didn’t hurt so much,” Tesni admitted. 
 
   Enid chuckled. “You scared Fiona’s wits right out of her,” she said. “Fiona was sleeping, herself, and when you woke up and screamed, she yelped, sat bolt upright, and just stared at you with the widest eyes I’ve ever seen.” 
 
   Tesni started to laugh, but then thought better of it as the pain coursed through her back again. Fiona just blushed. “I suppose I was a bit funny looking.” 
 
   “A bit?” Enid asked. “Fiona, dear, you looked as if you were about to jump right out of your skin.” 
 
   All three of them were laughing, then, though Tesni was careful about it, keeping to quiet giggles. That was what Arya and Ryder arrived to find when they came back with some bread and some vegetable broth for Tesni. 
 
   “Thank you,” Tesni said, dunking the bread in the broth to make it easier to eat. 
 
   “You’re welcome,” Ryder said, smoothing her hair again. He wanted to hug her, but he didn’t dare, considering the wounds on her back. He didn’t want to rip them open again and cause her more pain. “Do you remember what today is?” he asked.
 
   “It depends,” Tesni said. “How long was I unconscious, this time?”
 
   “We brought you home the same day you were captured, yesterday,” Arya said, “So just overnight.” 
 
   Tesni smiled. “Then it’s my birthday. I’m ten, now.” 
 
   “Aye, you’re ten, now,” Ryder said. “Tesni, Arya and I had a long talk last night.” He picked up the package, wrapped in cloth, which he had brought in with him. “We were unsure about whether or not this would be an appropriate birthday gift, but Arya convinced me that it’s perfect for you.” 
 
   “What is it?” Tesni asked.
 
   Ryder handed the package to her. “Open it and find out.” 
 
   Arya took away the food that Tesni seemed to have forgotten about, suddenly, and Tesni took the package. Carefully, slowly, the girl removed the small blanket that Ryder had used to wrap the gift in. Inside, she found a training jacket.
 
   Confused, she looked up at her father. “I thought I couldn’t train until I was twelve?” 
 
   “As I told you, Arya convinced me that you need this now,” Ryder said. 
 
   “It just isn’t right to leave you without any protection,” Arya said. “If Agrona wants to attack you again, then she is going to start finding it to be a challenge.”
 
   “You’ll start training as soon as you’re healed up,” Ryder said, grinning.
 
   “Really?” Tesni asked, growing excited despite the pain. It had become a dull ache thanks to Enid’s ministrations. 
 
   “Really,” Ryder said.
 
   “And I am going to be your mentor,” Arya added.
 
   Suddenly, Tesni seemed to forget all about the pain in her back. She launched herself at her father and Arya, trying to hug both of them at once, only to find that she more fell than jumped as some of the lacerations on her back reopened, increasing the pain a hundred-fold. 
 
   The pained cry that Tesni gave ripped at all of their hearts. Ryder and Arya eased her back into position on her stomach and Enid again applied the salve. “Just lie there,” she ordered her patient. “You’ll be like this for a few days, at least.” 
 
   “We’ll help you sit up to eat,” Ryder said.
 
   “And Enid and I will both help you with more personal things, like bathing,” Arya said. 
 
   “And as soon as you’re healed, I’ll slide that jacket on you, myself,” Ryder added. 
 
   “Thanks, atar,” Tesni whispered.
 
   “You’re welcome, anelya,” Ryder said. He brushed her hair out of her face with a smile, simply glad to have her home and safe, where she belonged.
 
   Tesni, soothed by the salve, the tea, some good food, and the presence of her father and soon-to-be stepmother, as well as still weak from the loss of blood, drifted off to sleep once more.
 
    
 
   
 
   Tesni did everything that Enid told her to do. Within a week, she was up and walking again. Ryder kept his promise and slid her jacket onto her as soon as she was able to run around camp again, and Arya presented her with a real bow for her to start training on. When some of the other rangers raised an eyebrow at seeing Tesni finally on the archery range, Arya gave them a look that made it clear that they could talk to her about it when Tesni wasn’t around, so long as they were respectful. 
 
   There were a few who didn’t quite understand why Tesni was being allowed to start training two years early. Respectfully, though, they spoke to Arya alone. She explained the situation, and the subject was dropped amongst them.
 
   Tesni, however, soon became interested not only in archery but by a new arrival in camp, the first since they had brought Fiona with them from Agrona’s keep the first time Tesni had been captured. His name was Rowan, he was twelve, and Tesni found him worth noting for two reasons. First, it was simply because he was new. Second, Ryder took Rowan as his protégé, which took some of his attention away from Tesni. 
 
   The first day he arrived, Rowan approached Tesni and introduced himself. “Are you from one of the other kingdoms?” he asked.
 
   Tesni just tilted her head at him. “No, I was born and raised here in Linwood. What makes you think I’m from one of the other kingdoms?”
 
   “Oh, it’s just, you don’t look like you could possibly be too much older than me, if at all,” Rowan admitted, “and I don’t recognize you from town.” 
 
   “My mother was a servant in the palace, and I lived there with her until I was four,” Tesni admitted. “That was when Agrona attacked. We got separated when that happened, and I got taken in by the head of the Thieves Guild. I stayed with them until I was eight, when Arya caught me trying to lift her purse. Instead of turning me over to the guards, she brought me here.” 
 
   “I was six when that happened,” Rowan said. “That means you’re only ten. So why are you wearing a training jacket?” 
 
   “Agrona keeps attacking me,” Tesni said, “because she thinks I can help her steal some orb, so Arya and Father decided to start my training early.” 
 
   “Father?” Rowan asked. 
 
   Tesni nodded. “Aye. Ryder is my father. I wouldn’t have found out, though, if Arya hadn’t brought me here to the camp.” 
 
    
 
   
 
   On the other side of camp, Ryder twitched slightly. Arya noticed it, though, and cocked her head to the side, curious. “Are you alright?” 
 
   “She’s talking to a boy.” 
 
   “She talks to the men around camp all the time. She grew up with the lads of the Thieves Guild,” Arya said. It surprised her that for once, she was being the level-headed one. 
 
   “Aye, but none of them are young enough to even think about the things boys think about, at least where Tesni is concerned,” Ryder said. 
 
   Arya snorted. “Ryder, she is ten. Rowan is twelve. I very much doubt that he is thinking about anything related to courtship at this point, and I know that she isn’t. Relax. They are just talking. Besides, even if they were old enough for courtship, think about this. One, he would be too scared to do anything as soon as he found out that she is your daughter. Two, if it’s a broken heart you’re worried about, worry about her breaking his.” 
 
   “You’re right, of course,” Ryder admitted. “They are still just children. What could possibly happen?” 
 
    
 
   
 
   The next three months flew by. Before anyone knew it, the summer solstice had arrived. Arya, Ryder, Tesni, and now Rowan spent the morning moving their things into the large tent that had been built to accommodate a family. Because Rowan was Ryder’s protégé, it was only natural that he would move in, as well.
 
   Normally, Ryder would have been fine with it. It was normal for mentor and protégé to share a tent. He had shared his tent with Rowan for the past three months. Now, though, he began to realize that it meant that Rowan would be sleeping in the same tent as Tesni.
 
   It wasn’t that Ryder didn’t trust his daughter. He did trust her, and he certainly trusted his protégé. He just knew that, for all of Arya’s assurances, it meant that there would be ample opportunity, if the two of them ever wished it, to see each other. Sans clothing. That thought alone disturbed him. His sanity’s only saving grace was the possibility that, perhaps, it was still early enough that they would grow to see each other more like siblings and thus never get the idea into their heads.
 
   The tent had built-in privacy flaps surrounding each cot. Knowing that Ryder and Arya would need extra privacy on their first night as husband and wife, arrangements had been made for Tesni to spend the night with Fiona and Branwen in their tent, and Rowan would stay under the watchful eye of Enid. 
 
   The afternoon was spent hanging lanterns in the trees and cooking up a small feast. If the fruit or vegetable was in season, it had been foraged or purchased. The camp’s cook, a generally happy woman named Elowyn, had made a thick vegetable stew and baked several loaves of good bread. 
 
   She had made tarts with cherries and strawberries. She had gotten some dates imported from Seos, the kingdom to the east, and drizzled them with honey. Finally, she had made a large spice cake, drizzled it with honey, and decorated it with candied rose petals. 
 
   As evening began to fall, the lanterns were lit. Tesni and Rowan were tasked with walking their mentors to the center of camp, where everyone waited in their green and gold dress uniforms. Those Rangers who had earned their ceremonial weapons wore them at their backs. 
 
   Tesni had plaited flowers and ribbons into Arya’s braid and wore a flower crown in her own hair. Because it was a special occasion, Arya was even wearing jewelry. 
 
   Once Arya and Ryder were in the center of camp, Enid stood over them. “Ryder,” she said, “what is your intention before this gathered assembly?” 
 
   “My intention is to take this woman as my beloved wife,” Ryder said.
 
   “And Arya, what is your intention before this gathered assembly?” Enid asked. 
 
   Arya smiled. “My intention is to take this man as my beloved husband.” 
 
   “Do you both promise to always guard each other’s backs, to share your fires with each other, to hail each other joyfully, and to choose death before the dishonor that comes with infidelity or the abandonment of your vows?” Enid asked them.
 
   “We do,” they answered, smiling. 
 
   “The rings, then,” Enid said. 
 
   Rowan handed a gold band with an emerald on it to Ryder, who removed the silver band from Arya’s hand and replaced it with the gold. Tesni, in turn, handed a similar but wider band, carved and inlaid with green enamel instead of with emeralds, to Arya, who replaced Ryder’s silver ring with it. 
 
   “And now, let the two of you light your fire as one,” Enid said.
 
   Arya drew her ceremonial bow. Ryder handed her an arrow, and she notched it, taking careful aim. Ryder lit the arrow on fire, placed his hands over Arya, and together they loosed the arrow down the narrow aisle that ran between the Rangers and other guests who had arrived, hitting the kindling and logs in the fire pit and sending it bursting into brilliant orange flames.
 
   As soon as the bonfire was lit, Ryder swept Arya into his arms and kissed her. Someone pulled out a fiddle and started playing. Someone else joined in with a flute. Dancing and feasting started and lasted well into the night. 
 
   In her excitement, Tesni gave Rowan a kiss on the cheek. “Careful,” Rowan said. “I might get used to that.” 
 
   “Used to what?” Tesni asked. 
 
   “To you kissing me,” Rowan said.
 
   Tesni snorted. “Please, it was just a friendly gesture. Besides, I’m too young for courtship, and so are you.” 
 
   “Then maybe I shall court you when we are old enough,” Rowan said.
 
   “I can’t tell if you’re promising or if you’re teasing,” Tesni said.
 
   “Half promise, half tease,” Rowan replied. 
 
   “Only half a promise?” Tesni asked. “Nothing less than a full promise would do, and how could you make such a promise? Who knows how you would feel in six years?”
 
   Rowan laughed. “How could any other girl keep up with you, Tesni?” 
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Agrona went suspiciously silent. The Rangers began to wonder if perhaps she had given up. Not Arya and Ryder, though. Even when it began to become apparent that perhaps they had been a little too hasty in starting Tesni’s training early, they remained alert for any sign that the sorceress was about to attack again. Besides, by then, it was too late to put an end to Tesni’s training and make her start waiting again. After six months, it would have been unfair to make the girl give up that which she had come to love.
 
   After six years and still no attack, Ryder found himself with an entirely different worry. Tesni was now old enough for courtship, and he had, more than once, caught Rowan getting distracted whenever the boy’s eyes landed on Tesni’s now well-developed form.
 
   Somehow, Tesni had grown into quite the beauty. She had been training for six years, now, and both she and Rowan had recently earned their jackets. In fact, the horse master and bow mistress had presented their protégés with their jackets in the same ceremony as Branwen had presented Fiona with her sash.
 
   Tesni, for her part, seemed entirely oblivious to her blossoming good looks. Much to Ryder’s relief, her eyes never seemed to stray in Rowan’s direction, or if they did, it was for a more mundane reason, such as asking him to hand her something or, occasionally, to laugh at him when he got caught not paying attention, never conceiving in her mind that she was the distraction.
 
   Then, shortly after Tesni’s sixteenth birthday, another young trainee, built for handling the bow, entered the camp. As he had with Fiona, Ryder found the youth, named Aeron, a suitable mentor. Shortly after Aeron’s arrival, he noticed two things change. The first was that Tesni’s eyes began straying in Aeron’s direction more often than was necessary. The second was that Rowan now looked at Tesni more intensely, almost jealously, and seemed to look at Aeron with nothing less than disdain. Unfortunately for Ryder’s nerves, Aeron was looking at Tesni, too.
 
   At the autumnal equinox, the Rangers went into town for the annual harvest festival, as was their custom. It was that evening that Tesni let out a loud squeal. As soon as they heard it, Ryder and Arya, thinking that Tesni was in danger, ran over, only to find her, wide-eyed with joy, over by the bonfire. 
 
   “What happened?” Arya asked.
 
   “Aeron kissed me,” Tesni said. 
 
   Arya smiled. Ryder was far less amused. “And you let him?” he asked. 
 
   Tesni nodded, seemingly pleased with herself, oblivious to the fact that her father was not nearly as pleased about this development as she thought he ought to be. “Well, of course I let him,” she said. “Should I have not allowed it?” 
 
   “That would be preferable, yes,” Ryder said. 
 
   Arya elbowed him. “Ignore your father,” she said. “He just thinks that there isn’t a boy out there good enough for you.” 
 
   “Well, there isn’t,” Ryder said. “Or if there is, it isn’t Aeron.” 
 
   “Would you rather see her kissing Rowan?” Arya asked.
 
   Tesni turned a bright red. “Rowan doesn’t feel that way, or if he does, he won’t show it,” she said, her voice nearly a whisper. “He’s really more like my big brother. Aeron has actually expressed a desire to court me. Rowan hasn’t said anything since I was ten, and he was just teasing at the time.” 
 
   “I’d rather see her kissing nobody,” Ryder said. 
 
   “Oh, come on, Ryder, don’t you remember being sixteen?” 
 
   “Oh yes, I remember being sixteen very well,” Ryder said. “That’s why I worry.” That was more than two-hundred years ago, but he definitely remembered it. He was flirting with and kissing on every girl in Linwood. Though he could have settled down in his early twenties as most did, he had chosen not to. He had enjoyed being a bachelor a little too well. 
 
   True, that had come to an end when he had met Arya. He had waited for over a hundred years for her to come around. His single indiscretion with Cliona had brought about his greatest joy in the form of his daughter. Now he only hoped that Tesni would be more like Arya and wait for marriage, rather than go to the bed of a man drunk and in mourning simply to comfort someone she only cared for but might or might not love very deeply.
 
   The one thing he knew for sure about his daughter at the moment was that she tended to be oblivious about certain things, and that boys was one of them. She hadn’t seen Rowan look at her the way Ryder had seen Rowan look at her. It was very likely that, as much as she had looked at Aeron, she would never have noticed that he was looking at her that way, as well, until he had kissed her. 
 
   “Atar, what are you worried about?” Tesni asked. She was so very innocent at that moment that Ryder began to question himself. Why was he so worried? 
 
   Then he remembered. That was why he was worried. He placed his hands on Tesni’s shoulders. “I just have no desire to see you hurt,” he admitted. “Boys at your age can be terrible teases and swaggerers. They like to play with girls’ hearts, anelya. I should know. I was a boy your age, once.” 
 
   “And what he just described is exactly how he acted,” Arya said. “Your grandfather was the former horse master for our camp, before your father took over. Your grandfather was also his mentor, and every time he brought your father into town, it seemed as if he was making some promise or another to a different girl.” 
 
   “Were you one of them?” Tesni asked. It was the most plausible explanation she could think of for her step-mother’s seemingly first-hand knowledge.
 
   “No, I was the first one to tell him no,” Arya said with a smirk. 
 
   This brought a stunned expression to Ryder’s face. “That was you?” 
 
   “Oh, aye, that was me,” Arya said. “That was before I joined the Thieves Guild and became Arrows. I figured that instead of letting you pretend to want me, I would make you actually want me.” 
 
