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W

isps of long orange hair whipped Narra’s shoulders as she swung between the crumbling storefronts of Old Town. A shadow over the rooftops, she was invisible from the dim streetlights below. Good. She didn’t want her prey to see her coming.

Reaching the highest point of her arc, Narra’s heart leapt at her sudden weightlessness. Suspended twenty-feet above any semblance of ground, her fall could very well result in broken bones if not for her training. She slammed her thumb down on the release of her handheld grappling hook. The hook snapped free from a rusted pipe, the metal cord reeling in as she freefell. The roof of a stone library came up fast. Her heart hammered her ribs. Curling her arms over her head, Narra landed in a roll, returning to her feet in time for the hook to thud into her fist. Without breaking her momentum, she broke into a run.

A minefield of brick, cement, and rotten wood lay across the uneven cobblestone street below, creating a treacherous landscape, especially at night. The roofs of Old Town were her sanctuary from the street’s chaos, giving her a bird’s eye view of the five young men dodging between fallen beams, eaten away long ago by hungry 
termites. Each boy was between fifteen and twenty years old, fit, moderately intelligent and ready to join the Thieves. But one initiate slowed, lagging behind the others. He limped, cringing with each step.

She frowned. The whole point of Initiation Day at the Guild was to work as a team. They’d never pass her test like this.

Narra pushed herself harder, racing to the edge of the roof, the clay tiles clacking beneath her boots, before she lifted off. She sailed through the air, one with the wind. The current held her for one tranquil moment before her boots touched down on the flat expanse of the neighboring building. The roof dipped with each step, urging her to hurry, lest she fall into the dark depths of the warehouse below.

No more than fifteen feet ahead, she spied her prey. A smirk tugged at her lips, but disappeared as fast as it came.

She paused at the edge of the worn roof, catching her breath as she swept her hair behind her ear. Two-story, dark stone structures with crumbled entries and caved roofs lined each side of the street. The limping boy stopped, his hand rested against a fallen beam half buried in rubble. His chest heaved and he waved desperately for the others to slow down.

Narra sighed, her hot breath fogging the chill fall air. Did they deserve a second chance? If they could work together and get away, they might be Guild material after all. She bit her lip.


One
 more chance.

Her blue eyes cut to the throwing knives at the belt snuggly wrapping her hips. She plucked one from the six knife slots, and leapt to the next rooftop. The blade flew from her hand, a soft shing
 ringing out as it tore through the air. Thunk
. It hit the wooden beam, cracking it in two. The limping boy cried out, startled off his feet.

Narra hid behind a brick chimney smudged with coal. She pressed her back against the stone, and it chilled her shoulders even through her cloak. She peeked from the shadows. Each boy took off in separate directions. Two headed north, one south, one continued west, and the one lagging, froze.

Narra quirked an irritated eyebrow. That was not
 teamwork
.

A growl rose to her lips, but she quickly squashed it. There was no point in being angry. If they couldn’t pass her test, then they weren’t cut out for the Guild.

Narra tucked her hair back before walking the arched steeple of the roof. Old shingles warped under her feet, bare patches revealing mold-laden wood and a dark chasm into the vacant building. She stepped lightly, her fists tightening. Do not cave,
 she commanded the boards.

The boy below whimpered. No more than sixteen, his shaggy dark hair and bronze skin marked him as empire born. He slouched, wide eyes frantically glancing back and forth as he climbed to his feet.

“Guys!” he called. His fellow initiates didn’t answer. “Fellas!”

Narra stopped at the edge of the roof, tilting her head as she watched the fear creep across his features. She raised her grappling hook, its smooth plastic cold in her dry hand. She closed one eye, aiming for the dark metal arm of a lamppost several feet from her target. She hit the release. The hook shot from her hand, flung forward by a burst of compressed air. It hit its mark, swinging around the post’s arm several times until the claws shut with a clank.

The boy looked up, revealing foreign green eyes.

She jumped. Sailing through the open air, the thick metal cord retracted, pulling her faster and faster until she could see his pupils widen. Taking another dagger from her belt, she threw it.

The boy’s hands shot up to protect himself. He let out a pitiful cry, cowering against a cement block. But her dagger only cut his palm. A clean line welled with blood. By the time she landed, grappling hook retracting, the boy shook.

Narra took a few steps forward and he winced. He feared her—much like all the initiates did. Her lips pressed into a thin line. She hadn’t earned her place as one of the six Thief Commanders for nothing. Reaching past the boy’s shoulder, Narra grabbed her knife from a wooden beam. It had sunk deep and took a heavy tug to free. Returning it to its rightful place on her hip, Narra stepped away. Her 
boots moved soundlessly over fallen brick, cement and uneven cobblestone.

The whimpering boy quieted.

“That’s it?” his voice quivered.

Narra stopped walking. With her back to him she couldn’t see his relief, but she felt it in his voice and the slowing of his breath. She glanced back. The lamplight layered shadows over the street, drenching the young boy in dark angles.

“That’s it,” she said. Narra turned and left.


Narra perched
 on the rusted fire escape of an old brick apartment building after taking care of the rest of the boy’s team. Glass littered the surrounding street even with most of the windows boarded up. The night was still young, and she had initiates to hunt. Taking a moment to clean her bloody daggers, Narra wiped the knives along a rag from her back pocket. Holding each to the lamplight below, she inspected them one by one for imperfections.

A soft squeak broke her concentration. Her heart leapt. Narra whirled so fast the man behind her had hardly a moment to dodge the dagger she flung. It clanged uselessly against the metal railing, and fell to the cobblestone street, leaving her staring at her childhood friend and fellow thief.

“Erik.” Her eyebrow twitched. He was supposed to be handling the south side of Old Town while she patrolled the north. Though the empire had long since grown, expanding into the rest of Rova City, Old Town continued to stand centuries later, a dark and vacant reminder of what happened when a progressive
 emperor took charge.

“Trying to kill me?” Erik flashed a toothy grin, dimpling his cheeks.

“You know not to sneak up on me.”

“I couldn’t help myself,” he said. “I rarely get a chance to surprise you.”

Narra shrugged. Her father had trained her nearly since birth. It 
was almost impossible to sneak up on her, let alone escape her daggers. It spoke to Erik’s own abilities that he could almost do both.

“Shouldn’t you be stalking the Pocks?” she asked. The pickpockets were one of the teams she had low expectations for. They hadn’t grasped the meaning of teamwork yet, and it was disappointing really. They had a few promising members.

“They’re already out,” he said.

“So are the Picks.” The Lockpicks hadn’t fared any better.

Erik snapped his fingers. “Damn! I was rooting for them.”

Narra shot him a doubtful look.

“Okay, okay, maybe I wasn’t.”

“You lost the other teams, haven’t you?” There had to be a reason he was invading her part of town—not that she didn’t appreciate the company. Initiation Day was sacred to the Guild, and always reminded her of her own initiation. She hoped he was taking it seriously.

“Why would you think that?” Erik’s grin dropped.

“You’re here trying to catch me off guard instead of watching your prey.”

“Pish posh,” Erik scoffed, looking indignant for a second before his grin returned along with his laugh. He shook his head, the olive skin around his eyes crinkling. She never understood how he found her so amusing. Most ran in fear, just like the Picks had. “You know me too well.”

“I should get back,” she said. One of them had to take this seriously.

“All business.” He smiled. He understood what tonight meant to her. “See you in Halden Square?”

Narra nodded. The starting point to their little game, Halden Square, would be the meeting spot after each team gathered their flag from the opposite side of the city. If they made it back before dawn without getting caught by Narra or Erik, they’d be welcomed as full members of the Guild. If they failed, they’d stay initiates until they passed her test next year.

“Later.” Erik waved, before scaling the fire escape to the roof. The 
metal rungs clanged loudly with each drop of his boots.

Narra glared at his shadow as he disappeared over the roof’s edge. He was about as quiet as a crow during mating season. It was time to return to her duty. With only three teams left, would any of them make it through the night?

The roar of an explosion broke the quiet of Old Town. Her attention snapped to the south where flames licked the tops of stone homes a few miles away. Dark smoke rose into the night sky, obscuring the stars.

“Boomers
.” Her fists clenched.

Grabbing the cold iron ladder attached to the apartment building, Narra scaled the rusted metal. Erik stood outlined against the growing glow several blocks away. Hands on his hips, he scowled.

“Emperor’s ancestors!” he cursed. “I leave the south side for five minutes
!”

“Come on,” Narra said, tapping him with the back of her hand before she let her grappling hook loose. It careened across the street, lodging in the crumbled old chimney of a two-story townhouse in a row of identical homes. Narra ran for the lip of the roof, and leapt from its edge. The snap of another hook told her Erik followed.

Narra swung wide, coming up a few inches shy of the neighboring building. Her pulse raced with the thrill of it. Wind tore through her hair, and her stomach flipped from her quick descent. She hit the retract button and a jerk from the cord swung her closer. Her boots hit the worn black shingles, and they crumbled beneath her feet. Heart hammering her ribs, she took off running.

Erik’s boots slammed behind her. She shot him a narrow-eyed be quiet
 look over her shoulder. He grinned sheepishly, slowing to step more lightly.

They repeated the jump, the hook, the swing, and the landing three more times before Narra stopped on the apex of a semi-demolished shop. She stepped over the pieces of remaining wood, careful not to make any noise. Heat scorched her skin even from across the narrow street. She squinted into the blaze, which climbed over the rooftops, lighting every piece of once termite-ridden wood aflame
.

“Points for creativity,” Erik huffed as he landed on the roof behind her. He ran a hand through his short brown locks, scratching the back of his head. “But this isn’t exactly subtle. Patrolmen and the fire brigade will be on their way.”

Narra nodded. This was going to cause a much bigger stir than was safe for the Guild. Even if it was a smart move, it was reckless, and they shouldn’t have done it, even to secure a spot with the Thieves.

“We should split up and find them,” Narra said.

“With that bit of distraction, there’s no way they haven’t grabbed their flag already.”

“Then we’ll look for the others.” Narra turned northwest, a warm flash of irritation lashing her chest.

“I’ll see if I can cut them off before Halden Square.”

Narra nodded before taking off.


The charred old
 embassy building blocked out the surrounding stars. Stone blocks had fallen from the once strong walls, laying waste to the chiselled pillars lining the entry. Narra stared up at it, hands on her hips. Six flagpoles stood in a row just outside the carnage, blackened from the flames that had once destroyed the western part of Old Town. The fire had been before her time—at least thirty years ago, a few years before her birth. Not a single international flag hung from its rungs, and only two Thief faction flags remained; one, a white flag with the black silhouette of a lock pick set, and the other, a red flag with a black hand reaching for two silver rovin coins. Each flag represented two of the factions who would not receive any new members that day. The lock picks and the pickpockets had been caught—but what of the other three? The Boomers were smart, and fast. They worked well together. They very well could have sent men ahead to grab the flag while others caused the distraction.

At least one group was getting along. Turning from the remains of the once proud structure, Narra let her grappling hook loose.

Sirens rose in the distance, piercing the quiet. Patrolmen. Her 
heartbeat sped, and she ground her teeth. Ancestors
, what on earth were they thinking? Initiation Day was supposed to be a secret, not a free-for-all. The Boomers would be lucky if their commander didn’t have their heads for this.

Flying over the rooftops, black smoke dusted Old Town’s shopping district. It flowed south with the wind, catching the neighboring buildings on fire. She cursed the Boomers. If they had chosen a warehouse further south, the fire might not have spread, and the Patrolmen may have taken longer to arrive. Her fists clenched. With the blaze in the center of Old Town, half the city guard would be out investigating.

Narra headed east, the scent of smoke thick in the air. She skirted the growing blaze, sirens, and distant shouts. Several steamwagons toting large water barrels drove beneath her, their metal frames swaying over the uneven cobblestone. They’d have a hard time getting to the fire. Small blessings.

Several blocks over, a large empty courtyard came into view, an old fountain in the middle with the statue of an old deity at its center. The god Srah, with long golden curls brushing his wide shoulders, and a muscular stone physique. He held a sword in one hand, while the other had been broken off, leaving a rocky stump. She wasn’t sure if she believed in gods, divine punishment, or ancestors’ blessings, but Halden Square held a special place in her heart. It was where she’d first met Erik almost eighteen years ago.

“There she is!” the voice of a fellow thief whispered on the breeze.

Narra dropped into the wide square, her grappling hook retracting with a thunk
. She brushed her long hair back over her shoulder, the wind blowing it around with her cloak. It’d be more practical to braid it down her spine, but there was nothing like the feeling of wind teasing her hair as she soared over Rova City.

Across the worn cobblestone thirteen initiates waited—five Boomers, six Shadows, and two Brains—the next generation of thieves. Erik waited nearby with a wide grin. He motioned adamantly, congratulating each of them. Several sets of eyes flitted to 
her stony expression. A few bristled, three froze, and one paled. Was she really that terrifying?

“Thirteen,” she said, stopping beside her best friend.

Erik shot her a wink. “I think you went easy on them this year. I haven’t seen this many new members since our
 Initiation Day.”

Narra crossed her arms over her chest and scoffed. “I don’t go easy
.”

Erik laughed, and slapped her on the back. The new members shifted uncomfortably. Some of their eyes widened, unable to believe anyone would dare touch her. “I suppose you don’t. The Boomers just got the jump on us.”

Two boys grinned and high-fived. Narra narrowed her gaze in their direction and their eyes grew wide. Heat built in her chest with startling intensity.

Was anyone
 taking Initiation Day seriously?

“You brought the Patrolmen and
 the fire brigade to Old Town in the middle of Initiation Day,” Narra snapped, advancing on the initiates. “This day is sacred, and should be treated with respect. Only the clever join the thieves, not the most despicable.”

Erik stilled, his lips pressing into a thin, white line. He didn’t agree, but he wouldn’t argue with her in front of recruits.

The Boomers stood at attention, their heels snapping together like military men. Only the Commander of the Boomers taught his initiates to act like Rovan military. Their wide eyes locked on her. They muttered quick apologies. Only one girl stared with defiance in her brown eyes, none of the respect Narra was owed on her bronze face. Narra’s jaw hardened and her fingers curled into fists.

“Do you have something to say, initiate?” Narra growled. She remembered this girl. They’d shared a quick drink in the Guild Saloon once. Narra had been surprised she wasn’t afraid like the other initiates.

“No, ma’am,” the girl said, her tone flat.

“Commander
,” Narra spat.

“No, Commander.”

“Maybe we should all head back to the Guild,” Erik interjected, 
stepping up beside Narra. His fingers brushed her elbow, letting her know she was going too far. Narra sucked in a breath and turned. She exhaled. A commander is always fair, Narra,
 her father always said.

Narra pushed down the heat in her chest, uncurled her fists and gazed at the stars. Their bright light sparkled, cascading the world in a soft glow. The smoke hadn’t reached the northern sky. Yet. She spun, facing the recruits.

“Well done, initiates,” she said, her tone back to business, “and welcome to the Guild.”

Grins lit their young faces. Warmth spread to their eyes, and they embraced one another, laughing and congratulating their teammates. A pang of envy stabbed her heart. She took a breath and bit the inside of her cheek to keep her expression smooth and emotionless.

Commanders aren’t jealous, Narra. Commanders inspire envy.

But she was jealous. Even if her father told her time and time again that she was better than the other thieves—more practiced, more patient, more skilled—she was still without a Guild family. As Commander of Negotiations, she wasn’t permitted to assemble her own faction. She had to remain impartial at all times. While her fellow commanders formed factions that became families that would stand the test of time, as they had for over two centuries, Narra would continue to have no one.

She sighed and her gaze slid from their happy faces. Erik caught her eyes, his eyebrows furrowed beneath shaggy bangs. She checked her expression, wiping the feeling from her face. She gave him a small, reassuring nod. She was fine—she was always fine.

“Everyone meet back at Guild headquarters to be briefed on the First Mission.” Erik flashed a small smile, memories of their own First Mission most likely running through his mind. “We’ll see you there.”

Erik congratulated them again, and they thanked him, grinning and shaking his hand. But they avoided her. They’d never touch her with such fondness or sincerity. She was cold, heartless—a villain even among thieves. Narra wielded her grappling hook and took off into the night.
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T

he trolley lurched from its stop in the warehouse district. Its wheels screeched against the slick street, wet with dew. Empire citizens huddled together inside the large metal cabin, wrapped in thick fleece coats and leather gloves. Their chatter drifted through the open window, along with a stream of heat from the coal box.

Narra stood by the railing on the small deck outside, her breath fogging the chill morning air. The sun lingered on the horizon, lifting lazily behind the clouded sky. Darkness peeked over the mountaintops in the north, telling of an impending storm.

“I suppose winter is on its way,” Erik said, crossing his arms and shuddering against the cold air. He tightened his black cloak around his shoulders and rubbed his hands together. His nose glowed bright red, but his lips were drained of color.

“It seems so,” Narra said, her tone flat. She leaned against the metal railing. Cold seeped through her cloak and she suppressed a shiver as best she could.

The trolley made a lazy turn; just slow enough for two working men to jump on back. Their heavy boots thudded against the 
mahogany and they brushed by without a word, slipping into the cabin through the rear door.

The dark warehouses and thick smell of fish from the waterfront receded as the trolley climbed the hill, sliding into the shopping district. Two-story shops rose on either side of the street, tall and tightly knit together, with no alleys between them. But as they continued away from the slums, the shops became more grand, wide smooth-stone buildings with lots of space carved out between them. Their owners meandered by to open for the day, most clad in fine fall coats, with large buttons and fur-trimmed hoods and sleeves.

The trolley screeched to a stop. Heels clattered down the front steps and onto the street. Boots followed. The cabin emptied before filling again. Two Patrolmen hitched a ride up front; chatting with the driver, while several businessmen and women clambered inside.

“A cold day for no coat.” A plump man with red cheeks, brown hair and gray eyes stepped onto the back. He made no move for the rear door.

“Wasn’t expecting the chill,” Erik said. He shifted warily and turned toward the man, his wide shoulders partially blocking her from view. Narra watched in her peripheral, her heartbeat thudding faster. Erik rarely made a move to protect her—he knew there wasn’t often a reason to.

“Where you headed this fine morning?”

Curiosity got the better of her. Narra glanced over her shoulder and a breeze swept her hood back. She met the man’s steely gaze.

“Naizer
.” The man exhaled a hiss. His gray eyes turned stormy, and his face reddened further.


Emperor’s ancestors
. Her heart sank into her gut.

“What is that scum
 doing here?” he snarled.

North of the Rovan Empire was Kiznaiver, a country of pale-skinned, pale-haired men and women—one the Rovan Empire was at constant war with. Naizer
 was the derogatory word for them.

Half Kiznaiver, half Rovan, Narra was hated by most empire born. It had never bothered her when she was young, though as she got older her orange hair caused many to stare, and some, like this man, 
to think he had a right to shame and shun her for the way she was born.

Erik grabbed him by the coat as the trolley continued up an incline. He jerked the man close, his face twisted in anger.

“Excuse me
?” he growled.

“Erik,” she warned.

“You’re defending that naizer whore!” the man gasped. Her gut twisted.

Narra stepped in, slapping away Erik’s hold. The man fell against the brass railing. She kneed him in the stomach and he collapsed on the floor, gasping for air.

“Novin
,” she hissed. Worthless. This man didn’t deserve their breath. The trolley slowed and Narra kicked him from the car. He flopped off with a grunt and a thud. He’d barely gotten to his knees before they rounded a corner and his red face disappeared, replaced with brick and stone shop fronts.

“Bigot.” Erik glared in the direction they’d come from.

Narra glanced back at him. His eyebrows furrowed and his arms crossed. She quirked a questioning eyebrow. She had been the one insulted, why did he look more offended than she? Narra searched his expression for answers, but found none.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

Erik shook his head. “It’s hard to believe there are still people like that.”

“Discrimination lends them power over others… or so they believe.”

Erik fell silent as the shops disappeared and the trolley drifted into Varek Square, named after the third Rovan Emperor, Varek Kolarova, one of the most celebrated rulers of his time. Narra pulled her hood back over her foreign orange hair, tucking it tightly around her neck. Chatter rose on the wind, and the cabin occupants grew silent.

“Empire citizens, gather round!” a deep voice bellowed from the square center. Standing before a podium, a tall, thin Rovan man 
addressed the crowd. “The emperor has a new decree for all empire born.”

Narra exchanged a glance with Erik. His blue eyes lit with interest. She leapt from the moving trolley, her boots slapping down on the smooth stone street. Erik stepped off next, catching up with her in a few bounds.

This close to the Imperial Palace, a crowd of nearly a hundred citizens stood inside the circular square, allowing Narra and Erik to easily blend in.

They stuck to the back of the crowd, keeping their cloaks drawn close. Beneath the slick black fabric, Narra wore her usual equipment: a thick belt around her hips, straps around her thighs, with bronze clasps and a pocket on one side. Along her hips, her revolver sat loaded and ready on one side with her short sword on the other. Rows of daggers and throwing knives were fastened to her forearms, waist, and thighs, allowing easy access in a fight. If it weren’t for her cloak, she’d be found by Patrolmen and thrown in jail for carrying such deadly weapons. Only city officials and military were permitted to carry in public.

Varek Square was several blocks wide with a small stage at the back. A podium stood at the center front with several chairs on the right of the platform. On the left, tall beams rose, a single board across the top, and a stepping stool below four nooses. Narra’s heart clenched and she snapped her lips shut to restrain a gasp.

“Here in the emperor’s stead are his three daughters.” The slim man at the podium motioned to three women at his side. One quickly pushed ahead; raven hair, brown eyes, and perfect olive skin. Her wide hips swayed beneath her heavy fall gown and tight black coat. She took the man’s position at the podium, her gloved hands settling on the wooden structure.

“Imperial citizens,” she began, her voice rough unlike her strikingly beautiful appearance. “My father, Emperor Rova, has sent me in his stead. My name is Elena, and I have a message for you.”

Goosebumps rose on her forearms, but not from the cold. Elena’s black-lined eyes roamed the crowd as if she sought prey. What was 
this all about? Why would the emperor send his daughters for this spectacle?

“For too long, criminal activity has run rampant in Rova City. The emperor would call a stop to this.” Elena motioned to her right. Two Patrolmen led a group of four men and women with potato sacks over each of their heads out onto the stage. Narra’s gaze flicked back to the four nooses.

They were going to kill them in front of everyone.

Narra blanched, her eyes wide. She fought to calm the panic rising inside. She stood frozen, staring at the raven-haired Elena. The Patrolmen ushered the prisoners onto stools. Their whimpers were audible over the now silent crowd. Their breathing came quick, rustling the beige sacks over their heads. One of the blue-clad men hoisted a noose around each of their necks. The thick rope creaked as he tightened it. The prisoners’ hands shook at their hips, bound together with twine. The Patrolmen stepped back, one holding a long wooden lever attached to the stage.

“As of today, the emperor has enacted a new law. We are in a war against insurgents, and the emperor will purge this city of terrorists.” Elena tilted her chin to the crowd, as if asking them to defy her. “Anyone found conspiring against the empire, or its people, will be sentenced to death.”

The Patrolman pulled the lever. The floor swung free with a crack
. None had the time to cry out as the nooses tightened against their throats. A loud snap, not like the breaking of a twig, but of a thick branch, startled gasps from the crowd. Somewhere a child cried as the four forms struggled. The wood of the stage groaned. They swung back and forth, knocking into one another, their chokes growing more frantic by the second.

Tears formed in Narra’s eyes. Twenty years ago, when she was just a little girl, her father had brought her to a public execution much like this one. When the snapping necks, purple faces devoid of oxygen, and sputtering gasps had been too much, she’d turned away. Only her father gripped the sides of her head, his fingers rough in her hair, and turned her face to watch the light leave their gazes. Their 
bulging eyes and gaping mouths were forever burned in her memory. He didn’t let go until the mad struggle against gravity and the rope ended, and their bodies went silent. Dead.

When each of the criminals had finally stilled, he leaned down beside her ear. His breath was hot on her cheek as he whispered, “This is what happens to thieves that get caught, Narra.”


A shudder ran through her and she held her arms to her chest. Her blood ran cold with memories. The faces of today’s victims were hidden from sight—there was no light to watch dim. So instead she faced their twitching feet until they stilled. Narra closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath. When she exhaled, the white fog mingled with the damp air and disappeared.

“This is what happens to criminals in Rova City,” Elena continued. “My father and sisters will uphold this law, and keep you all safe. If you have any information about a crime, please do not hesitate to report it to your local Patrol Station.” Elena stepped back, joining her sisters, but Narra’s gaze didn’t leave the four hanging bodies until the Patrolmen cut them down. Their bodies fell with a heavy thud to the cobblestone.

The second of Rova’s daughters smirked at Elena. She was nearly identical, curly black hair and haunting brown eyes lined with coal. They could be twins. But the youngest stood several inches shorter than her tall sisters. Her chocolate brown hair waved over her loose fur jacket, complimenting her olive skin and hazel eyes. The third daughter’s brows furrowed, and she narrowed her gaze at her sadistic sisters.

Narra tilted her head. She’d never seen the youngest of Rova’s daughters before. Elena was the next in line for the crown, while Raeleen, the middle child, was Elena’s mirror image only with a wolfish smirk. But Marina, the youngest, was much more breathtaking. Even from across the crowd, Narra could make out her delicate features, plump lips, and heart-shaped jaw. Heat rose unexpectedly to her cheeks.

“We should get going,” Erik whispered.

Narra started, her gaze snapped away from Marina and met 
Erik’s. An excuse rose to her lips, but she quickly squashed it. What on earth was she thinking? Marina may be beautiful, but she was Rova’s daughter
. They were a tyrannical family, and always would be.

“Right.” Narra nodded.

Erik led them from the crowd, taking the southern road out of the square. “Want to grab a drink before we head back to the Guild?”

Narra glanced up. Sweat coated Erik’s forehead, and his gaze darted around the street. His breathing was quick and visible in the chill air. It was early for ale, but the hangings had disturbed him as much as they had her. Narra agreed.


“Niece!”
 Narra’s uncle Alden bellowed from behind the bar.

The two thieves stepped from the cold into the warmth of the tavern, where a fire burned in the stone hearth and her uncle readied for the day’s work. He grinned, and stepped out from behind the long maple bar. He dropped the rag he used to clean glasses and joined her and Erik at the center of the room between two vacant tables.

“Alden!” Erik grinned, and they embraced each other. Her uncle laughed, and patted Erik on the back, rustling his daggers. “Good to see you.”

“Always a pleasure, my boy.” Alden’s blue eyes shifted to her, and he winked before hugging her as well. She could feel his warmth through her cloak, and welcomed it against the cold withering her bones.

“How was Initiation Day?” Her uncle motioned them back to the bar, where he tossed his shoulder-length brown hair from his shoulders, pulling it back in a low bun. Alden looked just like her father, but younger and more handsome. While her father’s hair had turned silver with age, Alden, only a few years younger than her father, still retained his youthful brown locks.

“Good,” Erik said, stripping his cloak from his back. It came off with a snap, and he draped it across the back of a chair nearby. Narra did the same, adjusting the belt around her hips before she took a seat. “Thirteen new recruits.
”

Her uncle blanched, staring between them with wide eyes. “Thirteen
?”

“Yep!” Erik laughed. “I was just as surprised.”

“There hasn’t been that many new members since you both joined a decade ago.” Alden stared off in the distance at the wood paneled walls, absently cleaning a tall mug.

“I think she went easy on them.” Erik winked before sharing a conspiratory look with her uncle.

“You know that isn’t true.” Narra narrowed her eyes.

“Come on, niece. He’s just teasing!” Alden placed the mug on the long shelf that extended against the wall behind the bar before he continued. “What can I get you, Erik? Coffee? Whiskey? Something to warm up that cold soul of yours?”

Erik burst into laughter while Narra frowned at her best friend. She and Erik had been close with her uncle for years, but both of their drinking habits worried her.

“An ale for me, thanks,” Erik said.

“Ale, this early?” Alden grabbed an empty pitcher from below the smooth maple counter. “Have I made an alcoholic out of you, boy?”

“Not yet!”

Alden retreated into the kitchen through a swinging door next to the bar, laughing all the while. Once he was gone, Erik’s smile fell and he stared at his hands. She’d thought his sudden change in mood was strange. The disturbing hanging in Varek Square flashed before her eyes and she shook her head. Narra had no idea what to say or do to comfort her friend. She was much better at throwing novin scum from trolleys than discussing feelings.

“Are you all right?” She cleared her throat and shifted awkwardly on her stool.

Erik’s lips quirked into a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “I’m fine.”

Her eyebrows furrowed doubtfully, but Erik only shrugged. Alden returned with a pitcher full of bubbling yellow ale and three glasses. He set them on the bar with a thud and poured them each a glass.

“Now this is how you start a day!” Alden grinned and held up his 
glass. Erik took his and clinked it against her uncle’s before downing a large mouthful. Narra hesitated before sliding the third across the polished wood. She’d never been much of a drinker. “Come on Narra, take a walk on the wild side.”

Narra sighed and took a sip. Bitter ale filled her mouth, and the foam stuck to her lip. She winced, and barely resisted a displeased shiver. She wanted so badly to spit it out, but instead she swallowed before setting her drink back down. That was enough of that. She looked up to find Erik had already drunk half of his.

“That’s my girl!” Alden chugged his back, leaving a foam moustache across his hairy upper lip.

Licking the foam from her lip, Narra shot Erik a concerned look, but his fake grin had returned and his eyes glazed over while he poured another drink.

“While you kids are here, I have something for you.” Alden held up a finger before he ducked below the bar. Paper rustled and a metal mug rolled across the floor. “Now where are those…ah hah!” Alden stood, cracking his head off the wood. He staggered back, rubbing his skull, a fistful of paper in hand.

“Contracts?” Her eyes widened slightly, warm delight filling her chest.

“Yep.” He set them on the bar before pouring himself another drink.

Narra took the pages greedily and flicked through them, each scrawled with names, dates and instructions. Two lines waited at the bottom of each. One was filled with the client’s signature, while the other remained clear for the initials of whoever took the contract.

Erik and Alden droned about getting the Initiates drunk, while Narra read each page carefully, her senses acute enough to follow their conversation simultaneously. Two contracts were for local gangs with a grudge, wanting the Thieves Guild to steal their enemy’s riches. Another was from an upperclassman deep in debt—she recognized him as a storeowner near the warehouse district. He had a thriving business in local produce, but with the unseasonably cold summer, his crops hadn’t fared well and he’d lost hundreds of rovin. 
If he didn’t have his taxes come spring, he’d be put in prison, or worse.

“Bring them tonight, Erik! I’ll get out the old whiskey. They’ll be done for,” Alden said. They joined each other in laughter.

Sorting through the pages, Narra flipped through contracts for break-ins, heists, explosives, and assassinations. Only the Guild Master could approve these contracts, but it would be up to the Council of Commanders—herself included—to take their pick. She very much doubted some of them, those offering small amounts of coin, would be chosen by the Guild leaders.

“Narra, what do you think?” Erik asked.

Narra looked up from the contracts. “If you want to get the Initiates drunk, that’s your business. But remember what happened last time.”

Erik paled. Last year, during the Initiation ritual, Erik had gotten belligerent with the new recruits and slept with two of them—both of whom never let him live it down.

“You have a point.” He gulped.

“What happened last year?” Alden asked.

“Nothing!” Erik coughed, taking a swig of his beer and avoiding Alden’s gaze.

“What happened last year?” Alden repeated, facing Narra this time.

“Two voluptuous recruits.”

“Narra!” Erik gasped.

“What?”

“You promised not to tell.”

“Oh.”

Alden lost himself in laughter, slapping the bar and holding his gut, the bar-top vibrating with his bellow.

“It’s not funny!” Erik said. His face was redder than she’d ever seen it.

Once Uncle Alden’s amusement died, he wiped tears from his eyes and waved him off. “Only you would think bedding two damsels 
was worth keeping a secret.” He froze, his eyes widening. “Or was this a performance issue?”

Erik groaned, burying his head in his arms.

Alden gasped. “It was?”

Narra straightened the pile of papers in front of her and scooted them across the bar until they nudged Erik’s bare forearm. “Take these back to the Guild when you go.”

Erik raised his head, meeting her eyes. “You’re not coming?”

Narra shook her head. “I’m going home.”

He nodded slowly, taking the papers in hand and quickly thumbing through them. “All right, I’ll take them.” Narra stood.

“Leaving so soon?” Her uncle inclined his head.

“It’s been a long night.” Even as she said it her muscles ached and a wave of exhaustion threatened to pull her under.

Alden and Erik exchanged a look, and she glanced between them, unsure what they were confused over. She hardly ever stuck around when they started talking conquests. Narra grabbed her cloak from the back of a chair and clipped it on, pulling it tight around her weapons, and shielded her hair.

“Well, see you later.” Erik smiled.

They said their goodbyes, and Narra took her leave. Her stomach had gone sour, and business was back on her mind, even with sleep calling her. If she wanted to be at the next commander meeting, she should get some rest. Heading for the door, Narra waved over her shoulder. Their chatter continued as she returned to the cold.
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arra's boots clapped up the wooden steps, the sound echoing in the empty stairwell. She leapt up several at a time until she reached the third floor. Chatter wormed through the walls and into the long wood-paneled corridor. Narra didn't have many neighbors, and liked it that way.

Lanterns hung from the brass hooks on the walls, their flames drawn low, dousing the carpet in orange. A few doors down Narra stopped before a door that stood out from the rest. Not a sound flowed through. Long before she was born, her father had bought the building. With his new ownership he took it upon himself to outfit their flat with brick walls, secret passages, and a thick metal door—one that told neighbours to stay quiet and pay rent on time.


Or else
.

Pushing her cloak over her shoulders, she unzipped the pouch at her right thigh and produced a set of keys. Six separate locks with six unique keys kept even the cleverest lock pick at bay. If the locks weren't freed in a certain order, the door would never open—it would seal like a vault. Narra undid each—the order forever ingrained in her memory—and entered the apartment.

The thick door was heavy and swung in slowly. Inside, the room 
was dark, a dim kitchen light hung from the ceiling, casting shadows over the smooth dark wood and small kitchen table.

A bang sounded from the adjacent living room.

Her heartbeat sped. Who else was inside? Her father was supposed to be off at the Guild this morning. No one else could have gotten inside, of that she was sure.

Her fingers wrapped around the hilt of her short sword and she withdrew it slowly. Her steps lightened as she padded across the wooden floor, avoiding every creaky board with practice that only came from sneaking out as a teenager.

Something moved in the shadowed hall and a figure crashed over the back of the brown upholstered sofa, landing on the coffee table. The wood cracked and caved on one side, dumping the man on the floor with a thud. He grunted and thrashed. A bottle smashed against the floor. The scent of whiskey exploded into the air, splashing across the worn wood.

"Emperor's ancestors!" her father spat.

Narra exhaled her relief. Her heart slowed and she returned her sword to its sheath. As she got her pounding heart under control, she peeled the cloak from her back and tossed it onto a kitchen chair.

"You're drunk," she said, her tone flat, but accusing. Her fingers trembled with frustration as she unclipped her belt. "Why am I not surprised?"

"Narra?" her father grunted, and stumbled to his feet, glass cracking beneath his leather boots. "Where have you been?"

Fire kindled in her chest. She gripped the belt tightly, the metal clasps digging into her skin. Her father's voice whispered in her mind: a commander is calm, assertive, and never backs down, Narra.
 She took a deep breath, closing her eyes for just a moment.

"Conducting Initiation Day," she said. He would know what day it was if he bothered to sober up. And why wasn’t he at the Guild already? Narra stepped out of the harness wrapping her hips and laid it across the back of the chair before returning to the front door. She sealed it, turning the long metal rod along its back like that of a vault. She flung the locks back into place and stepped back into the dim 
kitchen light. The oil lamp was nearly empty, the small flame flicking behind thin glass.

"That was yesterday," he grumbled. Scratching his head, he kicked away the remains of the wooden slab of a coffee table. It clattered off its two remaining legs, banging against a desk chair facing their only window in the room. "It's long past dawn."

Narra glanced at the barred window. The curtains were drawn, but a sliver of soft light shone through the crack, illuminating stacks of strewn papers and an inkwell, but no plume.

"Not even noon, and you're wasted," she said, "and yet you question me?
"

"Where were
 you?" he hissed. Blue fire, much like her own, met her gaze. Though he was her father, nothing but their eyes would suggest a relation with Quinn. Where her skin was pale, his was dark. His jaw was square and firm, his eyebrows thick, his eyes sunken. He was the opposite of her delicate lips, sharp cheekbones, bright eyes and thick lashes. Yet, he was her blood.

"There was a hanging in Varek Square," Narra said. She lowered her eyes from his fierce gaze, whose depths reminded her to always respect her ancestors, and she was still a child in his eyes. Her fists tightened at her side. She was twenty-five and still let this man treat her like an infant. What was wrong with her? Why couldn't she stand up to him?

"That's all?"

"Yes. The emperor made a decree about terrorists. That's all," Narra ground out.

"The emperor himself?" His eyebrows furrowed below a mane of shoulder-length silver hair.

"His daughters." An image of Marina flashed before her—soft heart-shaped face, and big hazel eyes reflecting honest disdain for her sisters. If only Narra could bring herself to show her father how she truly felt.

He didn't miss her pause. "What is it?"

Narra’s heart jumped. She kept still and smoothed the surprise from her face. No one could read her like her father. "Nothing." His 
jaw set and again she avoided his gaze. "His daughters were interesting."

"Interesting?" He cocked an eyebrow.

"Two were vile like Rova, but the youngest..." Narra paused and bit her lip before she could stop herself.

"Marina."

"Yes, Marina. She regarded her sisters like the animals they are," she said. "I never imagined any of the royal family were different than their father. But I was wrong."

Narra unclenched her fists, smoothing them over her hips. Get a hold of yourself.


Quinn scoffed and rolled his eyes. Her heart plummeted for her stomach. He brushed past, the pungent stench of whiskey hung in the air, warm from his breath. Her stomach clenched and she wrinkled her nose. This was not the time to confess her suspicions about the emperor's family. She should never have come home.

"Was Erik with you?"

Narra glanced at him suspiciously. "Of course."

"And what did he think of that stupid
 girl?"

Narra spun, ready to spit a retort, but her father laughed in her face.

"My beautiful Narra." He chuckled, and stepped over to her. He held her face in his hands. His fingers were sticky, his breath heavy with liquor. He held her gaze, his wrinkled forehead and crow’s feet much more prominent this close. His blue stare held pity.

A growl rose in her throat. Who was he to judge her? She was a commander of the Thieves Guild and he was no one
.

"Your beauty is your strength, as it is any pretty woman's. You use yours to the benefit of yourself and the Guild, as I'm sure she uses hers for her own benefit. Don't let her fool you. You're much too smart for that, my little queen."

Narra bristled at the pet name, and he released her, stumbling back into the living room where he fell onto the couch, his arm shielding his eyes
.

"Turn off the light." He kicked off his boots. They thudded somewhere among the remains of the coffee table.

She gritted her teeth, her fists clenched and her eyes narrowed. His chest rose and fell slower until he fell asleep. How could he dismiss her so fully? Ever since she was young, he constantly talked down to her. Chest burning with fury, she turned to the kitchen light and switched off the oil. The fire died inside its glass casing and drowned her in darkness. She breathed a heavy sigh.

"Yes, father."
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"You've got
 to be a fool to think the Picks would give the Shadows a port job," Claudia hissed at her fellow commander. Her thin lips drew back over her teeth in a snarl. From her coal-lined eyes, to her sharp jaw, everything about the older caramel-skinned woman spoke danger.

Narra sat back on a small platform next to the others. A large circular oak table was in the center, surrounded by five of the commanders. While her fellow generals argued about money, contracts, and whether to team up on certain missions, she sat on her throne, one leg hung carelessly over its arm, her back resting between the other and the red upholstery.

"My sister is right, Clint. What use would your Shadows be at the Docks?" Claudia's twin, Klaus, glared, a mirror image of his sister with shorter hair and lashes.

While the twins reared their competitive natures, Narra swiped a rag over her gold and bronze plated clockwork revolver, which lay disassembled; some pieces in her lap, the others carefully placed on the wooden arm of her high-backed chair. Cleaning each piece, from the barrel to the chambers, with her powder-stained piece of cloth, she listened and waited. The commanders adored
 the fight—whether it be over resources, men, or contracts—no one wanted to seem weak. Though the commanders were joined under the name of the Thieves Guild, it was rare the factions got along
.

"Stay out of this, Klaus." The tall handsome man leaned back in his seat, the wood creaking beneath him. Clint crossed his arms over his chest. Though he smiled like the huge flirt he was, a twitch in his cheek marked the irritation he felt.

Narra snapped her pieces back into place, glancing from under her lashes at the others. A chandelier dripping wax hung several feet above the table, the small flames flicking back and forth with the moving current. Every time Klaus shook his fist or Claudia flipped her hair, the fire swayed with them, shadows dancing across the rest of the dark Guild saloon. It had been some time since the Guild's leaders came to blows. Could today be the last in their small truce?

"I won't have you talk to my sister as if she's one of your conquests, Clint!" Klaus's olive skin drew taut against his face. He narrowed his brown, nearly black eyes, and bared his teeth.

Beasts.

Narra resisted the urge to roll her eyes.

"Enough, all of you." August heaved a sigh. Atop a full head of long white hair, his gold-rimmed goggles shook with his head, the gears along the edges squeaking. "You're acting like children."

The twins exchanged a glance, and just like that, the bite was yanked from their barks. No one fought with August.

"What do you propose?" Clint asked. His smile dropped.

"The Shadows can slide in unnoticed for the vault, while your Picks cause a distraction on the wharf. It'll give you both what you want, and hopefully get everyone out alive this time." August twirled the tips of his white moustache, a small grin peeking beneath as he settled his stern gaze on Claudia.

The tall woman flipped the hair from her shoulder and gave a curt nod. "Fine."

Claudia wasn't well known for keeping members long, and set a cold glare on Narra whenever she could. Narra was the reason Claudia and the Lockpicks wouldn't receive any new members. Maybe if Claudia spent less time arguing, and more time teaching her initiates teamwork, she’d have a new batch of thieves this year
.

"Are we in agreement then?" August glanced between the two leaders. They nodded. "Excellent! Shall we move on?"

Graves, the leader of the Boomers, shifted through the small stack of contracts Erik had dropped off sometime that morning. "Let's see here..."

Narra tuned out the others, letting their droning fill the silence. She concentrated on her cleaning. Her father had given her the revolver on her sixteenth birthday, the year she had been indoctrinated into the Thieves Guild. He'd said it was a gift and a burden that she was a woman now, a woman of the Guild, which meant she had certain responsibilities—the first and foremost being to follow in her mother's footsteps. Khlara Rheka had been the Commander of Negotiations before she died giving birth to Narra. No one had stepped up to take the position, so when it became obvious Narra didn't fit in with any of the other factions, the commanders agreed unanimously to give her the position. She'd always been skilled compared to her fellow initiates, and with her new title her infamy only grew. Would the newcomers ever fear her any less?

"The Revolution wants us to stop a train
?" Klaus balked. "Is the Guild Master rovin mad?"

Her blue gaze snapped up. The Guild Master was the unseen head of the Guild—the only person the commanders were not to question. Calling him a greedy lunatic was heresy.

"Klaus," Claudia warned.

Narra shoved six bullets into their chambers.

"You're all thinking it!" Klaus snapped.

"Listen here, son. If you don't want the contract, you don't need to curse the gods," Graves huffed. He sat ramrod straight, the perfect posture she assumed followed him from his days in the Rovan army.

"If you all want to go on listening to everything that fool says—"

Narra snapped the cylinder into place. It spun as she rose, shoving the revolver into her belt. "I'll take the contract."

The other commanders stared as she plucked the parchment from Graves's hands.

"That's very kind of you, Rheka, but—
"

"I said, I will take the contract." Narra levelled her gaze at the man. Whereas her family and best friend called her by her first name, the other Guild members weren't so lucky. She was Rheka or commander to them. No one had dared to say her first name in years. The last hadn't gotten away with his tongue. She had no use for earning the respect of those lower than her. Instead, she commanded it.

Graves swallowed audibly and nodded.

"Good for you, Rheka." August chuckled, his long beard quivering as he swayed back and forth in his seat. "This sounds like a fun one."

Narra gave the elderly man a quick nod before taking her seat, contract in hand. Though she didn’t expressly need, or seek, August’s approval, she still appreciated it nonetheless. In a way, he was the kind father she’d never had.

While the others returned to the remaining contracts, she gazed upon the two lines at the bottom of the sheet. Written in blood was the Revolution
. On the other, she would sign CR
: for Commander Rheka. But without a plume she would wait; to put her name on the line, for the commanders to get along, and for whatever else came next.
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ain beat against her skin with the urgency of a thief sharpening their daggers before a mission. Heavy drops pooled in her lap, covered by her waterproof cloak. The steamwagon rumbled beneath her over the rocky terrain, slipping in the mud. Its headlights cut through the blackness of the forest, revealing tall pines and taller hills in the distance. Squinting between rain-soaked lashes, Narra watched the muddy road as best she could.

"Emperor's ancestors," she cursed, gritting her teeth as the steamwagon lurched over another bump. She had never been a fan of driving a machine larger than her steambike, and the relentless pouring of rain wasn't changing her mind.

Coal hissed in the radiator powering the engine. She glanced back over her shoulder. The rain slanted, slapping against the metal grates behind the coal box. Narra scooted across the bench to protect it, easing the steamwagon along as fast as she dared.

The Revolution's contract took her west of Rova City, far beyond the farms and fields of wheat and corn outside the city walls, and into the wilderness. The train came from West Port, on a non-stop journey to North Station, just inside city limits. For a few hundred rovin, they'd have her stop the train in Drestel Ridge, a small mining 
town just south of the mountains guarding the border between Rova and the Kiznaiver Empire. Any further north and they'd have cursed snow instead of rain.

Water slid down her spine like icy claws crawling across her skin. Narra arched her back, gasping as the droplet slipped beneath her belt. She shivered and yanked her cloak closer, glaring over the dash. Though living in Rova afforded her a certain well-balanced temperament against the cold, she'd never been fond of rain. Her whole body tensed with every bump and dip in the road.

When would this dreaded night end?

Rounding a bend, Narra drove south to the tracks. It was well past midnight, which had given her the edge in stealing a steamwagon from an unlocked barn nearby—whose keys had been carelessly left inside. The darkness of the storm had helped. The sheer roar of pounding rain had masked the rumble of the engine.

When the train tracks finally came into view, she sighed with relief, her tired muscles relaxing. After being in the downpour for over an hour, she could finally see an end to this night. Narra switched off her headlights and slowed. The steamwagon inched off the narrow dirt road and onto slick grass. She glanced through the downpour into the town on the other side of the trees.

Everything was muffled through rain.

Though a few dim lights remained in town, she heard no one. Narra stopped at the tree line. She scanned the visible parts of the town; the tracks ran through its southern edge. A nearby water tower loomed to the east, a dark sentinel against the clouded night sky. She saw no one. The falling of rain and the swaying of the trees in the wind created the only movement.

She urged the rusted steamwagon forward. It creaked, slipping out of the pure darkness and into the open. Narra drove across the small clearing and parked on top of the tracks, with a perfect view of any oncoming trains, as well as the ridge in which Destrel was named after. Turning in her seat, Narra peeled open the soggy coal box. Water dripped inside. A small metal shovel lay on top of the mound, ready for her use. While keeping an eye on the town, Narra slipped 
on a pair of heat resistant gloves and shovelled heaps of coal into the engine. Drops of rain sizzled on the hot coals. Steam rose into her face, warming her cheeks. Flames flared to life with each scoop of coal. A dusting of ash rose to cover her skin. Her lips curved into a frown. She’d be a mess by the time she returned to the Guild.

After several long minutes of repetitive shovelling, she was able to savor the heat radiating from the coal. The fire cut through the cold and seeped into her bones, warming her face and chest. She took a moment to bask in it before checking the engine gauges. The small metal arm of the heat gauge flared over white to yellow and flickered above red. A few more shovelfuls and the engine would blow. Perfect.

A smile pulled at her lips.

Most Guild members would never think of such a plan. Though her father constantly berated her for how she could do better, be
 better, he always failed to appreciate her cunning.

Narra scooped another three shovelfuls into the engine before she slammed the grate shut. She returned the spade and gloves to their box, and closed the lid tight before dusting the soot from her hands onto her cloak. Her hands pulled away wet. She grimaced and wiped them on a rag hidden beneath the coal bin before dismounting the bronze-plated steamwagon.

Landing between the tracks, her boots crushed bits of stone. The rain slowed, pelting her hood less and less. She looked at the sky. It was still dark, the stars shielded by clouds. Only a few drops of moisture hit her warm cheeks.

Before she could set off for town, the distant wail of a train horn broke the stillness. The tracks turned south after Drestel, heading through dense forest. Perfect timing. Narra jogged to the village, watching her footing as she loped across the small wet pebbles.

Tall wooden homes, pine storefronts, and a few warehouses rose on the incline. She slipped between them, turning through surprisingly clean alleys. The bitter scent of coal filled her lungs and tickled her nose. She steeled herself against a sneeze, pressing her back to the worn timber of a shop. Its pinewood was coarse beneath her fingers, dry from an overhang guarding a second story window. She 
glanced out from the shadowed alley. Silence rested on the street like mass in Srah's temple. Dim street lamps lined the uneven stone, casting warm pools of light across the wide main street.

Slipping from her hiding spot, Narra's heart pounded in her chest, anxiety keeping her careful as she stuck to the shadows. She crossed the street in a few wide bounds, dancing around the pools of light. Over the rooftops she spied a dark behemoth in the night. It blocked out the distant mountains, and whatever clouds filled the sky.

The water tower.

Another wail drowned out her thoughts. The train drew closer. Picking her way across empty streets and deserted alleys, Narra found an easily climbable pine-slated fence blocking her way to the tower. She sped up, her boots pounding the rough stone until she came within a few feet of the fence. She leapt, latching onto the top of the wooden slats with her fingers. She heaved herself up, her muscles pulling and extending painfully as she pushed with the toes of her boots. The wet wood slipped beneath her fingers—her heart skipped a beat—she reached for the fence, refusing to be sent to the ground. She let out an irritated hiss, latching on harder with her other hand. Yanking up, she shimmied until she swung a leg over. Her pounding heart slowed. Thank Srah.

Jumping the short distance, Narra landed on well-tended grass. A few bounds later the large steel drum blocked out the remaining mist. Wide, sturdy legs held it aloft, and a single ladder led to the top. Overtaken by its shadow, Narra climbed. Cold metal stung her bare fingers and chilled her wrists as water slid down her sleeves. It only took her a few moments to climb up. With cold lending her speed, she was up and over the guard railing in seconds, leaning back into the shadows of the metal walkway surrounding the base of the drum. She peered over the edge—twenty feet down was the earth. Her stomach flipped and she stepped back, her elbows brushing the metal water drum. Drops of dew dripped from the railing, clinking against the grated floor. Insects chirped and wind brushed away her hood. Her long hair, like fire burning in the rain, 
was set free to the breeze, brushing her damp cheeks gently with each gust.

Dark homes, dim lampposts, and a water-drenched town fell away beneath the water tower. The small mining town was fast asleep. Thick trees guarded its borders, keeping the village safe from high winds. She was the only one awake, the only one watching. From there she was on top of the world. Though she should feel lonely, she felt safe in her solitude. Being so high, she didn't have to worry about enemies sneaking up on her, pleasing her father, or breaking up Guild fights. No one was scared of her here—she was just Narra, alone and free.

A smokestack rose in the distance, black against a gray sky. The train turned into view, barely visible through the trees; dark wood over a long metal frame. Narra smirked.

Brilliant orange split the dark sky. The roar of the steamwagon's explosion broke her serenity, leaving a hollow silence where nature’s voice once existed. Fire burned on the tracks, and smoke rose to compete with the train's own smokestack.

Right on time.

The train slowed, metal grinding from the emergency brake. Sparks flicked around its screeching wheels. Shouts rose and lights flickered on in the homes nearest the tracks. The train stopped several feet from the burning wreckage of the steamwagon, just in time for a hoard of men and women to run from the trees.

Crossing her arms, Narra leaned back against the tower in satisfaction. Cold burned her spine and kept her awake.

From what Narra knew of the Revolution, they were a small group that didn’t agree with the traditional form of government set forth by a long string of emperors. They were a quiet group that kept to the shadows and distributed food to the poor, but the large group of people that emerged from the trees had to be nearly eighty men and women. That wasn’t what she called a small rebellion. Was this the entire Revolution out for one night?

Hollers rose and half a dozen Rovan soldiers leapt from one of the carts near the back of the train. With so few on board, this would 
make for a short fight. One man in a dark cloak tackled an officer, sending him down the slope and into the trees. Another launched his fist; one shot an arrow, and another a hunting rifle. The boom sent birds flying from the nearby trees, chirping with displeasure. Blood mingled with the wet ground, dashing the gray pebbles and damp grass in red. Narra winced. She knew it was likely they'd all be killed, but she'd hope the rebels would be more... revolutionary.

While the rebels took down the military escort, several men rushed from the front cabin of the train and onto the tracks. Their eyes were wide—wild with fear. Toting large spades, they hacked at the burning remains of the wagon. Only the lower half remained—three wheels (one had blown away in the explosion) and the once tarp covered rear portion. It wouldn't take long to remove it.

Several women yanked open the train car doors, and a line formed to pass crates of supplies down into the darkness of the trees. Two minutes later, the military officers were all dead, and the Revolution ran with whatever they could carry. Dozens of shadows skirted the dark hills surrounding the ridge, fleeing into the trees, or toward the train in a mad flurry of bodies.

One of the train drivers wagged a pistol at the few rebels who dared come near the cab, while the other pushed the remaining wood and metal from the tracks.

"Stay back!" he screamed.

"Good to go!" his companion shouted. The driver with the pistol aimed a warning shot before leaning back inside the cab. The door shut with a crack.

Moments later, the train lurched forward, and the remaining rebels hollered their victory, fists to the air. They grinned and embraced, oblivious to the Patrolmen clambering through town.

An alarm silenced the shouting and four blue-clad Patrolmen emerged from town. The rebels gaped and took off running. With the dark of night, the slick walkways and grass, it took the officers too long to reach the tracks. The Revolution was gone, and Narra heaved a sigh.

A job well done.
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The hum
 of her steambike and wind rushing in her ears drove out everything but her thoughts. With the night dark and still after the excitement of Drestel Ridge, the drive home was long and tiresome. Her thighs wrapped around the leather seat of her motorized bike, which shook beneath her. A long dirt road spread through the tall pines, giving her a quick glimpse of the stars between their tall branches. The clouds had long since dissipated, along with any evidence that the train was nearby.

She drove east, the pressure of a pair of goggles around her eyes a constant reminder of the debris ticking against the bronze-plated front of her bike. The faint burn of city lights on the distant horizon drew her attention. She sighed, her warm breath fogging the cool night air. Some part of her wanted to run—the pitiful childish part—while the rest hungered to be home, where the buildings were tall and her cloak disguised her against the night. She was a shadow in Rova City. No one knew her, only her name. Though the Thieves Guild might have been infamous since the early years of the empire, it had been a long time since anyone dare make a move against their members—not that they could find any proof they were a Thief.

Fifteen years ago, Emperor Zaneth dared to associate with them—proving to his citizens he was not worthy of the throne. After his public execution, the Thieves had gone underground, tightening up their network. Since then, no one had bothered the Thieves—at least not yet.

Narra turned up a ridge outside the city walls. Her long hair whipped against her back and shoulders like an attacking viper, a good reminder to fix her hood before entering city limits. She climbed the hill until the farmlands were in sight. Miles of fields once rich with wheat spread out from the tree line to the north and south. The season for crops was over, but still the fields would be busy when dawn came.

A plume of black smoke rose a few miles east. The train. Her lips 
quirked into a smile, and her chest swelled with pride. Let her father ask where she'd been tonight. She'd gladly tell him.

Cranking the gearshift, Narra took off faster over the smooth dirt path. Minutes later she reached the city. Small wooden buildings at first, and then large stone apartments and squat brick bars rose up from the cobblestone. She yanked her hood low over her forehead, slowing her bike on the barren street.

Brilliant orange light lit the northern sky before she could reach midtown. An explosion rocked the surrounding buildings—pieces of plaster and rock fluttering to the stone beneath her bike. Her heart lurched painfully.

An attack on Rova City?

Narra skidded to a stop, her boot-clad foot whipping out to brace herself on the cobblestone. The northern sky didn't dim. Flames licked the darkness, black smoke blocking out the stars. Her pulse raced. What in Srah's name was happening?

Her first thought was of Kiznaiver. The northern empire had always been at war with Rova, ever since the continent split into three countries several centuries ago. But what would Kiznaiver gain from a direct attack on Rova City?

Rearranging her cloak, Narra drew it tight. Chatter rose in the apartment beside her. Affixing her foot to the gas pedal, she took off, heading north. Curiosity always got the better of her.

Sirens rose in the east, their wails in time with her breaths. She darted between storefronts and university housing, skipping through trash-strewn alleys where she was able. Brick walls, trash-laden streets, and gas-lamps rushed by in a blur. Her steambike hummed louder, kicking up bits of rock and flinging them in her wake. All the while the orange sky grew brighter.

Several blocks from the train yard, Narra stopped in an alley between a three-story apartment building and a two-story bakery. Cinnamon and vanilla overpowered the scent of decaying trash, strewn through the alley by rats. Narra wrinkled her nose. Three large black rodents with beady eyes leered from an upturned garbage can
.

She shook her head and kicked an aluminum can towards them. They squeaked and skittered into the shadows as the can cracked off the large trash bin. Setting the bin upright, she climbed atop it and made a leap for the escape ladder attached to the tall brick building.

Cold metal bars slid into her grasp. She tightened her fingers, yanking down with all of her strength. The ladder extended to the alley floor with a loud crash. The trash bin toppled, flying into a large pile of disassembled boxes.

"Ancestors
," she hissed, glaring at the black-coated ladder. Sighing, Narra heaved herself up the rungs until she reached the roof. She’d have to be quick, just in case someone heard her. Reaching the roof, she looked to the north.

North Station was on fire and sticking from its westbound mouth was the train she'd stopped in Drestel Ridge. Fury the size of an inferno engulfed her. A growl ripped from her throat and her fists shook.

This was not
 part of the plan.

"Those revolutionary morons." Heat burned in her chest and soured her stomach.

The wailing sirens stopped as two black steamwagons skidded into the train yard. Shouts filled the night. They pulled a long hose behind them, hooked to a metal water drum in the back of the wagon. Water gushed forward.

The flames spread from the western entrance, crawling across the stone structure like a pile of snakes, flicking their creeping tongues inside the southern mouth.

"Novin fools
." Narra gritted her teeth.

The Revolution had hired her to stop the train so they could take supplies—not
 to plant a bomb. If they wanted to destroy North Station, that would have cost more.


Much
 more.

How could she not have seen them sneak it on board? She'd watched from the tower for this very reason. If the Revolution wanted more, they'd have to pay for it. In one way or another. She needed to 
know who supplied the contract and where to find them, and she needed to know now
.

Narra spun from the burning pyre enveloping the train station, and padded across the stone roof. She flipped over the edge, the metal cooling her warm hands as she grabbed onto the metal bar below. Skipping as many steps as possible, she flew from the third floor to the ground, her heart racing with her. More cinnamon and vanilla flew up her nostrils in the alley. Slipping onto her steambike, Narra started the engine. It roared to life, its gears grinding, asking for more coal. With such a small engine, it often needed refilling. She glanced at its gauges. She'd have enough power to get where she was going. Narra hit the gas and took off into the night.


Narra slammed
 her boot into the wooden bar door. It flew open, crashing against the frame. Splinters of worn pine fell to the floor. She'd owe her uncle a new door, but she didn't care. Twenty sets of curious criminal eyes stared from their occupied oak tables. Tall mugs full of ale littered every surface. A bar maiden rushed by to grab a platter of empties, taking her moment of reprieve from the sexual advances of drunk men to do her job.

Flicking back her hood, she flattened the curve of her angry frown, though her blue eyes still silenced the usually rowdy crowd. A commander is always calm, assertive—
Narra squashed the voice. She didn't need her father telling her to stay calm in front of all these people.

A head of long brown hair peeked up from behind the bar, a rag in one hand and half an empty bottle of whiskey in the other. Her uncle grinned and waved her over.

"Rheka!" he called, flashing his teeth.

Several sets of dark Rovan eyes glanced from her stone-like expression to her cheerful uncle. Narra's gaze slid over the men present: several new and old Thieves, a few locals, mostly gang members, and one cloaked man who's pale face she didn't recognize.

Stepping inside, Narra flicked her hair from her shoulder. She 
walked slowly across the bar, the patrons scurrying aside to let her through. She nodded briefly to one of the Boomer initiates—one of the boys she'd berated for blowing up that warehouse—and another thief, an older member from Claudia's Picks. He glared at her beneath a heavy brow. She stared back with cold eyes.

"Come, grab a drink, niece!" Her uncle thudded a large mug on the counter.

Narra stopped at the bar stools, her claws sinking into the polished wood. With the storm passed, the patrons resumed quiet chatter.

She met her uncle's equally blue gaze. "I swear to Ashra if you do not tell me who supplied the Revolution's contract, I will send them all to meet Lady Death myself."

Alden blanched, the color draining from his olive skin. He knew better than most that she meant her threats. This wasn't the first time a contract had gone awry.

Her uncle slowly nodded, sweat beading on his temples beside his widened eyes. His genuine smile turned forced, his lips pressing in a thin line. Narra narrowed her gaze—he was stalling.

"You know I don't know the exact person supplying every contract unless I sign them myself, Narra," he whispered. He leaned forward on the bar, idly running his rag over the already clean surface.

"Rheka
," she hissed.

Alden raised his brows. "Rheka
, you're being unreasonable."

"If you didn't sign them, then I want to speak with the Guild Master now
."

His blue orbs widened further, his pupils dilating. "You know I can't—"

Narra's fist slammed against the bar with a loud thump. The chatter silenced. Calm
, Narra urged herself. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and slowly unfurled her fingers.

"You are the only one that knows, and you will bring me to him." She met his gaze.

Alden shifted his jaw and scratched the back of his head. His eyes darted from his patrons—not quite as rowdy as before—to the door 
with the chain hanging loose, the gas lamps swaying from the ceiling, and finally at her.

Narra quirked an eyebrow. She wanted an answer.

"Fine," he sighed. "I'll see what I can do."

Unclenching her jaw, Narra nodded. She leaned away from the bar and returned her hands inside her cloak. "I owe you a door," she said.

Her uncle blinked at her in wide-eyed confusion before he laughed heartily. Narra arched a brow while he grinned from ear to ear. "This one’s on me, Rheka. Go on home, and say hi to your dad for me."

Unsure what was so funny, Narra simply agreed and headed for the door. Several sets of eyes followed her out, from the Thieves, to the other assorted criminals, and the mysterious man in the corner.
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ark brick arched on either side of the corridor, lit only by small torches that sat in ancient iron holders, blackened with wear. Almost three centuries ago, the Rovan Empire had been born and with it the Thieves Guild. While the Guild had their place amongst history's greatest conquerors, their base still remained a secret to all but its members.

Heat poured over Narra’s skin as she passed the last of the torches and emerged into the Den—a large room built beneath the city with few entrances. Most of the initiates roamed to and from joining passages, everything from piles of daggers to makeshift bombs piled high in their arms. As new recruits their commanders would have them hard at work, doing most of the grunt work no one else wanted to do.

One short Rovan boy scurried from an eastern passage, carrying stacks of scrolls high enough to reach his curly brown hair. The black insignia of the Brains faction was painted on the bicep of his tunic. Narra squeezed the apple tight before taking a bite. Sour and sweetness flooded her mouth. A tall half-Kiznai extended his boot, grinning and wiggling his eyebrows at his Rovan comrade. The boy tripped, the scrolls flying from his grasp, rolling in every direction
.

Narra swallowed the first bite of her breakfast and sighed, before levelling them with a cold glare. She twisted the round green apple in her grasp, rolling it over her fingers as she approached.

The half-breed caught her glare. Though he didn't scurry away like the initiates would have, he did nudge his chortling friend. They both gave her a respectful nod before helping the Rovan boy with his scrolls. At least her infamy was good for something.

"Did you see the explosion last night?" a boy with green eyes and freckles asked.

"No, but did you hear who caused it?" his black-haired friend whispered, oblivious to the half-dozen other Thieves milling by.

"Who?"

"Quinn Reiner!"

Narra glanced up. Her father?

Freckles gasped, his eyes going wide.

"Reiner
?" He shook his head. "What was he after that was worth blowing up North Station?"

"The score of a lifetime." His black-haired friend grinned.

Narra's fists clenched. Across the thirty-foot wide brick room, they huddled near the third eastern passage that led to the Guild Saloon.

"What was it?"

"Nobody knows. No one has seen him since." Black-hair quirked both brows beneath his thick bangs. It had only been the previous night that the train was blown to smithereens, but it was odd Quinn hadn’t been seen. A Thief was always supposed to check in with a guild member after a mission. Lucky for her, she had Alden for that. "If you ask me, I think he took off with it. He's a traitor."

Narra cocked an eyebrow as she dug her nails into the apple. Juice welled in the punctures, dripping stickiness over her fingers. How dare they speak of her father this way? He was their superior, not someone to be gossiped about, even if he was a filthy drunk these days. Did they not realize she was in the room?

"Are you serious?"

"Yes. He hasn't done anything worthwhile in years. If I was him, I'd take off with it too.
"

"You're right," Freckles said. "He must be a traitor."

"Novin scum." The black-haired boy spit on the ground.

Fire rose inside her. Narra gritted her teeth and pulled back, launching the apple at the black-haired boy's head. It hit with a splat
, cracking off his skull, and splitting into pieces. He wailed, reaching for his head. Tears welled in his blue eyes. Narra was on him before he could turn. Heart pounding, she grabbed his collar and pushed him into the brick wall. Freckles yelped and leapt back.

"I'll show you novin scum
," Narra snarled.

"Rheka!" he gasped.

"You speak of my father as if you know
 him, or anything about our Guild." She shoved him back against the wall a second time. He squeaked, caught between her angry claws and a brick wall. "You are a child
. You don't deserve to be in the Guild if this is how you speak about your superiors
."

"I-I'm sorry! Please forgive me, Commander!"

"Why should I forgive a pathetic little worm like you?" Narra growled, pushing him back once more.

"P-please—"

Soft hands wrapped around her shoulders. Narra spun, throwing up a fist and releasing the black-haired boy, who fell to the ground in the process. Blue-green eyes stared at her under raised brows and wavy brown hair. Narra pulled back, her snarl dropping from her face.

"Erik," she said.

Erik smiled and gave her a look that told her to cool it. "What's going on, Rheka?"

Narra glanced at the boy crawling to his feet a few feet away. She worked her jaw back and forth, unsure if she should explain herself. Fire still flared in her chest, burning through her abdomen with angry claws. She hated that someone would question her family. She hated that he had a right to question her father. What in Srah's name was he thinking? He'd taken a contract to her
 mission—something expressly forbidden by the Guild Master. What was going on?

"I don't know," she admitted
.

Erik turned his understanding gaze from her and onto Freckles and his friend. Both of them stared back with wide eyes, their clothes ruffled.

"You should both get going," Erik said. He gave them a small grin before shooing them off. Both boys hesitated before nodding. Their boots kicked up tiny pebbles as they ran into a western passage. "Why are you harassing the initiates?" Amusement flickered through his gaze.

Narra rolled her eyes. "I wasn't."

But had she been? Without the burn subsiding, she couldn't tell. Had she been too harsh? They were only sixteen after all.

"If you say so." Erik levelled her a doubtful look.

She paused. Warm embarrassment flooded her cheeks. Though her father was always telling her to be calm and collected, that that’s what a commander did, she had never been very good at it. Narra took a deep breath to rein back in her emotions. She always appreciated Erik, and his concern, but it wasn't in her nature to dump her worries on her best friend. Yet, who else would she ask for help?

"They called my father a traitor," she said.

"What?" Erik's smile faltered.

"They said he found the score of a lifetime
 and hasn't been seen since.”

"Well, did you see him this morning?"

"No." Narra shrugged. "He wasn't at home last night either. I didn't think anything of it."

"Your uncle might know something," he said.

She nodded slowly. Of course. Alden would know how her father obtained a contract, or at least where her father had gone. Narra turned back the way she'd come.

"You're going now
?" He reached for her elbow.

"Yes," was all she said, before heading back to the southern passage. Erik sighed. His boots clattered across the rocky floor, mere steps behind her—always her loud shadow. If the embers of her rage weren't still burning, she might’ve smiled, or stopped to think, or maybe even let her uncle sleep after his late night. But though the 
flames had ceased, the coals of her anger continued to burn hot. She needed answers now
.

Narra walked the length of the corridor. Torchlight danced off the walls, dousing them both in flickering orange light. The stench of feces and rot overtook the corridor, which led to the sewer. Wrinkling her nose, she took her rag from her back pocket, covering the bottom half of her face. Soot and gunpowder filled her nostrils. Much better than the sewer.

A few turns later, they ascended a narrow set of rickety stairs that creaked beneath their feet. A single lantern lit their way. Narra climbed, Erik's boots clunking behind her. She pushed the rag back into her pocket and threw the door open.

The bar was empty: quiet and clean, chairs turned over on top of the tables and a chain drawn across the door. It reeked of alcohol, the pungent scent of lye soap drifted beneath it. Embers burned in the hearth.

"Smells like someone had a party last night." Erik grinned.

Narra nodded and passed through the swinging wooden door into the kitchen. Equally dark, only a faint light fell through the rear windows, covered mostly by shutters. Her uncle had owned this bar since she could remember. She wasn't sure if it was passed down in the family or by the Guild. Enough generations had gone by that she wasn't sure if even he knew the answer. She had spent countless days in this kitchen with Erik, her uncle, and even her father, who mostly came to drink and train her, unlike the rest of her small family. Her heart clenched. She missed the carefree winter days in this kitchen.

Though the front room was well cared for, the kitchen was covered in dirty dishes and spilled ale. Smelled like it too. Large kegs sat empty by the back door beside several bags of trash ready to go out. She shook her head, rounding the oven to head toward the stairs leading to Alden's loft.

Forgoing stealth, Narra stomped up the stairs, making her presence known. She had to wake him somehow. Erik laughed, stepping more heavily until they reached a long room, arched at the top for the 
roof, with a single circular window in the top half, letting in streams of golden morning light.

Snores from the loft atop a short ladder filled the hollow space, echoing off the rafters. The furnishing was sparse—a table and chairs to the right of the stairs, the loft bed in the darkest corner, a small vanity with a wash bowl, and a boxing bag filled with sand hung from a rafter in the center.

“Wake up!” she snapped, storming across the wooden room in a hurricane. “Uncle!”

“What?” The snores cut off. Alden cleared his throat, swaying to life just above the railing, his hair more tangled than a rat’s nest. “Narra? Erik?” He blinked slowly.

“We aren’t a dream, old man! Get up!” Erik grinned, fists on his hips.

Understanding slowly blossomed on her uncle’s angular face.

“What time is it?” Alden rubbed sleep from his eyes.

“Early,” Erik said.

“Get up,” Narra insisted, pacing to the wall beside the small vanity before tossing him a luxurious, thick robe of soft wolf pelt. How he afforded such things, she’d never know. He caught it, and with a heavy sigh he swept a hand through his hair. He winced, his fingers catching on tangles.

Shaking free of his plethora of fur blankets, he slipped on the robe, tying it around his waist. A hairy chest poked from beneath the folds. Glancing up at the warm morning light streaming in, he narrowed his eyes.

“What in Srah’s holy name are you two doing here at this hour?” He gaped at the window, and then back at them.

Her fists clenched.

“Initiates are calling my father
,” she snapped, still unable to believe it, “a novin traitor. No one has seen him since he took off on a contract to my
 mission. Where is he?”

Her uncle stared like she was the lunatic taking on the Guild’s oldest laws.

“She’s not kidding,” Erik chimed in when her uncle stared silently 
for a full minute.

“I have a few drinks and decide to sleep in late,” Alden huffed, climbing to his feet, tossing his blankets back before climbing over the railing, “and the entire world goes mad
.” He shook his head, the mass of hair atop his skull shaking back and forth.

“Uncle,” she said. “Where is my father?”

Alden took his time shuffling to his vanity, pulling his mass of hair into a low bun, before wiping his face clean with day-old water. Drops fell from his stubble, leaving dark spots down the front of his light grey robe. When he didn’t turn back around and instead reached for a bottle of shaving cream, she darted across the room.

Narra grabbed his shoulder, and swung him to face her. “Why are you avoiding this?” she snapped.

He met her gaze with a straight face. Her heart sank. He didn’t know where her father was any more than she or the damn initiates did. A snarl ripped from her throat and she stepped back, pacing across the room. The hurricane was back.

“Why is it that no one knows where Captain Reiner, one of the oldest thieves-for-hire in the Guild, could possibly be?” She swung her hands out, the back of her hand hitting the backrest of a chair. She spun, grabbed it by the seat and flung it down the stairs. It crashed, wood splintering into tiny pieces as it careened off a dozen steps. It struck the kitchen floor slowly, an array of large and small splinters raining down.

“Narra, I know you’re worried but—”

She cut Erik off. “I’m not worried
 about that drunk bastard.”

“Then why are you throwing Alden’s furniture across the room?” His voice was even, thoughtful; his words slow. She was being irrational.

A commander doesn’t lose their temper, Narra.

Narra took a deep breath, gripping her hair and closing her eyes as she faced away from her family. The burn was still there, powerful and all consuming. Reignited. It clouded her judgment, lying thick in her mind like fog. She smoothed her hair and uncurled her fists. Why was she so angry? Her father had disappeared before. Yet this 
time wasn’t like the others. He’d never disappeared without telling her he was leaving. Even if he might be an irresponsible drunk, he always let her know where he was going in case he didn’t come back. That on top of the Guild members calling him a traitor, and under the suspicious circumstances, she was inclined to believe them.

“Let’s get coffee.” Alden clapped a hand on her shoulder. She glanced at him and his large, careless grin. How was he so calm? So happy? How were either of them so relaxed?

Though her father had taught her much, he’d never taught her how
 to tame the angry beast inside, just that she should. Her emotions were swirling out of control and she needed to rein them back in.

“Coffee sounds great!” Erik said.

Narra nodded and took another breath. Coffee. So simple, yet their patience drove her to be still. “Yes, coffee. Black.”

Alden nodded and led the charge to the kitchen, picking his way carefully over the remains of the oak chair. Erik followed suit, kicking the debris from the stairs before crossing to the supply closet opposite the trash bins. Narra sighed and joined them, taking a seat on the counter beside the double sinks embedded in the ceramic countertops.

While her uncle went about boiling water and preparing the coffee maker, Erik cleaned up her mess, much like he always did. Since they were children, he always looked out for her, calmed her angry beast, and tidied her messes. He was the brother she never had; one she would do anything for.

The kitchen door creaked open and Alden motioned them into the dining room, handing them steaming mugs of coffee on the way. Once seated, Narra elaborated on her conversation with the initiates slinging rumors about her kin. Her uncle did a good job of mimicking her stone-like expressions, rubbing his thick stubble as he thought.

“Honestly, Narra, I haven’t a clue what those boys were talking about,” Alden said.

“You must
 know,” she said. “You receive all the Guild contracts 
from the Guild Master.”

Her uncle’s brows furrowed uncertainly, and he patted the back of her empty hand. “I’m sure he will turn up and have a good explanation.”

“Did he mention anything about getting a contract in the city?”

Alden shook his head. “You know it’s treason to take a contract outside the Guild, Narra.”

“Your father has gone more than a day without checking in before. I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about, just a rumor.” Erik clapped her on the shoulder.

Narra worked her lip between her teeth, staring at the steam rising from her mug. “But he always tells me before he leaves,” she argued quietly. They were both right. There was most likely nothing to worry about. Her father had disappeared many times before, but never under such unusual circumstances. While she waited for his return, there was only one thing she could do. Clear her father’s name.

The legs of her chair squeaked as she stood.

“I’m going to North Station,” she said.

“Narra…” her uncle began.

She shook her head. “I’m going.”

“Well then, so am I.” Erik stood, swigged back his coffee and thumped the empty mug on the table.

Alden sighed and shook his head. “All right. Let’s head out then, kids.”

Narra narrowed her eyes, but her uncle simply grinned. He was the only man who could get away with calling her a child.
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Black smoke rose
 from the remains of North Station. Stone littered the surrounding square and scorch marks stained the remaining western side of the train station. The fire brigade used powerful hoses from their steamwagons, dousing the area in water. Though the flames had nearly all died, the smoke had yet to cease
.

Narra shifted beside Erik. Atop a nearby library, they stuck to the shadows. With dark overcast skies, it was easy to stay hidden with their dark cloaks against the grey stone.

Dread sat in her stomach, a heavy lump souring her insides. Had this been an attack on the empire, or a plot by her father? Was the Revolution to blame, or some unknown force? Was there more going on she didn’t understand? It was possible. She was hardly home anymore, and when she was, her father was typically inebriated. It didn’t inspire confidence in the man, but could he really have done something this stupid?

“Down here!” Alden called from an overhang below their perch on the rooftop steeple. Erik leaned over the edge, grabbing hold of the rope they’d used to scale the building. He swung down with ease. Narra kept her eyes on the train yard.

Patrol cars were stationed on the edge of the lot. Several detectives walked through the open maw of the southern tunnel. Patrolmen took statements from locals, but no one had survived the train ride. They didn’t stand a chance.

“Narra!” Erik called.

Tucking her hair behind her ear, Narra leaned over the edge. Wind rushed through her hair and stung her eyes. He motioned her down. With a quick nod, Narra twisted over the ledge, grabbing hold of the coarse rope. It burned her palms as she adjusted her grip and slid down.

“I think the detectives have found something,” Alden said.

With her feet on solid ground, Narra wiped her hands on her cloak. They’d be sore for some time. “Let’s follow,” she said.

They nodded and descended to the train yard.

Circling the yard took some time with all the Patrolmen, but they managed to sneak in the western side of the train station. Climbing over large blocks of cement, Narra followed her uncle into the remains of the building.

Voices echoed in the hollow space, and shadows danced on the walls. Keeping as quiet as possible, they inched over the rubble, being careful not to disturb the debris. There had to be a faster way. 
Glancing around the arched walls and hidden tracks, Narra spied an overhang that ran through the entire station. Metal walkways high into the vaulted ceiling, but just below the rafters, remained for at least half the building, petering off near the explosion point covered in rubble.

Narra came to a halt and motioned toward a ladder embedded in the wall. Her companions paused, their eyes following the ladder to the catwalk. They exchanged a look and nodded. Narra led the way, crossing the fifty-foot wide room quickly. She scaled the ladder. Erik and Alden followed close behind.

The head of the train lay below, buried in rubble and debris. Laborers threw blackened stone from the remains, having nearly uncovered the point of the explosion and the surrounding train cars.

Erik nudged her foot and she glanced over her shoulder. Kneeling against the metal, she kept low to avoid casting any shadows. Narra crawled out to let them both on the overhang. When she’d moved out into the center of the room, it became obvious they were too high for the lights to reach. Narra stood, her palms slick with sweat. Though the flames were almost all gone, the heat remained. Her pounding heart fell into rhythm with the tumbling rocks thrown by the laborers.

Inching out over the catwalk, Narra followed two detectives from where the front of the train was buried to the cars preceding the explosion site. They stopped, and so did she, ducking low. She was out of overhang. Biting down on her lip, she lowered herself to peer over the edge. The car beside the bomb had blown its top, and was only partially concealed by cement rubble.

Erik and Alden shuffled in close, Erik’s elbow digging into her shoulder. She shot him a glare, and he mouthed an apology.

“There’s a body here!” one of the laborer’s called. Narra scooted forward as much as she dared.

“We’ve already recovered the workers, and the soldiers were all left in Drestel Ridge,” a detective with dark hair and a savage scar over his left eye growled. “Who could it be?”

“I don’t know, sir,” the laborer said softly
.

The two detectives worked their way through the rubble. Narra shifted to get a better look. Erik grunted in protest as she dug her shoulder into the side of his face. Alden moved further down, giving them room to peer below the railing.

Three laborers waited by a mound of stone. Between the charred bits of train car, a flash of silver hair appeared. Alden stiffened. Narra shifted forward to see the face.

Her father stared sightless up at her. Everything stopped. Her heart fell silent. Her breath stilled. Her eyes widened. All sound disappeared. How was this possible?

It wasn’t.

One blue eye met hers, already clouding over. The right side of his face was scorched to the bone, a massacre of charred tissue. No. This wasn’t her father. It couldn’t be. Where was his other eye? The other half of his disappointed frown was torn away by flames. The lines of his face were wiped away and part of his silver hair was gone. This wasn’t the man who raised her.

It couldn’t be.

Her heart started up too quickly. It rammed inside her ribcage and stole the breath from her lungs. Narra sat back fast, and a clang echoed as she hit the opposite railing. It wasn’t him. It couldn’t be.

“What was that?” someone said below.

“Narra,” Erik whispered. His dazzling blue-green eyes met hers, a sharp contrast to the vacant blue of the dead man’s.

“It’s not him,” she snapped back. Too loud. She was being too loud. They were on a mission. But a mission for what? She couldn’t quite remember.

“Someone’s up there,” a rough voice spat. “Send a team!”

“We’ve got to go,” Alden hissed.

Erik gripped her bicep gently. “Narra.”

“It’s not him, Erik,” she whispered. Her vision blurred. “It’s not him.”

“Okay,” he said, nodding. He smiled softly. “Okay, it’s not him. But we’ve got to go.”

She slowly nodded. Someone was coming. Someone bad. Or were 
they the bad ones? No. Yes. Maybe? What was happening to her? Why couldn’t she think?

Erik gripped her arm hard and heaved her to her feet. “Follow me.”

He held her gaze with an intensity she didn’t associate with her best friend. He stared until she nodded. Follow
. That she could do.

Alden led the way, moving quietly but quickly—a true thief. Erik followed close behind, his boots clanging softly on the grated floor. Too loud
, she thought. He’s always too loud
. They reached the ladder in time to see a patrolman scaling it with several others close behind.

“Emperor’s ancestors,” Alden hissed, halting at an intersection. He glanced in either direction, then motioned them to follow.

They had to get away. They would get away. It was important. She had to listen to Erik; had to follow. She couldn’t look back. But her gaze kept inching back every chance she got. Don’t look back, Narra.
 Her father’s voice whispered. No. The silver haired half-faced man wasn’t her father. He couldn’t be. He was still there with her, his voice in her ears.

Erik stopped. Alden descended another ladder, half torn off at the bottom, and right beside a group of laborers. She should be worried. She should think of a plan. But she wanted to look back. To go back. She had to prove that wasn’t the man who forced her to train at five years old, who regarded even her greatest achievements with cynicism. Why did she want that man not to be her father? If he was dead, wasn’t that a good thing? No. Why?

“You’re next.” Erik urged her forward gently.

Alden was halfway down the ladder, almost to the breaking point. He was still in shadow. That was good. He was smart; he’d get them out. Narra gripped the rungs and slid down. She moved slowly, the cold bite of metal irritating her already burned palms. The sting brought her back to life. Her chest ached, and her abdomen burned.

When Erik followed and they were all on the ladder, Alden leapt. His boots hit the ground too hard. Narra jumped next. Rubble slipped beneath her. Her heart skipped and she gasped. Alden grabbed her elbow, steadying her before Erik joined them
.

She looked up, only to find three laborers staring at them.

“Detective!” one shouted.

They ran. Every muscle tensed as she dove after her uncle. Run, run, run
. They had to escape. They shouldn’t have been there, shouldn’t have gone.

The beating of boots followed until the clear afternoon air met them. Narra sucked in great lungfuls, glad for the itch of smoke to leave her throat. They tore across the road and into the alley beside the library.

“We need to split up,” Alden barked.

“We can take the rooftops,” Erik suggested.

Alden nodded. “Keep her safe.”

“I will.”

No one had to keep her safe. She kept others
 safe. She was a commander, one of the most skilled thieves in the Guild. Why did Erik need to protect her?

“Ready to fly?” Erik ran beside her, sweat pouring down his temples and a wicked grin on his face.

“Yes,” she said. She couldn’t mimic his smile, but the instincts of a thief were burned into every muscle in her body. She pulled her grappling hook from her utility belt, and Erik did the same. At the end of the alley her uncle ran left and they went right.

Erik took the lead into the street. Horns blared as they raced in front of traffic. Her heart sped. Shouts told them to stop, but they kept running. Once they crossed the street, the shopping district came into view, high rooftops and buildings tightly knit together. They could escape this way—she was sure of it.

“Ready?”

Narra glanced at Erik, who held his hook close to his face. “Ready,” she said.

Erik held his grappling hook aloft and shot it towards the roof. Narra did the same, aiming closer to the chimney. Holding on tight, she hit the retract button. The cord yanked her hard, ripping her from the ground and up into the air. They hit the roof running—no one could catch them now.
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arm morning light passed through her dark red curtains, casting crimson across her exposed shoulders. Narra shifted from the light, turning back into the safety of darkness. She wasn’t ready for morning. She wasn’t ready to face her father’s demise. Her fingers wrapped around the cotton sheets and she yanked them to her chin. Her chest ached. Vacant. Empty. Her father was gone and she felt nothing. Hollow. She couldn’t feel anything, not for a traitor. His burned face and silver hair flashed behind her eyelids. She groaned.

What in Srah’s name could have possessed her father to betray the Guild? The Guild was his life. His family. More so than she’d ever been. He’d never considered her. She could hardly call herself his daughter. Yet, he cast it all aside for the score of a lifetime
.

What a joke.

Narra twisted onto her back and sighed. She couldn’t sleep now any more than she could when Erik brought her home the previous night.

Quinn was such a fool. It didn’t matter why he stole a contract from the Guild, or why he chose to betray them. He was
 a novin traitor. The rumors would spread, and the infamous Reiner, thief-for-
hire, would rot. No one would mourn him. He was nothing but a dead thief.

Throwing her sheets back, Narra stood. The dark-wood floor chilled her bare toes, tempting her to return to the warmth of the sheets. The air had grown cold overnight, and without her father there, who would light the fire? Shaking her head, she pulled her nightclothes off and tossed them on the bed. Cold seeped into her skin, making her shiver. She rummaged through her dresser.

She had to get to the Guild. There were meetings to be had, and she wouldn’t let her father make her late. She wouldn’t allow him to ruin one more thing.

Narra pulled on a dark gray button up, leather pants and knee-high boots before stepping into her harness. It wrapped around her hips and thighs, the metal clasps cold against her bare midriff. Snatching her holsters from the floor, she clipped in her revolver, short sword, and arranged her throwing knives before slamming the drawers to her dresser shut. They banged loudly, breaking through the quiet morning. Her hands rested on the top of the dresser, her nails scratching the polished wood.

She hated that even in death he affected her. She hated the burning in her eyes and the shaking of her hands. She hated him, and everything he stood for. But she would not let him ruin her.

Narra flung the door to her room open and started. Erik stood on the other side, rubbing sleep from his eyes.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

Narra took a deep breath while her heart restarted.

“Going to the Guild,” she said, brushing passed him and into the kitchen.

“Narra.” He sighed.

Golden beams of light came through the living room window, illuminating the remains of a coffee table in the corner. Her chest burned and she flew across the room. She yanked the curtains shut before turning on Erik.

“We don’t open these!” she snapped. She stormed back to the dim light of the kitchen
.

“Apologies,” he said, holding his hands up in surrender. It was clear he didn’t want to fight with her, but the burning replaced the emptiness. It was nice to feel something other than a black hole in her chest.

“Why have you stayed?”

“You know why.” He shook his head. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” She grabbed her cloak from the back of a kitchen chair. “But I need to leave.”

“Narra, you can talk to me.”

“I have nothing to say.” Narra slid her fingers across the dusty countertop and grabbed the bowl of fruit from beside the sink. The apples her father loved so much had gone soft, brown spots corrupting their brilliant color. Her fists clenched and she shoved the bowl across the counter. It, and the apples, clattered into the sink.

“How could he betray the Guild?” Her throat closed. She fought for breath.

“You don’t know that he did.” He laid a warm hand on her shoulder, cutting through the cold of the morning, but intensifying the burn in her chest.

“Why else would he be on that train?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted.

Narra pulled back and leaned against the counter. Blue-green eyes pierced her own. He saw every bit of how she felt; how the nothingness drowned in fear. Fear over not knowing her father, or his intentions. Fear over her own inability to see his deceit. Fear for whatever came next.

Narra clamped down on her emotions. She took a deep breath in an effort to reel herself in. “He’s a novin traitor, Erik. He betrayed the Guild, and everyone will know it. Why would he do this?”

“He could have been framed, or tricked.”

Narra scoffed.

“All I’m saying is that you don’t know what happened. None of us do.”

Her hardened heart fluttered. Could he be right? No one knew what truly happened to her father, but she couldn’t escape the facts. 
Her father went missing one night, on a mission to acquire the score of a lifetime
, on a contract he certainly had not
 acquired from the Guild, and the next day he showed up dead.

Whatever he’d done, whomever he’d agreed to work with, this was his reward. Death.

There was no coming back from Lady Death’s embrace.

“I’ll find out,” she said.

Erik’s brow cinched together.

“I’m going to find out what happened to my father. I’ll find out who killed him.”

“Narra—”

“I have to do this, Erik. Do not
 try and stop me.” She flicked her cloak on, and clipped it to her shoulders.

He smiled and shook his head. “There’s never any stopping you.”

“Never,” she agreed, heading for the door. Erik’s eyes bored into her back.

“Good luck,” he offered.

Narra glanced over her shoulder. Her best friend smiled his characteristic half-smile. He was concerned for her, but he shouldn’t be. Narra always found her villain.
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Candles burned
 and wax dripped from the chandelier hanging above the commanders’ meeting table in the Guild Saloon. A thick piece of molten red wax dropped free and splattered atop the growing mound below. The commanders had already gathered upon Narra’s arrival, bickering over contracts as usual. How dare they start without all the thief leaders present? She bit back a snarl.

While the twins argued with the Commander of the Boomers, August sat back, his lips turned down under his bushy white moustache. She clenched her fists. Fighting. They were always fighting. And what good did it do?

Narra slammed the saloon door shut behind her. The bickering stopped. Good. Taking her time, Narra stepped across the dirt-
laden floor and joined her fellow commanders, leaving her throne for a seat at the circular table. August flashed her a small smile while the others nodded in greeting. No one bothered with pleasantries or asked about her father. They knew her anger better than most.

“You’ve started the reading of contracts without me?” she asked, flicking an accusing glare across the table at Claudia. The raven-haired beauty regarded her with a scowl. She never liked Narra.

“We weren’t sure you were coming,” August said, reaching over to pat the back of her hand. She didn’t cringe away like she’d do with the others, or twist their wrist until it broke. August was a kind man, and she silently thanked him for not mentioning Quinn.

“I’m here now,” she countered.

“We haven’t gotten far,” Graves chimed in, glaring at the twins beneath a bushy set of gray brows.

“We’d get somewhere if the Boomers didn’t try and take every contract out from under us,” Klaus snarled. His dark eyes narrowed like an angry cat.

“Let’s not start this again,” August huffed, standing to get their attention. He reached across the table and took the bundle of papers from Graves, who calmed under the elderly man’s gentle gaze. “We’ll start again.”

“We’ve already wasted much time,” Claudia protested.

“And yet, you waste more time by arguing,” Narra said.

Claudia bristled and slapped the table. The few weapons scattered atop the wood rattled. “Fine. Let us start again
,” she mocked.

Narra simply nodded, trying not to enjoy the furious glare the older woman gave her. If she wanted to undermine Narra’s leadership, let her try.

Though Claudia never showed her the respect she was due, at least the others understood her background and her accomplishments. Before she was twenty-years-old she’d gone on more contracts than most initiates combined, completing over a hundred in a few short years. Yet, Claudia still questioned if she deserved a spot at this table because of her age. More than once Narra had to remind the 
woman how many missions Claudia had completed. The number wasn’t even half that of Narra’s.

August took charge of the meeting, flipping through contracts, reading each out in detail. Once the reading was done, the faction heads went about their arguments—why they above all others would be perfect for the mission.

“The contractor wants the jewels stolen outside the home to avoid suspicion from within. This is the perfect job for a pickpocket,” Klaus argued.

“My Boomers would be able to cause a distraction and steal the rubies from the wife’s neck. Why would I let the Pocks take such a lucrative contract?” Graves snarled, glaring across the table at the tall, handsome Klaus.

August rubbed his beard, glancing between the two commanders. While Narra always watched and occasionally plucked a job out from under the others, August, the Commander of the Brains, waited. Instead of throwing his own hat in the ring, he spent most of his time dissolving feuds between the others. He knew as well as she that arguing over these missions was meaningless. The other factions came to August constantly with orders for weapons, gadgets, and transport. He needn’t take missions for pennies when the other commanders paid him so handsomely.

“I will not concede this to you, Graves, and have you further endanger the Guild with your antics.” Klaus sat back and crossed his arms. Was this the end of the fight?

Graves opened his mouth to snap back, but August held up a hand.

“Give this one to Klaus, Graves. Your kids have
 been causing a lot of trouble lately. We don’t want more Patrolmen on the streets than necessary.”

The leader of the Boomers twitched his moustache back and forth. He looked off at the bar at the back of the room longingly, before turning his gaze on Klaus.

After a few moments of deliberation, he conceded. “It’s yours, Klaus.
”

Instead of grinning over his victory, Klaus nodded solemnly and thanked the older man. A smart choice, and yet, what did it all matter? While she sat there wasting time, her father’s killer was on the loose. She shouldn’t have come today. She should have taken Erik with her back to North Station to look for clues.

With the matter settled, August moved on to the next contract. He read through sheet after sheet, broke up arguments, and let the others bicker for as long as they needed. All fights couldn’t be won with wisdom when large sums were involved.

“This contract comes from Sir James Blacksworth. He writes: I, Sir Blacksworth of West Port, commission the Thieves Guild to steal the crowned sword of General Asher Grayson. It can be found in the Rova City military barracks in his office on the third floor. I will pick up the sword upon your retrieval. Send word by raven when the job is done. I will bring the reward of one thousand rovin for your trouble.” August laid the parchment on the table.

Instead of a rising argument, the commanders remained still. Narra glanced at the others, her heart racing. This was a lucrative mission. She could do it, and get her mind off her father. She needed to think clearly, and with his death so heavy on her mind, there was no way she could find his killer. She’d need money to buy off informants and street rats to get the information she needed anyway. This could be her chance. Her fingers twitched toward her pistol. She wanted more than anything to pull it out and clean it. The simple task always calmed her mind.