   “Your plan clearly worked,” Ryder admitted, pulling her closer. “My question is, why did you keep up the game for so long?” 
 
   “You mean aside from the fact that someone was too shy to tell me he was in love with me?” Arya asked. Then she laughed as Ryder blushed. “I was through playing games and ready to focus on my life first as a thief, and then as a Ranger,” she said. 
 
   “And the two of you wasted over a hundred years playing games,” Tesni said. “Put your worries to rest, atar. I am prepared. If Aeron ends up breaking my heart, I will break him.” With that, she turned and headed over to one of the food stalls selling fresh apple tarts. 
 
   Arya and Ryder simply laughed.
 
    
 
   
 
   “You’re leaving yourself open in the most vital areas,” Ryder told Rowan the next day, after a sparring match between the two of them. Rowan had become a fairly capable swordsman, but the day after the harvest festival, the boy seemed off. 
 
   “I apologize,” Rowan said. “I have been…distracted, and I shouldn’t be.” 
 
   “What has you distracted?” Ryder asked. He didn’t need to ask. He already knew the answer. However, he felt that the boy needed to admit it.
 
   “I… I am in love,” Rowan admitted, “and she doesn’t even notice me.” 
 
   “I know,” Ryder admitted. “I lost count long ago of the number of times I have seen your eyes stray in Tesni’s direction.” 
 
   Rowan shrank back a little. Was it that obvious? If so, how much trouble was he in with Ryder? “You know?”
 
   “Aye, I know. I have for some time now,” Ryder said. 
 
   The two of them sat together, polishing their blades. “He isn’t right for her,” Rowan finally said. 
 
   “No, he’s not” Ryder agreed. Just that morning he had caught them behind the kitchen building. Tesni’s hands were on Aeron’s chest. He had her backed up against the wall and was kissing her with a passion that no teenager should possess. The worst part was that she wasn’t just letting him, she was actively participating. 
 
   “I’m not either, clearly,” Rowan said. “She has no interest in me.” 
 
   Ryder looked thoughtful. “Rowan, might I give you a little advice?”
 
   “Of course.” 
 
   “When Tesni was eight, she witnessed the head of the Thieves Guild proposing marriage to Arya. She got upset and ran to me. She told me that Arya was in love with me, but that she thought that I didn’t care for her as anything more than a friend. I made the mistake of shrugging her off. I guess she went to Arya, then, and told Arya how I felt about her, because the two of them got into an argument.” 
 
   “What happened?” 
 
   Ryder sighed. “Tesni ran off. She ran into the woods, with only the most basic of survival training. Arya and I searched for her for two days. The evening of the second day, Arya started to hyperventilate, in a panic because she was blaming herself for Tesni running off. So you know what I did?” 
 
   Rowan shook his head. “What did you do?” 
 
   “I kissed her in order to shock her back into a normal breathing pattern. She surprised me by returning the kiss, and shortly after that, we found Tesni in one of the emergency shelters. The next morning, she and I admitted how we felt about each other.” 
 
   Rowan looked at Ryder, suddenly wary. “Is this a trap?” 
 
   Ryder was confused, at first, by his protégé’s question. Then he realized that he had basically just told Rowan to go kiss Tesni, and that was the last thing he wanted, was another boy to keep an eye on. He understood, suddenly, the boy’s suspicion, and he laughed. “No, Rowan, this is not a trap. This is me telling you that when you are twelve, and  you tell a ten-year-old girl that you will court her when she comes of age, and then you don’t follow through six years later, she is going to think you have no interest in her, and she is naturally going to seek attention elsewhere.” 
 
   “You knew about that, too?” Rowan asked, his eyes wide with fear. 
 
   “Not until she mentioned it last night,” Ryder said. “She was practically sulking over it and trying to cover it up with the joy of Aeron paying attention to her.” 
 
   “That Aeron…” Rowan said, starting to get angry. “I have been waiting patiently for six years. He comes into camp, and suddenly he gets the girl I’ve waited six years for, all because I was too shy to approach her?” 
 
   “And why were you too shy to approach her?” Ryder asked. 
 
   Rowan sighed. “To be honest, I thought you might kill me if I dared to even ask about courting Tesni.” 
 
   “Rowan, you are a good kid. No, scratch that. You are a good young man. I actually dislike the idea of anyone courting my daughter, but Arya has convinced me that I need to let it happen, or else Tesni will just resent me. At least you had the decency to come talk to me about it, first.” 
 
   “So what do I do, now?” Rowan asked. 
 
   “You and I are going to work together,” Ryder said. “We are going to find a way to break them up. I don’t know why, but something unsettles me about that kid.” 
 
   “You don’t trust him, either.” Rowan finished up his sword, sliding it into its sheath. 
 
   “No, I don’t,” Ryder admitted. He sheathed his sword, as well. “I can tell you this, though. He clearly isn’t interfering with her training too much. If he was, Arya would have made it clear, and probably would have seen him out of camp at the point of her arrow.” 
 
   Rowan laughed. “Something tells me you would have joined her, with your blade at his back, as well.” 
 
   “Oh, aye,” Ryder said, “absolutely.” 
 
    
 
   
 
   The logical part of Tesni’s mind was telling her to put a stop to this immediately. Aeron was rushing things. He was pushing too far, too fast, and if she didn’t stop him, soon, she could kiss her virginity goodbye. Her father and Arya both would be disappointed in her. She would be disappointed in herself. 
 
   Tesni really wanted to tell that part of her to just stop thinking. There was something about Aeron that made her want to just do anything he asked of her. Every time he looked into her eyes, she could sense that he wanted her with every fiber of his being, and it made her want him just as much. 
 
   The one thing that Tesni didn’t dare do was miss out on her training. This left her little time to actually kiss Aeron, but she did it, anyway. So it was that she found herself sneaking out late one night to meet him in his tent. He was alone, that night, his mentor out on patrol, Aeron too early in his training to go along. 
 
   “A man could get lost in your eyes,” Aeron whispered, staring into them. “They’re such beautiful, deep pools of sapphire. I would gladly drown in them.” 
 
   His words made Tesni melt the way they always did. Every time they were together, he was finding some new way to compliment her eyes. They were, he said, his favorite part of her features. They were windows to the soul, and her eyes told him that her soul was a good one.
 
   “Aeron… Do you think we might need to slow down a little?” she asked finally. 
 
   “Why should we slow down? Aren’t we in love? In fact, Tesni, would I be too forward in asking for your hand in marriage?” 
 
   “My father would not approve of me marrying so soon,” Tesni said. “I haven’t earned my bow. I haven’t even earned my sash, yet, and we are still so young.” 
 
   “Then let’s not even ask him,” Aeron replied. He and Tesni were lying on his cot, and he moved over her, staring into her eyes again, his forehead resting on hers. “Let’s run away, tonight, and find an official in town. In the morning, we will return, a married couple, and there will be nothing he can do about it.” 
 
   He trailed kisses along her jawline, then, and down her neck, leaving her plenty of leeway to give her answer. She had to admit that it didn’t sound like such a bad idea. What was it in the back of her mind that was keeping her from saying yes? “I don’t know, Aeron,” she said at last. “We’ve not known each other all that long. We’ve been courting each other for such a short amount of time…” 
 
   “And yet part of you really wants to,” Aeron said, “and you know it.” 
 
   His eyes were on hers, again. The logical part of her mind was practically screaming at her that this was a bad idea, that if she ran off with Aeron, she would regret it forever. As grey eyes bore into blue, though, she chose to ignore it, and off they slipped through a small hole in the wall surrounding the camp.
 
   They practically ran through the woods, and Aeron took her to a house where he said he knew a sympathetic officiate would wed them then and there. Part of her was still hesitant, even as Aeron knocked on the door, but, she told herself, it was too late to turn back, now. 
 
   After a moment, the door opened, and there stood a woman in a cloak.  “Come in,” she said.
 
   “You were expecting us?” Tesni asked.
 
   “I get young couples who wish to elope in the dead of night more often than you would think,” the woman said. “I was a priestess of Harena, but I had to leave the temple because I was getting so many. It was disturbing the other priests and priestesses who stayed at the temple with me.” 
 
   “So we’re not the first?” Tesni asked. 
 
   “Oh, no, dear, of course not. Young couples elope for any number of reasons. Perhaps they just want to escape the idea of a formal wedding. Perhaps they like the excitement. Perhaps their families are feuding, or just one or more parents, usually the bride’s parents, don’t approve of the match at all.” 
 
   “That last would be our reasoning,” Aeron said.
 
   “Very well. It is a simple ceremony,” the priestess said. She repeated the magically binding questions that Tesni remembered Enid asking her father and Arya. To all of them, despite her own misgivings about this, she and Aeron answered in the affirmative. 
 
   When it was over, Aeron claimed her in a soul-searing kiss. As he did so, however, they were grabbed and pulled apart. As they were tied up, the priestess threw her hood back, laughing, and only then did Tesni recognize Agrona.
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Aeron and Tesni were thrown into a small room in Agrona’s castle. They looked around carefully, looking for some way to escape. Or, rather, Tesni looked around for a way to escape. Aeron just sat on the bed. “You know,” he said at last, “at least it’s a nice room instead of the dungeon.” 
 
   Tesni’s temper reached a boiling point. “You are absolutely useless! And you call yourself a Ranger? How did I ever let myself fall under your spell of romance? And now I’m married to you. I took magically binding vows for you! Well, let me tell you something, Aeron Windrunner, as soon as we escape, we are going to find a way to get this marriage annulled. The Windrunner name is shameful to me, but the Greenblade name will always hold honor. Even the Redleaf name holds more honor than yours!” 
 
   Aeron grabbed Tesni and pinned her onto the bed. “Are you saying you’d rather be married to a thief?” he asked. His eyes had turned dark, from granite to the color of storm clouds. 
 
   Suddenly, Tesni found herself afraid of him as he forced another rough kiss on her. Her mind reeled as he began tearing at her clothes, and she remembered that he had taken her to that house. He had sworn that there was someone there who would marry them right that instant, at a house that she now remembered had always been empty before. 
 
   Again, her temper rose up, and she threw him to the floor. She kneeled over him, her hand flying to his throat. “YOU! You knew it was Agrona! You work for her, don’t you? Well? Tell me the truth!” 
 
   “You’re….choking…me…” Aeron’s voice was ragged as he spoke.
 
   As dawn broke over the horizon and the first rays of the morning sun spilled in through the window, Tesni’s eyes darted around the room. She realized that Aeron had been allowed to keep a knife, likely so that he could force her to submit, and she grabbed it out of his boot and held it to his throat. “Speak.” 
 
    
 
   
 
   Ryder, Arya, and Rowan all awoke with the dawn as usual. It was Tesni’s custom, as well, but the girl was no longer in the tent. She hadn’t been in the tent since late the night before. It was only now, at dawn, that any of them realized it. “Where’s Tesni?” Rowan asked. 
 
   Ryder and Arya both looked over to where Tesni should have been lying and found her cot empty. Ryder darted out of the tent to look for his daughter. He was met by Aeron’s mentor, Liam. “Ryder! Have you seen Aeron? I came back from patrol to find him missing.” 
 
   “Tesni is missing, as well,” Ryder said. Then his eyes went wide. Had Tesni and Aeron really been that stupid? He knew that there was a romance blooming between the two of them, but could they really have decided to elope?
 
   If so, there was a possibility they might be in town, still. He voiced his suspicions to Liam, who nodded. “It is a possibility. I know the boy seemed to mutter in his sleep a lot about the need to marry her, and fast. I never did understand why, though. It isn’t as if one of them was dying or she was pregnant.” 
 
   Suddenly, both of their eyes flew open. Ryder began to twitch even more than he had before. He ran back to his tent and grabbed his sharpest blade. “Did you find her?” Arya asked. 
 
   “No, but Liam and I have a fairly good idea about what happened,” Ryder said, explaining it. 
 
   Arya sighed. “If your theory is right, killing Aeron is not going to help in the slightest. It would just deprive the babe of his or her father, the way Tesni was deprived of hers for the first nine years of her life.” 
 
   That stopped Ryder in his tracks. “Well, I’m still going to take the blade. You know, just in case they’ve found themselves in danger and that’s why they’re not back yet.” Rowan hadn’t voiced it, but Ryder was pretty sure the younger man would certainly step up to the job if Tesni would let him. 
 
   They mounted up and ran into town as fast as they could. All the way there, Ryder prayed to Harena that he and Liam had been wrong. 
 
    
 
   
 
   “Well?” Tesni asked. “What do you have to say for yourself?” 
 
   “Alright, you’re right,” Aeron said. “You are absolutely correct. I work for Agrona. My job was to seduce you, wed you, and get you pregnant, then just leave you as if we were never wed, leaving you disgraced and unable to train.” 
 
   “And just what was the purpose of that?” 
 
   “It was to make you desperate enough to turn to Agrona for help. I would have been here waiting for you, ready to tell the truth, that you and I were legally wed, as soon as you got the orb.” 
 
   “Well, it didn’t work, did it?” Tesni frowned. She was unsure about what to do at this point. She wasn’t in an extremely high tower. She could probably escape if she tied enough things together. But how was she going to keep Aeron from sounding the alarm? She didn’t want to kill him. 
 
   “Oh, it will work,” Aeron said. He rolled her over and pinned her down, taking the knife from her. “The knife was enchanted so that if anyone other than myself handled it, Agrona would be alerted to send her guards in.” 
 
   At that very instant, four huge men burst into the room. They tied Tesni down, and Aeron grabbed a small vial that she hadn’t noticed before. He uncorked the vial and forced her mouth open, pouring in the pearlescent pink liquid. 
 
   It tasted sweet, but Tesni knew from experience that anything provided by Agrona could not be good for her. She spit it out, right into Aeron’s face. “Get off of me,” she growled.
 
   Aeron slapped her across the face. “You are about to learn what it means to know your place.” 
 
   “I know my place. I am a Ranger of Linwood!” Tesni cried. She kicked the two guards at her feet square in the stomach, causing them to double over in pain. The other two guards tightened the ropes at her wrists, lest she punch them, as her hands were in the perfect place to hit the spot on their bodies that would cause the most pain.
 
   One of the guards tilted Tesni’s head back. Another plugged her nose, forcing her to breathe through her mouth. Tesni separated her lips only, breathing through her teeth. A third guard came up, squeezing on her jaw, forcing her mouth open all the way again, and Aeron grabbed a second vial of the potion that Agrona had set out as a backup.
 
   The potion ran down the back of her throat, and Tesni found that she had two options. She could swallow and accept whatever consequences it brought, or she could choke on the vile liquid and possibly die. As she started to gag, she began to fear that she would throw up.
 
   Then an idea came to her, and she swallowed. She waited a minute, and she did not feel any different. She had a theory as to what the potion might be for, but she had no desire to actually test it. Instead, she continued to make herself gag and cough. She thought of every disgusting thing she could, including what Aeron was planning to do to her. 
 
   Tesni’s stomach began to churn, and she saw Aeron and the guards back away. One guard loosened a rope, knowing what would happen if she threw up on her back, and she took advantage of this. She shoved Aeron off of her and threw up all over his face and chest.
 
   As she looked at the pearlescent pink froth that she had brought up out of her stomach, she knew that she had accomplished two things. The first was that she had managed to get Aeron off of her, and he wouldn’t be getting back on for a while. The second was that she had managed to get whatever it was out of her system before it really had a chance to work.
 
   She slugged the nearest guard right between the legs, sending him to the ground, and untied her other hand. As the other guards came near, she did it to them, as well. She used the time it bought her to untie her legs, and she ran over to the window. 
 
   She was a good twenty feet up, she estimated. She made the jump, tucking and rolling with the impact. She could already feel the bruises developing, but she didn’t care. She sprang to her feet and ran.
 
    
 
   
 
   Tesni was nowhere in the city of Linwood. Liam, Ryder, Arya, and Rowan had searched everywhere, and could find no sign of her or Aeron. Now, as it approached noon, the four of them sat at a table in the inn, planning their next move. It was clear to them that they were in Agrona’s grip, somehow. How Tesni and Aeron had been taken together, let alone why they were alone together that late at night, remained a mystery to the four of them. 
 