“I’ll take it,” Narra said.

“Rheka.” August’s blue eyes widened considerably. “Entering the Barracks won’t be easy.”

“It’s suicide,” Clint agreed, his dark gaze settled on her. He quirked an eyebrow, most likely trying to figure out when she’d gone insane. They didn’t understand. And they couldn’t.

“It’s easy money,” she said.

“Why argue with the girl?” Claudia scoffed. “If she wants to die, let her.”

Narra narrowed her gaze at the woman, who only smirked. 
Claudia was lucky hurting another commander was Guild treason. With her blood boiling, she wanted nothing more than to cut the pretty smile off her wrinkled face.

August tapped the table to draw her attention. “Rheka, I know things are a bit confusing right now with your father and all, but this isn’t a contract to take.”

“I’m surprised the Guild Master left it in at all,” Graves said.

“If you’re caught, you’ll be hung,” August continued.

Heat rushed to her skin and her heartbeat quickened. Did they think her weak like her father? Her fists clenched. She wasn’t a fool, or a traitor. She could take care of herself. No one needed to look after her. She’d do this on her own, whether they approved or not.

Narra stood and snatched the contract from August’s fingers. “You aren’t my father, August.”

The white-haired man snapped back, his brows raised. She pretended not to see the hurt in his eyes.

“Let me be clear, I do not need your opinions on my decision,” Narra said. She met the eyes of each of the commanders. This risk was worth it, even if they refused to see it. “Do not get in my way.”
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Rova City
 military barracks sat at the western edge of the city, a mass of dark stone surrounded by fields, forests, and training courses. The converted old castle, from the ages of Kings before the continent split up, would be a challenge to get inside. One she would readily take on.

Skirting the road leading to the barracks, Narra rushed through the trees, embracing the shadows. She leapt over a fallen log, her heart pounding in her ears. She’d spent the day staking out the old building and with the majority of the soldiers inside asleep, it was time to make her move.

Tall stone walls rose between the trees, only a few feet away from the forest’s edge. There was no cover between the wall and the trees, but she’d planned for this.

Once the trees thinned, she slowed, dodging between thick 
trunks. Though shrouded in shadow, several soldiers rotated shifts on the walls above. The murmur of their voices drifted down to her. Right on time. As soon as they switched off, she’d make her move.

Taking a running start, Narra took off between two trees, aiming for a third, closest to her target. At the last second she jumped, grabbed a low hanging branch and swung herself up. She stood on the branch and wrapped her fingers around the next. Up and up she climbed, as if the branches were nature’s ladder, until she crouched on the highest that could easily support her weight.

Her hot breath fogged the cool night air. She took a few deep breaths to still her racing heart. The next part would be the hardest. If she couldn’t get onto the barracks outer wall without being seen, it was all over.

Wiping the sweat from her palms, she tucked her hair behind her ear before readying her grappling hook. She sprung the claws and waited. The torchlight above grazed the surrounding leaves, casting a pattern across her bare hands and chest.

A shadow approached the soldier on the wall. They greeted one another and switched off. One man left from sight. The other began circling the wall. While he covered half the barracks’ rim, another soldier circled the opposite end. She’d have five minutes before he checked in with the gatekeeper in a small stone outpost at the far side.

The soldier heaved his rifle over his shoulder and began his rounds. She closed her eyes and counted down the seconds, listening to his footsteps. He passed the first junction, up and down a small set of stairs. Now.
 Narra leapt from her branch, letting the grappling hook loose.

The surrounding leaves shook as she freefell.

She winced. Her hook hit stone, the claws digging in. She hit the retract button and held on tight.

The device yanked her up so hard she nearly lost her grip. It slipped between her fingers. Her heart plummeted for her stomach. She reached out, grabbing the cold stone wall. She hoisted herself up and over. Leaning against the inside outlook, she took a moment to 
right her breathing. That had been too close. She needed to regain her concentration. This wasn’t a time for screw ups.

Pulling the hook back into the handle, she clipped it onto her belt and pulled her cloak on tight, concealing her hair. Only a few minutes left to get inside before the second guard arrived.

Narra stood and peered over the wall into the courtyard. Though the moon was high in the sky, the time long past midnight, three soldiers stood in the yard wielding daggers. Fifteen feet away, potato sacks were stuffed with hay like target dummies. One after the other they let their knives fly. Each twisted through the air with precision and thunked
 into the wooden post behind the dummy.

She bit her lip. Nearly two decades ago she’d done the same. For hours upon hours, her father stood at her back, urging her on.

“Hold the knife like this,” her father would snap, grabbing her fingers and repositioning them. “Now try.”

She’d aim as best she could at seven years old. Sometimes she’d hit, sometimes she’d miss, and sometimes the daggers would slip and cut her fragile skin.

“Idiot!” her father would bark. She’d wince and apologize, pick the dagger back up and try again. It didn’t matter how much she bled.


Thunk
. Another dagger landed.

Narra started from the memory and stepped back. Emperor’s ancestors
, she had to hurry. The torch of a coming soldier drove her over the wall, down a flight of stairs and into the dark recesses of the courtyard. Sleeping steamwagons, stacks of weapons, and crates of armor littered the walls, giving her plenty of cover between the practice grounds and the main building, which stood high above the outer walls.

She stuck to the curved outer wall until she reached the cart-port beside the kitchen entrance. She eased the door open an inch. Then two. All was quiet within. Only a dim lamp sat on the countertop at the center island. Narra slipped inside, easing the door shut behind her. She was thankful it didn’t creak.

Padding across the floor, she dodged piles of pots, pans, crates, and dishware until she reached the corridor. Voices murmured from 
the left. She ducked back inside, pressing her back against the door. She waited until footsteps came and went, then the hall was hers.

The inside of the barracks were just as old as the exterior. Stone walls were covered in tapestries of battles long won and paintings of all the great generals and emperors of their time. Red carpet lined the main hall and brass candlesticks sat atop dark wood furnishings. She imagined Rova Palace looked much like this.

Narra took the servants staircase up to the third floor. Her heartbeat increased with each step. With each breath she went deeper into the enemy’s den. If she wasn’t careful, this could very well be her final contract.

Swallowing the lump in her throat, Narra stepped out of the safety of the dim stairwell. Lamps hung from the ceiling, turned low due to the late hour. More paintings of emperors than generals occupied the walls; Willa the Wilted and Norac the Conqueror being two of the more easily recognizable. Even some of the emperors from the Century of Blood had their places. Though they were revered leaders, she was surprised anyone found them worth keeping in the barracks. They were brutal killers, and not one had lived long with war so close to Rova City.

A warm light approached from the far side of the hall. Her heart skipped and she raced as quietly as possible down the length of the hall. Placards adorned each door—Lieutenant this, and General that. Conference rooms, studies, and quarters. She ran on silent feet until she found the name she sought.

General Asher Grayson.

She listened at the door. Not a sound. No light crept from underneath. Was anyone inside? Lamplight drew closer. She had no other choice. Narra dove inside.

With the dim light of the hall gone she was left in darkness. Srah help me.
 She sighed and paused by the door, waiting for the light to pass. Heavy footfalls approached.

She held her breath.

Closer.

She bit her lip
.

Closer.

She closed her eyes and wrapped her fingers around a dagger.

They passed. She exhaled. Thank Srah.

Moonlight filtered between the shutters at the far side of the study. A desk sat in front of it, papers strewn everywhere. For a general, he wasn’t very neat. Narra stepped further inside, inspecting the conference table that occupied the center of the room with a dozen seats surrounding it. Along the walls were more tapestries, articles from the Rova Chronicle, and a large portrait of a frowning man with a rapier and a general’s hat.

Her lips twisted into a frown. Where was the sword? Narra searched the drawers of a dresser, the closet of an armoire, and the desk by the window. Nothing. Had Sir Blacksworth given them misinformation? It was unlikely. She recognized his name from her history lessons. He must be the son of the late Knight Blacksworth, the last Captain of Armies.

Padding across the stone floor, she reached the window. It faced north, far away from the soldiers practicing or gatekeepers at their post. Mountains rose in the distance over a sea of black pine trees. She waited for the guard on the wall to do his round before inching the shutters open further. She might be able to find the sword with more light.

Moonlight seeped in and she ducked back inside, scanning the tabletops, the walls—there!—above a small table on the far side of the room, a glass case held the crowned sword of the General. A grin broke across her face. This would get her the money she needed.

Flying across the room, she broke out her lock pick set from the pouch at her thigh. A small golden lock held the case shut. She’d make quick work of it.

“INTRUDER!” the shout broke the stillness of the Barracks.


Emperor’s ancestors
, she cursed. She glanced from the case to the window. She should flee. But if she didn’t take the sword this would all have been for nothing. She bit her lip. How had she angered Srah this time?

Narra snapped her lock picks out and into the lock. She had no 
other choice. She twisted the long pieces of metal as carefully as she could until the lock clicked. She withdrew her picks and opened the case.

Boots beat up the stairs and down the hall. Damn. She grabbed the sword from the case. The door flung open, cracking off the wall. Her heart stopped.

“The killer!” a man howled.

Killer? Narra stepped back, ripping the sword from its sheath. She had to get out of there. Now
.

“Put the weapon down, thief!” A tall man stepped forward, pulling his sword from his hip.

Narra backed toward the window, reaching for her grappling hook with her free hand. Her hip bumped the conference table. Six men dove inside, leaping across the floor, weapons brandished and flashing in the moonlight. Narra spun, tore the grappling hook from her belt and dove over the desk, kicking open the shutters. She aimed her hook for the barracks outer wall.

A hand closed on the back of her cloak. It snapped off, the hood ripping from her head. The hook flew from her fist with a burst of air. A soldier grabbed her hair, yanking her backward. Pain burned her scalp and she cried out.

With a twist, she whipped her sword out. She caught a man’s chest, but he pulled back too fast for it to cut anything but his shirt.

Narra glanced up at the man’s face, and her eyes flew wide. Her father’s face, with week old stubble and blue eyes identical to her own, stared back. Silver hair wafted around his shoulders as his lips pulled into a smirk. Horrible burns consumed half his face.

It was impossible. Her father was dead.

A fist collided with her cheek and she gasped. Stars raced across her vision. She dropped the grappling hook. Her palms were sweaty. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears. She didn’t hear their words as they pulled her back inside.

Narra looked up, desperate to find out if what she’d seen was true, but as she scanned the faces of her assailants, none even resembled Quinn
.

The sword—her ticket to finding her father’s murderer—clattered across the stone. They threw her to the floor. Air exploded from her lungs. She rolled to her feet, only to be thrown down again.

Whatever she’d seen, it had distracted her long enough for them to get the upper hand. She cursed herself, and cursed her father.

Grinding her teeth, she thrust her elbow back into the nose of one man before spinning on another. Strong hands forced her back to the ground. Her chest ached from the impact.

This wasn’t happening.

A man sat on her back. Pain shot through her spine. He tied her arms together, rough cord burning her wrists.

This couldn’t be happening.

She’d lost.
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ce water crashed against her face, awakening her with a start. Her heart sped up. What was happening? Light flashed back and forth across her blurry gaze. Her whole body ached and shivered. Rope dug into her wrists when she tried to twist her hands, but they were bound behind her back. Her arms scraped the rough wood of her chair.

“Sit up straight!” a man snapped. His fingers dug into her shoulders with more strength than necessary. She pushed off the ground with her toes, knocking him back. He grunted as Narra twisted, lunging from the chair. A boot slammed into her stomach, throwing her back into her seat. Her head snapped back and she groaned.

“Novin bitch,” the man she’d knocked over growled as he climbed to his feet. She blinked the water from her lashes. Blood ran down his chin. His lip swelled where he must have bitten it.

The two men circled the small room. Harsh light illuminated the carved walls of an underground cell, or possibly an interrogation chamber. Emperor’s Ancestors
, what had she gotten herself into this time?

A knock at the thick wooden slab of a door drew their attention. Narra twisted her wrists, but the rope only burned her skin. She 
hissed and took a few deep breaths. She had to remain calm. She had to think. How was she going to get out?

“Sir,” both soldiers said in unison. Their heels clacked together, their spines rigid as they bowed. A tall rugged man, with an angular jaw and deep brown eyes, stepped inside.

“At ease,” he said. His brows scrunched together as he took her in. His eyes roamed the length of her. Was she just a piece of meat to him? Narra recognized him from his portrait. General Asher Grayson. Only he wasn’t quite as old or as formal as the picture made him out to be. His dark hair was wild, and his coat askew. Had he just rolled out of bed?

“Is this the woman you saw kill Corporal Druine?” one of the soldiers asked.

Narra narrowed her gaze. They had called her a killer back in the General’s study, but why? She hadn’t touched a single soldier until after
 the alarm had rung. Her stealth was far more promising than leaving a pile of bodies behind.

General Grayson stepped into the harsh light, leaving his subordinates at his back. His hard gaze softened, and his rigid brow relaxed. Guilt consumed his expression.

“Yes, it is.”

Her jaw went slack. He was lying. But, why?

“Who are you?” he asked.

Narra bit the inside of her cheek to keep from saying something she might regret. Instead, she stared daggers at the General. Goosebumps rose on her flesh as a chill draft licked her exposed forearms.

“I’ll ask again.” He sighed. Holding his hands behind his back, he paced the length of the room. “Who are you, and why did you come here to kill one of my men?”

He hesitated with every word. He knew very well she killed no one. She watched him pace, but didn’t answer. He didn’t look at her again; instead he remained rigid, spinning a silver ring on his right hand.

“We can interrogate the prisoner, sir.” The shorthaired man with the bloodied lip stepped out of the shadows. “We’ll make her talk.
”

Asher halted, shooting him a startled look. Her heart raced. The soldier stared her down, a wicked smirk taking over his face. If the General left her there with these two, she’d be lucky to leave this cell alive. Her heart rammed against her ribcage. Even with the chill air, sweat dripped down her spine.

“No, that’s all right.” The General cleared his throat and righted himself. He stepped back in front of her, his wide shoulders blocking her view of the others as he leaned in to meet her gaze. “Tell us why you were here, and why you killed my soldier.”

He held her gaze, raising his eyebrows meaningfully. He was trying to urge her to lie, to follow his lead. Narra tilted her chin up defiantly. She wouldn’t talk. She’d done nothing but try to steal a sword, and he knew it.

After several moments of silence, the General stepped back.

“Tell me your name,” he commanded in a deep voice.

Narra stared back, her lips pressed in a thin line.

Asher nodded at the soldier with the broken lip. He stepped up, grabbing her hair and yanking it back to expose her throat. Panic bubbled inside her. She bucked hard, but he only gripped tighter. Then he released her hair and slammed his fist into her cheek. She gasped—she couldn’t help it. Pain exploded through her cheekbone, and her eyes watered. She set her jaw and took a deep breath. He hit her again, same side, same place. Her head spun and she closed her eyes.

They would not break her.

He rammed his knuckles into her gut. Air poured from her lungs. She buckled under the explosion of pain. Be strong Narra,
 her father’s words whispered. The watering of her eyes spilled down her cheeks. The soldier pulled her head back, ripping strands of hair from her scalp.

“Enough,” Asher said.

The soldier’s delighted smirk disappeared and he released her, stepping away.

Asher filled her line of sight. She glared with all the defiance she 
could muster. Hot rage burned through her entire body, chasing away the cold.

“Why were you here tonight? Did you have another target? Why did you kill Corporal Druine?”

Narra smiled, a laugh bubbling from within. Was this how she was going to die? The great Commander Rheka, dead at twenty-five, all because of a lie. She was a thief, not a killer. But she couldn’t tell him that. He’d already sentenced her to death.

The General stepped back, and the soldier returned. He hit her face, her stomach, and her ribs, until her whole body ached. Her lip and nose bled, the taste of copper filling her mouth. Her entire being begged for rest, her mind drifting in and out of consciousness. Should she try to explain why she was there? Could she sell out her contractor? Would it even make a difference? It’d be treason against the Guild, but at least they’d stop hitting her.

Another punch to the jaw sent stars flying across her vision. She toppled from her chair. The cold rock beneath her cheek soothed the welts. She breathed hard. Haze clouded her brain. She was tired. So
 tired.

Gentle hands lifted her from the floor and sat her back in the chair. Her head lolled back. She just wanted to sleep. She just wanted the hitting to stop.

Someone gripped her chin with surprisingly gentle fingers and deep brown eyes held hers. She blinked slowly to focus through the haze covering her eyes.

“What is your name?” Asher asked. His brows raised, his gaze flicked back and forth at the men behind him. Did he want her to suffer? Or was he simply doing his job? Who was this man to lie about her? To accuse her of being a killer?

She blinked again until her eyes fell closed. Beautiful darkness embraced her. She fell towards it, desperate for its relief.

“Your name.”

Narra blinked back to life. His gaze was as desperate as she felt. She licked her lips that felt like sandpaper.

“Q,” she said. It was the only thing that came to mind other than 
her true identity. Her father called her his little queen for a reason. Q for short. When she was little he’d call her princess, only young Narra took offense.

She asked her father, “Why would I want to be a princess when I could be queen?”

Her father laughed. It had been a long time since she’d heard him laugh. When he was done, he smiled and told her she’d be his little queen then, and never to let anyone tell her otherwise.

General Grayson released her chin, and the memory broke away like shattered glass, throwing her back into reality. Narra sagged forward like a rag doll, barely able to keep herself sitting. With every ounce of her strength, she kept herself in that chair.


You’re weak
, her father whispered.

Her heart clenched painfully. He was right. She couldn’t take it anymore. She was weak. She wanted it to end.

“Take her to her cell. I’ll contact my brother. I doubt he’ll want this going to trial.” Someone trudged across the room. The creak of the door told her the General was gone.

No trial? That was against the law. She gritted her teeth.

“Yes, sir.” The soldier nodded, bowed, and pulled her up by her arms, his fingers digging into fresh bruises. Narra gasped and her head swam. Black dots clouded her vision. She succumbed and closed her eyes. This was madness. How could they do this to her? She’d only come to steal a sword, not kill a soldier.

The men dragged her out, her heels scraping the wet floor.

It seemed like only seconds had passed when they dumped her inside a cell. The rattling keys and click of the lock barred her inside. She lay still on the cold rock, her eyelids fluttering. It was over at last. Tomorrow she would die.

But at least it was over for today.
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The rattling trolley
 bounced up and down over uneven cobblestone. It tossed her back and forth inside the wooden bars of her 
prison, creating fresh bruises to join the old. She bit back a groan at every turn, and held onto the bars to try and keep steady. The bright light of morning cut through her swollen eyes and sent spikes of pain burrowing into her skull.

Her shackles danced with the trolley, showing everyone they passed who she really was—a criminal. There was no trial. No judge. No jury. She’d be hung without proof: justice forgotten. She was going to die, and not even for her true crimes.

The worst part? She didn’t even know why.

The shopping district soon passed, and the trolley slowed to a stop. Varek Square. Only days ago she’d been there with Erik, watching a group of men and women being hung. Now it was her turn. She closed her eyes and leaned her forehead against the cold metal of her shackles. They cooled her warm skin.

“Step back, criminal,” a patrolman commanded.

Narra glanced up. She was too close to the door. She sighed and shimmied back. There wasn’t room to stand in the small enclosure. As soon as the cage door opened, they pulled her from the cart. She fell to her knees, cobblestone scrapping her leather pants. What was one more bruise when she was about to die?

The stage was set; only one noose today, and no princesses. Two Patrolmen heaved her to her feet and pulled her behind the wooden platform.

The crowd wasn’t quite as large today, even with the fine weather. Most were headed to work, or eating breakfast with their families this early in the morning. Workers clad in overalls, businesswomen in fine jackets, soldiers from the barracks—many stood waiting for her demise. Who was she to stall the show?

“By the emperor’s decree, all insurgents, terrorists, and loyalists to any nation but the Rovan Empire will be hung.” A slim man at the podium cleared his throat, addressing the crowd with authority. The people grew still, silenced by the weight of the coming attraction.

They pulled her by her elbows, nearly carrying her up the steps to the stage. She couldn’t walk. Her whole body felt heavy. She stared at the noose billowing in the gentle breeze. It waited for her; waited 
to take her life. She wondered what it felt like to be hung. She’d seen it often enough.

Would she be lucky and have her neck broken, or would she struggle to breathe while the rope grew taught?

How long would it take her to pass out?

How long until her blood stopped pumping, her face turned purple, and her struggling ceased?

Narra shook her head. She’d never find out what happened to her father. She’d never avenge him, or prove his innocence. She’d never see Erik, or her uncle again. She’d never sit in at a Guild meeting, train initiates, or fly over the rooftops of Rova City with her grappling hook.

This was it.

The Patrolmen shoved her forward. Narra scanned the crowd one last time, and started when she recognized a Guild member or two near the back of the crowd. Their cloak hoods shadowed most of their faces, but their frowns were apparent.

A burlap sack was yanked over her head, cutting off her view of the Guild members. She was glad it wasn’t Erik or Alden. She wouldn’t want them to see her like this, to watch her die.

Narra stumbled onto the small platform, but the officers at her back righted her before she could fall. She froze, goosebumps rushing over her skin. Something heavy tightened around her neck, a bulge pressing into the back of her skull. The rope creaked.

This was it.

“May Srah take you to the heavens,” one of the men whispered.

Shivers wracked her body. Her hands shook and her knees weakened. The burlap would be the last thing she’d see. She closed her eyes. No, she had to remember them—her family—before she left this world. Her heart pounded faster. Murmurs somewhere outside her dark prison grew distant.

Erik’s handsome face, shaggy hair, and dazzling blue-green eyes came to mind. She’d miss him, wherever she was going. He’d always helped her, cared for her, and she him. She’d never known anyone like him
.

Her uncle, a noble man who put up with her outbursts, her tantrums, and her tears. She’d miss Alden too. Where were they now? At home? The Guild? Would they look for her when she didn’t return? If the Guild was present, word of her demise would spread fast. They’d know she was dead within a couple of hours.

The lever next to her cracked down. She felt something fly over her head as the platform fell out from under her. She gasped.

This was it.


Goodbye
, she thought.

Narra freefell until her boots hit stone. Pain jerked up her ankles, and she stumbled to her knees, her heart skipping. The crowd erupted. Shouts rang around her. Where was the tightening? The cracking? The noose? She reached up. Rough rope surrounded her throat and scratched her fingertips. Boots beat the worn cobblestone as she tore off the noose, throwing it hard at the ground.

“Seize her!” the preacher at the podium bellowed.

Narra leapt to her feet, reaching to tear off the burlap.

Someone’s shoulder hit her chest with the weight of a freight train. She flew back, her head cracking off the street. They pushed the sack back over her head, and rough hands pulled her to her feet. Her head swam.

“What’s happening?” she croaked, throat dry and sore.

A man grumbled, and then they were running.

They towed her from beneath the stage and out into the crowd. Bodies pushed against her on all sides, but strong hands drove her forward—pushing, pulling, ripping at her clothes and digging into her sore limbs.

Adrenaline swept through her legs. She was alive. She was alive? She was saved, freed. She ran, and ran, racing with her liberators, or captors. Whatever they may be, they saved her life.

Could they be Guild members? Her brows furrowed. No, the two she’d seen were much too far away. But who else could it be?

Sirens blared and screams rose in the distance. They were moving away from the chaos. Her muscles burned the further they went. How 
far had they run? Four blocks? Six? All sense of direction flew away as they turned, fuelled by flight and desperation for freedom.

Someone grabbed her shackles, yanking her back. Her feet flew out from under her, tearing her shoulder from its socket. Narra cried out, her shout breaking through the whispers around her.

“Silence!” someone hissed, clamping a rough hand over her mouth and nose.

Her eyes watered. Pain stole any sense she had, driving black dots across her vision. She moaned, her energy draining, limbs heavy.

“Get her up,” a female voice snapped. They pulled her by her elbows. She snapped her teeth shut over another cry. Her head spun.

“In here,” another said.

They pulled her arm and she howled. Her whole arm was on fire, sparks licking her chest and arm. She groaned and tripped. They held her aloft.

The woman sighed. “Knock her out.”

“Wait—” Narra spat.

Something heavy came down hard on her skull. She blacked out.
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arra’s boots scraped against the wood floor, catching on divots every few feet. Her head lolled to and fro, unable to support itself. Weak. Sore. Numb. She came back to life in a spiral of confusion. Her head drifted through waves, spun in a hurricane, and floated beneath the surface. Someone moaned.

“She’s awake,” a man grumbled.

Gloved hands pulled her and heavy boots stomped ahead.

“Let’s just get her in the room,” another said. Keys and daggers rustled at their hips.

Narra fought for the surface, pushing away the fog, swimming for air. She willed herself into consciousness, but with clarity came pain. Aches turned into burning, wrenching agony. Her eyes flashed open, but only darkness greeted her. The burlap was still light on her shoulders, concealing her head.

A door creaked open and they pulled her towards it.

“Where are you taking me?” she whispered. Her throat ached, and her tongue was dry. She licked her lips, but she had no saliva to moisten them.

The men marched faster and her boot knocked against 
something solid. A doorframe maybe? She twisted her wrists—still shackled.

“Answer me,” she demanded.

Their fingers dug into her arms. Her breath flew from her chest, and her shoulder caught fire. The pressure on her arms left and her back hit the floor hard. She gritted her teeth and sat on her heels as fast as she could. Her world spun as she grabbed the rough burlap. She yanked it from her skull and looked up—just in time for a wooden door to slam in her face.

“Ancestors
,” she hissed, tossing the burlap aside.

Her head spun. Narra sat back on worn oak flooring. Nothing but bare, dark stone walls, a door, and a wooden stool sat several feet away. Wonderful
. Inching back to the wall, she leaned against the cool stone. It soothed her sore shoulder, but did nothing for the burning agony. She needed to get her arm back in its socket, but it’d be difficult to do alone.

Footsteps stole her thoughts. She had more important things to worry about, like who in Srah’s name were these people, and what did they want from her? If they were from the Guild, they’d have brought her back to it, not whatever place this was.

Mumbled words drifted through the door. She cocked her head. What were they saying? Something about her? Narra inched off the wall. Her shoulder screamed and she sat back hard. Her eyes watered. She needed to get to the door. Her breathing grew labored and she clamped down on the pain. She knew what she had to do.

Pulling away from the wall, Narra bit down on her broken lip as she climbed to her knees. Her lip stung and her shoulder howled. With her shackled hands she couldn’t hold up her injured arm. Climbing to her feet, she took deep breaths.

“Do not faint,” she commanded herself. Her legs shook and her knees threatened to buckle. More footsteps outside. More voices. She had to know what was happening.

She inched a foot forward. Yes, she could do this. Only six feet, maybe seven.

Be strong, Narra
.

She shook her head. She didn’t need her father’s voice now. She didn’t. Her eyes stung with tears as she trudged across the room. Each bit of movement jostled her injury, sending knives through her shoulder.

“I can’t believe we’re going to waste supplies on that thieving wench,” a man mumbled near the door. She stopped. Still a foot away, at least she could make out their words. She inched forward.

“What Marina wants, Marina gets,” said another.

Narra started. Marina? It was neither typical, nor a popular name in the Rovan Empire. Did they mean Princess Marina Kolarova? She stepped back. What did the emperor’s daughter have to do with this? Who were
 these people?

“She has to have a good reason for saving a street rat,” the man continued.


Rat
? Narra bared her teeth at the door.

“Still. Why this one?” the first asked.

“I don’t know.”

Narra blinked quickly as a wave of dizziness hit her. She tried to pull the barren, swirling room back into place, her stomach roiling with unease.

Delicate heels clacked against the wood outside. Someone was coming. Narra shifted away from the door, her heart racing as she inspected the room. If only she had a weapon, at least if their motives were nefarious she could defend herself. Aside from the stool, nothing stood out against the dim light. The lantern that hung from the ceiling was too high to reach. She didn’t very well want to set the room on fire either.

She growled in frustration as a wave of dizziness hit her. Even if she had a weapon, she’d never be able to fight like this. No, she had to bide her time, and see what her captor’s wanted. Then, when she had her head on straight, she’d fight.

Heading back to the wall adjacent to the door, Narra took a seat and propped her aching body against the cold stone. She needed medicine, food, water, and sleep. Above all, she craved rest
.

Mumbles continued outside the room. Keys jingled and the door creaked open.

A woman with beautiful brown curls, hazel eyes, and flawless olive skin stood in the doorway. Marina. Narra swallowed around a lump in her throat. Her chest heated and tightened. If her limbs weren’t drained of energy, she’d have shifted uncomfortably.

Marina’s eyes went wide and she spun back to face the guards. “What on earth have you done to her?” Her voice was high, and her fists shook.

The man standing on the left side of the door blanched and gaped at the princess.

“N-Nothing, Your Highness,” he said.

“Bring a Talcotta salve at once!” Marina commanded.

The guard nodded and sprinted down the hall. Narra’s eyebrows furrowed in confusion. If they had a Talcotta salve, a healing agent used only by the assassins native to the tundra country, why would they waste it on her?

“My apologies—” Marina turned to face Narra again, and paused. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what to call you.”

Narra searched her face for deceit, or maybe a damn explanation, but Marina’s eyes were wide like almonds, her lashes thick, and her dark eyebrows turned up. She appeared concerned, but Narra couldn’t help but be suspicious.


Trust no one
.

A rule not only taught by her father, but the Guild as well. Trust could mean death. Then why did she find herself wanting to trust this beautiful woman?

“They still have you shackled,” Marina said when Narra didn’t answer.

Narra glanced down at the thick metal cuffs trapping her wrists. Beneath them her skin was red and sore. She shifted and regretted it. Pain shot through her shoulder, bringing with it a new wave of agony and dizziness. Clamping down on her lip, Narra tried to rein it all in. Rein in her emotions, her pain, her uncertainty—she had to think rationally, logically, like a thief
.

Marina darted forward. Her thick velvet gown swayed with her movements and pooled at her knees as she crouched beside Narra.

“Your shoulder,” Marina gasped. Her long, thin fingers reached for Narra’s bare shoulder, now purple with bruising. Her forehead creased, and her plump lower lip quivered slightly.

Marina was genuinely concerned for her. She didn’t know Narra, hadn’t even seen her before this day. Why would she care? Why should she? She owed Narra nothing. But if what the guards outside said was true, Marina was the one who saved her life. Why did she stop the hanging? Why take her like this? Questions circled her mind until her world spun again.

“We need to put it back in the socket,” Narra murmured.

Marina met her gaze. The princess nodded, her jaw set. “What do I do?”

Narra inspected the lines of Marina’s face, the genuine concern in her eyes. She’d have to trust Marina, at least for now. “I’m going to hold my arm out at a ninety degree angle. I need you to firmly grasp my wrist and pull,” Narra explained. Her heartbeat quickened and her fists closed. She shut her eyes, extended her arm, and braced herself for pain.

“All right,” Marina said. Soft fingers probed her wrist before closing tightly. Her long nails dug into Narra’s skin, but the small sting was nothing compared to the burn of her shoulder. “Are you ready?”

Narra sighed softly. “Yes.”

“Here I go.”

Every muscle in her body tensed. She waited and waited. Hurry
, she thought. Fire licked her shoulder. Only a few seconds of agony and it’d all be over.

Marina’s grip tightened and she pulled.

Blackness took her.


“Miss?”
 a soft voice whispered through the black. “Miss?
”

Narra shook. With the fire in her shoulder gone, winter’s embrace swallowed her. Icy claws raked her back. She shivered.

“Miss?” Hot breath warmed her cheek.

Her lids fluttered open. Dim light flooded the bare room. Marina’s bronze lips smiled down at her.

“Good, you’re awake.” Marina sighed softly, and sat back.

“I fainted,” Narra realized aloud. She lay on her side, cold stone at her back and worn wood against her cheek.

“You did,” Marina confirmed, her hazel eyes watchful as Narra lay still.

Narra shifted her shoulder. Instead of burning, it ached. “It worked,” she said. She sat up slowly, and when her world didn’t tilt, she leaned back against the wall.

“I’m happy to hear it.”

Knuckles wrapped against the door.

“Your Majesty?” a hesitant voice mumbled.

“Enter,” Marina said, turning to greet the guard.

The wooden slab creaked open, revealing a Rovan man, clad in black. His eyes narrowed at Narra before his gaze slid to the princess. He stepped inside, his heavy footsteps familiar. He handed Marina a small, purple clay pot. It was round at the bottom and curved up to meet the mouth blocked with a glass spigot.

“The salve,” he said.

“Thank you.” Marina smiled and took the pot. “The key for her restraints as well, please.” The guard sighed and dug a large metal key from his pocket before handing it to the princess. Marina nodded her goodbye.

The man gave Narra one last suspicious look before disappearing into the hall. The door shut behind him. Marina took the key first, slipping it inside each lock. They clicked free and the heavy metal dropped to the floor. With the weight gone, Narra twisted her wrists, glad to be free of them.

“This should help with the bruises.” Marina opened the bottle and poured the purple cream into her palm. The pungent smell of winterberries filled the room and Narra wrinkled her nose
.

“Why did you save me?” Narra asked. Marina halted, two fingers dipped in the cream. She met Narra’s blue gaze.

“We should heal your wounds first,” Marina said. Narra levelled her a look
. Though her entire body ached, she had to know. She couldn’t trust Marina until she knew. Marina sighed in defeat and lowered her hands to her lap. “I need your help.”


Her
 help?

“You’re the emperor’s daughter… why would you need my
 help?” Narra quirked an eyebrow. Marina’s lips curved pleasantly.

“Not just me, but the Revolution,” Marina said. Determination settled in her gaze. “We may not want the same things, but I think a new regime could benefit us both.”

“A new regime?”

Marina smiled and held up the cream. If she wanted answers, Narra would have to play along. Narra nodded and Marina scooted forward, her knees brushing Narra’s thigh. Laying the salve in her lap, Marina took Narra’s hand. Her fingers were soft, decorated with thin metal bands and red jewels. She turned Narra’s wrist up and gently applied the cream to her raw flesh. The salve chilled her skin. It wasn’t overall unpleasant; in fact, the cooling sensation was rather nice. Marina lathered a thin layer of purple over the wound, until the red of her skin was completely covered.

“We want to depose my father. The time for war mongering emperors is over,” Marina continued. “I want to have an elected official, maybe working with some sort of council. That way, even the most impoverished have a say.”

Narra watched Marina’s fingers as they glided over her other wrist, sending sparks up her arm. Once she was done there, she worked her way to Narra’s shoulder, replacing the dark purple bruise with sweet violet.

“That is what the Revolution wants.” Marina paused. “It’s what I
 want. I don’t want my sisters taking my father’s place. We might very well have another Century of Blood if they did.” Her plump lips pressed into a firm line.


Interesting
. Narra didn’t know much about this revolution, but 
she’d never imagined someone as influential as the princess was involved. There was much more to this than she’d first realized.

The cold of the salve soothed the heat that had built in Narra’s shoulder. She leaned her head back against the wall. “If all the rebels want is a revolution, why blow up North Station?”

Marina froze and her gaze snapped up to meet Narra’s. “That wasn’t us.”

Narra shot her a disbelieving look. Marina sighed and shook her head, continuing her work on Narra’s shoulder.

“Then who was it?” Narra’s heart beat faster. Would Marina know? If the Revolution hadn’t blown up the train, who could it have been? Maybe they killed her father.

“I don’t know,” Marina admitted. Narra’s heart sank. “But we’ve been trying to find out. There was something my father wanted aboard that train, something that could change the face of this rebellion. No one could find it when the train was stopped. I’m not sure what it is, but it could be what we need to win without bloodshed.”

“You don’t know what it is.”

“I know.” Marina finished with her shoulder, which remained pleasantly cool. “But I’ll keep looking regardless.” Her hazel eyes lit as she stared off into nothing. Her sculpted cheekbones softened under the dim light, and her bronze skin glowed.

Narra admired her determination, as misplaced as it may be. “Rheka.”

Marina snapped from her thoughts and looked at Narra. “Your name?”

“Yes.”

Marina smiled so widely the corners of her eyes crinkled. “Rheka. A beautiful name.”

Narra blinked in surprise, losing control of her expression for a moment. Marina laughed softly and reached for Narra’s face. Narra leaned back instinctively, but with the stone wall pressing into her spine, there was nowhere to go. Cool salve touched her jaw. Oh. Marina gently massaged cream onto her cheeks, which burned with blush. Even the cold wasn’t enough to bury her embarrassment
.

“Almost done,” Marina murmured, her thumb brushing Narra’s split lip, parting them gently.

Narra couldn’t move as her heart hammered her ribs. What in Srah’s name was happening to her? She closed her mouth, not trusting herself to speak. Instead, she cleared her throat and nodded. A moment later Marina’s thumb was gone and the princess sat back. Narra’s heartbeat slowed and her labored breathing returned to normal. Only her flush remained.

“There. You should see marked improvement in a few hours.”

Only a few hours? “Thank you,” Narra said.

“It was the least I could do.”

Silence stretched between them as Marina set the small pot aside and wiped her hands together to dissolve the rest of the salve into powder.

Something occurred to Narra suddenly, dissipating the remainder of her embarrassment, and returning her calculated mind.

“What is it you want from me?” Narra asked.

“You’re a thief, Rheka. Is that right?” Marina raised an eyebrow.

Narra blinked in surprise. So saving her life was about her thievery, nothing more. Even so, how would the princess know when she was tried for murder? Her stomach soured. Why did it matter how she knew? Narra owed her a life debt. How could she ever repay that?

“I thought as much.” Marina smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I need you to do what you do best, Rheka. I want you to help me save this empire in the one way I know how.”

“How is that?”

“I want you to steal the crown.”
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he wooden door slammed open with a crack
. Narra opened her eyes slowly, fog hanging heavy on her brain. After Marina had given her the salve, she’d had her guards bring food, water, a basin to wash in, a mirror, and a fresh shirt. Not long after eating, Narra had fallen asleep curled against the wall. The rebels were clearly not happy she continued to remain after Marina gave Narra permission to leave.

A surly-faced Rovan man entered, his dark eyes roaming the room before landing on her. He didn’t bother hiding his glare as he set a plate of cheeses and bread on the floor, followed by a glass of water. Narra sat up, meeting his stare with a cold look of her own until he backed out of the room. Without a word, he closed the door again, leaving her in silence. Sighing, Narra leaned against the wall. The stone cooled her back even through the thick black cotton. The long-sleeved shirt clung to her bosom and midriff, the loose collar hanging around her throat. She was happy to be clean again. She’d applied the salve several times after Marina left, leaving her face mostly bruise free aside from the stubborn purple around one eye and the yellowing of her cheek.

Sliding across the floor, Narra scooped up the typical Rovan 
breakfast, downing the cheese and bread in a few gulps. She was still hungry from all the energy exerted during her mission, subsequent beatings, hanging, and escape. It felt like days since she’d last eaten, and maybe it had been. She’d started to lose track of time.

Once the water was gone she ran her fingers through her hair, smoothing out the knots. A cloak hung on a nail by the door, ready for her to head home at any time. Marina assured her she could leave whenever she was ready.

Picking herself up off the floor, Narra swung on the thick black cloak. With no snaps at her shoulders, she clipped it together at her neck. It would do until she got home.

But did she want to go home? She wrinkled her nose. At home she’d have to face Erik, and possibly Alden. They’d want to know how she was doing, what happened with the mission, and why she hadn’t been home in two days. It wasn’t like her to stay away this long, and her presence would not go unnoticed.

Then there was the matter of Marina’s proposal. To take the crown would be suicide on her own. She’d have to prepare, enlist others more experienced in thievery than Marina’s rebels. But who could she trust with this? Erik, certainly. She twisted her lip between her teeth, happy it no longer stung at the touch. If she brought Erik he would constantly worry for her, maybe even put himself in danger. She couldn’t allow that.

Narra shook her head and opened the door. Outside, two nearly identical men in black clothing narrowed their eyes. She smoothed her expression back to the emotionless glare she was known for.

“Where is Marina?” she asked.

“The princess
 is indisposed at the moment,” one of them growled. “She will be in touch.”

Narra bit the inside of her cheek, keeping her retort locked down. She took a deep breath. “Fine. I’m leaving.”

They both nodded and advanced down the hall. With no choice but to follow, Narra went after them. Their boots thudded along while she walked silently, glaring at their backs. She didn’t like needing an escort
.

Down the stairs they went until murmurs of chatter broke through the walls, and the tell tale rumble of steamwagons passed outside.

“Goodbye,” one of the men said, his voice monotone as he ripped a door open and motioned her out. Narra didn’t waste her time glaring and simply walked through, emerging into a dim alley between a tall rundown apartment building and a warehouse. They’d gone a lot further than she’d realized yesterday morning. That or they’d taken her much farther in her unconscious state.

The door slammed behind her and a heavy lock clicked into place. What charming guards Marina kept in her employ.

Pulling her hood over her head, Narra tucked her hair back, her breath fogging the cool evening air. Alone in the trash-strewn alley, Narra glanced at the busy street. Before starting on her debt, Narra had something she had to do. Though Marina had spared her life, someone had still sentenced her to death for a crime she didn’t commit. She had to find General Asher Grayson. It was his turn to pay his debts.
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Narra made
 it back to the Guild in one piece, fire burning in her stomach. Night had come, and with her face suddenly plastered all over the city, she couldn’t risk the trolleys. It took hours to cross Rova City on foot, dodging between alleys, avoiding Patrolmen, and sticking to the shadows. How inconvenient.

Storming through the stone passage into the Guild, puddles splashed beneath her boots. Sewer stench clung to her nostrils, only infuriating her further. Dim light turned to torches, fire burning low. She emerged in the Den, and the remaining thieves grew silent. Dark eyes watched as she walked the length of the room.

Narra didn’t blame them. If anyone turned her in they’d get a hefty bounty—fifty thousand rovin—a price certain to sway many. She hoped they’d try and take her, try to catch her off guard. She’d 
throw them all in the dirt. No one could take her alone, and she wasn’t in the mood to forgive.

Through the main room and the western passage she went until the thick saloon door loomed ahead. Murmurs on the other side told her a meeting was already in session. She slammed her boot into the door. It flew open, the chandelier’s candle light swaying with the hurricane.

The commanders stared wide-eyed as she entered. Whether it was the bruises on her face, her bounty, or escaped hanging, she couldn’t be sure what surprised them most. Fire continued to encompass her chest, burning her throat as she joined the others.

The wooden chair scraped across the floor as she sat. Her fingers twitched on the worn wood, desperate for activity. She suddenly wished for her revolver. It would calm her storm.

“Rheka,” August began, his voice rising higher than usual. “What in Srah’s name happened to you?”

Narra raised her gaze to meet the elderly man’s. His eyebrows furrowed and his wrinkled face caved, lines turning downward. Was this genuine concern too?

“Your face is all over the damned city!” Claudia hissed. “What were you thinking?”

“We told you not to take the contract,” Klaus said. He shrugged as he leaned back in his chair, chin up. Smug.

Narra stood, her chair toppling back. Her hands slapped against the wooden table. Silence. She didn’t need their opinions, their concern, or their anger. This was her problem to deal with.

“I need information,” she said.

“Sit down, Rheka,” August said. “Let’s talk this through.”

Her fist smashed against the wood next. “General Asher Grayson. Who is he?”

The other commanders exchanged glances with one another. Even Claudia’s angry scowl dissipated to a regular frown. They knew there was more to this story, much more. All she wanted was their information. She’d take care of the rest.

“The head General of the Emperor’s armies,” August said. He 
twisted his white moustache between his fingers and stared thoughtfully at the candlewax piled at the center of the table. “He’s the emperor’s half-brother, Zaneth’s bastard.”

“And?”

“He has a son,” Claudia said, shifting to face Narra. “Ezriel.”

“He’s a military boy too, isn’t he?” Graves asked.

“I believe so.” Claudia nodded.

“Lives at the Barracks too, I reckon,” Graves added. “The boy at least, around nineteen years old. His father might live there as well.”

“He has a house in the city,” Clint said, rolling his eyes and crossing a leg over the other, apparently too good for this conversation. “All military men do.”

“Where?” Narra stepped away from the table, her hands falling to her sides.

“Rheka, you aren’t thinking—” August began.

“East Gardens, near the palace.” Clint tossed his black mop of hair.

Narra nodded. Her heartbeat sped up. She could be home, and to the east side of the city by midnight without the trolleys. This couldn’t wait. She’d catch the bastard in his sleep if she had to.

“Rheka!” August stood, thumping his gut against the table. “You can’t do this.” Desperation rang in his voice. But August wasn’t her father, and she listened to no one but him. “You know who he is. They’ll never let you live for this.”

Crossing the length of the saloon, Narra stopped at the door, glancing over her shoulder at the old man. His eyes were wide, his olive skin flushed red. His fist shook against his gold-plated cane.

“They already killed me once. Let them try it a second time.” Turning from her fellow commanders, Narra left the Guild.
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There was only
 one Grayson Manor in East Gardens. A decadent home made of stone, dark wood, and a shingled roof instead of clay tile like half of Rova City. Fountains and flowers decorated the small 
estate surrounding the two-story home. A tall stone fence guarded the property, slick to the touch with no divots for her to climb.

Hidden by a tall oak tree decorating the sidewalk, Narra scowled up at the home. A balcony rested against the side of it, attached to the roof of a sunroom on the first floor. All the windows were dark but one. A small candle flickered in a second floor window, but no shadows passed by. Was General Asher asleep?

With the moon high in the sky, it was long passed normal waking hours. It had taken her longer than she thought to break into her own flat. Without the keys, she had scaled the wall and broken the lock to her bedroom window with a rock, thankful she’d never reinforced it with metal bars like her father had wanted her to. Once inside, she had gathered supplies: clothes, a cloak, and weapons. With a new harness wrapping her hips and thighs, she was ready for anything. But instead of the pistol her father had given her, she had taken his, a long-nosed golden piece worth a fortune. He was dead. He wouldn’t miss it.

Slipping through the shadows, Narra timed the regular patrol rotation at twenty minutes, of which she had about five left to get inside before they passed by again. Patrol was much higher in East Gardens than the rest of the city. The rich of the rich occupied these homes, living in luxury while the rest of the city resided in squalor, and drank themselves to death.

Ever since the Century of Blood, Rova had suffered. After a hundred years of tyrannical, blood thirsty emperors, they’d finally emerged from war with Kiznaiver under a new regime. It was said Emperor Tallis had been like the kings of old: working for the people to ensure everyone was fed and well taken care of, even during the famines preceding the war. Unfortunately, Tallis’ son Zaneth hadn’t born any resemblance to his father, and passed on his horrible personality to his son, the current emperor, Malek Kolarova.

Shaking her head, she circled the property again. There. A break in the smooth stone, high enough for her to climb and still reach the top of the seven-foot stone fence. Rubbing her hands together, she reached up, feeling along the foot-wide groove. Three inches of space 
would be enough for her toes. Mounting the fence, Narra stepped up onto the tiny ledge. The toe of her boot wedged in, hitting the wall. Her heart flipped as she balanced, reaching for the top. Her fingers wrapped around it. The perfect height.

Footsteps splashed through a nearby puddle. Her eyes widened and her heart raced. She plastered her body against the smooth stone, searching for the source of the noise.

Two Patrolmen clad in navy blue crossed the street a block up, heading toward her. Her breath caught in her throat. Though concealed in shadow, she hoped they were distracted enough not to notice her movements.

Pulling herself up, Narra swung over the wall, and fell the short distance to the ground. She didn’t have time to waste. Brambles dug in all around, catching her cloak in their long pointed tendrils. A rose bush. Emperor’s ancestors
. She gritted her teeth and waited. She couldn’t make a sound, not yet.

Murmured voices drew near.

She tuned everything out but the sounds of the Patrolmen. She held her breath. Inches from her back, footsteps passed. She waited, heartbeat pounding in her ears. Her palms grew slick with sweat. Pass the property,
 Narra thought furiously. Her lungs burned and her throat tightened.

The soft thump of boots grew louder and then softer as the Patrolmen walked past the house. Her breath whooshed from her lungs and she sucked in air. Thank Srah.

Pulling apart the thorny branches of the bush, Narra untangled herself from its clutches before setting her sights back on her mission. Her target was close—most likely on the second floor in the room with the light.

Creeping through the shadows, Narra stuck to the wall, ducking low as she skirted a pond full of colorful orange and white fish—definitely imported. The empire didn’t have such fish in its frigid waters.

Beside the wooden balcony and sunroom, a tall trellis laced with vines occupied the wall, rising to meet the line of the roof several feet 
above the balcony railing. She stopped to listen. Only the chirping of crickets and the soft breeze broke the silence of the cold night.

Narra gripped the wooden slats of the trellis and shook. The vines rustled, but the trellis stayed tight against the wall. Good. She dug her fingers around the thick vines and wood, using them to heave her body up. Her boots dug into the spaces between the slats, her toes reaching the stone wall. She crawled upward, her biceps tensing with every pull. She scaled the wall; soft leaves crunching between her fingers. A few feet up she grabbed hold of the balcony’s wooden railing. She swung to the balcony, and then shimmied over the railing, flattening herself to the wooden ground.

Moonlight stole her shadows. If anyone passed, she’d be seen. She tried the brass handle of the door. It was unlocked. Foolish wealthy Rovans
.

Her lips twitched in a smile. At least luck was on her side. Slipping inside, Narra closed the door gently behind her. A long corridor of wood panelling and navy wallpaper decorated the hall. Only a sparse table or two sat against it, portraits of military men hung above them. No chairs, books, photos, or otherwise personal items adorned the passage. Sticking close to the wall, Narra made her way deeper into the home. Three doors were off the main corridor and a set of stairs went down at the other end. A banister protected visitors from falling below. She made her way along the wall, pleasantly surprised by the warmth filling the home. She hadn’t noticed a chimney.

A strip of dim candlelight shone through a tiny crack. One of the doors was open. Stepping lightly, she tested each board for a creak. None did. Withdrawing a long black dagger, Narra pressed her face against the doorframe and peered in. The room was hardly lit. A strong mahogany desk sat against the right wall, a dresser of the same against the opposite. Maps and newspaper clippings adorned the red wallpaper, designed with black fleur-de-lis.

At the desk sat General Asher, slumped over, head buried in his arms. His back rose and fell slowly. Was he asleep? Her pulse sped and she ground her teeth. This was the man who’d nearly gotten her 
killed. And for what? She was still alive, and he was a liar. There was nothing she hated more than liars.

Narra took one last look around the room, at the window on opposite side, the curtains only half drawn, and the candle burning low beside the General. She eased the door open.

The candle’s flame flickered slightly. She stopped, glancing at the sleeping man. He didn’t move. She gave herself just enough room to squeeze through, keeping her back to the door, then the wall. Never turn your back on the enemy.
 Her father’s words rang in her ears.

She took a deep breath, and exhaled slowly. She had to remain calm. Narra circled until she stood only feet from the General. She raised her dagger and slid it around his wide shoulders, pressing the cool metal to his neck.

“Don’t move, or I’ll slit your throat,” she whispered beside his ear.

His shoulders tensed, and his breathing stopped. He was awake.

He shifted slightly, lowering his arms and raising his head. She held the blade tighter, pressing it into his flesh. Asher sighed heavily, leaving his hands splayed on the desk where she could see them. Smart move.

“I knew you would come,” he said.

Narra’s grip tightened, her knuckles white around the hilt of her dagger. Asher didn’t flinch. She waited, but he didn’t continue. Her heartbeat slowed, though her chest began to burn. Why was he being so complacent? Why not fight back or strike her? He didn’t attempt to bargain for his life, only stared at his hands.

She pulled back, spinning his chair to face her. Narra stepped back quickly, withdrawing her dagger and wielding her father’s revolver all in one swift motion. But Asher didn’t look at her, only stared at the floor. His face was cast in shadow, but she could still make out the downward curve of his lips, and the sadness in his eyes.

Did he not care if he lived or died? Narra lowered her gun slowly, keeping the safety off and the barrel pointed at the floor.

He looked up, a question in the dark depths of the eyes meeting hers. Why hadn’t she killed him already?

Why indeed
.

“Why do you not care if you live or die?” Narra asked.

Asher shrugged, his military uniform rustling. The white shirt beneath was open, revealing a ragged scar across his chest.

“Why did you tell your men that I killed that soldier?”

He stared back, his expression slack, emotionless. Is this how she looked to everyone? Heartless, without a care in this world, like she didn’t care whether Ashra took her at any moment?

“Who are you protecting?” It was the only thing that made sense. Why else would he lie? Was it an accident? Could he be protecting himself? No. He was a general, a military man. He was honor bound to own up to his crimes. Who then? A twinge in her chest had her fists clenching. Her hand grew clammy around the metal of the pistol. Why was she letting this affect her? She couldn’t quiet the storm rising inside her any more than he wanted to answer her questions.

Asher shrugged.

“Who?” she growled, snapping forward, her foot slamming his chair back into the desk.

His eyes widened. Spurred by some instinct, Asher leapt up, tackling her in the process. Narra grunted as his shoulder collided with her abdomen. Air burst from her lungs as they crashed to the floor. Her pistol slid from her hand, skidding across the floor beneath the dresser. Fire burst in her chest as she sucked in a great lungful of air.

Narra slammed her fist against his cheekbone and drove her knee into his gut. He gasped and threw a hand out to catch her wrist. She heaved off the ground with her hips, pushing his heavy body off hers and twisted to her feet. Her heel smashed into his jaw. He toppled to the ground for only a second before leaping up.

Narra reached for her daggers, but he was too fast, throwing a jab at her abdomen. She twisted from his reach, driving her elbow into his spine. He cried out, his wail turning into a roar as he rounded on her, kicking her feet out from under her.

Her heart lurched as she fell to the floor, but she rolled away before he could pin her. Half crouching, she lunged, her turn to tackle. But her weight couldn’t keep him down
.

Asher’s head cracked off the dark wooden floor and she flipped from his chest, grinding her heel into his stomach as she jumped for the dresser. She needed her weapon if she was going to stop this.

His fingers wrapped around her ankle and her chest hit the floor hard. She grunted, fury lighting her veins. Narra kicked out, her boot colliding with his head. His grip lessened and she tore her foot free.

Reaching beneath the dresser, her fingers closed on cold metal. He grabbed her ankle again, wrenching her across the floor. Narra spun in his grip, twisting onto her back. Her barrel pointed at his head, she aimed down the sight, his forehead between her crosshairs.

Asher froze.

They both breathed heavily as they stared each other down. Narra’s rage spilled over and her knuckles went white on the grip of her weapon.

A dangerous laugh bubbled from her throat. She couldn’t believe this was happening. She couldn’t believe someone dared to sentence her to death, and then resigned themselves to the same fate when she’d come to do the job. It was maddening. It made no sense.

“Do you even know who I am?” she snapped. Her fingers trembled violently. “My face is plastered across the city. I should kill you for this.”

He released her ankle, chuckling humorlessly.

“You’re one of them
 aren’t you?” he said. “The Thieves.”

It was Narra’s turn to laugh. “The Thieves
. I might as well be the queen
 of those fools.”

Asher’s eyebrow quirked up as his breathing evened out. Sweat coated his face and bare chest. He shifted to his knees before climbing to his feet. Narra smoothed her expression, catching her breath as she stood, keeping him in her sight. He met her gaze, not with fear or despair, but with curiosity.

“You know, I can help you. You’re after something, I knew it the moment I saw you,” he said. His eyes narrowed as he looked over her body.

Narra stepped back, a growl at her lips. “I don’t need your help.”

“What do you want?
”

“To kill you!”

Asher chuckled darkly. “If you only wanted to kill me, I’d be dead already.”

Narra blanched, her grip on the revolver loosening. He was right. Why hadn’t she killed him already? She’d had plenty of opportunity, but hadn’t taken her shot.

“I owe you,” he continued. “I told them it was you.”

“You’re an idiot.”

“I know.” Asher sighed, leaning back against the wall. Blood dripped from his hairline, leaving a red track down his bruising cheek. “But I repay my debts, so let me help you get whatever it is you want.”

Narra rolled her eyes. “What is it you don’t understand about not needing
 your help?”

“If you didn’t need my help, you wouldn’t have been caught in the first place.”

“If you or whoever you were protecting hadn’t killed a man, you would owe me nothing
!” Her voice rose and rose. She couldn’t help it. Anger seeped out of her pores. Fire flooded her chest. She should kill him. She owed him that. So why was he still alive?

“You’re right,” he said. “But that isn’t what happened.”

“You’re impossible!” she growled, lowering her gun and spinning to face the window. When he didn’t move across the room to attack, she spun to face him. “Why do you insist on making my life worse?”

He blanched. “I’m not trying to—”

“But you are! I was nearly hung because of you, and you can’t even tell me why
!” Her fists shook and she bared her teeth. Her heart pounded faster, pushing fire through her veins.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t tell you why.”

Narra pushed her revolver into its holster and slammed her fist against the dresser. The loud thunk
 echoed in the hollow space.

“Who are you protecting?” she screamed.

“My son!”

Her breath escaped her chest, leaving nothing to fan the flames inside. They stared at each other with wide eyes
.

His son? What had Claudia called him? Ezriel. How could someone care so much for their child that they would condemn another to death? Her father was a monster. Erik’s father had been too. Good fathers didn’t exist, so why should he be one? She couldn’t believe him. She wouldn’t. He was a liar. Why would he tell the truth now?

Her heart rammed against her ribcage, and her anger leeched away. With the fire gone, she was empty. Cold. She stepped away from Asher.

“Wait—”

Narra spun and lunged across the room. She slammed the window open and leapt, fleeing the nothingness inside.
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W

hat in Ashra’s seven hells was wrong with her?

Her fists shook as cold seeped into her bones. A chill like none other lay over her heart, filling the emptiness inside her with fear.

How was it possible to love a child so? Though she wasn’t a mother, and never wanted to be, she couldn’t imagine it. So many fathers were cruel, beat their children, forced them to submit to their rule. Her father had been the very same. He’d tortured her from the day she was born. Had it been because she killed the love of his life so that she could exist? Or was he simply a terrible man?

Her eyes stung. She looked to the stars, blinking back furious tears. She decided it was impossible. But why lie now?

Narra heaved a sigh, her warm breath fogging the night air. She glared at the cobblestone, watching her boots beat against its smooth surface. The high walls and ornate fences of East Gardens passed her by, their compounds quiet. She should be asleep as well, not tracking down lying demons.

She shook her head. Asher’s pained face flashed before her eyes, screaming that he was protecting his son. He was the General of the Emperor’s armies, why did he need to blame his son’s murderous 
behavior on another? Certainly, he could get him out of trouble on his own. Yet, the moment he saw her, he cursed her to death.

Narra wished Ashra would come back and take her.

Darkness wrapped around her, a constant reminder of her loneliness. Only the streetlamps lit her way home, one every block or so with long stretches of black between them. At least the stars were out. They would guide her.

Footsteps broke the silence. She froze. What now?

Below a dim streetlamp, a cloaked figure stood watching. Shadows hid their face from sight. Narra reached for her daggers.

“Rheka?”

Narra started. The familiar feminine voice was high and questioning. Marina. What was she doing here?

“Princess?” she asked.

Marina lowered her hood, her thick brown curls tumbling over her shoulders. Her hazel eyes danced with worry and her eyebrows furrowed.

Her heart leapt into her throat. “What’s wrong?” Narra closed the space between them. Her emptiness gave way to something new. A foreign feeling. Concern. A flash of surprise struck her. She’d never worried about anyone but her family before.

“Is…” Marina paused, clutching a red amulet that hung around her neck. “Is my uncle alive?”

Narra blinked in surprise. She met Marina’s gaze with wide eyes. How had the princess known she’d come for General Asher? Her lips pressed into a thin line and she stepped back.

“How did you know I would be here?” Narra asked, her tone flat, accusing. She cleaned her face of emotion, and took a breath to still her pounding heart. Marina’s vulnerability confused her. She had to concentrate in order to think straight.

“I had you followed,” Marina admitted. Her cheeks flushed. “For when I needed to contact you.” Narra worked her jaw. “I only came when my men told me you were heading here. I know what my uncle did, but…” Her brows rose high and tears sprung at the corners of her eyes
.

Narra’s face softened, and the steel around her heart cracked. “Your uncle is fine,” she said.

Her eyes lit and she breathed a great sigh of relief. “Thank Srah,” Marina said. Her gloved hand left the ruby at her breast. “Thank you
, Rheka. For your mercy.”

Narra’s jaw slackened. Never before had she been thanked for not
 killing a man. Then again, she’d never shown mercy before. Was that what she’d done in fleeing Asher’s home? Had she shown him mercy, or simply saved his trial for a later date?

Narra shook her head. “Don’t thank me.”

Marina smiled, her cheeks dimpling. Warmth spread through Narra’s cold. “All the same, I am grateful.”

Narra shifted awkwardly, suddenly all too aware of Marina’s closeness. Her breath warmed the air between them.

“Is that all you’re here for?” Narra asked, genuinely curious. Had she truly come all this way to defend her uncle? Or did she have a task at last?

Though Marina had claimed she wanted Narra to steal the emperor’s crown, there was much more to it than that. She didn’t want her father’s physical
 crown, but to depose him indefinitely. That would require careful planning, and a lot more work on Narra’s part.

Marina’s smile faltered, but didn’t disappear altogether. Her intelligent brown eyes held mischief. “Walk with me, will you?” She stepped to Narra’s side, motioning down the street.

Narra narrowed her eyes. Where would she have her go? It was late, a strange hour for a stroll. If the Patrolmen spotted them, she’d have to flee, and leave Marina with her share of unanswerable questions. But Marina’s eyes beckoned, and her dimples flashed.

Narra sighed. “Very well.”

The princess nodded and dropped her hand from the amulet at her throat, leading the way south of East Gardens. Her steps were gentle, her heels clicking only slightly on the stone. Narra stole a glance from beneath her lashes, trying to determine Marina’s true purpose there tonight. The brunette stared ahead, seemingly lost in 
thought. She didn’t take in the street, the gardens, or the fine architecture, simply walked, her hazel eyes glazed over.

Narra worked her lip between her teeth. Marina was a strange woman. Though the daughter of the emperor, she led a revolution. Regardless of her upbringing, she seemed fair and kind, unlike her family. Someone had to have shaped her this way, but who? Certainly not her father and sisters. Narra sighed and looked ahead.

Several blocks from East Gardens, tall spruce trees peeked above the shorter houses. She’d nearly forgotten a park was nearby. That had to be their destination.

Large rose bushes and thorny vines spread out before the ornate black metal fence guarding the park. Ahead, two brick pillars marked the entrance. A plaque on one stated this was the Willa Conservatory, after the late Empress Willa the Wilted, who’d died many centuries ago. She had the shortest reign in history, having been murdered on the second anniversary of her coronation—assassinated so that her bloodthirsty brother Barrett could take the throne.

Marina steered them inside, her velvet gown and fur-trimmed cloak swishing with her movements. Tall spruce and maple trees rose on either side of the stone path, lined with carnations. They’d be out of season soon, and wilt like the namesake of the Conservatory had many years ago.

Long, quiet moments passed as they walked, a slight breeze rustling Narra’s hair. Dark shadows crept along the edges of the trees. Only dim light filtered into the park from the street, growing more faint by the moment. This could easily be a trap. With hiding spots in the trees, the bushes, and behind the large glass conservatory, Narra grew wary. Doubt crept into her heart, stirring its beat faster. She shouldn’t have gone along with whatever this was.

Narra stopped.

The click of heels ceased when Marina turned to the thief.

“Why are you really here?” Narra asked. Her fists clenched by her thighs. She had to know. If she couldn’t trust Marina, she couldn’t go any further into the darkness with her
.

Marina sighed and smoothed her thick skirts. “I have your mission, thief.”


Thief
? A twinge clenched Narra’s chest.

“Our plans have been derailed by whoever destroyed North Station. Aboard the train was a soldier guarding a weapon. We sought to take it from my father and use it against him. We hoped to force him to step down from the throne, but someone got to the soldier first.”

Narra quirked an eyebrow, and her heart slowed. Marina’s words had the ring of truth to them. Her gaze was steady, and held Narra’s confidently.

“What is this weapon?” Narra asked.

“I don’t know,” Marina admitted. Her face fell. “We hoped to take it on the raid from the train. I’ve spoken with my men. No one could find it, which means someone else knew of its existence, too. Whether it be someone in West Port, Drestel Ridge, or even Rova City, I don’t know.” She heaved another sigh, her eyes cast downward.

Sympathy stirred in Narra’s chest. She nodded her understanding.

“Someone unknown has stolen my revolution’s hope, and I want it back.” Marina clenched her fists. Fire stirred in the hazel depths of her eyes. “My mission for you, Rheka, is to track down this soldier and find out what he knows. He must have seen something, or someone, that could give us a hint. Find him. We are at a standstill without this weapon.”

Again, Narra watched and listened for deceit in her voice and eyes, but there was none. Marina needed her help, possibly more than she understood. Narra didn’t know the inner workings of the Revolution, but if this weapon was so important, she would help. She had to. For her father. For the princess. She owed Marina much—her life, her future. Both only existed because of the princess. But more than her owed debt, was her father’s mysterious demise. He must have gone to Drestel for the weapon. But why? Why get involved with the rebellion? Could such a weapon really be worth risking his life?

“I’ll find him,” Narra agreed
.

Relief washed over Marina’s striking features. A smile broke across her face, beautiful like the dawn before a storm. She took Narra’s hands in hers, warmth emanating through her leather gloves. Narra froze, her eyes flying wide. Her heart sped up, thumping loudly in her ears.

“Thank you, Rheka,” Marina said. “I am in your debt.”

And she meant it.

Narra swallowed, her mouth had gone dry. She worked to smooth the emotion from her face, trying in vain to flatten her features. “The debt is mine, Your Highness.”

The princess tilted her head to the side, her brows furrowed. “What are you talking about?”

“You saved my life.”

Her confusion fled, her smile returning. “It was my pleasure.”

Narra bit her lip. Did Marina know what she had been tried for? Hung for? Did she know the empire thought her a murderer? Somehow this bothered her more than her debt to the princess. She didn’t want Marina to think of her as a killer.

“We really do need your aid,” Marina continued. She stepped away, her hands falling to her sides. Narra’s fingers were cold without her warmth.

The princess motioned her on, her heels clicking softly against the pebbled pathway. She led the way to the center of the park, where trees dispersed to reveal a small courtyard. Narra followed, flexing her fingers in an attempt to forget Marina’s gentle hold.

A beautiful smooth stone fountain sat at the center of the clearing, a statue of the beautiful Empress Willa at its center. A bird sat on her extended hand; its wings open to take flight. A small stream sprouted beneath her feet, growing into a tall spray that gave Willa the illusion of a crystal skirt.

“My men are capable in many things, but not this. The connections you’ve made at the Guild will surely help you find this man,” Marina said, pausing by the fountain’s circular base. Her fingers wrapped around the pendant swaying against her breast. The chain 
tinkled quietly as she raised the large ruby to her lips, placing a kiss on the red gem.

“You know of my association with the Guild?” Narra asked.

“You’ve had a bounty on your head for some time, Rheka.” Marina smiled, turning a mischievous glance on Narra. “However, no one had seen your face until your hanging. Even then you called yourself Q.
 I wasn’t sure you were this mysterious Rheka at first, but I couldn’t believe you were a simple killer—if you’ve ever killed a man at all.”

Narra stared at the princess with wide eyes. Had Marina figured this out all on her own? She was even more intelligent than Narra had first speculated. “You weren’t surprised to learn my name then, were you?”

“No,” she confessed. “I suspected you were the infamous Commander Rheka.”

The star-filled sky was enough to see the flicker of light dance through Marina’s eyes. She truly was brilliant. Narra had always suspected the Patrolmen of Rova City knew more about the Guild than the commanders thought. If they had a bounty on her head, even before her escaped hanging, she wondered who else they knew of. She took solace that at least they didn’t know their faces. Only Marina seemed to have made the connection.

“I must admit, you are much different than I expected,” Marina said, dipping her head to one side. Her curls bounced, framing her beautiful bronze skin.

“As are you.” Narra averted her gaze, feigning interest in the conservatory beyond the courtyard. Her cheeks flushed. Had Marina truly spent time wondering what she might be like?

Marina laughed, her voice a soft tinkle. “What did you expect of a princess?” She taunted Narra with her brows, a grin spreading across her face.

Narra expected Marina’s sisters, but didn’t say as such. She shrugged, remaining still, her hands locked at her sides. She’d always thought Rova’s three daughters were the same: cruel, ambitious, 
blood thirsty—much like each emperor before them. That Marina was a kind-hearted revolutionary seemed nearly impossible.

“Not you,” was all Narra said.

Marina’s smile dropped, and her brows furrowed with disappointment. She’d wanted a different answer?

Narra cleared her throat. “What did you expect of a thief?”

Marina seemed to consider this, her hazel eyes racking Narra’s cloaked body. “In truth? A serpent, or a ferocious cat—not a beautiful woman.”

Footsteps sounded on the street then, breaking Narra’s shock. She spun, searching the street beyond the trees. The park was dark, layering them in shadow. But if their eyesight was adjusted, would the Patrolmen see them among the trees? Narra reached for the princess, her fingers wrapping around Marina’s slim forearm.

A question remained in Marina’s eyes, but she didn’t pull away when Narra flew past her, pulling them both down the southern path. While Narra rushed over the pebbles, as silent as dawn before the day, Marina’s heels clacked loudly.

“What was that?” a voice snapped.


Emperor’s ancestors
.

Narra gritted her teeth and dove for the nearest crop of trees. Brambles lay heavy at the edge of the path, snaring her cloak. She ripped it free as it tugged at her shoulders.

“By the conservatory,” another man said. Boots trampled the stone path.

“We must hide,” Narra whispered. Marina nodded her narrow chin, picking up her heavy skirts as she stepped through the thorns.

Thick pines and a single maple stood tall, wilting ferns at their base. Beneath the pines there would be space enough for two. Narra helped Marina over the brambles, her heart racing as the footsteps drew closer. Hurry
. She looked for the shadows of the Patrolmen. Maybe thirty feet down the path, two figures paced quickly, the outlines of their swords clear even in the dim light.

Marina reached the end of the brambles. Narra grabbed her hand, ignoring the warmth, and tugged her forward. She paused at 
the base of the pine tree and lifted a branch. Needles fell to the grass. Narra motioned Marina inside. The princess ducked low, taking to her hands and knees as she disappeared into the darkness beneath the tree.

“I think I heard something this way.” The men paused in the courtyard.

Narra ducked beneath the pine, letting the branch down easy as not to stir the surrounding needles. Pure darkness descended beneath the tree. Needles stung her palms as she crawled forward, her heartbeat slowing. She tried to peer through the dark, to discern Marina’s shadow, but all she saw was black.

“Marina?” she whispered. Narra crept forward slowly, unwilling to lay her knee or hand on a loose branch or pinecone, less they alert the Patrolmen to their location.

“Here,” Marina said, her voice soft.

Narra’s fingers closed on something soft and wet. She nearly recoiled, but stopped. Marina winced, withdrawing her ankle.

“You’re hurt,” Narra said. Her chest tightened.

“Scratches from the brambles, nothing more.” Her words hitched.

“I don’t see anyone,” a voice said. They had to be no less than a few feet away, right on the path.

Narra crept in further, finding the base of the tree. She turned, taking a seat against the base, leaning her head against the thick trunk. Pass
, she commanded, closing her eyes against the black.

“They must have run off,” the other said.

She held her breath and stilled her heart. Soft leather touched her hand. Her eyes flashed open, but the dark was as absolute as the black behind her lids. Still, Narra searched. Warm breath hit her cheek. The pine needles shifted, just barely, and Marina’s shoulder bumped her own.

“Let’s go then.” The scrunch of pebbles receded the way they’d come.

When Narra could no longer hear their chatter, her breath whooshed from her lungs. Thank Srah they hadn’t been caught.

“They’re gone,” Marina stated
.

Narra nodded before she realized Marina couldn’t see her either.

“Yes,” she agreed.

The princess didn’t move, and neither did she. Marina’s warmth sent the cold fleeing from her limbs. Sparks flew from her fingers to her shoulder. Marina leaned against her, her breath hot on Narra’s neck. Her mind raced and her heart pounded. What was Marina doing? Why was she so close?

“Should we go?”

Her lips parted, but the words stuck in her throat. Yes, they should go. The heat in her chest grew uncomfortable. She couldn’t stay. But she couldn’t think with Marina so near. Her limbs were wooden, frozen to her sides. She should move, flee to the safety of the road, where darkness couldn’t tempt her.

“Rheka?” Marina whispered.


Get a hold of yourself
.

Narra snapped to her heels. “Yes, we should go,” she said. The pine skittered overhead as she pushed out from beneath the branches. She stopped to hold the pine needles back, and waited as Marina climbed out onto the grass.

Once they’d climbed over the brambles and onto the path, Narra started for the park entrance, her long legs taking the stone much faster than the princess.

“Rheka, wait!” Marina said, her breath fogging the air.

Narra stopped, avoiding Marina’s eyes. She kept her head forward, praying her hair would conceal the flush she was sure clung to her cheeks.

“Do you have a way home?” Narra asked. Her fingers clenched to fists. She took even breaths, trying to regain some sense of self, some sense of control
.

“Yes. I have a steamwagon waiting,” she said.

Nodding, Narra continued through the small courtyard, past Willa’s statue and back to the main path. “I should be going. I have much to do.”

“Oh, of course.”

“How can I reach you?
”

Marina smiled. “I’ll find you.”

Narra glanced up, her jaw set. She didn’t like the sound of that, and from the devious glint in Marina’s eyes, she knew it. “Good night, Princess.”

Narra lengthened her stride, kicking up pebbles as she fled.

“Good night, Rheka.”
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T

he warm hearth spit embers into the chimney as Narra entered the bar. The lamps were dimmed, leaving long shadows across the oak tables and chairs. Though it was hardly dawn, murmurs rose in the kitchen. She steeled herself. Erik and Alden would have many questions. Many she didn’t want to answer, but must if Erik was going to help her.

Narra shut the front door. It creaked before clicking closed. Her heart leapt. Damn. She glanced at the swinging bar door. Did she want to speak with them both now? No. Did she have another choice? Also no. She sighed.

The kitchen door slammed open, cracking off the wood-panelled wall. Erik’s eyes widened and he froze. Dipping her hair forward wouldn’t hide her bruised cheek and eye, not from Erik.

“What in Srah’s name happened?” His boots beat against the floor as he flew to her side. His arms wrapped around her shoulders, squeezing tight. Narra patted his back gently as Alden joined them, an equally startled look on his face.

She hadn’t been gone that
 long.

“Nothing.” She stepped out of his warm embrace.

Alden approached more slowly, his lips pressed into a firm line as 
he inspected her face. Narra avoided his gaze, toying with the clips to her cloak. The purple bruise at her eyebrow throbbed.

“Liar.” Erik narrowed his eyes.

“Your wanted poster is all over the city,” Alden said. He embraced her quickly. He was cold like the morning air. Had he been out all night?

“I know,” she said. Her uncle was dressed, his hair tousled and wind whipped. He had
 been out all night.

“August said you went on a mission.” Erik crossed his arms over his chest. He knew all too well she hadn’t taken another mission. She’d gone to kill a man, and he wanted to know if she’d done it. Though he seemed unimpressed, his eyebrows cinched together. He was worried about her.

“I didn’t.”

The hardened lines of her best friend’s face softened. He nodded and took a breath, urging them out of the doorway. Alden ducked behind the bar, plucking three short glasses and a bottle of aged whiskey from the bottom shelf. Narra slipped onto a barstool while Erik turned up the oil lamps, dousing them in warm light. Erik joined her as she shifted to get comfortable on the hard wood.

“I think we could all use a drink,” Alden said. He placed two shots inside each glass before shoving them across the bar. He threw his back, his throat bobbing as he swallowed.

Narra twisted the cool glass in her hands, biting down on her lip. What should she tell them? She’d taken a ridiculous mission and gotten herself caught. Should she mention Marina or Asher? If she told them she’d been captured, she’d have no other choice. They’d already know she’d escaped execution—it said as much on her wanted poster.

She cursed Asher for putting her in such a position. If he hadn’t lied about the corporal’s murder, she’d have the sword, her money, and have nothing to do with the man.

She paused. Then again, she wouldn’t have met Marina, or experienced her warmth so close beneath the tree. Narra shook her head. She didn’t want to think about it, or what it might mean right now
.

“Tell us what’s going on,” Erik said. His knuckles were white, wrapped around his glass. Narra worked her jaw. She had to tell them something.

“I went on a mission to the military barracks, to take the General of the Armies crowned sword,” she began. Erik sucked in a breath, his eyes wide. Narra tossed back the whiskey. It burned down her throat. She slammed the glass back down. “I wasn’t thinking. It was foolish.”

She told them the rest, detailing her mission, her capture, the interrogation, and hanging. When it came to her rescue, she paused. Narra swept her hair behind her ear. She told them of her encounter with Marina and the Revolution, keeping all personal feelings and her meeting in East Gardens with the princess a secret. They didn’t need to know how confused the princess made her.

“So that’s why August seemed so worried when he told me you came back,” Erik said, gazing off at the back of the bar thoughtfully. “He thought you were going to kill General Grayson.”

“I was,” she admitted.

“I’m glad you didn’t.” Alden sighed, shaking his head and pouring himself another drink. “The last thing the Guild needs is a million rovin bounty on a commander’s head.”

“Fifty-thousand is enough,” she agreed.

Erik smiled, though the warmth didn’t reach his eyes. “Most definitely.”

Narra nodded. Now she had to get down to business. “I need your help, Erik.”

Her friend quirked an eyebrow. “What is it?” He knew her well enough not to agree outright.

“I have to find someone.”

“This has something to do with your father, doesn’t it?”

Narra considered this. “Yes, and no.”

Erik smiled and shook his head. “Where to?”

“We’ll wait until after dark,” she said. “Then we’ll go to City Records.”

“A mission, huh?” He grinned. “I’m in.
”

Her lips twitched slightly. She squashed the smile, smoothing her face. It had been some time since they worked an actual mission together. Hopefully, the records had what she was looking for.
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Three tall steeples
 rose into the starlit sky. The scent of smoke was still heavy on the air, threading its way through the streets of Rova City. Only a few blocks from the library was North Station. With the recent explosion, double the Patrolmen walked the streets.

Narra shivered and cursed whoever thought to destroy the train station. It had been more of a hassle than driving out to Drestel Ridge in sleet rain. She shook her head, and pulled her cloak tight around her shoulders as she scanned the street below.

The cobblestone was vacant of pedestrians, lit by gas lamps every ten yards. Two-story shop fronts lined the narrow road with steamwagons parked at Srah’s church several blocks away. Candles burned low beyond the second floor windows of the library. Someone was up late, but far from City Records, which lay in the northeast basement.

“Have you surveyed long enough?” Erik asked. His teeth chattered and he rubbed his biceps with his hands. The darkness did little to hide his red cheeks and nose.

“Yes,” she said. Narra stood on the flat gravel-packed roof of a parchment store directly across from Tallis Library, named after the grandfather of the current emperor. He’d been the first leader after the Century of Blood, erecting the first university and library in the empire.

She stepped to the edge of the roof. No Patrolmen in sight. Wielding her grappling hook, she aimed at a second-floor stone gargoyle with pointed teeth and small bat wings.

“Finally.” Erik heaved a sigh, his warm breath clouding the air.

She hit the release. The hook flung forward, propelled by a blast of compressed air. It hit its mark, circling the base of the gargoyle 
several times before the arms of the hook bit down. She tugged on the cord. It held strong.

“We’ll go in the second-story window on the west side away from the light.” Narra flexed her fingers, making sure her grip was good.

“Aye, aye, captain.” Erik grinned and clicked his heels together, giving her a sloppy salute. Narra rolled her eyes and leapt from the roof. Air embraced her on all sides, drowning out Erik’s laugh.

The current dragged at her clothes on every side, threatening to send her to the ground. She gritted her teeth, narrowing her eyes against the wind as she hit the retract button. The stone building came up fast, the gargoyle’s manic grin more apparent. Her heart raced. She removed her finger from the retract button. The current slowed, suspending her in midair for only a moment. Her feet touched down on the smooth stone wall.

Narra took a deep breath, wrapping the cord around her forearm as she yanked herself up, swinging a leg over the lip of the roof.

She stood, shadows embracing her on every side. As the long cord returned to the hand-held base, Erik flew next. Instead of hooking onto a gargoyle on the same level, he went for the floor above, sailing right to her small ledge with no effort at all. His boots hit the rim and he grinned through the darkness.

He parted his lips to speak, but she laid her gloved palm over his mouth. Not yet. Whoever was inside may be closer than they realized. He nodded, and she stepped back.

They skirted the rim of the second-floor, holding to the shadows until they reached a long row of glass-plated windows. There. Narra kneeled beside the row and peered inside.

Shadows lay heavy across the polished dark wood floors. Stacks upon stacks of books towered from all sides, some atop desks filled with parchment. She cracked the large window. It opened horizontally.

“Step back,” she whispered. Erik shuffled away, enough for her to back up and tilt the glass open. With only two feet of space to shimmy through, Narra went first. Her variety of daggers clicked 
against the frame as she slipped inside and onto a narrow stone ledge.

She stopped to listen. Not even the hum of a furnace broke the eerie silence. The dead air lay heavy on the library. It felt like a tomb.

Narra shook her head. Slipping from the ledge, she patrolled the room, looking again for any signs of life. There were none.

“Clear,” she murmured

Erik’s boots banged against the floor. She spun.

“Sorry.” He winced.

Narra narrowed her eyes and Erik grinned back sheepishly. She snuck to the large double doors of the wood-panelled room, placing her fingers against the brass handle. With her ear pressed to the door, she held her breath. Her heart beat loudly in her ears.

One beat. Nothing.

Two. Quiet rustling of parchment.

Three. A heavy sigh.

She stepped back and held her index finger over her lips. Whoever was inside the library was still awake. Erik’s mouth pressed into a firm, white line. He nodded. They’d have to be careful, and very
 quiet.

Working her way through the tables and chairs, Narra found the back entrance. Beyond the tall wooden door, a spiral staircase drowned in darkness. She smiled. They could use this to get to the first floor, maybe even the basement. She motioned for Erik to follow, then descended into the dark corridor. The door shut with a click. Black consumed the space. They’d have to feel their way to the first floor.

Narra went first, pulling a long black dagger from her sleeve, just in case. Her steps were silent against the wooden slabs as she spiralled down twenty feet to the first floor. She trailed her fingers along the banister to keep herself steady. Erik followed, his breath heavy in the dead air.

A few minutes later they left the void and entered the main floor. The spiral staircase didn’t lead to the basement, only the first floor. Streetlight streamed in from the tall first floor windows, 
illuminating stacks of nearly ceiling-high bookshelves. Wooden ladders attached to the stacks. Nearly fifteen years ago she’d slid along the bookcases with Erik, laughing as they collided. A smile ghosted her lips. She missed the carefree days they’d spent inside these hallowed halls.

She shook her head, dispelling the memories. She had to concentrate. A maze of shelving spread out on every side. She was thankful August had brought her to the library many times as a child. She knew the scent of paper and ink almost as well as the smell of oils she used to clean her daggers.

Narra led the way to the main corridor. Stone walls rose on every side, a long red rug spread from the front hall to that one. Even in the dim light of the few oil lamps left from the day, it was easy to follow the familiar passage. The wide hall gave them space in case of a fight, while the carpet muffled their footsteps.

It was as if the library had been made for thieves.

They arrived at a small back room. The brass handle shook, but didn’t give way. She quirked an eyebrow at the door.

“We’ll have to pick the lock,” she whispered.

Erik nodded and produced a set of fine metal instruments from his back pocket. He swept his cloak over his shoulders before kneeling in front of the door. Narra stepped away to give him space as he worked the thin metal inside the lock.

His lock picking skills only served to remind her of his place in the Guild. Though he could have been Claudia’s second, he chose the same life as her father—a thief-for-hire, only getting the scrap contracts the rest of the commanders didn’t want.

Several moments later, the lock clicked and the door swung in. Erik grinned.

“After you, miss.” He winked and motioned her inside, over-exaggerating his movements. Narra rolled her eyes and returned her dagger to its sheath, stepping inside the dark space. Only stale air greeted her.

“We’ll need a light,” she said.

Erik’s footsteps retreated. Narra waited in silence, her gaze 
roaming the black, but it was too deep. Her eyes couldn’t adjust to darkness this pure.

A small oil lamp bounced as Erik returned. Warm light spread inside the confined space. The red tapestry of the Rovan Imperial seal hung from the stone walls. A single staircase led into the earth. City Records. Perfect
.

Erik led the way this time, his boots heavy against the oak stairs. She closed the door before following. She didn’t want whoever remained to know something was amiss. Narra followed slowly. Cold seeped through her cloak and clothes, layering her skin in goosebumps. She shivered and rubbed her arms.

“I’m surprised they don’t have the furnace running,” Erik said. His voice was soft, but not quite a whisper. “It’s freezing down here.”

Narra nodded, though from behind he’d never be able to see her. “Agreed.”

The small light of the lamp hardly lit the enormous space below the library. Rows of shelving held scrolls, rolled parchment, books, and other thick texts, which filled the space as far as the eye could see.

Did they have every record since the dawn of the empire in this basement?

She sighed. “I pray they have a filing system.”

Erik chuckled, shaking his head. “We’ll be down here until our deaths if they don’t.”

Narra grimaced at the thought.

"Let's start looking," Erik said.

Narra nodded. She spotted a large metal case with multiple drawers sitting next to rows upon rows of bookcases. Dozens of titles adorned each drawer, from information on the Century of Blood, to the dozens of emperors, military personnel, tactics, and more. Narra shook her head. She had no idea where to begin searching.

"Check that," Narra said. She waved in the direction of the cabinet.

Erik brought the small light with him, leaving Narra in shadows. She padded across the rough floor, bits of rock crushed beneath her 
boots. Damp hung in the air, sticking to her hair and clothes. She pulled her cloak tight.

Placards stuck out from each shelf. Some had bold, capital letters, while others had numbers on them. She tilted her head. What was she supposed to do? The northern rows used letters, while the western used numbers. Were they used for the organization system or just numbering off the hundreds of shelves?

Narra sighed and continued down the first aisle. Metal scraped against metal as Erik tore open drawers. He pawed through papers loudly, the lamplight swaying as he did, casting eerie shadows on the carved stone walls.

"Anything?" she asked. Rows of boxes, files, scrolls and more lined the first two shelves. Though the bookcases in the library reached the ceiling twenty feet above, these only met her shoulders. The placards brushed her cloak as she passed. They wouldn't need any sliding ladders down here.

"There are hundreds of little cards dictating where everything is," Erik said. She glanced back over her shoulder. He sighed, pausing his shuffling.

"Look for military escorts." Narra trailed her fingers over the folders sticking from between the shelving. She turned back to the ocean of records. "The train started in West Port; maybe it'll be filed that way."

Rows A, B, C and D passed. In the neighboring aisles placards marked row one, two, three, and four. The rest melted into darkness. Another corridor intercepted her path. She paused. Down each side was nothing but more shelves.

"West Port escort personnel!" Erik said. He pumped a fist in the air, the light dancing with him. Narra faced her friend. His face lit in a grin and he waved the small shred of paper.

"Are they organized by date?"

He froze and glanced at both sides of the sheet. "Yes," he said after a long hesitation. He dug through the drawer.

"Look for a week ago. That's when they should have left West Port." A train was the fastest mode of transportation across the 
empire. It’d take about a week to travel from West Port, which was half way down the western coast, to Rova City at the top eastern edge of the country.

Erik nodded.

Small bits of paper fell gently to the floor. Erik picked through the files, trembling from the cold as he did. The oil lamp shook.

"Here. The fourth Solstice... C-48." He looked up.

Finally. Narra waved at him to follow as she weaved back through the Ds. The C section was large, at least fifty rows wide from what she could make out in the dark. She narrowed her eyes through the dimness.

"Forty-eight is the shelf number?" Erik groaned. He trudged behind her, muttering obscenities about the gods while scuffing his boots against the dirt.

They delved deeper into the library as they passed dozens of shelves, taking them further from the stairs and the metal cabinet. The cold grew heavy, dampening her clothes. Erik's teeth chattered and Narra rubbed her arms. They couldn't stay down there much longer without warmer clothing. She cursed herself for not having thought of it. She should have been more prepared.

"Here." She stopped. A wide shelf of at least ten boxes, hundreds of files and dozens of old scrolls sat crammed into the space. Narra narrowed her eyes at it. She had a feeling library personnel were getting slack with their organization.

"This can't be right." Erik blanched. His eyes widened. "We'll be here all night."

Narra stooped beside the mass of documents. "Might as well get started."

"You're going along with this? Truly?"

She straightened and levelled him a look. “Yes. There’s no other way to find this man. He hasn’t been seen since the train. We need a name and an address.”

Erik sighed in defeat and slouched to the ground. “Fine. Hand me a file.”

Narra crouched on her heels. Five shelves in the one bookcase. 
She started at the top. “Hopefully, this is the most recent.” She handed a manila folder to Erik before plucking the second free. She splayed it over her left hand, scanning the top document for a date.

Three months ago.

Her eyebrow quirked up. Erik was right. This was going to take all night.

“What is the date on that one?” she asked.

“Two years ago.”

Narra slammed the folder back into its slot. She yanked the next one free and opened it to the first page. Two weeks past. She returned it to its place and drew another. One year ago.

“There is no organization to these documents.” She leaned against the row at her back. It dug into her shoulder blades, a reminder of how uncomfortable she already was.

“Hand me another.” Erik sighed.

Narra pulled a handful from the shelf and sat them in Erik’s outstretched hands.

“Thanks
,” he said, sarcasm thick. He shook his scruffy black hair and thumbed through the folders while Narra took a stack of her own. She took a seat on the rough stone floor, cold seeping through her leather pants.

A shiver worked its way up her spine. She gritted her teeth.

Narra leafed through page after page, dumping files and boxes at her feet as the minutes turned to hours. How could the empire be so lax in their filing? What if they needed to find important information? There was no way they’d find anything quickly in this mess.

“Emperor’s ancestors, this never ends,” Erik grumbled.

She sighed, shooting her best friend a sympathetic glance. She understood. She hated being immobile for so long. The cold numbing her backside certainly wasn’t improving her mood either.

Warm lamplight brushed Erik’s smooth skin, and the stubble along his jaw. It wasn’t often she remembered her best friend was handsome, but in the orange light of the tiny flame, his eyes were bright and the angles of his face more severe. She bit her lip. They’d always been best friends, and she’d never considered Erik as a potential 
romantic partner, though he had kissed her once. They’d been sixteen and just completed their own Initiation Day. They never spoke of it after, and she’d always assumed Erik had been caught up in the moment.

But now, she had to wonder, was the reason she never considered Erik a potential suitor only because she might not be interested in men?

Erik glanced up and caught her staring. Her cheeks flushed and she quickly looked down, flipping open another folder to scan the first page.

West Port ledgers about the personnel stationed on the West Bank, the many train stations, and the barracks. On and on the lists continued. She thumbed to the next page.

One week ago.

Her heart leapt. Was this it? She scanned the page. Names, places, and businesses she didn’t recognize were scrawled on the sheet. Long lines of men and women, Patrolmen, security guards, and military personnel littered the document.

Mikael Ruvand.

Narra jumped to her feet, files and pages spilling across the stone floor.

“I found him,” she said. Her heart beat loudly in her ears, relief relaxing her tense shoulders. Erik bounced up to join her.

“Finally! Who is he?”

“Corporal Mikael Ruvand charged with guarding unspecified goods from West Port to Rova City on the northeast line,” Narra read. “Now all we need is an address.”

Erik groaned and leaned his forehead against the cold top of a row C shelf. “Not more shelves.”

Narra couldn’t resist smiling. “We’re nearly done.”

“I suppose.” Erik stood, fists propped on his hips. “We should probably clean this mess up before we move on.”

Narra agreed.

It only took a few minutes to clean the floor of scattered papers. While Narra shoved the last box in place, Erik picked up the lamp 
and took off for the metal filing cabinet at the base of the stairs. She followed suit, watching the light bounce across the dark room.

“Military personnel and quarters?” Erik called.

“That’s it.”

The bouncing light returned before she reached the end of the row. Erik was much more eager to get out of the cold than she realized. She couldn’t blame him. If it weren’t for her gloves and boots, her extremities would be numb.

“Row G-21 has the R’s,” he said. “Let’s hope someone decided to alphabetize this group.”

Her heart dropped. She dreaded the coming hours if they hadn’t. Erik led the way through the dark, his boots kicking up bits of stone. The pebbles flicked against the wooden shelves, bouncing off into another row. She silently chastised him for the noise. Even if there weren’t security guards or librarians lurking about this part of the building so late, he should practice being more discreet.

Erik stopped suddenly and made a sharp left. “Row G,” he announced.

A few shelves later they found what they were looking for.

Narra pulled the first file out and breathed a sigh of relief before pressing the file back into place. “It’s in order.”

She scanned the bookcase for Ruvand, and on the fourth shelf down, she found two files marked Ruvand. One was a discharged veteran, the other Mikael.

Finally their luck had turned.

Narra flicked the folder open. Mikael was twenty-three, Rovan-born and single. He joined the military at nineteen and moved from the southern shores to Rova City for training. Eventually he landed in West Port, where he routinely manned a popular train station. His address was marked as the Rova City Docks, Harbor Four, Unit Six.

That was strange.

She tilted her head as she read it again. Most military men had their address as whatever barracks they resided in. If their family living in the country, or nearby, she imagined they might leave that 
address, but never had she heard of a corporal leaving his home as the City Docks—in another part of the country nonetheless.

“This can’t be right,” she said. Narra handed the page to Erik. He lifted the oil lamp. The small flame flickered in its glass container, casting orange light over the cream page.

“The Docks?” Erik met her uncertain gaze.

“It doesn’t make sense.”

“It doesn’t,” he agreed. “But it’s a clue. Maybe the corporal isn’t who he says he is.” Erik raised both eyebrows to emphasize his point.

“You might be right,” she said. Narra returned the folder to its location and motioned for the stairs. With Erik’s chattering teeth growing louder, and her hands slowly numbing, she was ready to leave.

“We should stop by your uncle’s to let him know where we’re going, just in case,” Erik said.

Narra agreed.

From the depths of the library they climbed, leaving the damp cold and entering the main corridor. Though chill, it was a marked improvement. The hall hadn’t changed in the hours they’d been underground. She couldn’t hear the librarian awake upstairs, but it would be best to leave the way they’d come. If they took to the streets, any Patrolmen nearby might find them.

They’d have to take their chances on the second floor where they could fly quickly to the rooftops of Rova City.