   They ordered roast vegetables and mead to quell their hunger. The innkeeper also brought out a fresh loaf of hearty rye bread and a pot of butter. 
 
   “Has it occurred to any of you that Aeron works for Agrona?” Rowan asked at last. 
 
   “Now I know you’re jealous,” Liam said, “but that boy is as good and honorable as any of us here. In fact, how do we know that it isn’t Tesni that works for Agrona? How do we know that the constant attacks and kidnappings aren’t just to make her look innocent so that she could get the training she needs to steal the orb for her mistress?” 
 
   Three pairs of eyes all turned and glared at Liam, clearly not pleased with his suggestion. Ryder started to growl, but Arya placed a hand on his shoulder. “Liam, you know Tesni as well as we do, and you know that she would never work for Agrona.”
 
   “You are treading on dangerous ground indeed, Liam,” Ryder said, “speaking about my daughter like that.” 
 
   Liam held his hands up, palms out, in defense. “Alright, alright, calm down,” he said. “I didn’t mean anything by it. All I meant was that we can’t assume anything and start claiming that people are working for Agrona based on arbitrary reasoning. Rowan made the claim about Aeron simply because he’s jealous. I was illustrating how a similar claim could be made about Tesni, not actually accusing her.” 
 
   The other three at the table seemed to calm down at this, but Rowan was still convinced that he was right, and he continued to glare at Liam. “You’re right,” he admitted. “I am jealous. I have been planning to court Tesni for six years, and then Aeron arrives at the camp and just takes her like an owl swooping down on a helpless field mouse.” 
 
   Liam snorted. “I would hardly call Tesni helpless, and I wouldn’t let her hear you use that metaphor, if I were you, or you might be the mouse gotten by the owl.” 
 
   Arya shook her head. “To be honest, so long as Tesni is the owl, I don’t think Rowan really cares,” she said, a smirk gracing her lips. 
 
   Rowan just sank down into his seat, blushing. First Ryder, then Liam, and now Arya? Was he really that obvious?
 
   The door to the inn flew open, then, and a form stumbled in. It was early winter, and the form, a young woman by her shape, surprised everyone, for she wore no traveling cloak. She wore boots, but only a ragged and torn shirt and a pair of pants. Her long blond hair hung over her face, and she fell, shivering, in front of the fire.
 
   Though they were still concerned about Tesni and Aeron, Ryder, Arya, Rowan, and Liam ran over to the young woman to see if they could help. “Are you alright, Miss?” Liam asked.
 
   “I’ve been better, Liam,” the young woman said, revealing her face. All four of them fell and hugged Tesni, recognizing her voice. 
 
   “What happened?” Arya asked. “We woke up and you and Aeron were both missing.” 
 
   Tears pricked at Tesni’s eyes. “I don’t know if Aeron is coming back or not,” she said. “He convinced me to run off with him last night, to elope-” At this, Ryder and Liam shot a knowing look at each other. “-and the priestess that he took us to turned out to be Agrona. He knew. He admitted it to me. He told me the whole plan.” 
 
   With that she spilled the entire story to them. By the end of her story, she was in tears. “So…you’re not pregnant?” Ryder asked, relieved. 
 
   Liam just shook his head at his friend and commander’s stupidity. Rowan bit his lower lip. Arya glared at Ryder. Tesni just looked mortified. “Atar! No! How could you even think that I would be that stupid?” With that, she burst into tears all over again, crying even harder than previously. 
 
   “I’m sorry, that came out wrong. I’m just really glad you’re alright,” Ryder said, stumbling, unsure as to how he could fix this situation. He was fairly certain that he couldn’t make it worse. But then, he could be wrong. 
 
   “And so the first thing you do is make sure I’m not pregnant?” Tesni asked, still crying. 
 
   Arya sighed. “Ryder, just stop talking right now.” 
 
   “But…”
 
   “Ryder, if I were you, I would do what your wife says,” Liam said, patting him on the back.
 
   Rowan managed to prove himself more skilled at maneuvering through the rough waters that were a teen girl’s emotions. He took Tesni’s hand and rubbed circles with his thumb on the back of it. “Is there anything at all that I can do to help you to feel better?” he asked.
 
   Tesni blinked through the tears at Rowan. She realized quickly how sweet he was being and that his concern for her well-being was genuine. She sniffed. Her friend was likely seeing her at her worst, and yet he was still there, ready to comfort her. From her position in Arya’s arms, she gifted him with a small smile. “I don’t suppose any of you brought an extra cloak?” 
 
   Without a word, Rowan pulled his own cloak off and handed it to her. “None of us brought an extra one,” he said as she wrapped it around herself, “but you are more than welcome to use mine to cover yourself up with and help to preserve your modesty.” 
 
   Tesni looked down. “I guess I was giving everyone a better look at my body than I really wanted to give,” she said, the blush creeping into her cheeks.
 
   “It’s alright,” Rowan said. “It’s not your fault. He was going to force himself on you. We are here for you, no matter what.” 
 
   As Ryder watched this scene, he had trouble believing that his protégé was getting through to his daughter better than he was. Yet, at the same time, he could find no real reason to be surprised. After all, if Rowan was as in love with Tesni as he believed him to be, there was no reason in the world for him to not be able to calm her. 
 
    
 
   
 
   Tesni feared that Aeron would have been following after her. She also disliked being out in public with her shirt so torn. So it was that they returned quickly to the camp, Tesni sharing a horse with Arya. 
 
   Tesni’s fears were confirmed when they got back to camp. As they dismounted from their horses, Aeron ran up to her, looking concerned for her well-being. “Tesni! There you are! I thought the plan was to meet up back at camp when we escaped. Where did you run?” 
 
   Tesni slapped Aeron hard across the face. With the exception of those who were with her, the rest of the Rangers gathered looked on in shock. They wondered what had happened between the two young lovers. “Don’t you even try to act so innocent, Aeron Windrunner.” She advanced towards him as she spoke, forcing him to back up. “You lied to me. You convinced me to elope with you against my better judgment and you handed me over to Agrona. You beat me, drugged me, and attempted to rape me. There is not a single good reason for me to ever trust you again.” With that, she slammed her fist across his face, breaking his nose and causing three teeth to fall out.
 
   At this point, Ryder grabbed his daughter from behind and lifted her up in the air. “Alright, Tesni, that’s enough violence for today,” he said. “You can finish yelling at him later.” Though he didn’t say it yet, he was proud of her. Six years of training were clearly showing, as the girl had managed to escape her situation with little more than a badly torn shirt and some nasty bruises. 
 
   Not that he would ever stop coming to Tesni’s rescue if he thought she needed it.
 
   He could see Liam dragging Aeron to Enid as he took Tesni back to their tent. The girl was struggling, kicking, and screaming. She landed a backwards kick, forcing Ryder to drop her, and she ran after Aeron, gouging his face with her finger nails. 
 
   Liam pulled Aeron away. Enid stepped between them. Ryder grabbed Tesni again. With Arya’s help, Ryder got her into the tent, where the girl once again collapsed into angry tears to the point that they feared she would make herself sick, aware that she had already done so that morning. Eventually, she cried herself to sleep. Arya laid a blanket over her step-daughter and protégé, and she and Ryder moved out of the tent to discuss what to do. 
 
   “Did you teach her that backwards kick?” Ryder asked. 
 
   “You know I did,” Arya said, a smirk gracing her lips. 
 
   “My shin still hurts,” he admitted. 
 
   Arya laughed. “Good. That means she implemented the technique correctly. It’s meant to leave an enemy in pain. I’m just sorry she used it on you.” 
 
   “Yes, well, she was in a state of extreme anger,” Ryder said. “After what Aeron did to her, I can’t really blame her.” 
 
   Arya frowned. “Therein lays our problem. Tesni is the darling of the camp. Nobody is ever going to deny that. However, Aeron got here, first, and, from what I can tell, told everyone that they ran away to elope and were captured together, and that they tried to escape together but were separated.” 
 
   Ryder snorted. “Don’t tell me anyone believes Aeron’s version of events.” 
 
   “Ryder, the camp is split between them! On top of that, Liam has said he plans to vindicate his protégé. Half of the camp is sure that Tesni is telling the truth. Half of the camp is sure that Aeron is telling the truth and that Tesni is suffering from buyer’s remorse after her actions led to her getting into trouble.” 
 
   “He is rather charismatic,” Ryder admitted with a sigh. “Well, I will always believe Tesni.”
 
   “And so will I,” Arya said. 
 
   “So will I,” Rowan said. His sudden presence made Ryder and Arya both jump. “Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to startle the two of you.” 
 
   “Well, we can’t afford to have the camp split over an argument between two teenagers,” Ryder said at last. “The first thing we have to do is get the marriage annulled, somehow. The second thing we have to do is prove that Tesni is in the right and that Aeron really is in Agrona’s employ.” 
 
   “The annulment shouldn’t be too difficult,” Arya said. “After all, as magically binding as the vows are, the magic should recognize that she was coerced and that Agrona was performing the ceremony for evil reasons.” 
 
   “How do we find out whether or not the magic recognizes that?” Rowan asked. 
 
   Ryder glanced over at his protégé, a thoughtful look on his face. “Rowan, I’m going to tell you the exact same thing Tesni told me when she was eight. Kiss her. Or, rather, get her to kiss you.” 
 
   Rowan gulped. “Is this a trap?” 
 
   “Absolutely not,” Arya said, half glaring at Ryder, half smiling. “There are certain provisions within the magic surrounding marriage, ancient as the rite itself. The first is that if one spouse cheats on the other in a valid marriage, both spouses will feel great pain in their chest, as if their hearts are literally breaking.”
 
   “The second,” Ryder said, “is as much a test of the validity of a marriage as it is an exception to the first rule. If the marriage is invalid, then there is no pain. In addition, if a marriage is forced, coerced, or arranged, whether it is valid or not, if the kiss is between the spouse who wants out and his or her true love, the one he or she was always meant to be with, then not only is there no pain, but the marriage is dissolved immediately, and both partners can feel it. There’s a bit of a gentle, pleasurable, tingling sensation when one is kissing one’s true love.” 
 
   Ryder and Arya were looking at each other tenderly at this point, and Rowan knew instinctively that the two of them were knowledgeable about the subject from first-hand experience. He wondered if he and Tesni had that special connection. As much as he worried that he and Tesni would only ever be friends, he sincerely hoped that she would eventually return his love. 
 
   “What about the hard part?” Rowan asked at last. “How do we prove that she is the one telling the truth?” 
 
   “Well, for one thing, if Tesni kisses you and Aeron feels no pain, that would be a good sign,” Ryder said, still obviously uncomfortable with the idea of any boy kissing his little girl. She was still a teenager, damn it! Why did she have to start taking an interest in courtship?
 
   Arya squeezed Ryder’s hand and smiled. “I know a priest of Harena who can help us, as well. He knows his herbs, and he can help us by producing a truth potion. We simply have each of them drink it. If we only have one drink it, there could be accusations of it being an invalid test if the one who drinks it is able to stick to their story.” 
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Rowan was there that evening when Tesni woke up. He didn’t speak. He just smoothed her hair, smiling at her. Tesni launched herself at him, hugging him tightly. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. 
 
   “What are you sorry for?” Rowan asked, confused. 
 
   “I’ve hurt you, haven’t I?” she asked, resting her head on his chest. 
 
   “You could never hurt me,” he lied.
 
   “Don’t lie to me.” 
 
   Rowan sighed. “Alright, I won’t lie to you. Yes, I was hurt when you chose Aeron over me, but it’s alright. I know a lot of it was my own fault. When you’re ready to try again, Tesni, if it’s alright with you, I would like to try courting you, myself.” 
 
   “Just give me some time, Rowan. Right now I just want to get this current situation figured out and taken care of.” 
 
   “Of course,” Rowan said, hugging her close. “I am willing to give you all of the time you need.” 
 
   He was still holding her when Arya came into the tent. “Alright, Tesni, are you ready to have your marriage annulled and prove that Aeron is no good?” she asked.
 
   Tesni nodded her head. “Absolutely.”
 
   “Come with me, then,” Arya said. 
 
   Tesni and Rowan both followed Arya out. She led them to the center of camp where Liam had also brought Aeron. All of the Rangers were gathered there, and Enid held up two small vials. “These,” Enid said, “are bottles of a truth serum. Tesni and Aeron are each going to drink one, and then each tell their story.”
 
   “What?” Aeron cried. “I never agreed to this!” 
 
   “This is the first I have been told about it, as well,” Tesni said, calm. “However, I am more than willing to take the truth serum if it will help to free me from the nightmare of being Aeron’s wife by proving that he serves Agrona.” 
 
   “Fine, let Tesni take it,” Aeron said. “If it works, she will tell the truth. If it doesn’t, she will continue sticking to her lies so that she gets out of trouble.” 
 
   Tesni grabbed one of the vials out of Enid’s hand, popped the cork open, and fearlessly swallowed the contents. She waited for a moment to ensure that it was taking effect. She could tell it had when her mind began to cloud up. Instinctively, she understood the reasoning for this. If she could not think, she could not come up with a lie, and so she would have to tell the truth.
 
   “Aeron convinced me to elope with him last night,” she said. “I don’t know how. Every time he looks in my eyes so intently, I just feel the urge to do as he asks. We slipped out, found a house where Aeron said a priestess of Herana was waiting, and the woman there married us. Then it turned out to be Agrona. We were carried off, and I figured out that Aeron was working for her. He made me swallow a potion and then tried to rape me.” 
 
   “See?” Aeron said. “It didn’t work. She still sticks to her story.” 
 
   “And yet you are unwilling to take the potion yourself,” Enid said shrewdly. “We need both of you to take it, for exactly this reason.” 
 
   Aeron stared hard at the old healer. “Fine,” he said at last, grabbing the vial. He swallowed the liquid as well. 
 
   “Do you, or do you not, work for Agrona?” Tesni asked a minute later.
 
   “I do,” Aeron admitted. 
 
   “And did you, or did you not, try to impregnate me?” she asked.
 
   “I did.” 
 
   “And what was that potion you made me swallow?” 
 
   Aeron frowned. He knew exactly what was happening. “It was a fertility potion, to ensure that you would get pregnant.” 
 
   Gasps were audible all around the camp. “Now tell them what the plan was,” Tesni ordered. 
 
   “It was to put you into a situation where you were dishonored and unable to train, so that you would steal the orb for Agrona when you turned to her for help, because we assumed that even your own father would kick you out,” Aeron admitted.
 
   “You assumed wrong,” Ryder said, placing a hand on Tesni’s shoulder. “I would have been a little disappointed, at first, but Arya and I would have supported her all the way, no matter what.” 
 
   Those who had always believed in Tesni, like Arya, Rowan, Fiona, and Enid, stood by, smiling at Tesni’s vindication. Those who had believed Aeron, like Liam, were standing around muttering. They had clearly trusted the wrong trainee. 
 
   With Aeron’s final admission of his own wrongdoing, he was tied up and hauled out of camp, taken to the prison in town. 
 
   Tesni turned to Arya. “What about the annulment?” she asked. “Those vows were magically binding.” 
 
   “Don’t worry about that right now,” Arya said. “Once you find your true love, you’ll feel a warm sensation that makes you feel good all over. At that moment, when you first kiss him, the annulment will be immediate. As it is, you can be considered single and ready for courtship right now. It was clear that it was an invalid marriage in the first place.” 
 
   The rest of the Rangers began to disperse to their evening duties, then. Tesni ran off to the stables, to her horses. She needed something familiar, and though she knew that the others wouldn’t judge her, she felt that the horses were the best choice to be able to talk to, as they wouldn’t talk back. 
 
   Arya turned to Ryder. “Well, that worked out better than we could have hoped,” she said. 
 
   “Aye,” he agreed, “it did.” They walked hand-in-hand back to their tent, where Arya noticed something glowing from her trunk. She and Ryder knelt down together to look at it. She opened up the trunk and pulled out the scroll, the glow of which was fading. 
 
   It was Tesni’s bow scroll. Every Ranger had one. It listed off the things a Ranger had to do to earn their weapon, whether that was bow or blade. Much like the parchment that recorded the times and scores for the obstacle courses, the parchment of the scroll was imbued with ancient magic. 
 
   This scroll had been created as soon as Arya had made Tesni her protégé. It was something to be kept secret from the protégé, so that they wouldn’t look at the scroll and go seeking ways to fulfill the requirements before they were really ready. However, when one was inadvertently fulfilled, it was magically crossed off the list and the scroll would glow. 
 
   Two things, Arya found, had been scratched off of the list, and she showed them to Ryder. “Self-reliance in a dangerous situation when help is not available, and grace under pressure,” he recited. 
 
   “There isn’t much left,” Arya admitted. “Five known items, and then the mystery quest.” 
 
   The mystery quest was just that. When all of the other items on the scroll had been completed, the magic in the scroll would set a mystery quest for the young Ranger. It would no doubt be dangerous, but it was sure to be a fair test of Tesni’s abilities and all that the girl had learned under Arya’s tutelage. 
 
   “At this point, she’s earned her sash,” Ryder said. 
 
   “I know,” Arya said. “When do you want to hold the ceremony?” 
 
   “It’s not as big a deal as the jacket or bow,” Ryder said. “It’s something small that we can do tomorrow night.” 
 
    
 
   
 
   The ceremony was, indeed, a small one. It didn’t stop Tesni from being surprised, however, when she was pulled up in front of the entire camp. Her dress sash was tied at her shoulder, her day sash around her waist. 
 
   The Rangers, however, never missed an opportunity to throw a party, and a Ranger earning her sash was definitely a good enough reason to throw a big one. Yet another bonfire was lit. Instruments were pulled out and dancing began. 
 
   “I am so proud of you,” Ryder said, hugging Tesni. “To earn your sash at sixteen is a big accomplishment, anelya. I’m also proud of the way you handled yourself yesterday. You’ve begun proving yourself to be very capable.” 
 
   “Thanks, atar,” Tesni whispered. 
 
   “You’re growing up so fast. Before I know it, we’ll be celebrating you earning your bow,” he said, ruffling her hair. 
 
   Tesni smoothed it back out. “How does Arya know, anyway, when I’m ready?” 
 
   “We have our ways of knowing and keeping track of our protégés’ progress,” Ryder said. “Trust me, she monitors you far more closely than you realize.” 
 
   Tesni was swept away, then, by Rowan, who was finally claiming a dance with her. “Congratulations,” he said, twirling her around. 
 
   “My thanks,” she replied, leaning in to kiss him on the cheek.
 
   “Be careful, Tesni,” he said, drawing her close. “I might get used to that.” 
 
   “Didn’t we have this conversation six years ago?” Tesni asked. 
 
   Rowan grinned. “Aye, we did, and everything I said then still holds true. The only difference is that now you’re old enough for courtship.” 
 
   Tesni laughed. “I thought you were going to wait until I was ready?” 
 
   “Well, maybe waiting is going to be difficult for me,” he said seriously. Then he kissed her.
 
   It was not the rough, demanding kiss that Aeron had always given, Tesni realized quickly. This was a pure, gentle kiss, full of love, respect, honesty, and genuine affection. She found herself returning the kiss, and suddenly they both understood what Ryder had said, earlier. They felt a warm tingling all over their skin. It was a pleasant feeling, and suddenly, they just knew. 
 
   As they broke apart, she looked at Rowan through new eyes. “Did you feel that?” she asked.
 
   “Aye, I did.” 
 
   Tesni was suddenly feeling overwhelmed. Just the morning before, she had escaped, once again, from Agrona’s clutches, ensnared for her by someone she cared about, someone she thought actually loved her. Just the night before, she had proven to everyone exactly how bad Aeron was. Tonight, she had been presented with her sash, and now here she was, faced with feelings she was unfamiliar with, knowing that she was face to face with the one she was meant to be with. It was all too much, so Tesni did what she always did when faced with something she wasn’t ready to handle. 
 
   She ran.
 
    
 
   
 
   Rowan stood there, confused. What had he done wrong? Had he moved too fast? Should he have made himself wait? She had seemed to enjoy the kiss. She had kissed him back. So why had she run? His eyes followed her through the crowd, and he saw her run into the stables.
 
   “Where’s Tesni?” 
 
   Rowan turned to the voice and saw Ryder and Arya behind him. “She just ran into the stables. I’m not sure why, exactly, but I’m pretty sure it’s all my fault.” 
 
   “What did you do?” Arya asked.
 
   “Well, we were dancing, and between the moon and the stars and the firelight, and the way they all were shining on her, she looked so beautiful, that I kissed her. I thought she liked it, because she kissed me right back, but then the tingling occurred, and she just ran.” 
 
   Arya and Ryder looked at each other. It was becoming clear to them what happened. “Talk to your protégé,” Arya said, “and I’ll go talk to mine.” 
 
   She took off then and went over to the stables. She knew Tesni liked to go there when things were getting to be too much. It had been a few years since she had made the run and things had overwhelmed her this much, but Arya still knew exactly where she would find her step-daughter. 
 
   She was right, and found her up in the loft, under the hay. Most would never have noticed Tesni was there, she was so well tucked into the piles of hay, but Arya wasn’t most people. She could see where the hay moved just a little because, while Tesni was good at hiding, she still had to breathe. 
 
   The fact that Tesni was so completely buried told Arya just how overwhelmed the girl was. She was clearly scared of whatever she was feeling, and Arya sighed. She pulled the hay away until Tesni was visible and pulled her into her arms. 
 
   “I hurt him again, didn’t I?” Tesni asked, her voice soft.
 
   “Not hurt,” Arya said, “just confused.” 
 
   “I was acting rather irrationally, wasn’t I?” 
 
   “A little,” Arya admitted. “However, you were overwhelmed by it.” 
 
   “That’s why I ran,” Tesni said. “I had to get to where I could think. I didn’t mean to confuse him. I just needed to think things through, once I realized how wrong I’ve been since the harvest festival and how right it was to kiss him instead of Aeron. Everything over the past few days just came together, and it was too much.” 
 
   “Are you afraid you made a mistake?” Arya asked.
 
   “Yes…no…maybe… I don’t know. That’s why I needed to just come and think, on my own, and try and figure it out. I suppose that I’m pleased that Rowan is my true love. We definitely felt the warm tingle that you and atar described. It’s just…” Tesni paused, then, trying to find the right word or words to describe how she was feeling. 
 
   “It’s frightening,” Arya suggested. “It’s the scariest thing you’ll ever feel, because suddenly every inch of you yearns to be with this person, and only with this person. You have been an independent person for so long, and suddenly, that complete independence is gone, because there’s someone there you never even thought about before, and you care about that person, love that person so much that you don’t see how you could be happy in a world without them.” 
 
   “Is that how you felt when you and atar finally began courting?” 
 
   “Aye, and it was scary for me, at first, also, but do you want to know what the scariest part is?”
 
   “What?” 
 
   Arya smiled. “Rowan will not be the only person you feel that way about. It happens again when you become a parent. Someday, Tesni, you and Rowan will likely wed. It might not be long after that before you find yourself expecting your first child, and you will find yourself developing a bond with that child, before he or she is even born, that is even stronger than the one you have with Rowan.” 
 
   “I never thought about that before,” Tesni admitted. 
 
   “Well I have,” Arya said. “And you know what?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You don’t have to give birth to a child for that child to suddenly become your reason for living. An obvious case is your father. He suddenly dedicated his life more to you than to the Rangers when he found out you’re his daughter. That bond can also develop when you become a parent through marriage or adoption. I like to think that I have that bond with you.” 
 
   Now Tesni was smiling. “I like to think so, too. That’s why I keep coming to you. I know Cliona gave birth to me and raised me for the first four years of my life, but you’re the only mother I can remember.” 
 
   “Are you saying you have no memories of her, whatsoever?” Arya asked.
 
   Tesni shrugged. “I have a few, but they’re very vague. I seem to remember that she liked to hum softly to me. There are some fuzzy memories of pretty dresses, but atar said that she was one of Queen Rhiannon’s ladies in waiting, so that doesn’t surprise me. I think the queen liked to give me little treats, but that’s all I have.” 
 
   Arya stroked Tesni’s hair soothingly. “It’s alright, Tesni. You were four when you were separated from her. The fact that you remember even that much from that far back is remarkable.” 
 
   “But now what do I do?” Tesni asked. “About Rowan, I mean.” 
 
   “A lot is going to depend on what kind of talk your father had with him,” Arya admitted. She hugged Tesni tightly. “However, I do know that, unlike Aeron, Rowan actually loves you.”
 
   “That’s the part I’m so confused about,” Tesni said. “I felt the tingle you said we would feel, and so did he, but even if someone is your true love, can you really just commit to them? Or does the feeling itself have to keep growing the way it would in normal courtship?” 
 
   “It’s exactly like a normal courtship,” Arya said. “Yes, you felt the tingle of true love. You have been informed by your very souls that the two of you are meant to be together. However, you are also still very young, and in a way, it’s a good thing to find your true love this young. It means that the two of you have plenty of time to get to know each other better and court properly. So many couples who recognize each other as soul mates rush to get married, but you are young enough that there is no pressure in the world on the two of you.” 
 
   “I do still have a lot of goals,” Tesni admitted. 
 
   “Not least of which is earning your bow?” Arya asked.
 
   Tesni finally smiled. “Yes, that would be my first priority.” 
 
   They walked back to camp together, only to find that the party had broken up at the disappearance of the guest of honor. They had a simultaneous eye-roll and headed back to the tent, where Ryder and Rowan were both waiting. 
 
   Rowan looked hopeful. Ryder and Arya turned down the privacy flap. “Not actually privacy,” Tesni said, “but probably the closest we’re going to get for now.” 
 
   “Probably,” Rowan agreed. 
 
   Tesni came and sat down next to him, taking his hands. “I’m sorry I ran off so suddenly,” she said.
 
   Rowan gave her hands a squeeze. “You don’t have to apologize. I understand, truly. Your father and I talked about it. I understand, now, why it overwhelmed you so much and why you needed to go think things through in the stables.” 
 
   “I appreciate that,” Tesni said, “and I’m glad you understand. Arya came and talked it over with me, and she helped me to understand my own feelings and work them out so that it was no longer too much for me to handle. I honestly don’t think I could have ever asked for a better mentor or ontarë.” 
 
   Rowan smiled. “So does this mean you aren’t going to run away again?”
 
   Tesni nodded. “That’s exactly what it means. However, I still ask that you let me set the pace, unless I end up moving too fast for you, in which case we can slow down even more. Yes, we felt the tingle, but we still have to have a real courtship, and I have a lot of things I wish to accomplish before that courtship gets too serious.” 
 
   “Whatever you need,” Rowan agreed. “I will court you in any way you wish to be courted, at whatever speed you wish to set. We can work towards our weapons together. We can talk and get to know each other even better than we already do, and if I’m lucky, you’ll let me kiss you once in a while.” 
 
   “Thank you, Rowan.” She glanced over at the privacy flap that was hid where Ryder and Arya slept, then back at Rowan. “Would you like to go for a walk around camp?” 
 
   “Staying where the Rangers who are up on the wall can clearly see us, of course,” Rowan said. 
 
   “Of course.” 
 
   “Go ahead,” Ryder said, “we trust you!” 
 
   “Is this a trap?” Rowan asked. 
 
   Ryder pulled up the privacy flap. “It’s never a trap,” he said, “I promise. I really do trust you that much, mostly because I know that you know just how easily I can kill you if you hurt her.” 
 
    
 
   
 
   Arya smiled as Tesni used the term ontarë for her. Mother. Not step-mother, but mother. She looked over and could see Ryder smiling, as well. The two of them continued to listen to the two young lovers discuss their plans for courtship. 
 
   After they left for their walk, Arya slid off of the double cot that she and Ryder shared and got into her trunk. This was the real reason they had simply drawn the privacy curtain instead of leaving the tent. She had seen the briefest glow just as she and Tesni had returned, and now she needed to see what had been crossed off. “Emotional growth,” she whispered, pointing it out to Ryder.
 
   “We certainly saw that in her tonight,” Ryder replied. “It seems as if she has been growing in a lot of areas, lately.” 
 
   “I’ll start her on the bow course tomorrow morning,” Arya said. “One of the four known tasks left on the scroll is a perfect score on the bow course with a time of not more than one hour.” 
 
   Ryder snorted. “Archers have to get a perfect score? Those of us who prefer blade only have to score an eighty.” 
 
   “That’s because you’re not archers,” Arya said. “We’re actually expected to perfect our abilities.” 
 
   Ryder put an end to further witty remarks by kissing her.
 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
   The next morning, as promised, Arya led Tesni to the bow course. “You really believe that I am ready for this?” Tesni asked.
 
   “You are entering the final stages of your training,” Arya said. “You have your training bow and a full quiver?” 
 
   “Aye, I have them. Just what can I expect to find in here?” 
 
   Arya just smiled. “Well, I can’t tell you that, but I can tell you that you’ll find all of your skills tested. The average time for a first run at your age and skill level is approximately two hours. If you get to three, I will start to worry.” 
 
   Tesni nodded in acknowledgement, letting Arya know that she understood. Then she opened the door and entered the course.
 
   The first room held only a single target. Tesni lined up a shot and hit the bull’s-eye. When she did, the door to the left of it opened up. 
 
   In the next room, arrows whizzed by, back and forth. Tesni was shocked to see that they were sharp-tipped arrows, not the dull-tipped practice arrows that she had seen used in the traps course. The next target was right across from her, and the door was to the right of it. Again, carefully, she lined up the shot. When she again hit the bull’s-eye, the arrows stopped.
 
   Tesni’s eyes darted across the floor, looking for signs of traps, as Arya had said that this would test all of her skills. She saw none, but then the arrows were flying again. Again she hit the target to stop the arrows, and she understood. She would have to move quickly and shoot if she wished to keep from getting hit. 
 
   Tesni ran, firing as quickly as she could at the target to keep the arrows stopped. She missed her final shot, and an arrow grazed her calf, but she wasn’t worried. It was just a nick, and she was now through the door. 
 
   In the third room, there were twelve targets. Tesni found that if she stood still for longer than five seconds, an arrow came at her. The first time this happened, she managed to shoot the oncoming arrow out of the air before she moved. After that, she moved around a lot, though this made it difficult to aim. The twenty minutes it took her felt like an eternity, but eventually she got to room number four.
 
   Here Tesni was surprised to find a maze. She understood what this was to test, though. It was to test her ability to stay calm in an unknown environment and not end up in a trap. She completed the maze in three minutes, hitting all six targets along the way.
 
   The fifth room was a long, narrow hallway with a magically simulated thunderstorm. The targets in here were difficult to see because of the driving rain, and she also found it hard to correct for the wind so that her aim was accurate. Eventually, however, the five targets there were hit. 
 
   Room six held simulated battle conditions. Arrows were flying everywhere. Enchanted dummies took the places of both the enemy and her fellow Rangers. Room seven combined rooms five and six for a dangerous and difficult situation.
 
   In room eight, the targets were both shielded and moving, hiding behind fake trees and rocks as knives and arrows flew. One knife hit her in the left arm, leaving a decent gash and making just holding her bow a painful experience. 
 
   In room nine, Tesni fully understood what Arya had meant. The targets were down in a pit, and Tesni found herself with two choices. She could repel down the wall or use the zip line. She tested the repel rope and found that it was trapped to fall apart, so she took the zip line. 
 
   Only as she got closer to the bottom did she notice the other trap. If she allowed herself to hit the opposite wall, she would set off a panel-triggered trap. Though she was unsure about what it would do, something told her she did not want to set it off. 
 
   Thinking fast, Tesni flipped her legs up around the zip line to stop herself. Then she let herself drop the three feet to the ground, spreading her feet apart to avoid the panel in the floor that she spotted just before releasing her grip on the rope. She blasted the five targets in the room and turned to the rope to climb out of the pit. It, too, was trapped.
 