Erik led the way from the main hall, through the library, and up the spiral staircase to the back hall on the second floor. They stayed quiet. Even Erik stepped more lightly as the staircase ended. The lantern cast menacing shadows in the dark, working nerves up her spine. She shivered, but this time not from the cold.

The dead silence of the library was disturbing. Though dull candlelight still filtered from the neighboring study, no shuffling emanated from within. Had the librarian left for the night and forgot to douse his candle? That seemed unlikely. He’d need the small light to find his way out.

Erik went to the door they’d gone through previously. As he 
reached for the brass handle, Narra went deeper into the hall. Dread swelled in her stomach, souring her insides.

Something was wrong.

She pulled two daggers from their sheathes. Erik paused, watching her. Narra continued down the hall until she could peer through the small crack of the study door. Warm light brushed her skin. Over the dusty smell of books, there was something else. A sharp odor clung to her nostrils, something familiar.

She tasted the air. Copper.

“Narra?” Erik whispered. “What are you doing?”

The door swung open at her nudge. Inside the large study a man lay slumped in his chair. A candle burned by his side. Parchment spread out beneath his head. She stepped inside.

Blood. She could smell blood.

Narra closed the few paces between her and the man. She grabbed his shoulder and turned his body to face her. Wide sightless eyes stared into her own. Blood ran from his slit throat and dripped onto the floor beneath him.

She recoiled, his body thumping to the floor.

“Erik,” she called.

The door slammed shut. She spun, heart racing.

A tall figure in a black hooded cloak stood at the door, hand splayed against the door. His gloved hand reached for the handle and he turned a thick bronze key. It locked with a click.

“What is this?” she hissed. She brought up her daggers and smoothed the surprise from her face. Whoever this was, it couldn’t be good. This man might have very well followed them inside if he’d waited so long to attack. There was no good reason to kill the librarian unless it was to ensure there were no witnesses. But what about Erik? Her blood boiled, her cheeks hot. She wouldn’t let this man harm him.

Narra swallowed, tightening her grip on her daggers.

Was he going to try and kill her? Or did he just want information?

The figure stepped away from the door. A short sword peaked out 
from beneath the folds of his black cloak. It flashed silver in the warm light.

“Narra!” Erik pounded the door with his fists.

While the figure glanced back at the door, Narra put the table between her and the cloaked man. She looked at the windows for a way out. All were shut. She wouldn’t have enough time to open them and jump out before he was on her.

She should tell Erik to leave, to run now. She’d find her own way. She bit her lip. What if she needed his help?

“Who are you?” she asked. She kept her voice even, though her heart thudded painfully in her ears. Sweat coated her palms beneath her gloves. She loosened her hold on her daggers. She had to stay calm, logical. She had to think of a way out.

The man didn’t say a word, only continued towards the long oak desk between them. Narra stepped back.

He swung into motion, the folds of his cloak flying free. The man leapt over the desk. Narra backtracked, her hip smashing into the second table at the far end of the room.

His sword cut through the air. She ducked, throwing one of her daggers before rolling over her head and out of his path.

Metal clanged together and her dagger fell uselessly to the floor. She jumped to her feet and threw the second. The sword flashed up impossibly fast. Again her dagger sailed away. Narra growled, fire lighting her veins. She didn’t know this man, and wasn’t about to let him outfox her.

She ripped her sword from its sheath in time for his to collide with hers. His warm breath huffed out, dusting her cheeks. She gritted her teeth and thrust back.

The man leapt away. She did as well, putting space between them. With her back to the door, she reached for the key sealing her inside.

“Narra!” Erik called again. A loud thump hit the door. Was he ramming his shoulder against it?

The man dodged artfully around the desk, the body, and the discarded chair. She retracted her hand and danced away.

He was far too skilled to be a simple bounty hunter. If he was after 
her head for the money, this would all make sense. But how had he found her in the first place, and what did he want? No, this man wasn’t just a hunter—he was a killer.

His blade sliced at her neck, gut, and thighs. She leapt away. Narra kicked out and caught his sword hand. The sword flew across the room, slicing through a stack of books and sticking taut.

Narra pulled back, swinging out her sword. The man ducked and rolled. She was on him too fast, slashing with every bit of strength she had.

Blood sprayed the air as her sword cut through his cloak and found his arm. Finally. She spun and sliced at his chest. He flipped back. Pain exploded through her fist as his heel collided with her hand. She gasped, yanking her hand back. Her sword flew, clattering across the desk at the back of the room.

Blonde hair and pale skin peeked beneath his hood. Kiznai? She narrowed her eyes as his hood fell back. Or was he Talcotta-born? Her heart rammed against her ribcage. She looked at his blade. The long wooden hilt was etched with intricate designs, and the metal of the blade was slightly curved.

A Talcotta assassin.

Her eyes widened. Emperor’s ancestors.


The assassin leapt, his arms wrapped around her ribs as they crashed to the floor. Air exploded from her lungs. She sucked in a breath, jabbing her knee into his abdomen before pushing him off.

She lunged, not for her sword, but for his. Her fingers wrapped around the thick wood and she yanked it from the books. She turned in time for him to leap at her.

The blade sliced through his clothes and across his skin. Copper filled the air.

His cold blue eyes widened, inches from her face. Narra took a moment to draw in a breath. His angular cheeks and jaw held no stubble or signs of imperfection. His skin was nearly white, blood drained from his face. He had to be Talcotta-born, but why would one of the ancient assassins come after her

?

Blood trickled down the blade and over her hand that gripped the wooden hilt. His weight pressed forward, pinning her to the shelf.

“Who are you?” she whispered. Her heart pounded harder and the warmth fled her limbs with each breath. Cold chilled her fingers.

The study door crashed in. The man jerked back, eyes wide. He ripped his flesh away from the sword and tore across the room. A trickle of blood followed.

Erik surged inside, sword at the ready. One wide-eyed look at the blood soaking her hands and he ran for her. The sword clattered to the floor.

“I’m fine,” she said quickly.

Erik grabbed her arm and yanked her toward the door.

The assassin flew across the room, ramming a window open. It tilted outward and he stepped onto the stone ledge. He glanced back, his eyes wild and caught her gaze before he leapt into the darkness of night.
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arra landed on the cobblestone street with a huff. She retracted her grappling hook, jamming it into her belt before she tightened her cloak. Erik landed at her side, his boots hitting hard before he stormed after her.

“What’s going on?” Erik spat.

She’d been silent the entire journey back. Her heartbeat had raced the entire time. She had glanced into every shadow, and had nearly flung daggers at everyone that passed. Her fingers twitched for her weapons. She had no idea what was going on, who that was, or what he was doing there. Why had he attacked her? Who had the money or pull to hire a Talcotta assassin?

Narra gritted her teeth and shook her head. Her fists clenched at her sides.

“Narra!” Erik snapped. He grabbed her shoulder and flung her around. Narra stepped back quickly, slapping his hand away. She stared at him with wide eyes. Fire lit inside her stomach.

“I don’t know!” she shouted, flinging her arms out to emphasize the statement. “I don’t know why
 in Srah’s name a Talcotta assassin is after me, but he is.”

She spun on her heels, the familiar hurricane of her anger 
swirling inside her. She desperately clung to it, hoping to find some sense in the last few hours. She couldn’t have Erik yelling at her. She couldn’t stand his confusion and terror competing with her own. The Talcotta assassins were known for one thing—they never gave up on their prey. This man would chase her to the ends of the earth until she was dead, or the contract-maker gave up his or her claim on Narra’s life.

The door to her uncle’s bar swung in as a pair of drunks lurched out the door. Shouts came from within, loud chatter, and the crashing of beer mugs. Narra took a deep breath and smoothed her features.

Erik’s shadow followed, his warmth familiar and close. He didn’t want to leave her side. He knew as well as she that her life could be on the line.

“Rheka!” her uncle called.

Behind the bar, Alden waved her over. His eyes were wild and confused, his cheeks flushed. A man stood before him in a fine fall coat, with disheveled brown locks, and a sword at his hip. Narra charged across the bar, her boots slapping the worn wood. Was someone threatening her uncle?

Her fire became an inferno.

Narra ripped her short sword from its sheath. Her heart raced.

“Finally!” a man bellowed.

General Asher Grayson spun to face her.

Narra froze. Her fire turned to snow. She stared wide-eyed at the General of the Emperor’s Armies, in her uncle’s bar, in the criminal district, surrounded by thieves, murderers and gangbangers.

What in Srah’s holy name was he thinking?

Relief washed over Alden’s face. “This man is here to see you.” His gaze flung desperately between her and Asher. He knew as well as she what would happen if Alden’s patrons realized who Asher was.

“I told you to stay away,” Narra hissed, keeping her voice low.

“Take it upstairs,” Alden growled.

Narra glanced between Alden, Asher, and Erik, who stood at her back, hand on the hilt of his sword. She took a deep breath and 
returned her short sword to its sheath. Warmth returned to her limbs, fueled by burning embers.

“Upstairs,” she agreed. Narra grabbed Asher’s arm and propelled him through the kitchen door. He grunted as he fell through, righting himself on the other side.

“Who is that?” Erik whispered urgently.

“A long story.” Narra sighed and followed Asher into the kitchen.

Without a second glance at the man, she went for the stairs, taking them two at a time to Alden’s loft. She didn’t want any prying ears discerning their conversation from the dining room, especially if things got loud, or violent. Or both. There was really no telling how this conversation would go.

Heavy boots followed as she reached the second floor. Starlight shone through the upper window, hardly illuminating a single piece of furniture. She shoved her hair behind her ears and groped around for a matchbook.

“Here,” Erik said. He picked up a lantern and sparked a match from the small package in his pocket. He lit the oil lamp and set it on the small table near a plush sofa. He busied himself lighting candles while Narra pointed at the red upholstered couch.

“Sit,” she commanded.

Asher inspected her gaze, his eyes roaming her face. After a moment of silence he nodded and complied, unbuttoning his jacket and taking a seat. Narra unclipped her cloak and laid it across the back of a wooden chair. Now that she was indoors, warmth returned to her limbs, though it didn’t help the fire she refused to quell.

Her last conversation with Asher came to mind. He’d sentenced her to death to save his son. She couldn’t believe such love was possible. She shook her head and clenched her fists. She didn’t want to talk about this in front of Erik, but sending him away would only be suspicious.

With a growl, she stared up at the ceiling. Why was Srah testing her so? Or was this Ashra’s doing? The Goddess of Death had a habit of meddling in mundane affairs, or so she’d been told.

Warm light bathed the wooden room in a soft golden glow. 
Candles burned on every surface. Erik leaned against the wall beside the stairs, keeping close in case Asher came at her. Narra’s fingers danced at the belt wrapping her hips. Cold metal daggers urged her to act, but she couldn’t. She wouldn’t bring the entire empire down upon her uncle’s bar.

Narra turned to Asher, who inspected her closely. His eyes grazed her many weapons, from the daggers at her forearms to the ones on her hips and thighs.

“What are you doing here?” She narrowed her eyes.

“I came to repay my debt to you,” he began. Narra scoffed. “You spared my life. That’s two debts I owe.”

“You owe me nothing,” she spat. He was right. He owed her much
 for risking her life, sentencing her to death, and even for her mercy—though she wouldn’t hold him to that. She didn’t want his help. There was nothing he could do for her that she couldn’t do herself.

“But I do.”

“How did you even find me?” Narra crossed her arms over her chest.

Asher smiled. “I have underground contacts too.”

“Is that so?” Narra raised an eyebrow.

“Yes.”

“So you thought the best course of action was to accost my uncle in a bar full of thieves, killers, and worse until he gave up my location?”

Asher blanched. He really was an idiot.

“This isn’t any tavern, Grayson. This place is for the Thieves
.”

“I didn’t know.”

“No, you didn’t. Yet, you didn’t even consider the possibility, did you?”

His jaw hardened and his brown gaze met hers, amber in the candlelight. “No.”

Her lips twisted into a mocking smirk. “You’re a fool.”

Asher stood. Erik lurched from the wall, his sword half drawn from its sheath. He glared at the general, every muscle tensed under his shirt
.

Narra shot Erik a narrowed look. Asher and Erik froze nearly in unison. She shook her head ever so slightly. She didn’t need his protection. She could defend herself. Asher wasn’t going to hurt her when he owed her a life debt.

“I came here to offer my aid in whatever it is you want,” Asher said. He straightened, raising his chin. “I will not leave until you’ve accepted my help.”

Her inferno returned, fire lapping at her heart and throat, squeezing the breath from her lungs. She spun and paced the length of the room. Her orange hair bounced at her shoulders like angry flames. How could he not see she wanted nothing to do with him? Why must he insist on testing her?

“All I want to do is help you,” Asher said.

She turned on him. “I want you to leave me alone
. That’s how you can help.”

Asher chuckled and shook his head. Narra froze. “I’ll just keep coming back until I’ve paid my debt.”

Her fists clenched at her sides. “Why? For honor? For valor? Because you believe you owe
 me something after sentencing me to death?” She growled. “I don’t care what debt you think you owe. If I wanted it repaid, I’d call upon you myself.”

He stared her down as he worked his jaw. Why could he not see he was just a burden? His honor didn’t matter to her. His debt didn’t matter. Her solitude, her family, and the few safe places she had in this world did
.

She wouldn’t let him take these from her.

“Because it’s the right thing to do.” His eyes weren’t angry; they weren’t on fire like her heart. His tone was solemn, as if he empathized with her, or worse, pitied
 her.

Narra spun away, pacing the length of the floor. She didn’t have time for this. She needed to get on with her mission to find Mikael Ruvand and get her answers. She had to know what happened to her father, and she had a debt of her own to repay.

She stopped.

She had a debt of her own. She didn’t want to repay it for honor, 
but to take away the burden of owing
 someone anything. She didn’t want to rely on anyone but herself. Yet, she had to rely on Marina to help her find out what happened to Quinn. Narra took a steadying breath. She closed her eyes.

How could she not have seen it before? She was a hypocrite, bullying Asher into leaving her alone when she vehemently insisted on paying her own debts. Then again, Marina requested her aid and Asher attempted to force his upon her. She shook her head.

“Fine,” she said.

Erik started from the wall, his boots slamming across the floor until he stood at her shoulder.

“You can’t be serious,” he whispered, his tone rough, his breath husky on her neck.

Narra met his gaze over her shoulder. “I am.”

“Excellent.” Asher visibly relaxed.

She brushed past her best friend and stood before Asher. He towered over her; wide in stature, but somehow not daunting like the men she’d come to know. Maybe that was simply because she knew she could best him in a fight. He smiled, his grin lopsided. Narra narrowed her eyes. She didn’t need him to be so happy about it.

“You may accompany me to the Docks,” she said.

She didn’t need to glance at Erik to feel his cold uncertainty. He didn’t like Asher, or trust him anymore than she did. But, if Asher was only going to return night after night to argue his point, she might as well let him accompany her somewhere and be done with it.

“Now?” he asked.

“Yes.” Narra pulled her cloak from the chair and snapped it to her shoulders. “There’s work to be done.”

Asher nodded his square jaw. Her stomach warmed at the look of intense determination in his gaze. Her brows furrowed, unsure why her body would choose now
 to find someone attractive.

Narra shook her head and turned to Erik. His mouth pressed into a thin line and his jaw hardened. He wasn’t happy with her decision, but he wouldn’t argue any further in front of Asher.

“I’ll stay,” Erik said. Narra quirked an eyebrow
.

Was he that upset with her choice?

She met her friend’s blue gaze. Something hard replaced the typical soft depths of his eyes. His fists clenched. Narra nodded. It was his decision. If he disagreed with her enough to stay, she’d go without him. At least he knew where she planned to go. If she didn’t return by morning, Erik would have the entire Guild out hunting for her.

Narra turned to the stairs. “Let’s go.”

She didn’t wait for Asher’s response and descended into the kitchen. Heavy boots followed. Instead of gathering more attention by leaving through the dining room, Narra led the way out the back door. At least from there the many criminals of Rova City couldn’t see her military burden.
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“What is it you’re after?”

Narra glanced at Asher, who watched her with expectant brown eyes. They walked side by side down the cobblestone street. Tall wooden warehouses rose on either side, lit only by streetlamps every few yards.

The faint sound of their boots broke the still night, their warm breath fogging the chill air. Narra looked away from Asher’s raised eyebrow and rugged cheeks. The City Docks weren’t far, maybe another five or ten minutes. She begrudged the general’s presence. If Erik had accompanied her like she originally planned, they would have been there by now. But Asher didn’t have a grappling hook or the skills to use one.

“Information,” she said. What should she reveal? She couldn’t trust the man, but he could have valuable information about the North Station explosion. Then again, did she really want to tell him the reason she was doing all of this? No. But she doubted very much he’d give up either way.

Narra sighed. “I’m looking for someone.”

“Who?
”

Warmth radiated through the general’s coat. He walked far too close for her liking. She leaned away.

“Corporal Mikael Ruvand.” She observed Asher closely, watching for any flash of recognition at the name. None came.

“I’ve never heard of him,” he said.

“I imagine not.” If the man truly was from West Port, it was doubtful they’d have run into each other.

“Why are you looking for him?”

Great. Narra clasped her gloved hands into fists. She took another deep breath. She had to remain calm. She couldn’t let herself keep losing control in front of this man she barely knew.

“He has information I need.” Asher levelled her an irritated look. Narra narrowed her eyes back. She wasn’t saying any more.

“Fine,” he conceded. “Why is this man at the Docks in the middle of the night?”

Narra shrugged.

“Are you sure he’s even there?”

“No.”

“Then why go?”

Narra picked up the pace, lengthening her stride. She was already sick of Asher’s interrogation. She didn’t need to share this information with him any more than she needed him there. Once she had her intelligence, she’d claim his debt was repaid and let him go. She didn’t need to waste any more time on this man.

“Fine, it’s your business,” Asher said. He caught up with ease, his long legs not working nearly as hard as her own. She cursed him.

The dark warehouses gave way to a flat expanse of cobblestone, dirt, and wooden planks. The City Docks.

“Which harbor?”

Narra glanced at the general. Five coves spread out from one end of the City Docks to the other. They occupied most of the Rova City coast, stretching for miles in either direction. Tall wooden ships with drawn masts sat against the docks, stretching into the black water of the cove. A small wooden sign marked the spot as harbor three.

“Number four,” she said. The long line of ships were dark. The 
stench of dead fish rose from the planks. She steered them to the southern side of the cove. “This way.”

Outside the wide bay, black water met the horizon, lit only by the bright glow of the moon, trailing across the surface in a line of silver. Further down the wharf, the new wooden decks and fancy naval ships turned to rotten wood and small fishing vessels. She wrinkled her nose. It figured the Corporal’s address would be in the seedier docks.

Among the line of boats, a large dark wood mass stuck out from the others. Its tall masts rose into the starry night sky, ropes hanging every which way. Darker plots of wood along the side of the ship marked withdrawn cannons. A carved mermaid adorned the helm, long hair and hands beckoning sea travelers to their watery grave. Narra checked the numbers on each dock.

Unit six.

Narra stopped.

“Is that it?” Asher motioned up at the lavish craft. Though it was smaller than most military vessels, it certainly didn’t belong to a fisherman or a low-ranking corporal.

“Yes,” she said.

Small lanterns lit the deck high above the water. A plank remained between the bow and the dock. Were they awaiting visitors this late?

No, this was certainly no fishing vessel.

Narra steeled herself. It didn’t matter who this ship belonged to. This was the address given by Mikael Ruvand. If he was
 aboard, she’d find him. Narra’s boots beat across the hollow wood as she stepped onto the dock. The planks dipped beneath her, forcing her to tighten her muscles, lest she fall into the murky water below.

“Hey, wait!” Asher reached for her arm. She jumped back from his touch and spun to face him.

“What?” she snapped.

“Shouldn’t we wait and scout out the ship first?” His eyes were wide, confused.

“No.” She turned
.

“Rheka
.” He sighed.

Narra glanced over her shoulder quickly. She had yet to give him that name. She paused, watching the irritation flee his expression. His brows pulled together. She hadn’t given him her name, but her uncle used it when she entered the bar earlier. Narra turned back. Good. If he knew her name then he knew who she really was.

Narra walked the plank up to the ship’s deck. Asher growled his frustration and stomped after her. She didn’t bother shooting him a look. He wouldn’t know it meant for him to be quiet.

Two men stood and drew their swords. Curved blades pointed her way. She raised a brow. One grinned, a toothy smirk that bared several missing teeth. A bandana wrapped his gray hair, and though he was thin, heavy muscles flexed as he approached.

The other, a short, wide man with brown skin, black eyes and a gold-hoop in his ear, eyed Asher. He pointed his twin blades at the general.

Instead of launching into the fight these men obviously craved, Narra removed her hands from her cloak and held them up, fingers splayed and palms empty. She wasn’t there to fight; yet, her heart hammered her ribcage.

“I’m looking for Mikael Ruvand,” she said. Her gaze flicked between the men. Thick, swirling black tattoos roped their bare arms. How could they be sleeveless in this cold?

“If you’re looking for a good time, little girl, we can give it to you.” The man with the missing teeth sneered. His accent was heavy, his O’s short, and his R’s slurred. Though he had the bronze skin of a Rovan man, his accent was foreign, southern maybe.

Asher stepped onto the deck. Instead of holding his hands up, he reached for the sheath at his hip. Narra glared. How dare he assume she needed his protection?

She ground her teeth. “I’m here for Mikael Ruvand.”

“We don’t know a Ruvand
,” the man with the earring slurred. His thick lips pulled into a smile. He knew exactly who she was talking about.

Her chest burned and she narrowed her eyes
.

“Where is he?” she snapped.

Asher took another step. Both men aimed the tips of their swords at the general.


Emperor’s ancestors
.

Narra jumped down onto the deck, stepping between Asher and the two ragged seamen. Their smirks disappeared.

“Tell me where he is,” she demanded. Her fingers slipped inside the folds of her cloak, discreetly brushing against her daggers.

“We don’t know who you’re talking about,” the man with the bandana barked.

The burn in her chest turned to fire. A growl escaped her throat and she launched her foot at his hand. His sword clattered away. The man with the earring leapt forward in time for her to pull a long dagger from her belt. She ducked his metal blade and kicked him in the back, sending him right into Asher’s arms.

She turned on the swordless man. He growled and lunged, a dagger of his own in his grasp. Two long slices cut the air. She leaned out of their path. The man pressed forward, baring his teeth as he leapt.

Narra stepped to the side and stuck her foot in his path. He collapsed over her heel, hitting the wooden planks with a thump
.

“Tell me where I can find Mikael Ruvand,” she said. The man leapt to his feet and spun to face her.

“No!” the man growled. He threw his dagger at her chest.

She turned and it flew past, burying itself in the ship’s thick mast with a thunk
. Rough fingers grabbed her wrist and pulled. She used her own momentum, flying past the man. She jumped onto the railing, flipping over his head and landing on her feet at his back. Her dagger found his throat.

“Tell me,” she said, pressing her blade against his skin.

The man froze. Through the stench of fish, sweat stood out. Narra wrinkled her nose. She glanced at Asher. He had the other man subdued with his arms pinned to his back, his knee digging into the short man’s spine.

“I won’t tell you anything!
”

Narra drew the dagger tighter across his throat. “Who is in charge here?”

“Me.” The cold bite of metal brushed the base of her neck. Narra froze. Ancestors
. “Step back, slowly,” a woman purred, her voice low and husky. Her hot breath brushed Narra’s hair.

Narra lowered her dagger, then let it clatter to the deck. The man she subdued heaved a sigh of relief. She stepped back. Asher rose slowly. Two more ragged men held swords at his throat. He held his hands up and dropped his sword.

“Now turn around and let me see that pretty face.” The woman pulled her blade back. Narra clenched her fists and turned slowly. The man with the missing teeth grabbed her forearms and twisted her to face the captain of the vessel. He pinned her arms behind her back, crushing her wrists in his iron grip.

The captain’s thick black hair fell in heavy curls over her shoulders. A large dark brown hat, with a wide, sloping rim covered one of her eyes, and a long red feather stuck out from a black sash. She smiled, her dark lips thick and teasing.

“You are
 a pretty one.” Her gaze roamed Narra from head to toe beneath her thick black lashes. Though the light of the moon was dim, her caramel skin looked flawless and her dark eyes flashed.

Narra’s lips pressed into a thin line. This ship belonged to no corporal as she had suspected all along. These weren’t simple crewmen waiting for their master’s return.

These were pirates.
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ring her to my chambers and leave the man untouched until I return,” the pirate woman said. She flicked her long nails toward Asher before she spun on her heels, her tall boots clacking on the deck.

“Wait!” Asher snapped. Two men gripped his forearms on either side, while a third tied his hands with rope.

Narra shot him a glare. She could handle this on her own. “Be silent.”

Asher met her gaze, his eyes wide, and eyebrows furrowed. She shook her head. He needn’t worry about her. She still had layers and layers of weapons at her disposal. If she wanted away from the man at her back, and pirate woman at her front, she’d be free in seconds. The general nodded. Good.

The man with the missing teeth urged her forward, his fingers tightening around her arms. Narra smoothed her expression and forced herself to take deep breaths.

The pirates led her down a set of wooden planks, into a narrow hall lit only by a single lantern. Shadows danced on the walls and through open doors. Several men leered from their cabins as they passed
.

A wide oak door with a gold plated handle adorned the end of the short corridor. The clack of the pirate woman’s heels ceased as she unlocked her quarters. Warm light spilled from the open door. The large chamber beyond held maps from every part of the known world, and some of the unknown. The Rovan Empire, Talcotta, the Western Isles, the Kiznaiver Empire, the Wells, and Rupa.

Narra started. Rupa
. At least a dozen maps of different Rupan cities decorated the walls and thick wooden desk at the center of the wide space. For years, stories of pirates had been spread in her uncle’s bar, but she’d yet to meet one. The southern continent was known for much; their exotic fruit, beautiful women, worship of animals, seven gods, and of course, pirates.

“Welcome to my humble abode.” The woman smiled, motioning to the thick red velvet curtains, plush purple silks, and delicately carved furniture. It wasn’t quite what Narra expected of a pirate captain’s quarters.

A growl rumbled from the back of the room, startling Narra. A large tiger prowled from the shadows. The pirate woman turned to Narra as she took her place behind the dark wood desk, not seeming bothered by the tiger roaming toward her. Her fingers splayed on the world map atop her desk, her nails clicking against the thick parchment. “I hear you’re looking for someone.”

Shadows hid the right side of her face, while the left teased with the quirk of her lips. She watched Narra beneath her lashes.

Narra glanced between the pirate and the tiger, unable to hide her surprise as the growling cat stopped at its master’s side. The pirate woman ran her fingers through the cat’s fur, shushing the beast gently until the growling stopped.

Swallowing the lump in her throat, Narra decided it best not to argue with the pirate, lest she be eaten.

“Mikael Ruvand,” she said. She made a show of jostling her arms and shoulders. If the man at her back would release her she’d be able to have a real conversation with the pirate captain. She’d also have an easier time reaching her weapons in case of attack.

“Ah, Mikael.” The woman glanced at her shoulders for only the 
briefest of moments. “What do you want with the boy?”

Her fists clenched. Why did everyone insist on knowing her business? Yet, in the captain’s case, she couldn’t blame her. If the corporal were really one of her men, she’d most likely want to be sure he wouldn’t be harmed.

“I simply need information,” she said.

“Is that all?” The captain quirked a thick, arched brow.

“Yes.”

“How can I be sure you won’t slay him in his bed, and send him to meet your Goddess of Death?” Her thick accent—sweet and sexy—curled around her words.

She knew of Ashra? Narra blinked in surprise. She had never assumed Lady Death was popular amongst any culture but Rova’s. Rupa was known for its intellectuals instead of Warlords like the Rovan Empire. Even pirates must be educated.

“I won’t.” Narra had no way to convince this woman. There was nothing she could say, unless the captain had an idea of her own.

“How about you give me your name?” the pirate woman purred, stepping from behind the table. Her wide hips swayed under worn brown leather pants and tight belts as she approached. Her tiger followed, its green eyes narrowed, and its lips pulling back to reveal a terrifying amount of sharp teeth.

“Why?”

“If I know your name, I’ll be able to find you if Mikael goes missing.” The captain stopped a foot away and placed her hands on her hips. A corset wrapped from beneath her large breasts to her wide hips. The cat lowered its head, not taking its eyes off of Narra.

Narra narrowed her eyes. Was that all? If she knew of Ashra, would she know more of Rova’s workings? Could she trust her with her name? Then again, she didn’t have much of a choice.

“Rheka,” she said.

The captain’s eyes lit with amusement and she chuckled softly. Her eyes roamed the uncloaked parts of Narra’s body—her thighs, hip, and chest. “Is that so?” Narra nodded. “I’d let you wreck me.”

Narra’s eyes went wide and heat flooded her cheeks. Who in Srah’
s name was this woman? The captain laughed at Narra’s reaction, stepping back and sweeping her large hat from her head. She ducked in a bow, dipping her hat and head low.

“It’s lovely to meet you, Rheka
,” she emphasized Narra’s last name, grinning as she returned to her feet. She tossed her hat onto the desk before leaning against it, crossing her arms over her chest. The tiger looked between them, its animosity fading. “You may call me Avalon, Captain of the Orillian Armada.”

Narra’s brows cinched. The name was familiar, though she couldn’t place her finger on why. Avalon flicked her fingers at the man restraining Narra’s arms. He released her with a grunt, stepping back to guard the door. Narra twisted her wrists and shook out her limbs to ease the tension in her muscles.

“You want something from me,” Avalon began, “then I have something to ask of you.”

“What is it?” Narra narrowed her gaze. She didn’t generally take requests from those she just met, unless a pre-approved contract from the Guild slid into her hands. How could she trust this woman? Though she had her name, title, and occupation, she had no idea if the pirate captain would keep her word.

“Have you heard of the Dollhouse?”

“No.”

Avalon smiled. “That’s all right. I’m sure your friend above deck will know it.” She brushed long black curls behind her ear, revealing a dozen golden hoops and ruby stones decorating her ear. “I need you to speak with Mistress Maxina, the caretaker of the establishment. I’d go myself, but the mistress is well protected, and someone like me won’t be able to get passed her bodyguards.” Avalon paused, her gaze again raking Narra’s exposed hips. “She has a potion I need, and I won’t leave the empire without it.” Her smile faded, her thick lips pressed together. The playful glint in her eyes faded to hard black.

The tiger shifted to rest its head against Avalon’s leg, as if sensing her change in mood. Its chest rumbled as Avalon glanced down and started petting her giant cat.

“Shh, Kaja,” she murmured
.

The boat rocked beneath her feet, and Narra shifted, both with uncertainty and to keep her footing. Avalon’s sudden shift in temperament soured Narra’s stomach. Her fingers pulled away from her weapons. She had no desire to hurt this woman. Yet, she’d only be wasting more time in completing the pirate’s errands. Narra sighed. If this was the only way to get her information and get to Mikael, she had no other choice.

“It’s a deal.”

The pirate woman smiled, though the devious glint never returned to her eyes. “It’s a deal,” she agreed.


Narra’s boots
 slapped the worn wood as she mounted the small staircase to the deck of the ship. Four pirates started to attention.

“Release him,” she commanded.

Asher looked up. They had him on his knees, tied beside the main mast. Though he didn’t appear injured, he scowled something fierce. She hoped the pirates hadn’t been too hard on him while she was gone, though if they had, it might teach him not to hang around her much longer.

“Do as she says,” Avalon said. She emerged onto the deck, hat back on her head and a hand on her hip.

Avalon’s men leapt into motion, quickly cutting Asher’s restraints and yanking him to his feet. Asher pulled away, glaring at the two who had subdued him. Before Narra reached the plank to the dock below, Avalon’s husky purr stopped her.

“I’ll see you soon,” the captain said. Narra glanced at the Rupan woman over her shoulder. She gave a brisk nod.

Asher stomped down the dock after her, his steps even louder than before. The wharf quaked and shifted in the water, nearly sending her off balance. Her heart leapt into her throat. She regained her footing, jumping off the dock onto solid ground.

Instead of glaring at the man, she continued down the harborside. Her fists clenched at her hips. A storm came to life inside her. Why did every person in her life insist on making things more difficult? 
Why did no one listen to her? Though she didn’t need Asher’s help, he insisted in his debt. Though she only wanted the location of Avalon’s crewmember, the pirate insisted on sending Narra on an errand—a useless one—that served the thief no purpose.

Now to complete Marina’s task and her mission, Narra had to find this Dollhouse, acquire a potion, return to get the whereabouts of Mikael from the pirates, and then actually find the man. Once he was found, she still needed to find out what exactly he’d been guarding, and somehow deliver information back to Marina. Hopefully, she’d get answers about her father in the process.

“What happened?” Asher asked. He jogged to keep up with her.

Narra shook her head. She clamped her teeth shut.


Commanders are always calm, Narra
.

She squeezed her eyes closed. She didn’t need her father’s voice anymore. Yet his words only sparked her fire.

“Rheka!” Asher snapped. His warm fingers clamped around her wrist, and he spun her around.

Narra gritted her teeth. She yanked a dagger from her waist before she knew what she was doing. Tearing from his grip, she held the blade to his throat. The general’s eyes widened as he met her gaze.

Her breaths came quickly, only fanning the flames. “Do not
 touch me.”

Asher nodded slowly. “Fine. Apologies.”

His brown gaze softened. She pulled away. Whatever he was feeling, she didn’t want to see it. His eyes expressed too much and pulled her own feelings out too quickly.

Narra sheathed her dagger.

“We need to find the Dollhouse,” she said.

Though her heart still raced, her mind cleared. Good. She didn’t want the tempest anymore. She needed to think, to form a plan. She clung to the surrounding darkness. Though a nearby lamppost illuminated them both, shadows rose on either side of the docks, thick and black at the warehouse’s edge.

“The Dollhouse?” Asher blanched. So he did know what it 
was. “Why?”

Narra shrugged. “Avalon wants a potion from Mistress Maxina. She’ll give information on the soldier in exchange.”

Understanding blossomed on his face. “That makes sense.”

Did it? She hadn’t a clue what any of this meant. “Where is it?”

“Shopping district.” His eyes roamed her from head to toe. “You won’t be getting in dressed like that.” He nodded at her cloak and daggers.

Her mouth dropped open. “What’s wrong with the way I’m dressed?” Her voice rose. She extended her cloak, the fabric sleek between her fingers. She always wore it and her weapons. She wouldn’t go anywhere without her daggers.

“The Dollhouse is for… upper class.” He spoke slowly, deliberately. Was he trying not to offend her?

“And?”

“You don’t look like… the expected clientele.”

Asher shifted, avoiding her gaze. She may have found his sudden embarrassment amusing if it weren’t for his insinuations. “And what does this expected clientele look like?” She crossed her arms over her chest. She may look like a thief or an assassin, dressed in black and leather, but wearing a skirt and corset wouldn’t lend her any intimidation.

He paused, his gaze lingering on her hair. Was he concerned that she was half-Kiznai? If that was a problem, she’d be happy to break in and hold Maxina at knifepoint to get what she wanted.

“Typically… it is where men take their mistresses.”

Oh. Narra’s eyes widened. So, if she wanted to gain access to the Dollhouse, her only way to gain further information on Mikael, she’d have to play a harlot? Narra shook her head.

“We can break in. There’s no need to go in through the front door.” Her cheeks heated.

Asher smiled. How dare he be amused by her discomfort? “They have very good security, especially at the back entrance. Mistress Maxina is a very rich woman. She employs only the best.”

“And you assume I would be no match?” Now she was
 offended
.

“No, no.” Asher raised his hands in surrender. “But maybe it would be simpler to go in the front, pretend you belong, and then ask politely for this potion.”

Narra narrowed her eyes. He could be right. Either she staked out the Dollhouse until she found a way in; skirted security and patrons until she found Maxina—if
 she could find her. Or she demeaned herself by becoming Asher’s pretend mistress for the night.

She growled in frustration. “Is there truly no other way?”

Asher smiled and shrugged. “It won’t be so terrible.”

“What in Srah’s name am I supposed to wear then?” She glared at the general. With her wanted poster all over the city she couldn’t very well go shopping in the morning. She could steal a dress, but then again, she had no idea what she was looking for. Narra had never worn a dress in her life. Then there was the problem of her face plastered all over the city. Someone could recognize it. Maybe she could borrow makeup from a fellow thief.

His brown eyes roamed the featureless stone wall of a warehouse nearby as he thought. Narra studied the stubble marking his jaw. Long pointed hairs stuck out, even in the dim light. Had he not shaved since the night she’d broken into his home?

“My seamstress,” he said. His gaze met hers. “She doesn’t ask questions, and would clear the store if I asked. I can take you tomorrow evening. She owns her own shop and could fix any dress you like from her collection. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind.”

Narra raised her brows. “Why would she do that for you
?”

Asher leveled his gaze at her. “I am
 the General of the Emperor’s Armies.”

Right. Narra nodded. She’d nearly forgotten.
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They agreed
 to meet at dusk, when the light played tricks and Narra could seamlessly blend with the shadows. Her hips were light without her pistol, short sword and daggers. She carried no utility belt or harness, only taking time to strap in a few smaller knives to 
her thighs and inner arms. At least those she could conceal beneath a dress—or so she hoped.

The streets cleared as the sun lowered beyond the horizon. The sun set orange, much like her hair, but eventually faded, bringing about a dull light, like fog that layered the street before twilight.

Narra shifted in the alleyway, tapping the uneven cobblestone with the toe of her boot. Nerves turned her stomach and sent her fingers thrumming against her hips. Used to missions, thievery, and the cover of darkness, Narra despised the lack of preparation in Asher’s plan. She hadn’t a clue what the layout of this Dollhouse resembled, where she’d find her target, or when. Until then, she’d endure lustful glances and prying eyes, most likely wondering why General Grayson would bring a naizer
 with him.

The soft beat of leather boots interrupted her thoughts. She leapt for cover in an alcove between two shops. Rats scattered into their holes as she kicked trash and plastered her body to the wall.

“Rheka?” a male voice asked.

Narra sagged in relief, stepping from between the brick buildings. Asher stood tall amongst the semi-maintained alley. He wore a black suit, his crowned rapier, and a bowtie. She raised a brow. She hadn’t realized the Dollhouse was so formal.

“You’re dressed up,” she said after a long pause.

“Of course,” he said. She nodded slightly, as if she understood. In reality, she had no idea why he would need such a fancy suit for this establishment. “Are you ready?”

Narra glanced up. Was she ready to be fussed over by some doddering old maid bent on making her the prettiest girl at the party? No. She wrinkled her nose and worked her jaw.

Asher smiled and motioned at the back door of a two-story brick building. She’d already investigated the front before his arrival. With ornate metal fencing and white wooden accents, the shop was one of the most lavish on the block. Its windows were filled with ruffled skirts, pinstripe suits, and tight corsets in varying colors.

She swallowed the lump in her throat and stepped toward the door
.

Up a few stone steps, she knocked gently on the oak door. Asher reached around her, his arm brushing hers as he gripped the metal handle and flung the door inward.

“She’s expecting us,” he said.

Narra nodded and took a breath. She stepped inside.

The back room contained rolls upon rolls of fabric, silks, cotton, jewels, wheels of yarn, and spools of thread. Narra parted heavy purple silk curtains and walked into the main shop. Mannequins draped in the most luxurious pearls and finest gowns adorned the majority of the room. Several rolls of fabric lined the far wall with shelves of dozens more below. Leather shoes, boots, heels and more were displayed on the opposite wall among stockings, socks, and garters.

Narra gulped. What was she doing there? This was no place for a thief. She turned to the door. Asher barred her way.

“General!” a high tinkle of a voice broke her sudden panic.

Her heart raced. She was trapped between Asher and the shop owner.

“Mrs. Vena.” Asher smiled and bowed.

She forced herself to face the business owner.

“This is the girl you told me about?” Vena gasped. Silver strands fell from her bun, brushing her rosy cheeks. “Why didn’t you tell me she was so beautiful?” The woman reached for her hands before Narra could pull away. Her fingers were warm with a gentleness she wasn’t accustomed to. “Welcome, dear.”

Narra took a deep breath and forced her expression to some semblance of neutral interest. She quirked her lips slightly, nerves racing cross her skin as she nodded. “Thank you,” Narra said.

“I have a few gowns picked out, but General Grayson forgot to inform me of the fire atop your head.” Vena glared at Asher behind thin, round spectacles. She took Narra’s arm and led her further into the open shop. “I’ll have to throw out all the blues and reds. What do you think about something more neutral?”

Narra glanced back at Asher with wide eyes. She hadn’t a clue what she wanted. She didn’t wear gowns, or any such frivolities
.

The General grinned, flashing white teeth. His jaw was clear of stubble, his olive skin smooth. He must have shaved this morning. “I think something neutral would be best.”

Between something garish in color, and a range of medium tones, she’d gladly take gray, black, or beige any day.

“Let’s get you in some dresses.” Vena paused and released her arm, leaving Narra beside a long counter with an iron register. The short woman shuffled behind a large fabric screen with ruffles, pinstripes, and stockings thrown over the top. She emerged with a long piece of silver. “Let’s start with this. Do you have stockings and garters with you?” Her brown eyes shifted up and down Narra’s person. “Ah, it seems not. Not to worry!”

Vena nudged Narra gently behind the screen, dropping the silk dress in her arms before dancing across the room.

Narra narrowed her eyes at Asher, who chuckled as she disappeared around the screen. A wooden chair sat behind it, along with a large black jewellery box on top of a small round table. She draped the piece of silk across the back of the chair before stripping her cloak and knife holsters. She wrapped them in her cloak, hoping the old woman wouldn’t unravel it.

Her cotton shirt hit the floor next, followed by her boots and leather pants. Cold assaulted her skin. Goosebumps ran rampant over her bare arms, hairs standing on end. She gritted her teeth, standing in only her undergarments.

“Do you need help, dear?” Vena taped the wooden spine of the screen.

“No,” Narra said quickly. She grabbed the dress; silk nearly slipping through her fingers. She bunched it before letting the waves of fabric fall across her skin. It clung to her body from her neck to her hips, leaving her shoulders and arms exposed while the bottom draped to the ground.

She’d never be able to fight in this. Narra twisted the thick jewelled neckline. No, this wouldn’t work at all.

“This won’t work.” Narra crossed her arms, rubbing her fingers along her biceps and forearms
.

Vena peeked around the corner and grinned. “But miss, it looks gorgeous on you!” She snatched Narra’s wrist, yanking her from behind the screen before she could put a stop to it.

Narra stumbled across the oak floor, regaining her balance just outside the safety of her screen. Asher’s jaw dropped and he stared at her wide-eyed. She crossed her arms over her chest. Heat rushed to her cheeks.

“This won’t do,” Narra repeated more forcefully. She spun from Vena’s grasp and dove behind the curtain.

The old woman sighed and shuffled to a stack of garments piled atop a chair. “What are you looking for?”

Narra yanked the dress from her head. Her hair became a mess of tangles as she dumped the dress over the back of the chair. Her teeth chattered in the cold.

“Something I can move
 in.” She rubbed her arms harder.

“Hmm…” the woman dug through gowns, throwing dresses at the back wall. Heaps of purple, black, white, and gold stacked with each dress. “Ah ha! This is the one!” She shoved the gown behind the screen. A mass of light gray pinstripes lay in her hands. “You’ll need these.” Vena shoved a pair of black stockings and silk garters at her next.

Narra sighed and took them. “Fine.”

She slipped on the garters and the stockings first, then the gown. Ruffles came to her mid-thighs, just barely meeting her thick stockings. She clipped the garter to the socks and smoothed the fabric. It wasn’t as rich as the silk, but it was warm. From her thighs, the back of the gown dipped to the earth, a mass of dark ruffles and sheer black fabric that itched.

Laces ran up the back of the bodice. The corset lie loose at her breasts, small bits of black sticking from the top and continuing along the neckline, encircling her shoulders and the back of her neck. The sleeves were tight at her wrists, almost too much so. She slid the holsters and knives beneath them. Just loose enough for one on each inner forearm.

This would do. Narra strapped in her leather thigh holsters and 
patted her hair into submission.

“Are you decent?” Vena smiled as she peeked around the screen. Narra quirked an eyebrow at the woman. If she weren’t, Vena would have looked anyway. “You are! Perfect.” She stepped around the screen. “Let me get that laced up for you.” She motioned for Narra to turn, and she did. Vena laced the back, her fingers working quickly until she nudged Narra’s hips with her fingers. Suddenly she pulled the laces taut.

Narra gasped. “What in Srah’s name—”

“Hush now,” Vena chastised. She pulled again. Air burst from Narra’s lungs. The corset strangled her ribs and compressed her stomach. “There we are.”

“I can’t breathe!” Heat rushed to Narra’s cheeks. She reached for the ties at her back, but Vena slapped her hand.

“You’ll be fine.” The old woman handed her a pair of high boots with buttons up each side. “Put these on and you’ll be ready for finishing touches.”

“Finishing touches?” Narra stared at her wide-eyed.

“You can’t very well go out without your hair and makeup done!”

“Yes, I can.”

“Not in my dress you won’t.” Vena huffed and disappeared back around the screen.

“What have you done
?” Narra growled at Asher.

The general chuckled nearby. “Most Rovan women would kill to have Mrs. Vena dress and dote on them.”

“I am not
 most women.”

“No, you aren’t.” Narra pretended she couldn’t hear the amusement in his voice. He was enjoying this, while she was stuck in some sort of abdomen constricting torture device. She sighed and pulled on the boots. They rose just above her knees, a few inches shy of her stockings. With only a slight heel, they would do in a pinch. Though she wouldn’t be able to sail across rooftops in her current attire, she had access to her knives.

If it came down to it, Narra could fight. Though, maybe just barely.
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he'd let them do it.

Her face was caked with enough makeup that she hardly recognized herself. Her hair sat atop her head in swirls with long stands brushing her exposed collar. Still embarrassed by all the attention and fussing, Narra trudged alongside Asher.

"We're nearly there," Asher said. He glanced at her, but didn't comment on her appearance.

The sun was long gone, leaving the city drenched in darkness. After the shop owner had dressed her, it had taken more than an hour to fix her orange strands and coax her pale face into some semblance of beauty. Powder smoothed the pores from her face, and her lashes were curled high. Her eyelids felt heavy, weighed down by black lacquer and colored powders.

Why had she allowed it all? Why bear the indignity?

Yet, she hadn't put up a fuss. Or at least tried not to. Now, she was the mistress. Beautiful. Elegant. Sultry. She'd gasped at her own reflection—never having seen herself so done up. Not once in her twenty-five years had she desired any of this. But it wasn't her decision tonight.

The cobblestone street smoothed out in the shopping district. Only a few blocks from the dress shop, Asher stopped before a tall, 
dark brick building. Black curtains dropped across the tall arched windows. A balcony encased the second floor, and a wide black door barred the entrance. A tall, bronze-skinned man stood at the entrance, the perfect semblance of severity.

She narrowed her eyes, but Asher simply stepped closer and nudged her elbow.

"Ready to play your part?" he asked.

Narra sighed and nodded. "The mistress, correct?"

Asher's lips pressed into a firm line. Was she so repulsive that he wouldn't wish her to be his mistress? She shook her head. Why should she care? This was all a means to an end.

"Yes."

Narra took a deep breath. "Let's go."

He offered his arm and she took it. His warmth radiated through his thick coat and into her. She steeled herself against holding his arm any tighter than necessary. Her heart raced. It had been a long time since she entered a lion’s den, and with nowhere to go but forward, she followed at Asher's side.

The man at the door scanned her bodice and legs. With her breasts nearly to her ears, she didn't blame him.

"General," the man said, his voice deep. He nodded and opened the door.

Sultry music poured from the depths of the club. Violet light bathed their faces and clothes as they stepped inside. Warmth embraced her entire body, and the door shut behind them with a click.

She'd been in unfamiliar territory many times. She could do this. Narra took a breath and smoothed her features. She simply needed to find Mistress Maxina and get the potion. Then this ruse could be over and she'd return to the pirate ship.

"Welcome." A dark-haired beauty stepped from the shadows with a tray splayed on her hand. Two small glasses sat atop the tray with cloudy blue liquid swirling in their depths. She smiled, her lips painted a deep red, and her eyes shrouded in black kohl.

“Thank you.” Asher took one of the glasses and flung it down his 
throat.

The woman gazed at her expectantly, but she shook her head. She needed a clear head, not alcohol in her system. “No, thank you.”

The hostess’s expression dropped from sultry to confused. Her dark brows cinched atop dark olive skin.

“You have to take it to enter,” Asher explained. He smiled at the woman and handed Narra the second glass. “It’s her first time.”

The dark-haired woman’s eyes lit and she smiled, brushing her long fingers across Narra’s bicep. “Well, enjoy yourself, lovely.”

Narra nodded. She stared into the clouded liquid. One shot wouldn’t remove all of her wits. She flung it back. Sweet nectar dripped down her tongue and throat, the opposite of the burning poison she was used to. She swallowed and set the glass back on the tray. The woman winked and returned to the shadows, slipping away unseen into the abyss of black and deep violet silk curtains that shrouded the walls.

“We have to move quickly before it sets in,” Asher said. His smile faded. He took her arm and led her further inside. His fingers dug into her flesh. “We’ll only have a few moment—”

Another woman arrived to guide them inside. Clad in a bright white corset and a flushed skirt, she smiled and motioned them past the entrance and through an arched entry carved from stone.

“This way,” she purred.

A tentative smile returned to Asher’s face. What was going on? Before what set in? What had she just taken? The music was louder inside the main room, brushing her skin with its deep, haunting melody. Their guide led them past plush leather booths, men and women draped over the seats and tables.

Oh no.

Warmth spread through her stomach. Violet lights flashed, spread by two devices on either side of the room. The volume increased, seeping into her bones. Beautiful women danced on several tables, while equally scantily clad servers slipped through the sea of tables. They carried trays with brilliantly colored liquids in tall glasses, leaving each at separate tables of military men, businessmen, 
politicians and more. Everyone was dressed in fine clothes, though some had come undone, fingers finding their way inside jackets and blouses.

Heat rushed to her cheeks. What was this place?

“Here you are.” Their guide smiled and motioned them into an empty booth fit for four or more bodies.

Asher slipped into the booth, while she hesitated at its edge. Laughs permeated the fog of music. Euphoric smiles and doped gazes occupied each table. Couples kissed in every other booth, their bodies grinding against one another. Narra looked away and slid in beside Asher.

The long room held at least twenty patrons with a dozen doll-like dancers and servers around every bend. Her fingers itched at her sides. She needed action. Adrenaline spread through her veins, heating her from the inside. Sweat beaded on her neck. She stripped off her coat, exposing her chest and shoulders. Why was it so hot?

“What in Srah’s name have you given me?” Narra narrowed her gaze at the man. Her usual steel wasn’t behind it.

Asher blinked slowly, his brown eyes glazed. That couldn’t be good. Whatever it was, it was already affecting him. Fire burned to life in her chest. How could he let them take some sort of drug when they were there on a mission?

Narra stood, spurred by anger. Doll-like women danced by the table, blocking her path. A server with a tray of colorful liquids stopped and laid two drinks on their table.

“We didn’t order…” Her words slurred and the heat spread to her limbs. The world tilted before her eyes, hazy and colorful.

Fingers probed her bare wrist, sending fire through her veins. Narra gasped. The fingers tightened, pulling her down. She sunk back into the leather. It was suddenly soft and welcoming. She leaned into it.

“Why don’t you have a drink?” One of the dancers leaned in close, her lips brushing Narra’s ear. A shiver ran up her spine. The glass slid into her hand. Warm air brushed her neck. Who was that? Cool sweetness passed her lips. What was she drinking? Her taste buds 
tingled. Something foreign, like strawberries. She smiled and swallowed another mouthful. Gentle fingers ran along the nape of her neck and her worries fled.

She deserved this. She deserved a drink and some fun. A smile pulled at her lips. Why not enjoy herself for once? She finished the drink and leaned into the gentle touch. The doll-woman disappeared and she turned to Asher. His fingers paused at her hairline. He was the one touching her?

Her brows cinched together.

She should mind that, but she didn’t. His hands closed around her waist and pulled her closer. Warmth encased every inch of her. Purple light danced across Asher’s square jaw and handsome face. His dark lashes lifted up and down, blurring together. She blinked slowly, tilting her head back against the leather. Her whole body was heavy, hot, and utterly delightful.

The dark melody picked up tempo. A band sat atop a stage at the far end of the room. Black masks with long faces of animals lay atop their expressions. A stag, a fox, and a wolf. Narra smiled.

Hot breath grazed her neck. She shivered. Something deep inside her ached. Her heart raced. Lips pressed against her skin, teasing her throat. A gasp escaped her.

Asher kissed down to her chest, heat spreading with every touch. His hands drew her tight to his chest, and then wrapped around her head and neck. He tilted her head up, fingers clumsy in her hair. She smiled and a bubble of laughter slipped through her euphoria.

His hungry eyes sought hers. She gripped his arms, holding on for dear life. Her world swayed and spun, the warmth all-consuming, overwhelming. She felt his hunger like it was her own. Narra bit her lip, unsure what this hunger meant. She reached for his face, touching his cheek gingerly. His jaw was solid, his nose straight, and his lips wide.

She knew what she wanted.

Narra leaned into the general, her lips finding his. While she kissed uncertainly, he led her lips, pressing urgently, desperately forward. His arms wrapped her waist and pulled her onto his lap
.

She gasped against his mouth, air pulling from her lungs. His tongue slipped in given the opportunity, seeking hers. The general led her until his kisses again descended to her neck. Sparks flared across her skin.

A mess of brilliant color, beautiful faces, and dangerous animals flashed in front of her. Warm sandalwood and rose filled her nostrils.

His hands dragged down her upper back, leading a trail down her spine to her hips. One of the dolls left more beautiful drinks and smiled with abandon. More gorgeous faces, curved bodies, and hot hands.

Narra drank and Asher touched, leaving her on fire with each passing moment.

His lips sought hers again and she embraced their sweetness. But something lurched in her stomach. Chill air brushed her bare shoulders and crawled across her skin. She pulled back. Something vile rose from her abdomen to her throat.

Fear stole ecstasy and she leapt from the booth.

She pushed through the swirling lights, haunting sounds, and startled bar maidens. Narra slipped through the curtains to the main hall. Everything lessened, but the souring continued, rising and rising. A small door to the toilet sat a few feet away. She dove for it, ripping it open, and slamming the door shut.

Everything fled her stomach at once, bitter, sweet, and distasteful.

Narra curled up on the floor next to the commode. Cold stole her warmth. She shivered against the wooden floor. The tilting world slowly righted itself. The spinning ceased and she was able to sit up.

Her stomach was hollow, her throat burned, and her mouth soured. She shook her head and stood. What had she been thinking? What was that? She’d never experienced such a thing.

Warmth slowly returned, not the all-consuming fire of euphoria, but not cold as ice either. She flattened her gown, smoothed her hair and took a few deep breaths before stepping out from the stall.

Asher stood a few feet away, eyeing his boots with a look of guilt plastered on his face. Narra narrowed her eyes. Though he’d been drugged as well, he’d taken advantage of her in her vulnerable state. 
Her fists clenched as she remembered his mouth on her neck and her hands in his hair. The worst part was, she’d liked it.

She sighed. It wasn’t his fault, and she knew it, but still anger burned to life.

“Forget it.” Narra stepped up to join him. His brown eyes found hers. “It never happened.”

He searched her gaze for several moments before he nodded. His jaw set and he cleared his throat. “All right.”

“We need to find Mistress Maxina.” She adjusted her sleeves, pulling the daggers forward in case she needed to grab them quickly. “We’ve wasted enough time.”

“Her office is on the second floor,” he said. His large hands fumbled with his suit, straightening it. Narra suppressed a shiver. Hazy memories of his hands on her clung to her mind. Even as she commanded them away, they lingered. Was she fooling herself? Had she wanted this all along?

She shook her head. That couldn’t be. She’d never want someone like him.

Asher took the lead, heading down a narrow hall. A line of lanterns lit the walls until they reached a staircase. Light shone from the second floor above, spilling down the oak stairs. Red carpet silenced her heels and his boots. Her heart raced. Finally, they were getting somewhere.

Instincts took over and she stepped ahead of Asher. A harsh female voice sounded over the vibrations from below. A softer male voice joined the Mistress’s. Asher nodded to a door at the top of the stairs. Shadows danced behind the clouded glass panes, one with the beat below.

Narra went to the door, her hand hovering inches over the ornate brass handle. She didn’t glance at Asher, though she was sorely tempted to. She shook the image of his face bathed in purple light from her mind. This wasn’t the time.

She swung the door open.

Inside the office, a man and woman spun towards the door with wide eyes. Dressed in a gorgeous violet gown, silver jewelery adorned 
with diamonds, and thick, dark hair piled atop her head, Mistress Maxina was beautiful, even in her old age. She got over her surprise quickly, glowering at her unwanted guests.

“Who are you?” Maxina barked. A pipe smoked at her hip where her hand rested. Tobacco drifted from its mouth. Narra wrinkled her nose at the bitter and pungent odor.

The man—wide, dark-skinned and familiar—stepped forward. The bouncer from outside folded his arms over his chest.

“I’m here for something of Captain Avalon’s.” Narra stepped inside, ignoring the glare of the bouncer as she met Maxina’s brown gaze.

The older woman’s face softened, amusement taking over. She waved off her guard. “Ah, yes. I knew someone would come for her eventually.”

The bouncer stepped aside, letting Narra and Asher further inside the square room lined with bookcases, shelves, and dozens of vials and bottles of beautifully colored liquids. Narra skirted a small sitting area at the front of the room and stood behind a dark oak cushioned seat.

“General,” Maxina greeted with a nod. “I see you have a new consort.”

Asher’s cheeks reddened and he cleared his throat. “Mistress,” he greeted.

“I am not his consort.” Narra’s brow twitched. She was there on business. She wouldn’t let Asher get in her way.

“I see.” Maxina raised her perfectly sculpted eyebrows, her dark gaze flickering between the pair. A taunting smile pulled at her lips and she took a seat in her high-backed, purple, cushioned office chair. Its wheels squeaked beneath her weight. “She isn’t your usual type, General.”

Asher stiffened and set his jaw, clearly as uncomfortable in Maxina’s presence as Narra. “No,” he agreed.

Maxina’s dark eyes scanned Narra from head to toe. “Are you an assassin or a thief, my dear?”

Narra’s fists clenched at her sides. It took all of her willpower to 
keep the shock from her face. How could this woman know anything about her from simple looks alone? Without her many weapons, she couldn’t imagine how the mistress would get this idea.

“Hmm, not a Daughter of Ashra.” Maxina smirked, her gaze continuing to roam. “If you were, you wouldn’t have come with the general.”

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed. A Daughter of Ashra? They were only a myth. The cult harbored women, and were worshippers of Lady Death. They protected and served beneath her dark power: men haters, murderers, and thieves. It was said they did whatever the Goddess of Death asked—no matter the cost. Narra shifted uncomfortably. Maxina had to be mad.

“No, I’d say you’re a thief, possibly in high standing.”

Narra exchanged a glance with Asher, whose confusion mirrored her own.

Maxina stood suddenly, her palms slamming against her desk. “You’re here for the antidote then,” she said.

“Yes.” Narra bit the inside of her cheek. She didn’t trust this woman for a moment.

The mistress nodded and moved to the shelves beside her desk. She dug through bottles of every color, glancing at labels before tossing them away. Narra stepped back to avoid the glass bottles, which somehow didn’t shatter. They rolled across the carpeted floor, disappearing into the shadows of Maxina’s furniture.

“Here we are.” Maxina straightened and turned to the thief. Before placing it in Narra’s extended hand, she retracted her fingers, holding the small bottle to her chest. Her eyes roamed Narra again before settling on her blue gaze. Narra raised an eyebrow, her lips flattening. She didn’t have time for games. “What does the pirate have on you?”

Narra glared. She didn’t owe this woman anything.

After a long moment of silence, Maxina rolled her eyes and placed the vial in Narra’s hand. “Fine. Tell Avalon I wish her sister well.”

Her sister? Narra’s brows pulled together. No wonder Avalon’s 
mood had turned so quickly. If her sister had been poisoned by a Rovan concoction, she was surprised Avalon trusted her to fetch the antidote. Then again, she did desperately need information from the pirate, and Avalon had claimed she couldn’t get to Maxina alone. Narra was inclined to believe the captain considering she wouldn’t have gotten through the door without Asher.

“I’ll tell her.” Narra tucked the antidote into her hand and stepped away from the mistress, who eyed her beneath thick lashes.

This was too easy. It had to be. Narra glanced down at the bottle. Violet liquid swirled inside. She had no idea what the antidote should look like, nor did she have any idea what the original poison was. She hoped this would be enough for Avalon to give her, her answers, no matter what laid inside the vial.

Asher strode into the hall first and Narra wasn’t far behind. He rushed to the stairs, his shoulders rigid, and his jaw set. Narra followed, her racing heart finally slowing. Asher’s back didn’t relax until they reached the main corridor. He glanced at her over his shoulder.

“So, you got what you were looking for?” he asked.

“I suppose so.”

“How do you know Maxina was telling the truth?”

She met his brown eyes. “I don’t.”

Asher nodded and faced the entrance. His boots beat the wood until they slipped into the entry room. A doll-woman waved goodbye and winked as they slipped through the curtain and out into the night.

“At least we’re finally out of there,” Asher said. He stepped down the concrete walk until his boots hit cobblestone.

Rustling in the bushes stilled her feet. Asher froze. Four Patrolmen emerged from the darkness of the street, swords and batons in hand.

Her heart pounded painfully against her ribs. She carefully slipped the thin knives from her sleeves into her palms, hidden by the folds of her skirt.

She would not let these men take her back to the dungeons.
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arra flew past the general and flung herself over the short cobblestone fence. Her boot slammed into the chest of a patrolman, sending him to the ground. She spun before the next was on her, flicking her knife into his abdomen. He sunk to his knees.

“Rheka!” Asher gasped.

She leapt from the path of a short sword, its blade slicing the air inches from her face. Narra growled, fire fueling her veins. She threw her body to the side, ducking swords and violent hands.

“Stop this at once!” Asher snapped. The Patrolmen didn’t listen. They had no idea who he was.

Narra parried a blade with her knife and spun from another.

“You’re under arrest!” one of the Patrolmen barked.

Their faces blurred as she artfully dodged their strikes. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears. The man she’d sent to the ground rose to his feet and joined the remaining two. The one with a knife in his gut remained where she’d left him.

She’d never surrender. Not again. Not until she was dead.

Narra’s boot collided with one of the men’s hands, sending his short sword clanging across the cobblestone. Now was her chance. 
She dove beneath their blades, rolling over her head and back to her heeled feet. Even in a skirt of a thousand ruffles she made it to the discarded sword. She swept it from the ground and spun to face her attackers.

Three swords faced her. They weren’t good odds, but she didn’t have back up. She couldn’t count on Asher to jump in, and wouldn’t expect him to. It’d be treason to fight these men when they were just doing their job.

The tallest of the three lunged, a roar at his lips. His footing was off, sloppy. He had to be a recent recruit. Narra ducked his blade and he sailed passed. She rammed her elbow into his spine as he went. He lost his balance and fell with a loud thump
.

The broadest, oldest patrolman tried next. His skilled blade shot towards her abdomen, her throat, and then her cheek. She dodged back and forth, the wind of his blade brushing loose strands of orange hair from her face.

“As General of the Emperor’s Armies, I command you to stop at once!” Asher bellowed.

The patrolman paused, giving her time to knock his blade from his hands and drive her hilt into his skull. His body hit the ground unconscious.

“General?” the last man said. He turned to Asher. Narra whipped her heel out, knocking him from his feet.

His skull cracked off the cobblestone and he lay motionless.

Her heavy breaths stilled and she dropped the city issued short sword. Its metal clanged against the smooth stone between the body of its owner and another man.

“Emperor’s ancestors!” Asher spat. He stepped forward and reached for her dress as if he would threaten her. Narra slapped his hand away and narrowed her eyes. “What was the meaning of that?”

Was he serious?

“They were going to arrest me and send me to the stockades, again.
” She placed her hands on her hips.

“You didn’t need to kill them all!”

“I didn’t.” Narra rolled her eyes. Did he think her so weak? So 
foolish? She was more controlled than he or any of his soldiers. “They’ll wake when we are long gone. I don’t kill so easily.”

“Really?” he growled.

How childish. Even if he was a decade or more older than her, he might as well be a babe if he thought she’d fought to kill. She stepped from his path, over the unconscious Patrolmen and made her way down the street. Her heels clacked on the cobblestone. She winced. This was not her usual stealthy attire.

“Rheka!” Asher stomped after her, mere paces behind. “Why did you do this?”

She spun, fire burning up her throat. “I will not
 be hung again
 for your failures as a parent!”

Asher stopped. His eyes flew wide and his breath whisked from his throat in a huff. His jaw dropped. The fire burning inside her dimmed. His eyebrows cinched and a look of shock turned to something much worse.

Hurt.

She groaned internally. Not now.

“I didn’t have a choice,” he said.

Narra raised an eyebrow. There was always a choice, and he chose his son over the life of another. She worked her jaw and took a breath, relaxing her stance. She hated that part of her understood.

“I was never there for my son. That’s why he is this way.” Asher shook his head. His eyes fell on the cobblestone street.

“What way?” Narra cocked her head to the side. It didn’t make sense that a father could care so much for their child. Hers had trained and tortured her endlessly. Erik’s had beat him and his mother to within an inch of their lives, and then he did it again. Yet, Asher clearly cared for his son in a way she’d never seen before.

Asher parted his lips to speak and then closed them again. Silence grew between them. When he finally glanced up, his dark eyes glazed beneath the streetlamp. Narra started. Was he truly so upset? What could be so bad that he’d do all of this? How was he not there for his son, yet did so much for him? Envy flared inside her
.

It wasn’t fair that such a man would love his son, but her father had never loved her. Her heart lurched and she clenched her fists.

“I never knew I had a son until a few years ago.” His voice wavered. “When we met, it was only because his mother could no longer control him. For fifteen years she kept him from me, my own son. He’s… he’s a psychopath.” Asher shook his head. “I have no other word to explain what he is. He can’t help himself. He kills. I clean up after him.” Narra’s eyes widened. “It is my duty to protect him. I was never there, and it’s my fault. I can’t blame him for the way he is.”

Narra stepped away, shaking her head. Her fire turned to ice. Shivers climbed her spine and goosebumps rose on her flesh. No. This kind of love didn’t exist. If his son was a murderer, why would such an honor-bound man care so deeply? How
 did he care so deeply?

“How could you do that for him? How could you?” Her voice was quiet and weak. Her lips quivered.

Asher’s lips twitched in a humorless smile. “When you love someone enough, you’ll do anything
 to help them.”

Narra clamped her lips shut and clenched her fists against the shivers threatening to overtake her very being. “But he kills people, and you assign the blame.”

Asher winced.

“Have you never killed anyone?” he asked.

Narra started. The open street was suddenly too open, like her chest—vulnerable. She squashed it before the panic could rise.

“I have,” she admitted. She took even breaths, but couldn’t still the rhythm of her heart. Why was she speaking with him about this? Why would she tell him that? She never spoke of those she’d killed.

“In battle?”

Narra paused and shook her head.

Asher’s face hardened to a general’s. “How many?”

He thought her an assassin, a killer in the night. And why wouldn’t he? He didn’t know her, or what she’d done to survive. She sighed. “Two. My mother when she gave birth to me… and my best friend’s father.
”

His eyes widened and his mouth dropped open almost comically. Was it really such a surprise?

“Why would you kill your best friend’s father?” Shock registered in his voice. Should she tell him? Should she bother?

Narra shifted from foot to foot, embarrassment warming her cheeks. She avoided his gaze until he stepped closer. The movement startled her into stepping away. He froze and waited, his gaze glued to hers.

Anger long gone, flared to life, not for him, but for Erik’s father Henrick. Her fists closed and she fought to keep the sudden warmth at bay.

“I’ve known Erik since we were little. He was the first person to ever try and get to know me.” Her lips quirked slightly, as if she were going to smile. She pushed it back. This wasn’t a happy story. “When Erik’s mother died, he started showing up with bruises on his face, and excuses. Always more excuses.” Narra shook her head. “I don’t know how I’d never seen it before, but his father Henrick had always been a drunk and an abuser. While his mother was alive she protected Erik, but when he finally killed her, Erik was left to defend himself. At ten years old, Erik was beaten daily. I couldn’t take it anymore.”

Hot tears sprung to her eyes. Images of Erik’s small, rounded cheeks, pointed nose, and purple bruises flashed before her eyes. She saw him like it was yesterday, coming through the back door of her uncle’s bar with a lopsided smile on his face, a black eye and a busted lip. It was the first time Narra remembered feeling the flames of her rage consume her. She’d screamed and cried at Erik to do something. But Erik was young, and he couldn’t overpower Henrick. She’d hated that man for what he’d done to her friend. She hated him more than she hated even her own father.

“I don’t know how many times I stabbed him,” Narra said. “I didn’t stop until blood was all I could see.” She paused, the gruesome memory flashing before her eyes. Red soaked her hands and Henrick’s chest. She straddled his waist, even as his skin cooled and the bleeding slowed. “When Erik came home and saw what I’d done, 
he cried, and I thought he was angry. I thought my only friend would hate me forever.” She smiled. “You want to know what he did?”

Asher nodded solemnly.

“He hugged me like no one else had before, like a lifeline, like a brother, and he thanked me
 for killing his father, because he’d never had the guts to do it.” Her fists unfurled and her breath whooshed from her lungs. Relief relaxed her shoulders. It felt good to finally tell someone. Though they’d covered her tracks and gotten rid of the body, she’d never told anyone what she’d done.

“You saved his life,” Asher said.

Narra met his eyes, her eyebrows pulling together. What?


“If you hadn’t killed his father, he would have kept on hurting your friend. He might very well be dead if it weren’t for you.”

Her lips pressed into a thin line. She knew where he was going with this.

“That’s why I protect my son,” Asher continued. “If I don’t, he could very well end up dead because of who he is and what he does.”

Narra bit her lip and swept loose strands of hair behind her ear. Maybe he was right. She did love Erik enough to kill his father, to protect him when no one else did. But her actions killed an abusive alcoholic and Asher’s condemned innocent people to death. They weren’t the same. Their actions weren’t equal.

“We should go,” she said. Cold wind chilled her fire.

Asher nodded. “We should.”

Narra turned to the downhill slope that led to the warehouse district and the City Docks.
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The moon rose
 high in the night sky by the time they reached the pirate ship. Dim lanterns lit the deck, and only a few foul-smelling men littered the barrels and crates leaning against the mast. They sneered as she stepped aboard, but made no move for their weapons. Avalon must have told them she was coming
.

Asher’s boots thunked
 onto the deck beside her. He glared at the familiar pirate-men who’d subdued him the night before.

“I’m here for Avalon,” she said.

While the man with the bandana cackled and twisted a loose tooth with his tongue, the man with the hoop in his ear took off for Avalon’s quarters.

“You prettied up for us this time, eh?” he chortled, flicking his tongue against his dry lips.

Narra placed her hands on her hips. She reminded herself to never again wear this dress, especially in front of pigs like him. Ignoring the pirate, Narra crossed her arms and faced the stern of the ship where atop a small set of stairs sat a large wooden wheel, ready to steer the ship out to sea.

Heels clacked up the worn wood, hollow in the narrow corridor. Narra glanced at the entrance in time to see Avalon emerge, a tight red velvet jacket in place, pressing her large breasts together before flaring at her hips clad in leather.

“Rheka
,” she purred. Her earlier vulnerability was gone, replaced with the devious pirate captain façade. “You’re back so soon.” Her black eyes roamed Narra’s cleavage, tight bodice and bare thighs. Her smile turned into a wide, toothy grin. “How kind of you to dress up for my crew.”

“I have your potion,” Narra said, her tone flat. She didn’t have time for the captain’s games. She wanted her information. It was so close that her skin tingled and her fingers itched.

“Very well.” Avalon spun on her heels and motioned for her to follow. Narra sighed and pursued the captain to her quarters, while Asher stationed himself at the hall entrance, crossing his arms and standing straight as if he were her bodyguard. She had to resist rolling her eyes as she passed.

Avalon flung open her door and Narra stepped into the husky smell of roasted venison and sea salt. She inhaled deeply, savoring the scent. It had been a long time since she had meat so fine.

“You have it?” Avalon deposited her captain’s hat on her desk and 
turned to face the thief as Kaja the tiger yawned from a bed of thick pillows. The cat eyed Narra, but made no move to stand.

Narra nodded and plucked the small glass bottle from a pocket in her skirts below the tight grip of her corset. Purple liquid winked beneath the warm lamplight. Narra started. How could she not had realized it before? The warm violet mirrored the shot she’d been given upon her arrival to the Dollhouse. Her heart squeezed and she snapped her teeth shut on a groan. She hadn’t gotten an antidote for Avalon’s sister at all—she’d gotten an ecstasy-inducing drug.

“Do you know much about the Dollhouse?” Narra asked, hesitating as she met the captain’s eyes. She didn’t want to lie to the captain, especially if her sister was the one poisoned.

Avalon arched an eyebrow. “Only that it is where rich men take their dirty mistresses.” She smiled, the idea seeming to entice instead of disgust her.

“That’s not all it is.” Avalon’s smile dropped. “You’re forced to take a drink when you enter, one that dilutes your mind and leaves you euphoric and out of control.” Narra motioned at the vial. “I believe that is what Mistress Maxina gave us.”

The pirate captain’s dark eyes narrowed at the vile. Her teeth set and her breathing grew heavy.

“That wench,” she growled.

“I don’t know if she has a cure, or who told you she did, but she didn’t give it to us. Most of her concoctions seemed to be alcoholic in nature.” Narra paused. “I doubt very much she has the remedy to any Rovan poison.”

Avalon worked her jaw. Her eyes flashed between blind fury and hopelessness. The boat shifted beneath them suddenly and Narra had to grab the wall to keep from falling. Her stomach turned. Avalon looked up quickly, and the boat stilled beneath their feet. What was that? Narra’s eyebrows furrowed. She didn’t know much about Rupan pirates, but once she’d heard a rumor that Sea Witches commanded some of their vessels, controlling both the seas and the weather. Could the rumor be true?

“Thank you,” Avalon said through gritted teeth. “It’s not your 
fault.” The woman sighed, tossing the vial onto her table before collapsing into the chair behind her desk. Her limbs sagged over the arms of oak.

Why did Narra feel sorry for this woman? She didn’t know her, or her sister. Yet, the look of devastation on her face was nearly too much to bear.

Avalon stared at her map of Rupa, seemingly lost in thought. “The man you’re looking for is staying at the Nedan Inn.”

Narra’s heart lurched in surprise. The inn and bar would still be open, mere blocks from her uncle’s tavern. She’d been inside many times to barter for information, and she knew the owner well. She’d be able to find Mikael Ruvand without further trouble.

A sigh of relief brushed wisps of unruly hair from her face.

“Thank you,” she said.

Avalon nodded. Her eyes didn’t leave the map, tracing a line from Rupa’s shores, north to Rova. Could she be calculating how long her sister had left?

Narra worked her jaw. “I wish you and your sister well.”

The captain glanced up. She hadn’t told Narra about her sister, yet Maxina had known. Avalon sighed. “Thank you, Rheka. Good luck.”

She gave the pirate a curt nod.

Narra left Avalon’s quarters and met Asher on the main deck. He followed without question. Time to go and get what she was looking for. In mere hours she may very well have her answers.

At last, she would know what happened to her father.
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arra’s heart raced as she padded across the docks, the wooden planks dipping beneath her feet until she returned to solid ground.

At last she would find the elusive Mikael Ruvand.

Her fists clenched as she raced back to the main road. Asher’s boots beat the ground behind her. His breaths came in hurried huffs, fogging the cold night air.

“Rheka!” He jogged to keep up. “Wait a moment!”

Narra scarcely glanced over her shoulder. “There isn’t time. We have an entire city to cross.”

Her feet ached in her heeled velvet boots. She wished for her familiar leather straps and harness—pants would be a blessing too. She hadn’t a clue why women would choose to strut around in frilly things all day. The ruffles trailed along the dirty ground, snagging every few feet. She bunched her pinstripe skirts in her hands and kept walking.

“Where are we going?” Asher asked. Finally he caught up to her lengthy stride.

“Nedan Inn,” she said. Determination set her gaze.

“Where is that?
”

“Criminal district.”

“It’ll take hours on foot!” Asher groaned, his pace lagging as she scaled the hill. Irritation flashed through her. She didn’t need him there. If he thought the journey too arduous, he could leave her be, preferably for good.

“You have a better way?” Sarcasm bit off each of her words.

“Yes.” Asher stopped at an intersection beneath a flickering streetlamp.

The stench of dead fish clung to her nostrils. She glared at the neighboring warehouse. “What is it?”

“The trolleys, of course.”

The distant creak of the trolley pulled her gaze from the shadows to the adjacent street. She couldn’t see it yet, but it was coming.

“Did you forget that my face is still plastered across the city?” She leveled him a look
. She didn’t have time for this. She could have been up another entire block by now.

“It’s late,” he began, holding her gaze. “As long as you keep your head low, you’ll be fine. You look nothing like your poster with all… that.” He gestured at her face. Narra narrowed her eyes through dark lacquered lashes.

“We can’t risk it.” She crossed her arms.

“Rheka
, it is late
. The driver will be half asleep. He’ll never look twice.” Asher reached for her shoulder in some gesture of comfort. Narra stepped out of his reach.

“And if they do?”

“Then I’ll be there to—”

Fire lit her chest, as she was sure it lit her eyes.

“—aid you in your escape.”

The creak of the trolley grew louder as it rounded the western bend. It was simply her luck that it was already headed east, just where they wanted to go. If they did hop on, they’d be there in plenty of time to find the corporal and interrogate him. But if they walked the entire way, it could be hours before their arrival. The corporal might very well be long gone.

Narra heaved a sigh and went over to the trolley stop marked by a 
thin metal pole with a faded green placard atop it. A bench sat beside it, worn oak with a light dusting of frost upon its seat. She crossed her arms and waited. Asher joined her, a large grin on his face. She refused to look at him until the muted red trolley squealed to a stop.

The front door opened with a squeak, and out poured warm air in a heavy gust. It brushed back her hair and smoothed the irritation from her face.

A bushy haired Rovan man sat inside with his hands upon several levers and thick bronze gears. He stared at them expectantly. Narra stepped forward, but before she could mount the steps, Asher slipped an arm around her, partially blocking her from view as he ushered her in.

“After you, milady,” Asher said, a strangely charismatic smile on his lips.

Narra raised an eyebrow and slipped inside, keeping her head low as if she were shy or blushing. Her heels clacked up the steps.

“Good evening,” the driver said. Asher hurried after her, exchanging a wink with the driver. Heat rose to her cheeks. What was it this time? Was she his mistress all over again?

Narra slipped to the very back of the trolley, taking a seat beneath a heat vent in the ceiling. Warm air brushed her skin and hair. She sighed blissfully, until Asher crowded her in the seat. His cold clothing pressed against hers as he nearly stuffed her into the hardwood. She narrowed her eyes, ready to bark an order for him to back off.

Heavy boots clobbered the front steps, deep voices permeating the soft thrum of the engine below. Her eyes went wide.

Two Patrolmen mounted the trolley.

“Evening, sirs,” the driver said, nodding his black-rimmed hat at them.

“Evening,” they said in unison. They sat at the front; their navy blue uniforms nearly identical save for the stripes at their shoulders. One stripe for corporal. Two for sergeant.


Emperor’s ancestors
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“What have you done?” she hissed in his ear. Her whole body 
tensed, ready to jump up and run. He glanced at her, his face much closer than she’d like. His nose nearly brushed hers. His fingers closed around her forearm as if sensing her need for flight.

Asher shook his head slightly, and then relaxed his shoulders and aimed his chest towards her. His dark coat blocked out the two Patrolmen as he slid an arm behind her, resting it on the back of the seat. So he meant to hide her? Through the bright interior, all it would take was a single met glance and they’d see her. They’d see a naizer
 with a rich man. How scandalous. Her heartbeat skipped. What if they recognized him? Would they report the sighting, endanger Asher and force him to reveal all he knew?

Her heartbeat sped up and her eyes widened. They had to get off the trolley now
.

She moved to stand. Asher’s fingers tightened around her forearm, digging into her skin. She shot him a glare, but his determined stare silenced her.

He shook his head and released her arm. Narra leaned back, peeking at the Patrolmen in the window’s reflection. They both yawned, rubbing their eyes and sighing heavily as they lounged in their seats, chatting idly with the driver. The sergeant’s gaze flickered to Asher’s back. No. He was curious. They were being too suspicious crowded in the back.

What could she do? How could she avoid suspicion? Her mind raced with thoughts and her eyes met Asher’s. His breath brushed the strands of hair from her face, warm against her cold cheeks.

Her mind returned to earlier in the evening, when ecstasy ran through her veins and his lips melded with hers.

That’s how she’d distract the Patrolmen.

Heat rushed to her cheeks as she leaned forward. Asher stiffened, his arm and leg rigid against hers. She closed her eyes and pressed her lips to his. While hers were cold, his were hot. He hesitated only a moment before pressing back. His gloved hand found the side of her neck, and she pushed closer.

Narra glanced in the reflection, only one eye open. The two 
Patrolmen chuckled and nudged each other, smiling before settling back into their conversation.

There was nothing suspicious about young love.

His tongue brushed her lips and the heat whooshed from her body. What was she doing? She pulled back. She didn’t want this any more than he did. She cleared her throat and avoided the general’s eyes. While she could feel his eyes on her, she didn’t dare look at him or try to gauge his thoughts. He was a distraction, a simple way out of a bad situation. After tonight, his debt would be paid and she would never see him again.

Narra took a deep breath and waited.

The dark streets of the warehouse district gave way to the slightly brighter, but very much empty shopping district. Once through the vapid section of the city, the trolley lurched to a stop in the only place she’d ever called home.

Asher stood first, his bulky frame blocking her from sight. Narra came to her feet next, holding onto the metal bars beside the back door as she fled from the warmth of the trolley and the confusion of her thoughts.

Her heels clacked against cobblestone. Asher leapt down behind her. She was already several paces away, her heart back to racing.

Tattered apartments of stone and brick rose on both sides of the narrow street. Garbage littered the alleys between homes, and several cats shrieked in the night. Narra sighed in relief. Home.

The warmth of Asher’s presence followed her down the dark street.

“That kiss was unexpected.”

Narra bristled.

“The Patrolmen were getting suspicious,” she snapped. She stormed ahead, her long legs making greater headway given the man she wanted to escape. She ignored Asher’s chuckle and walked faster, until the Nedan Inn came into view about half a block away.

A tall two-story A-frame home sat nestled between an abandoned warehouse and a shoddy grocer with boards plastered over the windows. The wooden placard with Nedan Inn
 scrawled across in 
black hung by a single hook on a black metal pole sticking horizontally over the thick oak entrance. She shoved the door open.

The roar of bar chatter washed over her, welcome and familiar. She smoothed her expression and marched inside, the clack of her heels muffled by roaring laughter, the shaking of tables and scrapping of chairs.

Narra knew this place. She was safe here. The familiarity of the men—thieves, gang members and murderers-for-hire—somehow calmed her rattled nerves and brought on her usual cold demeanor.

Ale, whiskey, and tobacco filled the air with their stench, rooting up her nostrils but not disturbing her façade. She steered between wooden tables, chairs, and drunks with grab-hands, until she reached the bar.

“Jin,” she said. The Rovan man turned, a bushy eyebrow raised. Dark brown eyes met hers beneath his shaggy mop of hair. Nedan Junior, or Jin, owned the bar after his father passed away several years ago. He employed local children to gather intelligence whenever she asked and never charged her or Erik a dime for a drink.

“Yes?” He glanced at her cleavage, his eyes lingering for several moments too long. “We don’t need any more harlots tonight, though I may be able to find you room in my bed this evening.”

Narra started, eyes wide. Did he truly not recognize her?

“Jin
,” she growled more forcefully. She flicked the knife from her sleeve and drove it into the worn oak bar-top. The wood splintered beneath her blade and she met Jin’s wide eyes with a glare.

“What are you—”

Asher leaned beside her, elbow brushing her forearm, having finally caught up. His breaths came quickly. “We’re looking for someone.”

“Mikael Ruvand,” she said. Again, her blue eyes met his.

Understanding quickly blossomed in his brown depths. He started suddenly, his fingers gripping the bar white-knuckled.

“Rheka!
” Jin gasped.

Finally.

“Yes,” she hissed
.

“You… you.” His eyes roamed her face to her bosom. Her fingers flexed around the smooth metal hilt of her small blade. “What are you wearing?”

“It’s a long story, Jin,” she said, her tone flat. “Is Mikael here?”

Jin slowly tore his eyes from her breasts and met her gaze, nodding slowly. “Yes. He’s upstairs still, I think.” He glanced from her to Asher, his eyebrows furrowed.

Narra yanked the blade from the wood and slipped it back inside her sleeve. “Excellent. What room?”

The barkeep paused and narrowed his eyes in thought, his gaze locked on Asher. The general glanced between Jin and her, his jaw set. What was he looking at
 was written across Asher’s face.

“You!” Jin bellowed. His breath whooshed from his lungs. His eyes flew wide. Her heart skipped. “You’re the man who put my brother in jail for ten cursed years
.”

Oh no.

Narra stepped away from the bar, pulling Asher by his bicep. Not now. The noise around them dulled, Jin’s sudden outburst drawing curious eyes. Ancestors
.

“You’re the colonel, or general, or whatever the damned they call you cursed soldiers.” A growl ripped from Jin’s throat. His face twisted in anger and he drew a short sword from somewhere behind the bar.

They needed to get out of there now
.

Narra spun for the door. A wall of criminals blocked their path. She turned back. They were surrounded. Her heart raced as tall men closed around them. Any thieves she’d seen when she’d stepped inside were gone. Only angry gang members and locals stood at their shoulders. This could not end well.

“We need to get out of here,” she whispered to Asher.

He glanced at her, his hand already rested on the hilt of his rapier. She cursed him for forcing this dress upon her. She had hardly any weapons, and dozens of men to take down if they were going to escape. Though she’d never blanched at a challenge before, she wasn’t looking forward to this one
.

“Rheka, did you bring this man into my
 bar?” Jin moved around the counter, flipping open a long wooden leaf so he could join the crowd.

“It wasn’t my intention to disrespect you, Jin. But I have a mission that goes well beyond the normal call of duty.” Narra slipped her twin knives into her hands.

The soft shing
 of swords being drawn from their sheathes filled the quiet between huffs and growls from the surrounding men. Narra took a breath. She found her calm, though her heart still raced. This would simply be a battle. She’d faced much worse in her father’s overzealous training.

“Military pig
.” A man with a scar across his cheek spat at Asher’s feet. He pointed a long, straight blade at the general.

“You’re dead,” another snapped. Boots rushed forward. And so it began.

Narra spun between Asher and the gang member. Her knife parried the jab in time for her to knock the sword from his hand. It clattered across the floor. The man reached for another weapon. His chubby fingers wrapped around a bronze pistol. Her eyes went wide.

Her dagger flew through the air, burying deep in the back of his hand. He howled and fell to the floor, his hand stuck to the side of his leg. That was one of her blades lost.

Several men charged Asher. He whipped his rapier from its sheath, knocking the attacking blades away before delivering swift artful jabs to their arms and legs.

He was trying not to kill them, and she was fighting for their lives.

Another man with an eye-patch and white beard leapt at her. A long knife sliced open her sleeve, but didn’t go deep enough to draw blood. Her fist slammed into his cheek. Blood and loose teeth flew from his mouth. She spun and sent him flying into the pack of mobsters.

“Head for the door!” Narra called.

Keeping at Asher’s back, she dodged blades, brass knuckles, and broken bottles being used as weapons. In their drunken stupor, they didn’t realize how foolish this was. These men knew her, and better 
yet, knew who she was. As a commander of the Thieves Guild, she wouldn’t lose this fight.

Narra whipped her longer daggers from the two holsters strapped to her thighs. She drove the first into the shoulder of a man. Blood spread beneath her fist as it thunked
 against his flesh.

A hollow blast stilled the chaos.

Her heart skipped. She spun. Blood blossomed through Asher’s dark coat, deepening the navy to dark violet.

“Asher!” she said.

The gunman grinned, rotten teeth sticking out against his olive skin. Her dagger flew from her fingers before she knew what she’d done. The blade shot through the air and hammered into his skull. His dead body hit the ground hard, his bronze-plated pistol falling beneath a round table.

Everything slowed as Asher dropped to one knee, his rapier still in his grasp. Several other spots on his coat leeched blood. Clean cuts tore apart the fabric. He’d been stabbed already without her realizing it. Too many men went for the general. She had to do something.

Narra plucked a discarded short sword from the ground and vaulted over his back.

Two men scattered, their blood on her blade as she spun around the open space. She sliced at every face, hand, and blade that dare threaten her.

A shot of pain flared through her bare thigh. The gang member shot his blade for her abdomen next, but she’d already slammed her knee into his leering face. He crumpled to the floor as a line of blood welled against her pale skin. The cut barely grazed the surface.

“Asher,” she hissed. Her heart beat erratically, thundering in her ears. He sagged, blood coating his left hand. She grabbed his bicep and yanked him to his feet. “I swear to Ashra, if you give up, no Goddess of Death will be able to stop me from killing you myself.”

He smiled slightly, his brown eyes glazed over. “You killed for me.”

Narra hoisted his arm over her shoulders. With only a few men left in her way, it was time to leave. “Don’t let it go to your head.”
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sher leaned most of his weight against her. The man had at least fifty pounds of muscle on her, and half dragged his feet out of the bar. Narra ground her teeth and held onto his waist and wrist. Her legs strained under his heavy form.

Shouts rose from the bar, followed by the crashing of furniture. Narra slammed the door closed behind them and propped a wooden plank beneath the handle. It’d only gain them moments, but each second would be worth it.

“I shouldn’t have come in there with you,” Asher said. He groaned as she adjusted her hold on his arm slung over her shoulders. Sticky, wet blood clung to her fingers wrapping his waist.

She needed to get him to a hospital, or a doctor at the very least. But the Guild had none, and in the Criminal District, finding a healer this late at night would be next to impossible. What could she do?

Narra took a deep breath and heaved him forward. Her breathing grew labored as she towed him across the cobblestone street and into a dark alley. Rats squeaked and skittered from their path, diving behind a large dumpster leaning against the brick wall of an apartment building. The stench of rotten vegetables mingled with the scent of dead fish. She wrinkled her nose, and her stomach flipped
.

“Where can I take you?” she asked.

Asher’s head lolled forward as she dragged him out the other end of the alley. Her shoulders ached under his weight.

“Asher,” she snapped.

He righted himself, blinking wildly.

“You can’t pass out.” Narra met his gaze with a stern glare. She couldn’t get him to a hospital without his help.

Asher nodded slowly. Through the shadows she could hardly see his expression. Only the faint flicker of a streetlamp illuminated his dark hair. At the far end of the street his eyelids began to flicker. Not now. They needed to keep moving. Narra stopped at the mouth of a short path between apartments. She leaned the general against the brick wall and took a few deep breaths. She needed a moment to gather herself.

“You aren’t allowed to die on my watch,” she said. Asher didn’t look up. She snapped her fingers inches from his nose. He stood at attention. “Got it?”

“I need to stay awake,” he agreed. His dark brown eyes glazed over.


Emperor’s ancestors
, she did not
 have time for this.

“Tell me about your family.”

She needed a way to keep him awake and alert while she thought of a plan. Asher fixed her with a half-hearted raised eyebrow. Narra narrowed her eyes.

She wasn’t asking.

Asher sighed and tilted his head back against the brick. His breaths fogged the air. “I’m the bastard son of Zaneth. What else is there to say?”

“So you’re Emperor Malek’s half-brother?” She already knew this, but it helped to have him speaking. The glaze slowly faded from his eyes as he stared at the stars.

“Yes.”

“And you’ve never married, but you have a son?”

“Yes. Ezriel,” he said. Asher held his wounded shoulder gingerly. “I met his mother a long time ago, when I was a young man. We got 
involved, but it was never serious.” He closed his eyes for the briefest of moments, and then laid his gaze on her. “She sent a letter several years ago when she was dying after that winter sickness hit the slums—telling me I had a son and she wouldn’t be able to take care of him anymore.” Asher swallowed audibly. “He’s been my charge ever since.”

Narra nodded. She glanced at the street. Though the hollers from the bar were distant, the thuds of boots were not.

Someone was nearby.

She shifted to the mouth of the alley, keeping her only remaining dagger in hand. “Go on,” she said.

“My brother always treated me well, and never as the half sibling bastard that many at court believed me to be. After the Battle for Bordertown, where we fought side by side against the Kiznai, he named me his chief of armies.”

“Yes.” She let him drone on, his voice stronger than she expected. She tilted her head for the street. The hollow thuds echoed up the narrow road. They’d be on them soon.

“Though he calls me his general, he refuses to let me back on the frontlines.” Asher shook his head. “What a fool.”

A smile pricked her lips before she could stop it. She couldn’t believe the emperor’s brother dared call him a fool.

“He must care a great deal for you.” Narra glanced at Asher, who continued to watch the sky, only one side of his face illuminated.

“He does.”

Two Patrolmen rounded the corner only a block away. Narra’s eyes widened and she jumped back into the darkness of the alley. Asher met her gaze with his eyebrows cinched together.

“Patrolmen.” She froze. Wait. Patrolmen would know Asher’s face, or at the very least his rank. They’d be able to get him to a doctor quickly and safely. She sighed in relief and stuck her index fingers into the corners of her mouth. A shrill whistle pierced the quiet.

The boots stopped.

“What was that?” a deep voice snapped
.

“Rheka, what are you doing?” Asher leaned off the wall, nearly losing his balance. He righted himself before he toppled into her.

“Saving your life,” she said. She glanced at the street. Two tall men in blue jogged across the cobblestone.

“I guess I owe you another life debt.” Asher smiled.

Narra glared at the general. “I guess you do.” With irritation flashing through her, she sunk into the shadows of the alley.

Asher slid to the floor of the passage, his boots scraping against the packed earth. His hand barely clutched his wound.

The two Patrolmen skidded to a stop, blocking most of the streetlight.

“Sir!” one of them gasped. “Are you all right?”

The second leered through the dark. “You there!”

Narra danced back through the alley and disappeared around the corner. Boots followed her for only a moment. She spun into the alcove of a shop entrance, pinning her back to the wall.

“We don’t have time for this Franc, we need a steamwagon now!” the first man called to the second.

The second huffed out a growl, only a few feet from her hiding spot. Her heart beat loudly in her ears. After a long pause, his boots kicked up gravel and he returned to the alley.