   This was a trap type she had never encountered before. Embedded within the rope were tiny blades. Always the clever one, however, Tesni gingerly picked up the bottom of the rope and slid it through her bow, raised the bow handle up to about the height of her chest, and then she wrapped the rope around and dropped it through again. 
 
   She twisted the bow around and pulled, testing her weight on it. With a smile, she walked her way up the wall, twisting her bow as she went to keep the tension taut and shorten it so that she could climb.
 
   When Tesni got to the top, she untangled the rope from her bow and dropped it back into its original position. She pushed on the exit door and walked out. 
 
   Arya was waiting there for her with a smile on her face. “You did very well, Tesni, for your first run. There is definitely room for improvement, but overall, you did well.” 
 
   “What was my score and time?” Tesni asked. 
 
   “You took one hour, twenty-one minutes, forty-one seconds, and scored a ninety-three. It really is respectable for your first time,” Arya said. She eyed Tesni’s injuries. “I would say that cut on your arm played a major part in your slower time. What room did you sustain that one, in?” 
 
   “The eighth,” Tesni said. “A knife got me. Also, an arrow got me on the leg in room two, but it just barely grazed me.” 
 
   Arya took Tesni to Enid, who just shook her head and bandaged Tesni up. “You got yourself a little banged up on the bow course, didn’t you?” Enid asked. 
 
   “Just a little,” Tesni said, “but Arya said that I did well. My score was ninety-three, and I did it faster than the average time for trainees at my level.” 
 
   “Well, that place where your right leg got grazed should heal up in a couple of days. Your arm, however, is a fair bit worse,” Enid said, stitching the wound carefully. “I suspect you lost more blood than I would prefer. Are you dizzy at all?” 
 
   “A little lightheaded,” Tesni admitted. 
 
   “I thought so,” Enid said. “Well, you had to use it to complete the course, but you need to rest it for at least two weeks to let it heal all the way. That means you won’t be doing any bow training during that time.” 
 
   “It’s alright,” Tesni said. “There are plenty of other things that I can do before then, like refreshing my knowledge of plants or disarming traps.” 
 
   Arya ruffled Tesni’s hair. “I’m proud of you,” she said. “Not only did you do well on the bow course, but you’re handling the news of your temporary restrictions well.” 
 
   “It’s only two weeks,” Tesni said. “I can handle two weeks.” Her eyes strayed across the camp, where Ryder was monitoring Rowan on the traps course, before her ears caught a discussion between Fiona and Branwen. 
 
   Branwen came over to them, having spotted them. “Arya, can I talk to you for a moment?” she asked. 
 
   “Of course,” Arya said, leaving Tesni with Enid. 
 
   As Branwen and Arya walked off, Fiona ran over. “What do you suppose they’re talking about?” Tesni asked.
 
   “Probably about me,” Fiona said. “I don’t understand it. She has been acting strange for some time, ever since those bandits attempted to attack us six months ago and she was injured, forcing me to fight them off myself.” 
 
   “What were the two of you discussing before you came over here?” Tesni asked.
 
   “I had this dream last night,” Fiona said. “I was going down into these ruins out in the middle of the forest, and it was like a large underground maze. I eventually found myself in a room filled with treasure, but the entire room was filled with water, and in it was a fuath.” 
 
   Tesni frowned. “Everyone knows that they don’t exist.” 
 
   “There was definitely one in my dream, whether they exist or not,” Fiona insisted. “Branwen says that there are such ruins about two miles from camp, where a fuath is rumored to live. She and I were discussing whether or not it would be wise to investigate, so I assume that’s what she’s talking to Arya about. All I know is that I feel like I have to go.” 
 
   Tesni looked skeptically at the older girl. “I doubt it’s wise to be driven by what one sees in a single dream,” she said at last. “That’s what I think Arya would say.” 
 
    
 
   
 
   Despite Tesni’s prediction, Arya advised Branwen to take Fiona there. Fiona and Branwen arrived home late that afternoon. There had, indeed, been a fuath in the ruins. Fiona had pierced its heart with one of her knives, killing it instantly. The treasure that the fuath had guarded was brought into town and all of the money earned from its sale was distributed to the poor. 
 
   Ryder and Rowan had also gone into town that afternoon. The innkeeper had asked Ryder to come because Cliona’s possessions, which had been more than anyone had known, were finally freed from the courts, who had held them in trust since her death until Tesni had turned sixteen and, therefore, legally old enough to inherit. 
 
   “I’ve finally brought your inheritance from your mother,” Ryder said. 
 
   “So they finally realized my sixteenth birthday has past, have they?” Tesni asked. “I didn’t think she had even left anything of value until you said you were going into town, today.” 
 
   “Be glad they released her things to you at all,” Ryder said. “There has been a lot of debate, recently, about raising the minimum age to inherit to eighteen. The judge had been waiting to see if anything would go through and be approved by the ruling council.” 
 
   Tesni sighed. “So what does a former lady-in-waiting turned tavern wench leave her daughter?” 
 
   Ryder and Rowan hauled the trunk down from the back of the cart and set it down in front of her. “Look and see,” Ryder said. 
 
   With trembling hands, Tesni pushed open the lid. A gold and crystal headdress sat on top, diamond shapes covered in filigree and connected with gold chain, crystals at the center of each one and hanging from the chain itself. 
 
   Tesni set it on her cot and pulled out the dark blue silk gown that sat beneath it. The neckline was off the shoulder. The bodice was lightly boned. The long sleeves belled out about halfway down, ending in handkerchief hems. The skirt ended with a short train, and the train, sleeves, and bodice all had gold embroidery of leafy vines. 
 
   “These are beautiful,” Tesni said, “but I don’t know when I’m ever going to wear them.” 
 
   “Perhaps one of these days we’ll finally have a king or queen again,” Ryder said, “and then you can wear it to their coronation ball. The Rangers are always getting invited to things like that.” 
 
   “We have never been invited to a fancy ball in the entire time since Arya brought me here,” Tesni said.
 
   “Well, we used to, until about twelve years ago,” Ryder amended. 
 
   Tesni smiled and turned back to the trunk. There was more jewelry, including a necklace, earring, and bracelet set that matched the head piece, as well as a silver ring clearly made for a man to wear. Three more dresses filled the trunk, and at the bottom of it all, there was a letter. 
 
    
 
   My darling Tesni,
 
    
 
   For six years I have searched for you, and now, as I lie here, dying, I know that it will be another six before you read this letter, because it is going into the trunk, for you to read when you receive your inheritance, hopefully when you are sixteen. It is my fondest hope that your father finds you quickly. I have written another note to go to him if he does not come to hear my request for him to find you.
 
   You must have many questions about me. I know that I have questions about you. I wonder if you are safe. I wonder if you have grown up into the beauty I always suspected you would be. Will you become a Ranger, like your father? Will you find true love? By this point you must have your fair share of suitors and your pick of all the young men of Linwood, if your father will even allow them near you.
 
   Well, dear, here is everything you must want to know about me, and if I leave questions unanswered, then you can ask your father. I am sure he will be able to tell you. 
 
   To start off with, your father and I were not married. I know that seems wrong, but it’s true. He was deeply in mourning, and I took advantage of that, even though I knew that he would never truly be mine. That is not to say that I never hoped. I even purchased a silver ring to give him should he ask for my hand, and I hope that you will someday give it to your own lover.
 
   I was a lady-in-waiting to Her Majesty, Queen Rhiannon. More than that, I was her favorite, for reasons you must uncover on your own, for your own safety. Know this. There was a princess born to the king and queen who reached adulthood. I knew her well, as I aided in her hiding from Agrona, and she had a daughter the same year I gave birth to you. Find her, and you will find that you are greatly and justly rewarded. 
 
   Like most, I did not trust Agrona. However, the night you came, the midwife was busy, and Agrona herself delivered you. The cord was around your neck, and she saved your life. This is the only good that can be said about her, perhaps the only good that she has ever done.
 
   Yes, I loved you. I still love you and miss you dearly. I would do anything to see you once more, but I know that it is impossible, for I know that my final hour is at hand. I can only hope that whoever took you in raised you well.
 
    
 
   Your mother,
 
   Cliona
 
    
 
   “I wonder what she meant about your safety being on the line,” Rowan said thoughtfully. 
 
   Tesni looked up. She had not even realized that she had been reading the letter aloud. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “However, she has confirmed what many have long speculated.”
 
   “Aye, she has,” Ryder agreed, “but why charge you, specifically, with finding this lost princess and her daughter when nobody else seemed to know anything about it?” 
 
   “And why was she the queen’s favorite?” Tesni asked. “And why would it be unsafe for her to write the reasons down? It could simply be that they were close in age or shared certain favorite activities, and those are innocuous. I can’t think of any reasoning unless…” 
 
   Her eyes locked with Ryder’s, then, and then with Rowan’s. It was clear that they were wondering the same thing. “No, it can’t be,” Rowan said. “She said that she knew the princess well, and that she had a daughter born the same year, and charged you with finding her.” 
 
   “Aye, but how could your mother be so sure of a great and just reward?” Ryder asked. 
 
   Tesni examined the parchment closely, looking for clues. “Atar, might I have a bit of diluted ink and a cloth?” 
 
   Ryder raised an eyebrow but nodded, fetching some ink made of poke berries, some water, and the cloth. “I don’t know what your plan is, Tesni, or what you spotted, so I will let you dilute the ink to the strength you think you need.” 
 
   Tesni just nodded and started to work, diluting the ink in the water to about half strength. Then she took the cloth and used it to rub the diluted ink over the paragraph that spoke of Cliona’s life as a lady-in-waiting. Before her eyes, the indentations that she had seen became visible numbers, one through seven. “I was…the…princess…” Tesni read, going in order, “you…her…daughter.” She bit her lower lip. “I was the princess, you her daughter,” she repeated, her voice shaking. 
 
   “There’s one way to know if she wrote the truth,” Ryder said softly, “that is, if you want to know.” 
 
   “Well of course I want to know,” Tesni said. “Otherwise this question is going to hang over my head.  I mean, if I don’t find out, for sure, and she’s telling the truth, that does Linwood no good. If she’s lying, or I just misinterpreted those marks, then I have a quest and a duty to find the real princess and her daughter and set her on the throne.”
 
   Rowan rested his forehead on hers. “Yes or no, no matter what, nothing will change how I feel about you.”
 
   “I know,” Tesni said. Then she kissed him.
 
   Rowan was just starting to deepen the kiss when Ryder cleared his throat. “Come on,” she said. He, too, wondered about the contents of Cliona’s letter. If Tesni had interpreted what she found correctly, it meant that he had seduced a princess, and his daughter was destined to rule. If she hadn’t, then just what was the woman thinking telling Tesni that it was up to her to restore the princess to the throne? 
 
   He led them to the bow course, where Tesni frowned. “Atar, I’m not supposed to be on the course again today. I took a knife to the arm, and Enid wants me to rest it for two weeks.”
 
   “Don’t worry about that,” Ryder said. He opened up the door. “Maintenance,” he commanded. Automatically, all of the doors opened.
 
   The three of them moved easily through the course. When they got to the final room, Tesni saw that having the course under maintenance conditions meant that there was a rope ladder going down and another to climb up the opposite side. As they climbed down, Ryder led them to the end of the zip line.
 
   Ryder pointed out the two traps in the room. “Arya told me how you got up the bladed rope,” he said, “but what you did wasn’t necessary. This one,” he said, pointing to the one Tesni would have hit had she just kept sliding “opens up a second rope, and this one,” he said, pointing to the one on the floor, “everyone thinks is a trap, but it’s really not.” 
 
   Ryder stepped on the pressure plate, then, and the tile next to it slid open. “This is how and where the Rangers guard the greatest treasure of Linwood,” he said. “Only Arya and I can give the maintenance command, and this pressure plate can only be sprung under maintenance conditions. Most Rangers don’t even know it’s here.” 
 
   “I did,” Tesni said. “I spotted it and avoided it. I thought it was a trap, as well.” 
 
   “No, it’s not a trap, just a well-hidden pressure plate for an even better hidden treasure,” Ryder said. From the hole in the floor, he pulled out a beautiful golden orb. It was studded with tiny emeralds, the royal colors of Linwood. “Watch what happens when I place it in Rowan’s hands,” he said.
 
   Rowan held it, but nothing happened. “What am I supposed to be watching for?” Tesni asked. “I’m not seeing anything.” 
 
   “Exactly,” Ryder said, taking the orb away from Rowan. “It will glow, but only in the hands of the rightful ruler. Now hold your hands out, anelya.” 
 
   As soon as Ryder placed the orb in Tesni’s hands, it glowed. The glow was soft at first, not quite visible, but then it grew. It enveloped her hands, at first, and then her entire body. The light was so bright that Tesni could not see her father or Rowan, and she doubted that they could see her. She began hyperventilating, and she could not put the orb down, even though she desperately wanted to do so. 
 
   Suddenly, the glow died down. While it continued to surround the orb, it was no longer surrounding her. Tesni looked up and saw Ryder and Rowan both staring at her, wide-eyed. 
 
   She felt trapped. She was overwhelmed and couldn’t run to the stables. She had just read of the huge secret that her mother had always carried, learned the reason she had memories of being spoiled by the queen, and discovered that she was meant to rule Linwood. It was too much. Still unable to put the orb down, she did the one thing that she could do.
 
   Tesni fainted.
 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
   “So she just fainted?” Arya asked.
 
   “Aye, she did,” Ryder said. “It’s clear she’s not ready to take on the responsibility that’s just been handed to her.” 
 
   “I agree,” Arya replied. “I’m surprised she didn’t run to the stables.” 
 
   Ryder sorted. “How could she? We were in the pit in the bow course where we keep the orb hidden. Rowan and I were both right there. She couldn’t run and hide. It will probably help her in the long run, though. If she’s going to be Queen of Linwood, she needs to learn that she can’t just run off every time things get to be too much.” 
 
   This was the conversation Tesni was hearing from outside the tent when she woke up. She stood, still a little dizzy, and moved to the tent entrance. “It’s not like I asked to be a queen,” she said. “I just wanted to be a Ranger.” 
 
   Arya and Ryder looked towards her. They hadn’t realized that Tesni had woken up. They stepped up into the tent with her and sat her down, one of them on either side. “It’s scary, isn’t it?” Arya asked.
 
   “Aye, it’s very scary,” Tesni agreed. “So what do I do now?” 
 
   “You’ll continue your training, for starters,” Ryder said. “Not only will it keep you ready to defend yourself, if need be, it will give you something to focus on so that you aren’t panicking about what happened this afternoon.” 
 
   “We’ll also find a way to discreetly train you in the skills you need to be a queen, like dancing, diplomacy, and negotiation, not to mention helping you learn to stay calm instead of running to hide,” Arya added. 
 
   Tesni couldn’t help but look down. She knew she needed a lot of help in that area, but she wasn’t sure how else to handle it. All she knew is that the horses never judged when you came to them to talk. They just listened patiently in exchange for an apple or carrot. If neither was available, of course, they always enjoyed a good brushing.
 
   “Who else knows?” she asked at last.
 
   “Just the three of us and Rowan,” Ryder said. “When you fainted, Rowan and I agreed that it was probably in your best interests not to let everyone know why you fainted. We even brought you straight here instead of taking you to Enid because we weren’t sure who you felt comfortable with knowing, and we didn’t want to lie to anyone.” 
 
   Tesni cocked her head to one side. “How did you keep people from wondering why you were carrying me?” 
 
   Ryder shrugged. “I just told them that you had fallen asleep because you had been pushing yourself too hard, lately, to the brink of exhaustion, and that I was bringing you back to bed.” 
 
   “So you didn’t want to lie to anyone, but you did anyway?” Tesni asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
   “Well, you were technically asleep,” Ryder said, “and you did technically push yourself too hard when you tried to deal with a situation you weren’t quite ready for. So it wasn’t technically a lie.” 
 
   Tesni looked at her father, unimpressed with his semantics. Still, she had to admit that his reasoning was sound. Finally, she just sighed and looked down again. “I would trust the rest of the Rangers with my very life. You both know that. But I agree that we should keep this knowledge to as few people as possible.” She looked up again, a wry smile on her face. “I’m not sure if I want to tell Enid or not. The knowledge that she’s treating the rightful queen might put too much pressure on her.” 
 