Narra left her hiding spot and found an escape ladder a street over. She gripped the cold metal rungs and hoisted herself up the bars until she reached the two-story roof. She had to make sure Asher got out of there alive. Though it was he
 who owed her many debts, somehow she still cared whether he lived or died. The thought startled her. She froze on the roof’s lip, watching the scene unfold below. One of the officers took off for help, while the other used a small med kit to patch up the bullet wound.

The man whispered calm assurances until sirens filled the night and a bronze-plated steamwagon barreled down the cobblestone from the shopping district.

Its wheels skidded on the damp ground, and three men hopped out of the cab. They heaved Asher from the ground and deposited him in the back, two of them staying at his side while the others leapt 
back in the front. The engine roared and they pulled away from the curb.

Narra stood, a chill breeze ruffling her loose strands and raising the hairs on the back of her neck. At least the general would be one less man on her conscience that night. She rubbed her arms and crossed the barren roof for the rusted escape ladder.

She still had a pirate to find.
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Narra surveyed
 Nedan Inn from an alley. The rooftops surrounding the bar were shingled and would make for horrible climbing in her current footwear. She glared between the irritating boots and her target. Several Patrolmen had stopped by in the hour she watched, but no charges had been pressed with the problem long gone.

Once the officers disappeared down the street and Jin closed the bar for the night, she snuck around back. The back entrance of the two-story wooden inn was surrounded by a plank fence with an easily destroyable lock. She broke it off with her dagger, the pieces of the metal latch clicking faintly against her velvet boots before landing on the rugged stone alley. She slipped inside the small backyard with trash bins and empty kegs piled against one wall and two chairs with a tin ashtray against another.

She went for the backdoor, a slab of oak with a single glass window across the top. The door was unlocked. Perfect
.

Narra eased the door open. It creaked, and she winced. The door had to be nearly as old as the empire. With an irritated glare at the slab of wood, she slipped between the spaces she’d made, just big enough for her to slide through.

The kitchen beyond the door had a single lantern dangling from the ceiling. Its small flame flickered, the oil nearly run dry. Though she’d been inside Jin’s bar many times, she hadn’t the faintest idea where he’d be now. With his patrons gone, and any of the travelers upstairs most likely asleep, the innkeeper had to have somewhere to stay. Perhaps a room of his own
?

She shut the door softly behind her and padded across the worn wood floor.

It creaked beneath her toes, the heels of her boots clicking ever so softly. She should have returned home to change while she waited. Instead Vena’s choice of attire and footwear continued to hinder her movements.

Narra passed by the cabinets, worn countertops, and into the bar beyond. Darkness consumed the front room. Not even the hearth’s embers lit the black.

“Who’s there?” a voice growled. The kitchen door slammed open. She spun, her dagger raised.

Wielding the kitchen lantern, Jin crashed into the dining room, his eyes wild and breath heavy with ale. Narra stopped and their eyes met. She lowered the dagger.

“You!” he bellowed. He gritted his teeth and narrowed his dark eyes.

Narra placed her hands on her hips. “I came here for information, and I’m not leaving without it.”

“You upset my entire inn, brought the Patrolmen down upon us and—”

Narra cut off his tirade. “It was your
 overreaction that brought on the riot.”

“You impudent girl
!”

She had her dagger to his throat before he could blink. “Take me to Mikael Ruvand’s room.”

Jin’s eyes flew wide beneath his bushy brows, disappearing into his shaggy bangs. He sighed deeply and raised his hands in surrender. Once the fight left the man’s body, she lowered her weapon and stepped out of his path.

The older man grumbled beneath his breath as he stomped to the stairs leading to the second floor where the guests stayed. He plucked a set of keys from his pocket and shuffled upward, stairs creaking beneath his heavy frame.

The lantern cast shadows on the dark wooden walls, sparse of any decoration. They reached the landing, a long hall lined with doors—
tarnished metal numbers at the center of each door. Jin marched to the end of the corridor, flicked the key into the lock and swung the door wide.

“There.” He motioned her inside.

She didn’t move. “When did you last see the man?”

Jin sighed. “A few hours before your arrival. I imagine he took off with the rest when the riot broke out. He was upstairs at the time.”

Narra held back her grimace. Asher had been right. If he hadn’t of come, she would have found her target and claimed her answers.

“Go,” she said.

Jin didn’t wait for her to repeat herself. He took off down the hall and descended back to the main floor. Once the creaks of his steps grew distant, she grabbed the oil lamp from the hall and stepped inside.

The dim light illuminated the sparse furnishing. A single cot, blankets neatly folded, a dresser with a set of daggers atop it, and a small desk in the corner with papers strewn over its surface. Mikael had left in a hurry. She searched the dresser first. Several sets of clothes, mostly ragged like the pirates she’d come to know, but also two black military uniforms with gold cuffs. She slammed the drawers shut and sat at the desk to look through the piles of thick parchment.

Maps of Rova City, West Port, and the entire empire lay rolled next to an inkwell. Nothing special marked them. A small journal detailed his days at sea, from Rupa to West Port from several weeks ago, but nothing about why
 he’d been there. Nothing personal.

Frustration unleashed fire inside her. Her fists slammed the thick wood, sending a loose quill bouncing to the floor. She leaned down to replace it. A pair of discarded cotton pants caught her eye, lying at the foot of the bed inches from the chair. A piece of folded white parchment stuck out of the back pocket.

She grabbed it and smoothed it across the desk’s surface. The dim lantern light lit a familiar scrawl and format. At the top of the sheet in swooping letters was written: contract
.

Her heart skipped and her eyes widened
.

Who was this man?

Narra scanned the page. The objective of the mission was to poison and then take the place of the soldier that was supposed to transport special cargo from West Port to Rova City. Once aboard the train, the contractor was to guard a locked case that was under no circumstances to leave his possession. Once he arrived at North Station in Rova City, a carriage would be waiting to take him to the palace where he would be compensated handsomely.

Her hands went cold. The two lines at the bottom were filled. In quick looped letters, the supplier of the contract signed: Emperor Malek Kolarova. The contractor’s scratched letters looped next to the first: Taron Mikyle.

Narra started. She knew that name. Years ago, before Claudia and Klaus took over their positions as head of the Lockpicks and Pickpockets, Taron had been Commander of the Picks. He’d been sentenced to death under Guild law for killing a fellow commander, the leader of the Pocks. He’d gotten away before the Guild could deliver his punishment.

Mikael Ruvand was Taron Mikyle.

She leaned back against the hard wooden chair. Her blood ran cold. How deep did this run? Had the Guild been involved in her father’s death all along or was this just a coincidence that an ex-Guild commander was involved? Could the Guild Master be playing favorites, giving contracts to old members? Though he or she was always supposed to remain completely unbiased, it could be possible that they’d sent a contract to Taron and split the profits on the side.

Her stomach soured.

Whatever was going on, it wasn’t good.

She stood, the legs of the chair scraping across the floor. She had to get back to the Guild and see if anyone had seen Taron in the last few days. If he’d been in town for this long, he could be anywhere, but the other commanders may know where she could find him.

Narra scooped the contract from the table, folding it and placing it inside the front of his journal. She took both, the only items of use in the small quarters
.

Would the other commanders help her? It would be treason to hide this man from the Guild. But Taron had been a well-respected leader, and her father always told her that the other Guild commanders had been happy to see him get away before they could find him.

She shook her head and went to the door.

Whether the Guild would help her or not, she would find out who this man truly was, and what he was doing in this city. If he had anything to do with her father’s death, she’d deliver justice for herself, for Quinn, and for the rest of the Thieves Guild.
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he stomp of her boots echoed off the narrow brick corridor. Finally back in her own clothes, Narra’s shoulders relaxed. She’d taken the time to wipe the makeup from her face, shower, and dress the scratch on her thigh. She felt much more like herself with her sheathed daggers, short sword, and pistol heavy on her hips. The weight was welcome after a long night in a corset.

Torchlight flickered as Narra whisked through the empty Guildhalls. Even thieves had to sleep at some point, yet someone was always awake.

The thick saloon door stood ajar, the large wooden table and wax-dripping chandelier dangling overhead. August sat at the bar, his gold-plated cane in hand and a book in the other. Thick-rimmed glasses sat at the tip of his large nose.

Narra stepped inside.

August looked up as if sensing her presence. He smiled beneath his thick white moustache and motioned her over. The last time she’d seen the elderly commander, she’d been a hurricane, flying through the Guild with only one purpose in mind—find and kill Asher Grayson. So much had changed in a couple of days.

“Good evening, Rheka,” he said. “What have you been up to?
”

He folded the book against the bar top, keeping his page clearly marked. Relief was evident on his face. For all she knew, August could have thought she was dead. The rest of the Guild Commanders most likely thought the same. It wasn’t often one of them went after a military man.

“I need to know everything about Taron Mikyle.” She stopped several feet from the elderly man. Her fingers itched at her sides, ready for action. Her heart still pounded in rhythm with her anxiety. She needed to find this man, and fast, before he fled Rova City for good. Her reunion with the commanders could wait.

“Ah, now that’s a name I haven’t heard in some time.” August removed his round spectacles and set them against the forest green cover of his small novel. Interest sparked in his hazel gaze. “What do you need to know?”

Narra paused, unsure how much to say. If she told August that Taron had returned, she’d have much explaining to do and no time. “If
 he were to return… where would he hide?”

August’s wrinkled skin twisted in a frown. His bushy white brows pulled together. For the first time, the man regarded her with suspicion. Narra smoothed the surprise from her face and kept her gaze level. She couldn’t let her emotions get the better of her. Not now.

“Well, Taron was about your father’s age, but enjoyed spending time with your uncle in the bar instead of at the Guild.” August paused. “Until he became a commander that is.”

Narra bit back a gasp. Alden had been friends with this man? Her heartbeat sped up. What could that mean? If her uncle had anything to do with Taron’s reappearance, she had to know.

“They were good friends?” she asked.

“The best, I’d wager.” August’s expression relaxed and he shrugged.

Her mind swirled with possibilities. If her uncle had something to do with Taron, could he also be involved in her father’s death? She shook her head. Never. Alden loved her father as much as any brother would. He’d never betray him. It had to be a coincidence that they were friends
.

Narra cleared her throat and stepped toward the door. “Thank you, August.”

The elderly man nodded and slipped his glasses back on. He stared at Narra above their thick rim. “If you get into any trouble, you know you can always come to me, Rheka.”

Her heart clenched. She’d been so cruel when last they spoke, and now he offered her kindness as he always did. “I know.”

August opened his book again, his gaze sliding back to the thick yellowing pages. “Good night, Rheka.”

“Good night, August.”
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Light shone
 through the circular window in the top of Alden’s bar. Her heart leapt. He was home. Perfect. She had questions for him, questions she wasn’t sure she’d like the answers to. She bit her lip. He couldn’t be involved with Taron, even if they had been friends. Her uncle had always been noble, especially in comparison to her father.

The front door was locked.

Narra raised an eyebrow and went around back. Only the dim light of the moon and stars lit the alleys and kitchen entrance. She tried the handle. It clicked, the door swinging open. She smiled. Her uncle never did remember to lock the back.

She stepped inside, the warmth of the hearth lending heat to the entire floor. She brushed her cloak over her shoulders and skirted the kitchen island, heading for the stairs.

Deep voices rumbled overhead.

It had to be Erik with her uncle. He’d most likely come by to complain about her decision making, especially where the general was involved.

Narra prepared herself to roll her eyes. Her chest tightened as she mounted the stairs. They didn’t creak beneath her feet. In the familiar bar, she knew exactly where to step. Candlelight drenched the top of the stairs. She stepped into the loft.

She’d seen a picture of Taron with her uncle once along with the 
others her father kept locked in an old chest in his room. Narra had snuck a peek or two several times as she grew up, mostly looking for photos of her mother, trying to hold on to any piece of her.

At the center of the room stood her uncle, his eyebrows pulled together and his hair swept back in a loose bun. He whispered fevered words to a man about his height; tall with wide shoulders and short raven black hair. Candlelight flickered over his bronze skin. A small scar broke through his frown, the pale skin running diagonal across his thick lower lip.

Taron.

Narra froze on the landing. Her whole body went cold. Air flew from her lungs in a quiet gasp, barely audible even over their harsh tones.

Her uncle turned his blue gaze upon her. Taron’s green eyes followed curiously.

Alden stilled, his eyes flying wide, his brows shooting high on his forehead. “Narra.” He gaped, forgetting to use her last name in front of a stranger.

“Uncle,” she murmured. How could her own blood be involved with such a person? Especially one she’d been looking for this entire time? Had he known? Had he been hiding Taron from her for hours or days?

Did he know who killed her father?

Her heart lurched, spreading emptiness through her bones. “How could you?” Her heavy breath muffled her words. “How could you be involved with him
?” She flung her hand in Taron’s direction. The man remained still, staring between her and Alden. He said nothing.

“Narra, let me explain.” Alden stepped forward.

“Rheka
,” she snapped, purely out of habit.

“This isn’t what it looks like.” His meagre defense only confirmed his guilt. If he didn’t know what she spoke of, or why she was so upset, then maybe this all could have been a simple coincidence. Maybe Taron had just stopped by for a visit with an old friend while he was in town. But no. Her uncle knew. He’d known all along.

“You should both be hung for treason against the Guild.” The 
harshness of her own words, and the snarl in her throat surprised her. She didn’t feel the usual fire that accompanied her rage. Instead her body was ice, frozen and rooted to the ground. Frost bathed her veins and cooled her hollow chest. This wasn’t anger. This was something else.

Something unfamiliar and out of control.

“How long have you harbored this murderer?” Her fists clenched.

Alden’s shock dissipated to guilt. His brows turned up and his gaping mouth snapped closed. There was no denying it, and he knew it.

“You’ll be tried, Alden,” she said. Her uncle winced. Never had she used his name before. “You’ll be killed. Why in Srah’s name would you do this?” Her voice rose and her fists shook.

Her uncle simply shook his head.

“What do you have to say for yourself?” Narra shouted. Her eyes stung and she blinked furiously. She would not cry. Not now.

Taron stepped forward. His emerald gaze was somehow gentle. Irritatingly so. It didn’t still her fury, merely lit her rage.

“It isn’t your uncle’s fault, Rheka,” he said, his voice even and unwavering. “I came to him. I’ve been living with pirates for too long, so when your uncle offered a contract Quinn wouldn’t let the Guild take, it was an easy way to get the money I needed to make a fresh start.”

Her brows pulled together. How dare this man speak for her uncle? And what did he mean, her father wouldn’t let the Guild take a contract? He had nothing to do with the process.

“With Alden’s help, I could sneak in and out of the city unnoticed,” he continued. Alden’s eyes grew wide and he reached for Taron’s arm. “But Quinn had other plans for the contract. He didn’t want the Guild taking it because he wanted it for himself.”

“What are you saying?” Her lips quivered. “How could my father have anything to do with this contract?”

Alden and Taron exchanged a look. Though Taron remained neutral, Alden’s panic was palpable in his claw-like grip on Taron’s arm
.

“He was the Guild Master.”

Narra started, the deep freeze finally thawing. “What
?”

Alden stepped away from his old friend and over to Narra. His fingers grasped her biceps, and his gaze met hers. There was terror in their blue depths.

“Narra, I’m sorry,” her uncle said, his voice high and desperate. “I had to stop him. Your father has been taking contracts for years. He was never supposed to stay Guild Master for so long. I tried to convince him to give up his post to you like your mother wanted. The Guild Master always passes on their post to the next, but he just wouldn’t listen.”

She gasped. That couldn’t be right, couldn’t be true. Her father was the Guild Master? Her mother had been before him? She
 was supposed to be the next one? The unseen master of the Guild was supposed to be all-powerful, holding the final decision over any matter pertaining to the Guild. Mostly, he or she just picked the contracts the Guild would take, but there was far more the Guild Master could choose to control if he or she so willed it.

“Your father pulled me from the train in Drestel Ridge that night.” Narra looked over her uncle’s shoulder at Taron. He stared at the floor.

So it was true then.

Her father had been the one to betray the Guild. Stealing a contract was punishable by death.

“How could this happen?” she whispered. Her body ached, no longer fueled by the adrenaline of her hunt. She had her answers and they broke apart what she knew of the world.

“He was a traitor,” Alden said. His fingers dug in to her biceps painfully. She didn’t shift away. “I had to stop him.”

Wait.

Her heart thudded painfully against her ribs. “No.” Her eyes widened. “It couldn’t have been you.”

The emptiness inside her chest filled with heat. He had to be lying. This wasn’t possible. Taron had been on the train, he had
 to have been the one to kill her father
.

But Alden’s blue eyes told her another story.

“I’m sorry, Narra.” His brows furrowed and he finally released her arms, only to lock her in his embrace. Shivers racked her spine and shook her hands.

This couldn’t be happening. She couldn’t accept this.

His chin lay atop her head; his body warm against hers, yet she was ice. All this time, Alden knew and had lied
 to her. He let her scour the city for answers, nearly getting herself killed in the process—and still he let her keep looking.

He killed her father.

The man who was more of a father than Quinn had ever been was the murderer who ended the life of her blood—for whatever reason he’d come up with.

She pushed away violently, thrusting Alden to the floor.

“You killed
 my father
!” Saying the words ended her cold and sparked her fire. Her teeth ground together and her fists shook.

“You let me believe this entire time you had no idea what happened,” she continued. “But you
 were to blame!” The inferno engulfed her. Tears sprung back to her eyes. She wiped them away with the back of her hand. “I almost died
 because of your lies, and you still kept going. You had every opportunity to tell me the truth, but your own agenda was more precious than the life of your niece!”

Alden slowly rose, shaking his head, his eyes wide. “I didn’t do it to hurt you, Narra. I did it to save the Guild and put you in power like Khlara wanted.”

Narra shot forward, a snarl at her lips. “Don’t you dare
 say my mother’s name!”

Her uncle stepped back.

She didn’t want to hurt Alden, yet everything inside her reached for the sword at her hip. She should execute him right now, save the Guild a long trial. She was a commander, and he was not. She’d get away with it, but she couldn’t bear the thought of having her uncle’s blood on her hands. She shook her head. Tears blurred her vision.

The wood beneath their feet creaked as Taron shifted uncomfortably. She should kill this man, who tore the life of a fellow 
commander away. He deserved the edge of her blade, yet now that she had her answers, she didn’t care what he did.

“Go,” Narra said. She forced back her tears and wiped her cheeks. Green eyes met hers. “Go before you’re found.”

Alden glanced back at his old friend. Shock registered on both their faces. Taron inched passed her uncle slowly.

“Thank you,” he said. The man watched them both warily as he skirted around them and descended the stairs.

It was for the best that he leave now. He had nothing more to do with this. His presence only complicated their lives.

“Narra.” Alden stepped forward, reaching out to her.

She recoiled. “I can’t look at you right now.” Narra turned her back on her uncle.

His blue eyes only reminded her of her father, and the life lost by his hands. She couldn’t think right now, couldn’t bear to figure this all out on her own. Now that she had her answers, there was one last thing to do.

Once the information was delivered to Marina, she’d be done. She’d leave the princess with whatever she needed, repaying her debt in the process.

She paused.

But what had happened to the case Taron protected? Her eyebrows furrowed. She didn’t turn. She couldn’t look at her uncle for fear she might lose her temper and truly do something horrible.

“What happened to the score of a lifetime?” she asked. The silly turn of phrase tumbled from her lips. She’d only heard it from the boys in the Guild who first made her realize her father was missing and something had gone wrong. Yet, that had to be what it was. Whatever the score had been, it cost him his life.

She hoped it was worth it.

“I sold it,” Alden said, his voice strained.

“To whom?”

“For ransom to the emperor.”

She tilted her head to the ceiling, a humorless laugh bubbling 
from her chest. “To the emperor… the man who contracted the Guild in the first place.”

Narra shook her head and descended the stairs.
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Wind coursed through her hair,
 free in the breeze.

Betrayal stabbed at her heart, and lent speed to her flight. Her boots hit the shingled roof of a storefront. How could her uncle have done this? She leapt, her grappling hook flying from her fist. Even though he’d confessed, it still seemed impossible. She shook her head. If only she could propel her feelings from her chest, maybe then she’d be able to embrace the calm of her swing.

She hit the retract button. Her hips jerked forward, her entire body yanked through the air above the high rooftops of the Shopping District.

Dark shingled roofing passed by, grazing her toes with each impact before she launched back into the air. When the Revolution had rescued her, they’d taken her to a safe house or base of sorts. She had to hope Marina would be nearby, or her people would still be around.

Above the storefronts rose a tall stone apartment building. Shingles fell from the roof and the worn oak windowsills grew dingy under layers of grime. Narra quirked an eyebrow at the decaying structure. It had to be nearly as aged as Old Town.

Her swing brought her to the top of a neighboring grocery store. She retracted her long cord and shimmied down the worn shingles to the edge of the roof. The trash-strewn alley below was familiar. Yes, this was the place.

Narra swung down from the roof to the fire escape on the third floor. Her boots clanged loudly against the rusted metal. She froze and listened. Had she been heard?

Though the wind howled with a coming storm, trolleys and steamwagons were still audible on the nearby street even at this hour. 
Patrolmen wandered by the opening, but failed to glance up in the shadowed alley.

She sighed with relief before mounting the black painted ladder. The iron chilled her bare hands. She shivered and slid to the cobblestone below. Rats skittered and squeaked from her path. Spoiled beans and cabbage squished beneath her boots. She wrinkled her nose.

Disgusting.

The backdoor stood in a small alcove off the alley, locked tight. Would the revolutionaries be up at this hour? Surely not. But it was worth a try.

Narra rapped the door three times with her knuckles. She stepped back and waited. Through the thick wooden door came heavy footfalls.

Several moments passed before a slat in the door opened at eye level. Dark brown eyes narrowed at her.

“State yer’ business,” the man growled, his voice deep and husky, most likely from tobacco abuse.

“I’m here to see the Princess,” she said. She smoothed her face, keeping a neutral expression. Though her heart hammered and she wanted nothing more than to push inside, deliver her news and flee, she had to stay calm.

“At this hour?”

“Yes.” She paused. “It’s important.”

The man rolled his eyes. “Your name?”

Did they have some sort of list to check? Narra resisted the urge to frown. “Rheka.” The man leaned away, his head disappearing into darkness.

“Fine,” he mumbled through the door.

Heavy locks clicked and creaked. The door opened inward, revealing a tall, sturdy Rovan man with wide shoulders and long hair. He motioned her in. “I can’t leave my post. Her majesty is in the second floor conference room.”

Narra nodded. She hadn’t a clue where it was, but she’d fine it. 
Stepping passed the guard, her nostrils flared at the scent of his musky cologne.

“Don’t be long,” he added. The door shut and latched loudly behind her.

She hurried to the stairs she’d come down on her previous visit. It was the only way she knew to the second floor. The worn oak creaked beneath her feet, most likely alerting the entire building to her presence. She glared at the boards until she reached the second floor. Dim lamplight lit a long corridor on either side.

Which way to the princess?

Narra glanced at each direction. The walls were equally featureless with doors off both sides. Only to her left, three doors down, a wooden slab stood slightly ajar and a warm glow emanated from within.

She took a deep breath and approached it. All she needed to do was inform Marina the case, whatever it was, had already been sent to her father’s hands. She’d do it, her debt would be repaid, and she’d return home. Nerves turned her stomach. Would Marina ask her many questions about how she’d found this information? She’d gone through pirates, hallucinatory drugs, and a large betrayal to get this information for the princess. She hoped Marina would leave it at that.

Narra reached the door. Candles dappled the large wooden room. The back wall, made of large dark stones like the exterior of the complex, held a giant map of the Rovan Empire. At the center of the space, a long dark-oak table occupied the majority of the room, save for stacks of discarded chairs lining the wall.

Marina stood before the table, her hands splayed across the mound of parchment littering the surface. Dark brown curls tumbled down her back past her hidden shoulder blades. Dark red velvet hugged her curves, intricately woven gold patterns lacing her hips and back. Her skirts fell in waves at her feet, spreading out in a sea of gold and red.

Her heartbeat sped as she traced the lines of Marina’s small waist. Heat rose to her cheeks. She froze in the doorway
.

Every time she laid her eyes on this woman, her palms sweat and her composed thoughts flew out the window. How could the princess have such an effect on her? Her presence drove Narra mad.

Again, she had to wonder why that was. Though she vehemently denied being attracted to Asher, she couldn’t forget his hands on her in that booth at the Dollhouse. But in Marina’s presence, a similar feeling stirred in her belly, and she had no idea what any of it meant.

Narra shook her head. She couldn’t think about this right now. She had to deliver the news and go. Too much had come up that night, and spending time with Marina wouldn’t help any of it. She had to think about her future, the coming days and weeks. Should she give her uncle up to the Guild? No, she couldn’t do that. But she had to do something. She needed to speak with Erik, as soon as possible.

Narra stepped inside. The floor creaked beneath her feet.

Marina spun, her curls bouncing. She turned wide eyes on Narra, her fingers flying for a dagger at her belt.

Purple bruises swarmed Marina’s left eye and cheek, spreading from her bronze face down to her exposed throat. Narra couldn’t stop the gasp that passed her lips. Her eyes went wide and she flew to Marina’s side.

Before she knew what she was doing, her fingers were on Marina’s warm cheek, brushing the violent mark.

“Who has done this to you?” Fire consumed her crazed heartbeat, driving out every thought of her uncle, her father, and the score of a lifetime.

“Rheka,” Marina whispered. Tears welled in her hazel depths. Her beautiful lips, broken down the middle by a long gash, trembled, and her eyebrows pulled together. She dropped her gaze, her breaths coming quickly. The princess lowered her hand from her dagger.

“What happened?” Narra repeated.

Marina parted her lips to speak once, twice, and then flattened them together. Tears fell down her face, leaving long wet tracks over her pink cheeks. Her long fingers brushed Narra’s waist, and suddenly Marina leaned against her
.

The princess embraced her, every part of her warm body against Narra’s cold. The thief froze, stunned into silence. What could have happened to Marina? She should be under constant guard, though the fact they’d met in secret once already proved she could slip her keepers. Dread settled in her stomach. She wrapped her arms around the princess, while Marina’s sobs robbed the night of its quiet.

Marina shook from her head to her toes. All of her weight pressed against Narra, but she held the princess aloft. Silky hair passed between her fingers as she stroked Marina’s long brown curls. What could she say to soothe the princess when she hadn’t a clue what had happened?

While her heart lurched at the sight of Marina’s tears, her anger was growing. Whoever had done this to Marina would pay. Maybe with their life.

Long moments passed. Marina’s fists wrapped around her cloak, and water soaked her shirt. When her trembling finally ceased, she leaned away from Narra’s chest and wiped her eyes. Red blotches occupied her once rosy cheeks.

Narra’s lips pressed into a firm line. She needed Marina to tell her what was going on. “Princess, please tell me what’s happened.”

Marina’s hazel eyes finally met hers. Fear widened her gaze. “He’ll kill me if I tell.” She shook her head.

“I’ll kill him if he tries.” The ice in her tone startled Narra. She didn’t know Marina well and couldn’t claim to know anything of her life. Yet, she didn’t hesitate in offering to assassinate the princess’s attacker.

“I couldn’t endanger you in such a way.”

Narra’s gaze softened. “You needn’t worry about my safety, Your Majesty.”

“Call me Marina,” she said.

“Marina,” Narra corrected. “Now tell me who’s done this to you, so you may be avenged.”

Her hazel gaze darted away. Narra’s chest tightened.

“Tell me,” Narra insisted.

“It was…” Marina’s voice trembled as she spoke. “My cousin. He-he
…” A muffled sob cut off her words. The princess took a deep, steadying breath before continuing. “I came to tell him of his father being hospitalized. He lost control and… and…”

Her warm breath brushed Narra’s cheeks as she jammed her eyes shut.

“He raped me.”
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arina’s breath caught in her throat, and wavered as she took deep gasping breaths. Tears spilled down her bruised cheeks.

Narra froze. Her fire turned to ice, chilling her fingers, even upon Marina’s warm flesh. What
? Though Asher had confessed his son’s misdeeds and murders, he hadn’t mentioned Ezriel was also a rapist. She worked her jaw back and forth. Her heart beat loudly in her ears.

She stepped away from the princess. Wide eyes met Narra’s.

“I’ll kill him.” Her voice was low, raspy. Narra’s fists shook at her sides.

“Wait!” Marina gasped. Her fingers wrapped around Narra’s biceps, surprisingly strong for one so small and dainty. “You can’t. Please, Rheka.” Marina’s hands shook. “Please, protect me. I can’t be alone, or he’ll find me again.”

Narra regarded Marina’s trembling lip and tear-stained cheeks. She was right. She had to protect her. If she left the princess alone and returned to find her beaten, or worse, she’d only have herself to blame.

Narra nodded. “Of course, I’ll protect you.”

Marina’s eyebrows smoothed out and her lips quirked. Though 
the smile didn’t reach her eyes, it warmed her pretty face. How someone could look so beautiful after such trauma seemed impossible. “Thank you, Rheka. I owe you my life.”

“Narra,” she corrected. Her chest warmed, not with the flames of her rage, but with something else. Never before had she corrected someone in the use of her last name, but something about this woman made her want more. She wanted to tell Marina her first name. She wanted the princess to know her.

Her cheeks warmed, embarrassed. When had she started feeling such things?

“Narra.” Marina smiled. “Beautiful.”

Narra cleared her throat and stepped from Marina’s desperate embrace. She couldn’t face her smile any more than she could her bruises. With Marina’s warmth gone, her fire returned. She had to get the princess to safety, and then she had a man to find and deal with. Though she’d only ever sought out a man to kill once before, she’d have no trouble with this murder. If Ezriel wanted to defile women and destroy the lives of many, he had no right to exist.

Though he was Asher’s son, he wasn’t long for this world. Her heart clenched. Asher would hate her for this. He’d never forgive her, even if she’d done it to avenge Marina.

Whether the general approved or not, Narra would end Ezriel’s life, even if it was the last thing she did in this world.
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The darkness
 of her uncle’s bar welcomed her home. Devoid of life, the two-story wooden structure would house the princess until her return. But first, she had guards to find and enlist.

Her boots beat against the worn wood stairs as she descended into the dungeons of the Guild. Marina’s heels clacked behind her.

Never before had someone outside the Guild entered the hallowed halls, yet she’d break every rule in the book to keep the woman behind her safe. Narra’s fists clenched as she reached the sewer tunnels leading to the Den. She was firm in her resolve. She 
had a plan, but she needed the Guild’s help. Surely they would understand the necessity of the situation.

Narra glanced over her shoulder as they reached the cobblestone hall. Marina wrinkled her nose and watched the floor. It did smell awful before the Den. She couldn’t blame her.

Torches lined the narrow corridor leading to the front room of the Guild’s hideout. Their flames flickered, casting shadows across the grungy brick.

“Stay close to me,” she said, casting a second glance over her shoulder. She couldn’t guess the reactions of all the Guild members, but they wouldn’t be good. Narra had a plan, but she needed to get Marina to August first.

Marina nodded her narrow chin and stepped closer to Narra’s heels as the sewers faded into the Den.

Though it was early in the morning, Guild initiates ran from corridor to corridor. Older Guild members leaned against the walls, their dark gazes flickering up at her presence. She ignored their startled gazes and lengthened her pace. Marina scurried to catch up.

She left the Den as quickly as possible, leaving a sea of whispers in her wake. The western hall led her to a tall wooden door. August was one of the only Guild members to live in the dark recesses of their hideout. While most were housed elsewhere, the old commander and engineer preferred to stay close by, ready in case any of the Guild factions needed him or his work.

Narra rapped her knuckles against the door. The sound echoed hollow beyond the thin door.

“Just a moment!” August called from within.

A few moments later the door swung in, and a wild haired August appeared, gold-plated cane in hand. Beyond his wide frame, the largest set of rooms in the Guild spread out. Tables and shelves filled with gadgets lined the walls and littered the center of the space. Metal gears, bronze plating, screws, and knick-knacks were piled high on top of his main workstation.

“Rheka,” he said. His eyebrows pulled together as he glanced over her shoulder. His mouth fell open, though no sound passed his lips. “
Is this who I think it is?” Worry and confusion battled in his wide gaze.

“May we come in?” she asked.

August stared for another few seconds before nodding slowly. He stepped back inside, motioning them both in. “Of course,” he said.

Narra ushered Marina inside before checking the corridor. No one followed, and the whispers from the Den had returned to normal chatter. She took a deep breath. At least she’d gotten through without much trouble thus far.

She closed the door behind her and stepped into the bright overhead light. Instead of oil lamps or lanterns, bright white bulbs shone down from a mess of metal slats and curves. She hadn’t a clue how August came up with these contraptions, but he’d created her grappling hooks long ago, and she was always grateful for his genius.

“Now, would you mind telling me why you’ve brought—” August glanced at Marina before meeting her gaze. “—your friend to see me.”

August took a seat on a high wooden stool behind his workstation, while Marina shifted awkwardly by a tall shelf of copper trinkets. She inspected the equipment while Narra turned to her fellow commander.

“I need you and your Brains to protect her.” Narra’s lips flattened. August had to know she was serious. This wasn’t a joking matter and couldn’t be taken lightly. Marina needed the Guild’s protection until she could deal with Ezriel.

The white-haired man blinked at her comically beneath his bushy eyebrows. Never before had she asked him, or any of the Guild Commanders for such a favor. If he agreed, she’d owe a new debt; one she wasn’t certain August would call upon, but all the same would remain.

“Why?” he asked after a long hesitation.

Narra bit her lip. How much could she tell him? August could be trusted, of that she was sure, but she didn’t want to air the princess’s business either
.

“There’s a man after her—someone her guards can’t protect her from,” Narra said. “That’s all I can say.”

August looked between the two women. His gaze brushed her clenched fists before sliding to Marina’s bruised cheek.

His jaw set and he nodded. “Of course. Whatever I can do to help.”

Narra exhaled, relief relaxing her muscles. Thank Srah.

“Thank you, August.”

He simply nodded and stood, leaning heavily on his cane as he limped toward her. “Do you have anyone in mind for her guards?”

Narra didn’t know his faction members well. She shook her head. “No. I trust you to choose the best. Have them keep her safe in my uncle’s bar. No one is around at this time of day, and I’ll be back before the bar crowd shows up.”

August nodded.

She turned to Marina. “August and his crewmen will keep you safe,” she said.

Marina looked up quickly. “What? You’re leaving?”

“Yes.” Narra set her jaw. “I have someone to find. Once he’s gone, you’ll be safe, and I can return you to the palace. But for now, August will be your protector.”

The princess stepped over to her and took Narra’s hands. Her fingers were warm and clammy and trembled slightly. “Are you sure?”

“You can trust him,” Narra assured. Marina bit her thick lower lip before nodding. “I’ll return in a few hours.”

“All right.”

Marina met her gaze for a long moment. Uncertainty swirled in her hazel depths. Narra swallowed the lump in her throat. She tried unsuccessfully to combat the heat flowing to her cheeks. When the princess finally released her hands, she stepped away.

It was time. Narra had a job to do.
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The Rova City
 Hospital occupied two blocks near Old Town. Three-
stories high, the brick structure blotted out the overcast sky as she scaled the backside of the building. Stone ledges protruded from every window, of which there were many. Curtains blocked the light from most windows, but some remained ajar, letting the cold breeze inside.

Narra heaved herself passed the first floor. Though the front side of the hospital was surrounded by a large floral courtyard, and tall oak trees, the back faced several decaying wooden homes from centuries past. No one would see her there, even in daylight. There wasn’t a reason to pass by the rear side of the complex.

Her biceps ached as she yanked her entire body weight upward using her grappling hook. Her boots scraped the worn brick, sending bits of stones to the ground. She gritted her teeth and pulled herself onto a second-floor window ledge with an open window. Barren pale-blue walls with a simple white trim lined the empty space. The bed had been neatly made, and the privacy curtain was drawn back. She doubted anyone had occupied the room for some time at this temperature. The sweat on her back chilled.

Narra slipped inside, catching her breath as she retracted her grappling hook into its hilt. Once the metal prongs thunked
 into the base, she shut the window behind her. She needed to find Asher and figure out where his son could be found. If Ezriel stayed at the Barracks, she might have to consider a different approach, but as long as she could kill him tonight, she didn’t care where he was.

Tile squeaked beneath her boots. She froze.

Not a sound emanated from the open door to the hall. She’d gotten lucky and chosen an area with little personnel.

Narra went to the door and peered down the corridor. Bland white walls stood tall, several paintings staring back at her with curious eyes. Not a single nurse shuffled past. Good. If she remembered correctly, from the one time her father’s training had sent her to the hospital, the second-floor housed most of the more important patients—the best round-the-clock care, courtesy of Emperor Malek, of whom the wing was named after. Only this couldn’t be it with so few around
.

Shrugging, she stepped into the hall, making her way east to the main part of the building. She glanced in every doorway for patients, but none held the general she sought. Most slept and others stared out the window with vacant eyes.

Irritation flashed through her, sending heat flowing through her limbs. Why had she allowed that man to accompany her into a criminal bar? If she’d been thinking clearly, she’d have made sure he remained outside where he couldn’t be recognized.

Then again, it was fortunate he remained in the hospital. If Asher suddenly recovered, he might be able to stop her. Only now his wounds would keep him bedridden, hopefully aiding her in her mission.

The long white corridor ended with the wing, leading her to a wider hall with carts and empty beds lining the walls, and bustling nurses clad in white.

At the far end, a single nurse sat behind a curved desk, files piled high and a clipboard in her hands. She glanced up beneath her glasses as a black-haired woman passed by. She said something, but at this distance Narra could only hear murmurs.

The dark-haired nurse at the desk handed the other a file. Narra narrowed her eyes. Patient files. If she could get to them, she could find out what room Asher was in.

She glanced down either side of the hall. Most of the nurses had gone into rooms, leaving the sole nurse at the far end alone.

Now was her chance.

Tightening her hood over her orange hair, Narra stepped into the corridor, keeping her head down but her eyes up. The nurse had yet to notice her presence, her eyes glued to her work. Narra picked up the pace, keeping her steps light. Silent as the grave, she reached the desk without a glance from the dark-haired woman.

But as her shadow drew near, the woman paused her writing. Narra dove into the nearest open door, plastering herself to the wall.

The nurse clucked her tongue and stood. “I swear I heard something,” she mumbled. Narra’s heart raced and she held her breath. “Oh well.” Footsteps retreated down the far end of the hall
.

Narra glanced from her hiding spot—a storage closet filled with shelves upon shelves of medicine, needles, bandages, and other general supplies.

The nurse was gone.

Taking a deep breath, Narra dashed to the desk. At least forty files were piled high beside an empty square where a clipboard once laid. She flicked through the manila folders, searching the tabs for ‘Grayson’.

She was suddenly glad her father taught her how to read. Unlike most lower-class Rovan citizens, she’d had a fairly good education for her status.

There.

The black script swirled Asher’s last name in nearly illegible handwriting. She plucked it from the stack and flipped open to the first page. Notes upon notes about his condition spread out over five pages, including medical history.

Footsteps echoed down the back hall.

Narra scanned the page as fast as she could.

Room number three hundred and fourteen. The next floor up.

Sighing in relief, Narra slipped the folder back into place and raced the length of the hall. A green placard marked the stairwell, and she slipped inside before the nurse could return to her desk.

Her palms sweat and adrenaline whisked through her limbs as she leapt up the stairs. Hopefully, the third floor wasn’t busy and she could get in and out unseen.

Nerves soured her stomach as she stopped on the landing. The thick wooden door barred her hearing. She’d have to risk opening it. Gritting her teeth, Narra took the cold metal handle and inched the slab of wood open. It didn’t creak, but squealed instead. Narra froze.


Emperor’s ancestors
.

With an irritated growl, she opened the door enough to peek through. Murmurs emanated down both ends of the white corridor. Beautiful paintings of the Winter Peaks, the mountain range bordering Rova and the Kiznaiver Empire, were displayed 
prominently on a blank wall. They must have moved the luxury section of the hospital to the third floor.

Narra scoffed. How silly to separate patients by class. Of course Emperor Malek came up with such an idea.

She waited for several long minutes as murmuring came and went. Rovan nurses passed by each end, clipboards in hand. When the coast was finally clear, she ducked into the hall.

Room three ten, three eleven, three twelve. Her heart sped.

Three fourteen.

Narra inched the door open. Only heavy breathing occupied the space. She slipped inside. A curtain separated the room in half, leaving Asher’s bed hidden. The door shut with a click behind her, and the deep breathing ceased.

She froze, her hand remaining on the cold handle of the door.

“Hello?” Asher’s groggy voice asked.

She turned and skirted the curtain.

Asher’s eyebrows shot high on his forehead. “Rheka,” he said. He truly hadn’t expected her to show up. In truth, she hadn’t planned on it either.

“General,” she greeted.

His wide eyes softened and he smiled. Shirtless and wrapped in white bandages, he still grinned at the sight of her. Asher sat up, leaning against two fluffy pillows propped at his back. At his bedside, a metal table sat with a bowl of bloody bandages. Flowers sat at the windowsill and adorned a small oak table beside a cushioned chair. The room was much prettier than the ones on the second floor. The walls remained pastel blue, though gorgeous paintings of landscapes continued from the hall into the room.

“Have you come to see how I’m doing?”

Narra narrowed her gaze at the teasing glint in his eyes. She wasn’t there for him, though she was happy to see him alive and recovering well. The mere sight of his bandages only reminded her how foolish he’d been—how foolish she’d
 been as well. Heat rose in her chest and she tried desperately to squash it before it reached her cheeks
.

“No,” she said. She didn’t elaborate.

Asher’s amused expression disappeared, replaced with a curious one. “Then why?”

She hesitated. Nerves crept from her stomach and into her chest. She had to ask him where his son was so she could kill him. After all they’d been through—the fights, the Dollhouse, and the pirates—Narra couldn’t help the twinge of regret she felt.

Marina’s bruised face flashed before her eyes, and that’s all it took to bring the burn of anger back to life. She shouldn’t feel sorry for him, or his child. He was a liar, and his son, a murderer.

“Where can I find Ezriel?” Her jaw hardened.

“Ezriel?” His eyebrows furrowed. He sat up straight, wincing as he did so. “Why would you need to know that?”

Her fists clenched. He wouldn’t tell her if she told him the truth. But what lie could she tell him? She had to inform his son of his injury? No, Marina had already tried that. She wanted to be sure he didn’t kill anyone while Asher was hospitalized? It made sense, but Asher would never believe it.

Narra could lie about her name all she wanted, but she couldn’t lie about this.

“Your son raped Princess Marina.”

His eyes flew wide and his mouth gaped.

She avoided his eyes. She didn’t want to see how horrified he was, for she’d already felt it once, and the cold rage that came with it.

“No,” Asher said. “That can’t be.”

He didn’t ask her how she knew this, or how she knew Marina for that matter. Maybe the princess had spoken with him about her at some point. She doubted it, especially with Marina’s involvement with the Revolution, and her uncle’s military position.

Narra met his eyes. Fire burned in her chest. “It is so.”

Asher shook his head. “No, Ezriel would never.”

Narra stepped toward him. “Why would she lie, Grayson?”

“I don’t know, but my son would never go that far.” He paused. “He’s sick, but he isn’t a monster.”

“Not a monster
?” A laugh bubbled from within. “That’s what you 
call a murderer? He kills for fun
, for no good reason. How can you defend him?”

“He’s my son.”

“And Marina is your niece!” she snapped.

He looked away, fists clenched around the white wool blanket draped over his lap. “No. You’re wrong.”

Heat burned through her chest into her throat. “You didn’t see her face, Asher!” Her voice rose to nearly a scream. She’d have the nurses running for the room, but she didn’t care. How could Asher believe the princess a liar? His son was a serial killer, yet he couldn’t believe him a rapist as well?

Narra ground her teeth, and Asher shook his head again. “You’re wrong, Rheka.”

“Tell me where he is.”

“No.” He met her gaze, his eyes like steel.

Narra snarled. “Tell me!
”

Though his steel wavered, he shook his head. “I can’t, Rheka.”

“Why?” She threw her hands into the air, completely exasperated.

“I can see the murder in your eyes.” His jaw hardened. “I won’t let you kill my son.”

Narra narrowed her eyes. Footsteps raced down the hall in time with her heartbeat. She went to the window. Cold seeped through the cracks, but nothing could tame her fire.

“I won’t forgive this, Grayson. Not this time.” She undid the latch.

“Rheka, wait.” The blankets hit the floor as Asher stood from his bed.

She glanced back. He held his abdomen where Srah knows how many knives had pierced his flesh. His round eyes, wide with desperation, sought hers.

“Please
, Rheka. Don’t kill my son.”

Narra worked her jaw back and forth. She’d already made up her mind the moment she’d seen Marina’s injured face. “I have no other choice.”

“Yes, you do!” He reached for her sleeve. She pulled away, 
throwing open the window. His view faced the back of the building. It was high enough for her to swing from.

“I won’t let him hurt her again.”

Asher growled and stepped closer, backing her against the wall. “Don’t do this.”

His hot breath brushed her cheeks, and his eyes glazed with fearful tears.

“I have to.”

The door burst open, crashing against the wall. Narra pushed Asher back. He tripped and fell to the floor. She leapt onto the windowsill, ignoring the shouts from the staff as she jumped from the third floor.

Her grappling hook flew from her fist, catching onto an old apartment building across the narrow street. She hit the retract button. Her entire body was yanked through the air and across the street.

She hit the roof running, fleeing Asher and the guilt welling inside her.
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arra flew into the Den like a hurricane. Initiates yelped and leapt from her path as she stormed through the main passage. Fire flared through her chest, embers lapping at her throat. While Asher delayed her plans to avenge Marina, Ezriel was out there somewhere, doing Srah’s knows what. Killing wasn’t his only vice anymore. How could Asher not see that? If his crimes were escalating, he needed to be stopped.

Though she’d grown up her entire life a thief, she understood justice and right from wrong. She wasn’t a heartless harpy, though Asher surely thought she was at this point.

She shook her head; her shoulder bumping one of the Boomer initiates as she passed. Her cold glare sent the brown haired boy scurrying away faster than a steamwagon driving downhill.

Without Asher’s help she needed information. The Guild had a lot
 of it, and what they didn’t know, they had the means to find. One of the commander’s was known for his collection of informants. Clint had to be around somewhere.

Her storm took her past the weathered brick halls and open space of the Den, to the saloon cloaked in shadow. The candles of their chandelier remained unlit, a hardened pile of wax on the round table 
below. The next meeting had yet to be called, though she’d hoped one of the commanders would be around. The Guild rarely used the saloon for other purposes, but without the commanders present, the room remained cold and vacant.

With an irritated growl, Narra spun on her heels. Clint had no missions today—of that she was certain. At the last meeting he’d taken only one contract that was to be fulfilled weeks from today.

Could he be in August’s workshop? The Shadows Retreat? The armory? Narra sighed and trudged back to the Den. She moved past her fellow thieves until she reached a black iron door—the armory. Clint had a certain fascination for weapons, much like herself. Though he’d only been a thief for a decade, he had come with a long resume befitting the Guild. Years ago, the man had been a well-known assassin-for-hire, moving between Rova and the Kiznaiver Empire to kill his targets.

He never told the other commanders why he chose to leave his wealthy position. With a bounty on his head of a million rovin, it could be that he simply didn’t want the attention anymore.

The iron door stood slightly ajar, warm light filtering between the narrow crack. She pushed the cold metal open enough to slip inside. The door was heavy, even for her.

One of August’s light bulb contraptions lit the large space, illuminating endless walls of knives of every calibre; long, short, iron, and steel. There were short swords of every kind, a multitude of holsters for easy hiding, long swords, pistols, and rifles. Each were displayed on separate walls, some locked in cases, and others free for the taking. The Guild factions shared few resources, but this was one of them.

Among the shadows at the back of the room lurked Clint, the Commander of the Shadows. A long jewel-encrusted dagger sat between his fingers. He glanced up at her beneath a head of dark hair.

“Rheka,” he greeted. He nodded and went back to his inspection.

They both spent much time in the armory. It was common they shared the space and enjoyed a certain rapport. Narra enjoyed 
silence, and so did Clint. Neither of them said more than a few words at a time, and liked it that way. But Narra wasn’t there to play with toys or pick out her next set of weapons. She was there for information.

“Clint,” she said. Her boots crushed bits of stone as she crossed the space.

Sensing her mood, or her clipped tone, Clint looked up again, quirking an eyebrow.

“I need information on Corporal Ezriel Grayson.” She stopped several feet from the tall man. Though he sat at a small table, bent over his work, he still towered in his chair.

“Another Grayson?” Dark amusement flashed through his eyes. “What have you gotten yourself into, commander?”

Narra narrowed her gaze. “Nothing of your concern.”

His amusement fled, returning to cold indifference. He shrugged his wide shoulders. “What do you want to know?”

“How to find him, where he lives, his schedule, a way to get him alone,” Narra listed. “Anything you can provide.”

Clint gave her a level look. He didn’t give out information for free, and she knew it. She didn’t have anything to offer. “That’s a lot of information.”

“I’ll pay you later.” She held back a growl, tapping her foot on the dirty ground. It had to be obvious she was in a hurry, but Clint had yet to set down his current project or quicken his speech. He spoke slowly, deliberately trying to infuriate her.

It was working.

“I don’t have the answers to your questions,” he began. She opened her mouth to protest, but he continued quickly, cutting her off with an annoyed glare. “But I will find out.”

Narra pressed her lips into a firm line. Good enough.

“Thank you,” she said.

Clint nodded. “I’d start with the Barracks. Most soldiers live there.” He paused. “But I see why you might be hesitant to go there again. I’ll let you know what I discover.”

Heat rose to her cheeks. She’d forgotten the entire Guild knew 
she’d nearly been hung. She turned as Clint rose from his seat, towering above her. She fled the armory, a swirl of anger and desperation crowding her thoughts.

How long would it take Clint to get her information? Most likely not long, but she hated to keep Marina waiting. Ezriel deserved to reach his end, not enjoy the world, oblivious to his malicious effect on it.

“Rheka!”

Narra looked up.

Erik jogged from the southern tunnel into the Den. “Erik,” she greeted, raising an eyebrow. His breath heaved from his lungs. Clearly he’d been running, but from what?

“Where have you been?” He stopped at her side, but she shook her head. Together they stepped over to the brick hall. He pitched his voice low to keep from being heard. “Why is the princess in your uncle’s bar?”

Narra shifted on her heels. Ancestors
. She hadn’t seen Erik since Asher showed up at Alden’s bar, long before she’d found out about her uncle’s betrayal. How had everything gotten away from her so quickly?

“She needs protection,” Narra whispered. Erik’s blue eyes held hers. His eyebrows pulled together. Was he angry, concerned, or simply confused?

“From what?” Erik paused. “And why would you be helping her
?” Irritation slipped into his low tone.

Narra nearly stepped back. Since when had her best friend started judging her? Her choices were her own. “She saved my life, Erik.”

Understanding blossomed on Erik’s face. “From the hanging?”

She nodded. “I owe her a debt.”

One she was ready to repay. Narra groaned and cursed herself. Upon seeing Marina’s injured face, she hadn’t thought twice about going after Ezriel. In the meantime, she’d forgotten all about what she’d learned and what she’d gone to tell the princess about. After she gave over her information, her debt would be repaid. Yet, she 
couldn’t bear to part with Marina yet. She wanted
 to be in her debt. It gave Narra an excuse to be around her.

“All right. But you haven’t forgotten about the First Mission ritual have you?”

Narra closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Damn. She had forgotten. Once the initiates passed her final test they were welcomed into the Guild, but wouldn’t be able to participate in missions until they completed the ritual of the First Mission—a contract created beforehand by the Guild commanders in order to initiate the new members. Narra and Erik were in charge of them. It was her duty to be there.

“Tonight?” she asked.

“Tonight,” Erik confirmed.

Damned initiates. She didn’t have time for this. Yet, she was stuck between an outlandish mission to find Ezriel at the Barracks, or wait on Clint’s information.

She sighed.

Narra didn’t want to be hung again. Though it had worked out the first time, she wasn’t willing to bet it would a second. If she were to infiltrate the Barracks, she needed help, Erik’s help, and she needed a plan. She couldn’t go leaping into things this time.

“All right,” she said. “But I need your help.”

Erik cocked an eyebrow. “With what?”

In fevered whispers she explained what had gone on with Marina, Ezriel, and Asher. She avoided every detail of closeness and kissing, keeping to the basics and the misdeeds of the young corporal. When she finished, Erik’s face grew hard and he nodded.

“Of course I’ll help,” he said. “Don’t go without me this time.”

Narra bit her lip against a smile. She wouldn’t, not again.

“The vault heist is tonight,” Erik continued. “We’ll form a plan for the Barracks and Ezriel tomorrow. Clint might get back to you by then.”

“I hope so.”

“If not, we’ll assume he lives at the Barracks, but we’re not going in unprepared.” Erik raised both of his eyebrows until she nodded, 
confirming she would not attempt to infiltrate the Barracks without a solid plan.

Erik smiled. “Good.”

“Let’s get ready for tonight,” she said. A few hours of preparation would be just the distraction she needed. Ezriel could wait one night and so could the princess. Her duty was to her Guild, even with a life debt in the balance.
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Her footsteps echoed
 in the narrow sewer passage leading to her uncle’s back staircase. Gunpowder filled her nostrils, replacing the scent of feces and other unmentionables.

Erik left to lead the initiates on the First Mission. They’d start by casing the joint, a large casino run by a wealthy Rupan businessman. She’d join them shortly after a quick change of clothes. After several days running around the city, she needed a fresh set more than anything.

Heavy pants broke the quiet of the tunnel. Shadows danced wildly over the walls. She spun, yanking a long dagger from her belt.

The young man skidded to a stop, one hand bracing against the wall.

“Commander,” he panted, “Rheka.”

“Yes?” Narra raised an eyebrow. Dirty blonde hair amassed in looping curls along his forehead, sweat sticking the curls to his skin. “What is it?” She recognized the boy, maybe one of August’s. He often employed foreigners to keep them out of trouble on the streets. If she hadn’t been given her current position, she might have ended up one of them.

“The woman under our protection,” his voice steadied as he regained his breath. “She disappeared. August thinks she fled of her own volition.”

“What?” Narra snapped. She slammed the dagger back into her belt and spun to the stairs. “Foolish girl.”

She left the boy in the tunnel, her long legs carrying her over 
cobblestone and up the dark staircase to her uncle’s bar. No lantern hung at the crest of the stairs, drenching her in black. The narrow passage was familiar, and she passed it easily, shutting the door behind her with a click.

“August!” she called.

The door to the dining room whooshed open.

“Rheka!” August said. He heaved great lungfuls of air and leaned heavily against his cane. “The princess is gone.”

“Emperor’s ancestors,” she cursed. “How long ago?”

“Maybe ten minutes. We thought she’d gone to use the ladies room, but when she didn’t come out, we found the window ajar.” August wiped sweat from his forehead.

Heat burned through her. She couldn’t trust anyone with anything. All she needed was for August and his men to watch the princess and keep her safe. Marina was in too fragile a state to make rash decisions. She’d get herself killed, or worse, if Narra couldn’t find her.

Narra headed for the door, pulling her hood over her head. “I’ll be back,” she said. The door slammed behind her.
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Marina had
 to be headed for the palace. Given a ten-minute head start, she couldn’t be far. Narra pulled her grappling hook from her belt. Darkness encompassed the cobblestone street, shadows darkening the edges of the narrow road. Perfect conditions for a flight over the rooftops. If she were to find Marina in time, she’d need every moment she could get.

A burst of air pushed the hook from the handle. It sprung through the air, cracking off the shingles of a roof before wrapping around the base of a brick chimney. She hit the retract button. Propelled into the air, Narra clung to her handheld device, gritting her teeth as it whisked her to the third-story of a rundown apartment building.

Her heart raced as her feet hit the torn black shingles of the 
steepled roof. The Rova City Criminal District rose around her in all of its glory. Warm light lit the buildings to the north, while darkness embraced the south. The waterfront lay beyond the rooftops. If she were a story higher, she’d see the black sea.

She scanned the streets. Only a few vagrants and drunks stumbled by. The shopping district was closest. The princess wouldn’t cross the entire city on foot—it’d take hours, and in heels, she could hardly imagine.

Narra let her hook fly north and leapt from the roof.

Dark stone passed on either side of the street as she swung from building to building. Her gaze flickered across every street corner, down every alley, and up every street. Marina was nowhere to be found.

Damn. Why tonight of all nights, when she was needed by the Guild?

Narra ground her teeth. The rundown apartments, bars, and shops of the Criminal District ceased at the long main road between the dregs of society and the middle class. She flew from the rotten wood and messily constructed homes, to the tall, artfully crafted stone of the Shopping District. She landed on a clay rooftop with a loud thump.

Stepping into the shadows of the chimney, Narra scanned the road lined with black painted metal lampposts. Nearly a block up, a lone figure stood beneath a lamp, her dark curls illuminated by the harsh light.

Marina.

Narra leapt for the escape ladder clinging to the side of the building. She swung onto the metal rungs and slid to the well-tended alley floor below. She landed on smooth cobblestone, clipping her grappling hook to her belt before ducking into the shadows of the alley.

Circling the grocer, Narra’s heart pounded as she came up behind Marina. The gold of her velvet gown glowed beneath the warm light even under her silk cloak. She glanced up and down the street. No one. The placard of a trolley marked a bench maybe two feet from the princess
.

Narra grabbed her from behind before anyone could round onto the street. Her hand slipped over Marina’s mouth, muffling a startled cry. She yanked her into the shadows of the alley.

“It’s me,” she whispered against her ear before gently turning the princess.

Marina sighed in relief as Narra dropped her hand.

“Thank Srah!” she said, all too loudly. “You nearly scared the life from my bones.”

“Apologies.” Narra rubbed her palm, still warm from Marina’s breath. “Why did you leave?”

Marina shifted from foot to foot. “I’m sorry, Narra.” Narra shivered against the cold brushing her bare palms and the way Marina purred her name. “I shouldn’t have inconvenienced you. It wasn’t fair of me to ask for your protection, or that of your… friends.” She paused, shrugging her narrow shoulders. “I need to get back to the palace before I’m missed.”

Narra scoffed, hardly resisting the urge to roll her eyes. “It is never an inconvenience to help you.” Though in truth, many
 inconveniences had come of their time together, she didn’t want Marina to think that. Her cheeks warmed. She hadn’t realized until now how much the princess was changing her, how much she was forcing her to feel.

A smile lit Marina’s cheeks—not quite as bruised as before. She must have used the Talcotta salve, as hardly any yellow remained. The princess leaned forward suddenly, her arms wrapping around Narra’s neck. Their bodies pressed together, warm and gentle. Marina’s hot breath brushed her hair, tickling her neck.

“Thank you, Narra.” Something warm pressed against her jaw, close to her ear. Heat rose inside her stomach, and into her chest. But it wasn’t anger this time. It was something she’d only ever felt before when forced into a hallucinatory cocktail at the Dollhouse.

Marina hugged her for several long moments before pulling back. Narra’s heart skipped as her warmth slowly left. She yearned for the princess’s warmth and touch.

“Marina,” she whispered
.

Before Marina’s hands left Narra’s shoulders, she leaned forward. Her lips pressed against Marina’s soft, pouty lower lip. The princess stilled for a moment before pushing forward.

Narra’s back hit the stone of the alley wall, and Marina snatched her breath with a kiss. Her warmth embraced Narra again, Marina’s soft hands brushing Narra’s collarbone. Sparks flew across her skin, and she gasped.

Narra’s fingers rested gently on the princess’s hips, uncertain where to wander. Soft velvet ran between her fingers. Beneath the gown was Marina’s flesh—one of the three princesses of the empire. How could this be happening? How was this real?

Yet Marina’s sweet lips were the realest thing she’d ever felt.

Her hands wrapped around the princess’s hips, running up her waist and back. Marina gasped, inviting her in. Warm vanilla blossomed on her tongue. Narra couldn’t be sure she had ever tasted anything so sweet.

Marina pressed closer, her hips digging into Narra’s. Heat poured through her every limb. How had she never experienced this before? How had she been so blind to the passion the world could provide?

Footsteps sounded nearby.

Narra rose from the heat as if a bucket of ice water had been dumped over her. She pushed Marina back gently, gasping for air like breaking the surface of a lake.

Heavy boots hit the ground, and the murmur and laugh of two distinct voices echoed down the empty street.

Narra stared wide-eyed at the princess while Marina’s eyebrows furrowed, and her head tilted. She heard them too. The squeal of the trolley overtook the stomp of feet. It rounded the corner from the main street, headed north for the palace. Marina’s way home.

Every thought she’d ever had swirled through her brain. What had just happened? She’d never been so overtaken by anything before. Even when she’d kissed Asher, it hadn’t been like that. Taking a deep breath, Narra fought to tame her emotions.

“I’ve got to go,” Marina whispered
.

Narra looked up. Marina’s cheeks were pink, and her lips smiled. So, it wasn’t just Narra who’d been having these feelings all along.

She nodded. “The trolley.” Narra couldn’t think of anything else to say.

Marina’s grin widened and she turned for her ride. Stepping from the shadows, Marina waved to the driver. The brakes squealed as it lurched to a stop. An elderly man greeted her from his seat.

The princess paused at the door, and looked over her shoulder, bronze curls framing her beautiful face. She smiled at Narra one last time before stepping aboard, the light click of her heels all too familiar. The doors closed behind her.

Marina was safe, and on her way home. She should be all right at the palace, surrounded by guards, even if those same guards had failed her before. Narra took another deep breath. Now that she was fairly certain of the princess’s well-being, she had a mission to complete.

Though she could hardly fathom a heist after such an encounter, she steeled herself. She’d made a commitment to the Guild and the initiates. She’d uphold their rituals at all costs. They were her family—more importantly, Erik was her family. She couldn’t risk disappointing him further.

Narra returned to the shadows of the alley. It was time to get to the casino and the First Mission before it was too late.
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he tall Rupan casino occupied several blocks at the center of the shopping district. While the mammoth of a complex occupied a good chunk of real estate, it was also taller than all the surrounding buildings, four stories high with stone chiseled into foreign curves. It stuck out among the brick and mortar of the neighboring dress shops, grocers, and courier.

Two arched stairways rose on either side of the front platform, leading to a wide entry. Two thick wooden doors blocked the archway, tall bushy plants on either side. A gold statue of a foreign deity occupied the space between the stairs. A long courtyard spread out before it, trees lining the path.

Narra shook her head as she skirted the obnoxious structure. She’d only been inside a half dozen times, mostly looking for information on wealthy clients.

The narrow alleys on either side of the building were blocked by a black iron fence. She took it at a running start, her boots slapping against the cobblestone until she leapt. She caught the top of the iron bars, just below the pointed arrows sitting on top of each. She pulled herself up and swung over, her heart pounded by the time she landed
.

Though security was heavy inside, the same couldn’t be said for the back of the building. Shadows lay heavy on the narrow alley. It was much later than she thought. Only the stars lit her path until she emerged at the back, where two large loading bay doors stood aloft. She had to hurry.

Deep voices murmured from within. Narra stuck to the dark corners of the loading bay, slipping beneath the door closest to the cobblestone. A large, open room filled with crates of every size spread out around her. At the far end a small office held a dim light. Two men spoke within, their voices still muffled at a distance.

Narra and Erik had come up with this plan a long time ago. The casino vault stood at the center of the complex encased in cement with a steel door about ten inches thick. There’d be no busting it down, blowing it up, or otherwise completing the mission without alerting security and every patrolman in the city. In this case, they needed stealth. The old air ducts gave them the space they needed.

Slipping through the open space, Narra worked her way through the rows of crates to the staircase at the back, leading to the second floor catwalk.

She glanced between her destination, a grate high on the second-floor wall, and the small office off the loading bay. She couldn’t risk being caught, not when the initiates and Erik were inside.

Her heart pounded in her ears as she reached the second floor. The grate was already unscrewed, but returned to its place. Good. Then no one knew they were inside.

She reached for the metal. Cold iron brushed her fingertips. She urged it from the wide rectangular duct. It slid free, toppling for her head. She grabbed it before it hit her, and set it against the wall.

With the loading bay occupied, she’d have to send two initiates back to take care of them. It’d make the rest of their mission much simpler.

Wrapping her fingers around the duct, Narra hoisted herself up. Her muscles strained beneath her weight and her boots scraped the wall. She gritted her teeth
.


Come on, Narra
, her father’s voice whispered. She shook her head. Not the time.

She pulled with all of her might, lifting herself up and into the duct. Cold pressed against her palms, but didn’t quite touch her shoulders or head. She was suddenly thankful the Rupan’s enjoyed their lavish architecture—it made for large air ducts and easy thieving.

Steadying her breathing, Narra climbed to her hands and knees. She slithered inside, gently placing each hand, and knee against the iron. It didn’t creak or squeal. Good. Quality craftsmanship.

The shaft narrowed as she continued past a junction, forcing her to duck her head. Metal pressed against her shoulders and stole her breath.

A scream echoed through the confined space.

Her eyes widened and she looked ahead.

She could hardly see a foot in front of her nose. Darkness clung to the shaft. What was going on? Had that been one of the initiates?

Another cry sent her scrambling ahead. No, no, no. This was the First Mission for these initiates. What could have gone wrong?

Her knees and elbows scraped the walls as she surged ahead. Cries of pain and moans of agony drifted through the vents. The clash of swords grew audible.


Emperor’s ancestors
, what was going on?

Her heart pounded in her ears. Dim light appeared in the distance, flooding through another grate. The vault.

Gritting her teeth, she moved as fast as she could, her fingers itching for her daggers. She had to help them with whatever was going on. It was her duty to protect the initiates.

A bang interrupted the chaos of her thoughts. She froze. The iron reverberated beneath her bare fingers, sending a shiver down her spine. Someone was in the vents. Narra reached for a dagger at her bicep. The cold metal calmed her racing heart.

She slipped forward more carefully. The vibrations had come from ahead at a neighboring junction. She crept forward, her body 
pressed as close to the right side of the vent as she could. A shadow appeared.

Narra lunged, dagger flashing for the figure.

Blue eyes cut through the darkness.

She stopped, her breath exploding from her lungs in a relieved gasp. Erik. Blood soaked his hair and cheeks. He trembled, his eyes wide. Ancestors
.

“Erik,” she whispered. Sheathing her dagger, she inched forward until they were mere inches apart. “What happened?”

He shook his head slowly, jamming his eyes shut. “Narra.” His voice broke. “I-I-I c-couldn’t—” Her gaze flew to the light shining in from the grate at the end of the narrow tunnel. “I went back out to wait for you, a-and then I heard screaming. By the time I got there, there were so many dead. S-so many. Then I heard a bunch of footsteps rushing toward the vault, so I crawled back into the vent.”

Her heart plummeted and her skin chilled. “Whose blood is that?”

Tears welled in her best friend’s eyes.

“Who’s blood is that
?” she snapped. Narra grabbed Erik’s collar and forced him to face her. A lone tear left a track through the blood.

“Everyone’s. All of them.” His voice was small, almost inaudible.

“No.” She released him and scrambled through the space.

Muffled laughter filtered in, echoing through the hollow shaft.

Within inches of the grate, Erik’s cold fingers wrapped around her ankle, but his warning came too late.

Red bathed the enormous vault. The thick steel door was ajar, revealing a dozen army corporals. With their swords drawn, they stepped between the bodies of the initiates—her
 initiates—and poked at them with their toes.

Tears stung her eyes. Her breath caught in her throat.


A commander leads. A commander protects.
 Her father’s voice whispered, leaving a long ringing sound echoing in her ears. A commander must always protect her initiates, Narra
.

A tall man with wide shoulders, a square jaw, and dark brown eyes prodded the moaning body of one of the initiates—one of the 
young Boomer boys who’d blown up the warehouses of Old Town in order to win.

The man grinned, flashing his teeth as he looked over his shoulder. He pointed his blade at the boy. “We’ve got a live one!”

The others laughed. They were enjoying
 this. Her initiates were suffering, and they were chuckling like they weren’t brutal murderers.

Embers bubbled in her gut, and flames flared to life in her chest. Her teeth snapped together and she jerked forward to lunge from the tunnel.

Erik’s cold fingers yanked her back.

She shot a glare over her shoulder. Anger seethed through her teeth with every hot breath.

“No,” he whispered.

Narra couldn’t speak. Her chest tightened. She pulled her ankle from his grasp.

Erik’s eyes widened. He shot forward before she could move another inch. His hands gripped her calves, her thighs, her hips, pulling her back until his weight crushed her. She growled, shooting her elbow into his gut.

He grunted, but didn’t let go.

“Erik,” she hissed. His hand covered her mouth. Copper blossomed on her lips.

“I won’t let you die, Narra,” he murmured against her ear, breath hot against her hair. “I won’t let you die.” His voice broke.

The corporal with the wicked grin turned back to the Boomer. The boy was no more than seventeen, possibly younger. She didn’t know him or the others well, even if she had done some of their training. Still, they were children. They didn’t deserve this fate.

“Who wants the kill?” The corporal swung around to face his comrades, holding his sword aloft. The tip of the blade nearly brushed the cement ceiling. “Anyone?”

They chuckled and nudged one another like this was all some kind of joke.

“More for me then.” The man winked.

Narra gasped against Erik’s warm hand
.

She recognized the man. With his straight nose, wide jaw, tall stature, and dark eyes, it had to be him. He looked just like his father.

Ezriel.

Narra’s fists clenched. Him
. Asher was wrong. Ezriel needed to die. Not only did he kill innocent men, and rape women, but now he was a slayer of children.

Her fists trembled against the cold iron vent. She’d kill him. But a quick death wouldn’t be enough. Not now.

Ezriel pulled back his sword and stuck it through the boy’s left eye. Blood gushed from his socket, flowing down his bronze cheek. His mouth gaped for a moment before he stilled. Ezriel withdrew his sword and wiped the blood on the Boomer boy’s jacket. Her stomach soured and her eyes burned.

A commander protects.

She shook her head to push away her father’s voice. She was supposed to protect the initiates. She was supposed to keep them safe, but instead, she’d led them to the slaughter.

Her heart skipped as she glanced between the soldiers. A man with silver hair lurked in the back. Her fists clenched. Not again. You aren’t real
. She squeezed her eyes shut, and when she opened them again, he was gone.

“Is that all?” he asked the crowd of soldiers. “The Thieves
 really have gone downhill.”

The others laughed.

They thought these children were the real
 Thieves? She’d prove to him just how strong the Guild really was. He wouldn’t live to see the light of day.

“We need to go,” Erik whispered.

Narra shook her head slowly.

“We’ll kill him, Narra. But not yet.”

She glanced back at her friend. Inches from her face, his steely gaze held hers. His jaw hardened. For the first time she saw murder in his eyes, the same intention she assumed was reflected in her own. They’d do this together.

Narra nodded
.

Erik held her eyes for another long moment before slowly slipping from her back. He had to be sure she wouldn’t dive from the vent the second he moved. But she wouldn’t. She couldn’t leave Erik alone in this world, not yet. And she certainly couldn’t let Ezriel see another sunrise.

Once the pressure of his limbs left her legs, she took one last look at the bloodbath inside the vault, and Ezriel’s smug face, burning the image into her mind so she’d never again question her resolve. Narra inched back, following the duct to a junction where they could easily turn. Erik led the way, his knees quietly scraping the iron. A trail of blood followed, but in the dark she could see no injury.

Her pulse pounded in her ears. She hoped Erik hadn’t been stabbed, or worse by those men. Injuring Erik would only add to the burning pyre growing inside her, an inferno ready to be unleashed.

Several minutes passed in silence. The laughter of the soldiers grew distant as they reached the loading bay. Erik glanced out of the vent before slipping out. He half tumbled, half swung from sight.

Narra quirked an eyebrow, almost tempted to joke about his clumsiness. His head popped back into view as she reached the end. Blood smeared across his face. She swallowed her comment.

“Here.” Erik offered his hands so she didn’t meet the same tumbling fate.

She took them, his fingers warm and rough against hers. Pulling her torso from the vent, she braced herself on Erik’s shoulders. He helped her out, setting her on the ground with a soft grunt. She must be heavy with all the weapons on her.

Her heart ached as she took the stairs to the loading bay below. All the initiates were gone. For the first time in history, no new blood would fill the Guildhalls.

And it was all her fault.

If she had been on time, would their fate have been different? Her fists clenched. She would have fought, would have killed every soldier present. At least a few initiates would have gotten away. If only Marina hadn’t taken off when she did.

Narra bit back a sigh as they reached the stone floor. The men in 
the back room were gone, but the warm lantern light remained. She led the way under the loading bay door half rolled into the ceiling, slipping into the shadows of the alley.

Sirens tore through the silence.

She froze.

“Patrolmen.” Erik’s eyes flew wide.

Narra nodded.

The tall brick building marking the other side of the alley blocked the road from sight. They raced down the passage, the sirens growing closer. The iron fence blocking their path stood ajar. Narra skidded to a halt, flashing her arm out to stop Erik. He collided with her palm before skidding to a stop. His breath fogged the air.

Two Patrolmen stood at the gate, motioning to the back of the building, while a security guard clad in black nodded along, handing them a ring of keys.

“Ancestors
,” she hissed. Narra stepped back into the shadows.

“It’s only two,” Erik whispered, but he joined in her retreat.

“We can take them,” she agreed.

They returned to the back side of the building before the two Patrolmen stepped through the gate.

The flat cobblestone expanse held no hiding places, no alcoves, and no shadows to dive into. Her heart raced. She glanced at Erik as his eyes widened. He’d realized the same thing. They’d have to take down the Patrolmen at the corner, and hope no one saw them from the road.

Narra tapped his elbow gently, and nodded toward the smooth stone wall beside the bay doors. Erik followed. She pressed her back to the stone. Erik did the same. His shoulder brushed hers. She took a deep breath to still her racing heart. She had to stay calm and listen.

She closed her eyes. Two distinct sets of boots walked the alley. One was more hesitant with slightly longer pauses between his steps, while the second charged forward.

Pulling a dagger from her belt, she waited. The brush of cotton on cotton grew louder. Heavy boots pounded the ground. Just a bit closer
.

She held her breath.

A shadow rounded the corner. Now!


Narra leapt on the first man, driving her fist into his cheek as she pushed him to the ground. The second man gasped, but Erik was already on him.

The young patrolman, perhaps a year or two younger than her, gasped as he hit the ground. She slammed her knuckles into his nose. Blood spurted from his nostrils.

He reached for the hilt of his sword. She leaned back, flipping from her crouch and back to her feet.

The soldier stood. He was fast. She was faster. Her boot slammed into his knee. He cried out as his leg collapsed beneath him. Narra spun in a roundhouse kick, knocking him into the brick wall with a thump
. His head cracked off the wall and he hit the ground hard.

Narra took a breath and straightened.

Erik swept the second patrolman’s feet from under him. His back slammed against the ground and an audible crack cut the silence of the alley. She stepped in to help, but before she made it two steps, a pool of blood slowly encircled the patrolman’s head. He stared sightless up at the sky.

Her best friend froze, staring wide-eyed at the patrolman.

She recognized that look. Her stomach soured.

He might have just killed a man for the first time. Narra took his arm and gently turned his face away. Her heart hammered her ribs.

“We should go,” she said. He met her eyes, and Narra nearly winced under the pressure of his shock. She held his gaze until he nodded. He’d have time to sort through his confusion once they escaped to the rooftops.

“Let’s go,” he said, his voice husky.

Narra released his arm and led the way. Yanking her hood back over her hair, Narra fled down the alley to the main road. The bright lights of the courtyard passed on their right. Two bronze-plated steamwagons pulled up onto the lawn. Several Patrolmen, a detective, and a lieutenant stood by the stairs. Men clad in blue rushed up and down the stairs to the casino
.

“This way,” she whispered. They slipped through the shadows and onto the street. Out in the open, she broke into a run. Her boots hit the stone street quietly, while Erik’s loud shadow followed.

A block later, she let her grappling hook loose. The metal clanged against the brick chimney of a two-story dress shop. Lights in the second-floor apartment lit the windows, but no shadows moved within.

She hit the retract button. Torn from the street, she flew through the air, wind rushing against her ears. For a single moment, silence encased her, the perfect moment of serenity where all the chaos of the world fell away. Then her ascent ceased and her boots hit the roof, shattering her clarity.

Erik landed next to her with a thump. She shoved the grappling hook back in her belt and walked the slanted roof. The shops were close on this side of the street, pressed together with no room for alleys. She moved from the slanted shingles of the dress shop to the flat expanse of a parchment store.

Crouching in the shadow of the steepled roof next door, she scanned the front of the casino. Dozens of Patrolmen walked the yard, two more heading towards the back of the building. They’d find their coworkers and hopefully stop the bleeding in time.

Narra glanced at Erik crouching beside her. His lips pressed in a thin, white line. His eyes stayed glued to the dark alley. He felt bad for hurting that man, and possibly killing him. But it couldn’t be helped—it was an accident after all.

“It wasn’t your fault,” she said. Though her words might not help, she hoped her attempt at comfort might.

Erik smiled, but his gaze didn’t warm. “I know.”

Narra searched his expression. She’d never been great at reading people, though with Erik she could at least make an educated guess. He might know it wasn’t his fault, but he’d still blame himself.

Sighing, Narra turned back to the casino.

A group of soldiers walked out the front doors.

She froze, her teeth snapping together. This was their fault, but mostly it was Ezriel’s. His bloodlust must have started it, drove these 
soldiers to it. How could Asher defend him? How could he believe any good remained within this man?

Her teeth ground together and she narrowed her eyes. The soldiers descended the stairs, laughing and slapping each other on the back. They stopped briefly to speak with the detective at the base of the stairs. They stood before the gold deity with great wings exploded from his back and who’s harsh gaze stared down upon them.

Even if she had no firm belief in gods, she hoped whichever one this was would smite them. If not, would Srah serve justice? Would Ashra deliver vengeance?

She shook her head.

Narra didn’t need the gods for either of those things. She’d avenge them herself.


The soldiers piled
 into a steamcarriage and left for a nearby bar. Their raucous laughter drifted out of the machine’s back, while Narra crouched on a roof across the street. It had been easy for Erik and her to follow them with their grappling hooks. Once they’d arrived and were sure the soldiers would stay for some time, Erik took off to find a change of clothes and clean the blood from his skin and hair. If they needed to enter the bar for some reason they’d be too conspicuous with him drenched in the initiates’ blood.

Narra shook her head and sat back on the slanted shingles. With the streetlamps so far away, she was nearly invisible on the roof.

Ezriel had leapt from the steamcarriage first, followed by his lackeys. They had entered the two-story wooden structure with an arched roof and wide sloping windows. Roars of laughter and a stream of golden light had spilled from the bar as they’d opened the front door.

The killers had disappeared inside and Erik had flown off in search of new clothes, leaving Narra to her solitude.

All she needed to do was wait on the roof. Eventually, Ezriel had to leave. As soon as he did, they’d be upon him. But Narra wouldn’t kill him—not yet. His fate had been sealed the moment he laid a 
hand on one of the Guild initiates. The Thieves would not let this go. There were worse fates than death, and Ezriel was about to find out.

Her blade would have been merciful by comparison.

Taking a deep breath, she stilled her pounding heart. She slipped her pistol from her belt. No, not her pistol, her father’s. Hers had been lost to the empire when they took her into custody. Narra sighed.

“You’ll get your own one day,” she remembered her father saying as she clutched the revolver to her chest at twelve-years-old. At the time, it felt heavy in her hands, like the weight of the world was contained within the gold plating.

Now, it might as well be a paperweight, light in her practiced fingers. The long barrel glinted in the moonlight. She gripped the bronze handle, smooth in her clammy hands. At the base of the shaft, in front of the safety, QR had been carved into the metal. Quinn Reiner.

The thief-for-hire had been gone for only a few days, yet so much had happened. Would things have been different if he’d never gone to that train? Would he still be alive, or would her uncle have found some other reason to kill him? She shook her head. His death affected her nearly as much as his life had. Heat welled in her chest. She hated him. She hated him as much in death as she had in life.

Her fist tightened around the pistol.

There was so much she’d never known and would never get to ask. Why had he chosen to stay the Guild Master? Why hadn’t he passed it down to her like her mother wanted?


The Guild Master is the best of thieves; the cleverest, most cunning of us all. You’d never suspect him of the position, and maybe that’s the point.
 Her father’s meaning made sense now. She had never suspected him of being the Guild Master. He was an abusive drunk, but under the surface he’d been more than she ever imagined, even if he’d taken the position from her.

Narra’s knuckles went white around the grip of the revolver. Was she not good enough to be Guild Master? Not strong enough? Too heartless like the initiates claimed when they thought she wasn’t listening
?

She scoffed.

If having a heart were a prerequisite to being the Guild Master, her father was truly unsuitable for the position. She shook her head. No. Quinn had kept the position because above all else he valued power. That had to be why he dehumanized her. Why he trained her to be so hardened. She could find no other explanation.

The crack of metal on brick startled her from her thoughts. Her heart jumped. The tell-tale swoosh of Erik’s swing followed. She stilled. It was just her friend. His boots hit the top of the arch and his grappling hook retracted with a thunk
.

“Anything yet?” he asked. His feet scraped against the shingles as he slid down beside her.

“Nothing,” she said.

Erik sat back; his feet braced on the stone lip of the roof, just like hers.

“That’s too bad.” He smiled. “I was kind of hoping you’d killed him already.”

She couldn’t help the quirk of her lips. “Not yet.”

Erik scanned the street below while she inspected his hardened jaw. He wasn’t lying. He did wish she’d killed him. Narra returned her gaze to the bar across the wide cobblestone street.

She wouldn’t kill him, not yet. The Guild needed justice first.

The door to the bar creaked open, filling the street with laughter once again. Narra froze. One soldier stepped outside, a pipe in his hands. He walked several feet from the building before pulling a matchbox from his pocket. He swiped it across the stripe. A small orange flame lit his young face. He lit the tobacco, or whatever it was, and inhaled. Smoke fogged the air with every breath. He shook the small match until the flame winked out, and then flicked it at the street.

Her shoulders relaxed and she returned her father’s pistol to its holster.

“If only Ezriel shared the same vices.” Erik waved at the man below.

“If only,” she agreed
.

The front entrance creaked open again. Another soldier with a wide jaw, dark hair, and straight nose stepped outside.

Both Narra and Erik froze. Her fists tightened around a dagger at her hip. Ezriel
. Flames licked her chest and burned up her throat. She gritted her teeth against the heat and stood.

Erik grabbed her wrist. “We should sneak up from the east.”

Narra nodded. “Let’s take the escape ladder down.”

Erik agreed.

She led the way to the opposite side of the roof, where an iron ladder clung to the side of the building. The narrow alley below drowned in shadows.

Narra swung from the roof onto the ladder. Cold burned her palms as she slid to the alley floor three stories below. She stepped back from the street, heart pounding. They’d circle the block and come up on the other side of the bar, right behind the two soldiers. Ezriel would never see them coming.

Erik hit the ground with a soft thump
 before he joined Narra at the far end of the narrow alley. Brick rose on either side, hardly two feet of space for them to pass.

They emerged on the next street over—empty. It only took a few minutes to race through the alleys, cross the street, and work their way to the back of the bar. Light filtered out every first floor window, revealing a wide room filled with military men, bar maidens, and plenty of weapons.

Narra glanced back at Erik. He stared at a long rifle leaning against the wall beside the front door. They’d have to take Ezriel quietly, or they’d never get away without a firefight.

“Go around the other side of the building.” Narra motioned to the back of the wooden structure. “Come out the other side. While you distract them, I’ll knock out Ezriel. By the time the smoker turns around you’ll be close enough to do the same.”

Erik nodded. “Sounds like a plan.”

Without question, he took off for the other side of the bar. Once his shadow disappeared around the corner, Narra ducked beneath 
the windowsills until she reached the front corner of the building. She plastered her back to the wall and waited.

“Want a puff?” the smoker asked.

“Sure.” A long pause followed, then a heavy exhale. “Good stuff.”

“Snatched a bit from the casino.”

Ezriel chuckled. “Those Rupans know their stuff.”

They both laughed.

“Hello there, gentlemen,” Erik said.

Narra smiled. She peeked around the corner. Both Ezriel and the smoker faced her best friend. While Ezriel took another puff on the wooden pipe, the smoker reached for the short sword at his hip.

“Nice evening isn’t it?” Erik continued, a wide grin on his face. Though his smile conveyed sincerity, his eyes screamed rage.

She stepped out from behind the corner.

“A bit chilly.” Ezriel shrugged.

Erik’s jaw hardened at the same moment as hers. Ezriel’s cavalier attitude was infuriating. She reached for a dagger, just in case.

“Who are you?” the smoker growled, his voice raspy.

Narra lunged. She slammed her boot into the back of Ezriel’s kneecap. He tumbled to the ground with a yelp. The smoker whipped around. Erik leapt, pulling his short sword from within his cloak. He smashed the hilt into the back of the man’s head.

“What in Srah’s name—” Ezriel gasped

“This is for the Guild,” Narra cut him off. She slammed her boot into his face.

The corporal collapsed, out cold.

Narra took a steadying breath. “That went well.”

“Better than expected,” Erik agreed.

A crash from within the bar had them both spinning for the windows. Through the small front window Narra could see two soldiers fighting inside. She sighed with relief.

“Let’s get out of here before they’re thrown out,” Erik said.

Narra nodded. “Let’s get back to the Guild.”
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arra slammed her boot into Ezriel’s spine, propelling him through the arched sewer passage. He collapsed on the dirt floor of the Den, groaning as he rolled onto his back.

More than a dozen thieves occupied the open space, angry scowls and tears on their faces.

“Meet Corporal Ezriel Grayson,” Narra began. She tilted her chin up, rage coursing through every inch of her being. Her breath hissed out between her teeth. “He killed thirteen initiates. Thirteen
 of our children
.”

It had taken Narra and Erik a few hours to return to the Guild with Ezriel in tow. With his hands bound and mouth gagged, he glanced between the thieves. His eyes didn’t widen and he didn’t shake. He wasn’t afraid of them, but he should be. What kind of sociopath was he? When he had woken on the way back, he’d laughed, and even now when about to face punishment for his crimes, he didn’t even bat an eye.

The thieves shifted, murmurs passing through the crowd.

“What is this?” Graves emerged from one of the eastern passages, hair mussed and sleep crusting his eyes. His thick eyebrows furrowed 
as the other thieves parted to let the man through. “What’s happened? Why are you back so soon?”

Narra nodded at Ezriel. “He killed them all.”

“What
?” Graves’ eyes flew wide.

A deep rumble, muffled by the gag, flowed from the corporal. Sparks lit her veins. Erik stepped in front of her, slamming his boot into the man’s stomach. Ezriel coughed violently, curling in on himself.

“Murderer!” Claudia screamed from the western passage.

The dark-haired woman pushed through the crowd. Tears filled her eyes. She joined the other commanders, fists shaking at her sides.

“Those children were our future
,” Claudia hissed. She crouched next to the corporal, her head tilted like an angry tiger. Her lips pulled back in a snarl. Never had Narra seen Claudia so enraged. Her outer turmoil mirrored Narra’s inner inferno. Her dark gaze whipped up to meet Narra’s. “He killed all
 thirteen?” Her voice broke.

Narra’s jaw hardened. Had Claudia somehow been involved with one of the initiates? “Yes.”

Like a lioness, Claudia pounced. Her fingers wrapped around the corporal’s jacket, yanking him to his knees. “You’ll suffer
 for taking my Damien.”

Damien. She recognized the name. One of the older boys, perhaps with the Brains. Claudia’s anguish suddenly made sense.

Murmurs of rage passed through the other members, whispers of how to best kill the man. Drawn and quartered. Hung. Drowned. Bled out. He deserved any punishment the Guild saw fit. He deserved worse.


Kill him
, her father whispered. Narra bit her tongue. She planned on it.

Erik’s hand wrapped around her bicep, squeezing to get her attention. She met his blue gaze. “This is going to get out of hand.”

Narra worked her jaw while Claudia threw Ezriel back on the floor. She stood and drew her twin daggers, long curved blades with jeweled hilts.

“There’s no going back if you let this continue,” Erik warned
.

Narra yanked her arm from his grasp. Her father’s voice was right for once. It was
 time to kill him. She glared at her best friend. “Whatever he gets will be too good for him, Erik.” She turned her gaze on the others. “Gather the commanders. We’ll meet now to decide the novin scum’s fate.”

Claudia nodded—her eyes wild, tears staining her cheeks with kohl. She shifted from foot to foot, guarding her prey.

“Graves, gather the others,” Narra said. The man nodded and took off the way he’d come, back to August’s workshop.

“We should kill him here and now
!” one of the older members bellowed. Rage shook his limbs. If she remembered correctly, his youngest brother was one of the initiates.

She shook her head. “Not yet.”

He shot forward. Narra drew her dagger. He stopped inches from her face, her knife at his throat. “He killed my brother
.”

“I know,” she whispered. Tears welled in his eyes. “But we won’t give him a swift end.”

Understanding blossomed on his face. He nodded and stepped back.

Narra waited until he retreated a few steps before sheathing her dagger. “Bring him to the saloon.”

Erik stepped forward. He yanked Ezriel to his feet. The corporal winced, but grinned and chuckled behind his gag—her gun cleaning rag stuck in his mouth. Erik growled and shoved him against the wall, breaking his smile.

“Shut up.” Erik took him by the arm and led the way to the saloon passage. The other thieves shoved him as he passed through the crowd, snapping slurs and curses, while others spit in the corporal’s face.

Narra followed. Though fire burned in her chest and gut, calm lay over her mind. Finally, Ezriel was caught. He’d pay for Marina, and for the Guild children. She’d see to it the other commanders wouldn’t go easy. Erik was right; there was no coming back from this. She wasn’t sure she’d want to anyway.

Warm candlelight bathed the saloon in amber. Wax dripped from 
the chandelier, amassing in a large clump of white at the center of the meeting table. Erik shoved Ezriel inside, forcing him into one of the oak chairs by the bar. He spun the chair to face the table and her throne, the legs scraping against the floor.

Claudia took her seat, slamming her daggers on the table as she sat. Graves returned then, twisting his moustache, eyes wide as he slipped more calmly onto his chair. Though six of the dead initiates had been his, he didn’t look angry. Instead his fingers tapped the oak table—anxious. It had been a long time since something so grave had plagued the Guild.

In the past, Emperor Zaneth had used their services many times—until his own son, the current Emperor Malek, hanged him for his association with the Guild. The dark mark in history had sent the Thieves underground, where the intricacy of the sewers protected them. The irony wasn’t lost on her. The very man to sentence his own father to death for an association with the Guild had contracted them to guard whatever package he’d been keeping on that train. What a hypocrite.

“Claudia!” Klaus stormed through the door, flying to his sister’s side. So her brother had known about her affair. Claudia burst into tears in Klaus’s arms. He embraced her, gently stroking her hair and whispering assurances.

Clint joined them next, his dark shadow slipping in nearly unnoticed in the low light. He met her gaze, his black eyes unreadable. “This is him?”

She nodded.

His gaze hardened as he glared across the wide room. Clint stalked across the saloon, his boots and clothes not even causing a whisper of sound. He stopped half a foot in front of Ezriel, whose head lolled up to meet Clint’s stone gaze. The commander pulled the gag from his lips, and tossed it to the ground. He didn’t say a word, simply stared long and hard.

Her fingers brushed the cold steel at her hips. Would Clint try and kill the man himself?

Without a word, Clint turned on his heels and marched back to 
the meeting table to take his seat. Her hands relaxed on her daggers. She met Erik’s gaze across the room. Sweat trickled down his temples. He lowered his hand from his weapon as well. He’d thought Clint might try something too.

The door slammed shut.

“Never in all my years with the Guild,” August bellowed. He slammed his cane down on the round center table. “Not since Zaneth’s reign has something of this magnitude occurred—and to the initiates
.” He shook his head. His knuckles went white clutched around the hilt of his cane.

Ezriel chuckled, drawing all eyes to him.

“You miserable boy
!” August smashed his fist on the table. Ezriel’s smirk remained. “You’re going to die here. Act like it.”

“If you were going to kill me, you would have already.” Ezriel quirked an eyebrow, a half-grin plastered on his face.

August rounded the table and stopped in front of Ezriel. He slammed his fist into Ezriel’s cheek, throwing the corporal back in his chair. Narra froze. She’d never seen August angry before, let alone strike someone.

“When Lady Death comes for you, you’ll think it a blessing.” August stormed back to his seat, but he didn’t sit. His fists shook against the tabletop. His white knuckles turned red.

“What do we do in this sort of situation?” Klaus asked. He’d sat down during August’s outburst, but remained close to his sister. Claudia straightened. Her tears had ceased, returning the murder to her eyes.

“An extermination,” August said.

Narra raised an eyebrow. An extermination? She’d never heard of such a thing. Then again, something like this hadn’t happened to the Guild in decades, maybe even centuries.

She sat on her throne, crossing one leg over the other. She set her father’s pistol on the wide arm of the chair. Glancing at her rag, dirtied on the floor, she wished she’d found something else to gag the killer with.

“An extermination like this hasn’t been done since the Century of 
Blood,” Clint said, his voice lower than usual. His gloved fingers tapped the table. He nodded. “An acceptable punishment.”

Graves cleared his throat. “Are you sure it’s the only way?”

“For those of us who aren’t ancient
, what is an extermination
?” Claudia growled.

August stared her down, his gaze hardened. “Every member of the Guild is to take turns delivering Ashra’s revenge. It’s called a death of a thousand cuts.”

Claudia smirked and leveled her gaze at Ezriel over her shoulder.

The corporal glared back at them, his lips twisted in a frown.

“Where is your smile now?” she mocked.
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While Erik
 and the other commanders prepared Ezriel for his fate—tying him to the chair against his many protests—Narra watched and waited. He deserved this end. He deserved to suffer. The bloodbath at the vault flashed before her eyes. So much red
. It had drowned the floor and their young faces. She’d hardly known them, yet in the brief moments they hadn’t been terrified of her, she had shared a drink with one in the saloon, and coached another to wield a dagger properly, and taught another how to quiet his footsteps on uneven terrain. The Guild had put her in charge of initiating these children. In a way, they were hers and now they were gone.

Even as she glared daggers at the corporal, her heart ached and twisted. Asher would hate her for this. If he ever got to see his son again, the body would be nearly unrecognizable. A death of a thousand cuts. The punishment would seem cruel if delivered to another. But Ezriel was a serial killer and a rapist.

Fire consumed her heart, lungs, and abdomen. It pushed hot air from her throat, sped up her heart and her breathing. She bit her tongue against the flames and the tears that stung her eyes.

Let Asher hate her. He’d already done enough.

With ropes securing Ezriel’s arms, legs, and waist to the wooden 
chair, the commanders stepped away. Erik ushered in the rest of the Guild, who’d been gathered during the preparation.

Erik’s gaze met hers over the heads of the dozens who flowed inside. His brows cinched together. He thought Ezriel’s fate cruel—obnoxious. Erik had never been cruel. He’d never been able to do what he had to. He couldn’t kill his father, and he couldn’t kill Ezriel either. Though their evils were on different levels, Erik didn’t see it that way. He saw injustice without a trial. He saw punishment without law.

Narra averted her gaze. It was too late now.

August joined her on the platform that held Narra’s throne. The murmurs of the other thieves hushed as he raised a hand.

“A death of a thousand cuts is a ritual from the early days of the Thieves Guild,” he began. His fingers trembled on his gold-plated cane. “It has been passed down through the ages, a mode of extermination only used on the worst of the worst. Though it has been used in the past to end the lives of those who’ve committed terrible acts against the Guild—from a thief killing a commander, to stealing contracts from the fold—we also use it for justice.” Whispers of agreement sprung through the crowd. August tilted his chin up and he faced Ezriel. “Today we will get justice for our fallen initiates. May Lady Death have mercy on your soul.”

The shing
 of daggers being drawn from their sheathes echoed in the hollow space. Her heart raced. She rose to her feet at August’s side.

“Give it all you have,” she said. The tears welling behind her eyes finally dissipated, leaving her with the heat of her internal fire. “But I
 get the kill.”

August nodded solemnly. “Let us begin.”

Claudia stepped forward first, her twin daggers brandished. Ezriel’s jacket had been removed, leaving him in a simple button up shirt. She tore it open, buttons flying in every direction. Holding her daggers in an X, she smirked at the boy.

“This is for Damien.” The knives sliced through his skin like 
butter. His cry filled the sudden quiet in the saloon. Blood welled in the deep cuts, dripping down his bare chest.

August stepped off the platform and joined the other commanders surrounding the corporal. Klaus went next, his short sword in hand. He glared at Ezriel for a long moment before lowering his blade to the corporal’s cheek. The sharp edge pressed in, and Ezriel groaned through his teeth as Klaus drew his blade down the man’s cheekbone.

Narra stepped down from her throne and left the saloon. Groans of agony followed her steps, each cry deeper than the next. She closed her eyes against the sound.


This is what he deserves
, her father whispered.

Her eyes flashed open. He was right. Narra emerged in the Den, empty with all the thieves in the saloon. Two curved stone benches sat at the center of the space. Though typically occupied upon her entry, they were open for the taking. She took a seat, the smooth stone was cold even through her clothes.

Ezriel screamed.

Narra rolled her shoulders and clasped her hands together, resting her elbows on her knees. His death would take a long time. It wouldn’t be a swift end. She’d wait for her kill. She’d list his crimes, force his confession, and then end his life.

His would be the fourth death on her hands.

It wasn’t likely to be the last.
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Hours rolled by,
 groans turning to screams, screams turning to pleas for mercy. Erik joined her not long after she’d went to the Den. He sat beside her, silent as death. Though his presence was typically comforting, his warmth was a constant reminder of his disapproval.

The irritation only fueled her fire.

When Clint finally came for her, she rose without a word. Erik didn’t follow. His shoulders stiffened, and his gaze didn’t leave the floor
.

Narra followed the Commander of the Shadows back to the saloon.

Shadows shielded the faces of the Guild members. Blood splattered their clothes. They parted around her like the sea, forming a path to a blood soaked man she hardly recognized. His head lolled forward, his eyes closed. Long cuts sliced every visible piece of skin. Dark lines in his clothes marked those she couldn’t see.


He deserved this
, she reminded herself.

“Corporal Ezriel Grayson,” she said.

His eyelids fluttered open to reveal the same brown gaze she’d come to know from his father. At least he was awake for her to reap his soul.

“You’ve murdered only Srah knows how many. You’ve raped, killed, and placed the blame on everyone but yourself.” Narra paused. She drew a long black dagger from her belt. “Of those, thirteen were Thieves
.” Her breath rushed out, hot on her tongue. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

His brown eyes met hers, startling in color against the bright red of his blood. He smiled. Her heart leapt into her throat to join the burning. The black dagger trembled against his exposed throat.

“You’re a monster,” she whispered. His smile grew.

“You’re about to kill me,” he croaked. “What does that make you?”

Narra’s jaw hardened. She leaned back. Her dagger slid from his neck to point at his chest. The untamed embers of her heart flared. “Lady Death’s hand.”

His smile dropped.

What answer had he been expecting?

“Confess your crimes before the gods and maybe they’ll show you mercy.” Narra pressed the tip of her dagger into his flesh.

Ezriel’s lips pulled back in a snarl. His breath hissed out. “What gods
?”

“It doesn’t matter. If justice is real, then you’ll rot in the circles of hell.”

He scoffed.

She pushed the blade deeper. Dark red gushed between the crimson. 
She wouldn’t go deep enough to kill—not until he confessed what he’d done.

“All right,” he snapped. “I killed your thieves.”

Narra didn’t withdraw her blade. “And?”

“Three corporals, a maid, a few street urchins.” He took a deep breath. “A few thugs, maybe a gangbanger or two.” She twisted the point of her dagger. “That’s all! I swear!”

He tilted his head back to the ceiling, his eyes tightly shut.

“And the woman you raped?” Her knuckles went white on the hilt of her blade.

Ezriel shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

A burst of fire flared inside her. She withdrew her blade in one quick motion. Before he could gasp in relief, she plunged it into his hand. The corporal screamed and flailed, kicking uselessly with his feet. His restraints wouldn’t let him go anywhere.

“Bitch!
” he shouted.

Narra leaned closer. “Confess.”

He growled, glaring into her eyes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

Her fire sent red across her vision. She snarled and yanked the blade away, only to slice it in one quick motion across his throat.

Blood spurted from his neck. He choked, red gushing between his lips. Narra stepped back. Ezriel gagged loudly, the only sound in the still saloon. He fought for air until the blood slowed and his eyes rolled up into his head. His shoulders shook and spasmed. Then he stilled. His head lolled back and the tension drained from his body.

He was dead. Really, and truly dead.

Narra had been death’s hand after all.

Her dagger clattered to the floor, loud in the quiet. She stepped away. Every part of her became heavy. Her limbs sagged. Her heat turned cold. She spun slowly for the door. The thieves parted for her, creating a single path to the door.

Cold spread through her chest and into her lungs. It corrupted her muscles and her bones. Everything was heavy. She trudged from the saloon and back into the Den
.

Erik looked up as she entered. He stood, the stone of his expression turning to concern. His brows pulled together and he rushed to her side.

Her body crumpled beneath her. Erik caught her before she hit the floor, his arms the only thing holding her aloft. She closed her eyes and laid her head against his warm chest.

“Narra,” he whispered.

She buried her face against his cloak. Her chest felt empty. Hollow.

“It’s done,” she said.

Erik nodded slowly.

“Why would he lie about Marina when he confessed to the rest?” Her fingers clutched his cloak. They trembled, completely numb. What was happening to her?

“I don’t know.”

Erik straightened, bringing her with him. He hoisted her arm over his shoulders and gripped her waist to keep her steady.

“It doesn’t make any sense,” she murmured.

“I know.”

Narra found her feet, just barely. Her leaden legs braced against the ground as Erik towed her across the Den to the southern passage. Even the smell of the sewer couldn’t break the nothing inside her. She worked with Erik as best she could, one foot in front of the other.

He led the way to the stairs, helping her up as the feeling gradually returned to her legs. They made it to Alden’s loft—still vacant of her uncle. Without prompting, she collapsed on the red upholstered sofa. The velvet was soft against her cheek. Comforting.

Erik wrapped a furry white blanket around her shoulders and slid to the floor at her feet. He leaned his back against the couch and rested his elbow on his bent knee.


I don’t know what you’re talking about
.

Ezriel’s words echoed in her head. Why would he lie in his final moments? He knew he would die. He told her his crimes, his kills, even the ones she hadn’t known. Yet, when confronted with the reality of Marina, he said nothing
.

Narra buried her face in the soft fur. Fog descended on her brain, leaving her eyelids heavy and her mind distant. She’d never know why he’d lied, because she’d killed him. The fourth person she’d ever ended. Would he be the last?

No. She’d proven to herself that she’d kill in the defense of those she loved and those she cared for. Ezriel wasn’t the first, and wouldn’t be the last.

Maybe Narra was more than just the hand of death. Maybe Ashra had cursed her to this fate.
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T

he fog lifted with the sun, clearing Narra’s conscience of her misdeeds.

A loud bang broke the quiet. Erik cursed, grumbling obscenities as he bounced on one foot, yanking his boot onto the other.

Warm afternoon light spilled through the small circular window at the top of the wall, just beneath the arch of the roof. Narra blinked slowly, the haze of sleep clinging to her brain. She couldn’t remember her dreams, but snippets of blood flashed before her eyes. Red dashed her blade.

Ezriel.

She’d killed him.

Squeezing her eyes shut, she called for the darkness again. She wanted rest, time away from the real world. She wasn’t ready to mourn the Guild’s children, or decipher the corporal’s final words. With Ezriel dead, she’d truly repaid her debt to Marina. But in doing so, she ended the life of Asher’s son. Her heart ached. Why did she care? Why did guilt claw at her heart? She’d done the right thing in ending Ezriel’s existence, but Asher had asked her not to. He’d begged
 her to spare his son
.

And she’d killed him.

Another bang interrupted her thoughts. Her eyes flashed open.

Erik stared at her with a guilty grin. “Apologies,” he said.

Narra sighed and flung the warm fur from her shoulders. Chill air brushed her skin. She shivered. It’d be a cold start to the day.

“It’s late,” she said. Though it had been a long night, they’d slept through the entire morning. The sun had to be high in the sky to filter through the top window. Did Asher know his son was dead yet? She rubbed warmth into her arms.

“It is,” Erik agreed.

She should be the one to tell the general. She owed him that. Her feet froze against the oak floor. It’d break his heart, but at least it’d come from her.

“I have to go.” She stood.

“You just woke up.” Erik leveled her an irritated look.

“I have things to do.”

“You have no contracts, no meetings, and no friends besides me to engage with.” He raised an eyebrow. “Where could you possibly
 be going?”

“To deliver some news.” Narra fetched her discarded cloak from the floor. It lay in a crumpled heap, the black fabric wrinkled from top to bottom. She narrowed her eyes at the cloth. Of course
.

Erik paused. Concern creased his brow. “To whom?”

She clipped the cloak to her shoulders and smoothed her hair. “Ezriel’s father.”

“The general?” Erik gaped. “Why?”

Narra headed for the stairs. She didn’t need to explain herself to Erik or to anyone. Her boots beat the stairs loudly as she descended. Erik followed.

“Narra!” he snapped.

She rounded the corner and passed through the dining room doors. “It’s my duty.”

“Your duty
?” Erik grabbed her wrist and spun her to face him. “Narra, you don’t owe that man a thing
. Your duty is to the Guild. They need you right now.
”

Narra yanked her wrist from his grasp. “No. They don’t.” She turned from her friend and fled her uncle’s bar.
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Infiltrating
 the hospital a second time was much simpler. She leapt up the stairwell, her daggers clicking against the metal clasps of her belt. One flight. Two. She reached the top floor. Her heart raced, not from exertion, but for the words she had to say—the ones she couldn’t quite form on the way across the city.

His son is dead. You killed him.

She shook her head clear of her father’s voice. No, she had to be more tactful than that. She wouldn’t mention the extermination, or the death of a thousand cuts. Her fingers paused above the metal handle. Inches from the main hall, murmurs of nurses and patients filtered through the door.

How did one tell a man his son was dead?

Narra took a deep breath. She’d find the words. She just had to get to the general first.

Footsteps receded down the hall. The click of heels followed. She waited several moments before peeking beyond the door. No one. The hall was empty.

She wished this time had been more difficult. Any delay would be appreciated, just to avoid Asher for a few more minutes.

She dashed into the hall.

Room three hundred and one, three hundred and two… the numbers blended together until she reached Asher’s room. The door remained shut. No murmurs came from within. She stepped inside.

Her stomach sank. The door closed with a soft click.

“Hello?”

She bit her lip. What had she been thinking? She couldn’t do this, not now. Narra spun to the door. Ezriel’s blood was too fresh on her hands. He’d see it. He’d know she killed his son. He’d know her anger drove her to it.

“Rheka?
”


Ancestors
.

Narra hesitated at the door handle. She had to do this. Slowly, she turned.

“General,” she said. Her breath quivered as she exhaled.

She clenched her fists and steeled herself. She could do this. She had no other choice. Narra stepped around the privacy curtain.

Asher’s torso remained bandaged, though he wore a thin, long-sleeved cotton button-up. The small black buttons remained undone.

He scanned her face. Her jaw hardened.


Your son is dead
, she tried to say. Her lips parted, but the words wouldn’t come out. It had to be done
. He was a murderer
.

Asher’s brown eyes widened. His face paled and his mouth fell open.

“My son,” he whispered. He knew.

“Asher.” She stepped forward.

He placed his face in his hands, obscuring his look of horror. His shoulders shook and a sob broke the quiet between them.

She shouldn’t have come. She should have let him find out on his own. She was his son’s murderer, and yet she stood before him trying to be… what? A friend? Her eyebrows pulled together. Her fingers twitched at her sides. Narra wanted to comfort him. But why? She hardly knew him, but he’d forced his presence upon her long enough that she’d grown accustomed to his company. She shook her head.

What had she done?

“Asher,” she repeated.

“I asked you not to kill my son!” he shouted. His voice broke and his body trembled. “It’s the one thing I asked of you.”

Narra stepped back.

An excuse flew to her lips. He was a murderer. He deserved it. But he was Asher’s son, and he had a right to grieve his fallen kin.

“I’m sorry,” she murmured. Narra retreated into the hall.

The door clicked behind her.

Asher’s sobs broke the quiet of the hospital. She leaned her back against the door and tilted her head to rest upon it. She squeezed her eyes shut against the forming tears
.


He deserved it
, her father’s voice whispered. Or was it her own? She could hardly tell anymore. Where did her father’s voice end and hers begin? She wanted Ezriel dead, so she’d killed him. But was it the right thing to do? Did she care if it was or not?

Narra shook her head.

“Narra?”

She jumped and spun toward the voice.

Marina stood by the entrance to the stairwell. Her long black gown hugged her curves and complimented her bronze skin nicely. But the purple bruises did not.

Narra gasped. “Marina.”

Marina’s stunned expression fell and tears spilled down her cheeks. Narra closed the space between them, taking the princess’s hand and pulling her into the stairwell. Though no nurses had occupied the halls, she’d prefer not to have her presence known.

The princess collapsed into her arms, her knees buckling. Narra held her up, Marina’s fur hood tickling Narra’s cheeks as she cried into her cloak.

Ezriel was dead, but the princess had shown up with more bruises.

What was going on? Who had done this to her? Anger tightened her throat. As one villain fell, another arose from the ashes. What did she have to do to keep this woman safe?

Marina’s sobs quieted as Narra stroked her silky curls. The princess wiped her cheeks and gazed up at the thief. Bloodshot eyes met hers.

“How did this happen?” Narra asked.

The princess shook her head, her fingers trembling against Narra’s chest. “My father,” her voice caught and she shook. “He’s always been harder on me than my sisters.” Her fingers wrapped around Narra’s cloak. “He knows I’ve been sneaking out. When I wouldn’t tell him where, he—” A sob broke her words.

Narra pulled Marina back to her chest, her grip tightening around the princess. Her heart ached.

“I’ve never seen him so angry,” Marina whispered
.

She ground her teeth, trying unsuccessfully to bite back her rage. “I’ll see to it that no one ever hurts you again, Princess.”

“How?” Marina pulled back, her eyes seeking Narra’s.

Narra took her arms in her hands. Purple bruises stood out on her forehead and cheek, dangerously close to her dazzling hazel eyes, warm like liquid amber. No, Narra couldn’t let another soul touch this girl. Her heart lurched and her fingers tightened. She’d been death’s hand once already; she could do it again. “I’ll see to it.”

She released the princess and spun to the stairs. Her boots beat against the wood, echoing off the hollow staircase.

“Narra, wait!” Marina cried.

Her inferno lent speed to her feet. She met the first floor landing in moments, Marina’s cry echoing on her heels. She didn’t have time to waste. Marina would be safe at the hospital. She’d see to it the emperor stayed away from his daughter, the empire, and the rest of the world.

There would be no more destruction, no more pain because of Marina’s father. The man had had a hand in Quinn’s demise, whether it was intentional or not. Ever since Malek had given up Emperor Zaneth for his association with the Guild, the empire had slowly slid back toward the depravity of the Century of Blood. She couldn’t let that happen. Not again.

Narra would kill Emperor Malek—tonight.
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The Imperial Palace
 rose high on the hill, at the very top of Rova City. Tall stone walls and a black iron gate encircled it, sealing inside all those within. Smooth stone pillars peeked beyond the walls, dark turrets at the top, and a large dome rested on top of the main building. A golden sun was etched from a solid block of gold at the highest peak, marking the union between the empire and the god Srah.

It had been centuries since the religion was truly held in high regard, but the symbol of the old deity continued to remain, a sign to those who still believed the emperor worked beneath the gods
.

Narra crept through the shadows, one with the night. Soldiers roamed the walls, standing guard at the pillars, and watching the main gate.

She skirted them all, taking to the alleys several blocks away. Tall stone buildings with ornate carvings, arches, and high windows lined the streets.

Though Emperor Zaneth’s association with the Guild had gotten him killed, he’d died keeping the secrets of their organization, including the ancient service tunnels he used to meet with the commanders and thieves-for-hire. At least something good had come from the man besides Asher. Malek certainly wasn’t anything to be grateful for.

Narra slipped around the back of the three-story bar, which had two floors of a home atop the ground level establishment. An iron gate protected the back door, with a simple lock. They might as well not have the gate at all.

She pulled her lock pick set from the leather pocket at her thigh. The long metal pieces slipped inside the lock and spun with each flick of her nimble fingers.


Click
.

She withdrew her picks. The gate creaked open. Narra nudged the back door wide and stepped inside. The flicker of a low flame in a lone lantern lit her way. Delicately carved cabinets, made from dark wood from the forests north of the city lined each wall. Expensive. Marble lay atop the counters, pale and smooth. She ran her fingers along the surface, free of dust. Quite a clean establishment, even for the rich.

Narra made her way carefully through the kitchen, stepping gently on the polished floorboards. None squeaked—they were far too new—until she reached a ruby rug next to a broom closet.

She crouched low and with a snap of her wrist, she yanked back the fuzzy carpet. A trap door waited below.

Narra smiled and pulled the door up. It creaked as she leaned it back against the broom closet doors. She froze and glanced at the kitchen door. She couldn’t be sure if the stairs were on the other side 
of that door or the dining room. The front room had been far too dark when she passed by the windows.

She waited a few moments, heart pounding in her ears.

Nothing.

She breathed a sigh of relief and snatched the bronze lantern from the counter. The metal chilled her fingers, even as she drew the flame higher. Hovering at the black mouth of the tunnel, she lowered the lantern inside. A narrow set of old wooden planks led into a brick passage. She descended the stairs, lowering the carpet and the door as she went. The door shut softly, hardly a whisper.

The dirt floor crunched beneath her boots. She held the lantern to the dark tunnel spread out before her. The palace and the emperor waited.


Damp cold clung
 to her cheeks as she hurried down the dark corridor. Long minutes felt like hours in the tight space, but at the far end an identical staircase emerged with a trapdoor in the ceiling. She smiled.


Finally
.

Narra turned the lantern low and mounted the steps. They creaked beneath her weight. Pausing at the door, she set the lamp on a step and withdrew a dagger—just in case trouble lay on the other side.

Her heart raced. She pushed gently against the trapdoor, the wood rough against her fingertips. Warm light spilled inside the dark tunnel. Beyond, a small stove burned in the corner, an iron grate keeping the embers within. She opened it further.

Worn wooden floors spread out on either side, a dark gray carpet covering the trapdoor. She glanced around the small space.

No murmurs, no voices, just the crackle of flames in the hearth. She sighed and stepped into the small room. Several wooden chairs encircled a round table. Playing cards and empty glasses sat abandoned. The servants had already gone to bed.

Luck was on her side
.

Narra shut the door and returned the carpet to its rightful place, smoothing its corners along the floor. Warmth filled her limbs and set free the cold.

Emperor Zaneth and thieves from long ago had once used the same tunnel for secret meetings in the night. Had the servants wondered what the emperor was sneaking off to do? They most likely thought he was bedding a mistress, as he did have at least one bastard: Asher.

She slipped from the small room and into the corridor. Dark stone walls rose on either side. A cold breeze brushed the nape of her neck. She shivered. None of the warmth followed her to the hall. Narra listened carefully as she worked her way down the hall and into the servant’s stairwell. The narrow space was hardly suitable for running up and down with dishes, laundry or whatever else the palace dwellers requested. How many times had the maids tripped or stubbed their toes on the stone steps? She shook her head. She didn’t have time for this.

The staircase wound up and up from the bowels of the palace, onto the main level. Footsteps and the shake of armor had Narra plastered to the wall.

Two distinct stomps marched in unison, one much heavier than the other. Her palms sweat, and she gripped her dagger tighter. The jostling of their armor passed by the opening at the top of the staircase only a few inches from her shoulder.

Their footsteps faded down the hall, and she heaved a sigh of relief.

She’d never been this deep into enemy territory before. The Barracks had been close, but not quite as daunting as the Imperial Palace. She hadn’t a clue where she would find the emperor at this hour, if he’d be alone, or if she’d even get out alive.

Her heart sank into her stomach.

She wouldn’t be caught this time. Her father wouldn’t distract her. His pestering murmur hadn’t said a thing in hours, but she knew deep in her bones he wasn’t gone yet.

Narra slipped into the hall, a maroon rug muffling her footsteps. 
Gold vases and dark wood tables lined the hall. Paintings of Emperor Malek, his father, and daughters led her way.

She paused before the heart-shaped face and beautiful hazel eyes of Marina. Her gaze was even, her smile only slight. No bruises marked her cheeks.

And they never would again.

Her fists clenched as she stormed into the next hall. The rustle of armor and heavy steps were distant there. Good. She turned toward the center of the palace. Tapestries graced the walls and thick silk curtains blocked each wide window. She passed arch after arch until twin oak doors, cast in iron edgings and ornate handles, blocked her path. She paused at the doors. A narrow crack between the doors lay open for her snooping.

Pressing her face to the door, she peered through.

A long red carpet continued from the hall, down the length of the huge throne room, ending at a raised platform with two thrones atop it. Marble floors glinted in the pale moonlight filtering in from the two-story windows. Pillars lined the walls, holding up the domed ceiling.

A man in a thick red robe, trimmed with white fur and gold stitching paced from west to east. His leather boots with the tiniest of heels clacked against the floor. Brown curls fell to his shoulders, and a gold crown sat atop his head.

The emperor.

Narra froze, heat rising from her gut and into her chest. Her heart beat loudly, echoing in her ears. She was surprised it didn’t echo off the walls and alert the emperor’s guards to her presence.

This was it.

Narra widened the crack just enough to slip inside before she closed the great doors behind her. She turned slowly and withdrew her dagger from the folds of her cloak.

The emperor continued to pace, until she stepped from the shadow of the arched doors. He started, his brows furrowing. He didn’t cry for help, didn’t pull his rapier from his hip or lunge for safety
.

Instead, his gaze roamed her form from head to toe. With her cloak over her shoulders, he leered at her curves—lust clouding his eyes.

She bit her tongue against her disgust.

“Good evening,” he said. His voice was husky like his eldest daughter Elena’s had been. The emperor stood tall, tilting his chin as if he expected her to bow.

She did not.

Malek smiled, his lips twisting, taunting. “You’re much prettier than your poster.”

Narra raised an eyebrow. So, he knew who she was. Then, he knew what she was capable of. Narra stepped forward. He froze.

“Are you here for money or my crown?” He met her gaze. “You’re a thief, aren’t you? I can give you much more than the Thieves Guild ever could. Riches beyond your wildest dreams.” He smirked.

“I don’t want your riches
.” She smoothed her expression as her knuckles whitened on the hilt of her blade.

He frowned. “You could use your skills for so much more than petty thievery. I could use a girl like you.” Again, his eyes roamed her body.

She couldn’t resist rolling her eyes. “No.”

Malek sighed. “What a waste of a pretty face.”

Narra bristled. Her fire flared to life.


Keep talking
, she urged him. Narrowing her eyes, she waited. The more he spoke, the easier it became to end him.


Don’t do it, Narra
, her father whispered.

She squeezed her dagger.

You’ll only hurt yourself, and the Guild.

Her eyebrows squeezed together. Suddenly the voice disapproved? She shook her head. The voice wasn’t her father. It wasn’t even real. But this knife, this rage—they were real. The bruises on Marina’s cheeks were real.

A commander is always calm, Narra. Always patient. This isn’t the way.

Narra shook her head. Her mind spun with words she couldn’t 
discern from her own thoughts. Her blood pounded hard in her ears, blocking out all sound. She squeezed her eyes shut, then blinked hard to rid the blur from her vision.

“Hm.” Malek placed his hand not on his rapier, but his hip. “Little girl… You could use your talents to better this empire. You could do so much, help so many. Anything you do to me will come back to you and your Guild. Use your skills for me, for the people. Use them for Rova, and your name will go down in history.”

She looked back up at the emperor—or what had once been Emperor Malek. Instead, the man had morphed into an image of her father, his nose slightly crooked, his eyes large and blue like the ocean, and his hair silver.

Quinn Reiner smirked at her from across the room. “Commanders don’t murder people, Narra. Killing Ezriel was for the Guild… but this… this is for your own vendetta.” His voice. The same voice that was in her head came from her father’s own mouth. He walked slowly, purposefully, his hands held behind his back. Though she had to be hallucinating, she couldn’t help thinking it had been a long time since she’d seen her father sober.

“Shut up,” she whispered. Her eyes burned and her mind raced. This wasn’t real. It had happened before. It had almost gotten her killed
 before. “Just, shut up
.”

Quinn tilted his head, a taunting smile spreading across his clean-shaven face. “Why, Narra? Because you know I’m telling the truth? Because you know this isn’t about revenge, or his tyranny over the empire? This is about Marina
.” He rolled his eyes. Her own damn hallucination was mocking her.

Narra’s heart sank.

“This is about your little infatuation with a pretty girl.” Quinn shook his head. “I never thought you’d fall for someone so vain and corrupt.”

“This has nothing to do with her.” The moment the words left her lips, she knew it was a blatant lie. The only
 reason she was there to kill the emperor was because of Marina.

“You can lie to me, but you can’t lie to yourself.” Quinn stepped 
closer, taking a handful of her hair, and lifting it up to his face. He sniffed it and smiled. “Just like your mother’s.” He shook his head. “She was a fool, just like you.”

Narra stepped back. Her fingers trembled on the hilt of her dagger. “Shut up
!”

Quinn laughed. “What are you going to do with that? Kill me?”

Tears burned her eyes and her hands shook with rage. She wanted to so badly. For her entire life she wanted to stand up to him, to tell him enough was enough, and his control over her was over. Yet, even though she knew for a fact he was gone, there she was having a conversation with a dead man.

“You’re dead,” she whispered. “You aren’t real.”

Her father held her shoulders. He didn’t feel like a hallucination. He felt as real as the breath in her lungs. Quinn stepped away, shaking his head. “Just like your mother.”

Fury the size of a firestorm shot through her limbs and into her fingers. “Shut up!
” she screamed.

Her blade flew from her hand, and thunked
 into his chest.

Quinn looked back at her with surprise before looking down at the dagger. Blood welled around the hilt, spilling down his white shirt. He looked back up at her and fell to his knees.

Her hallucination disappeared, no longer Quinn Reiner, but the master of the empire. Emperor Malek collapsed, blood pooling around his still body. His crown fell, tumbling across the floor at her feet. The brilliant gold winked in the warm light of the torches lining the throne room.


That’s my daughter
.

Warmth brushed her neck. She shivered and glanced over her shoulder.

Nothing.

She turned her gaze back on the emperor. What in Srah’s name just happened?


The clicking of heels raced up the hall. She spun. The great doors to the throne room crashed open and Marina burst inside.

A gasp flew from the princess’s lips, and her eyes flashed wide. 
Her gaze shifted between her father, dead on the floor, and Narra, his crown at her feet.

Narra’s heart hammered in her ears as Marina came further into the throne room. Her vanilla scent drifted up Narra’s nose as she passed. Marina paused by the red slowly melting across the marble, as if she were about to kneel and mourn her father. Instead, she turned to Narra and threw her arms around her neck.

“Thank you,” Marina whispered, her breath hot on Narra’s ear.

Narra laid her hands gently on her back, pulling the princess close to her chest. Memories of Erik as a child, embracing her even as she was covered in his father’s blood, flashed before her eyes. He’d said the same thing to her then as Marina did now. Narra’s heart swelled, and her eyes burned.

It was over. Finally
. Like a weight had been lifted from her shoulders, the ghost of her father was washed away, or at least she hoped.

She squeezed Marina tightly, fighting back the tears of relief that threatened to burn her cheeks. She’d done it for Marina. She’d killed Erik’s father long ago for him, and now she’d killed another parent for their sins against their child. Though she’d thought it was her father she was killing, instead she’d killed Marina’s abuser. The act finally allowed Narra to separate herself from her abuser at last.

Marina’s warmth pressed against Narra, holding on tight, her fingers squeezing the edges of Narra’s cloak.

Narra leaned back slightly, and Marina’s hazel eyes—large, warm, and grateful—met her own. Heat rose inside her, warming her belly. Narra pressed her lips to the princess’s mouth, her hand finding Marina’s silky curls.

The princess smiled into the kiss and ran her fingers through Narra’s hair, pausing at the base of her head to pull her closer. Narra gasped against her lips, pressing her hips forward. Marina’s tongue slipped in. Her rational mind fled, and there was just Marina—hot to the touch, curves pressing against her own, and lips eager.

Whatever she felt for Marina was real. It was passion, strength, and heat. Even if they hardly knew each other, she didn’t need anything else
.

But with the emperor dead on the floor, Narra wasn’t done protecting Marina. The image of his blood pooling across the throne room floor made her freeze.

Narra leaned back, eliciting a soft groan of protest from the princess.

Marina’s heavy breath brushed her cheeks, and her fingers left tracks of heat over Narra’s collarbone. The princess’s fingers wrapped around the front of her shirt, and pulled her back. Narra kissed her quickly before parting them again.

“I have to go,” Narra whispered.

Marina’s eyes widened. “What?”

“If I don’t, I’ll be caught, or worse, we could be caught together. I won’t let them blame this on you.”

“No!” Marina gasped. Her hands wrapped around Narra’s and squeezed. “You can’t. If they find out you did it they’ll go to the ends of the world to find you.”

“I have no other choice.”

Narra stepped away. Marina’s gaze darted around the throne room, searching for something. While the princess thought, Narra released her fingers and walked to the entrance. She closed the thick doors and returned to Marina’s side.

“You don’t have to go,” Marina said, slightly breathless. “I have a plan.”

Narra raised an eyebrow, her pounding heart slowing now that she was free of Marina’s touch.

“We’ll pin it on them
.” She spit out the word as if it were a curse. When Narra’s forehead wrinkled with confusion, Marina continued. “We’ll pin it on my sisters.”
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our sisters?” Narra questioned.

“Yes.” Marina took her hands. “They’re both warmongers like my father. If they were to take charge of the empire we might have another Century of Blood on our hands.”

Narra’s eyes widened. She’d thought as much, but Marina’s confirmation was startling. If either Elena or Raeleen took charge of Rova upon the emperor’s death, then the same reign of tyranny would continue. Maybe it was time for someone else to take charge, a revolutionary like Marina. If she could better the empire, it’d be worth pinning everything on her sisters.

“Okay.” Narra squeezed Marina’s hands. “We have to make it look good. Calculated. There can’t be any room left for doubt.”

Marina nodded. “What should we do?”

Narra stepped away from the princess. She needed room to think. Staring at the blood pooling across the floor, a spark flashed through her mind. “The one stab wound is too precise. If your sisters were to kill Malek, it would be a crime of passion.” She stepped closer to the emperor, but not close enough for her boots to touch the growing pool of red. She crouched beside the emperor and plucked the dagger from his chest
.

Marina gasped. “Narra, what are you doing?”

She glanced over her shoulder at the wide-eyed princess. “To make it a crime of passion, it needs to look like one.” Her fingers tightened around the hilt of the blade. She sunk it into his chest a second time.

“Oh.” Marina hovered by her shoulders.

“You shouldn’t watch, Princess.” Narra paused, waiting for Marina to look away.

After a few moments, she turned to the pillars lining the throne room.

Narra pulled the dagger free. It slid out, blood gushing from the newly inflicted wound. The body was still fresh, but soon the flow would stop. She had to be quick. Wielding the dagger, Narra stabbed the emperor’s body a dozen times, from his chest to his abdomen and bulging gut. Red lines scored his white shirt, and his sightless eyes stared at her accusingly.

She took a deep breath and stood. “It’s done.”

Marina nodded, but didn’t turn.

“We need to leave this dagger for the guards to find, somewhere associated with your sisters,” Narra continued.

“Their chambers,” Marina said. “They share several attached rooms.”

Narra’s brows rose. “That’ll do.”

“What about…” Marina’s voice trailed off and her eyes landed on her father’s still form. “The body?”

Narra stepped into her line of sight, blocking the way to the emperor. “We’ll have to remove it, make it look like your sisters tried to dispose of it.” She paused. “Do they have a carriage? A steamwagon? Something only they would use?”

Marina stared at the two-story windows for a long moment. Warm light from the sconces of the walls bathed her bronze cheeks, still purple with bruises. Narra’s heart clenched. She’d done the right thing in killing the emperor. He deserved to die for hurting his own daughter
.

“Yes, they have a carriage stationed close to the gardens,” she said. “We can use the servant’s staircase to get the body out.”

Narra nodded.

“We should move the body first in case the guards stumble upon it.”

Marina agreed.

“I’ll need your help.” Narra’s lips pressed into a thin line. She hated to ask this of the princess, but she wouldn’t be able to carry the body alone.

The princess met her gaze with wide eyes. Her jaw hardened and she nodded brusquely. “Okay.”

Narra went to the shoulders of the emperor, avoiding the pool of blood. “I’ll take his shoulders. Can you lift his feet?”

“Yes.”

Marina marched to the boots of her father. The pool of blood didn’t quite reach there. She wrapped her thin fingers around his ankles before sliding them up to his knees. Smart girl. She’d be able to get a much better grip once his knees were wrapped in her arms.

Narra braced her legs and slipped her forearms beneath the emperor’s armpits. She lifted with her legs, her thighs burning as she pulled him from the ground. Marina lifted as well, her breath escaping her lungs as she pulled his knees beneath her arms, locking her elbows to keep him aloft.

Together they carried the large man out of the main throne room, pausing only to close the thick wood doors. Narra listened for the echo of boots and the rattle of armor. She heard none.

Luck had to be on her side once again.

Marina led the way to the staircase Narra had first entered. She paused only to step into the stairwell first. She wouldn’t have the princess falling down after all of this.

“Be careful,” she whispered.

Marina met her eyes in the dim light. She nodded.

Narra’s legs and back grew hot and tingled with pain as they carried the emperor downward. She gritted her teeth and took even 
breaths. Long minutes passed as she moved from stair to stair. She had to move slowly or she’d be certain to fall.

The warm light of the servant’s floor pulled a sigh of relief from her lungs. They paused at the mouth of the hallway. No voices, no footsteps.

The palace was quiet even for this time of night.

“Which way?” Narra whispered.

“Left,” Marina said. Her breaths came in quick gasps. “Follow the main corridor until you reach a four way intersection.” She paused. “Then proceed right, and then left again. Then we should be at the exit to the gardens.”

Narra nodded and led the way.

Marina’s heels clicked against the worn wood, the sound loud in the silence. They were nearly there. Stealth would get them far.

They reached the exit to the gardens in one piece. Sweat dripped down Narra’s temples and her back, leaving a trail of cold from the damp air. She shivered and adjusted her grip.

“I need a break, Narra,” Marina said. She set her father’s boots down with a heavy sigh and leaned against the wall. Her eyelids fluttered. She wasn’t used to the amount of strength needed to carry a body this large.

“All right.” Narra crouched and set the emperor on the floor. She needed a moment to check what lay beyond the door.

With Emperor Malek laid flat on the cobblestone, Narra pressed her ear to the thick wooden door. Wind whisked against its surface, a small draft brushing the hair from her face through the crack. She wiped the blood from her hands on a rag in her back pocket. Red stained her fingers, even with the wet wiped off. She frowned and stuck it back in her pocket.

“I’ll be right back,” she said.

“What?” Marina gasped.

“I’m just going to check for guards.”

Narra met Marina’s gaze. The princess nodded.

“What does your sisters’ carriage look like?”

“Dark wood with flowers carved into the sides.” She paused. “
Violet curtains in the windows and bronze metal plating on the driver’s seat.”

Narra nodded. It shouldn’t be hard to find.

Slipping into the cold night air, Narra shut the door behind her softly. The palace’s outer walls rose to block out the lights of the city. Guards patrolled the perimeter. She waited in the shadows, timing their movements. They had two minutes between rotations in which no guard would see them leaving. She sighed. Thank Srah.

Stepping from the darkness, Narra padded around the perimeter of the dark smooth stone wall until she reached a cart-port, a fabric overhang hung between two stone columns. Three beautifully carved carriages and two expensive gold-plated steamwagons waited beneath. The furthest to the left was the carriage Marina had described. Perfect. It should take them the full two minutes to carry the body. They’d have to hide in the shadows until they could slip back inside.

Returning to the servant’s door, Narra stepped inside.

“Will this work?” Marina asked. Her face was clouded with worry.

“Yes.” Narra wrapped her arms around the emperor’s shoulders again. Wet blood clung to her fingers. “We only have two minutes to get the body into the carriage.”

“Will we make it?”

“I believe so. We may have to hide until we can return.”

Marina nodded.

Narra peeked from the crack in the door, watching the guards pace the wall. When the tall dark figure disappeared around the edge of the palace, Narra threw the door wide. “Let’s go.” She led the way down the short flight of steps and around the gardens.

She glanced from their gravel path to the outer walls again and again. Each time they remained clear.

Her shoulders and back ached under the weight of the emperor. Sweat slipped down her spine, and her breaths grew ragged. They only had a few seconds left.

The shadows of the cart-port weren’t quite as dense as she thought. They had to hurry. Bracing the emperor’s back on her thigh, 
she released one arm and slapped open the carriage door. The wood creaked and she winced.

She glanced at the outer wall. Nothing.

Slipping inside the velvet-upholstered carriage, Narra heaved the emperor’s upper body inside. Marina stuffed his legs in at the same time that Narra pulled Malek into a sitting position against the opposite wall.

“He’s in,” she said.

Marina sighed with relief.

“Get in,” Narra said. They were long passed their two minutes. They had to hide until the next guard disappeared around the bend.

Marina froze. “What?”

“The guard will be within sight any moment. We need to hide.”

Still, Marina hesitated, her gaze locked on her deceased father’s graying face. Narra’s heart beat loudly in her ears. They’d already come so far; she couldn’t have the princess caught after all this. Narra reached from the carriage and snatched the princess’s arm. She pulled her inside, grabbing her waist as she fell forward.

Marina yelped, but let herself be pulled inside. Narra closed the small wooden door behind them and waited.

At this distance she wouldn’t be able to hear the steps of the guards. She peeked from between the thick curtains. A shadow moved slowly along the outer wall, twirling his short sword in one hand. She sighed. They’d just made it.

Copper filled the air the longer they remained inside the confined space. Marina sat at the back of the carriage, her eyes wide, staring at her father. Narra glanced between the outer wall and the princess. She shouldn’t have asked for Marina’s help. She should have figured out a way to carry the body out on her own. How could she ask her to sit in the same space as her father? Even if he was an abuser, he was still her kin—just like Narra’s father had been. Her heart ached.

She shook her head. Narra would have plenty of time to dwell on this later.

The figure on the wall disappeared.

“Now.” Narra slipped from the carriage
.

Marina followed, standing at the mouth. Narra helped her down, taking her hand as she descended the two steps to the cobblestone. Her heels clicked ever so slightly.

Following the path through the garden to the back door, Narra led the way inside, and shut the door behind them. The cold breeze disappeared. She pulled out her rag to wipe blood from her hands yet again, but paused. She could use this blood to further criminalize Marina’s sisters.

“Take me to your sisters,” she said.

Marina simply nodded and led the way back up the servant’s stairs. They reached the hall on the main floor. The palace was as silent as the grave.

Where were the guards? Surely they hadn’t all abandoned their posts.

From the main floor, Marina led her to another narrow staircase. The tight walls spun up until they reached the second floor, as equally lavish as the first. Again, no sounds emanated from within. Only the quiet clack of Marina’s heels and her own breaths broke the quiet.

She shook her head. Could this still be luck?

Marina led them down a short hall until she came to a stop outside large double oak doors with iron handles. No guards were posted outside.

“This is it.” Marina motioned at the doors.

Narra nodded. “You should wait outside in case they awaken.”

Marina’s brows drew together. “But, you’ll be caught if they do.”

“I know.”

“Be careful.”

“I will.” Narra slipped inside.

A dark sitting room with a single lantern lit the red velvet sofas and dark stone walls. Curtains in varying shades of red and violet decorated the windows, walls, and were draped around large mirrors. A dark wood coffee table sat at the center of the room, and a large armoire made out of the same material stood against the opposing wall. Two sets of doors led from the space
.

Which one held the sisters?

Stepping over the thick burgundy rug, Narra placed her ear against the left set of doors. Nothing. She went to the right set.

Soft breathing.

Her heart raced as she drew the bloody dagger from her belt. Her fingers lay against the cold metal of the door handle. She pressed against it gently until it clicked.

She paused. The steady breathing continued.

Narra gently pushed the door open and dim light passed her shoulders to light a large room with marble floors, plush carpet, and two queen sized beds. Flowers were carved in each headboard. Matching duvets of fleur-de-lis—one in violet, and one in red—covered the sisters’ sleeping forms. Their chests rose and fell, dark hair amassed in halos around their heads.

Narra slipped deeper inside, thankful she had carpet to muffle her footsteps. She needed to hide the dagger, somewhere obvious where it’d be found. Two matching armoires graced each side of the room, two dressers, two long mirrors, and two identical tall windows.

She crouched between the beds. A small space beneath each of their beds would be a simple hiding place. She slid the dagger between the carpet and the dark wood of one of the beds, letting it peek from beneath the thick wooden feet.

She stood and surveyed the space once again. Dresses lay on a sofa beneath one of the windows, and others were stuffed carelessly into the armoires.

Narra raised an eyebrow. This was too easy. Using the blood on her hands, Narra swiped red across the dresses at the windowsill, covering the jeweled bodices in crimson. With the remaining blood on her fingers, she wiped them clean on a bit of nightgown sticking out from beneath the sisters’ duvets, next to where their feet stuck out.

She stepped back. A job well done.

Returning to the corridor where Marina waited, she closed each door softly behind her.

Marina met her gaze with wide, expectant eyes
.

“It’s done,” Narra said.

A heavy breath fled Marina’s lungs. She nodded.

“What now?”

Narra glanced down each side of the long corridor. “Someone needs to find the blood in the throne room.”

Marina nodded. “We should return.”

Narra agreed.

Metal armor rattled down the hall. Narra glanced up with wide eyes.

“We must go,” she whispered, taking Marina’s wrist and fleeing the way they’d come. Footsteps grew closer. Damn. They’d never make it.

Narra flew for the darkness of the stairwell and leapt inside, Marina at her heels. Instead of fleeing for the main floor, she plastered herself to the shadowed wall and held a finger to her lips. Marina’s teeth clacked together. She understood.

The rattling drew closer.

“The Winter Solstice is already upon us,” one of the guard’s said, his voice deep and raspy.

“Early this year,” another agreed, his voice higher, possibly younger. “But the festivities will be grand.”

“Aye.”

“Aren’t you excited for the ball?”

He scoffed. “We’ll be working.”

“So?” Their footsteps paused mere feet from the stairwell. “Don’t you enjoy watching the highborns dress in tight corsets with their bosoms for all to see?”

Narra rolled her eyes, though her heart pounded loudly in her ears. Why now, did the guards decide to stop outside their hiding place? They needed to return to the throne room before someone else found the blood staining the floor.

The older man cleared his throat. “I’m not a lecher like you, boy.”

The other laughed. “You’re no fun, old man.”

“Old man!”

The rattling of their armor retreated with their voices
.

Narra sighed with relief. “Let’s go.”

Marina’s heels clacked all the way to the main floor, which remained as silent as it had before. She led the way back to the throne room, which remained untouched. Narra closed the doors behind them and joined Marina by the bloody stain.

“I can scream and call for help,” Marina said. “That will draw the guards, awaken the palace, including my sisters, and hopefully seal the deal.”

“They won’t be able to hide the blood on their hands,” Narra agreed.

“You should go.”

Narra started, her eyebrows pulling together. What
?

“We’ve already framed your sisters,” Narra said. “I won’t leave you alone again.”

Marina sighed heavily and rolled her eyes. “I knew this was too good to be true.”

“What are you talking about?” Cold seeped into Narra’s gut and clawed up her throat. Marina’s delicate jaw and innocent eyes hardened.

“For a thief, you aren’t nearly as smart as I thought you’d be.”

Narra stepped back. Dread welled in her stomach, competing with the cold slithering up her spine. What was going on? This wasn’t like the Marina she knew. The princess was innocent, sweet and caring. A moment ago she’d been afraid, hardly holding back her tears.

“What? You have nothing to say?” Marina asked. Her normally bright eyes had darkened. “You’ve been so good to me, Narra. How good of you to share your true identity. I didn’t expect you to fall so easily.”

“What’s wrong with you?” Narra whispered. Her breath caught in her throat.

“After I saw how angry my bruises made you, I knew I could control that rage to speed up my plans.” She smiled sadly, as if she pitied Narra
.

Narra took another step back. “What are you talking about, Marina?”

“Those bruises Ezriel gave me weren’t from abuse, but from bedding me all over the palace. But I had no more need for him, or his sexual proclivities, and you took the bait.”

Her heart sank into her gut and her eyes flew wide. No. This couldn’t be real. This couldn’t be true. She’d killed Ezriel, for her
. Even if he had killed thirteen initiates, he’d deserved to die because of Marina’s lies, and now Narra had killed Asher’s son because of her.

“You monster.” Her voice quivered.

Marina sighed, stepping around the blood staining the floor. “I’m sorry for deceiving you, Narra.” She shook her head. “But it was a necessary risk. You’ve killed for me, twice now. That means something to me. After this is all over, and I’m crowned Empress, I want you to join me.” She closed the space between them, taking Narra’s hands in hers and squeezing them tightly. “I can protect you, and get your bounty removed. You could be my personal guard, or my right hand. This doesn’t have to be the end for us.”

Eyes wide, Narra shook her head. Was she serious? Her mind raced. Marina had manipulated Narra into not only killing Asher’s son, but into killing the Emperor of Rova. All for what? For the Revolution? For the throne? Was there anything she wouldn’t do to stop her father?

Narra’s fingers trembled. She couldn’t forgive this; she couldn’t be with someone like this, even if every inch of her screamed that she wanted Marina.

Marina’s warm hands pulled away, sensing her hesitation. Her eyebrows descended low over her eyes and her lips curved into a frown. “I thought you understood me, Narra. This isn’t just for me. It’s for the empire. My father… my sisters… people like them are destroying our country. I can’t let it continue.”

Narra stepped away. Where were her flames, where was her fire? Only cold numbed her heart and chest. Tears stung her eyes. She’d been fooled. She’d been used. She’d betrayed everything she held dear for this girl. And it was all for nothing
.

Marina sighed, her fingers slipping into the pockets of her dress. She pulled a folded sheet of parchment from one, brandishing it between two fingers. “Even if you won’t join me, Narra, I want to thank you for this. You did hand me my father’s crown after all.”

Narra looked from Marina’s face to the piece of parchment. “What is that?”

“It’s what my father so desperately sought, the last shred of evidence proving he isn’t the rightful heir to the Rovan throne. Can you believe he hid it in the back of his favorite painting?”

Narra started, her eyes flying wide. “What?”

“It was what he contracted Taron Mikyle to carry from West Port,” Marina explained. “Though he wasn’t happy that your uncle snatched it away and held it for ransom, he did get it in the end. It’s the only weapon I had against him, and the only proof that I’m not fit for the throne. But I care about this country far too much to let Rova descend to war over a damn birth certificate.” She scowled.

“But if your father wasn’t the proper heir, who is?” Narra’s heart raced with possibilities.

Marina smiled and stepped forward. Her fingers brushed Narra’s cheek before she put space between them, unfolding the piece of paper and turning it to face Narra.

There, beneath all the official royal seals and doctors’ signatures were two names written on the bottom lines indicating who the father and mother of the baby were. On one line, Emperor Zaneth Kolarova’s name was written. On the other was that of his mistress.

Narra started. “That’s impossible. Asher was the bastard.”

Marina shook her head. “No, my grandfather just had trouble conceiving with his wife. When his mistress ended up pregnant, they claimed my father was the true heir. Only later did grandfather’s wife become pregnant, and his mistress demanded a son for the one she’d lost.”

“So his mistress pretended Asher was hers, while his wife pretended Malek was her child,” Narra murmured as understanding blossomed inside her.

“Yes.” Marina folded up the birth certificate and placed it back 
inside the pocket of her skirt.

So this is what her father had died for. The score of a lifetime was a damn piece of paper. Now she understood why he’d gone to such great lengths. There was no price Malek wouldn’t have paid for that birth certificate with the royal seal.

“Now that you know… are you sure you won’t join me?”

Narra looked up into the hazel depths of Marina’s eyes. There was vulnerability in her gaze, but the bruises marring her cheeks only reminded Narra of what Marina had done. She’d lied to Narra, over and over again. She’d lied about being raped, about her father abusing her, and probably about a thousand other things.

Disgust soured in her stomach, but she clenched down on the nausea.

She could never forgive Marina.

When Narra didn’t answer, Marina’s jaw hardened and her nostrils flared. “Fine.” The one word dripped with venom. “It’s clear you don’t see what I’m trying to do. You better get back to your Guild, Narra.” She smirked. “Before it’s too late.”

The cold in her heart burst with the violent beating in her chest. No.
 “Marina… what did you do?”

Marina only smiled as panic overcame all of Narra’s rational thoughts.

Without another word, she spun for the exit and burst through the throne room doors. Not the Guild. Not her family. This couldn’t be happening. She’d trusted her heart—the one thing her father always urged against, the one thing she’d always tried not to do—and because she’d ignored all of her instincts, all of her teachings, she might have just lost everything. Narra swallowed hard, terror fueling her escape and lending her speed.

She had to get back to the Guild.
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Her boots hit
 the roof across the street from her uncle’s bar with a loud thump
. Narra gazed wildly around the street filled with Patrolmen. 
Her heart thundered and her palms sweat. The grappling hook thudded back into her fist.

City steamwagons with cages in the back, instead of linen curtains, held her brethren. Thieves hollered and fought, elbowing, kicking, and screaming in the Patrolmens’ grasps. Her heart lurched painfully. No. What had she done?

The officers pulled thief after thief through the doors of her uncle’s bar. Most were regular members, but August’s hair, white as snow, flashed in the darkness. He didn’t fight, didn’t grumble, only held his chin high as two men escorted him into the back of a steamwagon.

Claudia and Klaus did not come so gently.

Their shouts rose above all others. Like a wild cat, Claudia unleashed her fury, kicking, punching and scratching at three men who attempted to subdue her. She pulled free of their grasps and reached for her daggers. One of the Patrolmen whipped a bronze pistol from his belt and pointed it at the commander.

Claudia froze, her eyes wide, her fingers inches from her weapons.

Would she go out like this? In a blaze, instead of being hanged days from now?

Claudia went limp, and the Patrolmen escorted her, and her twin to join August.

Her fingers became fists, and she growled. This was all Marina’s fault.

She paused.

No. Marina might have manipulated her, but Narra had made the decision to help the princess. This was all her
 fault. Narra had been the one to bring the princess to the Guild for protection, breaking the very laws that kept the Guild running for hundreds of years.

Hot tears burned down her cheeks.

She’d destroyed the one thing she’d loved with all of her heart—the Thieves Guild.

Narra moved away from the edge of the roof and flung herself over the edge. Her fingers wrapped around the cold bars of the 
escape ladder. She went to the ground, trying to block the screams from her mind as she raced to another Guild entrance.

A round iron manhole protruded from the cobblestone of the street a block over. She checked each end of the narrow road, but no one was in sight. Anyone awake at this hour would surely be watching the thieves being taken away. Her fingers wrapped around the cold metal and she pried it from the ground.

She gritted her teeth, her shoulders aching as she lifted it, dragging it a foot and a half to give her enough space to slip inside.

The stench of feces filled her nostrils as she descended into the blackness. She dropped onto the cement floor. Water splashed her boots. Wrinkling her nose, she pulled her rag from her pocket and breathed into it.

Copper assaulted her nostrils. Blood.

The blood of the emperor. Though the Patrolmen stole her family from their home, they’d soon return to the palace when screams filled the night.

Narra shook her head and trudged through the ankle deep water. The sewers led her deep into the earth until she reached a long stone passage. Torches lit the halls leading to the Den.

No voices echoed inside. They must have gotten the rest of the members.

Shaking water from her boots, Narra continued in, embers burning in her chest. The arched roof of the corridor brightened as she rounded a bend.

The Den.

She entered. Blood splashed the walls in thin lines, drops spraying the old walls. The two stone benches at the center of the room were caved in. Her heart seized. She leapt across the space and into the saloon.

Most of the candles had gone out. The chandelier swung from the ceiling. The wooden bar at the back of the space was covered in broken glass, liquor, and empty bottles. The chairs of their meeting table had been torn apart, and her throne lay crumbled upon its platform
.

The inferno burning through her chest flared into her limbs. She collapsed onto her knees, a cry flying from her lips. Marina had done this to her. After all she’d done for that stupid girl, Marina had betrayed her, and the Guild, who’d needlessly protected her.

How had she been so oblivious? So stupid?

Narra screamed, clutching the dirt of the floor between her fingers.

She’d been a fool. A complete and utter fool.

Her father had been right all along. Never trust a pretty face. Beauty was a weapon, not a gift. She’d been cut deeper than she ever thought possible by the one woman she’d nearly given her heart to.

Her father’s words echoed in her ears:


Do not be fooled by that family
.

“I’m sorry, father,” she whispered. Tears burned down her cheeks.

She’d failed her father, Alden and Erik, and the rest of the Guild—her only family. Marina had won. The Thieves Guild would be no more.

Beauty was a weapon, and she’d let it destroy all she held dear.




[image: Daughter of Chaos]








[image: Full Page Image]







[image: ]








B

lood splashed the worn wood panelling of the small whorehouse room. Narra held the coarse hair of a soldier, her fingers tightening as red poured down the front of his ruffled navy uniform. His hands reached for hers, desperately trying to pull from her grip and cling to life, but he’d already lost too much blood. She knew how to kill a man, and he was sentenced to death the moment she’d laid eyes on him and his partner.

The soldier went limp as his life fled his bones, and Narra released her hold. His body thumped against the ratty carpet, limbs overlapping with his dead partner’s, and his eyes stared unseeing at the metal frame of the bed.

Narra glanced between the two bodies, her adrenaline fading with the lives of her prey. Her heavy breathing slowed, and she loosened her rigid grip on the long dagger in her hand.

Two days ago, she couldn’t have imagined killing a man so easily. Sure, she’d killed before. As a member of the notorious Thieves Guild, it was expected. But Narra only killed when those she cared for were threatened, or at least she had two days ago.

How two days could change everything.

Narra sighed and wiped the blood from her dagger on a rag from 
the back of her pants. Dark brown from the dried blood of the emperor already stained the rag. She froze, her fingers clenching the rough fabric.

Marina had betrayed her. Even with forty-eight hours behind her, she still couldn’t believe it. She felt like a fool. She’d trusted the emperor’s daughter with the location of the Thieves Guild’s main base. She trusted Marina with her first name, with her title, and with her heart.

It was the last time she’d ever do something so stupid.

When she’d returned to the Guild to find her brethren being taken away, it took everything inside of her not to stay a cold statue on the saloon floor. She’d wanted so badly to just curl up and stay there forever. She’d lost everyone and everything she’d ever cared about. Erik was gone. Alden was missing. Marina had stolen her trust, and Asher hated her.

What was left without any of them?

The answer was simple. Nothing. But she wasn’t about to stay on that cold floor and weep like a child until Lady Death took her. No. Narra was going to get them back. Get them all
 back. Her Guild needed her, and she wouldn’t let them down again.

Narra turned from her kills and returned her dagger to the belt at her hips. The light of a lone candle flickered with her movements, sending shadows dancing like demons over the walls.

Blood pooled on the floor beneath the two bodies. It wouldn’t be long before someone came for them. Though she’d killed them without making hardly any sound, she’d heard them order a whore to share from the mistress below earlier in the night. Any minute, someone would come to their room, and Narra had one last thing to do before she left.

Circling the bodies, Narra approached the nightstand with the candle. She fished a scrap of paper from the leather bag at her thigh, and grabbed ink and a quill from the drawer.

The creak of the floorboards outside made her freeze.

She waited, heart thundering in her ears. Someone giggled in the hallway, and the thump of a door closing sent her back into action
.

Narra wielded the quill and quickly wrote the same word she’d scrawled a dozen times now across the thin parchment.


Thief
.

She’d branded each of her victims with the word. She wanted Marina to know. She wanted her to see Narra’s handy work and know that these lives may have been ended by Narra’s knife, but their blood was on Marina’s hands.

Narra stepped away from the table, blew on the ink to dry it, and then plucked a thin throwing knife from a slot on her belt. She had far fewer knives these days, especially with a growing list of victims under her belt. But in her eyes, there was no other way.

When she’d finally pulled herself together on the floor of the saloon, a plan quickly formed in her mind. There was one thing she wanted above all else. Her thieves. She wanted them back. She needed
 them back. Narra wouldn’t lose anyone else.

But to get the Thieves back, she needed leverage against Marina. So she concocted a plan to create civil unrest. Someone was killing soldiers. Someone was angry with the crown. The papers hadn’t picked up her kills just yet, but it was only a matter of time, and with the recent death of the emperor, unrest would be easily stirred in the hearts of Rova’s people.

Narra returned to the last soldier to meet the edge of her blade. She placed the paper on his back, and stuck her knife through it to keep it in place.

She had staged the same scene many times now, and the movements were familiar as she carefully angled the knife away from her message, just in case any residual blood slid out. She couldn’t have her message obscured, or else this was all pointless.

With the scene set, Narra stepped away and went to the window she’d entered from. It had been easy to jimmy the lock and slip in as the soldiers had begun to relax with their goblets of ale. If they hadn’t been inebriated already, they might have heard her daggers whisper through the air. At least one of them might have been able to put up a fight.

Narra opened the shutters and glanced into the moonlight. The 
hour was late, getting closer and closer to sunrise. A few pedestrians still wandered the dark streets, but soon the city folk would emerge from their homes for the day. They’d open their shops, or proceed to the wharf, or whatever else they did for work.

Slipping out onto the roof, Narra eased the shutters closed before removing her grappling hook from her belt. The cold metal was familiar in her hands, but the very sight of it conjured memories of flying over the rooftops with Erik not far behind.

Her heart clenched painfully. She missed her best friend. Even though it had only been two days of separation, it was two days too many. Two days where she hadn’t seen his lop-sided grin, or his scruffy mound of hair. She missed patrolling the night with him, and sipping on foul ale in her uncle’s bar when the evening crowd had gone.

Narra sighed, her breath fogging the cold night air. Winter was on the horizon. Soon, frost would cover the rooftops, and then snow. It’d be a far more difficult season to maneuver in, but she’d always liked the peacefulness of winter.

Walking to the edge of the roof, Narra aimed her grappling hook at a steeple across the street. She hit the release, and with a rush of compressed air, the hook shot from her fist, and lodged in the thick clay shingles she’d aimed for.

Tensing her muscles, she leapt, clenching her grappling hook with all of her strength as she flew through the air. Intense downward current pulled at her clothes until her cord snapped taut, and she hit the release once more. Her entire body lurched upward, and the wind stole her breath as she shot toward the steeple.

Narra landed quietly on the edge of the roof, the three story building giving her a good view of Rova City’s Criminal District. To the east was Alden’s bar. To the south, her apartment. Neither place felt like home without her family. Every time she entered either, her stomach sank and a chill passed through her, leaving her with a feeling of cold like she’d never known before.

She shook her head to dispel the thoughts. She didn’t need to head home right away. In fact, these last few nights she’d stayed out 
until the sun was high in the sky. She flew from bar to bar, checking to see if any of the locals had seen Alden. She was sure he hadn’t been taken with the Guild. Alden had already disappeared before the raid.

And even though Alden had killed her father, so much had happened she was almost ready to forgive him. Almost.

Narra leapt from the steeple, and embraced the night once more, letting the current take her with each jump.

On the fourth hook and landing, she paused by a small tavern that still had a few candles lit in the front windows. She returned her hook to her belt, and descended the apartment building’s escape ladder.

From the shadows of the alley, she inspected the tavern through the front windows. Two drunks were asleep in their seats, half lying on the rounded tabletops. Behind the bar, a young man—maybe a few years older than her—cleaned a long line of mugs with a rag. He glanced up at the sleeping patrons, shaking his head of brown hair. A smile ghosted his lips, and then he looked away, returning to work.

Narra had been to this tavern only once since her uncle’s disappearance. It wasn’t one she’d ever heard her uncle mention, but it wouldn’t hurt to ask.

Before crossing the street, she quickly checked for other pedestrians. No one occupied the sparse cobblestone, so she took her chance and ran right to the front door.

A bell tinkled as she entered, and Narra glared at the small brass thing wobbling on a bar overhead.

“Welcome!” the barkeep called.

Narra sighed and shut the door. She looked up, meeting the man’s gaze. His eyes widened, a look of surprise flashing across his face. Narra could guess why. Whether it was due to her wanted poster, her status as a thief, or the fact she was half-Kiznai was anyone’s guess.

“Evening,” Narra murmured. She crossed the bar, weaving through the tables with most of the chairs already set on top for the night. Soft snores joined the crackling of embers in the hearth, but aside from that, the room was silent
.

“What can I get you?” he asked. “I’m closing up in a few, but I don’t mind serving a pretty girl past closing.”

He winked, and Narra narrowed her eyes.

She didn’t flirt, and would certainly not be returning his advances, though he was a handsome man. He reminded her of Asher, with a wide jaw, strong cheekbones, and brown eyes.

“Nothing,” Narra said. “I have a few questions.”

His shoulders stiffened, and his jaw went rigid. He carefully eyed her face, and then her cloak, which was tight around her, concealing her plethora of weapons. She had no cause to harm him, but she was sure the amount of knives she carried would startle anyone.

“All right,” he said after a long pause. “I’ll answer if I can.”

Narra nodded. She went through her usual string of questions after describing her uncle in detail. Alden Reiner was a well known man this side of the city, and she didn’t need to do much more than mention his name for the man to perk up.

“Have you seen him in the last few days?” she asked.

His forehead wrinkled in thought, and after a moment he shook his head. “No, the last time Alden was in had to be a month ago.”

Narra bit back a defeated sigh. She closed her eyes and counted to five before thanking him and taking her leave. Every bar she visited had the same answer. Though he’d visited some as soon as a week before, no one had seen Alden since.

Where was her uncle? It wasn’t like him to disappear, but then again, with the capture of the Thieves Guild, he might have gone underground to keep himself safe.

Still, it was strange he hadn’t said goodbye, or even left a note hidden in the bar. She’d inspected every inch of the place, and hadn’t found a thing in any of his usual hiding places. Though he’d only used the hiding places for cookies, and other goodies when she was young, she was sure he’d remember doing so, and leave her something
. But maybe she didn’t know her uncle as well as she thought since all he’d left behind was a cold, empty tavern.

Narra stepped outside, back into the cold night air, but just as she did, her boot hit something solid. She glanced down at a stack of 
newspapers. It had to be early for a delivery boy to be doing the rounds already.

She shut the door behind her before quickly plucking one from the twine-wrapped bundle. Once she had the newspaper in hand, she crossed to the trolley stop on the other side of the street to read beneath the lamplight.

Her heart picked up speed as she unfolded the Rova Chronicle to reveal the headline: SERIAL KILLER IN ROVA CITY
.



Finally
, her killings were public. Though it was a dark place that forced her to kill over a dozen Rovan soldiers, the fact her killings were becoming public knowledge excited her. If the murders were public, it’d stir unrest, and unrest is exactly what she wanted.

Narra briefly skimmed the article, which detailed each murder—a quick slitting of the throat, or a dagger in the brain or heart—but the simple detail of her notes was kept from the paper. Her eyebrows furrowed as she read it over more thoroughly. No mention of her thief
 message.

Her lips twitched in a tiny smirk. If they were keeping her notes from the press, maybe Marina would find out about them all the sooner.

Flipping to the next page, Narra glanced at a few other articles about the trial of Elena and Raeleen Kolarova, the impending coronation of Princess Marina and which foreign delegates would be attending, the Church of Srah’s position on the bad harvest this year, and a short passage on the coming winter’s fashions. As she scanned the next page, her fingers froze and her heart stopped.

Her eyes widened as a picture of a thief flag was splayed beside a long article about the Thieves Guild. Her hands shook, and suddenly the cool night air was freezing.

“No,” Narra whispered.

They’d set a date for the mass execution of the entire Thieves Guild. A week from today, every one of her brethren would be put to death.

Every. Single. One.

The Commanders. The children. Erik
. Her trembling fingers 
shook the paper so hard she could no longer read. Narra sat down on the bench, her mind racing with her pounding heart.

Marina couldn’t do this. She couldn’t kill them all. There were nearly eighty members. Eighty lives
. Some of the younger ones were sixteen. They were children
.

Narra gripped the paper hard until it crinkled and balled up around her shaking fists. Fine. Let them try and end the Thieves Guild. The organization was as old as the empire, and it would not go down because of Narra.

She had seven days to incite a rebellion against the soon-to-be Empress of Rova. Seven days
.

It looked like her timeline was moving up.
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A

ngry sparks fuelled her movements the next day. Narra descended the steps to the first floor of her apartment building, her boots pounding loudly in the narrow hall. She didn’t care how much noise she made. With her father gone, this was her building now.

Pushing out into the dim light of the afternoon, Narra glanced at the overcast sky with dark clouds forming over the distant northern mountains. Rain was on its way, but would it hold off long enough for her to make her kills?

With the news of the impending mass execution of the Thieves Guild, Narra had to work fast. Wherever she could, she had to find soldiers, and she had to execute them. A twinge in her chest had her gripping the front of her cloak. She’d told herself a hundred times not to feel bad about this, but she couldn’t help it. Killing was easier now that she’d done it many times, but it didn’t stop her from wincing at the memory of each soldier’s face.

She told herself they weren’t innocent. No one was. They were soldiers, men ruled by the Kolarovas, and anyone ruled by that family was guilty by association.

Narra shook her head and turned down the street into an alley. 
She scaled the fire escape of the neighboring building and embraced the harsh wind. Her hood flew back and her orange hair unspooled from the nape of her neck, flying in every direction and whipping against her back.

She sighed and scanned the street. Before she took off, she always made sure everything was well in the neighborhood. She didn’t think anyone would try to break into her building, but with the Thieves Guild locked up, anything was possible.

A few orphans flitted from alley to alley, like a pack of wolves seeking their next meal. Further down the street, a beggar splayed his hands to a man in a suit walking past. He didn’t even spare the poor man a glance.

She continued her inspection until she found a familiar woman with bronze skin and a gorgeous mass of black curls spilling over her shoulders like waves. Her eyebrows were furrowed, and she worried her lip between her teeth.

Narra tilted her head as she watched Captain Avalon cross the street, looking up and down the cobblestone as if searching for someone.

What in Srah’s name was the Rupan woman doing in Rova’s Criminal District?

She waited until Avalon turned onto Narra’s street, then her curiosity getting the better of her. The embers that drove her quick movements only minutes ago, chilled, leaving the cold northern wind to burn her cheeks without the protection of her internal flames.

Avalon passed the alley between Narra’s apartment building and the one she stood upon. Was Avalon looking for Narra? She couldn’t think of another reason the pirate would be on this side of town, so far away from the City Docks. Come to think of it, she’d never seen Avalon step foot off of her ship, though they’d only met twice.

Narra glanced at the dark clouds hovering over the northern mountains. She couldn’t tell the time of day with the sky so dark, but either way, there was still plenty of light left, leaving her hours to execute her killings. She could spare a few minutes to question the pirate
.

Her mind made up, Narra returned to the escape ladder. She slid down quickly, cold metal burning her bare palms, then she raced through the alleys between buildings. Trash littered the ground, and rats scurried away underfoot. She leapt over fallen garbage cans and broken boxes until she caught sight of Avalon pausing by an alley mouth. With her back to Narra, she wouldn’t see the thief coming.

Narra’s lips twitched slightly, amusement flickering through her. Any thief knew never to let their guard down, especially when their back was exposed.

Slipping silently through the alley, Narra made her way between piles of foul-smelling litter until she was able to tap on Avalon’s shoulder.

The pirate yelped and leapt, spinning around to face Narra with wide brown eyes. Her eyebrows flew up, and her full lips formed a small ‘o’.

“Looking for me?” Narra asked. Though a small bubble of laughter began to form in her chest, she quickly squashed it. This was no time for jokes, even if Avalon’s look of surprise made her want to smile from ear to ear. “You really should guard your back.”

Avalon laid a hand over her heart and exhaled loudly. “Dammit, Rheka! You scared the hell out of me!”

Narra again had to fight the twitch of her lips. “Apologies.”

While Avalon caught her breath, Narra looked the pirate up and down. The two previous times they’d met, Avalon had been wearing leather pants, a corset, and high boots. Everything she wore hugged her curves and showed off her generous assets, but today she wore simple cotton trousers, a thin jacket, and a cloak pinned at her collarbone. It was strange to see Avalon looking so… normal.

“Yes, I was looking for you,” Avalon said. Now that she’d gathered her wits, Avalon schooled her expression back to the devious smile Narra remembered. However, the look seemed forced today. Dark circles under her eyes told Narra she hadn’t been sleeping much either. She glanced up and down the street, her smile faltering. “I need your help. Is there somewhere we can speak?”

“What do you need help with?” Narra wasn’t going anywhere with 
Avalon without knowing what she needed. Even if she did somewhat trust the pirate, she wasn’t about to follow her into a trap. Far too many people had played her for a fool recently, and she wasn’t about to let another toy with her.

Avalon sighed. “You remember the potion you obtained for me?”

“Of course.”

“Well… my sister arrived at the Docks not long after our last meeting. She was so ill from the poison. Her skin was green and her hair falling out.” Avalon shook her head. “Even though I knew it probably wouldn’t help, I gave her the potion anyway.”

Narra nodded. She understood Avalon’s desperation to save her kin. It was the same desperation that drove Narra to murder dozens of men in order to save her thieves.

“After she drank it, she just went mad.” Avalon swiped her curls behind her ear. Most of the golden hoops and ruby studs were missing. “She took off running through the streets. I couldn’t believe she had so much energy when she looked like she hadn’t eaten in weeks. She kept muttering about the gods, and then she was screaming and screaming about Srah returning on a chariot of the sun. It was madness!”

Narra’s heart sank. If what Avalon said was true, that certainly could have gotten her sister in trouble—but what did she want Narra to do about it?

“And?” Narra raised an eyebrow.

“Patrolmen caught her before we could. They put her in the hospital, and won’t let me see her.” Avalon looked up at the sky, blinking back tears. When she finally got herself together, she met Narra’s expectant gaze. “It’s been two days and now there’s a group of religious zealots camped outside the hospital. Their numbers are growing every day, and I can’t even make it to the front doors anymore.”

“I’m still not sure what you want me to do,” Narra stated frankly. She felt bad for Avalon, but she had problems of her own to contend with.

Avalon sighed. “I need a thief to steal my sister back.” She met 
Narra’s gaze with newfound intensity. Gold flecks flickered throughout her dark brown eyes. Narra had never noticed them before and wondered if the gold had been there all along.

“You want me to steal your sister from the hospital?” Narra asked.

The pirate nodded, her lips pressing into a firm, pale line. Her fists clenched at her sides, trembling slightly. “I’ll owe you… I’ll owe you a huge favor. Anything you ask.”

Narra’s eyebrows rose. A huge favor? What could she ask of Avalon? To kill for her? To aid her in her quest? Narra smoothed her expression and looked away from Avalon’s fierce gaze. Wind picked up her hair, a gentler breeze this time. The smooth strands caressed her cheeks as if trying to tempt her into helping Avalon.

Truth be told, she liked Avalon. The woman had a fierceness about her, but there was hurt, compassion, and loss in her eyes. Narra related to her more than she cared to admit.

But Narra had an entire Guild to save and an uprising to start. If she helped Avalon, it was only because she could use the help too.

Narra closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll steal your sister in exchange for a large favor to be collected at any time.”

When she opened her eyes again, Avalon’s had welled with tears. She nodded quickly and grabbed Narra’s hands. Her skin was rough with callouses, and Narra wondered if that was from working on a ship all day, or something more like Narra’s. Hers had been toughened by years of training with daggers.

“Thank you,” Avalon said. “You are saving my sister’s life.”

Narra nodded solemnly, unable to meet Avalon’s emotional gaze. She’d help the pirate, and in exchange, they’d team up to save her thieves, of that she was certain.
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The hospital stood
 tall against the darkening sky, but it wasn’t the impressive structure that kept Narra’s attention. Instead, it was the crowd of forty or so men and women dressed in white robes, toting 
icons of the god Srah as they chanted for the return of their prophet.

Though Narra had tried to argue against it, Avalon insisted on coming along. With the pirate alongside her, she couldn’t take to the rooftops, or fly into one of the hospital windows. Instead, she’d have to sneak in a back entrance, and with the members of the Church of Srah surrounding the building, she wouldn’t be able to do that until they were gone.

Narra glanced at Avalon, whose face was twisted in fury. “Are you all right?” she asked.

Narra wasn’t good with feelings, and wasn’t sure if she’d ever be, but while Avalon was her companion, she’d try and treat the woman more like Erik. He was the person she cared about most, the man who made her feel the most human, even if she didn’t always understand her best friend.

Avalon nodded grimly. “I’m fine. How are we going to do this?”

Narra inspected the front of the building from across the street, hidden in the shadows of an alley.

“It looks like some of the religious zealots have spilled into the alleyways,” Narra observed. Three men with gold-trimmed robes walked toward the back of the building, the very side she planned on slipping in. “We’ll have to wait until nightfall.”

“All right,” Avalon agreed. “Where should we wait?”

Narra glanced at the L-shaped building wrapping the right side of the hospital. It used to be part of the university, but had since been turned into student housing. The building was four-stories high, nearly the same height as the hospital, and would give them a good angle to keep an eye out on the goings on below.

“We’ll stake out the hospital from up there.” Narra pointed at the roof of the university housing.

“Up there?” Avalon’s eyebrows shot up, and her skin paled.

“Yes.” Narra’s eyebrows furrowed. She wasn’t sure why Avalon looked worried. “We might even be able to see your sister through one of the windows. Either way, it’ll give us an advantage.”

Avalon nodded her chin ever so slightly. “Okay.
”

Giving Avalon a confused look, Narra slipped back into the alley. They made their way around the block until they reached the escape ladder clinging to the side of the student building a street over. Narra helped Avalon up to the first of the rungs before pulling herself up as well. A few minutes later, they stood on the slightly sloped rooftop, sticking next to a brick chimney where they could blend into the darkness of the brick.

Avalon trembled as she carefully sat, leaning against the chimney. She splayed her hands on the shingles beneath her, her eyes wide as she stared at the alley below. Narra was sure she couldn’t see the ground at this angle, but it finally dawned on her what was happening. Avalon was afraid of heights.

“I can take you back down if this is too much,” Narra said tentatively. She hovered next to the pirate, ready to help her up and lead her back to the ladder.

Avalon shook her head. “No. I need to help my sister.”

Narra sighed. “All right.”

She sat beside Avalon, keeping a respectful distance as she pulled her hood back over her flaming head of hair.

“You’re not afraid?” Avalon asked when silence had lapsed for several long minutes.

“No.” Narra shrugged. “I find the rooftops comforting.”

Avalon laughed. “When you could fall four stories to your death at any time?”

Narra slid her hands inside her cloak and produced her grappling hook. “I use this to fly between buildings.”

Avalon paled. “That sounds awful.”

“I find it freeing.” She returned her hook to her belt, and settled her arms on her knees. For years, the rooftops of Rova City had been her sanctuary away from her father. They were the closest things to freedom she’d ever had until the day he died.

“I prefer the sea,” Avalon said. She curled her arms around her knees, hoisting them up to her chest. She looked so out of place on the rooftop.

“Why?” Narra asked, genuinely curious. She’d never had occasion 
to sail, though she’d been on docked boats a few times. She never enjoyed the constant sway of the ship. She preferred solid ground or the comfort of a strong air current.

Avalon smiled. “When you’re at sea, it’s like the rest of the world doesn’t matter. There’s only endless water, wind, and you. At sea, you’re in control of your ship. You guide yourself through the waters, leading it wherever you want to go.” The pirate looked wistfully at the clouded sky. “A ship at sea is far more controllable than the rest of life.”

“Hm.” Narra pondered her words.

From what she’d heard of sailing, the sea could be a very unforgiving creature, doing what it wanted seemingly at random. Yet, Avalon felt as if she could somehow control that chaos, and clearly found peace with it.

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed. It didn’t make sense to her, but she let it be.

“I must sound crazy.” Avalon chuckled. “Sorry. I’ve just always felt at home on the sea. I’ll never understand you land lovers.”

“Just because I don’t understand your feelings, doesn’t mean you’re crazy,” Narra said.

Avalon looked at her with wide eyes. When Narra didn’t continue, her face softened and she nodded solemnly before looking back at the sky.

They lapsed into silence as they waited for the fall of the sun. Once the world darkened with night, they’d make their move, and whatever it took, they’d find Avalon’s sister.
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W

hen night came, the street quieted, and the strange chanting of the religious zealots lessened until it disappeared completely. Narra and Avalon watched the men and women leave for the day, returning to wherever they came from, and finally clearing the back alley for their rescue mission.

Narra flashed a smile, her heartbeat quickening as she stood to inspect the hospital building. Though she’d stared at it for hours, scanning each window for signs of a woman like Avalon, she saw no one resembling the Rupan woman, only a multitude of Rovan citizens. Though they looked similar, with bronze skin and dark hair, the slight hood of Avalon’s eyes and the tight curl of her black hair marked her as Rupan.

Avalon groaned as she stood, stretching her arms over her head. “Damn, we’ve been sitting for so long.”

Narra twisted her limbs to loosen them. Avalon was right, they’d been sitting for hours, and her muscles were sore and tight from the lack of movement. But with adrenaline worming its way in through her excitement at a mission, the pain dulled, leaving her ready to race through the hospital halls once more.

Her smile dropped as she recalled the last time she’d been inside 
the hospital. She’d told Asher his son was dead before fleeing his pain, only to find Marina bruised in the hall. She sighed and shook her head. Her breath fogged the cold night air. She had to push all thoughts of the Kolarova family aside. She was here for Avalon and her sister, no one else.

“Let’s go,” Narra said.

Avalon nodded, and they slowly made their way back down to the alley floor. It took longer than it would have if she were alone, but now that she understood Avalon’s fear of heights, Narra gave her the extra time she needed to make it back to the ground.

“Thank the gods!” Avalon said when they reached the alley.

Narra raised an eyebrow. She wasn’t used to anyone thanking ‘gods’ instead of just ‘Srah’. She’d almost forgotten that Rupan people worshipped not one, but several deities, from a Sea Goddess to the Forest Lord, a god of nature and animal life.

“Lead the way,” Avalon said.

Narra turned towards the hospital and Avalon followed her to a back door propped open with a brick. Earlier that day, nurses and doctors alike had used the back entrance to come outside for a smoke, and she noted how they all had left the door open with a brick. Narra assumed the door would lock automatically if they didn’t.

Slipping to the end of the alley, Narra paused to peer into the shadows at the back of the building. Nothing moved in the darkness, so she motioned for Avalon to follow her to the door.

After stopping to listen for signs of life, she went inside, discovering it was actually an emergency exit from the stairwell.

“Well that worked out nicely,” Avalon commented.

“Agreed,” Narra said. She made sure the door remained propped open—not wanting any staff to think something was amiss—and led the way up the stairs, straining her ears to listen for nearby staff.

Soft mumbles drifted through the walls, and she occasionally heard the clack of heels in the hallway, but no one entered the stairwell while they were inside it.

Narra stopped on the second floor landing. During her last visit 
she’d learned the more luxurious quarters had been moved to the third floor, so it made sense they might keep Avalon’s sister on the second floor with the rest of the regular patients. Still, to find her they’d need to get to a nurses’ station and grab her file, just like when she’d searched for Asher what felt like eons ago.

“Is this where you go in alone and I wait for your gallant return?” Avalon whispered cheekily.

They’d already gone over the plan, which mostly involved Avalon waiting while Narra slipped around the hospital quietly. She worked far better alone.

“Yes,” Narra said, barely restraining her amused smile.

“I await your return.” Avalon flashed a nervous little grin, and Narra nodded before entering the hall.

The murmur of voices came from a room up ahead, and Narra preceded quietly, heart pounding against her ribs. She had to be careful to avoid detection, or risk ruining their rescue mission, but memories of walking these same halls were filling her head.

Narra bit down hard on her lip until pain pushed the images away.

The click of heels alerted her to someone’s approach, and she slipped into a supply closet. The overwhelming scent of lye soap assaulted her nose, and Narra had to squeeze her nostrils shut to keep from sneezing or coughing on the stench.

When the heels disappeared, she peeked out to find the nurses’ station up ahead still clear. Narra sighed with relief and left her hiding spot, gulping in clean air as she rushed to the stack of files on the edge of the desk.

She flipped through file tabs until a name stood out and she froze.

Asher Grayson.

Was he still a patient? Or had they simply not put his file away yet? Shouldn’t his file be on the third floor anyway? Her heartbeat picked up speed, and she shook her head to push the look of anguish she remembered on his face from her mind. He’d been in the hospital for days. It was unlikely he still remained
.

Continuing her search, Narra flicked through pages until she found the name of Avalon’s sister: Caroline Killian.

Narra plucked the folder from the pile and leafed through the pages until she found her room number. Two thirty-one. She quickly replaced the file and returned to the stairwell without encountering any more nurses.

“Finally!” Avalon said when she closed the door behind her.

“I was hardly gone five minutes,” Narra said, her tone flat.

“Five minutes too long.” Avalon crossed her arms. “I heard talking outside the door, and I thought you might have been caught.”

Narra rolled her eyes. “Who do you think I am?”

Irritation flashed through her. She wasn’t just any ordinary thief. She was Commander Rheka, and no nurse was about to catch her that easily.

“Forget it,” Avalon said. “Did you find her?”

Narra nodded. “Room two thirty-one. It should be a hall over.”

“All right, what are we waiting for?”

Narra listened at the door before leading the way back into the hall. They skirted a few spare trolleys and carts getting over to the next hallway, but only heard the faint click of heels somewhere far away.

“Damn, this is almost too easy,” Avalon whispered.

“Shhh,” Narra hissed.

Avalon shut up, and a few moments later they found the room they were looking for. Narra stopped outside of it, taking a moment to listen at the door. She heard nothing but faint breathing beyond the thick wooden surface.

“Stay quiet,” Narra said, turning to meet Avalon’s impatient look. “Your reunion can wait until we’re outside.”

“I understand,” Avalon said.

Narra raised her eyebrows and inspected Avalon’s face to make sure she really did. When Avalon gave her an exasperated sigh and motioned Narra in first, she let it go and gently eased the door open.

The thief slipped inside, her heart pounding in her ears as she inspected the small room with the curtain drawn around the bed. No 
paintings decorated the sparse pale blue walls, and no small tables held flowers. It was just how she remembered the lesser quality rooms.

Avalon followed and shut the door with a soft click. Once they were left in silence, Narra straightened and went to the curtain.

“Cari?” Avalon whispered.

Narra gripped the thick fabric of the curtain and yanked it aside.

Both of their gasps filled the quiet left by the grind of the curtain. At the back wall of the room, Asher stood with a tiny woman held to his chest, a scalpel pressed against her throat. Dark circles surrounded his desperate eyes, and his fist shook around the knife.

Narra ripped a dagger from her hip before she realized what she was doing.

“Stop!” Asher snapped. “Put your weapon down or she dies.”

Narra’s heart raced as she looked between Caroline and Avalon. The pirate’s younger sister was the spitting image of her, only younger and slimmer, with rounder cheeks, short, frizzy hair, and hazel eyes.

“Who the hell are you?” Avalon whisper-yelled. At least she was remembering to keep quiet. Apparently Avalon didn’t recognize Asher in his hospital gown and mussed hair. Narra couldn’t blame her. He looked like a totally different person.

Asher didn’t even glance at Avalon. His dark eyes remained locked on Narra. He ground his teeth and his knuckles went white as he gripped his weapon hard.

“Put it down,” Asher insisted.

Narra growled before she could help it. She narrowed her eyes. “You’re threatening little girls now, Asher?”

He winced, and his grip on the knife loosened, but he didn’t release Caroline. “Put the dagger away,” he said gruffly.

Avalon looked between them. “Do what he says!”

Narra reluctantly returned her dagger to her belt, and held up her hands so he could see she wasn’t hiding anything. Though she was still decorated in knives, a short sword, and her pistol, she didn’t have any of them in hand—yet
.

“What do you want?” Narra said, keeping her voice neutral and unwavering.

“You killed my son,” Asher said. His voice trembled, as did the rest of him. His eyes watered, already bloodshot. It had clearly been days since he’d shaved or showered, and the hurt look on his face nearly broke Narra’s heart.

She’d done this to him. She’d drove him to it. But how did he even know they were here?

“This has nothing to do with her.” Narra nodded at Caroline. “Let her go.”

Asher shook his head. “This is who you’re here for, right? The prophet?”

Narra scoffed. “She isn’t a prophet. She was on the same drug you fed me at the Dollhouse.” Avalon shot her a startled look, but Narra didn’t dare take her eyes off the general.

“Whoever she is, you’re here for her,” Asher said with more certainty this time.

“Yes,” Avalon said quickly. “Let her go.”

“How did you even know we were here?” Narra asked, unable to help herself.

“I saw you on the roof of the student building,” Asher rumbled. “I figured there had to be a connection between your sudden reappearance, and the prophet. When I saw the pirate, I was certain.” He indicated Avalon with a quick nod of his head. “If you were just here for me, you wouldn’t have been camped out on a roof all day.”

Narra barely held back a groan. She hadn’t even seen him in one of the windows, but she should have guessed that someone might spot them. Given the distraction of the church folk outside, she hadn’t thought anyone would notice them on the opposite side of the building.

Avalon looked desperately between them both, her lips parted in surprise and confusion as she tried to figure out what was going on, and how she could get her sister out of this.

But Narra had no answers for the pirate. With the loss of his son, Asher was operating irrationally, far from the general she’d known
.

“Hand over the girl,” Narra said. “You don’t need her. I’ll stay and talk.”

Asher raised an eyebrow. “Do you think I’m stupid?”

Narra bit back an annoyed groan. Asher didn’t care about Caroline. He only wanted revenge for his son. He was a wreck, and she’d caused all of this. All of this pain, all of this sorrow. Her heart clenched with guilt.

“I’ll exchange myself for her,” Narra surprised herself by saying. “I’ll take off my weapons and stay.” She splayed her hands in the air in surrender. “Just let her go.”

Whatever he’d been through, Narra knew she could still handle him, weaponless or not. She’d outfoxed and outfought him once before, and she could do it again.

Asher’s eyebrows furrowed as he considered this. After a long moment he finally nodded. “All right. But remove your weapons first. All of them.”

Narra lowered her hands and flicked her cloak over her shoulders so he could see her remove them. First, she unstrapped her harness, and stepped out of it, setting it on the bed between them. With it went a set of throwing knives, her sword, and her pistol.

“Rheka,” Avalon gasped. “What are you doing?”

“You want your sister back, right?” Narra shot Avalon a look.

Avalon ground her teeth and didn’t protest again.

Narra unstrapped the sheaths of daggers on her forearms, and removed two daggers from her thigh holster. Once they were all splayed on the bed, she spun around to show Asher she was unarmed.

“Now let the girl go,” Narra insisted.

Asher scanned her from head to toe, then paused to inspect her face, his eyebrows low over his eyes. He seemed to be considering something before he slowly lowered the knife from Caroline’s throat. As soon as the blade was gone, Caroline ran from his grip and fell into her sister’s arms.

“Cari!” Avalon embraced her sister, quickly pulling her toward 
the door. “I’m here, sis.” She stroked Caroline’s hair, and Caroline nodded against Avalon’s chest.

Seconds later, the door was open, and Avalon gave Narra one last forlorn look before she disappeared into the hall, leaving Narra to face Asher and all the guilt she held inside, alone.
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oaded silence rested between them as Asher stared her down. His eyes were dark, his face twisted with grief. Some part of her wanted to comfort him. Narra wasn’t sure when exactly she’d started feeling things like guilt, and remorse for her actions, but she felt them acutely. She hated that she was causing Asher so much pain, even if his son had deserved to die. Ezriel was still his child, and she’d taken him from Asher.

Narra bit down hard on her lip. She wanted to apologize a thousand times, to try and explain why she’d done it. He didn’t know the whole story. He didn’t know that Ezriel had murdered thirteen of her initiates before her eyes. Would he understand if she told him?

She doubted it. He was still a father, and Narra had killed his son.

“How could you?” Asher finally broke the quiet. His voice quivered, tightening the painful knot clenching around her heart.

“Asher,” she began.

His fist hit the wall, and Narra winced.

“You killed my son,” he said. His words were edged with venom. This wasn’t the man she’d met in a cell beneath the Rova City Barracks. “It was the one thing I asked you not to do.”

“Asher,” she tried again
.

“Just shut up,” he snarled. “Just shut the fuck up.”

His fists trembled at his sides, and Narra had no doubt in her mind that he wanted to hit her, to unleash his fury, to get his revenge. Would Asher try to kill her? Maybe. Would she let him? No. But did she deserve it? Her chest constricted. Yes.

Narra kept silent. He didn’t want to hear anything she had to say, and she tried to understand that.

“My son was all I had. He was everything to me. I wanted to be there for him… to be a good father.” Tears welled in Asher’s eyes, only pulling on the strings of guilt further. “I wanted him to get better, but now he’ll never have that chance. He’ll never have the opportunity to redeem himself. He’s just dead
.”

Narra’s heart raced as tears spilled down his handsome face. Her eyebrows furrowed, and it took everything in her to stay rooted to the spot. She didn’t want to provoke him, but part of her still wanted to comfort him, to tell him she was sorry, and that she was sure his son loved him.

But she stayed put because the rest of her knew Ezriel deserved to die. The rest of her knew what she’d done was right. She couldn’t lie to Asher. She couldn’t tell him that his son was redeemable when he wasn’t. Nothing she said would help his grief, because she’d either have to lie or tell the truth, and both would break him.

So she stayed still, watching Asher cry, and feeling her heart crack in two.

“Why
, Rheka? Why did you have to kill my boy?” He lurched forward a step, coming around the side of the bed. Narra surprised herself by staying still. She didn’t try to run from what she’d done, only conceal why she’d done it for his sake. “Answer me!
”

Narra looked away. She couldn’t take the look in his eyes any longer, the one that branded her a murderer. She knew what she’d done and what she continued to do for the sake of her thieves. She’d killed before, but never had it been easier than when she’d ended Ezriel’s life.

Asher lunged forward and grabbed her shoulders, throwing her up against the wall of the hospital room
.

Her breath whooshed from her lungs in a surprised gasp, and she looked back up to meet his gaze. His teeth were bared, a snarl on his lips, but his eyebrows furrowed as if questioning himself and what he was doing. He gripped her biceps firmly, his fingers digging into her almost painfully.

“Please, just tell me,” he said, his voice hushed.

Narra couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe with him so close. Their faces were inches apart, and his breath was hot like fire between them. Her pulse raced, pounding loudly in her ears.

“He deserved to die,” she said, breathless. She hadn’t meant to say it, but the words tumbled from her lips all the same.

Asher stiffened. “What in Srah’s name is that supposed to mean?”

Narra gulped as his grip tightened. “He killed my initiates.” Her voice darkened at the memory.

Blood splashed across her mind’s eye, soaking the floor and walls of the Rupan vault inside the casino. Ezriel had stood there, sword in hand, blood covering him, and he’d laughed
. He’d laughed at their pain. Laughed at their anguished moans as he sliced through them. He deserved the death of a thousand cuts. He deserved worse
.

“What?” Asher’s forehead wrinkled with confusion.

“He killed the Guild initiates that were my responsibility,” she clarified. “Thirteen. Thirteen children
.”

Asher stepped back, stunned as if she’d slapped him. His eyes flew wide and he released her arms. “That can’t be true.”

“I saw it with my own damn eyes,” Narra growled. Fire kindled inside her, burning through the rage always so close to the surface. “They were my responsibility. They were my
 initiates. Some were no more than sixteen. They were kids, and he laughed as he slaughtered them!”

Asher reeled back, turning away from her, hand over his mouth as if he might vomit. “You’re lying.”

Narra came toward him, circling until she could face him again. “I’m not lying, Asher. I know how much you loved him, but he was a fucking monster. He killed my initiates, just like he killed all of the others.
”

Ezriel’s confession flickered through her mind. It hadn’t simply been soldiers Ezriel killed, but maids, vagrants, and servants too.

“He’d never harm a child,” Asher argued, but his voice was small. He didn’t quite believe it himself.

“You can tell yourself that all you want, but you know it’s a lie,” Narra said. “He killed those kids, and he deserved what he got. He deserved worse.”

Asher grabbed her again, pushing her against the wall. His eyes screamed murder, and from the scalpel at her throat, she wouldn’t be surprised if he chose to end her right then and there. His hands trembled, and his knuckles went white around the knife. His chest pressed against hers, pinning her against the smooth surface. The sharp poke of the blade made her raise her chin to escape it, but it only pressed harder.