   Arya and Ryder both laughed at this. “I agree that Enid could be a safe choice,” Arya said, finally. “So could Fiona and Alastar.” 
 
   “Aye,” Tesni agreed. “I would definitely trust the three of them to keep my new secret. But is it really a good idea to tell them, anyway? Yes, I trust them, but I seem to remember always being told growing up that two can keep a secret if one of them is dead. It seems to me that the more people who know, the more likely one of them is going to say something to someone not approved to know, and then everyone suddenly will know.” 
 
   “Well,” Arya said, a smirk on her face, “at least now you have a purpose for all those fancy dresses and jewels.”
 
    
 
   
 
   Aeron had heard enough. He was grateful to Agrona for busting him out of prison, and now he had useful information for her. As the darkness of night fell, he slipped out from beneath the platform the tent stood on and slipped out of the camp. He had been surprised that the hole in the fence had not been repaired, but it worked out for him and for his mission. 
 
   He slipped through the woods to where his horse was tied up, mounted up, and rode off towards Agrona’s keep. Though it was the middle of the night, he knew that his mistress would be awake, waiting for him in the library. As soon as he arrived, he went straight there and knelt down. 
 
   “What news have you brought, Aeron?” she asked. 
 
   “Your niece is dead, Mistress, but it wasn’t the girl you suspected,” he replied.
 
   Agrona arched an eyebrow at this news. “Truly? I kept Fiona here as a servant, believing she was my niece, hiding in plain sight, and that I could train her in my own image, and now you tell me that I was wrong?” 
 
   “To be fair, Mistress, the names sound alike. It wasn’t Fiona, but Cliona, and Princess Cliona died six years ago.” 
 
   “That means that Tesni is…” Agrona started.
 
   Aeron nodded. “Aye, Mistress, and I wouldn’t have known if Tesni herself had not found out. She received her inheritance from her mother earlier this afternoon, and Ryder took her to where the orb is hidden to test the theory that Tesni developed after examining the final letter that Cliona left. Cliona used hidden clues to get Tesni to not only read between the lines of her letter, but also to reveal the message hidden not with ink, but with scratch marks.” 
 
   Agrona sat back, in deep thought. “Yes, Tesni has always been a rather clever girl, hasn’t she? How did she react to learning the truth of her heritage?” 
 
   “She fainted, Mistress. Ryder and Arya are so intent on keeping the truth secret that they lied to those they met along the way and told her that she was merely exhausted and fell asleep,” Aeron reported. “Except for us, the only other who knows is Rowan.” 
 
   Agrona laughed. “Oh, this is too good to be true. Rangers are lying to other Rangers in order to keep the young princess safe? What happened to their stupid little creed of death before dishonor?” 
 
   Aeron finally stood. “Mistress, if I may, perhaps they believe any lengths to protect Tesni to be honorable?” 
 
   “Still, I wonder why she fainted.”
 
   “She was likely overwhelmed by what she learned. She could not escape to the stables, where she normally goes to think, so she escaped into unconsciousness, instead.” 
 
   “You learned much about her personality while you were in your false courtship with her,” Agrona observed. “It likely served you well, and I believe it can serve us both well again. What does she do in the stables?” 
 
   “Normally, she talks to the horses, but if whatever has sent her running to them is too much to even let her get her feelings out that way, she will crawl beneath the hay to think things through, first,” Aeron said.
 
   Agrona stood, going to look out the window into the night. “I cannot be queen while the little brat still lives. She is now old enough that, were she to prove herself to the people, they would crown her immediately, and so I cannot even act as regent for her.” She half-turned so that she could address Aeron. “Kill her. Bring me proof that you have done so, and I will make you my heir.” 
 
   Aeron nodded, and retreated. When he got back to his room, he threw himself onto the bed and stared up at the ceiling. 
 
   When Agrona had taken him off of the street, she had promised him great riches. She had trained him to be charming and charismatic, which had allowed him to win Tesni over. She had promised him that he and Tesni would be wed, and that she would make them her heirs if he could only persuade the girl to join them.
 
   Now, Agrona wanted Tesni dead. He would still be her heir. Things had changed when Tesni went from being a servant’s child to being her niece, but Agrona would not allow him to legally make Tesni his wife. 
 
   Not that it really mattered. Aeron had felt the magical bond sever and had known that Tesni had been kissed by her true love, likely Rowan. He would never again be able to persuade Tesni to marry him. She would someday marry Rowan.
 
   It bothered Aeron that Agrona wanted her own niece dead. So a servant’s daughter could live, but a princess could not, simply because the princess happened to stand between Agrona and the throne? They were the same girl, and Agrona’s attitude changed only upon learning that this girl was, indeed, her grand-niece. Did Agrona value the life of a relative so little? And if she did, what would she do to him if she found him inconvenient?
 
   The next morning, Aeron ran to the Ranger camp. He knew that they weren’t likely to believe them. He knew that they might even kill him. But he also knew that he no longer wanted to be associated with Agrona, and he had to try.
 
   As it always was during the day, the huge gate was open. Aeron ran right through, even as the Rangers on the wall called out his approach. Within minutes, Aeron was surrounded, with bows and blades pointed directly at him.
 
   Aeron was escorted before Ryder. To make things worse, Rowan was with the horse master. That was the last thing that Aeron needed, to be humiliated in front of his former rival. He couldn’t dwell on it, though. 
 
   “You… How did you get out of jail?” Ryder asked. 
 
   “Agrona got me out so that I could spy on Tesni,” Aeron admitted. He looked around. “Please, Ryder, could we speak in private?” 
 
   “Tie him up in the stable for now,” Ryder said. “I’ll be there in a minute.” 
 
   “Are you really going to talk to him?” Rowan asked as they took Aeron away.
 
   “Aye, I am,” Ryder said. “He seems ready to give up information, for whatever reason. I’m not sure how he thinks he will benefit, but there is definitely something.” He walked into the stables and stood in front of Aeron. “Well?” 
 
   “Well, what?” 
 
   “How much do you know?” 
 
   Aeron sighed. “I know who Tesni is. I know she’s the lost princess and that she knows who she is. So does Agrona. I took the information to her. Agrona has sent me to kill Tesni. When she gave me the orders, last night, it made me think. Tesni is now inconvenient to her, so she wants her dead. What will happen if I become inconvenient as well?” 
 
   Tesni just happened to walk in at that moment. “What is he doing here?” 
 
   “Apparently, Agrona sent him here to kill you,” Ryder said. “He was spying on us and told Agrona who you are. Oddly enough, he was smart and chose to confide to me in private instead of blurting it out for the rest of camp to hear. Quite honestly, I was thinking about just slitting his throat.” 
 
   “No!” Tesni moved swiftly between the two of them. “Atar, you can’t just kill him. I don’t care what he did. He chose to come and confess rather than actually try to kill me.”
 
   Aeron swallowed hard. “I’m with Tesni. Please don’t kill me.” 
 
   Ryder snorted. “I’m only joking. But Aeron, you deserved a good scare and you know it.” 
 
    “Well, either way, I don’t want him in the stables,” Tesni said. “This is my refuge.” 
 
   “I know,” Ryder said, “but this is the only place to keep him where he can’t talk to everyone.”
 
   “ I won’t talk at all,” Aeron said. “Please, just let me stay in the camp. I don’t care what the conditions are. I don’t dare go back to her.”
 
   “No, you don’t,” Tesni said.  “But you can’t stay in the stables, either.”
 
    
 
   
 
   Tesni talked to Liam, and it was arranged that he would take back his old protégé. When he asked why she was even willing to give him a second chance, she simply replied that he had admitted being sent by Agrona to kill her and that she preferred he be under Liam’s watchful eye rather than tied up in the stables.
 
   “And I suppose you’re even willing to let him train?” Liam asked with a snort. 
 
   “If he convinces us that he’s worth the resources,” Tesni said. 
 
   “You are as fickle as the wind,” Liam said. 
 
   “You don’t know me well enough to make that judgment,” Tesni replied. “Atar and Arya know my reasons. So does Rowan. The rest of the camp will know when the time is right. For now, though, just know that it is in the best interest of the Rangers and of Linwood, itself.” 
 
   The teen had such authority in her voice that Liam couldn’t help but do as she asked. Later, once Aeron was settled back into Liam’s tent, Liam went and spoke to Ryder about it. “Where did your girl’s sudden ability to command come from? Have you been training her without telling anyone?” 
 
   Ryder just laughed. “No, I haven’t, but giving her some command training sounds like a good idea, all things considered.” 
 
   Liam sighed. “Ryder, what’s going on? It’s not like you to keep secrets from the rest of us.” 
 
   “It’s not my secret to tell,” Ryder said. “Let me put it this way. Tesni is going through something that isn’t easy for her, right now, and right now she wishes to keep it personal. Arya and I are guiding her, but trust me when I say that by the time this is all over, Agrona will no longer be a worry.” 
 
   “Does this have something to do with whatever strange connection there is between Tesni and Agrona that makes Agrona seem to hate her?” Liam asked.
 
   “All I’m going to admit to is this,” Ryder said. “Yesterday, I was finally able to bring her the things she inherited from Cliona. It has to do with the contents of the trunk.” 
 
   “Tesni seems to think that whatever’s happening is going to affect not just her but the Rangers and all of Linwood,” Liam said. “If that’s the case, then I think the entire camp has a right to know what it is.” 
 
   “And I agree,” Ryder said. “Look, Liam, if you’re asking me to force Tesni to reveal her secret to the world before she’s ready, I won’t do it. Does the camp have a right to know? Yes, eventually. However, not before Tesni is ready.” 
 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
   Arya had no memory of being sick since she was a small child. Yet, here she was, vomiting up her dinner from the night before. The sounds awakened Ryder, who brought her canteen to her and held her long hair back from her face for her with one hand, rubbing her back gently with the other.
 
   “What a way to start the New Year, right?” Arya asked good naturedly when she was done and had rinsed out her mouth. 
 
   “You don’t have a fever,” Ryder said, feeling Arya’s forehead.
 
   Arya ran her hands through her hair with a sigh. “I’ll go talk to Enid.” 
 
   Ryder’s eyes went wide. “I don’t think there’s any need for that,” he said, chuckling. 
 
   Arya looked at him, confused. “What do you mean?” 
 
   Ryder went back into the tent, got his well-polished ceremonial blade off of its stand, and held it up so that Arya could see her reflection in it. “This.” 
 
   Arya gasped as she saw her lengthened ears. “Oh my…” 
 
   Ryder swept Arya into a deep, passionate kiss. He scooped her up and carried her back into the tent, grinning. “Wait until we tell Tesni.”
 
   “Wait until you tell me what?” Tesni asked, stepping out from behind her privacy flap, fully dressed. 
 
   “First off,” Ryder said, “happy birthday.” 
 
   Tesni blinked. “Oh, yes, I’d forgotten,” she said, giggling. “Is it really spring already? It doesn’t feel like it.” 
 
   “Oh, aye, it’s spring,” Ryder said, and with spring comes new life.” 
 
   That got Tesni’s attention real fast. “Really? Arya, are you really pregnant?” 
 
   Arya pulled her hair back so that Tesni could see her ears. “It looks that way.” 
 
   Tesni let out a loud squeal that could be heard throughout the camp. From behind his own privacy flap, Rowan emerged, tired. “What’s happening?” he asked, still half-asleep. It was a rare day that any of them slept in. Today it was merely because of the celebrations of the New Year from last night. 
 
   “Best birthday ever,” Tesni said with a grin on her face to match her father’s. 
 
   Rowan eyed Tesni warily. She’d managed to speak without her smile getting any smaller, and that was a little strange. “I haven’t even given you my present, yet, and you’ve already declared this the best birthday ever?” he asked. What had Ryder and Arya given her that was better than what he had scrimped and saved for? He knew it was wrong to be jealous of Ryder and Arya. After all, they were Tesni’s parents. But they knew what he had gotten her, and they had said that he was sure to make her happy.
 
   Tesni grabbed Rowan and kissed him. “I’m sure I’ll love yours, too, but…” She looked at her parents for permission to tell him. They nodded, and she looked back at Rowan. “Arya’s pregnant,” she said, practically bouncing. “I’m going to have a little brother or sister.” 
 
   Rowan’s eyes went wide. “Really?” 
 
   “Aye,” Arya said, showing him her ears. 
 
   “Congratulations,” Rowan said. 
 
   By this point, the rest of the Rangers who were not on patrol had shown up, wondering what could possibly be happening that was causing all of the squealing that they had heard. It wasn’t long before word spread throughout the camp that Arya and Ryder were going to be bringing a little baby Ranger into the world. 
 
    
 
   
 
   Showing compassion with no thought of reward had been scratched off the list on Tesni’s bow scroll. Arya was assuming that the girl had managed that when she had actually stood up for Aeron, despite his past and knowing it would likely only end up with her being hurt in the end.
 
   That, of course, just left two more tasks, both to be accomplished in battle: defense of a fellow Ranger and keeping a cool head and calm mind. She had achieved her perfect score on the bow course a week prior. 
 
   Arya smiled as she saw how close Tesni was to earning her bow. She put the scroll away and went outside to join the party. It was the only time of year that there was a party two nights in a row. On the last day of winter, the Rangers had a tradition of having a party that lasted well past midnight to ring in the New Year and spring with it. On the first day of spring, they celebrated Tesni’s birthday. She was seventeen, now.
 
   There was food and dancing. The sun was setting, and Arya exited the tent just in time to see Tesni send a flaming arrow onto a large pile of wood, starting up a bonfire. She had become quite accomplished with the bow and arrow, as well as dual battle blades. The bow, however, was definitely her specialty.
 
    
 
    
 
   Tesni waved at Arya and then laughed as Rowan pulled her into a dance. She had been wondering when her step-mother would finally come out and join the festivities. Arya had told her she just had to take care of something in the tent, and true to her word, it had only taken a few minutes. Right now, though, Rowan had her full attention. 
 
   As the dance ended, Rowan pulled Tesni over by the bonfire, where the light was better. “I need to talk to you,” he said, kissing her softly. 
 
   “What about?” Tesni asked, her eyes sparkling. 
 
   Rowan pulled out a small box from the pouch at his belt. It was wood and elegantly carved. “In here is your birthday gift, if you want it,” he said, handing it to her. 
 
   “Why wouldn’t I want it?” Tesni asked, opening it. She gasped when she saw the contents. Inside the box there was a silver band with intricate filigree, dotted with emeralds, surrounding an oval moonstone cabochon. 
 
   “Tesni,” Rowan said, “my heart tells me that I love you, and that we should wed. What does your heart say?” 
 
   Tesni looked up at Rowan and then within her heart. What did it say? She swallowed hard as the answer came to her. She pulled out the silver ring she had inherited from her mother, having carried it ever since for just such an occasion. “Rowan, my heart is like your heart, and I shall gladly be your wife.” 
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Yes!” 
 
   Rowan took the ring from the box and slid it onto Tesni’s finger. Tesni did the same with the ring she held, placing it on Rowan’s. Then he kissed her, deeply, passionately. Tesni returned the kiss, her arms going around Rowan’s neck. This felt right, and again they could feel that warm tingling that signified the joining of two who belonged together for their love was true. 
 
   “I love you,” Rowan whispered when they finally pulled apart. 
 
   “And I love you,” Tesni said, a soft smile gracing her lips. “This is definitely the best birthday ever.” 
 
    
 
   
 
   That night, a fog rolled into the camp. At first it seemed normal. After all, there was a river nearby and Linwood was situated in a low valley. Fog was commonplace. In the morning, however, it quickly became clear that the fog was not of a natural origin as it refused to dissipate in the morning sun. 
 
   The fog was so thick that it was nearly impossible to see, and so training had to be cancelled for the day. The guards along the wall surrounding the camp could barely see their hands held right in front of their eyes. It was no wonder, then, that when the emergency bell rang, it was because the enemy was already inside the camp. 
 
   It was only then that the fog began to lift, but it only became thin enough to see two-to-three feet. Bows and arrows were useless, forcing the archers to switch to their secondary weapons. 
 
   With dual blades in hand, Tesni thrust and parried, attacked and blocked at enemies she could barely distinguish from friends. Cool head, calm mind, she thought to herself. Arya had told her many times that keeping a cool head and a calm mind was the key to achieving a goal, no matter what the struggle, especially in battle. Right now, that goal was clear. Fight off these men, clearly sent by Agrona, and put a quick end to this fight with as little loss of life and as few injuries as possible.
 
   It was nearing noon before the fog finally cleared off completely. Tesni saw Fiona fall. She ran one of her blades through the soldier she was fighting, ran up onto the top step leading up to her family’s tent, leapt onto a nearby barrel, and flipped through the air to land one foot on either side of Fiona. With one of her blades, Tesni blocked the blade of the soldier who was about to kill her friend. With the other, she slit his throat. 
 
   For an hour Tesni stood over her friend, actively protecting her, carefully placing her feet to both avoid stepping on Fiona and still maintain her balance. It was almost like a dance. She even felt graceful in her movements.
 
   Eventually, though, the battle was finally over. Tesni helped to carry Fiona to Enid’s tent for healing. She helped with the healing and the cleanup that was required after a battle. Then, when she was done with that, she went to her spot in the loft and cried.
 
   Arya found her there later that evening. “The first kill is always the hardest. It’s hard enough when it’s just one. You must have killed at least ten, today. I can’t find fault in you for coming here for a good cry.” 
 
   “I don’t know. I didn’t keep track,” Tesni said. “I just did what I had to do.” 
 
   “I hope you never find it desirable to keep the count of your kills,” Arya replied. “That would show you take pride in the killing and not in the defense of others.” 
 
   “Do you ever forget your first battle, the first time you take a life?” Tesni asked.
 
   Arya shook her head. “No, never. I still remember mine as vividly as if it were this morning, but in fact it was well over two hundred years ago. It was before I met your father, back before the Thieves Guild was even formed.”
 
   “What happened?” Tesni asked, sitting up. 
 
   “I was keeping watch during a festival. Your grandparents had just gotten married and all of Linwood was celebrating the royal wedding. It was late in the evening. Lanterns were everywhere. I was hovering in an alley when a man grabbed me from behind. You kept a cool head today, Tesni, and that saved you. In the same way, keeping a cool head and calm mind saved me that night. He had a knife and was using it to cut my clothes away, but I put a stop to it. I was just going to knock him out, but he was too aggressive, and in the end, I had to take his life to save my own.” 
 
   “So how did you come to terms with what you had done?” 
 
   Arya sighed. “I just had to take it one day at a time. It helped tremendously that I had Alastar and the other lads of the Thieves Guild. We had known each other since childhood and formed the Guild together. Then I met your father, and he helped, as well. Never forget that, Tesni. You have so many people here who love you and who are willing to help you through this. You are never truly alone.” 
 
   Tesni bit her lower lip, as if in thought. There was something tugging at the edge of her mind, something that she felt she had to do. “Well, I know what I want to do next. No, I know what I have to do next.” 
 
   “And what would that be?” Arya asked. 
 
   “This has gone on long enough,” Tesni said. “You’re right. There are so many who are willing to help me and stand behind me, and they merely know me as the horse master’s daughter. I know that they will also stand behind me as their queen. It’s time I confronted Agrona, neutralized the threat that she presents, and claimed my throne.” 
 
   Arya smiled at her step-daughter. “I remember something someone very wise once said to me. His name was Didymus, and he was your paternal grandfather.” 
 
   “What did he say?” 
 
   “Well, I was working on a project,” Arya said, “and he was watching me. Like your father, your grandfather was a swordsman. He preferred throwing knives as a ranged weapon. The bow for him was something he only picked up because the bow course is part of earning your blade. They just require a lower score. Anyway, I was repairing my bow, and he asked me why I was doing it that way. I just shrugged and told him that it was because that’s the way it’s done.” 
 
   “And what did he say after that?” 
 
   “He said, ‘Well, if that’s the way it’s done, Arya, then that’s the way you must do it.’ Now, I’m passing this advice on to you. If that’s what must be done, then that’s what you must do.” 
 
   “Yes, it must be done,” Tesni said, “but I don’t think he was asking out of curiosity. I think he was trying to get you to actually think about what you were doing and why you were doing it instead of simply accepting that it was correct just because it was what you were taught.” 
 
   Arya looked thoughtful for a moment. “You know, Tesni, perhaps you’re right. You always have been very clever. You must have inherited such cleverness from your mother. After all, she encoded the message that told you who you were, and you figured it out when no one else could have.” 
 
   The fact was that Arya had looked at Tesni’s bow scroll before coming to find her. All of the known requirements had been scratched off, and the final bow quest had been revealed. Incapable of choosing a quest for which the new Ranger was not ready, the bow scroll had been emblazoned with the task of defeating Agrona and reclaiming the throne.
 
   The task was a daunting one, even to Arya. That throne was Tesni’s destiny, however, and Arya knew that her protégé was more than capable of fulfilling the quest set before her. She had mentioned it to Ryder, who had agreed that, as nervous as it made him, it was something Tesni had to do. And now, having not seen the scroll, Tesni knew by instinct what was now required of her, even if she didn’t know the entire reward that awaited her upon successful completion of the task at hand.
 
    
 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
   Arya pulled the box containing the orb from its hiding place the next morning. The older Rangers who knew what it was watched with interest. “What is Arya carrying?” Fiona asked. “It must be very important.”
 
   “It is,” Branwen said. “Arya carries the orb, the most important artifact in all of Linwood. It glows in the hands of the rightful ruler, and the Rangers have guarded it for over a decade. If Arya has it out, you can be certain that she has good reason to believe that someone should be tested for the right to claim the throne.” 
 
   “Is there no magic that can trick the orb into glowing for the wrong person?” Fiona asked.
 
   “No, it is impossible to trick. Believe me, Agrona is a powerful sorceress. If any could have done it, it would have been she, but she tried after the king and queen were killed, and it would not light up for her. That’s when the rumors of a lost princess started.”
 
   “Why a princess?” Fiona asked. “Why not a prince?’ 
 
   “You worked in the palace until you were twelve,” Branwen said. “Think about it. Were there any males around who seemed highly favored?” 
 
   Fiona shook her head. “No, there weren’t. But Mother did sometimes complain that Queen Rhiannon seemed to unfairly favor one of the other handmaids.” She thought for a moment. “In fact, now that I think back that far, I seem to remember her. She gave birth to a little girl when I was eight. She named her…Oh! It all makes sense, now!”
 
   “What does?” Branwen asked.
 
   They, like the others, had arrived at the stage by this point. Everyone had gathered there when they had seen Arya carrying the box containing the orb. They knew something big was about to happen. It was in Arya’s purposeful stride. 
 
   Arya walked up the steps and joined Ryder and Tesni there. “This does,” Fiona said. “The favored handmaid’s name was Cliona, and she named her daughter Tesni.” 
 
   As the Rangers watched, Arya opened up the box. She pulled the beautiful gold and emerald globe from its container and held it out. With shaking hands, Tesni took it. Again, the orb glowed with a light that blinded Tesni and everyone around her. 
 
   When the light finally settled down to a soft glow, Tesni looked out at her fellow Rangers and smiled softly, shyly. The rest of the Rangers looked on in awe. It took a moment for the meaning of this event to sink in. When it did, every Ranger in the camp went down on bended knee, genuflecting before their comrade and rightful queen.
 
   Tesni tilted her head, confused. “What are they doing?” she whispered to Ryder. 
 
   Ryder chuckled. “You are our rightful queen, Tesni. They’re showing their respect to you. You have their very allegiance. The Rangers pledge themselves to Linwood and its rightful rulers, and right now, that’s you.” 
 
   Tesni sighed. “So who wants to help me defeat Agrona?” she asked. 
 
   Bows and blades went up into the air with a roar of assent. Tesni was pleased to find that she had been right. Her fellow Rangers would stand beside her. 
 
    
 
   
 
   The Ranger camp suddenly turned into a military base, and Tesni suddenly found herself under a constant guard as word spread quickly about who she was. The royal guard had wanted to move her immediately into the palace, which Tesni had balked at. She remained calm, however. “Has it been properly maintained and kept clean?” she asked. “Also, does it have fresh food?” 
 
   The guards admitted that this was not the case. “No, your highness, but it can be taken care of quickly. Many former members of the royal staff have taken new jobs, but only await your orders to return to work.” 
 
   “Then I will be safer and happier here in camp, where there is plenty of fresh food and my fellow Rangers to help me,” Tesni said. “I will send out royal orders as soon as I have drafted them.” 
 
   She turned, then, and went to work. She obtained a list of former palace servants and where they currently lived. She obtained ink, a good supply of quills, and plenty of parchment. She wrote letters to each of them, asking Fiona what she remembered of them to help her personalize them. 
 
   When a messenger took the letters away, Tesni turned to more urgent and, in her mind, far more important matters, helping to plan the assault on Agrona’s keep. 
 
   “I need to face Agrona personally,” she said at last. “It needs to be just her and me.” 
 
   Tesni’s words met silence. She stood in a tent with her parents, Rowan, Fiona, Branwen, Liam, Aeron, and Lucas, the head of the royal guard. “Your Highness,” Lucas said, “are you sure that’s wise? Agrona is a dangerous and powerful sorceress.”
 
   “When was the last time you fought her?” Tesni asked.
 
   Lucas frowned. “I’ve never fought her,” he admitted. “By the time any of us realized she was responsible, I had already helped her to escape a threat we learned too late was of her own making.” 
 
   “Then trust me when I say that she is not as dangerous as you believe. She is a sorceress, to be sure, but I do not believe she is as powerful as legend makes her out to be. For nearly nine years, I have been fighting her. She tends to use her own cunning and the brute strength of her minions more often than she uses magic.” Tesni paused in her assessment of her grand-aunt. “I have come to believe that the use of magic weakens her and takes energy from her that she can ill afford.” 
 
   “I agree with Tesni’s assessment,” Fiona said. “I was once her servant and I saw her rest after every use of magic.”
 
   “So did I, when I worked for her,” Aeron said. “She used a spell to enhance my charisma, to make it easier for me to trick Tesni and earn her trust. She had to rest immediately after.”
 
   “That’s helpful insight from all three of you,” Arya said.
 
   “And I can offer more,” Lucas admitted. “I know what recharges her, and it isn’t a nap. She’s never alone in bed.”
 
   Tesni looked at Lucas. “I was not aware that Agrona is a succubus,” she said. “You must have been exhausted after your encounters wither.”
 
   Crimson crept into Lucas’s cheeks. “I should have known you would guess that I was once her lover,” he said, “but she is not a succubus. She is merely a temptress who uses magic to draw energy from men.” 
 
   “I have an idea,” Tesni said at last, “but it requires that we have a sorcerer of our own.” She was looking directly at Aeron as she said this. “And somebody told me that he studied magic before coming here while he was attempting to seduce me away to Agrona’s clutches.” 
 
   “Yes, but that was under Agrona, and I am really uncomfortable using the type of magic she uses,” Aeron said.
 
   “Aside from Aeron’s discomfort,” Ryder pointed out, “Agrona would likely recognize it and know that it’s Aeron’s work.” 
 
   “I’m not asking you to use the same magic Agrona uses,” Tesni said. “I’m asking you to study illusory magic to the point where you can completely replicate someone riding a horse, including voice and mannerisms.” Aeron gulped as Tesni said the three words that nailed the lid upon his coffin. “You owe me.” 
 
   “What did you have in mind?” Aeron asked, defeated. 
 
   Tesni just smiled.
 
    
 
   
 
   Aeron practiced for a month before he declared that he was ready. When he demonstrated what he had been working on for Tesni, she nodded her approval. They tested it on Ryder, Arya, and eventually even Alastar. All of them were fooled, and Tesni declared him ready.
 
   The next day, Tesni mounted her horse and led the Rangers and the royal guards into battle, leading them to Agrona’s keep. Almost immediately, they were met by Agrona’s forces. Clearly, she had more than they had known about, but nobody panicked. They had anticipated this possibility and built up the biggest army that they could. Now, they would fight, and they knew that the time had finally come for victory against the evil sorceress who had kept a shadow over Linwood for so long.
 
    
 
   
 
   Agrona stood at her window, watching the approaching army. So, the time had come for the final showdown, and Tesni had raised and trained an army in only a month. A fairly sizeable one at that, Agrona noted. Even though she intended to win the day, she could appreciate her young enemy’s cleverness and ability to lead. 
 
   Reluctantly, Agrona admitted to herself that Tesni was a natural leader who would likely make a good queen if Agrona were willing to let her. But Agrona wasn’t willing to let her. She would stop at nothing until Tesni was dead and she, herself, was queen.
 
   “And now it comes down to just the two of us.” 
 
   Agrona whirled around, having expected no voice to come from behind her. There was Tesni, standing there, her bow drawn. “So, your presence out there is an illusion spell, is it?” 
 
   “Aye, it is.” Tesni kept her thoughts and emotions masked, but inside, something was telling her that this was too easy. “By the time the sun sets, one of us will be dead, leaving the other free to rule Linwood as queen.” 
 
   Tesni let her arrow fly, but as she predicted, the situation was too good to be true. Agrona had a magical shield up around her. “Did you really think it would be so easy, Tesni?” 
 
   “No, I didn’t,” Tesni admitted. “To be perfectly honest, I’m surprised I even got the chance to shoot.” 
 
   With a wave of her hand, Agrona sent a secret door grinding open and sliding into the wall. There was Arya, her hands tied, two guards holding onto her. A third stood behind her, holding a blade to Arya’s neck. “You left your pregnant step-mother behind, unprotected,” Agrona said as Tesni drew and notched another arrow. “Shoot at me again, and she dies.” 
 
   Tesni frowned. Then she whirled around and fired an arrow at Arya. At least, it seemed as if she was going to shoot Arya. Instead, the arrow zoomed past her, nearly nicking the bottom of Arya’s left ear to bury itself into the neck of the guard holding the blade to Arya’s throat. 
 
   The guard and the blade both dropped, but the other two guards had no time to realize what had happened to their comrade. Tesni had already flipped her bow on its side, notched two arrows, and shot them both at once, piercing their hearts, freeing Arya. 
 
   Tesni turned back to Agrona, then. “You underestimate me, as always.” 
 
   With a wave of her hand, Agrona sent a fiery blast in Tesni’s direction. The young woman quickly lowered her bow, dropped to the ground, and rolled. If she could just keep this up, she knew, she could tire Agrona out. 
 
   Arya, now freed of the guards’ grip, attempted to tackle Agrona, trying to help her step-daughter. Agrona, however, threw up an icy wall between them, completely separating Arya from Agrona and Tesni. “Now, Arya, you know that’s not how this is done,” she said. 
 
   The distraction, however, gave Tesni the chance to tackle Agrona from behind. The two of them struggled, wrestling with each other.  Agrona stole a blade from Tesni’s boot as Tesni drew one of her other blades from her belt. Agrona held the stolen blade against Tesni’s side even as Tesni held hers, poised to go through Arya’s chest. 
 
   “I could kill you with impunity right now,” Tesni said, “but you do not have the same advantage. If you push that blade into my side, the weight of my fall will push my dagger into your evil heart.” 
 
   “You foolish girl, it is mutually assured destruction,” Agrona said. “Do you not think that I have already spelled this blade to lift my hand up the minute I die, or that I will find time to stab you even as I feel the tip of your dagger bite my flesh?” 
 
   Tesni bit her lower lip. Agrona was right. Either of the scenarios she presented were entirely possible. But Tesni knew something about the magic that Agrona did not, and then she smiled. “So be it. I, Tesni Greenblade, rightful Queen of Linwood, being without spouse or child of my own, do hereby name as my successor the firstborn child of Ryder Greenblade and Arya Summerbreeze, such child being my younger sibling and thereby a rightful heir to Linwood’s throne, and such title shall he hold so long as I remain childless.” 
 
   The magic swirled around both Tesni and Arya. Arya’s hands flew to her abdomen, and she knew instinctively what Tesni had just done. Tesni smirked as she realized the incantation had worked and plunged her dagger into Agrona’s chest. 
 