Narra clenched her fists. Her mind raced far too fast to come up with a plan. She didn’t want to die. Not here, not now. But did Asher have it in him to kill her? She inspected his dark gaze, which flashed with a thousand indecipherable emotions.

Even given the treacherous situation, a smile pricked her lips. She shouldn’t find this funny, she really shouldn’t. Asher might very well kill her yet, but somehow she found it comedic. Narra had killed his son for being a murderer, yet she herself had killed a dozen men in only two days. Though they weren’t exactly children, they were still moderately innocent, at least in the way every soldier might be.

Was she a hypocrite to expect mercy from him? Yet, Asher didn’t know of her crimes, did he? He’d been sequestered in this hospital for days. There was no way he knew his knife was so close to ending the tyranny of a murderer.

“Tell me you’re lying.” Asher hissed out a breath. His teeth were clenched so hard she heard his jaw creak.

Narra’s heart slammed against her ribs. She should lie and tell him what he wanted to hear, but she’d never lied to General Asher Grayson, and she wasn’t about to start.

“I can’t,” she said.

Asher’s eyes welled with tears, and he pressed the scalpel harder 
against her exposed neck. Narra gasped involuntarily as pain speared her throat and hot blood trickled down her skin.

The door burst open suddenly, and they both froze as Avalon appeared, her eyes wide and hair wild.

She stilled the moment she stepped through, glancing between them both as she assessed the situation.

Narra’s chest warmed at the sight of the pirate woman. Thank Srah, someone was there to help.

“Grayson,” Avalon said tentatively. She held a hand out and raised her eyebrows, trying to reason with him. She took a step forward as the door clicked shut behind her. “Put the scalpel down.”

Asher didn’t move, and neither did Narra.

“I get why you’re upset,” Avalon continued, her voice soft and smooth as if trying to calm a wild animal. “I know what it’s like to lose a child.”

Narra’s eyes widened in surprise. She hadn’t realized Avalon had a child, or at least used to. Her gaze trailed over the pirate momentarily. Avalon had to be around thirty years old, so it made sense she could have been married, or had children. She was certainly old enough by Rovan standards.

“You do?” Asher’s eyebrows furrowed and his grip slackened just a little.

“I do,” Avalon said. She smiled ruefully and took another step forward. Asher didn’t seem to notice. “I lost my daughter a few years ago. She was my life, my world.”

Asher nodded, his wide jaw clenched once again.

“So believe me when I tell you, killing Rheka won’t make you feel any better,” Avalon continued. Her dark eyes were filled with sadness, and her face twisted in pain. Narra’s heart clenched at the sight of this beautiful woman who’d clearly been through a lot more than Narra had ever realized.

“How do you know this?” Asher asked suspiciously.

Avalon sighed. “Because I killed the man who murdered my daughter, and it didn’t bring her back. It didn’t make her any less 
gone
.” Her voice broke, and it was like a spear stabbed Narra through the chest.

She couldn’t understand what either of them were feeling. Narra had never had a child and never planned to, but the hurt on both of their faces was overwhelming.

The pain at her throat disappeared suddenly, and the clatter of metal filled the silence left by Avalon’s words.

Asher fell to his knees, a sob hitching in his throat. Tears spilled down his face, as he buried his head in his hands.

Narra knew she should step away from Asher—escape while she could—but every inch of her wanted to stay and comfort the father of the man she’d killed. Her chest tightened, and she parted her lips to speak. She nearly reached out her hand to rest on his shoulder, until she saw Avalon shake her head out of the corner of her eye.

She knew it wasn’t a good idea to stay. Asher had just tried to kill her, or almost tried. Narra hadn’t exactly been sure if he would or not. Either way, Asher wasn’t in a good place right now, and she was the reason he was hurting. Her staying wouldn’t do him any good.

Narra bit her lip and forced her feet into action, stepping away from the crying man and following Avalon towards the door.

The pirate woman gave her a long look before she turned and opened the door. She stepped into the quiet hall, and Narra collected her weapons before she paused in the doorway, glancing over her shoulder.

She hesitated, still wanting to do or say something. But what could she say to comfort someone who’d just lost their child? She looked away, unable to push down the overwhelming guilt rising inside her.

“I’m sorry,” Narra whispered, and then she left.
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W

ith a heavy heart, Narra returned to the alley behind the hospital. Avalon slipped out the back entrance first, and Narra gently closed the door against the brick propping it open. She descended the few steps to the floor and glanced back and forth in search of Caroline.

Avalon raced to one end of the alley, and then the other, peering down both ends.

“She’s gone!” the pirate cried. Her eyes widened as she turned back to Narra.

“What?” Narra’s pulse raced as she inspected both alleys as well. Nothing. Caroline was nowhere to be found. “Would she just leave? Head back to the Docks?”

Avalon shook her head. “No. This is her first time in Rova City. She’d have no idea where she was going.”


Damn
. Frustration sent hot embers whirling through her chest. It was always something.

Narra joined Avalon at the far end of the alley. “Stay here. I’ll go ahead and look for her.”

Avalon flashed her a panicked look. Narra knew what that look meant. Avalon thought Narra was going to abandon her after they’d 
just rescued her sister. They were certainly even after Avalon saved her from Asher’s knife. Narra didn’t need to go after Caroline, but she couldn’t just leave Avalon alone in the alley without at least helping her search for Caroline.

“I’ll be back.” Narra tried to assure the pirate with a meaningful look. “I will
 return.”

The pirate captain bit her lip, her eyebrows furrowed, and nodded quickly. “All right. Please hurry.”

Narra nodded. She understood the urgency of the situation. If Caroline didn’t go off on her own, she had to have been abducted, and Srah only knew what kind of person had grabbed a teenager off the street.

Yanking her grappling hook from her belt, Narra took a few steps away from the pirate before shooting her hook up at the roof of the student building. She held on tight as she hit the release and was pulled into the air.

Her boots tapped against the wall as she leapt up, sailing just over the lip of the roof before landing.

She took a deep breath, and scanned the streets below. Out in front of the hospital, a steamwagon had pulled up to the curb. Two men in religious robes dragged Caroline under the armpits and shoved her inside the back seat before slipping in behind her.

Shit.

Narra’s heart raced as she shot her grappling hook at the chimney of the roof across the street. This wasn’t good. The religious zealots had been camped out front for days, and Avalon and Narra had just delivered their prophet right to them.

She ground her teeth and cursed herself. If Avalon hadn’t come back for her, or if Narra had just taken her chance and fled, Caroline would still be safe.

Narra leapt from the edge of the building and hit the release on her grappling hook. She shot through the air, landing on the building steeple before she shot off again. She followed the steamwagon through the curving streets as best she could, her breathing quick and heavy as she leapt again and again
.

Only after several long minutes did she realize where the steamwagon was headed.

The palace.

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed as she followed, keeping the same breakneck pace. If they were headed to the palace, that could mean a million things. Maybe they wanted to turn Caroline in for some sort of reward. Or maybe Marina was playing with fire and involving herself with the Church of Srah. Their numbers seemed to be growing as of late, and taking a side with the Church could give her even more power of Rova City.

She landed on the flat roof of a shop across the square from the palace. The steamwagon lurched to a stop in front of the main gates, and the man in the front seat rolled his window down. He exchanged quick words with the soldier stationed on the left side of the enormous iron gates before the soldier stepped aside and motioned to his fellow guard.

From across the street, she had no idea what was said, but then the door cracked open, and the steamwagon went through.


What is happening
?

Narra crouched by the lip of the roof, but from her angle downhill, she couldn’t see beyond the wall. Damn. She’d have to get up onto the palace wall to find out what was going on, but with soldiers circling every few minutes, she’d have two minutes maximum to stay and observe.

She growled her frustration and her fist clenched against her thigh. She really had to stop involving herself in the matters of others. It made her care far too much about people she had no business caring about. But Avalon’s stricken face was enough to urge her from the roof of the shop, across the square, and up onto another building she could vault from.

Hidden by the clay steeple of a small bookshop, Narra watched the wall guards circle once, then twice before she took her moment and flew from the rooftop, right up beside a stone gargoyle perched on the edge of the thick outer wall of the palace.

Beyond, the courtyard expanded for nearly forty feet. A pristine 
cobblestone path led the way to the castle steps, curving into a circle around a large fountain before joining with the original path again.

Narra held her breath and pressed into the shadows of the gargoyle as the doors to the palace creaked open at the same time Caroline was yanked from the back of the steamwagon. Narra glanced desperately between the steamwagon and the four soldiers that streamed out of the doorway. She’d never be able to fly in and grab Caroline like this. Not to mention there was nothing to vault to at this distance. The cord of her grappling hook was long, but not that
 long. Even if she could, she’d be down for one hell of a fight, one she wasn’t sure she could win.

Clenching her fists, Narra watched as a woman slipped from the palace entrance.

Her velvet gown was a deep shade of red, darker than the amulet at her breast. It hugged her curves, and flattered the dark olive tone of her skin.

Marina flicked her silky brown waves over her shoulder as she descended the two-dozen steps to meet Caroline and the religious zealots at the bottom of the stairs. Her full lips twitched into a smile, and she reached out to embrace Avalon’s sister.

Caroline yanked back. Her wrists were tied, and she glared at the princess.

Marina hesitated, her smile faltering. Then her tinkle of a laugh drifted across the courtyard with the breeze, reaching Narra’s hiding spot on the castle wall. Her chest constricted and her fingernails dug into her palms.

It had been nearly three days since she’d last laid eyes on the princess, but a fire lit in her stomach every time she pictured Marina’s perfect face. Marina had lied to her. She’d used Narra, and then she’d stolen her thieves from her the moment the opportunity presented itself.

After all Narra had done for this foolish woman, her heart still tightened at the sight of her. But beyond the confusion of her attraction for Marina, her rage burned hot, urging her to end it all now.

Even from nearly forty feet away, she could land a dagger with 
precision. All it’d take was a simple flick of her wrist, and Marina would be dead.

But leaving the empire without a clear line of succession could prove even worse than having Marina as the next empress. The empire would erupt into civil war as everyone with even an ounce of royal blood tried to claim the throne. It’d mean another Century of Blood, and even though Narra desperately wanted her thieves back, ending the empire wouldn’t do them any good.

Plus, her thieves would still remain under lock and key for the next emperor to do with as they pleased.

Narra bit the inside of her cheek, trying not to let out a groan of frustration. Her two minutes were up, and as if on cue, footsteps sounded on the wall.

She had to go, and she had to go now
.

Taking one last look at the woman who ruined her life, Narra watched Marina disappear inside, pulling Caroline alongside her. Then, Narra leapt from the wall and took off into the night.
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Returning to the hospital alley,
 Narra landed with a soft thump a few feet from Avalon. Her stomach churned with unease. She didn’t want to deliver the bad news, and had certainly taken her time returning.

Avalon stopped her pacing the moment Narra landed. Her eyes went wide, and she raced over to the thief’s side, a question in her eyes as well as on her lips.

Narra met her gaze, and briefly shook her head.

That’s all it took for Avalon’s hopeful expression to collapse into despair. She buried her face in her hands, muffling a scream.

Narra worked her jaw. She knew the feeling. Everything in the last few weeks had been beyond frustrating, and now this. Just as Avalon had gotten her sister back, she’d been taken away. It wasn’t fair, and they both knew it.

Once Avalon got herself together, she lowered her hands, her fists 
clenching. Thunder cracked overhead, and Narra glanced at the sky in time to catch a bolt of lighting zing through the clouds.

Her eyebrows furrowed. It hadn’t been a hot day, and yet the wind had suddenly picked up, and another flash of light broke the dark night sky.

“Where is my sister?” Avalon asked quietly.

Narra looked away from the sky and back at the pirate. “The palace. The religious zealots took her in a steamwagon directly to the princess at the castle doors.”

Avalon’s eyes widened in surprise. “What would the princess want with my sister?”

Narra shrugged. She really didn’t know.

Avalon bit her lip, and stared at the alley floor, clearly deep in thought. After several long minutes, Narra shifted uncomfortably. She didn’t know what to do or say to Avalon, but after a long day, her body was sore and tired. She should really return to her apartment for the night and get some rest before picking up her mission of vengeance in the morning. She only had six days until the thieves were executed, and she’d already wasted the entire day with Avalon.

“What do you think I should do?” Avalon asked. “I don’t know your country well, but they can’t just keep my sister against her will… can they?”

“They can.” Narra sighed. “Marina is the soon-to-be empress. She can do whatever she wants.” Her fists clenched as a spark of anger licked her heart once more.

“How can I get her back?”

“I don’t know.”

Avalon swiped a hand through her curls and shook her head. “This damn place. I wish I’d never returned.”

Narra knew what it felt like to curse this damned city. “You’ll find a way to get her back.”

“Will you help me?” Avalon took Narra’s hand.

Her fingers were warm and rough with callouses, surprising Narra into not pulling away.

“Help you?” she reiterated stupidly
.

“Yes.” Avalon squeezed her hand. “Please. I don’t know this city well. You’re from here. You know how to get around the law, and you have skills I don’t.”

Narra gently tugged her hand free. “I can’t help you.” She had too much to do on her own. Her thieves had to come first.

“Please
, Rheka. I can pay you, whatever you want.”

She shook her head. “It isn’t about money.”

“Then what? I’ll do whatever, help you in whatever way I can. But I can’t get my sister back alone.”

Narra met Avalon’s desperate gaze. What help would Avalon be to Narra’s cause? Would the pirate kill for her? Go to battle for her?

Narra was alone in this. She was alone in trying to get her thieves back, in her quest to take Marina down, and in her desire to find her uncle. Everything she did, she did by herself. What would it be like to have a partner? They both wanted something in that palace. Avalon wanted her sister. Narra wanted the Thieves Guild. Could they do it together?

“You’d really do anything?” Narra asked tentatively.

Avalon’s gaze flashed with unease, but after a moment’s hesitation, she squared her jaw and nodded. “Anything.”

“Then maybe we can help each other.” Narra turned to face the pirate fully. “Marina took the Thieves Guild, and I want them back.”

“What?” Avalon gasped.

Narra smiled ruefully. “It’s true. She’s holding them in the palace dungeons. Everything we both want is inside that castle.”

Avalon’s eyes lit with understanding. “So we can work together to get what we want.”

“Exactly.”

Avalon was quick to agree, her eyes darkening, and her determination set in the hardening of her jaw. She held a hand out for Narra, and tilted her chin to the sky. Another flash of lightning illuminated the tight curls around Avalon’s gorgeous face. “It’s a deal then.”

Narra took her hand, and shook it. “It’s a deal.”
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T

he floorboards creaked beneath Narra’s weight as she ascended to the third floor of her apartment building. She sighed and shot a half-hearted glare at the stairs. Usually she could avoid the old, creaky boards in need of fixing, but today she was tired. So
 tired. Her limbs ached and her mind swam with a long day of flying through town and staking out the hospital.

Though it had been a physically tiring day, it was her brain that felt the true pangs of exhaustion. She’d nearly gotten herself killed by Asher, and then she’d seen Marina for the first time in days. Both of them held different parts of her in their hands. It was almost as if they’d torn bits of her heart out of her chest, and lorded them over her.

She sneered at the gruesome image before pushing it away.

Narra reached the vault-like door to her apartment and made quick work of the locks before slipping inside and flicking the thick handle to seal it. She threw the locks back into place, and turned to face the darkness of the living room.

No light remained inside. The lamp in the kitchen must have run out of oil. She sighed. Just her luck.

Narra unclipped her cloak and tossed it over the back of where 
she was sure the couch was, then proceeded to the kitchen where she groped around the cupboards for a spare lamp and matches.

Once sparks finally flashed through the dark, a small flame caught on the wick of the oil lamp, and she turned up the bronze dial on the side until the entire kitchen was bathed in warm light.

As she expected, the light dangling from the ceiling was empty. A problem for tomorrow.

Taking the cold metal handle of the lamp, Narra left the kitchen, only to stop as soon as she stepped into the hall.

The soft squeak of a floorboard met her ears. Narra’s eyebrows furrowed, and she froze in place, straining her ears to listen. Creak
. There it was again. Her blood ran cold at the realization that someone was inside her apartment.

How was that even possible? Only Narra and her father had the keys, and her father was dead.

Was she hallucinating again?

Her heart raced with possibilities. Since she’d killed the emperor, who at the time she’d thought was her father’s ghost, she hadn’t seen or heard from her father’s ghost. It was as if killing him had finally set her free.

She didn’t want the hallucinations back. She didn’t want to think herself crazy for hearing his voice. He was gone, and she was safe in her loneliness.

Another creak had her springing into the hall, hand on her short sword, and lamp thrust out toward the shadows.

A woman appeared in the doorway of her father’s room. She leaned on the doorframe, a smirk on her wide lips, and mischief flashing in her dark gaze. With bronze skin, silky dark hair, and deep brown eyes, she was Rovan-born through and through.

“You certainly come home late,” she purred.

Narra took a tentative step back, confusion spreading cold through her chest. What the hell was this? Who
 was this? And how had she gotten inside?

She parted her lips to speak when the woman shook her head, amusement clear on her face. Loose curls fell from under her black 
hood. Though she was cloaked like Narra typically was, the fabric was pushed back over her shoulders to reveal tight black pants, a brown leather corset, and at least two dozen weapons, all similarly placed to Narra’s.

“Who are you?” Narra asked, equal parts curious and angry to find this stranger in the one place no one was supposed to know about.

“Ria,” the woman said. She quirked a thick eyebrow, and her smile revealed dimpled cheeks. “My mistress doesn’t like copycats, Narra Rheka.”

Narra startled. Her eyes flew wide. “How do you know my name?”

Only a few of the Thief Commanders knew her first name besides Erik and her uncle. They’d never reveal it to anyone for fear of her violent hand.

“I know many things,” Ria said. She twirled a thin black dagger in her fingers; one Narra hadn’t realized she was holding. Ria leaned away from the doorframe and stepped into the hallway.

Narra’s mind raced to catch up with what she was hearing. Her heart pounded so hard, it was difficult to concentrate. “What do you mean your mistress doesn’t like copycats?”

Ria grinned, flashing her teeth. “You’ve been making a big mess of the empire’s soldiers as of late. The papers are calling you Death’s Hand, so of course Lady Death would take notice.”

“Lady Death?” Narra balked. “As in, Ashra?”

Ria tilted her head back and laughed. It was a husky, mocking sound that curled Narra’s toes and made her nostrils flare in irritation. “Who else?”

This didn’t make any sense. This woman had to be mad.

“Ashra approves of your methods, but she isn’t one to stand by while you take credit under her name.” Ria’s amusement faded and her gaze hardened.

“I haven’t taken credit,” Narra argued.

“If Rova thinks the Daughters of Ashra are at work here, then for all intents and purposes, you are taking credit under my mistress’s 
name.” Ria clucked her tongue in a tsking sound. “She doesn’t like that one bit.”

Narra steeled herself against taking a step back. She wanted to flee, to get some distance between them, but the only way out of the apartment was through a window or the door. The door was sealed like the vault it emulated, and it’d take too long to open. The windows she might be able to break through if she had enough momentum behind her.

“You’re thinking of running away, aren’t you?” Ria frowned. “I haven’t even delivered My Lady’s message yet.”

“A message?” From Ashra herself? Narra doubted very much that the Goddess of the Underworld had anything to do with Ria, or wanted anything from Narra, but if Ria just wanted to deliver a message and leave, why not let her?

“Yes.” Ria smiled, her amusement returning. She took a few steps closer until the orange light of the lamp warmed her face. The shadows gave her a sinister look, and Narra had to once again resist taking a step back.

“Go ahead then,” Narra said when Ria didn’t continue.

Ria inspected her face for a long moment before she nodded. “My Lady would like me to invite you to join her Daughters. We understand you have a mission to get your thieves back from the princess.” Narra opened her mouth to ask how she knew that, but Ria held up a hand to silence her. “We have ways of knowing.”

“Fine,” Narra grumbled.

“My Lady will assist you, as will the rest of us, in your quest. Lady Death doesn’t provide her aid to many, and she considers this a special offer. If
 you choose to join us, the Daughters of Ashra will be at your disposal until your quest is complete.” When Ria finished, she scanned Narra’s face.

It all sounded too good to be true. Join the ancient cult and have the help of many to get her thieves back. But what did they get out of it? Another member? And why would a god take interest in her anyway
?

Narra’s fists clenched in frustration. She didn’t understand, and she didn’t like feeling stupid. “What do you get out of this?”

Ria tilted her head. “We get you
, of course.”

She sighed. “Never mind. I’ll have to think about it.” She wasn’t about to make a life altering decision right this moment.

“That’s not all, my dear.”

Narra looked up.

“To join the Daughters, you must prove yourself worthy to face Ashra. Publicly display your love for our queen, and you may join us. We will help you, of course, if you do. But… should you choose not to join us, you will die.”

Fire lanced through her chest before she could stop it. She had a dagger in her hand in seconds and went to stab the woman to the hilt, but Narra froze, the familiar prick of metal against her throat.

Ria smirked as she pressed the dagger closer. “You anger easily.”

Narra’s nostrils flared. Fury, like a firestorm inside of her, burned through all of her logic. Her breathing came heavily. She so desperately wanted to move, but if she did, she’d be killed immediately.

“That is My Lady’s proposition. If you join us, we will help you, but if you should choose to reject Ashra’s benevolence, you will die. She will not have copycats spreading fear in her name.” Ria’s dark gaze grew hard. She held Narra’s eyes until the thief nodded in understanding.

Her fire cooled slightly, and Ria stepped back, sheathing her dagger. Narra trembled from head to toe, not from cold, or fear, but from rage at the choices this woman was trying to thrust upon her. No one
 threatened a Thief Commander—not even Lady Death herself.

“Once you make your decision, remember you must publicly display your endorsement. We’ll find you once you do.” Ria smiled, and slowly stepped away. She melted into the shadows of Quinn’s room, and by the time Narra followed, Ria was gone.

“What in Srah’s name was that?” Narra whispered. Her heart slowed as she inspected the room for any trace of the assassin, but there was none.

At the back of the room, however, a panel of wood was left ajar. 
Narra’s eyebrows furrowed as she crossed the untouched space of her father’s room. For a man who was drunk ninety percent of the time, his quarters were surprisingly tidy.

She pushed the loose panelling away, revealing an entire room hidden behind the wall.

“What?” Her breath hissed between her teeth as she stepped inside, thrusting her lamp out to chase the darkness away. Warm light created dancing shadows over a desk, a wooden chair, and a long, narrow table occupying the room no bigger than a walk-in closet. Papers were strewn over everything, and a few felt boxes were piled on the long table next to another door.

Narra stepped over the scattered papers on the floor and opened the foreign door. Down an extremely narrow flight of steps was another exit, which stood slightly ajar. A whisper of cold air shot up the stairwell and brushed back the hair on her shoulders.

Her father had hidden this from her. Another entrance to their home, and he’d never once deigned to tell her of it. What if someone else had broken in? Someone with something besides a message to deliver?

Narra growled as she slammed the door shut.

She turned to inspect the small space, and her anger softened slightly. Maybe her father hadn’t been the drunk she’d always thought he was. She wasn’t sure which was better, having a drunk lowlife for a father, or a thieving Guild Master. Either way, he’d made it his mission to torture her into becoming the perfect thief.

She placed her lamp on the edge of the desk and picked up a small stack of contracts. Her breath caught in her throat as she looked at the two lines along the bottom where a thief signed to accept a contract.

Dozens upon dozens of contracts were signed QR: Quinn Reiner. He’d actually taken contracts from the Guild. He’d never even delivered them to the Commanders, as was his duty as Guild Master.

Her fingers ground into the pages, wrinkling the paper. Somehow this was worse than being a drunk. This was willful sabotage of the one thing she held dear
.

Narra clenched her teeth and took a seat. She leafed through dozens of pages, separating contracts into two piles: the stolen ones and contracts not accepted.

After thirty minutes, she’d only gotten through what was on the desk. There was at least a hundred contracts he’d taken. A hundred
. This went far beyond skimming here and there. He’d stolen from them all.

In a fit of anger, Narra knocked the piles onto the floor. She slammed her fist on the desk, the wooden legs trembling violently from the force of the blow. This was so frustrating. She’d known so little about her own father, even though she lived
 with the man. It just went to show how bad she was at sensing lies from others. She’d been fooled by not only Marina, but by her own father time and time again.

Narra ran her hands through her hair, squeezing the roots before releasing the long waves. She stood, bumping her boot on something under the table. She paused, and fished it out. It was a shoebox, no larger than one meant for dress shoes. She sighed. When was the last time her father wore anything remotely resembling dress shoes? She couldn’t remember.

Curiosity got the better of her, and she set it on the desk before prying open the lid. Her heart dropped and her eyes widened at the photo lying on top of a mound of papers. A black and white photograph of her father, uncle, and mother, laughing and drinking in Alden’s bar, lay amongst a few other pictures; one of her parents together, one of Narra as a baby, and another of Alden and Quinn in an arm wrestling match.

Her eyes prickled painfully, burning with sudden tears. She stroked her thumb across the image of her mother. She was so beautiful, with smooth skin, thick lips, and a long messy braid slung over her shoulder. She had a beauty mark beneath her left eye and freckles on her nose. She smiled carelessly, her arms around the shoulders of Alden and Quinn. Her father, who’s hair wasn’t yet silver in this picture, grinned at Khlara like she was the sun and stars, while Alden made a goofy face at the camera
.

When had her family ever been this perfect? She’d never seen her father’s face lit up like that. Even Alden’s grin was somehow different.

Narra startled as hot tears hit the back of her hand. She knew when they’d been this happy. Before Narra had ever been born.

The picture fluttered back into the box, and Narra put the lid back on. She didn’t want to look at it anymore. All of their happiness had been wiped away the moment Narra killed her mother to enter the world. No wonder her father had always hated her.

She looked exactly like Khlara Rheka.
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W

arm morning light streamed through a crack in the curtains the next day, slowly awakening Narra to the sound of a trolley squealing by. She groaned and rolled over, pulling the soft cotton blanket up over her head. She didn’t want to embrace the day yet. It felt like just moments ago she’d finally given in to sleep.

After Ria had left, and she’d discovered her father’s hidden belongings, Narra had spent hours pouring over old documents before she finally forced herself to bed. Only sleep didn’t greet her like she had expected. Instead, thoughts of her plans, and the supposed Daughters of Ashra, filled her mind.

In truth, the Daughters could help her in her mission. They could spread her terror far and wide, killing dozens, nay, hundreds of soldiers. Civil unrest would grow in days, and the country would revolt long before her thieves were due to be hung. To force Marina’s compliance, all she had to do was join the Daughters, and continue to kill until a new rebellion arose.

Simple civil unrest would be enough to force Marina to release her thieves if she wanted the killings to stop, of that Narra was certain—
if a rebellion chose to take out the princess for good, she definitely wouldn’t try and stop it.

Anticipation danced under her skin, and Narra threw off her blanket, staring at the worn wood ceiling above.

A plan had already formed in her mind. First, she had to deliver an ultimatum of her own to Marina Kolarova, and then, she’d pledge allegiance to the Goddess of Death.
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Crisp morning air
 burned down her throat and into her lungs. Narra shivered and pulled her cloak tighter. Soon, she’d have to wear a jacket under her cloak. With frost dusting the cobblestone and wilting the last of summer’s flowers, it was time to move on to warmer clothing.

Narra walked across the steeples of Rovan rooftops, her steps light on the dew-slicked tiles. The sun was out, melting the frost not still in shadow. It turned her rooftop haven into a treacherous landscape, one she readily embraced on a day like today. Danger or not, she needed the advantage.

Four days after the emperor’s demise, it was time for his funeral. She’d nearly forgotten the royal procession was today, but it gave her the perfect chance to corner Marina and deliver her ultimatum.

Nerves thrummed under her skin, heating her from the inside. She prowled toward the center of town, leaving the Criminal District behind.

As was Rovan tradition, the fallen emperor was to be paraded through town, the royal procession taking him from the palace to the church service. He’d be displayed in a glass casket until he was interred at the end of the day.

The royal funeral would take place at Srah’s Cathedral in the center of town. It was close to Varek Square, and the procession took a twisting path from the palace to ensure as many Rovan citizens as possible laid eyes on their fallen leader. Narra followed it, waiting for her opportune moment. The crowds were thick, the people desperate 
to get the best view. She’d wait for a break in the crowd to execute her plan.

Narra paused in the shadow of a chimney. A long line of steamwagon’s inched down the hill toward the Shopping District. Each car was black with the flag of Rova fluttering in the wind on a pole tethered to the back. At the center of the spectacle, with a row of soldiers on either side of the open-backed steamwagon, was the former emperor in a glass casket. He was dressed in a black military suit with medallions decorating his lapel, and a sword clutched in his hands.

His face was serene, with two specially crafted gold coins over his eyes. She’d never be able to see the design from her rooftop, but she knew the coins held a special design of Srah on each face—the god bent down, hands clasped in a silent prayer.

The steamwagon was drenched in white flowers. The edges of the glass casket were clasped in gold and bronze. A band played a soft tune from the wagon ahead of it, and a hundred citizens occupied the single street, crowding on the sidewalks, trying desperately to peer over one another to see their fallen leader. Some wept into their handkerchiefs, and others stared with forlorn looks on their faces.

Narra had to resist rolling her eyes at the dramatic spectacle. It was disgusting. A casket that lavish would have cost thousands of rovin. That money could be used to feed the children begging at the back of the crowd, or pay a century’s worth of taxes for the poor baker holding his hat against his chest in silent reverence.

She twisted her lip in a sneer as she picked her way across the back of the steeple, careful to stay out of sight of the soldiers below. If any of them caught her movements, someone would be sent to investigate.

At least a dozen cars followed the opulent steamwagon of the emperor. All were decadent, sleek, and freshly cleaned. Their black and bronze frames shone in the afternoon light.

Narra scanned the carriages until she found one with a mahogany roof hatch and deep violet curtains in the windows.

That one had to be Marina’s. It matched the princess’s style too 
perfectly, and with the royal seal on the door, a person of royal blood had to be inside. She looked at the hatch in the top, and her lips quirked, growing into a twisted smile. Narra knew exactly how she was getting in.

Creeping ahead of the procession, Narra moved quickly down the street, leaping from building to building. The sun had dried up most of the morning dew by now, leaving her an easy path between closely packed shops. She worked her way down the Shopping District, following the crowds of people until the bustle began to thin in one tight section of road next to a trolley, most likely shut down for the day. There were Patrolmen ushering people back behind a blockade. Two streets down, when the road widened again, the same was happening, and the crowd continued.

That’d be her shot. Once Marina’s steamwagon rolled beside the trolley, she’d leap inside and confront the princess. Her escape would have to be quick if she wanted to get out unseen. Though the procession moved slowly, she’d be lucky to have two minutes alone with the princess.

Narra bit her lip. If she didn’t escape in time, she could use her grappling hook to fly away, but would the procession be stopped? Would they pause to investigate, even in the middle of a funeral? She doubted it, but under Marina’s law anything was possible.

Marina had been keeping to the palace since arresting the Guild, making sure she was always surrounded by guards. Shaking her head, Narra decided this was her only shot to get Marina alone. Making her way to the alley between buildings, Narra made sure the area was clear of Patrolmen before she slipped out and climbed the stairs at the back of the trolley. She moved quickly, hoisting herself up the ladder and onto the roof.

Her heart pounded in her ears as she pressed her stomach against the cold metal, making herself inconspicuous below the roof’s raised lip.

The murmurs of the crowd grew louder up ahead, and Narra peeked up in time to see the first steamwagon round the bend in the 
road. They moved slowly, painfully so, as they lurched through the hoards of people.

Narra pressed her fingers against the cool steel, and a shiver ran down her spine. Dew still clung to the top of the trolley, seeping through her cloak and shirt. It wasn’t comfortable lying on top of so many weapons, not to mention the hard metal, but she wouldn’t need to stay long. As soon as Marina’s steamwagon arrived, she’d leap inside, and her discomfort would be forgotten.

Long minutes passed as the procession moved by. With the height of the trolley, none of the drivers or foot soldiers would be able to see her.

A smile quirked her lips, and she even dared to glance up a few times to see exactly where they were at.

The rumble of a dozen pairs of boots passed by, and Narra pressed herself against the trolley. The glass casket of the fallen emperor was the only thing high enough to see her. Too bad he was dead, or she was sure he’d have sounded the alarm.

Her insides twisted as the steamwagon carrying the emperor’s body passed. She had gotten a good look at the pale skin and sunken cheeks of Malek Kolarova, and then he was gone. Another few carriages passed before Marina’s more elegant steamwagon rolled into view.

Her breathing hitched, and she jumped into a crouch, her pulse racing with anticipation. It had been days since she’d seen Marina face to face. The memory of her sneer flashed before Narra’s eyes, and heat flared inside her.

Then Marina’s steamwagon was next to the trolley.

Without thinking, Narra leapt the few feet between roofs, landing directly on the hatch and forcing it open.

Her feet hit the floor of the steamwagon hard, jostling her in either direction before she steadied herself on the uneven floor.

A gasp broke the stillness inside the wagon, and Narra looked up to meet wide hazel eyes surrounded by thick black lashes. Marina’s face was framed with a few dark curls that fell to her collarbones. 
The rest was pinned up with a black veil in an artful design. Even at a funeral she looked pretty.

Narra met Marina’s gaze. They were both silent for a long moment, staring each other down.

Narra mentally slapped herself. She hated that even after Marina took her thieves, she still found the woman attractive. She had to keep hold of herself and her emotions. She was there for a purpose, which the embers of her anger suddenly reminded her of. Narra sat down opposite the princess, resting a hand meaningfully on her exposed dagger.

“Good morning,” Narra said, unable to hold the bite from her words.

“Narra,” Marina said, sounding breathless from surprise.

Warmth coiled in Narra’s chest, very unlike the hot coals of her rage. She cursed herself for letting the way Marina said her name get to her. She shouldn’t care how the soon-to-be empress said her name. She was nothing but a thieving rat.

“You look… well,” Narra added. She wasn’t sure why she said it, but part of her wanted to taunt Marina, while the rest of her wanted to throttle or kiss her. It made no sense in her mind, but she desperately wanted to do one of the three.

Marina gulped as she looked the thief up and down. “You do as well.”

Narra’s gaze flashed to Marina’s trembling fingers laid carefully in her lap. Where was the strong-headed princess now? Where was the evil witch that stole her thieves? An angry growl threatened to worm its way between her teeth, but Narra quickly squashed it.

“My deepest condolences for the loss of your father,” Narra added in a flat monotone.

Marina winced, and Narra’s lips twitched in a taunting smile. They both knew it was Marina’s fault that her father was dead. She’d manipulated Narra into doing the deed, but it was Marina’s fault the emperor was being buried today.

“Thank you,” Marina said quietly. She shifted awkwardly on her bench
.

“I have a message for you,” Narra said. Her words brought back images of Ria in her apartment. It wasn’t so much a message she had to give Marina, but an ultimatum. One that would decide the fate of her thieves.

“Oh?” Marina quirked a perfectly sculpted eyebrow.

“Return my thieves, and call off their execution, or watch your empire go up in flames.”

Marina stared at her with wide eyes for a long moment before a smile cracked her façade and a laugh burst from her chest. Narra stilled with confusion, her eyebrows furrowing as she inspected the princess.

“You threaten me
?” Marina laughed louder, and Narra’s fingers clenched around the hilt of her dagger.

“Do as I say, Princess, or I will kill soldier after soldier in your employ until your entire country revolts against you.”

Marina’s laughter stopped abruptly, and it was Narra’s turn to smile.

“So you’re the one killing my soldiers?” Marina bristled, her pretty face twisting into something vengeful and ugly.

“Of course.” Narra leaned forward. “And I’ll keep killing your soldiers until the entire empire is certain that Lady Death has turned her wrath upon you. They’ll usurp your throne, and the entire country will descend into chaos. Is that what you want? Another civil war?”

Marina’s fists shook and her hazel eyes speared Narra with rage. She hadn’t expected this, not one bit. Narra took solace in that. The princess had to know Narra would retaliate, but even Narra hadn’t thought she’d go this far.

“You wouldn’t,” Marina said at last. “You wouldn’t cause another Century of Blood just for your thieves. You’re a criminal, Narra, but you’re not stupid.”

Narra stood suddenly, leaning forward to put her hands on either side of Marina’s head, forcing Marina’s back against the wall. Her eyes rounded in surprise and confusion as Narra met her gaze.

“I would do anything
 for my Guild,” Narra said coldly
.

Marina froze in place, her gaze falling from Narra’s eyes to her lips. For a second, Narra lost her resolve. Her heartbeat pounded hard against her ribs, and her stomach twisted into knots. Only a few days ago, she would have kissed Marina when she was this close. She’d craved the princess’s touch, and the feel of her lips. But now, their closeness only drew out Narra’s fire. Rage burned through her stomach, pushing away her desire.

Narra stepped away from Marina, bent over slightly in the short space. She’d stayed long enough. She’d delivered her ultimatum, and now it was time to go before she was found out.

“I’ll say it one more time, Princess
,” she spat Marina’s title like a curse. “Let my thieves go, and the killing stops. Continue to keep my family from me, and your streets will run red by week’s end.”

Marina’s gaze flashed up to meet Narra’s, and her surprise faded to anger. “You’re bluffing.”

Narra smiled. “Defy me, and you’ll find out just how serious I am.”

Marina growled as Narra slammed her palm against the roof hatch, throwing it outward. It cracked against the carriage roof, and Narra pulled herself through before Marina could utter another word.

Cold air brushed her hair back, and she glanced at the crowd growing closer by the second. Before she could think better of it, Narra brandished her grappling hook and fired at the nearest building. It wrapped around the chimney and the claws clanked against the brick.

Narra hit the release and embraced the wind rushing past her on all sides. Then her feet hit the worn shingles, and she took off over the rooftops. She had one more thing to do this day. One thing that might very well be her end, but if it meant getting her thieves back, it’d be worth it.
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The funeral procession
 would end at Srah’s Cathedral, and Narra 
could think of no better way to publicly declare her allegiance to Lady Death than by defacing the sacred temple half of Rova City was about to visit.

Narra sailed over the rooftops until the triple steeples of the largest church in Rova City came into view. The stone structure towered over the surrounding buildings and took up nearly four blocks. The windows were made of stained glass, and the bricks were as large as her torso. How the structure had ever been created, she wasn’t quite sure. No man could lift stones that large, though there had been many advancements in technology in the last twenty or so years.

She touched down on the roof of a small shop facing the grand church. Though many such cathedrals have been erected since the dawn of the empire, over the last few centuries they hadn’t been used as much as they once were.

Even as a child, her father never took her to church like the other Guild members took their children. As she grew up, less and less of her neighbors went to the cathedral twice a week, and the practice seemed to fall out of style. That is until Caroline had gone running through the streets screaming about the return of the Sun God.

Narra sighed and shook her head as she assessed the cathedral. The crowd the funeral procession would pass through was blockaded a street up by a squadron of Patrolmen. The royal family would be the first to enter the cathedral, and only then would the rest of the population be permitted to view the former emperor’s deceased form.

Until then, the cathedral might be packed with church workers. She’d have to be careful to get in and out without their notice.

Taking a deep breath, Narra inspected the street one last time before circling the block to come up on the back of the church. She flew across the space between buildings, reaching the third story steeples with a quick burst of compressed air from her grappling hook.

Her heart pounded hard as she slipped into the shadows of the steeple on the right. She looked out, inspecting the street for anyone that might have seen her. But no one was around on this side of the 
church, and she was able to slip around the steeple quietly until she reached the third-floor windows. A few were held open by thin metal poles. With hardly any windows that opened, it had to be stuffy inside.

At least luck was on her side for now.

Narra ducked under the lip of the window and peeked her head inside. Beyond the stained glass, the third floor window was a long drop to the first floor. Rafters passed through the open space, falling into darkness this high above the chandeliers. Down below, a path separated the rows of benches, going directly from the closed double doors to the front of the church. There was enough space on either side of the pews for people to walk along and find an open seat. A table was set up at the front of the church, ready to display the emperor’s corpse above the crowd. A velvet rope surrounded the table, which she assumed would be used to keep people from getting too close to the casket.

On the back wall, the grand architecture was complemented nicely by an ornate painting depicting Srah, a halo of sunlight around his golden head of curls, and his hands splayed out at his sides, light emanating from his palms.

Narra looked between each pew for church workers, but none could be found. She heard soft noises from the back doors, but they were closed, and no one walked in.

Her timing couldn’t be more perfect, and Narra wondered if this was how most funerals went. She’d never been to one before, not that she could remember. Her mother’s was when she was far too young, and Erik’s parents hadn’t been able to afford one for his mother. His father, on the other hand, hadn’t deserved to be buried, and was instead burned at midday. No one had stayed to mourn the man, not like the Rovan citizens outside mourned the emperor.

Beyond the table in which the casket would sit upon was a podium with a golden bowl large enough to fit an entire turkey. It was filled almost the entire way with blood.

From what she remembered of Rovan customs, pig’s blood was 
used to symbolize Srah’s, and the deceased emperor’s forehead would be marked with it before his body was interred.

It’d give Narra the utensil she needed to write her message. Everyone in Rova City would know her decree to Ashra.

Narra crawled along the ledge surrounding the third floor until she found a ladder at the back of the church hall. She quickly climbed down to the main floor. She crept through the shadows, past ornate iron candelabras and portraits of former emperors and religious figures, until she reached the front of the church. She ascended the few stairs to the golden bowl with the pig’s blood and stared up at the three story painting of Srah.

Her message had to be short, succinct, and filled with as much menace as she could manage. And she only had a few minutes to deliver it.

Narra took the bowl in both hands. Her eyebrows furrowed. She was surprised by its weight. Shaking her head, she walked to the back wall, careful to balance the bowl without spilling a drop. She set it on a seat meant for the choir, and mounted the wooden chair so she could get a higher angle.

Narra took a deep breath before she dipped her fingers in the thick blood. It was cold and slick on her fingers. She shivered and swallowed the lump in her throat before she wrote her message to the Goddess of Death.

THE NEXT EMPEROR OF ROVA WILL FACE LADY DEATH’S WRATH.


It wasn’t exactly subtle, but it was true. Marina had crossed the wrong thief, and now she was going to pay. Whether it be by her hand, or one of the Daughters of Ashra, she would
 face Lady Death’s wrath, and the Harbinger of Chaos had never been one to go easy on her victims.

Narra stepped back to admire her handiwork. The blood curved around to form each word, thin lines where her fingers traced. She took the rag from her back pocket and wiped her hands clean. By the time she’d returned the golden bowl to the podium, the mumble of voices permeated the front doors of the cathedral
.

Her heart leapt and she quickly disappeared into the shadows. She scaled the ladder at the back of the church into the rafters and crouched on a thick wooden beam. From her height, the message below was even more menacing splayed between the open hands of Srah.

A pleased smile twisted her lips, and she looked back at the doors to the cathedral as they creaked open. She wanted to witness the reactions of those who would find her message. She wanted to see Marina’s face twist in horror upon the sight of it. Would Marina take her seriously after this? Or would she continue to discredit her?

The doors were pushed inward, and the casket of the emperor was carried half way down the aisle before someone gasped and the dozen or so people who’d entered froze.

Marina was among them. Her eyes flew wide and her mouth dropped open.

“What is the meaning of this?” someone shouted.

Marina had yet to tear her eyes away from Narra’s message. Narra inspected the rest of them to see anger and fear on their faces.

“Who would do such a thing?” a woman whispered next to Marina. She wasn’t dressed quite as elegantly, and Narra had to assume she was one of Marina’s handmaidens.

“One of the rebels,” Marina said. The others turned to face her. She took a deep breath, seeming to get her wits about her. “Surely one of them must have prepared this scene.”

Narra narrowed her eyes. Marina knew this was no act of the Revolution she had once led. From the wary look taking over Marina’s face, and the way she glanced into every shadow, Narra had a feeling Marina knew exactly who had done this.

As more people arrived on the scene, gasps and shouts of outrage filled the halls of the grand cathedral.

That’s all Narra had wanted to see, and now that she had, she took off out the same window she’d come from. She’d delivered her ultimatum, pledged her allegiance to a Death God, and now she’d wait. She hoped it wouldn’t be long before Ria came for her again. She was looking forward to meeting the Lady of Death.
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ith no way to contact the Daughters on her own, Narra would be forced to wait. But for how long?

Wind tore her hood from her shoulders as she breezed through the Shopping District, heading back in the direction of home. She needed something to occupy her mind in the meantime. There was no telling how many hours or days it’d be until Ria contacted her again. She could return to killing soldiers, do some reconnaissance with Avalon, or she could continue her search for her uncle.

Narra stopped on the clay shingles of a bookstore. She stared at her boots, her eyebrows furrowing. The last time she’d spoken to her uncle, she might as well have told him she hated him and never wanted to see him again. She’d run away, and left him behind thinking she didn’t care about him.

Though he had killed her father, she understood now why he’d done it. Her father had stolen so much more from the Guild than she’d ever thought. Hundreds of contracts, missions, and money
. It wasn’t just the things he’d stolen though, it was the trust she’d put in him. It was all gone because he couldn’t help keeping the position of power he was never meant to have in the first place
.

As Alden had said, her mother had wanted her to be the next Guild Master, but Quinn had never given her that chance. There was so much she could have done for the Guild by now.

Narra bit the inside of her cheek. No matter what Alden had done, she missed him, and she wanted him back in her life. But it had been days since anyone had seen the man, and she was running out of places to look. Even if he hated her for the things she’d said and done, she just wanted to know he was safe.

Taking a deep breath, Narra steeled her resolve. She’d never be able to concentrate enough for killing or reconnaissance. Today she’d look for her uncle and hopefully find something about his whereabouts.

Narra turned back toward the gray sky and shot her grappling hook at the next building over. She leapt from the roof’s lip and headed toward the nearest bar she could think of.
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Hours later,
 she’d come up with nothing.

No one had seen her uncle since before the Thieves were taken away. No one knew where he’d gone, or when he might return. It was the most frustrating thing she’d ever dealt with, next to Marina stealing the entire Thieves Guild.

Narra tilted her head up to the sky and groaned. She leaned against the alley between a bar and an old, crumbling apartment building. Her body ached, and her mind swam with useless options on what to do or where to go next.

Why had Alden fled like this? Why abandon her? Though she’d said some harsh things, she’d been harsh with her uncle before, and he knew not to take her too seriously. Only this time, she’d mostly meant what she said. She’d been so angry with him for killing her father, and she didn’t think she could ever forgive him.

Only the loss of everyone she held dear left a gaping hole in her chest that she desperately wanted to fill. She’d forgiven Alden the moment she’d found the room her father had hidden from her. She 
understood why he’d killed his own brother. He’d done it for her, and for the Guild. How could she not forgive him for that?

Narra put her face in her hands. She wanted to scream, but she didn’t. She didn’t want to bring herself any extra attention.

Letting her hands fall to her side, she stared at the darkness of the night sky. She wasn’t sure when night had fallen, but it layered shadows across the streets that made her feel much safer and far more protected than she’d care to admit.

Narra turned from the alley and walked onto the street. There was one more bar she could stop and check before she went home for the night. It was on the way, and the owner would not
 be happy to see her, but he would see her nonetheless.

Taking the street to her destination instead of the rooftops, Narra slipped in through the back door of Nedan Inn.

Nedan Junior, or Jin as most called him, wasn’t inside the kitchen as she had expected. From the ruckus beyond the swinging door to the bar, she assumed he was bartending as usual.

That was fine. She could wait.

Narra closed the door behind her and returned her lock picks to the pocket on her thigh. She inspected the kitchen, which was kept far less clean than her uncle’s always was. The cook had already gone home for the night and a pile of dirty dishes lay in the deep bronze sink. She wondered if they were left for Jin or for some sort of dishwasher he kept in his employ.

The swinging door squeaked open, and warm light filtered through the doorway. Narra looked up in time to see it shut before she came face to face with Jin. Last time they’d met, she’d threatened him and used him to find Mikael Ruvand, who’d turned out to be Taron Mikyle—former Thief Commander, and currently exiled from Rova City.

This of course was right before she’d caused a riot in his bar by allowing Asher to follow her inside. Looking back on it, she couldn’t believe she’d been so stupid.

“Rheka,” Jin gasped, and backpedalled toward the door
.

She held up her hands to show she wasn’t holding any weapons. “I’m only here to ask you a few questions.”

Jin got over his shock quickly, and growled through his bared teeth. “You have some nerve coming back here.”

Narra’s lips quirked. Nerve was something she’d never been in short supply of.

“Indeed,” was all she said.

Jin looked at her hands, and then back at the door. When his gaze returned to hers, he let out a heavy sigh and swiped a hand through his hair. “What do you want?”

“Have you seen Alden recently?” she asked, not wasting any time.

Jin’s eyebrows furrowed, and he shook his head. “Not since last week when we grabbed a drink after hours.”

The hope inside her deflated, and a chill ran down her spine. Alden and Jin had been friends for years, and if he hadn’t seen her uncle, then she truly had no idea where he’d gone.

“Did he say anything about taking a trip?” she tried anyway.

Jin shrugged. “Not that I remember.”


Ancestors
. Narra sighed and lowered her hands. “Well, thanks anyway.”

Jin took a step forward and reached out like he might try and stop her. He froze, seeming to think better of it, and let his hand fall back to his side. “Is Alden in trouble?”

Narra inspected his face. His forehead was wrinkled, and his eyes had darkened. He looked like he was worried, though Narra was never the best at reading emotions.

“I don’t know,” she said honestly.

Jin nodded sadly. “All right.”

Narra paused by the door. A thought suddenly occurred to her, and she realized it had been a long time since she’d asked Jin to enlist street urchins for information. It wouldn’t be cheap, especially after their last encounter, but given Jin was a friend of her uncle, he’d be far more motivated to help her than usual.

“Jin,” she said.

He looked up, a question in his eyes
.

“I’d like to pay you to find information on my uncle,” she said, then paused. “And I’d like to know what’s happening with the Thieves, and the prophet the religious zealots took to the palace last night.”

Jin’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “That’s a tall order.”

Narra smirked and shrugged. It was a lot more than she normally asked for, especially if she wanted information directly from the palace.

“It’ll cost you,” he continued.

“I suspected as much.” Narra snapped open the zipper on her belt pocket and produced a small bag of silver rovin coins. They were worth triple what their bronze counterparts were worth, and should fund her little venture ten times over.

Jin’s eyes widened at the sight of it. He reached out, and Narra placed it on the palm of his hand.

“I’ll come back to check on your progress soon,” Narra said, giving him a meaningful look.

Jin’s jaw hardened and he nodded brusquely. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Narra gave him one last look before she went back into the night, embracing the safety of shadows once more.
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Narra returned
 home with a heavy heart. She’d hoped to find something out about her uncle, but still she was left with nothing. No word on how he was doing, or where he’d gone. For all intents and purposes, he’d disappeared.

She sighed as she flung the locks to her vault-like door shut, sealing it behind her for the night. Though now she knew it wasn’t the only entrance and exit to the apartment, she still felt safer behind its thick metal than she did outside.

The creak of floorboards had her spinning to face the kitchen, her revolver already in hand. Narra cranked the safety off and pointed it at the shadowed hallway
.

“Who’s there?” she snapped.

She was getting quite tired of strangers showing up in the one place she was supposed to be safe from everything.

Narra peered into the darkness of the hall as a shadow emerged from the others, stepping into the faint light cast from a lamp she’d left on in the kitchen.

“Good evening,” Ria said. Her wide lips twisted into a menacing smile, only made more sinister by the orange light of the lamp.

“Ria,” Narra breathed a sigh of relief. “It’s only you.”

Ria chuckled darkly. “Only me?”

Narra barely resisted rolling her eyes. “You know what I mean.”

The Daughter smiled and shook her head. “Do you know why I’m here?”

Narra nodded. “You received my message.”

Ria dipped her chin. “Yes, we did.”

Narra’s heart raced with anticipation and fear for whatever came next. “And?”

Ria grinned, flashing white teeth in the dark. “So eager.”

Anger flared through her. “Just get on with it.”

“As you wish.” Ria turned to lead the way back to her father’s room, and looked over her shoulder. “Lady Death will see you now.”
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ady Death would see her now? Like the actual Goddess of the Underworld?

Narra stared at Ria as if she’d just sprouted three heads. The woman had to be crazy. Narra had known it all along, and yet she’d ignored the signs.

Ria stopped when Narra didn’t follow, and looked over her shoulder. “Are you coming?”

Narra shifted from foot to foot, unease turning her stomach. “Where to?”

Ria’s eyes darkened with irritation, and she turned back to the thief. “I just told you.”

“You expect me to believe you’re taking me to meet the real Ashra?”

Ria smiled. “No, I don’t expect that at all.”

“I don’t understand.”

“And you’ll continue to be ignorant until you listen to me,” Ria challenged.

Narra bit her lip to stop an annoyed growl. She had no thieves left to watch her back. She had no one to inform of her whereabouts 
before leaving, not that Ria had actually told her where they were going. She didn’t like this, not one bit.

Ria sighed and flicked her cloak over her shoulder before producing a vial of swirling red liquid. She held it out for Narra. “Take this.”

Narra took it and inspected its contents. It reminded her a little too much of the concoction at the Dollhouse she’d visited with Asher. “What is it?”

“A potion,” Ria said.

“Obviously.”

“Drink it and I’ll take you to see Ashra. Don’t, and I’ll kill you here and now.” Ria’s voice dropped menacingly. “I don’t like wasting my time, Narra.”

She had to be kidding. What was with people and giving her mysterious drinks? And why did she keep on taking them, or at least considering it? In this case, her options were extremely limited. Take the potion or fight an assassin to the death. Though she’d gotten over her qualms about killing, she had no idea what kind of power Ria held inside that lithe form of hers. She could very well best Narra, and the Thieves would be doomed.


Emperor’s Ancestors
. Why did the entire world insist on working against her?

Instead of screaming into her hands like she was sorely tempted to, Narra flicked off the cork of the vial with her thumbnail, and swallowed the liquid in one gulp. It was bitter like unsweetened chocolate and sour like lemons. Her face twisted, and she scowled at Ria.

“That’s disgusting,” Narra said.

Ria laughed. “I remember.”

Narra shook her head, and suddenly the narrow hall tilted in one direction and then the other. Her stomach lurched with nausea, and she reached out to catch herself on the wall. She’d never know if her fingers hit the worn wood, as she fell into darkness seconds later.
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Narra awoke
 to the smell of smoke and sage wafting up her nostrils. Warmth caressed her shoulders and squeezed like a lover’s embrace. She hummed softly at the nice feeling, and wrapped her arms tighter around her chest. She could never remember feeling so warm, so cozy.

Something light like feathers brushed her cheek, and her eyelashes fluttered open. Dark violet smoke twisted around her, and darkness lurked in every corner. The stone wall of a cellar was pressed against her back. Somehow it wasn’t cool to the touch despite being underground.

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed as she slowly unfurled her arms and sat up. Memories flooded in of her encounter with Ria, and the strange, disgusting potion she’d drank.

Where the hell was she?

She expected her world to tilt as she swung her legs over the edge of the narrow twin bed, and her mind to be thick with haze, but instead everything was as clear as day.

Her surroundings were another matter. Mist curled around her ankles. She couldn’t see the floor it was so thick. Though there was a violet glow emanating from somewhere, lighting the center of the room, she couldn’t find its source.

Images of the Dollhouse flashed before her eyes and she shook her head to be rid of them. In her drugged out haze, she’d seen, heard, and felt strange things, and she found herself expecting the same now. Only things weren’t hazy, or uncertain. She felt exactly like her usual self, except for the strange aftertaste of lemon in her mouth.

Narra looked around the cellar. She could only make out two stone walls, the rest were shrouded in darkness. There were no stairs, no lanterns, or candles she could see. There was only purple light, a small bed with black sheets, and smoke swirling around her feet.

Whatever she’d been expecting when Ria said she was taking Narra to meet Lady Death, this certainly wasn’t it.

The longer she sat in silence, the more her nerves grew until her stomach tossed and roiled with nausea. She wanted to find a way out, 
or at least some light to illuminate the darkness. Though shadows were usually her friend, these held a sinister, unnatural quality.

Narra stood and pressed her hands against the back wall. The stone was warm, almost hot to the touch. She felt along it until she reached a corner, then continued along that one. Only the wall descended into blackness, and Narra hesitated at the edge. Shapes formed in the dark. What she’d thought was pure, uninterrupted black, shifted and writhed, forming… something.

She stepped back, her heart leaping with the cold fear that slid through her suddenly. Whatever that was, it wasn’t natural.

She went back to the bed and tried the other wall, only to get the same result. The dim light didn’t move, and she refused to set foot inside the seething blackness.

Damn. She had nowhere to go, and no way to tell where she was, or even the time of day.

Narra ground her teeth as she inspected the room one more time as if she expected something to change. Nothing did.

“What is this place?” she murmured to herself.

She barely heard her own words, as if the blackness sucked away all sound.

“A simple place of necessity,” a husky female voice purred.

Narra jumped, her hands going to her hips. Only her belt held no knives—no weapons of any kind. Ancestors
. That should have been the first thing she noticed.

“Don’t be afraid, little lamb,” the voice laughed coldly, echoing with a double tone like two different voices lapsing over one another. “If you want to be my Daughter, you can’t very well tremble at the sight of Mother.”

Her heartbeat sped up and her eyes widened as she scanned the black. Nothing. She couldn’t see anything.

“Who are you?” Narra asked.

“Who do you think?” Again, she laughed, but this time it had a sweet ring to it.

Narra’s lips snapped shut on her response. She couldn’t say it. It was far too foolish, far too impossible
.

“Nothing is impossible, my dear.”

Her mouth fell open. Was it reading her mind?

“It? Well that’s not very kind.”

The shadows writhing at the far side of the room moved suddenly, twisting like bands of silk until they wrapped taut around a tall female form with hair like liquid black waves, spilling down her chest and back. The woman stepped from the darkness. Violet smoke trailed from her feet, billowing around her silk skirts.

Her skin was like night, her round eyes twinkling the deepest blue Narra had ever seen. Her full lips twisted in a smirk as she appraised Narra from head to toe. Her hair wisped around her shoulders, actually moving
 like a living thing.

What the hell had Ria given her? It had to be the potion making her see these things. Shadows didn’t twist and form into women. Hair didn’t writhe
 like snakes. And smoke certainly didn’t come out of nowhere, and not rise into the air.

“You have a very limited view of the world,” the woman noted with a bite of agitation. “Ria only knocked you out. You aren’t under any effects now.”

Narra couldn’t see how that, or any of this was possible.

The woman sighed and propped a hand on her exposed hip. Though her dress was made of pure shadow, somehow Narra could tell where the woman’s skin ended and the dress began.

“Say my name, Narra Rheka.” Her voice boomed in Narra’s ears. Her eardrums vibrated painfully, and she clamped her hands down over her ears.

Narra’s heart continued to race with fear and confusion. She parted her lips to speak, but she couldn’t form the words. For the last twenty-five years, magic and gods hadn’t existed, but here she was standing before one.

The woman stepped forward, issuing the same command in a haughty voice. “Say. My. Name.”

Narra’s eyes watered from the overwhelming pressure building in her ears, but finally she forced herself to succumb, if anything just so this dream would end. “Ashra.
”

Lady Death’s lips twisted into a menacing smile. “More.”

Narra took a deep breath. “You… you’re… Lady Death. Queen of the Underworld, Goddess of the Damned, Harbinger of Chaos.”

“Mmm,” Ashra purred. She bit her lip and trailed a finger down her sharp cheekbone. “I love hearing mortals’ names for me.”

Her sigh was blissful, and she closed her eyes as if savoring the moment. When she opened them again, her gaze was sharp like an attacking viper.

Narra didn’t know what to say or do. She was in the presence of a damn god. A god she hadn’t believed in until this moment.

A tremble went through Ashra’s dress, and her smile pulled wider to reveal her teeth. “Your awe is absolutely intoxicating.”

Ashra inspected the thief once more, and slowly let her hand drop back to her side. She stepped closer, and Narra froze. The smoke drifting from beneath Ashra’s dress puffed out and twisted like fingers around Narra’s ankles, then knees and thighs, until it wrapped around her entire body. It forced her head back slightly, so that she stared directly up into the Death God’s eyes. Ashra had to be nearly seven feet tall. She towered over Narra, making the thief want to shrink back in on herself.

“So, you want to be one of my Daughters?” Ashra asked.

The question was loaded, and Narra couldn’t stop herself from gulping the dread lumped in her throat. “Yes.”

“Is that only because you fear death?”


No
, Narra thought instinctively. She didn’t fear death. For most of her life she’d almost welcomed it.

“Ah, I see.” Ashra’s eyes turned sad. “Most of my girls have had lives like yours. Burned and spurned by men.” Her finger, cold like ice, trailed along Narra’s jawbone, making her gasp. “If you should join me, you’ll never fear men again. As my Daughter, you’ll be given the powers of a Handmaiden of Death. You won’t age like a human would. You’ll live a long life in service of your queen.”

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed. She wouldn’t age like a human? So how many years would she live? A hundred? Two hundred
?

“There is no precise number, Narra,” Ashra answered her thoughts.

Narra wasn’t sure how she felt about that.

“You can still die by other means,” Ashra continued, and this time Narra was certain she was ignoring her thoughts. “But it’s unlikely to happen. You’re already quite gifted.”

Her cold finger descended down Narra’s throat to her collarbone, then left suddenly.

“What do I have to do?” Narra asked. There had to be more to this than simply making a public declaration on Ashra’s behalf. Would she be signing over her entire life to this goddess? Would she never be able to reunite with the Thieves?

“I won’t own you, Narra.” Ashra stepped away, taking her shadows and smoke with her. “No one ever will again.”

The scent of sage lessened now that Ashra put some space between them. Narra sucked in gulps of air hungrily.

“You will reunite with your Thieves, and I will help you, as will the rest of my Daughters,” Ashra said. “But when that business is done, you will serve me like my other children. You will do as I say when I call upon you. You will not question me, and you certainly
 will not disobey me.” Her blue gaze, like the darkest depths of the sea, cut into Narra.

Narra held no doubts about what the repercussions would be if she in any way defaulted on her vow of service. She would die, and it would in no way be pleasant.

Narra nodded in understanding when Ashra continued to glare at her expectantly.

Lady Death turned once she had her affirmation, and continued to the back of the room where the shadows were thickest. “It will take some time to prepare the ritual to seal your body and soul to me. One of my Daughters will come to you when I am ready.”

Body and soul? Ritual?

Her blood curdled and her fists balled. She didn’t like the sound of that. But what choice did she really have? If she didn’t go along 
with all of this insanity, she would die and never be reunited with the Thieves Guild.

“That’s right…” Ashra smiled wickedly. “You have no choice, my thief.”

Her laugh echoed off the walls, and reverberated in Narra’s head until it was all she could hear. Pain filled her skull, forcing Narra to her knees. She held her head in her hands and cried out as the sharp sound hit her again and again.

“Until we meet again, my Daughter.”

Ashra’s words were the last thing Narra heard before shadows once again claimed her.
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olden light spilled across Narra’s cheeks as she yawned and stretched. Cotton sheets bunched between her fingers, and several solid objects poked and prodded her sides. Emperor’s
 ancestors. Was she wearing her belts?

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed as she ran a hand down her waist and hip. Her belt wrapped her hips, the blunt end of her daggers jabbing her sides. Since when did she fall asleep with her equipment on? She had to be damned tired for that.

Squinting into the morning light, Narra tried to remember what had happened last night.

Shadows swirled at the edge of a dark cellar, and a gorgeous, but terrifying, god appeared as if from nothing.

Narra started, sitting up straight, her chest heaving. Ancestors
. What had Ria given her? It had to all be a dream. There’s no way she’d actually met Lady Death, and yet their encounter had felt so real.

Confusion tore her racing mind in a thousand directions. She didn’t know what to think or believe.

Glancing around her bedroom, she wondered if maybe Ria’s potion had knocked her out and she’d dreamt it all. She was in bed 
after all, with her weapons and cloak still attached. As strange as that was, it made more sense than Ria knocking her out, taking her weapons, and leaving her in some magical cellar before later returning her to her bed.

That had to be it. It was all a dream.

Narra shook her head and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. Just as she went to stand, a newspaper on the nightstand caught her eye. Her forehead wrinkled. That hadn’t been there before.

She plucked the Rova Chronicle from the table and unwrapped the twine that held it in a loop. Once the front page was displayed between her fingers, she couldn’t believe what she was seeing.

Below the date, which if it was accurate meant she’d been asleep for more than a day, was the headline:

WHO HAS ANGERED THE GODS?

Well that was an unusual headline. Narra scanned the article and froze. The killing of soldiers had spread far and wide across all of Rova. Each had the note ‘Thief’ stuck to the body, a fact the papers could no longer hide. Hundreds were dead, and no one knew who was the cause. The writer questioned whether someone had angered the Goddess of Death, or if the death of the emperor was at fault. Some even sought to blame the religious zealots, and others went so far as to blame the impending new empress.

Her breaths came quickly as she flipped through the pages of the paper, desperate for more information.

There were more hangings in Varek Square by decree of Princess Marina. The trial for Elena and Raeleen Kolarova’s supposed assassination of the emperor had begun. There was even an open ad from the religious sect of the city seeking new members.

“I’ve been asleep for a day!” she cried into the silence of her apartment.

It made no sense. Though a day and a half seemed to have been lost, so
 much had gone on in her absence, and it all led back to one encounter she’d dismissed as a dream.

Her heart pounded as she called back the memories of that dark cellar. Narra had agreed to be Ashra’s Daughter as long as she and the 
other assassins helped Narra secure her thieves. While she had been asleep, they’d done exactly that, spreading her killings far and wide—much farther than she could have ever gotten alone.

Part of her was elated. Marina had to listen to her now. But another part recoiled at the thought of so many dead, even for her cause. Were the Daughters as careful about picking their victims as she’d been? Or were they killing new recruits, basically children enlisted by the army?

Narra ground her teeth as her stomach flipped. Bile rose into her throat, threatening to make her vomit. She closed her eyes tight and took deep breaths until the nausea subsided. She told herself it would be worth it. Killing the soldiers was a means to an end. It was the only way to rile up the country and get Marina’s attention. There’s no way the princess could ignore her now.

Her eyes snapped back open. This was good. Her plan was moving along.

But while she waited for the effects her killings would have on the populace, she had to do something
. Narra twisted her lip between her teeth. It had been a few days since she’d met with Captain Avalon. She could find her and fill her in on what she’d done so far.

At least it was better than sitting in her apartment all day, or searching in vain for her uncle.

Narra sighed. Picking herself up off the bed, Narra dusted herself off and took her leave.
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The chant
 of an old Rovan dialect drifted on the wind, and Narra furrowed her brow as she landed on the steeple of a roof across from Rova’s largest cathedral. The square was full of people, and a priest stood on a pedestal at the bottom of the grand steps, a large, ancient looking book lying between his open palms.

Great. It seemed more and more were turning to the old religion.

Normally, she wouldn’t have a problem with it, but the church was 
using scare tactics to get their members. Narra froze as she realized maybe these people had a point. Though she wasn’t sure of Srah’s existence, she also wasn’t sure she could deny that Ashra was real. The more she thought about it, the more she was certain. The scene in the cellar had been no dream. It had been magic. Ancient, terrifying magic.

A shiver went down her spine, and Narra shook her head to rid the sense of dread accumulating inside her.

Ashra wanted to seal Narra’s body and soul
 to her. What would that mean? Would she stay twenty-five and watch everyone she loved age and die around her?

Cold wind pulled on her hood, and Narra grabbed the front of her cloak to keep it in place. She couldn’t think about any of that right now. When the time came, or if she happened upon Ria beforehand, she’d ask her questions.

Turning from the religious sermon below, Narra let her grappling hook loose.


Ten minutes later,
 she’d reached the City Docks. Avalon’s pirate ship floated where it always did, masts stuck up into the overcast sky, sails folded in, and the carving of a mermaid on the bow.

The dark sea beyond was choppy with the winds so high, white foam cresting each wave. The wood of the docks was darker than usual, soaked with seawater. It seemed the weather wasn’t on Narra’s side today. She hoped the rain would hold off until she returned home.

Narra descended to the alley floor between two warehouses before trekking across the damp boards lining the bay. She stepped onto the dock leading out to a plank set against the edge of the ship. The wood dipped below her, tossing and turning like a sleepless child.

She ground her teeth and steadied herself. She’d never been at sea, and the only time she’d ever been on a boat was when she’d met Avalon. That suited her just fine, as her stomach twisted with every 
dip of the dock. She couldn’t imagine being at sea for months, the ground never steady beneath her. What a nightmare.

The sea finally gave her a moment of reprieve, the dock no longer sliding side to side. Narra took her opportunity and raced down the dock, up the plank and onto the pirate ship. Before she’d even stepped onto the deck, a dagger was at her throat.

“You again,” the pirate snapped. His beady eyes narrowed. He was the same man she’d met with several times now, and every time it was as if their first encounter flashed before his eyes—she’d easily subdued him, humiliating him in front of the rest of the crew.

“Me again,” Narra said dryly.

“Derrick, put that thing away.” Avalon leaned against the railing on the top deck next to a large wheel. Her smirk couldn’t mask the trouble in her eyes. Though she put on a brave face, Narra assumed she was still worried about her sister.

Derrick grumbled something she couldn’t decipher and lowered his blade before stepping away.

“Avalon,” Narra greeted the pirate.

The captain smiled as she leaned away from the railing. The crisp red feather on her hat shook in the wind as she descended the stairs and stopped in front of Narra.

“Rheka,” Avalon returned her greeting. “Shall we go to my chambers?”

Narra shrugged, and the pirate captain took it as a sign to lead the way.

Only when they were inside Avalon’s rooms, the door firmly shut behind them, did Avalon’s smile fall away.

The captain crossed the room, placing her hat on the desk at the center before collapsing in the chair behind it. She stared at the ceiling, her eyebrows drawn together.

Narra shifted awkwardly. She wasn’t sure what to say or do. It was clear that Avalon was upset, but she wasn’t great at comforting people, especially those she wasn’t close with.

“Are you all right?” Narra asked tentatively
.

Avalon looked at her. A storm waged in the pirate’s eyes, and suddenly the ship shook beneath them.

Narra spread her feet apart to stay standing, bracing herself as the ship swayed violently. A crack echoed outside, thunder on the horizon.

Their gazes met, and Narra couldn’t help but wonder if the rumors about Rupan witches were true. If Ashra was real, why not them too?

From what Narra knew of the foreign country, it was said witches used to rule in the south. The witches were dangerous, and commanded the elements. Earth, fire, sea, and even blood. It was even said the last King of Rupa had been a witch, but Narra couldn’t recall what kind.

“I’m all right,” Avalon said, though her voice sounded strained. “Apologies.”

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed. She wasn’t sure what Avalon was apologizing for.

The assembly of pillows on a large bed at the back of the captain’s quarters shifted, a few spilling onto the wooden floor. Kaja, Avalon’s large tiger, stepped off the bed, and prowled to her master’s side. The enormous feline eyed Narra with suspicious green eyes before looking at Avalon, her gaze seeming to soften before she sat by the desk and prodded Avalon’s fingers with her nose.

Avalon smiled and absently ran her hand over Kaja’s head. “Do you have any news?” she asked at last.

The waves outside must have calmed, as the ship stopped rocking, and Narra sighed with relief. She looked between the tiger and Avalon before approaching the desk. Still, Narra kept a good few feet to the left, the opposite side of Kaja.

“I’ve had informants dispatched to look into where they’re keeping your sister in the palace,” Narra explained, though ‘informants’ was probably a stretch.

Avalon dipped her chin. “Good. When do you think they’ll have information?”

Narra looked up at the ceiling as she thought. Since she’d lost 
more than an entire day due to the Daughters, it would actually be about time for her to check in with Jin.

“They might have information by now,” Narra said.

Avalon sat up straighter, her eyes finally meeting Narra’s. “Truly?”

Narra nodded.

“Sea Goddess bless us,” Avalon breathed a relieved sigh.

Narra raised an eyebrow. Sometimes she forgot Avalon was from an entirely different country.

“Can we go tonight?” Avalon asked.

“I don’t see why not.” Narra didn’t have anything else to do but look for her uncle. Since the Daughters were taking care of the soldiers, she’d let Marina sweat for a few days before approaching her again.

“Excellent.” Avalon grinned. “Where shall I meet you?”

“Nedan Inn,” she said. “Criminal District.”

Avalon smirked. “I would expect no less.”

Narra barely squashed the quirk of her lips in time to hide her smile. Still, from the way Avalon’s eyes dipped to look at Narra’s lips, the pirate might have caught the look anyway.

“Until then,” Narra said.

“Until then,” Avalon agreed.
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arra descended the plank back onto the dock, which was far steadier this time. She glanced back at the sea to find the waves no longer white tipped. Even the dark storm clouds had vanished from the horizon.

Her stomach twisted as she once again recalled the stories of Rupa. It was said monsters once ruled the south sea, but sea witches had banished them, restoring the waters to human pirates and traders.

She shook her head to push the thought away. Instead of dwelling on it, she might as well ask Avalon that evening. They’d agreed to meet at Nedan Inn after dark when they could both blend into the shadows. It amused her how similar they viewed the night. It was a measure of safety, and not feared like most.

Narra sighed, her breath fogging the air as she walked off the City Docks and up the road to the alley she’d descended into earlier. From there, she could reach the rooftops without being seen.

But as she stepped inside the darkness of the alley, the hairs on the back of her neck rose, and her eyebrows furrowed. Something wasn’t right
.

She turned, intent on finding another alley, and nearly slammed into a wide torso.

Narra gasped, her instincts bringing a hand to her belt as she bent to leap back. The man’s forearm slammed into her collarbone, and pain lanced through her spine as she was forced against the brick wall of the fish warehouse.

She winced, and took a deep breath to right herself, then yanked a dagger from her belt.

“I wouldn’t,” a deep voice said. Something sharp nicked the bottom of her chin. A blade.

Narra froze, her fingers tight around the hilt of her weapon, but she didn’t strike, not yet. Fury pushed fire through her belly, and she looked up into familiar brown eyes.

“Asher.”

She couldn’t stop her breath from catching in her throat as her eyes widened in surprise. Her fury vanished suddenly. She hadn’t seen him since her and Avalon’s failed attempt at rescuing Caroline. Her heart pounded harder, and her cheeks involuntarily heated. His chest was pressed against hers, his forearm pinning her to the wall, while the other held a dagger to her throat.

“What are you doing here?” Suspicion laced her tone. Memories of their last encounter flooded her mind. He’d tried to hurt her. He’d wanted
 to kill her.

Asher’s gaze hardened as he inspected her face. When it was clear she wasn’t going to put up a fight, he lowered the dagger so it didn’t nip her skin.

“I want closure for my son,” he said.

Narra froze.

“I want to know where his body is so he can be properly put to rest.” His voice hitched, tugging on Narra’s heartstrings.

Her mind raced as she tried to recall what they’d done with Ezriel’s body. She hadn’t been the one to take care of it. In fact, she was sure one of the Thieves had just disposed of it at sea, or possibly in the sewers at the edge of the city. When someone received a death of a thousand cuts, they weren’t exactly treated to a funeral
.

A lump formed in her throat and she quickly swallowed it.

“Please… take me to him so I can at least say goodbye.”

Narra closed her eyes and took a deep breath before she met his gaze again. “I can’t.”

Asher’s face twisted in pain and fury. His teeth ground together almost audibly. The prick of metal hit the bottom of her chin again, but she didn’t move. “Why not? I just want to grieve for my child.”

Her heart shattered as tears welled in the corners of his eyes. Even in the low light, she could see how glassy they were.

She shook her head ever so slightly. “I’m sorry. I can’t give that to you.”

Asher staggered back as if she’d hit him. He gasped for breath and bent over, hands on his knees. “Why?” he bellowed. “It’s all I ask!”

Narra returned her dagger to her belt and wiped the drip of blood from her chin. She had no answers for him.

“At least tell me how he died.” Asher looked up at her, tears spilling down his cheeks. “At least tell me it was quick.”

Narra’s jaw hardened as she recalled how the Guild had ended the life of Corporal Ezriel Grayson. After he’d been tied to a chair, each of them had taken turns cutting into his skin until he had more blood than flesh covering him. When the last of the Guild members had delivered their cut, Narra had ended his life.

But she couldn’t tell Asher that. Even if she wasn’t sure how she felt about the man, he was a father, and he loved his son. Though she’d never understood that love, she was sure it’d break him to know how Ezriel had died.

She had to tell him something, though.

“His throat was slit,” Narra said. It was a swift and simple end, and it was true, though a lot more torture had preceded it.

Asher’s shoulders slumped and his tears slowed. Relieved. “A quick end.”

It was almost as if he echoed her thoughts. Narra’s lips pressed into a firm line. She didn’t want to say any more to upset him, though she knew he wouldn’t give up on trying to find his son’s body
.

“Can you find out what happened?” Asher asked.

Narra sighed. “I’m sorry. I don’t know where they took Ezriel’s body.”

Asher looked up at her, hope in his eyes. “But someone does? Someone could take me to him?”

Her heart clenched and anger pushed fire through her. “If your niece hadn’t taken my entire Guild, then maybe someone could have.” Her fists balled, and she had to bite back a growl.

Asher’s eyebrows furrowed with confusion. “What
?”

“Marina found out where our Guild den was and raided it. She took everyone
.” Narra pushed the words out from between her clenched teeth, barely keeping her anger in check. Heat swirled inside of her, desperate to get out.

“I don’t understand. How could Marina have done that?”

Narra sighed, exasperated. “Have you not looked at a paper recently?”

Asher shook his head. “I just got out of the hospital a few hours ago.”

Narra blinked in surprise and looked him over. She hadn’t realized until now, but he wore the same slacks and shirt she’d seen him in when she visited last. Though he wore a coat, the edge of a hospital bracelet stuck out from under his sleeve. So he really didn’t know anything then
.

“You’ve missed a lot,” Narra said.

“It sounds like it.”

Did he know that his brother was dead? Had no one told him so he could attend the funeral? Narra worked her jaw. Now definitely wasn’t the time to tell him. He’d find out as soon as he went home. She couldn’t bear to see him more upset than he already was.

Narra explained some of what he’d missed—from the capture of the Thieves Guild, to their impending hangings, the religious zealots, the kidnapping of her friend’s sister, the killings, etcetera. She left out her involvement with the murders, the emperor’s demise, and that her friend happened to be a pirate. She didn’t think Asher needed to know any of those things
.

“Ancestors
,” Asher said. His eyes were wide like saucers.

Narra shrugged and leaned back against the wall. She knew it was a lot to take in, especially after he’d been in the hospital for so long. Part of her still wanted to apologize for that. She shouldn’t have let him follow her into that bar. It was her fault he was injured. Then again, she’d also been the one to kill his son. She had a lot to apologize for with this man, but no words came to her tongue.

“I need to get to the palace,” Asher added. His gaze scoured her body, looking her up and down before landing on her eyes.

Her body heated unexpectedly, and she shifted uncomfortably under his intense gaze. She had no idea what he was thinking. His expression was guarded, his stance wary.

“That’s a good idea,” Narra said, instead of the million other things she needed to say. She couldn’t find the words to ask for his forgiveness. They’d been through a lot together, but she was still the reason his son was dead. She was sure that’s what he was remembering too as his gaze darkened and his jaw set.

“Goodbye, then,” he said gruffly.

Narra’s heart raced. “Goodbye.”


I’m sorry
, she thought as she watched him turn on his heel and exit the alley before disappearing up the street. He didn’t look back, not once, and Narra was left wondering why she wished he would.
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he trolley lurched up the hill toward Varek Square, its wheels squealing on the damp stone. Narra stayed glued to the back railing, her eyes on the cobblestone street, and her fingers tight around the cold metal bar wrapping the back end of the trolley.

She took deep breaths, holding her hood close in her free hand. The last time she’d been on a trolley with Erik, her hood had fallen back, and she’d been exposed as the half-Kiznai she was. Though it wouldn’t matter to some, there were always those that despised her for it.

Also, after Asher had sentenced her to death the first time, her face had been splashed across wanted posters for several weeks. Though the ink on the posters began to fade with the weather, some would still remember her face, and she couldn’t risk exposure.

“Gather ‘round citizens of Rova City!” a deep voice bellowed.

Narra risked a glance over her shoulder. Sure enough, the trolley had rolled into Varek Square. At the center, a crowd gathered around a wooden platform. A man stood behind a podium at the center, four nooses attached to the platform by a beam on his left
.

Her stomach soured and her heart raced as her gaze fell upon the familiar curvy form and twisting brown curls of Princess Marina.

“The princess has a proclamation for you!” the announcer continued.

Whispers ran through the gathering townsfolk, and Narra found herself leaping from the back of the trolley. Pain shot up her legs from the jolt of the impact, but she quickly walked it off, flowing in with the crowd.

What now?

Whatever the princess had to say, it couldn’t be good.

Narra’s gaze roamed over the heads of Rovan citizens to inspect the rest of the square. Three dozen royal guards occupied the edges of the stage and melted into the crowd, blocking anyone from getting too close. Another two stood behind the princess, flanking her along with another woman.

Narra started and her eyes flew wide as she recognized Caroline.

Ancestors.

She ground her teeth and glanced back and forth, looking for a way through. A few Patrolmen hovered around the edges of the square, scanning the mass of people, looking for trouble.

There’s no way she could get to Caroline here. Not with so many guards around. It’d be suicide. Her fists balled and she looked back up at the stage. Marina’s face was relaxed, though a bit grave. Narra remembered all too well the look of menace that had flashed in her eyes when she told Narra her thieves were in trouble.

Damn that woman. Damn her and her tricks. She’d manipulated Narra into killing not one, but two men, and now she’d pay the price for it.

As the crowd hushed, Marina stepped forward to take up the spot behind the podium. She clasped her hands in front of her stomach, and scanned the crowd, her eyebrows pulled together tightly.

“Greetings, people of Rova,” the princess began.

A shiver ran down Narra’s spine, and she clenched her teeth hard. She hated what the sound of Marina’s voice did to her. She hated everything about the lying backstabber
.

“My name is Marina Kolarova, and I am to be your next empress.”

A rush of whispers filled the quiet left by Marina’s words. The wind shifted and howled as if it too had something to say about this.

“I’ve come to you today with a message from Srah.” Marina looked back pointedly at Caroline. A guard ushered the young Rupan woman forward. “As I’m sure you’ve heard, this woman has had visions from our golden god himself. She’s received direct messages about my bright future as empress—” Marina frowned, then sighed as if it pained her to continue. “—and about the guilt of my own sisters.”

Whispers turned into hushed reverence. Narra’s eyebrows furrowed as she regarded the people around her. Were they actually listening to this crap?

“Though my sisters will continue to stand trial, as is law in Rova, it has been confirmed by Srah himself that my sisters were behind the death of my father, your former emperor.” Her voice hitched, and her hands tightened. She shook slightly, putting on the perfect show for the crowd.

Narra ground her teeth as murmurs of agreement echoed around her. This was madness. Pure, utter madness.

A man mounted the steps next to the guards flanking Caroline. He wore the regal robes of a priest of the Church of Srah. Gold adorned the edges of the fine material, and a thick amulet of the sun was displayed proudly at the center of his chest. He held his chin high as if daring anyone to question him or the princess.

Marina looked back at him as if this was all perfectly planned, and held out her hand to welcome the priest.

“For the first time in two hundred years, the crown will reunite with the church, and together, we will forge a brighter future for Rova, by the grace of Srah,” Marina continued.

“Bless his divine wisdom, for even in the wake of our emperor’s death, Srah has seen to give us a perfect new empress to unite us,” the priest said.

He beamed at the princess, and Narra wondered if Marina had 
slept with him too. Maybe that was just how she won over men. That’s how she’d gotten her cousin on her side.

Narra’s stomach rolled at the thought. She couldn’t believe Marina would even consider engaging in incest. It was disgusting.

Marina smiled at the priest, and then her expression turned grave again as she motioned at someone behind the stage. “In forming this bright new future, I will follow in my father’s footsteps and continue to condemn anyone who breaks the law.”

Two Patrolmen led four men onto the stage. Their bodies slumped forward, as if the world lay on their shoulders. Narra swore she could see one of the men’s spines even through his thin cotton shirt. They were all thin, and she’d assume badly malnourished. Narra couldn’t imagine these people were real criminals. More likely they were homeless, and Marina had plucked them off the street to make a point.

Nooses were placed around the neck of each man, tightened so the base reached the back of their head. Narra shivered as she remembered the feeling of coarse rope against her throat, and the creaking sound of it as it drew tight enough to snap her neck.

Narra’s fists clenched as she forced those thoughts away. She took deep breaths, trying to keep herself grounded in the present. Cold wind licked her cheeks, and she wrapped her arms around herself to keep steady. She wanted to turn and run, but her feet were rooted to the ground. If she turned now, everyone around her would look at her, and her cover would be blown the second they saw her pale skin.

No, she had to stay. She had to watch, just like the rest of the crowd, who hollered for the execution of these ‘criminals.’

“Let this be a message to anyone who wishes to defy the crown.” Marina’s gaze scanned the crowd, and cold wrapped around Narra’s heart. It was almost like the princess sought her out with her penetrating hazel eyes. But their gazes never met, and Marina looked on.

Narra knew that Marina was doing this because of her. The murders were running rampant throughout the country. Marina had to put on a strong show for her people.


But this won’t be enough to stop a rebellion

.

Narra pushed back the smirk threatening to curve her lips.

With a loud crack
, the floor fell from beneath the four criminals, and the snap of bone filled the hushed square. The bodies writhed and struggled against their bonds. She couldn’t see their faces through the potato sacks, but she didn’t need to. She still remembered what it looked like to die like this. Her father had forced her to watch it enough times.

Narra closed her eyes and counted to sixty. She took deep, even breaths, and by the time she opened her eyes again, the bodies had stilled, and the Patrolmen were readying to cut them down.

“Let us bow our heads in prayer.” The priest stepped forward, hands extended, palms to the sky.

Narra stepped back, deftly slipping between men and women. Some muttered about whether they should stay or go. Public sermons were new to Rova City, and not everyone was eager to stay and worship the God of the Sun.

Once she’d weaved through the crowd, she looked back to see how many others were leaving. Only a dozen or so filtered out of the square. The rest, maybe a hundred people, remained with their heads lowered and eyes closed, listening as the priest began his prayer.

Narra’s eyes widened as she watched the scene. She couldn’t believe how many people were actually buying this.

She froze, the dark blue gaze of Ashra flashing through her mind. Then again, who was she to judge? She’d personally met the Death God. Maybe Srah was real too.

Shaking her head, she slipped away from Varek Square back to the trolley stop.
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Though Narra wanted
 to tell Avalon what she’d seen—Caroline being used as a pawn by the soon-to-be empress—she couldn’t bring herself to go back to the City Docks just yet. She was meeting Avalon in town soon anyway. Bringing the news to her sooner wouldn’t do any good. There were far too many guards for Narra or Avalon to 
make a daring rescue, even if they could make it back in time to catch Marina and Caroline.

Even if they could, Narra wasn’t sure they’d get out alive. Though guards and Patrolmen typically only carried short swords, she’d noticed some also carried pistols—a rarity in Rova. They were being well armed by their princess. Ready for any indications of unrest. That was dangerous, even for the Queen of Thieves.

Instead of heading to the City Docks, Narra slipped through the alleys in the Criminal District, moving towards Nedan Inn. She might as well arrive early to find out the status of her thieves, and maybe even get some information on her uncle.

Narra turned the corner into a rat-infested alley with trashcans strewn across the stone ground. She resisted the urge to roll her eyes. At least someone could pick up their own trash bins. They weren’t helping the stench of the Criminal District at all.

Circling around through a few more alleys, Narra arrived before nightfall at the back door to Nedan Inn. Warm light spilled out the kitchen windows, illuminating the rough cobblestone and a few crates stacked next to the door.

She looked inside, searching for Jin, but saw only the cook huffing as he fussed over an unruly loaf of bread that just refused to rise properly.

She watched the cook for a few minutes, hoping Jin would retreat to the back room, but after she’d stood in the alley for nearly ten minutes, her nose was full of the rotten smell of decaying vegetables, and she could no longer stand to remain outside.

Trying the doorknob, Narra wasn’t surprised to find it unlocked. It was well within reasonable business hours for one, and she doubted very many people decided to come around to the back door.

The thick wooden slab creaked as it opened, and Narra bit back a growl of irritation. Of course
.

The cook spun around to face her, his face red, and a butcher knife in hand. “Who’s there?”

His voice was like a bark, and his thick cheeks puffed out. His eyes 
were wide, and Narra thought he looked like a scared pig about to be roasted.

“Hello,” Narra said. She pulled back her hood, but kept her cloak tight around her weapons.

The man’s eyebrows furrowed and he lowered his knife. “Who are you?”

Narra sighed internally. It wasn’t the first time being a woman had made men underestimate her. “Looking for Jin.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

“Yes.”

“Jin’s out front,” he said dumbly. He clearly didn’t realize she’d come in the back to speak with the owner in private.

“Yes,” she said. “I need to speak with him.”

Still, he didn’t seem to understand her reasoning. “He’s out front.”

“Could you fetch him please?” she said, her tone dry. The man blinked at her, still dumbfounded. “I need to speak with him alone
.”

His brows rose, and understanding blossomed on his face before he shot her a wink. “Oh, I see.”

Narra nearly groaned. She didn’t mean that
 kind of alone.

The cook chuckled all the way out the door to the dining room, leaving Narra to roll her eyes and grumble obscenities.

Narra looked around the kitchen while she waited, wrinkling her nose at the smell of burnt bread and spilled beer. Two minutes later, the door to the bar swung open, and Jin lumbered inside, his brows shooting up in surprise as his gaze landed on her.

“Rheka,” he said.

“Jin,” she greeted.

He rubbed the back of his neck after running a hand through his short hair. Narra got the distinct impression she was not who he was expecting.

“Do you have any information for me?” She cut right to the chase.

Jin’s light-hearted grin dropped. “Yes,” he said tentatively. “You should sit down.”

Narra’s heart raced, and her fists balled. What the hell did that mean? Whatever it was, from the look on his face, she wasn’t going to 
like it. Did he want her to sit down because he thought she might faint?


It couldn’t be that bad
, she told herself.

When Narra didn’t move to sit at the small table against the wall, Jin sighed and propped himself up on the wall, crossing his arms over his wide chest. “Which news do you want first?”

“The Thieves,” she said instantly. She was sure her uncle was fine, even if he had disappeared, and she already knew the status of Caroline.

He nodded and avoided her eyes, staring at the floor as if it was the most interesting thing in the world.

“Well?” she said when he didn’t continue.

He looked up to meet her gaze. “They’re keeping the Thieves in the palace dungeons. I don’t know how much you know about the dungeons, but they’re horrible. Dark, almost pitch black. Nowhere to shit or piss, or sleep but the ground.”

Her heart pounded harder, echoing in her ears.

“They’re barely fed or given water. There’s so many thieves they don’t have the space to spread them out, so it’s about five or six to a cell. They’re cramped, elbow to elbow.”

Her eyes widened. Her entire body felt cold, numb. She couldn’t believe it. Her people were in that place. Erik
 was in that place.

“One of them wrote this for you.” Jin pulled a grungy slip of paper from his pocket and held it out to her.

Narra tore it from his grip and pulled the folded paper apart so she could read the letter.

Rheka,

I hope you get this letter so that you know I love you. You saved me once, but this time you have to let me go. Go on without us. Be happy. Forget the Thieves. I’ll always be with you. Don’t do anything stupid.

With love,

Eri
k

Narra’s eyes welled with tears as she read the words of her best friend again and again. He was saying goodbye. He thought he was going to die in there. How could he ask her not to try and save them? How could he tell her to go on with her life and be happy?

Heat coursed through her, filling every inch of her with anger. This wasn’t fair. She couldn’t go on without the Thieves. She couldn’t be happy without Erik. The only moments she’d ever felt content were with him and her uncle, sitting in his bar after a long night.

No. She wouldn’t let Erik do this. She wouldn’t let this be goodbye.

Her fingers tightened on the page until it crumpled in her grip. She sucked in a deep breath to get a hold of herself, pushing back her tears with great effort.

Jin didn’t say a word, only stared at the ground silently. She was grateful he didn’t look at her in such an embarrassing, vulnerable moment. She was supposed to be a commander of the Thieves Guild. Commanders didn’t cry in front of anyone, let alone acquaintances.

Narra read the letter one last time before folding it and slipping it into her pocket. When she finally got her emotions under control, she smoothed her hands over her cloak. “Thank you.”

Jin looked up, surprise in his eyes. “You’re… welcome.”

She nodded brusquely and turned to leave.

“Wait,” he said. “What about the rest?”

She stopped. She’d nearly forgotten.

Narra turned back to face him. “Yes.” She cleared her throat. “What else do you have?”

Jin fixed her with a look she might interpret as concern if she didn’t know better. She brushed it off and adjusted her cloak to fill the awkward silence. “No word on Alden yet, but the girl, Caroline, is being well guarded in a set of rooms in the royal wing. She’s only visited by priests, servants, and the princess. No one else is allowed near her.”

Narra nodded absently. Her mind still reeled with the words from Erik’s letter. “Good. Keep on it.”

“I will.
”

Narra left through the back door, and circled to the alley on the side of the building before she allowed herself to take out Erik’s letter again. She ran her fingers over the crushed paper. She’d recognize his chicken-scratch handwriting anywhere.

Smoothing her fingers over his words, tears once again boiled to the surface. Fury lanced through her, and she buckled in half, screaming into her hands. She was so frustrated. So done with all of it.

Her hands shook as tears burned paths down her cheeks. She put the letter away before she stained it, and leaned back against the cold brick wall of Nedan Inn.

You saved me once, but this time you have to let me go.

Narra ground her teeth. Never
. She’d never let Erik, or the others, go. They were her family. A dysfunctional, crazy, chaotic family, but a family nonetheless.

Taking a deep breath, Narra wiped her tears and steeled herself.

It was time she brought down the princess once and for all.
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arra tapped her fingers against the grungy iron mug between her hands. She clasped it tightly, unable to stop fidgeting as she waited for the pirate captain. After she’d gotten herself together, she slipped in the front door, ordered two mugs of ale from Jin, and took up a position in the back corner of the bar.

From her angle she could see every criminal who came in either the front or back entrance. She didn’t like surprises. She liked to be prepared. Though her relationship with Avalon thus far had been helpful and pleasant, she had no idea if the pirate would eventually turn on her too.

She sighed and licked her lips, wishing suddenly that she’d gotten anything but ale to drink. Even wine would have been better than this.

The front door creaked open, and a blast of cold air sent the lamplight flickering in their glass canisters. She looked up in time to see Avalon step inside, her dark gaze wary, and her black curls whipping around her face like a hurricane.

Avalon’s eyes scanned the room until they landed on Narra. She 
let the door click shut before carefully picking her way across the room, slipping between criminals at every table.

Jin watched Avalon from the bar, his brows raised in surprise as the pirate captain took up the seat opposite Narra. Alden must have told Jin that Narra didn’t keep much company.

“Good evening,” Avalon said. She unclipped the cloak from her shoulders and draped it over the back of her chair. Instead of her usual tight leather corset and pants, she wore a loose white blouse tucked into tight cotton slacks. Though she certainly still had that air of not quite belonging, she didn’t stick out quite as much.

“Evening,” Narra said. “Incognito?”

Avalon smiled slyly. “Of course.”

Narra couldn’t help the amused twitch of her lips. Avalon was smart, that much was certain.

“So, have you spoken to your contact yet?” Avalon asked.

Narra’s lips thinned and she nodded stiffly. “Yes. I have some news about Caroline.”

Avalon sat up straight and gripped the edge of the table like she was holding on for dear life. “Please, tell me she’s all right.”

“She is.” Narra raised her brows to emphasize her statement. She also wanted Avalon to keep calm for what she was about to tell her. “From the sounds and looks of it, she’s being treated well.”

Avalon’s teeth snapped together with a click
. “You’ve seen
 her?”

Narra nodded. “Yes. I was on my way here when there was a hanging in Varek Square.”

Avalon’s eyes flew wide and her mouth dropped open.

“She was there with the princess, not as a victim. She’s fine, remember?” Narra rushed to explain.

The pirate took a deep breath. “Don’t scare me like that.”

“Apologies.”

Once Avalon had a moment to collect herself, she motioned for Narra to continue. “Please, go on.”

“The princess made a declaration about your sister being some sort of prophet, saying she had visions from Srah himself. She’s 
aligned herself with the church, and I believe she’s keeping Caroline hostage to reinforce her position,” Narra explained.

Avalon sighed. “That wench. How dare she use my sister for her own political games?”


I know the feeling
, Narra thought.

“Did she look all right? Well fed?” Avalon asked. “She was sick before she arrived at port.”

Narra thought back. “Yes. She looked healthy and clean. She was dressed in fine clothes, and had color in her cheeks. She looked like she is cared for.”

“Thank the Sea Goddess.”

“There’s more,” Narra added.

Avalon straightened. “Yes?”

Narra reiterated what Jin had told her about Caroline’s position, and where she was being kept. “It’ll be hard, maybe even impossible to break her out of there. There were two times the normal amount of guards present at the hanging. I can only imagine what security at the palace has become.”

Avalon worked her jaw back and forth. Anger darkened her eyes. “Damn. So what can we do about her and your Thieves?”

Narra’s eyebrows shot up. She was surprised that Avalon was still thinking for the both of them, even with her sister involved. “I’m not sure yet.”

“There’s got to be a way for us to both get what we want.”

Narra looked at her hands still clasped around her mug of ale.

Avalon was right, and Narra had been working on a plan from the start. That’s why she’d murdered a dozen soldiers. That’s why the Daughters of Ashra continued to murder for her, and brand each victim with the note ‘Thief
.’ Though the papers certainly showed unrest growing in their fair country, she hadn’t seen much of a direct effect on Rova City. If anything, the killings seemed to be turning more and more people to religion.


That
 she hadn’t expected.

But if her plan continued, and it would, then Marina wouldn’t be able to ignore her forever. Still, she needed a contingency plan. 
Another way to get Marina off the throne, or at least stop her coronation.

Narra stilled as a thought occurred to her.

Marina had given
 her the answer. It was right in front of her this entire time, and she was just seeing it now. Marina wasn’t the true ruler of Rova, and her father hadn’t been either. Neither of them were supposed to be next in line. The lies of former Emperor Zaneth had saw to it that Marina’s father took the throne, but Asher
 was the real son of Zaneth and his queen, not a bastard like they’d claimed him to be.

Narra’s heart raced as she looked at Avalon. The pirate seemed lost in her own thoughts, staring at the table, her eyebrows furrowed with worry.

“I know what we need to do,” she said.

Hope flashed in Avalon’s eyes. “You do?”

Narra nodded. “We return the crown to the rightful ruler, and we bring down Marina.”

Avalon raised a questioning brow. “Do you mean Princess Elena? I thought she and her sister killed their father.”

Narra shook her head, though it wasn’t a bad idea. Stopping the trial of Marina’s sisters could work, but then again, the sisters might decide to immediately execute Caroline and the Thieves all the same. No, they needed to put someone on the throne they could trust to help them.

“No, I mean the rightful emperor.” Narra explained what Marina had told her about Asher being the rightful heir, and how his brother was actually the bastard. The more she explained, the more surprised Avalon looked. When she was finished, the pirate woman sat back hard, a look of disbelief on her face.

“Wow. That’s pretty scandalous, even for a royal family,” Avalon said.

Narra tried and failed to combat her smile.

“But what makes you think that Asher would be any different than Marina or her sisters?”

Narra bit her lip. “Well, the Thieves have information that Asher 
wants. One of them knows where his son was buried, and if Asher frees them, he’ll be able to find out.”

Though ‘buried’ wasn’t exactly accurate. It was more likely Ezriel was rotting in a sewer or at the bottom of the ocean.

“That could work,” Avalon said, then paused. “So there’s a history between you two.” She raised an eyebrow as she inspected Narra’s face. For what, Narra wasn’t sure. Avalon had to remember Asher from their meeting on the pirate ship and at the hospital. “There’s more to the story isn’t there?”

Narra shrugged noncommittally. She didn’t want to explain everything that had gone on between her and Asher, or what his son had done to her and the Guild, or how Marina had aided in his death.

“Never mind, I won’t pry.” Avalon held up her hands. “Does Asher know about his true lineage?”

She shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

“Well then.” Avalon smirked. “I guess we have a general to visit.”

Narra froze. She’d just seen Asher a few hours ago, and she still wasn’t certain how she felt about the encounter. Heaving a sigh, she nodded. She knew Avalon was right. They’d have to get Asher on board for any of this to work, and then they’d have to find the evidence to prove it to all of Rova.

Easier said than done.
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Narra weaved
 through the shadows of East Gardens until she found the familiar Grayson Manor. Stopping beneath a tall oak tree, she waited in the darkness it provided while Avalon caught up.

Breathing heavily, Avalon slid in beside her. She leaned against the tree, resting her hand on the bark as she gasped for breath.

“Damn. It. Rheka.” She forced a breath between each word. “You don’t slow down for anyone, do you?”

Narra smiled. Erik had always told her the same thing. Though he’d never be as winded as Avalon, he knew well what Avalon was learning—Narra waited for no man or woman
.

“We’re here,” Narra said.

“Thank the gods!” Avalon groaned. She turned to look up at the stone wall surrounding the two-story house.

The first floor was dark, as it had been last time Narra had come to see the general. And just like her previous visit, a candle was lit in the study.

“Do you think he’s still awake?” Avalon asked. She smoothed her hands over her cloak. She’d gotten her breath back finally and stopped wheezing between every word.

“Possibly,” Narra said. It wasn’t quite midnight. She had no idea what Asher’s schedule looked like these days, not that she’d known before. He most likely hadn’t returned to work yet, which meant he might be up late catching up on work, or reading, or whatever he’d been missing while in the hospital.

Or he might have just forgotten to put out a candle.

“Shall we sneak in?” Avalon asked. “Or go directly to the front gate?”

Narra shot her a look
.

“Ah yes. You’re a thief. Right. Sneaking in it is.”

Narra smiled and shook her head. “We’ll go over the wall and up the trellis.”

Avalon sighed. “Not going to go easy on me at all, are you?”

“Not a chance.”

Avalon grinned as she stepped from the shadows and inspected the wall. She found the foot and handholds Narra had used last time, and quickly heaved herself up, only needing Narra’s help once, until she sat straddling the top of the wall.

“That wasn’t so hard,” Avalon said.

“Be careful, there are rose bushes on the other side,” Narra said.

Avalon glanced down into the shadowed yard. “How do you know?”

“This isn’t my first time sneaking into the general’s house.”

Avalon shot her a surprised look. “So you know
 the man?”

Narra scoffed. She caught Avalon’s implication. “No, I am not sleeping with him.
”

Avalon winked. “Good to know.”

The pirate slipped over the other side of the wall, disappearing from Narra’s sight. Narra scaled the wall next after a quick check for Patrolmen in the area. Though she heard muffled footsteps in the distance, she saw no one.

A few moments later, she was crouched just beyond the rose bushes alongside Avalon.

Cold moonlight spilled over the pirate’s caramel skin, and created a white halo around her dark curls. Narra blinked in surprise, caught off guard by Avalon’s beauty. Though she knew full well that the pirate was beautiful, she’d spent a lot of time ignoring such facts while they worked together.

Her stomach flipped and she quickly shoved away such thoughts.

“Lead the way,” Avalon whispered when Narra didn’t move.

The thief nodded and crossed the yard, keeping an ear out for Patrolmen while she tested the vine-laced structure attached to the side of the building. Just as it had last time, it held easily, and Narra was quick to scale it, pushing her toes through the vines and spaces in the trellis until she could swing onto the small balcony above the sunroom.

Once she reached it, she flattened herself to the floor and waited.

The vines rustled as Avalon made her way up. She grunted and bit off curses for a solid two minutes until she awkwardly landed on the balcony beside Narra.

“Don’t say a word,” Avalon whispered as she plucked a twig from her hair.

Narra fought off a smile as she rose into a crouch and tested the door. Locked. She sighed. It seemed Asher had at least learned something since she’d broken in last.

She unzipped the pocket at her thigh and pulled out a set of lock picks, slipping the thin pieces of metal into the keyhole. She motioned for silence, then deftly turned the picks until the tumblers clicked and the doorknob twisted open.

Avalon hummed her approval, and the two of them slipped into the dark upstairs corridor before closing the door behind them
.

Narra held a finger to her lips, and Avalon nodded stiffly. Narra went first, stepping lightly until she reached a half-open door with warm light spilling into the hall. She motioned for Avalon to stay back until she assessed the situation.

A chair creaked inside the room, and she recognized Asher’s sigh of exhaustion.

Her heart raced as she leaned inside, glancing around the door until she saw Asher’s back. He sat at his desk, rubbing his face as he read through the newspaper. He had a stack of them on his right, and a larger stack of loose papers on his left. A quill sat in a small pot of ink beside him, alongside the flickering light of a candle. Behind the stack of newspapers was a bottle of whiskey and a half-empty glass.

Narra suddenly wished they’d thought this plan through more clearly. Though going to the front door might have been odd given the time of night, they could have done it. But the sound might have alerted the Patrolmen
, she chastised herself.

She shook her head. She was just feeling awkward because of their encounter earlier that day, though it felt like so much more than a few hours had passed since he accosted her in that alleyway.

What was she supposed to say to him now? She hadn’t been able to help him earlier, yet she wanted his help now. She wasn’t sure how he’d take that, or if he’d even want to be emperor. If she told him that his niece had been the mastermind behind his brother’s death, would he listen then? Would he take up a righteous mantle to see his kin avenged?

Avalon prodded her side, and Narra inhaled sharply, surprised by the sudden touch. She stepped forward, right on a creaky board.

She might as well have shot off a rifle, the sound was so loud.

Asher spun, on his feet in a second, his rapier drawn from the sheath she hadn’t realized was leaning against his desk.

He froze when their eyes met. Confusion, curiosity, and pain all flashed across his face. Her heart clenched. She wasn’t sure when she’d started to read him so well, but she recognized each flash of emotion better than if it were her own.

“Rheka,” he said
.

Narra tried to still her pounding heart by taking a deep breath. “Asher.”

The general looked her up and down, searching for weapons she assumed. His brows furrowed and his jaw hardened when he found none in her hands. He narrowed his eyes in suspicion. “What are you doing here?”

Right to the chase then. “We need your help.”

“We?”

Narra winced. She hadn’t meant to give Avalon up yet, but she was too frazzled to think clearly. Narra stepped into the room and motioned for Avalon to take her space in the doorway. The pirate did as she commanded, and stepped forward until warm light brushed her cheeks.

“The pirate captain?” Asher said, clearly surprised.

“Yes,” Narra said. “Her name is Avalon.”

Avalon didn’t say a word, only inspected the general with cold uncertainty. It was clear she recognized Asher from the hospital. Narra had a feeling Avalon was sifting through those memories for answers.

Asher didn’t say anything, only nodded slightly so she knew he heard her.

“You’ve been catching up some more?” Narra looked at the newspapers on his desk.

Asher glanced back, lowering his rapier so the point nearly touched the carpet. “Yes. It seems I’ve missed quite a lot.”

“You have,” Narra agreed.

“So, what is it you need my help with?” Asher looked between them. It was clear he didn’t trust her anymore, and he certainly didn’t trust Avalon either.

Narra’s fists balled. This was it. “I need you to claim your rightful place as Emperor of Rova.”

Asher blinked comically. He didn’t say anything, clearly stunned and confused. She understood. He’d most likely grown up his entire life thinking himself second best to his brother. This would be a lot to take in, and she wasn’t even sure he’d believe it
.

When silence rested for several minutes, Narra shifted uncomfortably. Avalon leaned against the doorframe, and Asher just inspected her face.

“You’re serious?” he finally asked. She nodded. “Then you’re madder than I thought.”

Narra’s eyebrows shot up. “Excuse me?”

Avalon stifled a laugh with her hand, but Narra could still make out the rustling of her cloak as her shoulders shook.

“A bastard has no claim to the throne,” Asher said dryly.

Narra bristled. She didn’t like being laughed at. “And if you were a bastard, you would have no claim, but you’re not.”

“I think you need to brush up on your history, Rheka.”

“Your parents lied to you,” Narra said through her teeth. “Your niece told me herself.”

“Marina?” he guessed.

She nodded. “While your brother lay dying at her feet, she confessed and showed me your real birth certificate.”

Asher’s eyes widened for a moment before his face twisted in fury. “Are you accusing my niece of killing my brother?”

Narra paused. She couldn’t very well tell Asher that she’d been the one to kill the previous emperor. If she did, he’d never listen to her, and he might very well kill her this time.

“Yes,” she lied.

Asher’s fingers clenched into fists, and his shoulders shook. He didn’t say a word as he began pacing the length of the room. Even in slippers, his footfalls were loud, slamming against the wooden floor and then the rug by his desk over and over. When he finally stopped, he threw his fist at the wall. A crack echoed in the quiet, and Narra winced. That had to hurt.

Still seething, Asher turned to face them. “How do you know this is true? How do you know it wasn’t a fake?” He took a moment to catch his breath. “You were there when he died?”

Narra nodded solemnly. She didn’t trust herself to speak.

“How is this even possible? Why would my father lie about this?” His rage returned, and he resumed pacing
.

“If you’ll sit down, I can explain,” Narra said calmly, trying to placate him. She didn’t like the murderous look in his eyes.

Asher spun to face her, a retort on his lips, but he stopped before he said anything, opening and closing his mouth several times before pressing his lips together firmly. “Fine.”

He yanked out his chair from the desk and sat abruptly. Narra didn’t waste time, and quickly recounted what she’d been told by Marina—how Emperor Zaneth and his wife had had trouble conceiving, so when his mistress became pregnant, they lied to the country and told everyone that Malek was actually the queen’s son. Only later when the queen did
 end up pregnant did Zaneth’s mistress return to demand a child of her own, and so Zaneth was forced to name Asher as his bastard instead of the heir to the throne he truly was.

By the time she’d finished, Asher’s fury was gone, and all she saw was shock and hurt on his face.

“So that’s why the queen always favored me,” Asher said quietly. He looked at the floor, his face twisted in thought.

Narra glanced back at Avalon. They exchanged a look, but neither said a word as they let Asher digest this. It had to be shocking to find out your mother wasn’t who you thought, and that your entire life had been a lie.

After a long silence, Asher finally sat back in his chair and regarded her with confusion. “So none of Malek’s children would be next in line for the throne?”

Narra nodded.

“And you want to make this public?”

Again, she dipped her chin.

“Why?”

Narra’s jaw hardened, and she looked down to avoid the intense look in his eyes. Asher always seemed like such an honorable man to her, and she wasn’t sure he’d approve of their selfish reasons to get him on the throne.

“Rheka,” he said.

She sighed. “You’ve read about the Thieves, correct?
”

Understanding blossomed on Asher’s face. “You want me to free them if I become emperor?”

“And
 my sister,” Avalon added quickly.

He glanced at Avalon and nodded as he made the connection between her and Caroline. The two women looked so much alike, it’d be impossible for him not to realize they were related.

“Your sister is one thing,” Asher said. “But what makes you think I would release the entire Thieves Guild to wreak havoc in Rova City once more?”

Narra’s nostrils flared and fire licked her belly. “Because if you don’t agree, you’ll never see that throne, and your murderous little niece will be the next empress.”

“So you’re going to withhold your proof unless I agree to your terms?”

Narra raised her chin defiantly. “Yes.”

Asher chuckled and shook his head. She froze, confused by his reaction. When he met her eyes again, his normally warm gaze was cold. “Fine. You two help me take the throne from Marina, and I’ll release your Thieves, and your sister.”

Narra narrowed her eyes. He’d agreed far too quickly, and she didn’t trust the cold look in his eyes. Whether the sudden chill was from her ultimatum, or his distrust of her, she couldn’t be sure.

But they had no other choice.

“It’s agreed then,” Narra said.
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A

fter the meeting with Asher and Avalon, exhaustion threatened to consume Narra. She was used to running around the city, but all the emotional strain was beginning to weigh on her. She wasn’t used to focusing so much on the feelings of others, let alone her own.

She sighed, dusting the cold night air with her breath.

“That went well,” Avalon said.

They walked side by side out of East Gardens, beyond the scope of Patrolmen. Avalon’s heeled boots clicked slightly on the cobblestone, and Narra glanced down at her shoes before nodding.

“It did.” But now Narra had a problem. She’d promised them proof of Asher’s legitimacy, and she had none. Marina had the only copy she was aware of, and getting it from the princess would be next to impossible.

She had to think of a plan. Taron Mikyle had told her that the birth certificate had been taken from the royal family’s estate in West Port. The slightly smaller coastal town was far south of Rova City and would take days of travel to reach. Narra bit her lip, frustration boiling inside her.

Though she didn’t want to ask for more help from the Daughters 
of Ashra, she wasn’t sure she had any other choice. If she could contact Ria somehow, maybe they could dispatch someone to search the Kolarova family home. That way she didn’t have to leave Rova City herself, and she could focus on keeping tabs on the princess, Asher, and Avalon. Her growing list of concerns wasn’t aiding her exhaustion any.

“So what’s next?” Avalon asked when Narra didn’t say anything else.

“I have a few things to do before we can proceed,” Narra said, choosing her words carefully so as not to arise suspicion.

Avalon nodded. “All right. Shall we meet again tomorrow then?”

“It is late,” Narra agreed. She glanced at the dark sky, the stars obscured by thick cloud cover. The moon peeked from between them. Midnight had come and gone. It was the middle of the night, or early morning, depending on the perspective. Though she was normally awake most of the night, her schedule had been flipped around ruthlessly, and she found herself ready for bed.

“Come find me tomorrow then?” Avalon repeated, then stopped and faced the thief.

Narra halted and turned to the pirate. “Of course.”

Avalon took her leave then, slipping down a side street toward the City Docks. Narra wasn’t surprised by how easily Avalon navigated the city. All roads eventually dipped down the hill toward the bay. It was probably the easiest place to find in all of Rova City.

Once Avalon had disappeared from sight, Narra turned back toward the inner city. Though sleep called her, she had a one thing left to do. Before she could return home, she had to find out where the hell the Daughters had taken her when she’d visited Ashra. It was the only place she was sure she could find Ria.

Taking a deep breath, Narra set off up the hill.
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It felt
 like eons had passed since she’d last visited Tallis Library with Erik. They’d been on the hunt for Mikael Ruvand, and spent 
hours in the basement doing reconnaissance before an assassin tried to end her life.

Her brows furrowed as she glared at the metal filing system in the basement of the library. Erik had been the one to use it last time. She wasn’t fond of these kinds of missions. She much preferred using her skills to do her job. Leafing through paper certainly wasn’t one of them.

She pursed her lips in irritation, scanning the cards that marked each box. Her heart ached. She missed Erik. She’d gotten so used to his comforting presence, to seeing him every day, to flying over the rooftops alongside him. She felt hollow without her best friend.

Narra ran her fingers over the cold metal cabinet. She wondered how Erik was fairing alone in the palace dungeons. Was he cramped with five other thieves like Jin claimed? Or was he lonely and cold in his own cell? She wished she could speak with him, even if it was just to tell him that she loved him too, and she’d never give up trying to free him. He was her best friend. Maybe her only friend.

A cold draft passed along the back of her neck, and a shiver descended her spine. Right. She was here on a mission. If she wanted to escape the cold, she’d have to find out where her search for the magic cellar began.

Yanking open old metal drawers, Narra sifted through index cards full of residential records. It only took a few minutes to find what she was looking for. The type of cellar she’d been inside was a new addition to most Rovan homes. In the past, housing had only been built from the ground up, but in the last ten or twenty years, they’d begun adding basements. Some were only accessible from a door on the outside, and others had interior staircases leading down into them.

Since she hadn’t gotten a great look at the cellar, she couldn’t tell which it had been, however, the very presence of a cellar meant she was looking for a home in a new residential area.

Once she knew what she was looking for, Narra plucked a lantern from the top of the cabinet and rushed down the aisles. At the far end of the City Records were city maps and housing plans. She arrived at a shelf with an assortment of boxes and rolled papers. She plucked 
the first at random, which turned out to be a plan of a development near Old Town. Upon further inspection, she realized they had no basements, and quickly shoved it back into its place.

A half hour passed before she found what she was looking for. On the northwest edge of the city, passed the train station was a new development of homes, two stories high with stone basements. They had exterior exits to the cellars, and most had small yards, giving some distance from any foot traffic.

She smiled, victory singing in her veins.

Narra memorized the map before quickly shoving it back into its slot. Minutes later, she was sailing through the air again, clear of the old library and hopefully on her way to meet the Daughters.
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Wind tore
 her hood from her head and sent her hair flying. Even in the darkness of night, it looked like burning flames, searching for oxygen to make its blaze glow brighter.

Narra’s boots touched down on the clay-tiled roof of a two story home just passed North Station. Her heart raced and her breaths came quickly as her grappling hook retracted into her fist with a thunk
.

The cold air and adrenaline of flying through the city was enough to wake her up, making her feel renewed, alive, and ready to find the Daughters and bend them to her will. She bit the inside of her cheeks to calm herself. She had to remember that she was already in debt to these assassins. If she wasn’t careful, she might find herself on the wrong end of their blades.

Narra took a deep breath as she assessed the street. It was quiet, save for the howling wind. Her cloak flew sideways, drawn by the breeze. This late at night she wasn’t worried about being seen. No one would be able to discern her face with the moon shadowed by clouds. She was safe up there amongst the breeze.

Glancing between homes, Narra tried to recall anything that would tell her which cellar she’d been taken to. The first floor of each 
house was made of smooth stone blocks, while the second floor was constructed from the dark oak trees north of the city. The fine wood was typically used as furniture for the wealthy, not building materials. Upon closer inspection, she realized it wasn’t dark oak, but some other kind, stained to look like the expensive material.

She shook her head as she descended from the roof’s steeple. She flung herself over the lip and landed on a balcony with a soft thud. She repeated her leap again, this time landing soundlessly on the trimmed grass in the backyard.

Narra spent some time circling homes, inspecting each for signs. She even picked a few cellar locks and stuck her head in, but none had the exact look or feel of the cellar she’d awoken in. And with no magic smoke writhing on the ground, or unnatural shadows in the corners, she wasn’t sure she’d ever find what she was looking for.

Her fists balled as she slid down from the stone wall around another compound. She hit the sidewalk, and quickly stepped back into the shadows. She hadn’t seen or heard anyone nearby, but a few Patrolmen were sure to be scouting an area this affluent.

Once she was sure the coast was clear, she crossed the street to her next mark. Only as soon as she rounded the hedge to the back, a shadow appeared next to a freshly pruned tree jutting from the sidewalk.

Narra froze, her heart racing. Who the hell was that?

Cloaked by the darkness of the tree’s shadow, the figure didn’t move. After a few long seconds, Narra slipped her hands inside her cloak, reaching for a weapon.

A soft laugh broke through the quiet lying over the street.


Ancestors
. Narra knew that voice.

“Good evening, Narra,” Ria said. She stepped from the shadows, a smile tugging at her full lips. “What are you doing here so late?”

Narra ground her teeth as she approached the woman. Ria had nearly scared her half to death. She thought an assassin had returned for her, and though Ria might be a killer, she wasn’t the kind of assassin Narra had expected.

“Good evening,” Narra said through her teeth. She stopped a few 
feet from Ria. Though she hadn’t been looking for Ria specifically, she had been looking for the Daughters. “I was looking for you.”

Ria inclined an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“I need a favor.”

Her grin stretched so wide that she flashed her teeth. “Is that so?”

“Yes.” Irritation sent heat through Narra. She didn’t like the taunting look in Ria’s eyes. “I need you or one of the other Daughters to find something for me in West Port.”

Ria tilted her head. “I’m intrigued. What do you need in West Port?”

“A birth certificate.” Narra paused, unsure how much to reveal. “For Asher Grayson. The real one at the Kolarova family estate.”

“My, my…” Ria chuckled darkly. “That is quite the tall order. Why would you ask us to retrieve this for you?”

Narra bit back a growl. She didn’t like whatever game Ria was playing. “Because I know you have connections. The killings have spread all across Rova, and I’m sure someone is still in West Port. I just need the birth certificate.”

“Why not go yourself?” Ria asked.

“It would take several days to travel there even by train,” Narra said. “By the time I returned, my Guild might all be dead.”

Ria nodded. “All right. I’ll do this for you.”

Narra’s heart leapt. “You will?”

“Yes. On one condition.”

Just as fast as her elation had risen, it descended hard into her stomach. She didn’t trust Ria, not one bit. What would she ask of her? Instead of responding, Narra narrowed her eyes, waiting for whatever Ria might say.

Ria’s lips twisted in a devious smile. “Don’t look so annoyed, sister. I’d only ask that you complete your first task for Ashra, so that we can complete the ceremony to seal you in blood to our Mother.”

Narra’s eyebrows pulled tight together. She’d been expecting something like this from the Daughters, but not so soon. What kind of task would it be? An assassination, most likely. But what was this 
nonsense about sealing her in blood to Ashra? She didn’t like the sound of that at all.

When Narra didn’t agree immediately, Ria’s expression darkened and her smile dropped. “Remember, sister… agree or die.”

Narra’s fists clenched so tightly her nails bit into her palms. She ground her teeth, and her whole body shook with anger. She hated being pinned down and forced to submit to the will of another, but Ria and the Daughters had her back up against a wall. If she didn’t do what Lady Death commanded, then she would be killed.

She couldn’t let that happen. Not until her Thieves were free at least.

Working her jaw back and forth, Narra fought for her sense of calm. “Fine
,” Narra snapped.

Ria’s smile returned. “Good. I’ll return with your orders soon. Be ready, Narra.”

Narra nodded stiffly, and then Ria turned, melting into the shadows. She was gone before Narra could blink. All she could do was stare at the space the assassin had once been and wonder; what had she gotten herself into?
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A

ssuming Ria would return with a mission soon, Narra didn’t have much time. While she wasn’t concerned about what Ria might ask of her, she was worried that if anything bad happened to her, no one would know where she’d gone. So Narra did the only thing she could, and flew across the rooftops to the City Docks.

Avalon was her partner in this venture, and the only person she could trust with this information. Though once she might have considered telling Asher, the cold look in his eyes flashed across her mind, and she shook her head. She couldn’t trust Asher, not anymore.

Wind coursed through her hair until she landed on the roof of the warehouse across from the City Docks. The building was becoming all too familiar.

Narra descended into the alley, wiping her cold hands on her trousers when she landed. The iron bars of the escape ladder were like ice this time of year. In a few weeks, the night’s frost would take hold, dusting the city in a pale sheen.

Once she was clear of the alley, she descended the slope to the Docks. The wood creaked beneath her boots, and Narra muttered 
obscenities as she made her way to the plank leaning against Avalon’s ship. It looked the same as it always did, an imposing vessel surrounded by small fishing boats. She was surprised they hadn’t moved the ship yet. Dockworkers had to be curious about the lavish vessel.

“Halt!” a man barked.

Narra sighed. Every time.

The familiar pirate stood with his cutlass drawn, pointed toward her from the deck of the pirate ship. Derrick scowled, recognition flashing in his eyes as Narra pushed back her hood.

“The captain has gone to bed,” he snapped. “Come back tomorrow.”

Narra resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “No. Fetch her now. This is important.”

The pirate growled, his fists shaking. He didn’t like being commanded by her, but Narra simply lifted her chin in challenge. He had to know if he didn’t obey, Avalon would hear of it. The two women had met many times now, and the crew must be familiar with her at this point.

After a long, angry pause, Derrick slammed his cutlass back into his belt and spun on his heels, storming across the deck before disappearing down a few steps toward Avalon’s quarters.

Narra stepped down off the plank onto the ship’s deck. Two pirates eyed her from their seats next to the mast, but neither jumped up to guard her, or fight her like they had previously. At least these two were smart enough to recognize her relationship with their captain.

A few minutes passed before the click of Avalon’s boots sounded down the hall.

“Rheka,” Avalon said, her tone high with surprise. “What are you doing here? Has something happened?”

Narra shook her head. “We should speak in private.”

Though she didn’t mind informing Avalon of her relationship with the Daughters, she didn’t need her entire crew knowing
.

“Of course.” Avalon motioned her to follow before leading the way back to her quarters.

Once Narra entered, Avalon closed the door with a click before crossing the space to her desk. She organized a few papers, her fingers clumsy as if she were embarrassed of the mess.

Narra took a few steps into the room, glancing at the shadows that weren’t lit by the warm light of the lamp on Avalon’s desk. She wasn’t afraid of pirates leaping out at her, but she was concerned where Avalon’s tiger lurked.

A rumbling purr came from the mound of pillows at the back, and green eyes flashed in the darkness.

“Hush, Kaja. It’s just Rheka,” Avalon said. “Please, come take a seat.”

The pirate motioned to the chair in front of her desk before taking a seat in the other one behind it. Narra hesitated a moment before she complied. Kaja chuffed from the bed, and the pillows rustled as the great beast rolled over before settling again.

“So, why are you here so late?” Avalon asked. She was right to be confused. They’d only parted a few hours ago after leaving Asher’s, and now here she was showing up on her ship.

Narra glanced up from the papers littering Avalon’s desk. There were tons of maps and letters, plus pages that seemed to be torn from books. She wondered what exactly Avalon had been researching.

“I need to confess something to you, in case you don’t hear from me for some time,” Narra began.

Avalon stiffened, and her eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “Go on.”

“Have you heard of the Daughters of Ashra?”

The captain shook her head.

“Well, they’re a group of assassins led by the Death God, Ashra. They’re all female, and I believe they do other things for Lady Death besides killing, but general lore calls them assassins,” Narra explained.

“And?” Avalon didn’t seem at all skeptical, which surprised Narra. 
If she hadn’t been the one to meet Ashra herself, she’d be looking at Avalon as if she were mad.

“Well, the Daughters contacted me after I began killing soldiers in order to start a rebellion against the crown.” Narra paused as Avalon’s eyes widened. “They gave me an ultimatum: join or die. In exchange for my compliance, they’ve been helping spread my killings across Rova.”

“You’re the one they speak of in the papers. They call you Death’s Hand.”

Narra’s lips twisted in a rueful smile. “They aren’t wrong.”

“So, you’re being forced to join this group of assassins? Why?”

“They didn’t like that papers were comparing me to them, and speculating that the death of the emperor had somehow enraged Ashra.”

“You speak as if you’ve met her,” Avalon said. She smiled, clearly amused, until Narra didn’t return the look and her smile dropped. “Have you?”

Narra worked her jaw. She knew it was crazy. Impossible. But her encounter with Ashra had been so real. “I believe I have.”

Avalon leaned back in her chair, eyes wide with shock. Narra was surprised she didn’t jump to rebut her claim. Instead, she seemed to be mulling it over, thinking about the possibilities.

When Avalon didn’t say anything for some time, Narra shifted awkwardly in her chair. “Do you believe me?”

The pirate looked up. “Stranger things have happened.”

Narra’s eyebrows rose. “Stranger than meeting the Goddess of Death?”

Avalon shrugged, a small grin ghosting her lips. “It’s hard to claim someone is lying when you yourself are magical.”

“What?” Narra gasped.

Avalon’s cheeky grin widened. “How much do you know about Rupan witches?”

Her brows furrowed. “Not much.”

“Well. There are four different kinds; fire, earth, blood, and sea.” Avalon paused. “I’m a Sea Witch.
”

Narra’s heart raced with her mind. Suddenly it all made sense. She was right all along. Every time Avalon got upset, the sea rocked, and the sky darkened. Thunder cracked and lighting split the sky. It was as if she commanded both the sea and the weather.

“I don’t mean to shock you, but I figured you should know,” Avalon continued.

Her fingers tightened around the armrests of her chair. A Sea Witch. So it was true. Magic was real, and it wasn’t just old and angry like Ashra. It was also beautiful and came in the form of a pirate. If this was true, Narra might be able to use it to their advantage.

“What can you do? Can we use your power to dethrone Marina, or rescue your sister and the Thieves?” Narra said quickly. Her mind flew in all directions, counting the possibilities. “Can you use it to fight?”

Avalon smiled sadly. “I’m sorry, Rheka, but there’s not much I can do off the sea. I can control the weather, sea water, and some sea creatures, but none of that really comes in handy on land.”

Narra’s stomach dropped. “That’s too bad.”

Avalon sighed. “I know. If I were a Fire Witch or a Blood Witch, I’d be far more useful.”

Narra stared down at the desk, not really seeing the words on the pages strewn across it. Her excitement had come and gone so quickly, it almost gave her emotional whiplash. “It could still come in handy.”

“Maybe.” Avalon sounded doubtful, but Narra had to hold onto hope. “So you came to tell me about your relation with the Daughters, and I believe we got a little side tracked.”

Narra started. She’d almost forgotten. “Yes, of course. The Daughters.”

When she didn’t continue right away, Avalon shifted to get comfortable, crossing her arms over her chest, and giving Narra an encouraging smile.

“So you’ve met Ashra?” Avalon prompted.

“Yes.” Narra briefly detailed her encounter. “Now I’ve asked Ria, the Daughter I’ve been in contact with, to find Asher’s real birth certificate.
”

“So you didn’t have it in the first place?”

She shook her head. “No. But Princess Marina showed her copy to me. I believe it’d be easier to find another one than go after Marina’s.”

Avalon nodded. “That’s smart.”

Narra was surprised she didn’t sound, or look, angry. She hadn’t exactly lied to the pirate about the evidence, but she hadn’t told the full truth until now either. “Ria is sending someone to search for it at the Kolarova family estate in West Port, but she wanted something in exchange.”

“Oh?” Avalon’s eyes darkened.

“She wants me to finish the ritual to ‘seal’ myself to Ashra,” Narra explained.

“What does that involve?” Avalon paused, her eyes like storm clouds as she thought. “You know, when this is all over, you could escape with me across the sea to Rupa. Flee all this madness.”

Narra raised her eyebrows, surprised by the offer. She didn’t think she could ever take it. She’d miss the Thieves far too much. But it was a generous offer all the same.

“Thank you, I’ll consider it.” Then she remembered that Avalon had asked her a question. “I don’t know what the ritual entails, but Ria will deliver my mission soon. I wanted to tell you in case I disappear, so at least someone knows who killed me.”

Avalon sat forward, a growl on her lips. “You can’t let them kill you. I need you to get my sister back.”

“I know.”

“You’ve got to be careful. You don’t know what kind of magic they might have, Rheka.”

Narra sighed. “I know.”

Avalon shook her head, her fists trembling. “Please, don’t leave me alone in this.”

Her heart constricted painfully. “I will try my best not to.”

“Are you sure there isn’t any other way to get this birth certificate?”

“Not in a timely manner.
”

Avalon worked her jaw. “How much time is left until the execution?”

“Not long.” Narra’s heart leapt. The execution was only a couple days away. She couldn’t waste any more time. It was now or never, and if she failed, the entire Thieves Guild, including Erik, would die.

Full of frustration, Narra ground her teeth. “I won’t let this happen. No one is going to die. Including me.”

She met Avalon’s eyes, and steeled herself. The pirate inspected her face, not saying anything for a long moment. Then she nodded.

“All right. Do. Not. Die,” Avalon commanded, holding up a finger like she was about to discipline a child.

Narra smiled. “Trust me. I won’t.”

Avalon nodded, and sat back in her chair.

Narra couldn’t tell if the pirate believed her or not, but she would do everything
 in her power to complete the Daughters’ mission, save the Thieves and Avalon’s sister. She wouldn’t fail. She couldn’t
. Too much was at stake.
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T

he floorboards outside Narra’s room creaked, ripping her from sleep. She sat up quickly, a dagger from her nightstand already in hand. Her breaths came quickly as she scanned her bedroom. The light was dim, only a soft red glow coming from her curtains. It had to be midday by now.

Though the creak didn’t echo again, Narra’s stomach turned with unease. She hadn’t imagined it, of that she was certain. Someone was inside her apartment. Again.

She sighed. She really had to look into getting a new place.

Narra shifted as lightly as she could, slipping off the far side of the bed, which squeaked beneath her weight. She winced, the sound like a gunshot in the silence. She cursed herself for not being quieter, but sleep clung to her consciousness. She hadn’t gotten as much sleep as she needed.

Once she was on the floor, she bunched her night shift in one hand, yanking it up away from her feet. Her heart pounded as she circled the bed to the door. She stopped to press her ear against it, but heard nothing beyond the thick slab of wood.

Taking a deep breath, Narra gripped the doorknob and readied 
herself. It was now or never. She wrenched the door open, brandishing her dagger, ready to maim whoever was on the other side.

“Good morning,” Ria said.

Narra inhaled sharply, and quickly lowered her weapon. “Ria!” she growled. “Would you stop sneaking in here, please!”

Her racing heart slowed as Ria chuckled. The assassin leaned against the wall next to her father’s door, a smirk curling her thick lips.

“You’re jumpy today,” Ria said.

Narra narrowed her eyes. “Being a criminal will do that to you,” she spat.

Ria shook her head before her gaze slid down to Narra’s attire. “Would you like a moment?”

Narra glanced down at her shift, a nearly transparent white. Her cheeks heated, and she nodded before she spun abruptly and marched back into her room. With the door firmly shut behind her, she quickly yanked off her shift and pulled on her leather pants, cotton button down and multitude of belts and weapons.

Once she was dressed, and had run a brush through her hair, she opened the door again. Ria stood in the same spot, a smirk still on her face.

“What do you want?” Narra snapped.

“So touchy this early.” Ria chuckled darkly. “I’ll get right to the point then. We had several contacts tear apart the Kolarova family estate in West Port, and they found nothing.”

Narra’s heart dropped. “What?”

Ria’s smile faltered. “I don’t know who told you it was there, but it wasn’t. Every safe, every back room, was searched thoroughly.”

Narra’s fists balled, and she bit her lip to hold back a scream of anger. If she couldn’t get the evidence she needed from the Kolarova family home, then the only copy she knew of was with Marina—and getting to Marina would not
 be easy.

“I’m sorry, Narra,” Ria said. The honestly in her voice surprised Narra.

“It’s not your fault.” Narra sighed
.

Ria shrugged. “That’s not the only news I’ve come to deliver.”

Narra raised an eyebrow. Her entire body chilled, suddenly wary. “What else have you come to say?”

“Ashra has chosen your first mission. She’d have you kill the High Priest of the Church of Srah.”

Narra’s eyes widened. “Why?”

Ria frowned. “One does not question our goddess.”

Narra narrowed her eyes. She wasn’t about to take that as an answer.

Ria sighed in defeat. “The priest dared to suggest that Ashra isn’t real, that Srah is the one true god, and Ashra is simply a myth made up by people who don’t believe Srah has a swift hammer of justice.”

Well that she hadn’t expected. From what Narra knew of religion, Srah’s followers generally believed in both a sunshine eternity after death alongside Srah, as well as a gruesome underworld commanded by Lady Death. This priest was only tempting fate by claiming one god was more real than the other.

Narra shook her head. “Fine.”

She couldn’t exactly disagree with Ria. If she did, she’d be in for a fight to the death. Even if she did happen to outfight an assassin, the Daughters were helping her cause. Every day, unrest grew in Rova. Without the Daughters aid, she’d have to resume killing by herself—all while having a giant target on her back.

“That’s my sister.” Ria grinned.

Narra resisted rolling her eyes. “I’ll do as you say, but I need the attacks to continue. More severely, if possible. I need more pressure put on the lower class so they’ll revolt.”

Ria dipped her chin in understanding. “All right. Anything else?”

“No.”

“Well then, let me tell you how Ashra would like you to kill the priest.”
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Narra flew
 over the rooftops of Rova City, her blood pounding in 
her veins with the sheer adrenaline of her flight. Her grappling hook sunk into the chimney of a tall apartment building before she threw herself off the ledge. She hit the retract button and was torn through the air. Her hair danced like a hurricane along her spine before she touched down on the steeple of the building.

She took deep breaths to slow her breathing. Across the street was Srah’s Cathedral, the largest church in Rova City. It was the same place Emperor Malek’s funeral had taken place—even after she’d defiled it with her claim to Ashra.

As her heartbeat slowed, Narra took in the street. The sun had recently set. This late in the year, night came far earlier, which worked in her favor.

Narra watched as the last few citizens milling across the street entered through the temple doors, which shut softly behind them. Mass was about to begin—the last mass the High Priest would ever deliver.

Wielding her grappling hook once more, Narra shot it across the street at the highest steeple of the great cathedral. Once it locked in, she took one last look at the empty street before leaping from the lip of the roof.

Once her feet were firmly back on solid ground, Narra reeled in her hook and returned the device to her belt. She snuck along the edge of the roof, slipping around gargoyles until she reached the highest stained glass windows, the only ones that opened.

She crouched beside it and gently jimmied the lock until it clicked. She smiled at her success and cracked the window to reveal the lit cathedral inside.

Candles lay across every surface, warming the air brushing her face, and dousing the entire hall in golden light. Rows upon rows of Rovan citizens occupied the pews, far more than she ever imagined listening to this crap. The High Priest stood behind a podium nestled in front of an alter. His hands were raised in some sort of prayer, and the mass of citizens repeated his words.

Narra raised an eyebrow. They looked more like a cult to her than simple worshippers of the Sun God. Each wore a plain white cloak, 
which she hadn’t seen anyone enter with. The women wore white veils, and the men kept the hoods of their cloaks up.

Though the men and women present were certainly strange to look at, she couldn’t help staring at the High Priest, whose white robes were trimmed in gold and sapphire. He had a massive sun pendant on his chest, and a golden chain glinted from beneath the neck of his robe.

She tuned out everything they were saying, focusing instead on her target. He wasn’t the tallest of men, and he had a clear beer belly, hugged by the unflattering form of his robes. His cheeks were thick and red, and his head was missing all but a wisp of graying hair. Though she couldn’t see the color of his eyes at this distance, she had a feeling his were dark and beady, like a rat’s.

Narra sat back on the clay tiles of the roof, watching and waiting as the High Priest gave his sermon, and the citizens of Rova occasionally echoed him. When it had been over half an hour, and it was clear mass was coming to an end, the priest clutched the bowl of pigs blood on the altar. He said a prayer before dipping his fingers in it and running them over his closed eyes and down his cheeks, giving him the appearance of bloody scars on each side of his face.

He turned to the crowd, and beckoned them to join him.

Narra’s confusion only grew as the men and women surged to their feet, happy to rush into line for the priest to mark each of their foreheads with a spot of blood.

She shivered as a cold breeze licked the base of her neck. It was all so strange. So… creepy.

Once every man, woman, and child was marked by what they claimed was the blood of Srah, they returned to their seats. Golden plates were passed out to accept donations, and almost everyone gave what they could, even if it was only a copper rovin coin or two.

Mass ended not long after, and the priest returned the golden bowl to the altar. He said goodnight to the parishioners as they left, then assembled the golden plates of coins, dropping the earnings into a small brown box.

Each parishioner had hung up their white cloaks on a myriad of 
hooks next to the large doors. By the time everyone had emptied, only the High Priest was left with a few young men and women in white robes similar to his, but not quite as decadent.

The boys and girls went about cleaning up the pews and taking away the bowl of blood, while the priest retired through a backdoor with the box of coins.

Narra stood. It was nearly time. She rushed across the roof, slipping to a ledge along the second floor where she could hide in the shadows. Narra peered through the stained glass as the priest entered a study with bookshelves covering each wall. The shelves were stuffed to the brim with spines in every color.

The priest closed the door behind him and shuffled over to his desk. He sat with a large grin on his face, and opened the box of coins meant for the church’s upkeep and to help the homeless.

His dark eyes flashed with greed. Now that she was closer, she could confirm his small eyes were as beady as she’d suspected. He leered at the mass of coins inside the box. There had to be a hundred coins inside: a mix of gold, silver, and copper. He palmed the coins, letting them slip through his fingers back into the box.

His shoulders shook with a chuckle. Though she could scarcely hear it through the window, his expression and mannerisms told her he was laughing.

Narra’s stomach turned and nausea crept up her throat. Even if she didn’t completely understand their religion, she knew that money was meant to help the church and those less fortunate. Was this man about to steal the money for himself?

The priest continued to palm the coins until a knock came at the door.

He schooled his expression quickly.

“Come in,” he said, closing the lid of the box, and drawing up a book from his desk instead. He pretended to peruse it when a young man ducked his head in.

“Sir, your visitor has arrived. I sent her back to your rooms across the street,” the boy said
.

“Thank you, Jonathan.” The priest smiled. “That’ll be all for tonight.”

The boy nodded and excused himself, closing the door behind him with a click.

Narra raised an eyebrow. Who was the priest seeing at this hour?

The priest waited a moment, probably to make sure the boy was gone, before he set the book aside and opened the box again to inspect the coins. His eyes grew wide with his lust for riches, and he quickly pocketed a dozen gold coins before closing the box. He placed it inside a locked drawer on the left side of his desk, then stood and left the room.

So, the priest was a thief. Narra sighed and shook her head. Those people deserved better.

Stretching her limbs, Narra followed, circling the cathedral windows to find the priest leaving through a back door. Huddled in a dark cloak, he shuffled across the street to a large three-story building constructed of the same smooth stone the cathedral was made of. It had a sign out front claiming it was the Church of Srah’s rectory. She assumed that meant it was where the church folk, who had no real means of income, lived.

Narra went after him, landing on the fire escape along the side of the building just in time to see the priest come through the front door of his apartment.

She crouched in the shadows, peering around the edge of the curved window and the curtain inside to see what the priest was doing.

Narra started when she realized he wasn’t alone. A woman with long brown curls, and curves any woman would envy, sat in a leather chair with nothing but a silk shift to cover herself.


Emperor’s ancestors
. This was the priest’s visitor. A prostitute.

It was well known that priests were supposed to be chaste and never wed. They were married to Srah in an unbreakable union of spirit. This defied many of the priest’s religious beliefs. Then again, she’d just witnessed him stealing from his own parishioners.

The priest beamed when his gaze fell upon the woman. She 
grinned back and rose on her tiptoes to wrap her arms around his neck. Then they were kissing, and Narra leaned away, pressing her back to the cold stone of the building.

If this is what the priest was like—a thief, a scoundrel, and a hypocrite—she didn’t mind killing him. But she wasn’t about to watch him bed someone either.
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eat scorched Narra’s cheeks as she continued to crouch on the fire escape. It had been nearly an hour, and her legs had gone numb. The woman was loud
, and the priest seemed to enjoy it. It turned her stomach and filled her with unease. Even if she was about to kill the man, this was a private event she should not be listening to. But she couldn’t exactly go off for an hour either. What if the priest left again?

She had to complete her mission, or else risk the wrath of the Daughters.

Narra ground her teeth. She didn’t like being stuck like this, forced to do something she didn’t want to do.

A throaty moan drifted through the glass, and Narra groaned. She placed her palms over her ears and tried to focus on her mission.

Once the prostitute was gone, Narra would wait for the priest to relax, let his guard down, and then she’d kill him. She’d have to jimmy the lock on the window to slip inside if she didn’t want to use the door.

Narra glanced down at the rusted lock at the base of the window. She had a feeling the window would be a screecher. Great.

Another moan came from inside, and Narra sighed. Her breath 
fogged the chill night air. She froze as a thought occurred to her. If she waited for the prostitute to leave, she risked the priest hearing her fiddle with the lock. If she did it now, the woman’s insane moans would most likely cover the sound.

At least this turn of events was good for something.

A smile quirked her lips as she eased herself down onto her knees next to the window. She took a quick glance inside. She couldn’t see either of them from her position, but she could make out the edge of a bed in the next room as it rocked back and forth.

With an indignant snort, Narra withdrew her lock picks. Making quick work of the old lock, she waited until a particularly loud groan to flick the tumblers. A loud click made her freeze, but the moans continued unperturbed.

It seemed the priest’s own vices would be the end of him.

Narra opened the window slightly to test its creak. The wood squeaked slightly, but didn’t make too much noise otherwise. Thankful, Narra returned her lock picks to her pouch.

A few minutes later, a final scream of pleasure seemed to signal the end of things. She heard shuffling inside, a few quiet words exchanged, the rattling of coins, and then footsteps. She plastered herself to the wall of the building and waited. With the window slightly ajar, she could make out their movements easier, but that also meant they might be able to hear hers.

They exchanged goodbyes near the exit, and then the door opened and closed softly. Once the priest threw the lock, he shuffled loudly to the living room where he threw himself down on a plush upholstered sofa.

Narra glanced through the kitchen window. He was far enough away that she could slip in now and he might not take notice, but she had to be patient. Since he’d just slept with a woman, he should be tired, and might even fall asleep. That’d make her job far easier.

Waiting in the shadows of the fire escape, Narra inspected the decadent interior. It was far lovelier than she’d expect of a poor man. Priests, even the High Priest, were supposed to take a vow of poverty, 
but the gold statue on the mantle and dark wood furnishings certainly didn’t indicate any signs of low income.

Narra shook her head. At least the Daughters had given her a target she wouldn’t mind ending. He seemed to be a despicable man, and far less innocent than some of those she’d killed recently.

When soft snores finally interrupted the quiet left by the prostitute’s exit, Narra took it as a sign the man had fallen asleep. It was time for her mission to commence.

Taking a deep breath, Narra gently eased the window up. It squeaked slightly, and the wood groaned in protest. Narra winced, but kept at it until she’d created enough space for her to climb through.

Once she did, she waited and listened for movement, but the snoring continued.

Narra slipped inside, her heart pounding erratically. She withdrew a dagger. The metal gleamed under the lantern light hanging from the kitchen ceiling. She eased around the corner and peeked into the living room on the other side of the wall.

The priest lay nearly naked, only cotton boxers covering his lower half. Her nostrils flared in disgust at his stained underwear and protruding belly. She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from making any noise, and walked around a dining table with a white tablecloth and silver candelabras.

The living room was sparse, with only a sofa, chair, and fireplace. It was small, befitting his station in life, even if the furnishing had to cost hundreds of gold coins.

Narra flipped her dagger, her heart racing with anticipation. When had she started to anticipate the kill? Before, it had been out of simple necessity, but this man was someone she disliked. Even if she’d only watched him for a couple of hours, she could safely say he was the type of man who deserved whatever fate the gods saw fit. And since Ashra was her god, she’d deliver Lady Death’s justice.

She approached the still form. His arm was lying across his face, and one leg was propped up. The fire roared next to him, casting sickly shadows across his bronze skin
.

This was it. For Ashra
.

Narra crept to the other side of the sofa, sneaking up behind his head. Flipping her dagger to wield the blade facing away from herself, she recalled what Ria had insisted the method of her kill be.

She took a deep breath and grabbed the man’s hair. He yelped and startled awake before trying to sit up. But Narra held strong. She slipped her blade around his throat.

“Ashra says hello,” Narra whispered in his ear.

The man trembled. “Wha
—”

Before he could finish, Narra sliced her blade clean across his throat. Blood sprayed from the wound, covering his chest, stomach and neck in thick red liquid. He gurgled and struggled, clutching his hands to his throat to hold in his blood.

Narra released his hair and stepped back. He only writhed for a moment before his body stilled, and his limbs fell slack, one arm hanging off the edge of the sofa.

Her heart raced as she counted the seconds—just to be sure he was dead. When he didn’t move for a solid minute, Narra breathed easier. Her next step was to mark the body as her kill. She didn’t like the thought of it, but Ria had insisted.

Narra was the first of Ashra’s Daughters to have a name: Death’s Hand. She’d earned the title by killing soldiers and leaving behind her note. Only now Ria wanted her to use the name as a way to brand her victims.

She shook her head, remembering exactly what Ria told her to do. Placing her hand palm down on the man’s chest, she winced at the slick feel beneath her hand. She splayed her fingers and very carefully brought her dagger down, drawing an outline of her hand on the man’s skin. Blood surged to the surface of the cut, not quite as fast as it would have come if he were alive. Narra watched the lines gush slowly, her breath caught in her throat.

By the time she was finished, her hand was covered in blood. She leaned away, wiping her blade on the rag stuck in the back pocket of her pants. She took a deep breath to still her racing heart, then returned her dagger to her hip. At least the worst part was over
.

But her job wasn’t done quite yet.

Recalling the next steps, Narra scanned the room quickly to find the perfect canvas for her message—Ashra’s message.

There. The wall beside the kitchen entrance was clear of all but a painting. Narra took it down quickly, setting it gently against the wall so it didn’t crash to the floor. She wasn’t sure who else might reside in this building, but she didn’t want to find out.

Returning to the priest’s body, Narra wrinkled her nose. Copper filled the air and wormed its way up her nostrils. She steadied her breathing before placing her hands near his throat, soaking her fingers and palms in his lifeblood.

Her stomach rolled, and she quickly looked away from the open, startled eyes of the priest. What a surprise it must have been.

Narra circled the couch to the bare wall. She had to make a few trips to get enough blood, but once she was done writing her message, she stepped back to assess her work.

ASHRA IS REAL.

It’s what Ria told her to write, in the exact way she told her to write it. Narra inspected each letter, the marks of her fingers clearly drawn through the blood. It brought her back to her declaration of loyalty in the cathedral. That had certainly been a message in itself, but this was different.

When the Patrolmen, or church folk, found this message, there would be no doubt in their minds that Lady Death was watching, and she was not
 happy.

With a job well done, Narra turned to the window she’d come from and startled when she realized a figure waited on the fire escape.

Ria crouched just beyond the glass. She whistled low, then grinned. “You do good work, Narra.”

Narra shook her head. She had to find out how Ria kept sneaking up on her. The only one who’d been able to do so in the past was Erik, and she still always found him out before he got too close. Ria was like a shadow at night. She didn’t make a sound and blended in seamlessly
.

Ria stepped inside the kitchen, and came to inspect her message before giving a swift nod. “Excellent. Now, come with me.”

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed. “Where?”

Ria stopped mid-step on her way through the kitchen door. She turned to Narra. “There’s no time for your questions tonight, Narra. We must hurry while the blood is still fresh.”

Narra wiggled her fingers, realizing she still had the priest’s wet blood stuck to her skin. She instinctively reached for the rag in her pocket.

“No
,” Ria commanded. “Leave it. Now come.”

The Daughter left no room for argument.

Narra ground her teeth. She didn’t like going anywhere with Ria at the last second. Though she’d already warned Avalon that Srah only knew what might happen to her, it didn’t seem like enough. What if Ria had only done all of this to make her kill the priest? She could be walking into a trap.

Ria climbed out the window, and Narra was forced to follow. Her heart raced as their boots clanged down the escape ladder until they landed on the alley floor.

“Follow me,” Ria said. She took off running, and Narra had to race to keep up.

They crossed Rova City at breakneck speed until Narra’s back was slick with sweat, and the blood on her hands had nearly dried. She breathed heavily, sucking in air like a starving man eating food for the first time in days.

When they finally arrived outside a home near East Gardens, Narra grew wary, slowing to a stop in the shadows of a great oak tree.

Ria skidded to a stop when she realized Narra wasn’t following. “Come on. Quickly.”

“Where are we going?” Narra asked defiantly.

Ria bared her teeth. “I told you not to ask questions tonight.”

“Where are we going
?” Narra insisted.

“The cellar for the ritual,” Ria snapped. “Stop again, and you might not make it in time.
”

Narra scanned Ria’s angry expression for signs of deception, but she found none. She nodded curtly, and Ria continued up the street.

A few minutes later, they slipped into the backyard of a two-story cobblestone and wood home. It reminded her of Asher’s, but in the place of the trellis and vines, was a cellar door.

Ria wasted no time in gripping the handles and throwing it open.

Narra gasped as the smell of copper hit her full force. She doubled over, trying desperately to breathe in fresh air.

Ria sighed in exasperation and grabbed Narra’s arm, yanking her down the cellar steps before Narra could protest.

When they reached the cellar floor, the door above slammed shut. Mist curled around her feet, and darkness writhed in every corner, just as it had the last time Narra had come to the cellar.

Narra’s heart raced as she scanned the room. Though the mist and shadows were the same, at the center was a black tub almost the size of a coffin. It was on top of a pedestal only a few steps off the ground. Black and red candles occupied the steps, casting sickly purple light on the base of the metal tub.

A dozen figures in black cloaks with their hoods drawn up circled the tub. Their hands were clasped in front of them, level with their stomachs. Red beads with a black crescent moon at the end of the long chain dangled from the confines of their sleeves. Smoke twisted around their cloaks, teasing the fabric.

“It’s time,” Ria said.

The bodies surged forward, blocking off Narra’s exit and circling her.

“Wait,” Narra said, panic clenching her heart. “What’s going on?”

“The ritual,” a female voice said quietly, as if that explained everything.

A dozen hands were on her, removing her belts, weapons, and cloak. Narra’s cheeks heated, and she tried to grab one of her holsters. She didn’t like being weaponless. It left her feeling vulnerable.

“Stay still while they disrobe you,” Ria commanded.

Narra gritted her teeth. She wanted to bite back a retort, but then 
her shirt was being yanked over her head, and her leather pants were torn down her thighs.

“Hey!” Narra snapped.

Then she was torn off her feet, and then lifted from the ground by her armpits. Her boots, socks, and pants were tossed into a heap on the floor.

Left entirely naked in front of these strangers, Narra crossed her arms in an attempt to cover herself. Her cheeks heated. Even if they were just women, she didn’t like being nude in front of them. She hadn’t been naked in front of anyone since she was a child.

“Sit,” one of the Daughters said. The seat of a chair bumped into the back of her knees hard enough to make her collapse onto it.

Narra’s heart pounded in her ears as she tried to think of some sort of protest, some sort of way out of this. She didn’t like what they were doing so far, and was sure she wouldn’t like the rest of it.

Why had she agreed to this? Why join the Daughters?

Her breathing hitched. The Thieves. Without them, she was nothing. Narra’s fists balled in her lap. That’s right, if she didn’t go along with whatever this insane ritual was, she might never get her family back. She had to do this for them.

Someone pulled her long hair from her shoulders, and quickly braided it down her spine, all the while whispering some kind of prayer.

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed as she tried to catch the words the women were whispering, but they were too quiet.

“Stand,” the woman who’d forced her onto the chair said.

Narra obeyed before they decided to yank her to her feet.

The woman stood in front of her. Narra couldn’t see her face with the hood of her cloak up. It shadowed all but the very end of her chin. “Give me your hands.”

Narra raised them, palms up.

“With this blood, commanded to be spilled by our Mother, our Goddess, we invite this woman to be reborn as the spawn of Lady Death,” the woman recited. The others mumbled something under their breaths, and Narra assumed it was the same thing
.

Then, the woman took one of Narra’s hands and led her over to the tub. She stepped up five stairs to reach the top. She glanced down at the hem of the woman’s cloak. It brushed the candle flames, but didn’t catch fire.

“Get in,” she said.

Narra looked into the shadow where her face should be, then down into the tub. She started as she stared into a vat of blood.

“What is that?” Narra said, her voice barely above a whisper. Fear clutched her, and cold slithered across her skin. She looked at her shoulder to find the mist curling around her. Like a physical thing, it gently urged her toward the tub.

“No questions,” Ria said somewhere in the back.

Narra swallowed the lump that formed in her throat. This was madness. She wasn’t getting into a tub of blood
. This was dark magic. Black magic. Old and deadly. Forbidden to all.

When Narra didn’t comply, the mist wrapped around her arms and yanked her forward. Her thigh banged against the tub, and she winced. It seems even the magical mist wasn’t giving her a choice.

“All right,” she said. Her voice was far calmer than she felt. Inside she was a writhing hurricane of confusion.

The woman waited silently as Narra eyed the pool for a moment longer before raising her leg and dipping her toe in.

She pulled back immediately, startled to find it warm, instead of cold like she’d been expecting. If it was warm, it was fresh. Or had it been heated by the candles? Her stomach roiled either way, threatening to make her puke into the pool.

“Continue, my Daughter,” a woman’s voice whispered.

Narra shuddered. She’d recognize Lady Death’s echoing voice anywhere.

Clenching her stomach, Narra forced herself to step into the tub. Her skin crawled as the slick substance covered her leg all the way to her knee. This couldn’t be sanitary. Couldn’t be healthy.

Narra brought her other leg in next, and then gripped the edges of the cold metal tub before lowering herself into the liquid very
 slowly
.

When warm blood covered up to her shoulders, she trembled from head to toe. Her skin prickled with goosebumps, and her heart raced faster than it ever had before.

The woman who’d led her up to the tub took a step down, then pushed her hood back and raised her arms to the cellar ceiling, almost the exact same way the High Priest had done during his sermon. She began chanting in some foreign language Narra didn’t recognize.

Narra shivered as the warmth encasing her began to heat up. Her eyelids fluttered to hold back unshed tears.

Shadows writhed outside the tub, and the mist rose with it, curling around the lip of the tub before rising up in a slow forming wave to hover over her. It rose so high that Narra had to lean her head back to see the top of it.

Her fingers clenched around the edge of the tub. What was
 that?

When the woman finished her chant, she looked down at Narra. Her eyes glowed faintly red. She reminded Narra of Marina, with a heart-shaped face and thick brown curls, but this Daughter was far older, with sharper cheekbones and a harsh downward curve to her lips.

“Narra Rheka, you are one of the few welcomed by the goddess to become one of her children. Do you swear to do whatever it is Ashra asks of you, without question?”

Narra nodded slowly, not trusting herself to speak.

The shadow above her pulsed after her nod, and Narra nearly leapt out of her skin.

“Do you swear to kill, or be killed, in the defense of our great queen?” the priestess continued.

Narra gulped. She didn’t like the sounds of that. “Y-yes.”

Again, the shadow pulsed. It continued to writhe, taking some sort of form Narra couldn’t yet distinguish.

“Do you swear never to take a man to your bed, or into your heart, and instead dedicate yourself fully to the goddess?”

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed. She hadn’t realized that was part of the deal. So, she’d never be able to sleep with anyone, or love anyone 
in that way, ever? Her heart clenched. She wasn’t sure she could promise that.

“Narra,” the woman warned.

With no other choice, Narra nodded. “Yes.”

The woman smiled and motioned at the shadow looming above Narra. “Look upon your goddess.”

Narra looked up at the shadow, tilting her head back until her hair touched the blood in the tub. She shivered at the feel of it on her scalp, then gasped as her eyes landed upon Ashra herself, skin black as the shadows consuming her, and eyes bluer than the darkest depths of the ocean.

A wicked smile curved Ashra’s full lips. “Welcome home, Daughter.”

Narra blinked rapidly, trying to dispel whatever vision this was. She hadn’t been fully certain her last visit to the cellar hadn’t been caused by the drug, but now she knew.

Ashra was very, very real.

Shadows twisted around the goddess’ shoulders, still a black-clouded mass everywhere but her face and hair. Arms emerged from the cloud, long fingers reaching for Narra.

The thief sat stunned as the soft tips of Ashra’s fingers brushed her cheeks. They felt colder than ice. The Death God inclined her head, amusement clear on her face.

“Do not fear Mother,” she whispered. Her words echoed in the cellar.

Narra’s lips parted to say she wasn’t scared. But it was a lie, and she couldn’t get the words out anyway. She was terrified
. Everything she knew about gods and magic was wrong.

Ashra gave her a knowing look before dipping her head towards Narra. Instinctively, Narra leaned back, sinking into the bloody pool, but Ashra continued forward until her lips pressed against Narra’s.

She was pushed back, submerged in the tub of blood as something inside of her stretched and pulled, yanked out by Lady Death. Narra’s heart pounded, and cold danced across her skin, centered firmly around the ice against her lips
.

Her body stilled involuntarily, frozen inside the pool of blood. Her mind flew in every direction. Disgusted by the blood. Afraid of what this ritual was doing to her.

Then, something sparked inside her, a feeling of heat creeping through the deepest recesses of her mind. Then, everything fell away, and Narra lost consciousness.
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arra shivered and her teeth chattered as she made her way out of East Gardens towards the Criminal District. Her mind swam and her heart raced. Her eyelids fluttered as she tried to hold onto consciousness. No matter how much she rubbed her arms, or how fast she walked, she couldn’t seem to get this cold in her bones.

She tightened her cloak around herself, but it did nothing.

After she’d been submerged in blood and kissed by Ashra, she’d woken up sometime later to find herself alone in the cellar, no mist, no writhing darkness. She was clothed already, and lay curled up on a cot with a lantern sitting next to her. A set of red beads with a silver moon on the end was wrapped around the handle of the lantern. She’d taken them, assuming they were for her, and left the cellar as fast as she could.

She hadn’t made it far before she realized how exhausted she was, and then the cold set in, making her tremble all over. Even her breath barely fogged the air.

Whatever Lady Death and those witches had done to her, she didn’t like it. She felt wrong. Sick. Like something unfamiliar was inside of her. Something dark, that slithered just beneath the surface
.

Narra sighed and shook her head, trying to dispel her disturbing thoughts. She was tempted to take to the rooftops, to escape the long trek home, but with her hands shaking so much, she didn’t trust herself to hold onto her grappling hook. One mistake could leave her dead on a cobblestone street somewhere.

Needing something to distract herself, Narra stopped by a newsstand near a trolley stop. A streetlight illuminated the chipped green paint of the metal box meant to keep the papers out of the weather. Tomorrow’s issue was already out, and from the headline, it was going to be a doozy.

ASHRA’S WRATH ONLY THE BEGINNING.

She raised an eyebrow as she opened the glass hatch on the front and plucked the paper from inside. She unfolded it to splay the front page of the Rova Chronicle between her hands.

It seemed her killings had continued, and were getting worse, just as she’d asked Ria to do. The death toll was rising, reaching a few hundred now. Though she thought she should feel guilty, she didn’t. Instead, she felt strangely empty inside.

Narra flipped to the next page, quickly scanning articles about tax hikes and the hangings in Varek Square before she came to an opinion piece about Ashra, and whether Marina’s soon-to-be coronation was to blame for the murders.

Crime had grown in the past when an emperor was killed suddenly, though it hadn’t happened since the Century of Blood. Even so, the writer didn’t compare the death of the emperor, or the crime rate increase, to one of those emperors. Instead, he drew parallels between Emperor Malek’s murder and Willa the Wilted’s death after her peaceful two-year reign. After the young woman’s sudden demise, her brother Barrett took the throne. Rebel factions popped up out of nowhere, public executions became a daily occurrence, a nightly curfew was enforced, and there were even stirrings of war on the border between Rova and Kiznaiver.

“Hm.” Narra inclined her head. She wondered if something similar would happen now. Though Emperor Malek hadn’t been 
beloved like Willa, a sudden change in emperorship had historically always been tough on the empire.

She finished the article and went on to the next—another opinion piece on whether Srah had abandoned the empire for their sins. It had a blatant message at the end inviting citizens to the Church of Srah, and Narra quickly skipped over it.

The last article she decided to scan was about Elena and Raeleen’s trial. It didn’t seem to be going well for either princess, and Narra wondered how long it’d be before the trial wrapped up, and the women were executed.

Cold air brushed the hair across the nape of her neck, and Narra trembled. Though she wasn’t quite as cold as before, she could feel exhaustion creeping up on her fast.

Shaking her head, Narra folded the paper and slid it back into the confines of the metal box before continuing on her way.

She’d been grateful for the distraction, but with the words of the Rova Chronicle reporters fading, she couldn’t help but feel the unease settle inside her once again. Whatever the Daughters of Ashra had done to her, she could feel it like a living thing sitting in the pit of her stomach.

Would there be a way to undo the ritual? She wasn’t sure what exactly had been done to her, but it made her nauseous to think about the blood sweeping across her skin and the pull in her chest as Lady Death kissed her.

Narra ground her teeth and pushed the thoughts from her head. Her body was heavy, and her mind slow. Tomorrow she’d think about all of this and what it meant. But for now, she had to get home and sleep.
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The loud pound
 of a fist on metal ripped Narra from deep sleep. Her heart raced, and her brain was slow to start up. She blinked to clear the fog, and groaned when another bang echoed through the apartment
.

She glanced at her bedroom door, surprised to find it open. Had she really been that
 tired? She tried to recall the previous night as she rolled onto her side. Her variety of daggers clinked, and a couple hilts dug into her skin.

Yes, she’d really been that exhausted.

Narra sighed and stood as the banging continued. She glanced at the top of her dresser, grateful she’d had enough strength to at least remove her revolver and short sword from her belt before passing out.

She walked from her room to the kitchen, finding her boots in a heap by the door, and her cloak flung across the back of a chair.

Her eyebrows furrowed as alertness began to creep past her exhaustion. Someone was banging on her door. Her vault-like, do-not-mess-with-me door. No one but her family and Erik knew where she lived.

Her heart leapt. Could it be? Had Alden returned?

Narra quickly closed the space between the kitchen and the door, throwing the lever on the back and releasing the locking mechanisms before she yanked the heavy metal door open.

“Avalon!” Narra stepped back, confused and shocked to find the pirate captain at her door. How had she found Narra? No one knew about this place.

“You’re alive!” Avalon held a hand to her chest, taking a deep breath as she leaned against the doorframe. “Thank the Sea Goddess!”

“What are you doing here?” Narra asked. Her confusion started to fade, replaced with suspicion. “How did you find me?”

Avalon smiled sheepishly. “Apologies, Rheka. I followed you one night after our meeting. I was just curious to see where you lived, and I wanted to make sure I knew where to find you in case something went wrong.”

The pirate scanned Narra up and down.

“I’m fine,” Narra said flatly.

Avalon raised an eyebrow. “Did you sleep in that?
”

Narra sighed and turned on her heels. She left the door open for Avalon to follow her in. “Yes.”

The thief made her way back to the kitchen where she grabbed her boots and cloak. Her skin still felt strange, but not grimy from lack of care like she expected. Just strange.

“That can’t be comfortable,” Avalon said. The door to the apartment closed and Avalon trailed Narra to the kitchen. She stopped to look around, inspecting the living room, sparsely furnished, with the coffee table still collapsed in the corner. “Crazy party, huh?”

Narra followed her gaze before rolling her eyes. “No.”

Avalon grinned. “You can be honest with me. I like to have fun every now and then too.”

Narra shot her a glare, to which Avalon simply laughed. “What are you doing here?”

Avalon’s smile fell. “Well, it had been more than twenty-four hours since we made contact, and I was worried something had gone wrong like you said it might.”

Narra left the kitchen and walked to her bedroom. “Everything is fine.”

“That’s good, but things are coming down to the wire for your thieves, and I wanted to make sure you were still alive.”

Narra stopped in the doorway to her bedroom and sighed. She turned back to face Avalon, who hovered between the kitchen and the hallway, seeming unsure what to do with herself. “Give me a moment, and I’ll be back.”

Avalon nodded, and Narra shut her door behind her. She made quick work of stripping, tossing her clothes and weapons onto her rumpled sheets. She took a cloth from her dresser and dipped it in the washbasin she’d filled the day before.

She brushed the cold water across her collarbone, and shivered as drops ran across her skin. It was far cooler than she’d realized. Taking a few minutes to scrub herself, Narra ground the washcloth across her skin until she had practically torn off the top layer. Still, her skin prickled with strange unfamiliarity. She didn’t feel right, not physically or mentally, but she had to get herself back in the game
.

Her heart raced as she thought of Avalon’s words. Things were
 coming down to the wire for her thieves. Their execution day was coming up fast, and she was out of good ideas. Though her killings seemed to have the desired effect, they weren’t working quickly enough. The poor hadn’t risen up to fight back against higher taxes, and soldiers weren’t revolting against the crown for failing to keep them safe.

Narra sighed and braced her hands on top of her dresser. She couldn’t keep depending on other people to do things for her. It was time she took matters into her own hands.

Steeling herself, Narra tossed away her cloth and pulled on a fresh set of clothes before returning her many weapons to their rightful places. Once she had her boots laced and her cloak snapped to her shoulders, she returned to the hall to find Avalon peeking through the living room curtains.

“Get away from those,” Narra snapped.

Avalon jerked back, looking half-apologetic and half-annoyed for being caught doing something she wasn’t supposed to.

“Apologies,” she mumbled, and stepped away from the curtains.

“I know we had a plan,” Narra began, “but we don’t have time to rally a rebellion anymore. The Daughters couldn’t find a second birth certificate, so I’m going after Marina’s.”

Avalon blanched, her eyes flying wide. “What? You can’t!”

“I have to. If we don’t get that certificate, we have nothing
.”

“There has to be another way. Security must be three times what it used to be. You’ll never get in!” Avalon protested. Her eyes burned with frustration, and her fists balled at her sides.

“I already know a way in,” Narra argued. She had the old thief tunnel she’d used last time. She’d never mentioned it to Marina, or anyone else, so it was still useable. “I’ll get the certificate, and we’ll force Marina to step down before the execution.”

“Rheka,” Avalon sighed. “The execution is tomorrow
. If this doesn’t work, who else is going to save your Guild? Because no matter how much I hate having to rely on another person, I can’t do this 
without you. If you die on this foolish errand, my sister will be trapped forever.”

Narra worked her jaw. She knew all of this. She knew it was their last chance, and that if somehow she failed, everything she’d done—every man she’d killed—would have all been for nothing. But Narra had to believe in herself and her abilities. They were all she had left.

“I’m sorry, Avalon. I’m going.” Narra brushed past Avalon, heading to the door.

Avalon spun and grabbed her elbow, yanking her back. “Rheka, please!”

Narra met her gaze. Desperation welled in the dark depths of Avalon’s eyes. She bet if the curtains were open she’d see a dark sky cracking with thunder.

“I’ll save them all.” Narra laid her hand on top of Avalon’s. “The Thieves and
 your sister.”

Avalon regarded her skeptically. Tears formed in the corners of her eyes, but didn’t fall. Slowly, she nodded. “Do not die.”

Narra smiled, remembering when the pirate had commanded her last. Though it should anger her to have another person attempt to tell her what to do, for some reason Avalon doing it warmed her heart.

“I won’t,” Narra said softly.

Avalon held her gaze for one last long moment before nodding brusquely and letting her hand fall from Narra’s arm. “Good luck.”

Narra’s lips twitched in a tiny smile, and then it was gone, and so was she. She raced out the door on her way to the last place she ever wanted to go again. The Imperial Rova Palace.
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arra crept through the dark passageway to the belly of the palace, her heart racing and her palms slick with sweat. Damp lay heavy on her clothes and skin, making her hair cling to her face. She sighed and brushed it away, trying to flick the long strands over her shoulder.

She was still confused as to how no blood remained in her hair after the ritual in the cellar. Had the women bathed her after? Her skin crawled. She didn’t like the thought of someone bathing her, especially while she was unconsciousness.

Shaking her head, Narra dispelled her thoughts and focused on the dim light filtering through a crack ahead. She picked up her pace, racing across the worn dirt ground until she reached a narrow wooden staircase. She brandished her lantern, thrusting it out to illuminate the trapdoor in the ceiling.

She waited and listened. It was long after dinnertime, but there still might be servants around at this time of night. She had to be careful not to alert the guard if she wanted to make it all the way to Marina’s quarters. She couldn’t think of a better place the princess could hide the birth certificate.

Narra held her breath and strained her ears, but she heard 
nothing from the trapdoor. Exhaling loudly, Narra inched up the stairs and propped the door open slightly. A hearth burned in the corner, illuminating a table and chairs, as well as the carpet atop the trapdoor, but she didn’t see or hear anyone.

She set her lantern on the steps before slipping through the crack. She closed the door gently behind her, and returned the rug to its rightful place.

Again, she stopped to listen.

Nothing.

A smile tugged at her lips. Just as easy as it had been before. No one knew the secret entrance the Thieves once took to meet with Emperor Zaneth. She doubted even his son had known, not that it’d do him much good now, being dead and all.

Narra crept quietly from the room and found the servants’ staircase she’d used last time. She froze on the first step. The smell of copper ghosted across her nose. It wasn’t real. Not now. But not long ago she’d carried a body down these steps alongside Marina, the smell of blood thick in the air.

She shook her head to push the memory away, but the scent continued to cling to her nose. It was so faint she was sure it wasn’t real, only her memory playing tricks on her.


You don’t have time for this
, she chastised herself.

Her heart raced as she leapt up the steps, determined to reach Marina’s quarters unseen. Though she’d never been inside the princess’ rooms before, she had been in Elena and Raeleen’s. So at least she she knew where the royal family slept.

The last time Narra was inside the palace, the place was like a ghost town. Other than the royals, she had run into only a few guards. It’d made Marina and hers escape with the emperor’s dead body possible. Would her luck continue this time? Or had the absence of guards last time been Marina’s doing?

Her eyebrows furrowed. She’d never considered the possibility until now.

The clink of armor up ahead had her plastering herself to the 
inside wall of the stairwell. Her pulse pounded in her ears, and she fought to take quiet, shallow breaths.

The deep timber of men’s voices passed the top of the steps. She was still a few feet away from the hall, and well shrouded in shadows. She couldn’t make out their words, but she’d recognize the sound of armor rustling anywhere.

After a long moment, the voices and clinking grew fainter, and Narra could breathe easier. She continued up the steps, circling high until she reached the third floor where the royal suites were.

Voices drifted from the corridor, and the familiar clink echoed again. Damn it. Maybe Marina had had something to do with the guards’ absence on that fateful night.

When the sounds didn’t pass as they had before, Narra crept up the steps, clinging to the darkness. Soft, warm light filtered in from the corridor, stealing some of her darkness. Thankfully, the servants’ stairwell was so narrow and twisting that she could hide in the shadow of the alcove without being seen from the hall.

She pressed her back against the wall, sweat dripping down her spine, and risked a glance out.

The hall was just as she remembered it. A long, red carpet occupied the center of it with dark wood tables pressed against the wall, intricately painted vases atop them. Several large portraits of emperors were hung over the tables and vases, and small chandeliers dangled from the ceiling every few feet.

Her nostrils flared as she eyed a particular painting of Emperor Malek. His cold gaze bore into her, as if accusing her of his demise. And though she had thrown the dagger that killed him, she wasn’t entirely responsible. His own daughter had manipulated Narra into the task, and she hoped his ghost knew that.

Inspecting the rest of the hall, Narra spotted two guards at a door further down. She wasn’t sure whose suite it was, but someone must be inside if the door was being guarded. She froze, remembering what Jin had told her not long ago. Caroline was being kept in the royal wing
.

She quickly glanced down the other end. No one stood at Elena and Raeleen’s door. In fact, only one other door was guarded at all. The door wasn’t quite as ornately carved as the other one on the left end of the hall, but it was still elegant. That had to be where Caroline was being kept.

She bit her lip. Maybe, if things worked in her favor, she could grab Caroline on her way out.

Narra leaned back into the safety of darkness, her mind racing. She couldn’t do anything with guards at the doors, not unless she could gain access to the crawlspace between floors. Maybe then she could get through the hallway and find the proper rooms.

A door creaked in the hall to her left, and Narra’s heart leapt. She stepped further into the shadows and waited.

The soft click of heels met her ears, only increasing her heart rate further.

“Stein, Baldar, would you kindly escort me to my study?” a soft female voice implored.

Narra’s breath hitched. Marina. So the door on the left end was hers.

“Of course, Your Majesty,” a deep voice answered.

Narra clenched her fists. Every inch of her wanted to lean over and peek out into the hall. Why did she want to get a look at the princess? Marina had betrayed her. Yet, the sound of her voice still sent butterflies through Narra’s stomach.

She hated it. She hated how her own body betrayed her.

“Excellent,” Marina said. “Let’s go.”

A door clicked shut, and then the click of heels drew closer before being muffled by the carpet. Narra could make out the swish of skirts, and the soft thump of footsteps, interrupted by the clink of armor. Her cheeks heated, and she bit her lip hard to keep from doing anything she might regret.

When the footsteps finally disappeared, only then did Narra breathe. Her lungs ached, and her throat constricted as fire began to burn through her. How dare Marina go about her business when so much was happening? People were dying. The Thieves were suffering in the dungeons
.

Narra ground her teeth, and took a few moments to collect herself.

Another door clicked, and some words were exchanged before more footsteps sounded in the hallway. They disappeared quickly, and Narra forced herself to get it together.

She was there for a reason. She had to find Asher’s birth certificate.

Peering into the hall once more, Narra checked for any sign of guards. At the very end of the hall, she could scarcely make out the spears of two stationed on either side of the corridor. They were fifteen feet or so away with their backs to her, which would make it easy for her to sneak to Marina’s suite, pick the lock, and begin her hunt.

A grin spread across her face and adrenaline swept through her veins. It was time. Narra stepped into the hall, keeping to the carpet, which muffled her footsteps all the way to Marina’s door. She glanced back down the hall every few seconds, but neither spear budged.

Carefully unzipping the pocket on her thigh, Narra extracted her lock picks and deftly slipped them into the door’s handle. She pressed her ear close and listened for the grind and click she was looking for. There
.

The tumblers dropped, the lock clicked, and then she was in.

Narra slipped through the doors, and closed them softly behind her, making sure to be as silent as possible. Once the doors were firmly shut, she turned to face the antechamber of Marina’s rooms.

It was decorated simply, with a violet upholstered sofa in front of a dark oak coffee table and a roaring fireplace. The mantle was made of marble, and curved on either end like the rolling waves of the sea.

Various out of season flowers sat in vases on many of the surfaces, but it was the floor to ceiling bookshelves that dominated the room. Spines in every color were painted with silver or gold lettering. There had to be hundreds of books, one for every topic.

Narra stepped over to it, her curiosity getting the better of her. Her fingers trailed over the spines, the fabric bound novels rough beneath her fingertips
.

There were books about the sea, the gods, Rova’s history, battle tactics, agriculture, and healing remedies. Were they just for show, or did Marina spend most of her time locked up in her room with her nose in a book?

Narra smiled at the thought of Marina curled up on the sofa, pouring over a book about farming. The thought was ludicrous, but somehow sweet at the same time.

She froze. Sweet
? Where had that come from?

Narra shook her head, trying to rid the strange thoughts from her head and remind herself what a disgusting person the princess was. She tried to tell herself that it was only because of her proximity to Marina and her things that these thoughts were plaguing her, but Narra wasn’t sure she believed it.

Picking her way across the room, she inspected the antechamber one last time before she began her hunt. She was there for a reason, and she had to remember that. She had no idea how long Marina would be gone. If Marina returned with her guards, and found Narra snooping, she was sure the princess would scream and alert the entire castle to her presence. She’d be lucky to leap out the windows in the princess’ bedchamber fast enough.

Narra shivered, though it wasn’t cold. She set herself to task, going through every drawer in the antechamber in search of the certificate. She checked for false bottoms, and for anything tucked under the lip of the furniture, but found nothing.

After ten minutes, she went through the double doors at the other end of the room, into a lush bedroom. At the center was a four-poster bed with a red canopy and burgundy bedspread.

Narra checked under the mattress first, then the bedframe, and the rest of the furniture. When she came up empty she looked in the closet, the drawers, and even in each of her dress pockets. Everything came up empty.

With a growl of frustration, Narra stormed into the bathing room. She checked every nook and cranny. Nothing.

Returning to the antechamber, Narra went to the bookshelf. It was the last place she could think of, but there were so many
 books. 
There had to be a particular one of interest to hide such an important document in, but which one?

Marina might have seemed like an innocent girl at first, but she was far more manipulative than Narra had ever expected. She had to have studied psychology and war tactics for a long time. So, Narra checked every book on the subjects, and again, came up with nothing.

“Damn it!” Narra spat.

She froze. Ancestors
. How loud had she just said that? Would the sound carry down the hall?

Narra stared at the doors to the corridor. She prayed to Srah, or Ashra, or whoever might be listening that no one heard her curse, but after a few moments the clink and rustle of armor echoed outside the thick door. She bit back a groan, and quickly stepped away from the doors. There was nowhere to hide that they wouldn’t search, but she could still catch them off guard.

Would both guards come? Would they alert others?

Every strategic question she could think of rushed through her mind, making her dizzy. Narra retreated to the bedroom, closing the doors softly behind her. She hid in the shadow of the armoire. There was just enough space for her to slide in behind it and still leap out at a moment’s notice.

“You heard that right?” someone said in the antechamber. The door banged against the wall, and Narra winced.

“Yes. Someone is in the princess’ chambers,” another voice confirmed.

Narra cursed herself and her anger. She hated that she hadn’t controlled herself long enough to complete her mission. The birth certificate could be hiding in any one of those books.

Or it might not be there at all.

Narra ground her teeth. The traitorous thought was right. It might not be in Marina’s chambers at all. It could be in her study, or worse, the princess might very well keep it on her at all times. It’d be the smart thing to do. Such precious information in the hands of the 
throne’s enemies could do a whole hell of a lot more damage than what Narra was planning.

“I don’t see anything,” one of them whispered. They were trying to be quiet, but Narra’s hearing was too acute.

She waited, slowing her breathing and bracing herself for a fight.

“Let’s check the other rooms,” the second answered.

“The princess’s bedroom?”

“Yes.”

“But—”

“The princess isn’t going to take your head for walking into her room for security reasons, boy.”

The youngest of the pair grumbled something, but Narra couldn’t make it out. She doubted the older man could either.

The bedroom door clicked and squealed slightly as it opened. The shadow of it descended over her hiding place, further blocking her from view. She might be able to stay there, to remain in shadow and kill no one. But if either of them even glanced around or under the armoire, they’d spot her.

Narra ground her teeth, anticipation eating at her. Nerves crept across her skin, and her breaths came quickly. Any moment, she’d make her move.

“It doesn’t look like anyone is in here,” the youngest said.

“Hush,” the second said.

Their armor rustled as they crept through the room. From what Narra could tell, one was sweeping the left side, and the other was moving towards the right. Good. If they stayed apart, it’d be easier to bring them down.

Narra’s heartbeat sped up as she inched to the end of the armoire. She moved carefully, so her weapons wouldn’t make any noise.

“Maybe we just heard someone on the next floor,” the youngest said.

“Shhh!”

Narra smiled and slipped out of her hiding spot.

Both men were wearing full Palace Guard armor, dressed in metal from head to toe. A sun was emblazoned over their hearts and red 
feathers stuck out from their helmets. The metal curved down to guard their nose, but it hooked beneath their jaw, giving her plenty to hit.

The oldest man was closest, and he had his back to her as he inspected the bathing room from the doorway.

Narra glanced at the youngest, who was shifting through the closet to make sure no one was hiding within. It was now or never.

Withdrawing her short sword, Narra raced from behind the furniture and leapt at the older man’s back. With one quick slice, she severed the leather tie holding his helmet on. It toppled from his head before he could turn.

A startled cry left his throat, alerting the second guard.

Damn.

Narra threw her shoulder against his back, throwing him off balance. The man toppled inside the bathing room, and Narra slammed the door shut behind him before turning on her second opponent.

The younger of the pair howled a battle cry as he raced around the princess’ bed. He’d already torn his sword from its sheath, and ran with it pumping at his side.

Narra smiled and flicked her hood back.

Shock crossed his face, then hardened as he took his first swing.

The broadsword swung wide, but the guard was slowed by his armor, and Narra easily ducked the blow. She slammed her heel into the back of his knee, one of the few places not covered in metal.

The guard grunted and buckled to one knee.

Narra spun and drove the hilt of her sword into the back of the man’s skull. He cried out and gripped his head, just as the older man threw the bathroom door open. Huffing with rage, the man stepped out, the same look of shock passing over his face.

Most men weren’t used to fighting a woman. Though women were permitted in the military and as Patrolmen, they were few and far between, and hardly rose up in rank due to the wrong
 assumption that women were weaker than men. Their misogynistic notions 
combined with her beauty and wanted poster were sure she was giving these men a fright.

Narra smiled and kicked the younger man’s back, forcing him to face plant on the carpet.

With their armor so heavy, their movements were limited, and getting to their feet would be arduous, which was the very reason she’d pushed the older man inside the bathroom.

“Put your weapon down!” the older guard bellowed.

She scoffed. Unlikely
.

Narra leapt over the younger guard, using his back to launch herself in a flying attack at the other man. She swung hard, catching him by surprise. He raised his arm, and her blade slammed into his forearm. Copper filled the air, and Narra yanked back, releasing her blade before dropping into a crouch. A whoosh of air rustled her hair as his sword flew over her head. She’d anticipated that, and in return she thrust her blade into the space between his thigh and calf armor.

The man screamed in pain as her blade sliced open the back of his knee. He swung a fist, but Narra rolled back and leapt to her feet.

“Harold!” the younger guard gasped.

The older man fell to his knees, a soundless cry of pain stuck on his face.

Narra huffed. This wouldn’t do. She couldn’t have them making so much noise. She was supposed to be here on a stealth mission. If a platoon of guards came after her, it was all over.

Instead of going for the younger man as she’d intended, Narra chose to silence the first to stop any more screams from happening.

Harold raised his sword to block her, but Narra dropped beneath it and sliced her blade right across his throat. He gasped and gurgled, clutching his throat just as the High Priest had done when she’d killed him.

But her wound was fatal. There was no coming back from such an injury.

The younger guard unleashed another battle cry. He ran at her, sword held high, and tears in his eyes. His movements were sloppy, most likely made so by his grief
.

She wouldn’t let him suffer for long. Narra flipped from reach, and as he spun to face her, she launched a dagger at him. He turned just in time to avoid the blade in the eye. Instead, it screeched across the armor of his helmet before thunking
 into the armoire behind him.

Narra growled and narrowed her eyes. She never
 missed.

Seeming shocked by his near death, the man stood frozen, staring at her with wide eyes. Narra took her opportunity and launched another dagger, this one to force him to block. His sword rose, and her blade clanged off of his.

But Narra had already launched herself across the floor in anticipation of this. She slid low, getting behind him where she thrust the tip of her blade up under his helmet and directly into his brain.

His body slammed into the ground, leaving an eerie silence in place of their battle.

Narra took a few steadying breaths, calming her adrenaline and heart rate before she carefully wiped her blades clean. Once she did, she returned her rag to her back pocket, and secured her two fallen daggers back to her belt.

She stopped, and looked at the two fallen guards. They hadn’t been terrible fighters, but anyone wearing fifty pounds of armor would be slow, and being slow around her was not
 a good idea.

Narra returned to the antechamber, careful to close Marina’s bedroom door behind her. Once it was firmly shut, she went to the outer door to listen.

She heard nothing, and breathed a great sigh of relief. She’d been sure someone must have heard their fight, but with the royal family growing smaller and smaller, this side of the palace wouldn’t be visited as often.


Small blessings
, she thought, and slipped back into the corridor.
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arra flicked her hood up to cover her hair. Blending with the shadows was far easier when she didn’t have a beacon of orange giving her away.

Slipping down the hallway of the royal suites, she followed the direction she’d heard Marina and her guards take. She hadn’t a clue where Marina’s study was located, but she’d find it.

She reached the end of the corridor, and saw the guards she’d killed had left their spears leaning against the walls. Well that wouldn’t do.


Narra took each in hand, the metal chilling her clammy fingers. She tucked the spears into a dark alcove beside the arched end of the hall. She didn’t have more time to find a better hiding place.

Once the spears were hidden, she went to the end of the hall and stopped to listen. Nothing. The halls of the palace were eerily silent, contrasting with the warmth of the flames bathing the hall.

The soft sound of footsteps approaching made her heart leap. She whirled back into the hall and dove into the servants’ stairwell. She heard distant murmurs, the clink of armor, and the timber of a man’s voice, but no familiar clack of heels.

So it wasn’t Marina returning to her rooms
.

The princess still had to be in her study. Now if only Narra could find it.

Gritting her teeth, she descended the twisting staircase back to the second floor. She’d find another way back up to the third floor if she had to, but it seemed to be mostly bedchambers.

She hit the second floor, and again stopped to listen. When she’d gone nearly a minute without hearing a sound, only then did she slip into the far more drab corridor, with nothing but a few torches lining the narrow confines.

Narra whisked through the halls of the second floor, ducking into an alcove or stairwell every time she heard so much as the wind howl. Her nerves were shot, and she constantly worked her fingers open and closed, readying herself for a battle that might still come.

After nearly ten minutes of searching, she heard the clack of heels. Her breathing paused, and she strained her ears to decipher the steps. She couldn’t be sure if the sound was the exact same as Marina’s steps, but it was close enough.

Narra glanced at the walls of the hall in search of a hiding spot. She found a door, and quickly dove inside.

Blackness stretched out on the other side, giving her no clue what the room might be used for. She left the door open a crack, just wide enough to peek through and see who passed.

She waited, her heart pounding in her ears as the clack of heels and clink of armor approached.

After several agonizing seconds, a woman with golden hair, tan skin, and a blue gown walked by, flanked by two guards in unfamiliar armor.

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed as she watched the group go. Blond hair in Rova was extremely
 uncommon. And yet, someone with flaxen hair roamed the halls of Rova’s Imperial Palace.

Shaking her head, she dispelled the flurry of questions that flew to mind. She had always been a curious person, and though she tried to ignore her questions, she was sure the thoughts would return later.

“The Duchess has her handmaidens parade around with their 
own personal guard?” a familiar voice asked somewhere out in the hall.

Narra froze and held her breath while she listened.

“Aye. Apparently the Wells have different traditions when it comes to handmaidens,” another male voice answered.

She started. The first voice. It was one of Marina’s guards. What were their names? Stein and Baldar? Her heart raced as she pressed her ear to the thick wooden door.

“Apparently,” the one she assumed was Stein said.