   Even as she killed Agrona, Tesni felt the dagger Agrona had taken from her bite into her left side, close to her heart. She fell from the pain as the dagger’s blade slid between her ribs. The last thing Tesni saw as her eyes closed was the wall of ice melting all at once and Arya running towards her.
 
    
 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
   On the field outside Agrona’s keep, something happened. A dark mist began to emanate from the woods as well as from Agrona’s soldiers. The soldiers stopped fighting. The Rangers and the royal guard looked on in awe, wondering what to do. Honor dictated that they not continue to attack a foe who had peacefully laid down their arms. But what about that mist? Was it an attack? Or was it something else? 
 
   The mists combined and soared up into the air, where it dissipated. The soldiers who had been fighting for Agrona looked at themselves and then at each other. Finally, they looked at the small army ahead of them. One of them stepped forward. 
 
   “Please, we ask for peace,” he said. “I am General Cian Nightsun. For years we have longed for our freedom from Agrona’s spell that we might finally serve the true rulers of Linwood. The dark spells no longer fill the woods, for if we are aware and able to put down our arms, then Agrona is dead and Linwood is free.” 
 
   Ryder stepped forward. “I’m Ryder Greenblade, horse master and leader of the Rangers of Linwood, and this is Lucas Daystar, head of the royal guard. If what you say is true, then any moment, now, my daughter, who entered the castle to strike the final blow, will be emerging any minute.” 
 
   “Your daughter must have a special grudge if you let her go in after Agrona,” Cian observed. 
 
   “My daughter is Tesni, daughter of Cliona and granddaughter of King Ithel and Queen Rhiannon,” Ryder confirmed. “She is the rightful heir to the throne, now that her mother and grandparents are dead, and she has proven it by holding the orb. The glow from it was so bright it nearly blinded the entire camp.” 
 
   “Then we shall gladly serve her and remain loyal to her for all our lives,” Cian said. “She has freed us, and for that we can never repay her.” 
 
   Several minutes passed as they all talked quietly and Aeron removed the illusion spell from Fiona, who had been playing Tesni and riding on Tesni’s horse. Then, as the door to the keep opened, they all turned to look, but it was not Tesni walking out the door. Ryder, more than anyone, was surprised to see Arya walking out, carrying Tesni in her arms.
 
   Ryder’s heart leapt into his throat. How was this possible? He had left his wife back in camp. Had Tesni somehow actually lost? What did this mean?
 
    
 
   
 
   Arya gave out a cry as she saw her step-daughter fall. Her only consolation was that Tesni had managed to kill even as she was killed. Linwood would now have to wait for nearly two more decades to have a ruler. The babe in her womb fluttered a little, as if sensing his sister’s death and what kind of legacy his sister had left him.
 
   Arya pulled Tesni’s body away from Agrona’s. She sobbed as she tried desperately to stop the flow of blood, clinging to one last shred of hope that Tesni might yet survive. She thrust a blade into the fireplace and then pressed it against the wound, searing a scar on Tesni’s body as the wound was cauterized. Still, though, the girl failed to draw breath, and Arya finally gave in, her tears falling down on Tesni’s face.
 
   “So, my prophecy has come true at last.” 
 
   Arya looked up in shock at the woman who had spoken. “Who are you?” 
 
   “I am Ruya, and I was Agrona’s prophetess. I am the one who advised her to seek out the one known as Wits.” 
 
   “Then you’re responsible for all of the pain she’s gone through since she was eight,” Arya growled. She was shaking. 
 
   “And she has more, yet, to endure,” Ruya said, “for I have seen her future as Queen of Linwood, and she still has many trials to undergo.” 
 
   “No, she doesn’t,” Arya whispered. “She’s dead.” 
 
   “If I had not prophesized about her to Agrona, and Agrona had never attacked her, she would never have been prepared to face her today,” Ruya said. “In a way, what I did was very good for her. It has made her stronger than you realize.” She handed Arya a small scroll, then, and departed.
 
   Arya opened the scroll and read it, finding that it was the very prophecy Ruya had spoken of. When she got to the final couplet, she gasped, and then looked down at Tesni just in time to see her eyes open. “Tesni…” She threw the scroll away, hugging her step-daughter tightly.
 
   Tesni let out a shriek of pain and Arya backed off with an apologetic smile. “That really hurt,” Tesni gasped. 
 
   “Do you think that you can walk?” Arya asked. 
 
   “My side hurts too much.” Tesni moved a little and winced. “How did you stop the bleeding?” 
 
   Arya’s smile went from apologetic to nervous. “I had to cauterize it with your blade,” she said. “It’s going to leave a scar, I’m afraid.” 
 
   “That’s alright, so long as I heal,” Tesni replied. 
 
   Arya helped Tesni stand long enough for her to scoop the girl into her arms. She could see the shimmering outline of a ceremonial bow at the girl’s…no, young woman’s back, and she smiled. She carried Tesni down the stairs and out to the field, knowing by sound that the battle outside was over. 
 
   As she exited the keep, she saw Ryder and Rowan both running as fast as they could over to her, fear in their eyes that the worst had happened. “Careful,” 
Arya said. “That side has a nasty wound to it.” 
 
   She helped support Tesni long enough for Ryder to take and carry her, and they walked over to where everyone else was waiting. Tesni smirked at everyone who was watching her expectantly. “Well?” she asked. “What are you all staring at me for? Why hasn’t someone started preparations for a victory party?” 
 
   Cheers erupted from those who had fought on both sides. 
 
    
 
   
 
   While everyone else worked on preparations for the party, Enid was busy working on Tesni’s wound. Though Arya had cauterized it well enough, all things considered, Enid found good enough reason to reopen the wound and stitch everything up. She also placed a special salve on the wound to help the whole thing heal faster. “It will also reduce the pain and help to minimize the scarring,” she said.
 
   “I don’t care about the scar,” Tesni said. “It’s a battle scar, a badge of honor.” 
 
   “Aye, child, it is, and a mark of courage at that,” Enid agreed. “However, what most people don’t realize is that a scar is not just a mark. You don’t sweat from a scar. Most people have scars so small that they don’t even notice, but this will be large enough that you’ll notice. If you’re not sweating, your body isn’t cooling itself. That’s the real reason it’s important to minimize scarring. It’s not just a beauty issue.” 
 
   “I guess I never thought of it that way,” Tesni admitted. 
 
   “No, and how could you? You didn’t know. But by minimizing the scarring, we’re also maximizing the surface left available for you to sweat from and minimizing the damage done to your body’s ability to cool itself. You’ll be healthier for it in the end.” 
 
   “Thanks, Enid.” 
 
   “You’re welcome, Tesni.” Enid glanced outside the tent. “It appears that the celebration is about to start.” 
 
   As if on cue, Ryder came into the tent, scooped Tesni up, and carried her onto the stage. Tesni assumed it was because of the role she had played in the day’s victory. She was partially right.
 
   Ryder sat her on a chair and then put a blindfold on her. “It’s not often that we have so much to celebrate,” Ryder said. “Today, Agrona was defeated. Tesni, our rightful queen, can properly claim her throne. Many of you have witnessed her holding the orb, Linwood’s greatest artifact. You have seen it glow so brightly in her hands that it was almost blinding.” 
 
   Cheers erupted. Tesni’s ears picked up the sound of steps coming up onto the stage to her left. She could sense someone standing next to her, and by the way the footsteps fell, she could tell that it was Arya. “But Tesni has achieved more than her throne,” Arya said. “Hold out your hands, Tesni.” 
 
   Tesni held out her hands and felt a weight appear in them. She could feel carved wood beneath her fingertips, and when she stretched out her thumbs, she felt a tight string. Someone pulled off the blindfold, and Tesni saw in her hands a ceremonial bow. 
 
   The bow was made of yew wood and highly polished. The tips, where the silver string was notched, were capped in silver with intricate scroll work. The same patterns were repeated in the wood itself, where it had been carved and inlaid with silver, gold, and green enamel in ways that the patterns interwove with each other. From the top of the bow hung a little charm, onto which was carved the royal crest of Linwood. 
 
   Ryder leaned down, placing his mouth next to Tesni’s ears. “We’re proud of you, aneyla.”
 
   “Thank you, atar,” Tesni said. 
 
   “You know what to do,” Arya said, handing her a special arrow. 
 
   Tesni notched the arrow and, with the help of her parents, stood upright. She took careful aim at the bonfire in the center of camp, not yet lit. Arya lit the arrow, and Tesni released it. When it hit the bonfire pile, the wood flared up into bright orange flames symbolizing the beginning of Tesni’s life as a full Ranger.
 
    
 
   
 
   A week later, Tesni was able to stand on her own, which was a good thing, because it was her coronation day. In her new chambers in the palace, she was growing irritable as Fiona brushed her hair out. “Why does it have to be so fancy?” she asked. “Why can’t I just wear my normal braid?” 
 
   “Tesni, you’re the queen,” Fiona said. “People have very high expectations of you, higher than you realize, and they expect you to look like a queen” 
 
   “How do they even know what a queen looks like?” Tesni asked. “How many of them saw my grandmother when she was alive?” 
 
   “Most of them, actually,” Fiona said. “I may have been young at the time, but I remember that your grandmother made many, many public appearances. She was always very regal. My mother helped to dress her and did her hair, just as I’m doing for you, now, and will continue to do so until you find someone you want to hire.” 
 
   “I don’t see why I have to hire anyone,” Tesni said. “Why do I have to be my grandmother?” 
 
   “Nobody expects you to be your grandmother,” Fiona said. “Everyone understands that you were not raised royal and that you will bring your own ways to the throne. There, all done,” she declared at last.
 
   Much of Tesni’s hair had been left down, but Fiona had taken the side lengths and woven them together into a beautiful plait. “It’s pretty,” Tesni said. 
 
   “I’m glad you approve,” Fiona replied as she placed a beautiful necklace around Tesni’s neck. 
 
   “I thought about wearing the set with the head dress,” Tesni said, “but then I thought better of it. I will wear that jewelry set when Rowan and I wed.” 
 
   “A wise choice, considering there needs to be room on your head for the crown,” Fiona said. 
 
   As soon as Fiona declared Tesni ready, she took a deep breath and walked to the doors of the throne room. She knew that there were already many people inside, and many more outside the palace walls, waiting for her to appear at the balcony. She started to hyperventilate.
 
   A familiar hand fell on her shoulder. “Didn’t I tell ye that ye were meant for somethin’ bigger, Wits?” 
 
   Tesni smiled, suddenly calm again. “Aye, that ye did, Knives.” She turned around and hugged Alastar. “How are you?” 
 
   “Feelin’ brave,” Alastar said. “I’m th’ only member of th’ Thieves Guild willin’ to come all th’ way t’ th’ palace, Wits. Th’ lads are all afraid of gettin’ caught.” 
 
   Tesni laughed. “Well, give them my love, anyway.” 
 
   “An’ they send theirs,” Alastar said. “Ye nervous?” 
 
   “Aye, a bit,” Tesni admitted. “But I can do this.”
 
   “That ye can, Wits. That ye can. Go on, then. I didn’t get one of th’ official invitations, ‘cause I’m no noble, but I’ll be visible from th’ balcony, ye can count on that.” 
 
   Tesni nodded and entered the doors as trumpets blared. She walked down the aisle, which seemed to her to be far too long. Eventually, though, she reached the dais. She knelt down, wincing in pain as she did so. She was still not fully healed. She was surprised to see her father next to the crown, but she kept her features schooled. 
 
   “For hundreds of generations,” Ryder said, “it has been the greatest honor of the Rangers of Linwood to take part in the crowning of a new monarch. Today is no different. It has always been the leader who crowns the ruler, and today, I, as leader of the Rangers of Linwood, am beyond honored to place the crown on your new queen, Tesni.” 
 
   With that, he placed the orb once more in Tesni’s hand, showing the people, all those who had not seen and had doubted, that Tesni had the right to rule. As the glow faded, he helped Tesni up to sit on the throne. Once she was sitting there, he took up the crown, intricately woven vines of gold with leaves of emerald and green enamel set in silver, and set it on her head.
 
   In front of Tesni, men kneeled down. Women curtsied. Tesni held up the orb and smiled. 
 
   
 
   Tesni found herself forced to dance throughout the night. Unsure of some of the more formal dances, she simply begged her partners to be gentle, reminding them of the injury that she had sustained in the final battle. They were more than happy to oblige her and lead her, carefully, through the steps.
 
   Her favorite dance partner, though, was Rowan. The council had balked, at first, at the idea that their queen intended to wed this man, for not only was he a Ranger, but he was also not of noble birth. He was an orphan. 
 
   To Tesni, though, he was enough, and she had been swift to remind the council that she, too, was a Ranger in her own right, having earned her bow, and that she had been raised as less than noble, herself. Besides, she was deeply in love with Rowan, and he with her. She informed them that she was going to marry him whether they approved or not, and any amongst them who chose to try to stand in her way would find themselves with an arrow up their backsides. Half in fear, half in awe, the council had chosen to let her have her way.
 
   And now here she was, dancing with her fiancé. He twirled her around, brought her punch and cake. They laughed together, and set a wedding date for the first day of autumn. 
 
   For the first time in her life, Tesni knew exactly where she belonged. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   Five years had passed since Tesni’s coronation. Arya had given birth to a boy, Finn, who was now four years of age. Now, Tesni was about to make Finn an uncle, and Ryder and Arya grandparents, as she labored to give birth to her and Rowan’s first child. Though she had been under pressure to produce an heir immediately, Tesni had chosen to wait, so that she and Rowan could get used to being married to each other as well as to ruling Linwood together. Now, her screams echoed throughout the palace. Arya, Enid, and Fiona were with her, as Ryder and Rowan paced back and forth outside. 
 
   Arya darted out of the room. Ryder and Rowan looked at her expectantly. She just ignored them and fetched some more hot water. Later, Fiona, too, ignored them as she came out to fetch some more towels. 
 
   Finally, a different cry filled the air. It was the cry of a baby. Rowan and Ryder stood, watching the door carefully. Minutes ticked by into more than half an hour. Finally, Enid, Arya, and Fiona all stepped out. “Well?” Rowan asked. 
 
   “You have a daughter,” Enid said. “Congratulations. She’s as healthy and adorable as she can possibly be.” 
 
   “A daughter,” Rowan repeated. “I have a daughter…” 
 
   Rowan and Ryder darted into the room, where Tesni sat up in bed, lovingly cradling a tiny bundle. She smiled up at them, clearly exhausted. “Hi.” 
 
   “Hi…” Rowan approached the bedside. He sat down next to Tesni and looked down at his daughter. “She’s beautiful.” 
 
   “What’s her name?” Ryder asked. 
 
   Tesni and Rowan smiled at each other. Then Tesni looked down at her newborn daughter. “Nia,” Tesni said. “Her name is Nia.” 
 
   “The name means bright,” Rowan said. “Considering the fact that Tesni’s name means ‘warmth from the sun’ and her nickname was ‘Wits,’ the dual meaning of ‘bright’ seemed highly appropriate.” 
 
   Arya came back into the room with little Finn. The four-year-old sat on the bed next to his sister and looked at Nia. “Baby,” he said.
 
   “Yes, Finn, baby,” Tesni said. “This is Nia. She’s your niece.”
 
   “Hi, Nia,” Finn said, poking the infant on the nose. Nia just squeaked and kept staring ahead. “She’s boring.” 
 
   Tesni chuckled. “So were you when you were just a baby,” she said.
 
   “Nuh-uh,” Finn said. “I was never boring.” 
 
   Tesni laughed. “Oh yes, you were, Finn. I remember it far too well. You will just have to wait a few years to play with her.” 
 
   They stayed there and talked for a few hours. Eventually, though, Tesni was just too tired. In a week, she would present her daughter to the people. Linwood had a new princess. For now, though, she was just a newborn infant. Tesni fell asleep, and Rowan carefully took Nia from her arms. The others left, then, and Rowan set Nia in her bassinette next to Tesni’s side of the bed before going around and crawling into bed next to his wife. The sun was setting and it had been a long day. Tomorrow would be a new one. 
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