“I’ve never seen a woman with hair like that,” Baldar added.

“Me neither.”

Narra eased the door open and glanced down the hall. Near the end was a set of large double doors, and two guards standing outside of it, swords at their hips and shields strung across their backs.

She ground her teeth as her mind raced to come up with a plan. This wasn’t good. If that was Marina’s study, it’d be impossible to get to without the two men seeing her.

She could stick against the wall, blend into the shadows until she was close. The arches of the hall would give her some cover, but she would only get within fifteen, maybe ten feet without their notice.

If they were embroiled in conversation, it might be easier, but speaking of a woman’s hair was hardly a thoughtful topic.

Narra couldn’t resist rolling her eyes. It was the kind of thing she expected women to fawn over, not men, especially when fair-haired generally meant Kiznaiver. Then again, the woman’s skin had been dark with the sun, not pale like snow.

Shaking her head, she forced herself to focus. She could look for a way around, but the more halls she snuck through, the more likely it was she’d be caught. No, a frontal assault was her best bet.

She’d have to silence them immediately. She inspected their armor. No helmets. That meant she could throw a dagger through their eyes or skulls. As long as she could get both weapons off before either of them called for help, she could silence them and dump their bodies inside Marina’s study.

Then again, bringing the bodies with her might cause Marina 
some alarm. If she wasn’t careful, the princess might scream and alert the entire palace of her whereabouts.

Damn. Why did this have to be so difficult?

She hadn’t thought this through, but if she didn’t stop Marina tonight, the Thieves would die tomorrow.

Narra’s fists balled and fire lanced through her. She was so frustrated by it all.

But now wasn’t the time for anger, now was the time for precision. She had to calm herself, think clearly, and throw her knives with accuracy. If she didn’t, they were all done for.

An adrenaline-laced smile quirked her lips. No pressure at all
.

Taking a deep breath, Narra slipped out of the dark room, and took one last glance at either end of the hall before she shut the door behind her. The doorknob hardly clicked, and then she was on the move, racing on silent feet through the darkened edge of the hall. Lucky for her, they weren’t on the third floor, where everything seemed to be bright, whether it be from the torches or the windows.

Her heartbeat sped up the closer she came to the study. The guards continued to speak in low voices, but she hardly heard them—she was too distracted by watching their body language. The moment one of them heard or saw her she’d throw her first dagger.

In preparation, she pulled two throwing knives from her belt, holding them between her fingers until she was ready to let them loose.

It was now or never. Kill, or let her only family die tomorrow.

She would kill hundreds for Erik alone, and this fact steeled her resolve.

Ten feet from the door, she skirted the arch in the hall, and the brown eyes of Stein rose to meet hers, widening in surprise.

Before he could shout a warning at Baldar, whose back was turned to her, Narra launched her first knife.

The blade slammed to the hilt, thunking
 with the force of her throw, right into the naked skull of Marina’s guard.

Her breath hissed between her teeth. She could taste victory. Taste freedom
.

Narra threw her second blade before Baldar’s corpse began to fold. Shock registered on Stein’s face, scarred by battle. He was already yanking his straight sword from its sheath, moving to put himself in front of Marina’s door while he did it.

Her flying dagger cut through the lip of his armor, right into the muscle between his neck and shoulder.

The man winced and ground his teeth against the pain, instead of crying out like she’d expected. Right. He was clearly battle-hardened. He would only make a sound to alert the other guards, or the princess.

Damn, she should have expected that.

Narra yanked her short sword from its sheath. She continued her momentum, closing the space between them. A new plan quickly formed in her mind.

With all of her speed and strength, Narra leapt, splaying her sword in front of her to block Stein’s blade.

His eyes widened as he realized her plan, but it was too late.

Narra slammed into him full force, sending them both crashing through the door to Marina’s study.

A female voice yelped at the sudden noise.

Stein winced as his back slammed against the ground, but he was quick to recover, pushing at her blade with his.

Narra growled and rolled off of him, jumping to her feet before spinning to face him. Stein clambered up much quicker than the other guards had, and raised his blade in time for hers to clang against his.

She spun to aim another hit, but he was already on his feet and ready to fight. He opened his mouth, and Narra was sure he’d call for help.

Panic struck full force, sucking the breath from her lungs. She slashed at him once, then twice, meeting his blade each time. Her heart raced as she launched hit after hit, giving him no time to cry for help while he struggled to block each of her strikes. His face contorted in pain with each move. His left arm hung limp at his side. She’d definitely struck a nerve with her initial knife
.

Narra grabbed a long dagger from the slot at her thigh, using it as a second blade. She sliced at his unprotected mid-section. There was a slice of cloth barely visible between the metal guarding his abdomen and hips. It was all the space she needed.

The man leapt back and thrust his blade at her stomach. Narra leapt to the side. His fist slammed against her shoulder, scarcely missing her face, and she was sent whirling to the ground. That
 she hadn’t expected.

Stein flew after her, bringing his blade down to cut into her skull.

Narra rolled to the side, and his blade clanged against the stone floor. She leapt to her feet and sliced through the space below his abdomen.

His breath exploded from his lungs, and his eyes flew wide. Blood dripped down his armor, and before he could make another move, Narra slammed her blade down on the back of his neck.

Another startled cry sounded from the back of the room as Stein’s severed head hit the floor. It bounced and rolled a foot or two before stopping, a look of permanent shock on his face.

Narra took a few deep breaths. Adrenaline still sung through her veins, but it faded slightly now that she was out of immediate danger. Her shoulder ached from the powerful blow Stein had delivered, and she rolled her joint, glad it was her left arm instead of her right.

“Narra?” Marina breathed out her name like a prayer.

Narra looked up from the blood bathing the floor. Her eyes met Marina’s. They were wide with surprise, not fear.

Confusion had her brows furrowing. Narra had just cut off a man’s head in front of the princess, and she wasn’t afraid of Narra? What was wrong with Marina?

Narra shook her head and went back to the door. Silence rested between them as Narra tugged the body of Baldar inside before closing the door behind her. She stopped to listen for sounds of incoming enemies, but heard nothing.

It seemed the princess’ security was lax tonight. It was late. Most of the palace staff had probably gone home for the night. She knew 
most of the guards would be outside to protect from attacks. But still, only two guards to protect the princess?

“Narra,” Marina said again as she stood. Her voice was far more even this time, less shocked.

Narra looked at Marina. Soft brown curls descended over her shoulders, and her hazel eyes shone amber in the light of the fire. Flames burned inside the hearth across from her large desk. Portraits of emperors decorated the walls.

The room had a very sparse, military feel to it. Nothing about it made her think it belonged to Marina. Maybe it was Malek’s old study.

“Marina,” Narra greeted coldly.

“What are you doing here?” Marina asked.

Not, why did you kill my guards? Or, are you going to kill me
? But, why are you here? Narra rolled her eyes.

“I gave you an ultimatum, remember?” Narra said.

She’d told Marina there was only two ways this was going to go. Release the Thieves, or Narra would continue to kill and kill until the entire country was pounding on Marina’s door.

Marina’s jaw hardened. “I remember.”

The soft, delicate princess Narra remembered vanished in an instant, replaced with the cold, steely thief Narra had branded her.

“You received my messages, I assume.” Narra hadn’t branded each of her kills with the note ‘Thief’ for nothing.

“I did,” Marina said. “You’ve killed hundreds of soldiers, Narra. How could you do this? You weren’t a killer when we met.”

Marina had the nerve to sound hurt. Actually hurt
 because of what Narra had done, not to Rova, but to Marina. An inferno raged through her suddenly, and Narra had to snap her teeth shut so she didn’t scream at the princess.

“I know you love your Thieves, but they’re criminals. My father was right about one thing. It’s about time we rid this country of them. All your Guild does is add to the problems we have.” Marina took a step around her desk. Her fists balled, and her eyes blazed with determination
.

Narra matched her step. “Rova’s problems stem from much worse than the Thieves Guild. We might steal, and cause some trouble, but it is nothing compared to what your family has done to the empire.”

Marina winced. “That’s all behind us now.”

Narra laughed. “Is it? You’re just repeating history. Only instead of killing your sister, you’ve had me kill your father.”

Marina’s face contorted in rage. “I am nothing
 like Emperor Barrett. He killed the most gentle woman to ever rule this empire.”

“Who do you think you’re like then? Willa?” Narra scoffed. “You’ll never be a ruler like her.”

Marina stormed forward, and only stopped a foot from Narra. “Shut your mouth. You have no idea what you’re talking about. My father was a tyrant. He would have buried Rova in debt with all of his gambling.”

Narra hadn’t known that. “So this is how you justify killing your father
?”

Marina slapped her. The clap of skin on skin reverberated through the room, echoing off the high ceilings.

Narra blinked in surprise, dumbfounded.

“No one can speak to me like that. Not even you, Narra. I’m going to be empress soon, and your Thieves are going to die tomorrow. That’s the end of it,” Marina said. Her voice was laced with venom, even if it did crack at the end.

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed as she turned her face back toward the princess. Marina had actually slapped
 her. What in Srah’s name?


Her cheek stung and her breaths came quickly as she sized up the princess. “You aren’t empress yet.”

Marina bared her teeth in a snarl. It was the most unladylike thing Narra had ever seen the princess do. It was almost comical.

“I’m calling the guards. Get out of here, now
,” Marina commanded.

Narra stepped forward, closing the space between them. She grabbed Marina’s arms, digging her fingers in until Marina yelped. “You’ll do no such thing. Princess, or empress, you will not control me, or
 the Thieves. I gave you an ultimatum, Marina, and I mean to 
collect on it. If you do not release them, your people will continue to die.”

Narra paused, an idea coming to her then.

“There are already stirrings of a revolt,” Narra lied. “Do you really want to have the shortest reign in history? You’d be lucky to last a month—no, a week
—without someone cutting off your pretty little head.”

Marina blanched. Her lips parted in a tiny pink ‘O’. The look might be cute if Narra wasn’t so angry.

“Now, you will do as I damn well say, or you will
 die. Be it by my hand, or your people’s.”

Marina’s gaze hardened. She seemed to break from the stupor she was in, and yanked out of Narra’s grasp, but didn’t move away. There was a mere breath between them, and Marina nearly closed it when she leaned in, danger in her narrowed eyes.

“You wouldn’t kill me, Narra. I know that much,” Marina said.

Narra glared back. Her fists shook, and her heart raced. She hated this woman. Hated her perfect lips and silky curls. She hated her tough-as-nails stare, and the fire in her eyes. But most of all, Narra hated that she was right.

Marina smirked, her suspicions confirmed by Narra’s silence. “I thought so.”

Heat coursed through her, and a growl began to work its way up her throat.

Marina’s smug smile was so infuriating. Narra should have been the one to slap her. But instead, she surprised them both when her lips crashed against the princess’.

Marina gasped in surprise as Narra kissed her, and gripped the back of her head with her hand.

The princess froze in surprise for a second, giving Narra the opportunity to lead. She flicked her tongue against Marina’s lower lip, and clutcheed the hair at the base of her skull.

Then, it was as if the floodgates opened. Marina pressed forward, grabbing Narra’s hips and kissing her fiercely.

Narra lost her breath as Marina’s tongue snuck between her lips. 
They fought for dominance, Narra pushing Marina back until the princess was pressed up against her desk.

She released Marina’s hair, her hands trailing down her spine, and over the flare of her hips. Marina groaned into Narra’s kiss as she pushed their bodies together.

Their kiss intensified as Narra continued to run her hands down Marina’s hips to her ass. Her cheeks heated as she roughly squeezed the princess with her hands before dragging them back up to rest on her hips.

Marina’s fingers snaked through her hair and pulled Narra closer, gently tugging, then nipping on her lower lip.

Warmth spread through Narra, and her mind swam as she gripped Marina’s hips tighter.

Ever so softly, she heard the quiet crinkle of paper from the pocket of Marina’s skirts. Her heart leapt as she realized what it was. The birth certificate.

The realization was like throwing ice water over her entire body. Her heat fled, and her mind caught up with her. Though she continued to kiss the princess, her head was back where it should be.

No matter what she felt for Marina, no matter how many sparks flew when they were together, Marina had still betrayed Narra. And Narra didn’t forgive so easily, especially when her family was still on the line.

One of Marina’s hands tugged her closer, and the other reached for the buttons of Narra’s shirt. While the princess was distracted, Narra slipped her fingers into the pocket of her skirt until parchment brushed her fingertips.


Victory
.

Her heart pounded as she carefully slipped it from Marina’s skirt.

Marina must have realized something was wrong, as she pulled back, breathing heavily. She opened her eyes, emotion clouding the intense hazel color.

“Narra,” she whispered, breathless.

Narra took a moment to slow her breathing, closing her eyes and 
savoring the delicate vanilla scent of the princess. Then she pulled back against Marina’s protests.

“What are you doing?” Marina asked. “Come back here.”

Narra shook her head, then brandished the paper between her fingers. Though the parchment was folded, it was thin enough she could see the familiar style of Rovan birth certificates in the lantern light.

Marina gasped, her hands flying to her pocket. Her eyes widened when she found nothing. “You tricked me!”

“And you did the same to me,” Narra said, her tone flat.

Marina looked between Narra’s eyes and the certificate. Despair curled her lips down and settled in her eyes. “What are you going to do with that?”

Narra flicked it open, pretending to peruse it. “I’m going to publish it, and force you to step down. Asher will be declared the rightful emperor, and he will release my Thieves and your prophet.”

Marina tilted her head back in a laugh. “You really think my uncle would do that? He wouldn’t steal my crown.”

“He’s already agreed.”

Marina blanched. “You’re lying.”

Narra raised an eyebrow. “Believe what you want.”

The princess huffed. “What do you want with the prophet? She foretold the coming of Srah, and the reunification of government and church. I will
 be empress. She saw it.”

Narra looked at her in surprise. So, Marina actually bought into all of that? “She was drugged when she made those predictions. Nothing she said has any validity.”

Marina narrowed her eyes. “Of course it does. She’s seen things no one could have predicted.”

“Like what?”

“It isn’t your business, Narra. Now give that back and leave before I scream.”

“Screaming will do you no good.” She glanced up at the window and smiled. It was plenty big enough for her to leap through.

Marina looked over her shoulder, and her eyes widened as she 
realized Narra’s meaning. “Damn it, Narra. You’re such a fool. It was so easy to manipulate you, and now you’re letting my uncle do the same.”

Narra levelled her a look
. She was certain Asher wasn’t manipulating her. He was too honest a man, even if his lies had nearly gotten her killed. Even as he’d lied, she had seen the honesty in his eyes, and the guilt and the pain it had caused him. He’d never try to do what Marina had done to her. Not to mention, it was her plan. She was the one who told him that he was the rightful emperor.

“Mock me all you want,” Narra said as she turned to leave. “Your reign of terror ends today.”
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top!” Marina shouted, but Narra just kept walking. “Stop, right now!”

Narra had to resist giving her a mocking smirk over her shoulder. She’d gotten what she needed from Marina. It was time to go and carry out the rest of her plan. If she worked fast, she could get the certificate published in tomorrow’s newspaper.

“Stop, Narra! If you leave with that, I’ll kill your entire Guild and
 Caroline before you can publish that stupid shred of paper,” Marina said.

Narra froze, her heartbeat speeding up. No, she couldn’t. Could she?

Marina sighed with relief. “That’s right, Narra. Disobey me, and I will kill them all before you can implement your silly plan.”

Her fists balled, crumpling the paper in her hand. “You wouldn’t.”

Marina laughed. “You don’t know the lengths I would go to, to save this empire.”

Narra turned around. She ground her teeth as she assessed Marina’s face. Her jaw was set, her gaze like steel. She meant it. Damn.

“You’re a monster.” Narra’s hand instinctively went for the knives at her belt. She wanted so badly to draw one and launch it right into 
Marina’s cold, dead heart. But her fingers froze on the metal hilts. She couldn’t kill Marina. No matter how much she loathed the woman, part of her still burned for Marina’s kiss.

“Maybe from the point of view of a villain,” Marina said softly.

Narra’s mind raced as she tried to come up with a plan. There had to be some way out of this. Some way to get around Marina killing her Guild. Narra wanted to see Asher on the throne. She wanted the empire to improve beneath his leadership. But she wouldn’t risk her Thieves to get him there.

“How about this,” Marina began. Malice sparked in her eyes. “Give me back the certificate, and I’ll release your Thieves and the prophet.”

Narra narrowed her eyes. That was easy. Far too easy. There had to be a catch. Marina would demand to have the certificate first, then scream for her guards. Or maybe she’d wait until the Thieves were out the gates, and then as soon as she had the certificate, her guards would ambush and slay them all.

She didn’t like her choices. Either she went along with Marina’s offer, saved the Thieves, and lost her leverage, or she kept her proof of Asher’s legitimacy and lost her entire Guild.

Frustration burned through her and sparked angry tears at the corners of her eyes. But Narra would not shed them. Not in front of this evil bitch.

“Fine
,” Narra spat. “But I will not hand it over until I see every last one of them safe beyond the palace walls. You will call all of your guards back to the palace while they leave, and only then will I hand you the certificate.”

Marina narrowed her eyes. “Fine, but you will not leave my side until you’ve delivered the certificate back to me.”

“Agreed.”
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Narra stood
 next to the fireplace, gazing out the open window at the palace yard. Before Marina had called for a guard to do her bidding, 
they’d cleaned up the mess of bodies she’d nearly forgotten were there. Once Stein and Baldar were safely stowed in a small parlor off the study, Marina called in the guards to deliver her orders.

The guards had been understandably reluctant—especially when they saw Narra lurking in the shadows—but Marina was the next empress, and no one disobeyed the future ruler.

It took nearly an hour for arrangements to be made. In the meantime Narra thought through every possible plan she could think of to get out of there. She stayed near the window so she could escape, but Marina had a dozen guards remain inside the study to keep an eye on her. One stood a few feet behind her and Marina the entire time, huffing his disapproval every time Narra’s fingers squeezed the dagger at her belt.

Narra could leap out the window, but not before a dozen men were on her. Two, maybe three, she could deal with. But a dozen was beyond even her abilities.

She shot a glare over her shoulder, and the guard glowered right back.

The crack of the gates opening had her looking back out the window.

As soon as the gates were opened all the way, the guards on the walls and at the gates walked back to the palace doors, disappearing from her view.

Narra’s heart raced as she inspected the yard, looking for signs of deception. When another door opened on the side of the palace, Narra froze, her eyes wide with anticipation.

Was this really happening? Were her Thieves really saved?

From the shadows of the palace, a woman with black curly hair emerged, dressed in a silk gown and slippers. She looked warily at every dark patch on the lawn, and tightened the cloak around her shoulders.

Caroline walked slowly away from the palace, her pace lengthening when she spotted the open gates.

Behind her, dozens upon dozens of filthy men and women emerged. They looked as skittish as Caroline, jumping at every 
sound, and staying tight together. Their clothes were filthy, their skin covered in dirt. Though they’d only been imprisoned a week or so, their cheeks looked hollow.

A woman with a nasty scowl and smudged kohl around her eyes limped across the lawn, supported by her nearly identical twin. Klaus held Claudia as they made their way out with the other Thieves. While Klaus looked tired but relieved, Claudia looked furious.

Narra exhaled loudly, relief flooding her body. Even if she was still inside the palace—still in danger—her Thieves were alive and nearly free.

When she spotted a head of brown curly hair next, she took a step forward, her fingers resting on the window. The rustle of armor behind her told her she’d moved too abruptly, so she grudgingly stepped back, but didn’t take her eyes off her best friend.

Erik made his way across the grass, looking worse than she’d ever seen him—and they’d been through a lot together. He looked around, searching for something, or someone. His eyebrows furrowed when he didn’t find whatever he was looking for, and his jaw set.

Narra’s heart fluttered with longing. Not in any sort of romantic way, but in the same way one’s chest would feet light with joy at the wedding of a close friend.

It was the longest she’d ever been apart from Erik since they’d met nearly eighteen years ago in Halden Square. She wanted to go to her friend, to hug him and tell him she’d missed him, and how dare he tell her to move on without him.

But doubt crept through her, squashing her elation. So much had happened since the Thieves were taken. She’d joined a group of assassins, killed dozens, and had even more killed in the name of her cause. How could she tell Erik all of that? He’d be so upset with her for the lengths she’d gone to, to secure his safety, because if she was honest with herself, Erik was the only real reason she’d done it all.

Shame swallowed her as she watched the entire Thieves Guild pile out from within the palace and exit through the enormous gates.

Once they were all out onto the street, Marina turned to Narra, 
holding her hand out, palm up. “I’ve done as you asked, now give me the certificate.”

Narra reluctantly looked away from the Thieves to meet Marina’s gaze. The princess’s lips were pursed and her jaw was stiff. She clearly didn’t trust Narra anymore than Narra trusted her.

“Fine.” She’d had more than an hour to come up with an alternate plan to save the birth certificate from Marina’s clutches, but as the rustle of armor reminded her, this was her only option. “Tell your guard dog to back off. Then, we’ll step away from the window, and I’ll give it to you. The window will stay open in case you try to pull anything.”

Narra glanced suspiciously at Marina’s guards.

The princess sighed, then waved off her guard. “You heard her.”

“Your Highness,” he protested.

“Silence.”

Grumbling, the man retreated to the other end of the room with the others. There was more than ten feet between Narra and the guards now. Enough space for her to fly out the window should they try anything. Not that she thought they would. Marina had told them her life was in danger if they didn’t cooperate.

“Now, let’s move away from the window,” Marina said.

Narra hesitated a moment before she took two careful steps into the room. If she tried to fly away before handing over the paper, Marina would grab her, and slow her escape. She groaned internally, hating that she couldn’t figure out another way.

They stepped away from the window, stopping in front of the fireplace, and again, Marina held out her hand.

“Give it to me,” Marina said.

Narra took the parchment from her pocket. This was it. The only thing that could stop Marina’s tyranny. A piece of fucking paper.

It was ridiculous, and yet, the small piece of parchment could undo the wrongs made by the last few decades of emperors.

“Narra,” Marina hissed her name low so the others couldn’t hear.

With one last forlorn look at the page, Narra set it in Marina’s palm
.

The princess breathed a sigh of relief before quickly stepping away and throwing the birth certificate into the fireplace.

Narra gasped as fire consumed the edges of the parchment.

“There,” Marina said. “It’s what I should have done the first time, but I let my feelings—my love for my father—get in the way.” She looked up, meeting Narra’s gaze meaningfully. “That’s the last time I’ll let that happen.”

Narra narrowed her eyes. She understood Marina’s double meaning. This was the last time Marina would let her feelings for Narra get in the way of her judgment as empress.

She nodded curtly and stepped toward the window, her grappling hook already in hand beneath her cloak.

“Princess!” one of the guards barked. A couple had already withdrawn their swords, while others stood with their hands on their hilts. They all wore equal looks of disdain for Narra. Every last one of them wanted to end her life.

“No,” Marina commanded. She tilted her chin up, her eyes not leaving Narra’s. “Let her go.”

Narra didn’t waste anymore time. With one last look at Marina, she turned to the window and climbed onto the sill before launching herself off the edge.
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urking in the shadows of East Gardens, Narra was consumed by her thoughts. How could she not have figured out a way around Marina’s plan? Now the only evidence of who Asher’s true mother was had gone up in flames. It was all over. Marina would be empress, and there was nothing any of them could do about it.

At least the Thieves and Caroline were all safe. She could at least take solace in that. But she couldn’t face them, not yet. She was too ashamed of what she’d done, and who she’d become to free them.

Before Marina, she’d hardly had a second thought about killing a person, and now she was a serial killer. Not only that, but she’d joined a group of deadly assassins, people she could never trust and was now somehow magically bound to.

She had to figure out a way to sever their bond. If she didn’t, she was afraid she’d have to take Avalon up on her offer, and escape with the pirate across the sea.

But could distance break the bond between her and the Daughters? She doubted it, but did the assassins lurk in Rupa? From what she knew, they were an organization limited to Rova itself. Rupa had its own set of gods, and Ashra was not among them
.

Before she decided to flee her home country, however, she’d go right to the source. Maybe Ashra would free her from her bonds if she did something for her. There had to be some way out of this.

Narra slipped through the shadows of East Gardens towards the cellar she’d been taken to when she was indoctrinated into the Daughters of Ashra. She remembered the way well. After all, she’d just killed a man, and blood had literally been on her hands. It was difficult to forget that, especially when she hadn’t been certain whether she’d live or die.

As she drew closer, something inside her tugged, and she stopped. She couldn’t tell if the feeling was in her body, head, or maybe even her soul. She shook her head and continued.

Her breathing fogged the cold night air, and a shiver went down her spine. By the time she reached the cellar, anxiety crawled through her stomach. She was about to meet Lady Death again, or so she hoped.

Creeping across the grass, she paused at the cellar door. It was unlocked, but quiet inside. She opened the doors, setting them down gently on either side of the entrance so she didn’t make a huge racket.

Once they were settled, she took one last deep breath before steeling herself and entering the cellar.

Darkness was heavy in the recesses of the basement. There was no glow of candles, or strange purple light to lead her way this time. She went by feeling, letting her fingertips drag across the rough stone wall all the way down the stairs to the cellar floor.

Dread sat heavy in her stomach. Something tingled along the back of her neck, and she shivered violently. Was that Ashra’s magic? Or just the cool breeze?

There was only one way to find out.

Narra cleared her throat. “Ashra?”

She waited, silence thick, and then tried again.

“Ashra?”

A soft chuckle echoed in the dark. “Is that how you greet your Mother?
”

Fear swept through her, and she had to clench her teeth to keep still.

“Apologies… Mother.” The word sounded wrong on her tongue. Narra’s mother had died giving birth to her, and it felt strange to use the word for anyone else.

“Ah, I’m sorry my dear,” Ashra said softly. “I forgot about your mother.”

Violet light appeared dim at first, and grew in brightness until Narra could make out twisting darkness and heavy fog. The platform, tub, and candles were all gone from the cellar, leaving it barren, but still thick with magic.

“How did you know about my mother?” Narra asked. She wasn’t sure how she felt about this deity knowing her past, and she despised how the goddess was able to read her thoughts.

“I know all.”

The writhing black spun from the far corner, fog pouring from the base of it until the black formed a skirt, then hips, then torso, and then Ashra was staring at her with bottomless dark blue eyes.

“Then you know why I’m here,” Narra realized aloud.

Ashra flashed a wicked smile. “Of course.”

Narra worked her jaw back and forth. “And?”

“And there is no way out of our deal, my love.” Ashra paused. “Well, except death of course. Death is the ender of all things.”

Ashra’s smile turned cheeky and devious all at once. Narra had a feeling she enjoyed the double entendre of her own phrasing.

“You’re certain?” Narra had to try. “Please. Is there some mission, or task I could do? I can’t be bound to you.”


Not when I’m bound to my Thieves,
 she thought.

Ashra inclined her head like a predator eyeing prey. “If your Thieves are such a problem, why don’t you forget about them?”

Narra’s mouth dropped open. Every piece of her rebelled at the thought of losing them. She couldn’t imagine a future where she could live without her Thieves. They were her family.

“Tsk, tsk,” Ashra chided. “We’re your family now.
”

Frustration climbed inside her throat, threatening to suffocate her. “Please
. There has to be something.”

Ashra smirked, and parted her lips to speak when the stairs creaked. She looked up, her hair writhing around her like snakes. “Oh, you brought company.”

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed. “No, I—”

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” a female voice said, high but pleasant, warm like sunshine. It was a strange contrast to the dark creature before her.

Ashra’s eyes widened slightly. “Oh my. Sister. How long has it been?”


Sister
? Narra balked.

A woman emerged from the darkness. She held out her hand, palm up, and a glowing ball suddenly appeared several inches above her hand.

Ashra’s darkness retreated slightly as the woman stepped from the cellar door to join them. Her hair was golden like wheat in the summer. Her skin was dark from the sun, and freckles covered her nose. Her eyes were the same deep fathomless blue as Ashra’s, though instead of ringed by black, they were surrounded by blond eyelashes.

“Who do we have here?” the woman asked, smiling gently, as if she was afraid of startling Narra further.

“One of my Daughters,” Ashra answered. Her tone was slightly colder than before. She sounded annoyed and a bit tired.

“Ahh.” The woman nodded her understanding. “You still love the theatrics, don’t you little sister?”

Narra’s eyes widened as this stranger teased the Goddess of Death.

Ashra rolled her eyes like a teenager—actually rolled her eyes
—and snapped her fingers. The violet hue of the room disappeared, as did the smoke and shadows. The room was illuminated by the woman’s glowing orb, making it appear far less creepy than it had before.

“Better?” Ashra inclined an eyebrow. Though her hair and skirts 
still writhed like living shadows, she was shorter and didn’t appear quite so intimidating.

“Much.” The woman glanced between them.

“What are you doing here?” Ashra asked. She leaned back to sit on nothing, and suddenly a black chair sprouted from shadow. Lady Death sat down, crossed a leg over the other, and leaned her cheek against her hand.

“I’m here for the coronation, of course.”

Narra’s eyebrows shot up. That’s where she recognized this woman from. She was the one who walked by in the palace, the one the guards spoke of.

“Of course.” Ashra inspected her nails.

“You know, it’s rude not to introduce your sister to your friend.”

Ashra sighed. “Sister, this is Narra. Narra, this is my sister, Srah.”

Narra’s eyes flew wide and her heart raced. “Srah… as in the Sun God?”

Srah raised a pretty blond eyebrow. “Oh my. It’s been a long time since I’ve heard that one.”

“It’s been a long time since you’ve been to Rova, Sister,” Ashra said dryly.

“That it has,” Srah agreed. She stepped forward, her curls bouncing around her beautifully sculpted face. She held out a hand to Narra. “It’s nice to meet you, Narra.”

Narra nodded, dumbfounded, and stiffly shook Srah’s hand.

She couldn’t believe this. Not only was she magically linked to Lady Death, but her counterpart, the Sun God, was real.

And he was a woman.
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ou’re a woman,” Narra said, still dumbfounded to learn the Sun God, Srah, wasn’t a man as history claimed, but a gorgeous woman with golden curls and a cheeky smile.

Srah laughed, her voice a soft tinkle. “I hadn’t noticed.”

Narra blinked in surprise, both at Srah’s teasing and because she still couldn’t believe this was happening.

“She’s referring to the legends of the Sun God,” Ashra said dryly. Lady Death shifted in her seat made of shadows, crossing one leg over the other.

“Ahh,” Srah hummed. “Men have always thought themselves the dominant sex. Why would they worship a woman when they think this?”

Narra hadn’t realized it before, but Srah had a foreign accent, unlike her darker sister. If they were both related, she wasn’t sure how it was possible. Then again, Ashra had mentioned it had been a long time since Srah had returned to Rova. Maybe that’s why their accents differed.

“I see your point,” Narra said.

“History has always had a bad habit of favoring men,” Srah continued. “At least in Rova.
”

“Again with this, Sister?” Ashra sighed. “Not all lands can be like your precious Wells.”

Narra’s eyebrows knit with confusion. “The
 Wells?”

Srah smiled. “Yes. The Wells have come a long way over the years.”

Ashra snorted. “Of course they have. You were their duchess once.”

Srah narrowed her eyes at her sister. “That’s supposed to be a secret, Sister.”

The Death God’s smile turned devious. “I know, Sister
.”

Srah placed her hands on her hips and pursed her lips. She tapped her foot like an angry mother about to scold her child.

It was obvious who the younger of the two was, or who fancied themselves the older, more mature sibling. Narra wasn’t sure if either of them was technically older, though her curiosity burned to know.

“If you used to be the duchess, why are you here as one of her handmaidens?” Narra asked. She couldn’t help herself.

Srah looked away from Ashra, her expression softening. “My dearest Amelia, our current duchess, knows who I am. She keeps my secrets, and I keep hers. I’m her handmaiden both to protect and advise her.”

“And to stick your nose into the politics of the Wells,” Ashra added.

Srah scowled at Lady Death. “That’s enough from you, Sister.”

Ashra grinned triumphantly. “You always refuse to get involved in worldly business
, yet you stay as close to your precious islands as you can.”

The small sun burning above Srah’s hand burned brighter. Flames licked the shadows of the cellar, illuminating the rough stone walls. “Enough.”

Ashra’s gaze slid from Srah’s face to the flame in hand. She frowned, and tossed her hair over her shoulder, not saying another word.

Narra glanced between the sisters. Maybe Srah really was older, 
or maybe just more powerful. That’s the only reason she could think of that Lady Death would stop bickering with anyone.

Ashra’s dark blue eyes met Narra’s and she quirked an eyebrow.

Narra’s cheeks heated as she remembered that Lady Death and her were linked. Ashra could hear her thoughts. She looked over at the Sun God once again. Could Srah hear her thoughts too?

“No,” Ashra answered. “Srah cannot hear your thoughts.”

Srah looked between them with raised brows. “You know I hate when you do that, Sister. Just because you can speak telepathically, doesn’t mean it isn’t rude to do so in the presence of guests!”

“I was only answering her question, Sister.”

“Still,” Srah huffed. “It isn’t polite.”

“And you’ve always been the goddess of what’s right
 and fair
 in the world.” Ashra rolled her eyes.

Narra’s eyes widened as she observed the bickering gods. It’d be funny if it weren’t for how terrifyingly powerful they both were.

“Enough,” Srah said. “I’m not here to fight.”

“Then why are you here?” Ashra asked.

“To say hello, and see how you are.” Srah glanced at Ashra. “But I didn’t know you’d have company. I wanted to see if you’d like to come to the coronation with me. We could have a bit of fun, like old times.”

Ashra’s smile returned, sly like a fox’s. “We did have fun once, didn’t we?”

Srah smiled, her eyes glazed with distant memories. “We did, back before—”

The Sun God cut herself off, and both sisters looked at Narra. They promptly shut their mouths, making Narra desperate to know what Srah was about to say. Fear slipped across both of their eyes. What did gods
 have to fear?

“Anyway.” Srah cleared her throat. “Do let me know, won’t you?”

Ashra dipped her chin. “Of course.”

The sun in Srah’s hand disappeared suddenly, leaving them in dim violet light. They exchanged goodbyes, and as quickly as she’d come, the Sun God disappeared back out into the night.

When silence reigned for more than a minute, Narra looked back 
at Lady Death. She had so many questions about who they were, and what
 they really were. Were they truly related, and what could they possibly have to fear?

“Save your questions, Narra,” Ashra said. Her voice turned stony, and her black hair writhed like snakes. “There will be time for that later.”

Narra nodded slowly. She’d been so distracted by the two gods, she’d nearly forgotten why she’d come. She wanted a way out of their deal, a way to detach herself from Lady Death and the Daughters, but Ashra herself said that wasn’t possible unless she died.

Working her jaw back and forth, Narra tried to think of something to offer the goddess, something that might make her reconsider. But from the cold look in the Death God’s eyes, she wasn’t going to change her mind.

Narra sighed. It looked like her little errand would be fruitless after all. Now she’d have to return to her Thieves, still an assassin, and a handmaiden to death herself.

She froze, and her eyebrows furrowed. She wasn’t exactly sure where the Thieves would have gone in the first place. Now that they were free, they might try to return to the Den inside the sewers. She bit her lip. No, that’d be stupid of them. Then again, did they have anywhere else to go?

“You’re worried about your Thieves,” Ashra said. Narra looked up in surprise, again forgetting that Ashra could hear her thoughts. Lady Death tilted her head curiously.

“Yes,” Narra said.

“You’ve lost your home,” Ashra continued.

“Well, not my personal home,” Narra muttered.

“But your Thieves home.”

“Yes.”

Ashra rested her cheek in the palm of her hand. She regarded Narra, scanning her from head to toe. “There is a place my Daughters used once, a manor beyond the city. We used it to train the next generation of followers, but it was abandoned a long time ago.
”

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed as she wondered what this had to do with anything.

Ashra narrowed her eyes. “One would think a thief would catch on much more quickly.”

Narra sighed. She didn’t want to play any more games. She was exhausted and not thinking clearly. She’d spent days worrying and flying through the city, killing and fighting, clawing her way into the Imperial Palace to save her Thieves. Maybe once she had some sleep she’d be back to her cunning self, but for now, her mind was heavy and her body tired.

“Fine
,” Ashra hissed out between her teeth. “You may have the old manor for yourself and your Thieves. It is few miles northeast of the city, and linked to the old sewer system, giving you a tunnel to get below the city walls unseen.”

Narra’s eyebrows shot up. “You’d really do this for me?”

Ashra smiled and stood. “You are my Daughter, Narra. I take care of what’s mine.”

The thought was somehow comforting and creepy all at once.

“Thank you,” Narra said, unsure what else to say.

“You’re welcome,” Ashra said. “There is an entrance to the tunnel hidden beneath a briar patch in a small park north of here. You might want to wear gloves.” She glanced at Narra’s hands. “The briars have thorns.”

Narra nodded in understanding, but doubt weighed on her. What would Ashra ask in return for this? She hadn’t given anything to Narra freely yet.

“As long as you are loyal to me, and obey when I call, I won’t ask anything more of you,” Ashra said. She moved toward Narra, not so much walking as drifting along the ground, her writhing skirts spewing smoke once more.

Narra watched the fog; aware that it was all theatrics as Srah had said when she first arrived. Theatrics or not, it was still unsettling.

“All right,” Narra said after a moment of hesitation.

Ashra flicked her fingers towards the cellar doors, and tilted her 
chin up. “Now off with you. It’s time you stop avoiding the Thieves you worked so hard to save.”

Narra’s cheeks heated. She had
 been avoiding them. She didn’t know what to say to them, or how to explain herself. But most of all, she was still ashamed of all the things she’d done in order to free them—not counting that she was also the reason they were captured in the first place.

“They will forgive you, Narra,” Ashra said softly.

Narra nodded stiffly. “I hope so.”
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er blood hummed with anxious energy as she sailed over the rooftops. Narra’s boots slammed down on the roof of the building opposite Alden’s bar. She took a moment to catch her breath before peering across the square. Her breath hitched as she realized a light was on inside.

Was it Alden or the Thieves?

Narra’s heart raced as she flung herself over the lip of the roof onto the escape ladder. Forgoing stealth, she clanged her way quickly to the bottom, leaving the rusted metal rungs vibrating in her wake.

She tore across the empty square. Whether it was Alden or the Thieves, she was sure Erik would be inside. He’d go there first in search of her, but he wouldn’t stay long before going to her apartment. She had to catch him before he left.

She skidded to a stop in front of the wooden door, but her fingers hesitated over the metal handle.

How was she supposed to explain to Erik all that had happened? She’d bound herself to a Death God for him, trusted people she had no business trusting, and killed so many
.

Her heart lurched painfully, and her chest tightened, constricting her lungs. No matter what she’d done, she’d done it for Erik. If he 
hated her, or was disgusted by her for it, fine
. It’d break her heart, but at least he was alive.

Steeling herself, Narra gripped the cold handle and flung the door open.

“Erik!” she called before she was even through the door.

Narra froze the second she stepped inside. The hearth was lit, dusting two-dozen Thieves in warm light.

They were alive, and they’d come here
. It wasn’t the smartest decision they could have made. Patrolmen would come hunting for them here. But the moon was still high in the sky. They had time before morning patrols were dispatched.

Narra only hoped that Marina held off on sending her dogs after them for a few more hours.

“Narra!”

Her heart skipped at the familiar sound of Erik’s voice. She forgot all about schooling her expression in the presence of her Guild, and all she’d done to get them there. As soon as her gaze landed on Erik and his scruffy head of brown curls, she launched herself across the bar.

They met in the middle, between two occupied tables. Narra threw herself into Erik’s open arms and hugged him fiercely. Her entire body felt light with joy—a joy she didn’t realize herself capable of.

Erik was back. Erik was home
. And though he smelled like shit—literally—he also smelled like sandalwood and the oil they used to clean their daggers. He smelled like home, and she’d never felt so happy and safe wrapped up in his tight grip.

“Narra, you did it,” he whispered against her hair. His voice was husky and strained. Tears burned the back of her eyes and she buried her face in his shoulder to keep the others from seeing.

“Of course I did,” Narra said. “Idiot.”

Erik chuckled and squeezed her tighter. Even as the breath fled her lungs, she clung to him. She never wanted to let her best friend go. He was everything to her. She’d do anything to save him, anything 
to protect him and keep something like that from ever happening again.

Narra gripped his cloak in her fingers until her knuckles turned white. Her heart pounded in her ears, and her tears disappeared. She’d do anything
 to protect him, but he’d still told her to forget about him and go on with her life.

How could he think that was possible? He wasn’t just her best friend, he was like her brother. More than that if it was possible. They’d been through hell and back together. Through two abusive parents and a slur of deaths. They’d faced the Guild, Initiation Day, and so much more together.

And in a letter he’d told her he loved her, and to just leave him
.

Anger burned through her so suddenly that she lost her breath. Narra pushed back out of his embrace and slapped him.

The clap rang out in the hollow space. Though the room had been deathly silent before, now no one dared to speak for a completely different reason.

“Narra?” Erik blinked at her with wide eyes.

“How dare
 you tell me to forget about you and go on with my life?” Narra shouted. Her fists clenched at her sides, shaking with her fury. “How dare you ask me to move on and be happy
 without you?”

Erik’s startled gaze softened, and he smiled, the gentle smile he rarely used. “I didn’t want you doing something stupid to try and save us.”

She narrowed her eyes. “I would do anything to save you, you idiot!”

Erik shook his head, a goofy grin plastered to his face. “I know.”

Narra took a deep breath, her anger suddenly quelled. She hadn’t seen him in more than a week. She’d thought she might never see him again. Narra stepped forward and embraced him again. “You’re a fool.”

Erik chuckled and hugged her back. “A lucky fool.”

Narra smiled against his shoulder, and tried to resist breathing in his scent, for it might have felt like home at first, but now it just smelled like shit
.

He let her go, and Narra stepped back, suddenly all too aware of the two-dozen sets of eyes on them.

“Well wasn’t that just precious
,” Claudia growled.

Narra’s elation deflated like a pierced balloon. Claudia
. The Commander of the Picks had never been fond of Narra, and she was sure the foul woman would use this against her.

“Claudia,” August warned.

Narra took in the Guild. She’d been so preoccupied with Erik that she hadn’t realized who
 sat around them. At the largest table on her right sat the Guild commanders: August, Clint, Graves, Klaus and Claudia. They regarded her with varied expressions. August looked relieved to find her alive. Clint was his usual stony self. Graves had a furrowed brow, confusion all over his face. Klaus and Claudia, the infernal twins, had equal looks of anger and disdain on their faces.


Emperor’s ancestors
.

“No, August,” Claudia snapped. “This was all her fault to begin with! If she hadn’t brought that damned princess into our Den, then we’d never have been imprisoned in the first place.”

Erik stepped in front of her, clearly ready to defend her honor, but Narra beat him to it. “I’m also the one who freed your sorry ass.”

Claudia narrowed her eyes and snarled like a feral cat. She was on her feet in seconds, reaching for a dagger that wasn’t there. She scowled when she realized it, but didn’t back down.

Narra had to resist rolling her eyes. She’d had a long week, and didn’t want to deal with Claudia. On a normal day, she found the woman insufferable. Today, she’d consider slitting her throat just to shut her up.

“You only cleaned up a mess you made in the first place,” Claudia retorted.

Murmurs drifted through the other Thieves, many of which were Claudia and Klaus’s faction members. If Narra wasn’t careful, she might just have to face off against them all.

Narra flicked off her cloak in a sign of power, and also to shove it in Claudia’s face that she still had every single one of her weapons. If Claudia, or any of them, came at her, they were toast
.

“You act as if it was intentional,” Narra said coldly.

“For all we know, it was.” Claudia stalked around the others, weaving through tables until she stood with only a table between her and Narra.

Narra circled so she had a wall at her back. She didn’t want anyone sneaking up on her should things go south.

“Are you questioning my loyalty?” Narra snapped.

“Yes,” Claudia growled. “You’ve always been out for yourself, and now you’re finally showing your true colors.”

“Claudia!” August bellowed.

The Commander of the Picks circled the table until she stood directly in front of Narra. Her furious dark gaze held no signs of backing down, even if she was outclassed and weaponless.

Narra narrowed her eyes, and her nostrils flared at the scent of Claudia. Just like Erik, she smelled like shit. Kohl was smudged and streaked down her cheeks and around her eyes. Dirt clung to her clothes, and her dark curls were a mass of unkempt knots.

“This is who she is August,” Claudia continued. “I know you’ve always liked her, but she’s a rat. Worse than a thief, she’s a damn traitor. Just like her father
.”


That’s it
.

Narra snarled and grabbed Claudia by the throat. She spun and twisted, slamming the commander against the wall. Every chair in the room scraped against the floor as Narra squeezed Claudia’s neck in one hand.

“I’m
 a damn traitor? Me
?” Narra said, her voice low and deadly. She’d had enough of Claudia and her badgering. If she wanted a fight, Narra would give her one right now. “Do you know what I’ve done for this damn Guild? Do you know the amount of people I’ve killed in one week to save your ungrateful ass?”

The murmurs at her back were quieted. Good. She wanted them all to hear this so no one ever questioned her again.

“Dozens have died at my own hands in order to cause an uprising to overthrow Marina. When killing wasn’t enough, I was forced to join the damned Daughters of Ashra or have them kill me because 
they didn’t like the papers calling me ‘Death’s Hand’.” Narra chuckled darkly. “Hundreds
 have died for you people. I’m bound to a damn Death God for all of eternity because this Guild and Erik are the only things that matter to me.”

Her shoulders shook and her fingers trembled around Claudia’s neck. She didn’t press hard, giving the commander plenty of room to breathe. But Narra was sure the threat was clear enough.

Silenced by Narra’s words, Claudia stared wide-eyed at her. Her chest rose and fell rapidly, and her eyebrows began to furrow as she took in what Narra had said.

“The assassins don’t exist,” Claudia whispered.

With her free hand, Narra yanked the red-beaded necklace from the pocket on her thigh. The silver moon on the end glinted in the light as Narra slammed it on the wall next to Claudia’s head. “Then what the hell are these?”

Claudia glanced sideways, and again, her eyes grew wide like saucers. Her lips parted in a surprised gasp as the red beads glowed and the silver moon darkened. Narra felt a forceful tug inside of her, and promptly loosened her grip on the beads. She didn’t know what they were for yet, and wasn’t ready to find out in front of everyone.

“Don’t question my loyalty to this Guild,” Narra said. “Because I’ve done far more than you’ll ever know to secure your safety. All of you.”

Narra released Claudia and took a step back. She scanned the room so they all saw how serious she was. Her gaze landed on Erik, whose face was as unreadable as Narra’s usually was.

“No one is questioning your loyalty, Rheka,” August said. He looked warily between Claudia and Narra. The Commander of the Picks still seemed dumbfounded. Even freed, she held a hand to her throat and leaned against the wall, blinking stupidly at Narra.

“Good,” Narra said. “Because as long as the Thieves Guild breathes, it and all of you, have my loyalty.”

A few nodded, including commanders August, Clint and Graves. Klaus was glaring at Narra like she’d just kicked a puppy, but he’d yet to move to help his sister
.

“Why don’t you come have a seat?” August continued. He motioned at the table of commanders. Two seats were left free, the one Claudia had vacated, and one Narra assumed was meant for her.

She nodded stiffly. As the Thieves finally took their seats again, Narra met Erik’s eyes. His eyebrows were furrowed and his jaw was tight. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking. Was he confused? Hurt? Disgusted?

She sighed inwardly. She’d find out later, but for now, she had to put her commander face back on.

Smoothing her expression, Narra pulled every bit of calm she could back to the surface. She took a seat between August and Clint, sitting opposite from Claudia’s vacant chair. After a long minute, Claudia wandered back over and took her seat. She stared at the table, even as Klaus squeezed her shoulder. The Commander of the Pocks shot a glare at Narra, but said nothing, not after Narra’s little outburst.

“It seems we’ve missed a lot in a week’s time,” August said. His voice was light, trying to break the tension in the room. But breaking tension this thick wouldn’t be so easy.

“More than you realize,” Narra said, her tone flat.

“You’ll have to fill us in later,” Graves said. He cleared his throat, putting his business face back on. “For now, we need somewhere to rebuild. It won’t be long before we have Patrolmen or the Royal Guard down here searching for us.”

Narra nodded. That’s exactly what she’d been thinking.

“You want us to abandon the Den?” Klaus snapped.

“We must,” August said. He twisted his long white moustache, greyed with dirt. “Graves is right. It won’t be safe to stay for much longer.”

“It’s probably not safe now,” Clint grumbled. Though the other Thieves were an awful sight, Clint appeared only slightly mussed with a few holes in his normal attire and his hair slightly ruffled.

“No, it isn’t,” August agreed. “Does anyone have any ideas?”

“There are too many of us for one place,” Klaus said. “We should split up. Every faction for themselves.
”

Mutters rose through the bar, and the commanders all took turns glancing at the Thieves present. Normally, commander meetings were held in private for a reason. The commanders didn’t all get along, and everyone had a different point of view. But having Klaus suggest breaking up the Guild was something different entirely. It went beyond bickering over contracts.

Two hundred years ago, the thief factions were united under one name: the Thieves Guild. To break two centuries of tradition would be treason against the Guild.

And she could see them all considering it.

Anger burned through her, and she slammed a fist on the table. “You can’t be serious. We will not break up this Guild.”

August regarded her with sad brown eyes. “No one wants that, Rheka, but there might not be another way.”

Narra took a deep breath, trying to calm herself and remember where she was, and who was around. They had to approach this diplomatically. Narra had a solution anyway. “There is. There’s a manor northeast of here. We can access it via the old sewer system. It’ll give us a direct tunnel in and out of Rova City.”

“And where did you come by this magical manor?” Clint asked, deadpanned.

“The Daughters offered it. They used it as a training house once,” Narra explained.

August stiffened. “And you believe these… Daughters?”

The commanders exchanged equal looks of doubt and fear. They’d seen the beads Narra displayed, the ones still clutched in her hand. They were hot against her skin, but she found the heat soothing. Whether they believed the necklace came from the Daughters or not, that still remained to be seen.

“I do,” Narra said.

“It’d be worth checking out,” Graves surprised her by saying. “There are plenty of abandoned buildings in the Empire. At least this will save us from splitting up or risking a cave-in in Old Town.”

Clint chuckled darkly.

“You’re really going to believe this traitor?” Klaus snapped
.

Narra narrowed her eyes at the commander. She had a dagger in her hand, and speared into the table before he could utter another word.

“Enough, Klaus,” August said. “We need to think of the Guild right now, and finding a stable base should be our first priority. We need to get our Thieves off of the streets.”

Klaus grumbled something unintelligible and sat back. No one argued further. Narra glanced around at the commanders. They all seemed wary, Claudia most of all. She sat quietly with her shoulders slumped. She stared at the beads wrapping Narra’s hand and wrist. The beads no longer glowed, and the moon was once again silver, but Narra had a feeling that Claudia was recalling when magic had flowed through the air.

“Can you lead us to the manor, Rheka?” August asked.

Narra turned from Claudia and nodded at the elderly man. “The entrance is north of East Gardens.”

“Excellent,” August clapped his hands together. “Then we’ll leave now.” He stood, swaying precariously before Clint caught his elbow. They exchanged a look, and August nodded gratefully before he turned to face the surrounding Thieves. “We’ll check this manor to determine if it’s safe and useable, then we’ll return to gather up the rest of you. I’d like a few volunteers to run this information to those below.”

Several men and women volunteered, disappearing through the back door to the kitchen where the secret entrance to the sewers laid.

“Now then.” August turned to the commanders. “Lead the way, Rheka.”
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he commanders and the few thieves they brought with them were silent as they worked their way past East Gardens. They clung to the shadows, separated in small groups as to not draw too much attention.

Narra led the way alongside Erik. After being away from him for what felt like forever, it was comforting to have him back at her side. Before they’d left, the Thieves took turns cleaning up in her uncle’s kitchen, bathroom, and loft. It took longer than she’d like, but it was still dark by the time they left. At least winter’s long night was good for something, even if it was still technically autumn.

Though it hadn’t yet snowed, frost coated the ground in the early morning hours. It made the surface of mailboxes and street signs shine, lamplight reflecting prettily on the icy pattern.

They passed East Gardens in total silence. It wouldn’t do anyone any good to be caught by roaming Patrolmen right now.

A few hours after their reunion they reached the northeast edge of the city. No light emanated from nearby homes, and there were scarcely any streetlights, leaving Narra only the moon and stars to navigate by.

She scanned the street and the trees beyond. The city walls were 
two stories high, dark stone bricks that blocked the view of the sea beyond Rova City. They were still distant, and sparse patrols roamed the walls. As long as they stayed in the shadows, the Thieves would avoid detection.

Her gaze landed on a small park near the city wall. The trees were tall, casting long shadows over the earth. Below the untrimmed branches was total darkness. Overgrown hedges lined part of the entrance, and a copse of briar bushes was just beyond the dirt path. Grass stuck up between a few of the stones that she assumed had once created a neat pathway. But now it just added to the unkempt image.

“The entrance is in there?” Erik asked. He sounded unsure of himself.

Erik had hardly said a word to her since they left, even when it would have been safe. He avoided her eyes too, and his eyebrows remained furrowed as if he were mulling something over.

Narra didn’t like it. They were back together, and she had so many questions about what had happened in the dungeons. Just as she was sure Erik wanted to know more about their time apart.

She sighed, her breath fogging the cold night air.

“Yes,” she said.

Erik nodded, and again refused to look at her.

Narra bit her lip. She hoped he didn’t blame himself for the killings. It wasn’t his fault she went to such lengths to save everyone.

Erik glanced back at the others following in the shadows. He motioned forward, and Narra led the way across the street.

She slipped into the safety of darkness, skirting the edge of the trees until she came upon a dark copse of briar bushes. Just below, she saw a faint glint of metal. That had to be their way in.

Narra stopped next to the bushes. “This is it.”

Erik stooped next to the briars, and reached out to grab one. Narra’s heart leapt, and she grabbed his wrist.

“Thorns,” she said.

Erik finally looked up at her. The same conflicted look was 
reflected in his eyes. Then he looked back at the briars, and yanked a pair of gloves from his back pocket. “Thanks.”

She nodded and stepped back. Erik made quick work of tearing the dead branches from atop a thick stone-rimmed manhole. The cover was made of some kind of dark metal. Even after what had to have been years in the elements, it didn’t rust, though a thin layer of grime clung to it.

“Is this it?” August walked out of the shadows with a couple of his faction members, the Brains. His eyebrows rose high on his forehead, and he wheezed every breath.

“August?” Narra’s eyebrows knit together. He didn’t sound well at all.

August waved off her concern and limped over to the manhole, relying heavily on an old cane she remembered seeing in his workshop. It wasn’t quite as nice as the gold plated one she was used to seeing him with, but it was still lovely. The top was covered in bronze with delicately carved patterns amongst a variety of gears.

The rest of the Thieves joined them moments later, sticking to the shadows. It was impossible to read all of their faces in the darkness below the trees. Narra glanced at each of them, and waited for someone else to take the lead.

Erik and another thief lifted the circle of metal from the stone rim and laid it on the edge where they could all peer inside.

Narra leaned over. Utter darkness met her eyes. She couldn’t even make out a ladder.

“I’m glad I brought this,” Clint said, his deep voice monotone. He stepped out of the shadows and pulled out an oil lantern from the confines of his cloak. Sparks flared as he flicked a gas lighter, and then warm light blossomed with the small flame.

Clint offered it to her, and Narra had to hold back her sigh. Though this was her plan, she didn’t want to be the first one crawling into the old sewer.

“Thanks,” Narra said dryly.

An amused smirk curled Clint’s lips for a moment, and then it was gone. Narra took the lamp and held it up to the sewer entrance. 
She took in a deep breath, but it only smelled of damp and mildew inside. At least it was better than shit.

A rusted ladder led into the wide tunnel with a stone embankment on one side, and dark water on the other. Her nostrils flared. She didn’t want to end up inside that. Hopefully the tunnel branched off from the actual sewer at some point.

“I should go first,” Erik said.

Narra glanced up. It was the first time in hours he’d said something she’d expect of her best friend. It almost made her smile. “That’s all right.”

She offered him the lamp to hold while she descended. Erik took it, but only after giving her a narrow-eyed look
.

Narra climbed over the edge, her muscles tight and her heart racing anxiously as she descended away from her only source of light. Traitorous thoughts slipped through her mind; images of the Thieves pushing Erik aside, and flinging the manhole cover back over the tunnel. She imagined being stuck in darkness, unable to see a thing as she tried to feel her way out.

Her boots hit the stone floor, and she stepped back. Erik followed suit, handing her the lamp when he was half way down. It took nearly ten minutes for them all to climb inside, mostly because of August’s bad leg.

She breathed easier once they were all gathered in the damp space. At least they hadn’t tried to betray her, not that she thought they really would, but after what her father had done, she wasn’t sure she would ever fully trust anyone again.

“This way,” Narra said. Her voice echoed eerily, bouncing off the walls, growing further and further away. It reminded her of Ashra and her dual-toned voice. Srah didn’t have the same echo. Was it just more of Ashra’s theatrics?

She shook her head and turned north. Her pulse raced, and her eyes scanned the black. She didn’t like the feel of being underground, especially with a dozen people at her back. She’d prefer to bring up the rear
.

Holding out the lamp to the darkness, Narra led the way deeper into the old sewer tunnel.


Long seconds turned
 into minutes as they walked in the dark. One of the other Thieves had thought to bring a lamp, and he stuck to the middle of the group, giving them all a bit of light.

Narra walked beside Erik, her heart pounding and her palms sweaty. The others murmured behind her. Everyone was careful to keep quiet so their voices didn’t echo, but it only added to the suspense.

What if the manor they found at the end of the tunnel wasn’t useable? Or worse, what if it was a trap? Though Narra had done all Lady Death had commanded so far, would Ashra betray her by sending her to the manor, only to be surrounded by assassins and killed?

She swallowed the growing lump in her throat. She doubted it, but anything was possible.

“Narra,” Erik whispered. They were several paces ahead of the rest of the group, but still Narra glanced over her shoulder. Clint was the closest of Thieves, but he stared at his feet, and gave no signs that he was listening.

“Yes?”

Erik twisted his jaw. He stared ahead into the black. “Did you really do all of those things you said to Claudia?”

Narra’s breath caught and her fingers tightened to fists. The lantern trembled slightly and she took a deep breath to calm herself. “Yes.”

Erik exhaled audibly. “So you’re an assassin now?”

“Yes.”

“What does that mean?” his voice rose with desperation, but he still continued to whisper. “Are you still a thief? Do you obey Lady Death now? What’s going to happen to you?”

Narra smiled. So this is what her best friend had been thinking for the last few hours. Maybe he wasn’t disgusted with her. Maybe he 
was just worried. “Nothing will change. I’m still a thief. Still a commander.”

She tried to give him a reassuring look, but his brows only furrowed again.

“It can’t be that easy,” he said. “Nothing is.”

“I know.” Her jaw hardened. “I will have to obey my orders, and do what the Daughters want.”

“So you’ll be forced to keep killing?” Anger leeched into Erik’s voice.

“Maybe,” she said. Ria had mentioned the Daughters did other things for Lady Death, but no one had filled her in on exactly what those things were.

“What if you don’t obey them?” Erik asked. “What if I help you stay away from them? I know you don’t need protecting, but against a bunch of assassins… maybe I could watch your back.”

Narra chuckled softly. “You always watch my back.”

“And I always will,” Erik said firmly.

He met her eyes, and Narra saw the determination reflected within the swirling pools of blue. She wanted to hug him again, to tell him everything would be okay, and they’d get through it all. But she couldn’t. Not now.

“So,” Erik started again, “What if you don’t obey them?”

Narra sighed and looked forward again. “If I don’t obey, I die.”

Erik’s steps faltered, and he nearly tripped on a loose stone. Narra grabbed his elbow to right him before they kept moving.

“Narra
,” he hissed. “Why would you agree to join them if they’ll kill you for leaving?”

“Because if I refused their invitation, they’d kill me anyway.”

Erik’s nostrils flared, and his eyes shadowed with anger. “That isn’t fair.”

“Nothing is fair, Erik.”

A pale sliver of light broke the ceiling of the tunnel up ahead. Narra looked back at the others before scanning the old ladder attached to the wall beneath another manhole cover. That had to be their exit
.

“We’re here,” she said, loud enough that her voice echoed.

The whispers behind her ceased, and they all halted a few feet from the entrance to what she assumed was the manor. At a steady pace, it had taken them nearly an hour to reach their destination. The route was completely straight, and as far as she could tell, it kept going. Where else did this tunnel lead?

“About time,” Klaus muttered.

Narra didn’t bother shooting him a look. Instead, she pushed forward, Erik on her heels. She handed him the lantern before working her way up the ladder.

The metal was as cold as ice, and burned her palms. She worked her fingers after each hold, trying to alleviate the feeling of biting frost. When she reached the top, she braced her shoulder and upper back on the manhole before pressing upward and over.

The metal on stone screeched, making her wince. A number of annoyed murmurs filled the tunnel, and then the cover clanged to the floor outside.

Erik was quick to climb up a few rungs and hand her the lantern. Narra took it gratefully and climbed the last couple rungs to peer outside. She thrust the small light out of the tunnel, and blinked in surprise as she peered into a dark cellar.

Old paintings leaned against one wall, and another had metal shelving with old steamwagon parts lined up neatly. The walls were large slabs of dark stone, like Rova City’s outer walls. She scanned for signs of weapons or enemies, but all she saw were the steamwagon parts, paintings, some covered furniture, and a staircase leading up to what she hoped was the first floor.

“It’s clear,” she called down before climbing out.

Erik followed, and the pair quickly branched out to either side of the cellar, hunting like predators for anything that might seek to harm them.

The cellar was enormous, stretching out beyond the old wooden stairs. There was an old boiler, copper piping hanging from the ceiling, and a large workshop set into one wall with shelves and shelves 
of tools. Everything was put away neatly, covered in a thick layer of dust.

It had been a long
 time since someone had visited the cellar. But that didn’t mean the rest of the house was clear.

“We should search the rest of the manor,” Clint said.

Narra nearly jumped out of her skin at the sudden presence at her shoulder. She twisted to give Clint a glare, but he was staring at the staircase, still on edge.

“Agreed,” she said.

Once they’d helped August up the ladder, the rest of the Thieves spilled out quickly until the spacious cellar was filled with them. Even with twenty or so Thieves occupying the basement there was plenty of space for them to weave around one another and check out their surroundings.

How big was
 this manor?

Narra looked at the steps, and then found Erik at her side. “Coming?” She nodded at the cellar door.

“Of course,” he said.

“Wait,” August wheezed. “We should stick together.”

Narra and Erik exchanged a look.

“I’m sure you’ll be fine on your own,” August added. “But we should find a way outside before we go any deeper into this house.”

“Good idea,” Graves said gruffly. “We should have an escape route just in case.”

The other commanders agreed, so the group of them climbed the stairs together until they reached the first floor.

Narra peered through the dim light at a long corridor. The floors were smooth marble with a runner up the center. Every piece of furniture, and every painting were covered in white sheets.

She wondered what was beneath them. Was it simple furniture, and paintings of the old family who owned this manor? Or were they grotesque portraits of Ashra’s hells, or whatever else the Daughters might cook up?

She shook her head to push away the images. She could feed her curiosity once they had an exit strategy
.

Narra led the way down the hall until they reached a large foyer. Twin staircases lined either side of the room, ascending to the darkness of the second floor. A crystal chandelier hung at the center, above a large round table, again covered by a white sheet.

She walked around it, eyeing the warm light flashing off the crystals, and went to the door. The handles were silver—actual
 silver—a rich commodity in the Rovan Empire. She twisted the lock and opened the front doors into a large stone courtyard with a willow tree and an overrun garden on one side, a fountain in the middle, and huge stone walls like an old castle wrapping the four story building.

“This is some manor.” Erik whistled as he admired the height of the steepled roof with spires spearing the sky. Gargoyles were mounted on the stone edgings around the highest peaks. Everything about the old manor screamed the Time of Kings. It had to be more than three centuries old.

“More like a castle,” Narra agreed.

Narra walked down the steps to get a better look at the building. She craned her neck to see the highest points of the steeples jutting into the cloudy sky. Morning was grazing the horizon, though it was hard to tell with cloud cover so thick.

The rest of the Thieves piled out after her, spreading out to inspect the front and side of the building, which Narra hadn’t realized banked the left side of the courtyard as well. The manor was shaped like an ‘L’, towering over even the outer walls.

“This place is enormous,” Erik said. “I can’t believe the Daughters just offered it to you.”

Narra worked her jaw. She found it hard to believe too, though Ashra wasn’t exactly giving it freely. She did it because she demanded Narra’s compliance, and even Lady Death had to know the best way to make Narra obey was by helping her Thieves.

“I can’t either,” Klaus snorted nearby. “There has to be some kind of catch.”

Narra narrowed her eyes at Klaus. “There isn’t.”

None that concerned the Thieves anyway.

August limped between the two, though there was at least fifteen 
feet between them. He shot them each a look. “That’s enough of that. We’ll break everyone into pairs to inspect the rest of the manor and make sure it’s safe. In the meantime, I’ll send two of my members to Tallis Library to check for records on this manor. We’ll find out whether it still belongs to anyone, or if it’s even on record anymore.”

Klaus continued to glare at Narra, though he nodded stiffly.

“Fine,” Narra said. She turned back to the manor, ready to weave through the halls and inspect the Thieves new home. “Erik.”

“Coming!” Erik jogged to her side, and together they slipped back inside.
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“So what were the dungeons like?”
 Narra asked some time later.

They weaved through sheet-covered tables in the third floor library. Narra inspected the spines of the books with silver and gold embossed lettering. It reminded her of Marina’s antechamber; one of the walls had been lined floor to ceiling with shelves, books of every topic ready for perusing.

When silence stretched for a long minute, Narra glanced over her shoulder. Erik had his back to her. He stood at the opposite side of the room, seemingly admiring the spines of books as well. If she didn’t know him so well, she might not have caught the stiffness in his shoulders or the clenched fists he tried to hide.

“Erik?” she asked. Narra crossed the library in a few steps. Cold morning light filtered through the huge arched windows lining the corner of the house, dusting Erik in soft light.

He tipped his head forward to hide his eyes, but Narra caught the fearful widening of his gaze.

“Erik,” she said more firmly this time. “What happened?”

Her friend opened and closed his mouth several times before his lips flattened into a thin line.

Narra reached out and squeezed his arm, trying to reassure him in whatever small way she could. She was here for him, even if she 
might not always understand how he felt or what he was going through.

“Most made it out alive,” Erik said quietly. “That’s what matters.”

Avoiding her gaze, he turned around and went to another shelf. When he didn’t continue, Narra followed. She gripped his arm and gently guided him to one of the wooden chairs not covered by a sheet.

“Sit down,” she urged.

Erik heaved a sigh that fogged the air. Then he obeyed, sitting down hard before he finally met her gaze.

Narra’s heart leapt. There was so much pain in his eyes. He’d done well to hide it, but she could see it now. “What happened?”

Erik twisted his jaw. “At first it was just cold and dark. For hours at a time we sat in total blackness, just listening to each other breathe.” He paused, again avoiding her gaze. “I counted the seconds, minutes, hours, but I could only keep track of time for so long. It smelled like shit down there. Tasted like it too. I swear it was in the air. People vomited, making it worse, but no one could really blame them.”

Narra sat down on the sheet-covered table beside him. Her eyebrows furrowed and her heart raced. Jin had told her it was bad, but not like this.

“We were stuck with five or six in a one person cell. No matter where we moved, we were touching. After a couple of days like that, they finally fed us and gave us water.” He snorted and shook his head. “But the bread was molding and the water might have been from the sewers it was so awful. I tried not to drink or eat what they gave us, but you can only go hungry for so long.

“Everything they gave us, made us sick. Eventually they gave us clean water, but it was too late. We lost a few younger and older Thieves to infection from injuries they’d sustained when they brought us there. I was one of the lucky ones. I tried to go along with what they said, but I should have fought. I should have protected last year’s initiates at least.” His fists shook in his lap.

Narra’s heart felt like it had snapped. She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around him. Guilt and shame filled her chest. This 
was all her fault. If she hadn’t brought Marina back to the Den, none of this would have happened. “I’m so sorry.”

Erik squeezed her tightly, pressing his face into her shoulder. “It’s not your fault.”

Her heart clenched. “Yes it is,” she whispered. “I’m sorry, Erik.”

She didn’t know what else to say. She was guilty, and they both knew it.

Erik shook his head and pulled her back to hold her at arm’s length. “Narra,” he said firmly. “It’s not
 your fault.”

Narra shook her head. How could he really believe that?

“You got us out. You did everything you could.” Erik’s voice broke, forcing her to look back at his face. His eyes were glazed and his cheeks were blotchy. “You did way more than you should have. Way more
. No one can blame you for this, and if they try, I’ll kill them.”

Narra’s lips quirked slightly. Erik wasn’t one to take death lightly, just like she hadn’t until everything she’d ever loved was taken away from her. “You remember when we were little and the other initiates used to whisper about me? About how I was a demon summoned by my father, and that’s really how my mother had died? That, that was why I was so cold, so heartless, and so good at what we do.”

Erik blinked at her in surprise. He nodded slowly. “Of course I remember.”

“Do you remember what you told them to make them stop?”

Erik smiled, his lips twisting to the side in the half-grin she’d missed so much while he was gone. “If they were right, and you were a demon, they really shouldn’t be making fun of you, or you might just prove them right.”

Narra smirked. “You protected me then. You alienated yourself from the Thieves that should have been your friends. I will always
 protect you, Erik, because you protected me when no one else would.”

Erik’s surprised gaze softened, and then he was pulling her onto his lap to embrace her again. “You were a kid then.”

“And so were you,” Narra said. She didn’t need to say the rest. She’d protected him from his abusive father, and he’d protected her 
from the initiates, and Quinn when he could. They had been there for each other always, and Narra would never forget that.

After a long moment of silence, Narra finally took a deep breath to calm the swirling emotions inside her. They had to finish inspecting the manor so they could return to the city and get some sleep.

Narra pulled from his embrace and got up off of his lap. Though she’d be embarrassed with anyone else, she wasn’t with Erik. He was her best friend, but more like a brother, or a platonic soulmate if such a thing existed. Whether they existed or not, Narra would never
 stop protecting him, and she knew he would never stop protecting her, because even when he’d been locked up in that horrible place, he’d still tried to tell her to leave him there. She smiled. He should have known how stupid that was.

“Aren’t you both just adorable
?”

Narra turned at the sound of Klaus’s voice. He sneered at the pair of them, and narrowed his eyes. He had the look of a serpent ready to strike.

“Klaus,” Narra said. “What do you want?”

She looked over his shoulder in search of Claudia, who he was sure to have paired with, but she was nowhere to be found.

“Friends reunited at last… how quaint.” Klaus prowled into the library, his eyes dark as he made his way around the tables, directly towards her.

Narra’s fingers itched toward her knives. She couldn’t help it. She didn’t like the dangerous look in his eyes.

“I asked, what do you want?” she repeated with more force this time.

Klaus stopped inches in front of her. She heard Erik shift behind her, ready to back her up should the moment present itself. She appreciated the gesture, and the comfort she took in knowing Erik was there.

“You threatened my sister,” Klaus growled. He bared his teeth like an animal, which wrinkled his face into a twisted, ugly thing.

“And?” Narra raised an eyebrow
.

Klaus raised a finger to wag at her. “If you ever touch Claudia like that again, I don’t care what Guild law says, I will
 kill you.”

Hot rage spilled through her chest suddenly, forcing her to take a quick breath. She stepped forward, forcing him to stumble back a step. Narra grabbed the front of his cloak and yanked him closer, so she could make sure he heard her clearly.

“You’re awfully brave for a man in love with his sister,” Narra spat. It was only a rumor, but from the flash of guilt in his eyes, she wasn’t sure that she was wrong. “Threaten me again, Klaus, and I’ll gut you like the spineless snake you are.”

Klaus’s face twisted in fury. Narra pushed him back and released his cloak.

The Commander of the Pocks narrowed his eyes at her, a growl on his lips. “You’ve crossed me and the Guild for the last time, Rheka.”

Narra raised her chin in challenge. She would not let him scare her. He was only angry and afraid because he knew should the time come, she would make good on her promise.

Klaus glanced over her shoulder at Erik, and then backed from the room. Only when he reached the door did he turn his back on them. Then he was gone.

Once his footsteps had retreated down the hall, Narra took a deep breath to calm her anger.

“What in Srah’s name was that?” Erik asked.

Narra shook her head. “A problem for another damn day.”
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arra and Erik returned to the manor’s courtyard sometime later. From what they’d seen, it was clear no one had resided in the house for a long, long
 time. They’d found an old weapon cache in a storage closet, and some training material in the garage, but other than that, there was nothing strange on the premises. Such a fact was confirmed when they met with the other commanders.

August sat on the edge of the drained stone fountain. He leaned on his cane, and blinked rapidly every few minutes as if trying to keep himself awake.

“So the manor is useable,” August said. “Excellent. We’ll make it our base of operations for now, as long as my members don’t come back with any unsettling information.”

“Are you sure that’s wise?” Klaus said. “It was provided by a traitor.”

Narra stepped forward to slap him or snap at him, but August held up a hand.

“Rheka has been loyal to this Guild since the day she was born,” August began. “She might have made some questionable decisions, 
but we’ll deal with that later. For now, we have a place to stay and rest.”

“We’ll send for the rest of the Thieves,” Graves said. “We can make camp in the lower rooms for now until we get this place cleaned up.”

“Great idea, Graves,” August said. “Anyone else staying the night? I don’t think I’ll be making the trek back to Rova City today.”

The commanders exchanged looks.

“I’ll stay,” Graves said. “Might as well get some rest so I can put this lot to work tomorrow.”

“I will as well,” Clint said. He looked at the steepled roof, instead of at the others, seeming lost in thought.

Narra wondered what he was thinking about. He didn’t look concerned, or angry, not that Clint showed many emotions. They had that in common, which is one of the reasons why she’d always gotten along with the man.

“I’m heading back,” Narra said.

“I have to check on my holdings,” Claudia said. It was the first thing she’d said since they left the city.

“I’ll go too,” Klaus said.

“All right, you might as well travel together then,” August said.

Narra and Klaus looked at each other with narrowed eyes.

“Fine,” Claudia said.


Well this should be interesting
.

“We’ll meet back here in two days time for a commander meeting,” August added before they could leave.

“Two days,” Narra agreed.
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Narra,
 Erik, Claudia and Klaus descended into the dark passage back to Rova City not long after.

Her heart thrummed with anxious energy. Though she was exhausted from the last day and a half without sleep, she couldn’t let 
her guard down, not while she was trapped inside a dark tunnel with the two commanders she was least fond of.

Any moment, Klaus could lunge for her. Though she’d hear it coming, she was afraid Erik might do something stupid to protect her. Even in his tired state, he was still deadly with a weapon, even if it was only one of her daggers.

Silence fell on the group for several long minutes. Though Narra wanted to increase her pace and get ahead of the two commanders, both Klaus and Claudia kept up, increasing and decreasing their speed as she did. It was infuriating. What were they planning? If they tried to kill her, they’d be tried and executed for crimes against the Guild.

But alone in a dark passage, they could make it look like an accident, and claim all sorts of things should both her and Erik fall.

Narra ground her teeth and curled her fists. She hated being stuck with them, even if it was only for an hour.

“I’ve had enough of the quiet,” Claudia said suddenly. Her voice was strained, and she sighed at the end of her words. “Someone, please
 speak. We aren’t in the dungeons any longer.”

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed and she looked at Erik to gauge his reaction. Aside from the stiffening of his jaw, she didn’t notice any other changes.

“So it was quiet in the dungeons?” Narra surprised herself by asking.

“Yes,” Claudia said. “When there wasn’t puking, pissing and shitting, it was as quiet as the grave.”

Narra twisted her face in disgust. She couldn’t even imagine living in that kind of filth for a week.

When no one said anything else, Claudia sighed dramatically. “Must I be the only one to speak?”

“I don’t have anything to say, sister,” Klaus grumbled.

“Rheka,” Claudia started. “Please. Tell us what we’ve missed or about these damned assassins you’re working with or something
.”

Narra exchanged a look with Erik. She was definitely not going to discuss the Daughters of Ashra with the likes of Claudia
.

“Well.” Narra cleared her throat. “You should definitely read the papers when you get the chance.”

Erik snorted. It was such a terrible joke, it was hardly even worth saying.

“That’s very helpful, Rheka,” Claudia snapped.

Narra shrugged. “Let’s see… the Emperor is dead. His two eldest daughters are on trial for his murder. They’ve been found guilty, though Marina is the true snake in the garden.”

The footsteps behind her stopped, and even Erik froze where he stood.

“What
?” Claudia hissed.

Narra looked back at them. “Right. This is news to you all.”

She didn’t realize how much of a shock it’d be to learn of the death of the emperor. She’d assumed they’d probably heard it from the guards in the dungeon, but apparently not.

“Marina’s coronation will be soon, I imagine,” Narra continued dryly. “She’ll be the next Empress of Rova.”

“Emperor’s Ancestors
,” Erik said.

“You should really read the Chronicle tomorrow.”

After a moment of silence, they continued their trek back to the city.

“What else have we missed?” Erik asked this time.

Narra looked up as she thought. “The hangings and general civil unrest have gotten worse. The Church of Srah now preaches in the streets, and has aligned with the next empress. Their High Priest has been murdered and the entire country is wondering whether it was because of Ashra’s wrath, or if Srah has abandoned them.”

“You say that so casually,” Erik remarked.

Narra shrugged. “Honestly, it has all been the least of my worries.”

“And what about these Daughters of yours?” Claudia asked coldly. Venom dripped from her tongue. “How could you agree to join those assassins when you’re already a Commander of the Thieves Guild?”

“Don’t you see how this reflects on all of us?” Klaus added. “Next 
thing you know, we’ll be getting contracts for assassinations because of you.”

“It’s none of our business why she joined,” Erik snapped.

Narra’s fists clenched as she spun on the two commanders. “How could I agree to join them?” she mocked. “You’re serious? I had no other damned choice!”

Claudia sneered. “Really? No choice but to kill? How very like you, Rheka.”

Narra took a step forward, and Klaus flung out an arm to shield his sister. “When I say I had no other choice, I mean it.” Her voice was cold, and hissed between her teeth. “Either I joined the Daughters and saved the Guild, or didn’t and let you all die
.”

Claudia’s eyes widened and she stepped back, startled.

“So when I tell you I had no other choice, believe me. If there was another way, I would have taken it.” Narra looked between the two, making sure they understood the severity of her words. She’d already told Erik; either she joined the Daughters or they killed her. There had literally been no other choice unless she wanted to meet Ashra a whole other way.

When no one said anything else for a long minute, Erik cleared his throat. “We should get going.”

Narra nodded, and took one last look at the two commanders before she turned away. Though Klaus continued to regard her as if she was the enemy, something shone in Claudia’s eyes—something like respect.

Narra sighed. She really needed sleep. Her mind had to be playing tricks on her again.
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The Thieves parted
 ways the moment they arrived in Rova City. Claudia and Klaus took off into the shadows of East Gardens, while Narra and Erik made their way around the lavish suburbs. It was well past noon, and Patrolmen would be out in their usual formation. It wasn’t safe for any of them to be in this part of the city
.

She cursed herself for not thinking to bring a second grappling hook. If she had been thinking more clearly, she’d have brought one and they could have sailed back to her apartment in minutes.

Instead, it took the better part of several hours on foot to reach the Criminal District. By the time they entered Narra’s apartment, her feet were sore, and her entire body sagged with fatigue.

“You look about as bad as I feel,” Erik said as Narra flung the locks on the front door.

“Thanks
,” Narra said sarcastically.

Erik grinned and made his way into the kitchen after kicking off his boots and tossing his cloak over the back of the couch. He rummaged through the cabinets until he found a clean mug, then filled it with water. He drank two full cups and washed his face before wiping his face on a dishtowel.

“I’m going to bed,” Narra said. “You should clean up.”

Erik laughed. “That bad huh?”

Narra looked him up and down. His clothes were baggier than usual, since he’d borrowed a pair of Alden’s, but even under the clean clothes, she could still smell the faint odor of the dungeons. She imagined he’d have to bathe a few times and scrub his hair vigorously to fully be rid of the stench.

“Yes,” she said.

Erik flashed his teeth and took a step toward her, arms spread wide open. “Why don’t you come in for a hug then? Get one last good whiff?”

Narra reeled back. “No thank you!”

“Come on!” Erik rushed forward, and before she could flee back to her room, he gripped her hard.

Narra struggled to get out of his iron grip. “Enough!”

Erik laughed, and soon Narra was smiling, and not struggling quite so hard. She couldn’t believe he was finally back. It seemed like forever since she’d last seen him, and finally her other half had returned.

“All right, I’ll get cleaned up.” Erik hooked a thumb over his 
shoulder toward the bathroom. “Do you mind if I borrow some of your dad’s clothes?”

Narra’s smile fell, and her heart lurched painfully. She’d hardly thought about Quinn since all of this had begun. What would he think of her now?

“Sure,” she said. She stepped out of his grip.

Erik raised a questioning brow, his smile fading. “Are you certain?”

She nodded. “Yes.”

“I’ll see you in the morning then,” he said.

Narra sighed. Finally, she was going to get some much-needed sleep. “Good night.”

“Good night, Narra.”
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arra awoke the next morning to the scent of eggs and bacon frying. She blinked heavy eyelids, her mind slowly pulling from the darkness of sleep. It smelled amazing. Better than anything she’d eaten in weeks. Narra had never been one for cooking. She’d always relied on her father or Erik in that area. Erik’s mother had taught him when he was young, and he’d made Narra dinner hundreds of times growing up. With her father almost always too drunk to cook, she’d been lucky to have him.

She licked her lips and stretched, easing the knots from her limbs. She relaxed back on her pillow, her mountain of orange hair spilling over her shoulder. It nearly strangled her every night, but she couldn’t imagine getting rid of the one connection she still had to her mother.

As the haze of sleep slowly faded, Narra’s eyebrows furrowed. Someone was cooking breakfast in her apartment?

She hadn’t had any food in the cupboards or fridge—nothing but rice and molding potatoes at least.

She slowly got up, and slipped on a pair of leather pants and a loose cotton button down. She holstered a long dagger around her 
thigh, just in case, and left the rest of her weapons sitting atop her dresser.

If she was right, Erik was on the other side of the door, cooking up a feast he’d probably stolen from the market while she slept.

Narra sighed and shook her head. She couldn’t believe him. After all he’d been through, the first thing he did was make breakfast. He should be sleeping—recovering from the awful ordeal in the dungeons.

She cracked the door to her room and peered through. The hall was dark as usual, but light spilled from the kitchen. She eased the door open and crossed the hall in a few steps.

As expected, Erik stood over the gas burners Quinn had installed several years ago. A tiny blue light danced below a deep cast-iron pan. Bacon and eggs sizzled side by side, and Narra’s stomach growled uncontrollably.

Her cheeks heated, and she held a hand over her stomach.

Erik looked over his shoulder and grinned. “Good morning.”

Narra wiped her mouth, just in case she’d been drooling. She was definitely salivating at the divine smells filling her home. “Morning.”

“Hungry?” Erik turned back to face the burners. Two plates sat next to him on the counter, a fork on each, and glasses of orange juice already poured from a pitcher.

Narra gasped and rushed forward. “Where did you get oranges this time of year?”

She gripped the glass of sloshing orange juice. Tiny bubbles swirled on top, and the cold glass chilled her fingers. She inhaled the sweet, but tart scent of oranges, and a shiver passed down her spine as she took a sip.

Erik chuckled. “Taily had a few left in her own kitchen. I didn’t think she’d mind if I borrowed some.”

Narra gaped at him. “Borrowed
?”

“All right, stole
.”

“That sounds more believable.”

Erik laughed before he shut off the burner and piled eggs and bacon onto each plate. He brought them both over to the small 
kitchen table, and sat them down before grabbing his glass of orange juice and the pitcher that still remained half-full.

“Taily will kill you if she finds out,” Narra said. She took a seat opposite from him, sipping on the tart sweetness of her beverage.

Erik shrugged. “She could try.”

Narra rolled her eyes. Taily owned a small grocery store in the Criminal District. It was just on the edge between the seedier parts of the city and the Shopping District, giving her good business. The middle-aged woman was married to a thief. Narra and Erik had been stealing from her since they were nine.

They ate in silence, the pleasant, easygoing stillness she missed about her time with Erik. He never forced conversation, and instead let her be until something genuine came to him.

She was halfway through breakfast when she realized the Rova Chronicle laid bound in twine on the far end of the kitchen counter.

“Oh, you got the paper,” she said. Narra grabbed it before taking her seat again. She carefully pulled the pages from the twine loop before snapping them out to view the front page.

FOREIGN ROYALTY ARRIVES FOR THE PRINCESS’ CORONATION.

The headline made her stomach drop and her gut sour. She was no longer hungry. Narrowing her eyes at the page, she quickly scanned the article.

“What is it?” Erik asked.

She glanced up over the paper’s edge to see her friend’s large curious eyes. “They’ve set a date for Marina’s coronation.”

Now that she thought of it, royal delegates had already been arriving for a couple of days. That’s the only way she’d met Srah, which she still couldn’t believe. She shook her head. She still had to explain that one to Erik, but she wasn’t sure he’d believe her.

“Lovely,” Erik said dryly. “When is it?”

“Less than a week from today,” Narra said. She finished the article, reading a long list of foreign delegates who were coming to see 
the next empress receive her crown. There was of course the Duchess of the Wells, the last Princess of Rupa, and a slew of other names and titles she didn’t recognize. Even Kiznaiver was sending an ambassador, though Narra wasn’t sure how well that’d go over.

Her fingers clenched around the pages as she took in an interview from the princess herself on all the new policies she intended to implement, as well as how she intended to get the Church more involved with Rova’s politics.

Heat pushed through her chest until her hands shook and the paper wrinkled. Marina was so cocky about it all. She thought she’d won. In less than a week she’d be crowned empress, and that would be that. She’d own this country and everyone in it.

Narra sighed. What would Marina on the throne mean for their country? Getting the Church involved in politics was the very thing that split the continent apart in the first place. Three centuries ago, Rova, Kiznaiver and Talcotta had all been ruled as one realm, under the monarchy. But when the death of the Last King came, his General of Armies, High Priest, and Head Advisor all couldn’t agree on how the kingdom should be run.

A brutal war broke out which split the realm into three empires. The general, Norac Kolarova, founded the Rovan Empire. He was a warlord who abolished most of religion, while Aurelius Kiznaiver, the High Priest, created the Kiznaiver Empire, leading it under the Church of Srah, and eventually passed it down to his eldest daughter, Leona, who was the first High Priestess to become empress. Though the man she named as her own High Priest later assassinated her, she had a relatively peaceful start to her reign, and tried vehemently to return some semblance of kinship to the three countries.

The last of the realm was taken by Anora Talcotta, a woman far ahead of her time. She created the first democracy in the known world, and had much of her woodlands taken because of her peaceful nature. She was left with the icy mountains and tundra on the north-easternmost edge of the continent, and not much has been heard since Leona’s High Priest, Kalren, overthrew the Kiznaiver Empire and took as much from Talcotta’s lands as he could
.

Would Marina return Rova to the Time of Kings? Would she divide her own country because of her religious beliefs?

Narra shook her head. She hoped not. Another divide would only mean war, and that was the last thing the empire needed.

“Narra?” Erik said.

She looked up, blinking from her thoughts. She’d been so wrapped up in the article and her thoughts that she’d crumpled half the newspaper. “Yes?”

“Are you all right?”

Narra bit her lip. “I don’t know.”

“What is it?”

Narra lowered the paper. She opened and closed her mouth as she tried to find the words to say. How did she explain to her best friend all that had gone on with Marina, Asher, and Avalon? She wasn’t sure how she felt about any of them, yet they had all worked together at different points for different goals.

All she was certain of was that she didn’t want to see Marina on the Rovan throne. She wanted revenge, and stealing the one thing Marina held most dear would be the best way to get it.

“It’s a lot to explain,” Narra said finally.

Erik sighed. “Look, I know you’re keeping things from me. You always do. But remember, I can help you.”

Narra worked her jaw back and forth. “I know.”

“Then tell me what’s been going on.”

Narra took one last look at the paper, her gaze grazing articles on the High Priest’s death confirming the existence of Ashra, and how the princesses’ trial was done and an execution day set. She set the paper aside, and told him all of it. All about Asher, his son, and what she’d done to him. All about Marina, and their stolen kisses, and how Narra had used the princess’s feelings against her to steal back Asher’s birth certificate, only to have to give it back in order to free them all. Then there was Avalon, sister of the prophet, and pirate captain. Narra told him about how they’d helped each other, and how they’d almost gotten Caroline back, only to have her stolen away again
.

Of course, eventually Caroline had been freed with the Thieves, all thanks to Narra. She hoped Caroline had made it to the City Docks okay.

Erik sat back in his chair, stunned by it all.

Heat flushed her skin. She was embarrassed, even sharing all of this with her best friend. She had no idea what he might think about her attraction to women as well as men, or what any of it might mean. Were her feelings wrong? Or had she simply not met anyone like her before?

“Wow,” Erik said.

“Wow?” Narra huffed. “That’s all you’re going to say?”

Erik chuckled. “Just give me a moment to process.”

Narra squirmed in her seat. She wanted to know what he was thinking, and she didn’t want to wait. Though she’d always been a patient person, this was one thing she had a hard time waiting for.

“I can see why you’d be interested in the princess. Her and her sisters might have been conjured from Ashra’s Hells, they’re so hot.”

Narra gasped in surprise, and then laughter burst from her chest. What the hell had she been thinking? Erik would never judge her, especially not for her sexual preferences.

“You aren’t wrong,” she said when she’d finally calmed down.

Erik flashed a smile, but worry clouded his eyes. “So you want revenge? Is that it?”

Narra’s elation popped, and she nodded. “Yes.”

He sighed. “I don’t really think the empire’s affairs are our business, but if it’s revenge you want, I’m not letting you go alone.”

Narra’s eyebrows flew up. “You’ll help me?”

Erik regarded her with a look
. “Obviously.”

A smile tugged at the corners of her lips. “I should have known.”

He grinned. “You really should have.”
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Narra’s boots
 clicked on the slick cobblestone as she descended toward the pier. Erik walked alongside her, smelling much better 
than he had yesterday. They both wore their full thief outfits: leather, cloaks, and a plethora of weapons. It felt good to have it all strapped to her again, ready to take on anything with her best friend by her side.

Once they’d finished breakfast, they’d spent some time catching up on the news before taking turns bathing. Dressed and ready, they flew over the rooftops of Rova City by dinnertime with a new plan in mind.

If Narra and Erik were going to stop Marina’s coronation, they needed help, and given Narra had done a big
 favor for Avalon, she still had her own favor to cash in with the pirate captain.

“Do you think she’ll be happy to see you?” Erik nudged her with his elbow and waggled his eyebrows at her.

Narra narrowed her eyes. “It isn’t like that.”

Erik grinned from ear to ear. “Or is it
?”

Narra barely resisted rolling her eyes. They passed the warehouse she’d been landing on for the last week during her many visits to the pirate ship, and descended to the wharf. The docks trembled as they stepped onto them.

She braced her legs and core, balancing much easier than she had last week, and made her way up to the plank set against the edge of the large ship.

Erik whistled as he appraised the carved mermaid on the bow, with long hair barely concealing her exposed breasts. “Damn, that’s some fine work.”

“Would you hurry up?” Narra snapped.

Erik gave her a sheepish smile as he jogged up the plank. They’d barely stepped off onto the ship when a familiar sword was pointed their way.

“This has got to stop,” Narra said, deadpanned. Every time she visited, the same pirate, Derrick, pointed his blade at her throat. He was lucky she didn’t grab it and turn it on him.

“State ‘yer business,” he growled.

“We’re here to see the captain,” Narra said.

“Is he serious?” Erik chuckled
.

Narra exchanged a look with Erik. “Unfortunately.”

“I’m surprised you haven’t gutted him yet,” Erik said.

“Me too,” the familiar, dark purr came from the passageway at the back of the ship. Avalon appeared from the shadows, a large grin on her face. “Rheka. How lovely to see you again.”

Avalon crossed the deck and bumped her crewman aside with her hip before enveloping Narra in her arms. “Thank you for bringing Caroline back to me.”

Narra’s cheeks heated. Avalon was as warm as the sun pressed against her chest. She squeezed Narra’s shoulders hard and buried her face against her hair.

Narra didn’t miss Erik’s amused chuckle, or the delicious smell of strawberries wafting from Avalon’s hair. When the pirate woman finally pulled back, Narra was dizzy and her cheeks were set aflame.

“You’re welcome,” Narra said quietly, trying and failing to hide her embarrassment.

“Who is this?” Avalon motioned at Erik. She didn’t share the same warmth with Erik as she did with Narra.

“Erik,” he said. He gave the captain a mocking bow and wink.

Narra wasn’t at all surprised when Avalon rolled her eyes and turned away. “Come and join me,” Avalon said. “Bring your friend if you must.”

Erik’s face went slack as he looked between the two women. Narra hardly held back her grin. Erik was not
 used to his charms being brushed away by women. He was a handsome man, and he knew it.

Narra poked him in the ribs as she walked past her friend to follow Avalon to her chambers. By the time they stepped into the familiar room, Erik had finally stopped muttering about what it was he’d done wrong.

“Sister!” Caroline bounced up from the bed at the back of the large captain’s quarters. “You’ve finally brought her back so I can thank her!” The short woman passed her sister in a few bounds and grabbed Narra’s hands. “Thank you
 for saving me from that wretched princess. I’m so glad to be free of her.
”

Narra smiled at the genuine glimmer of thanks in Caroline’s eyes. “You’re welcome.”

“Please, you must stay for dinner so we can thank you properly,” Avalon said. She motioned them both further in. On the left hand side of the chamber a large table for six was bolted to the floor, a bench on either side and a chair at each end.

Narra looked back at Erik, but he was looking into the shadows of Avalon’s bed, his eyes wide and his eyebrows high. She followed his gaze to find Kaja the tiger lurching from beneath the comforter, spilling pillows onto the floor as she prowled onto the hardwood, her lips drawn back in a snarl.

“What in Srah’s name is that?” Erik asked, his voice small.

Both Rupan women looked back at the giant cat. Avalon grinned and laughed while Caroline went to Kaja’s side.

“This is Kaja,” Caroline said. She pouted as she knelt next to the tiger and hugged its thick neck. “And she’s a beautiful tiger.”

Kaja rumbled a purr as Caroline rubbed her ears.

“You don’t need to be afraid of her unless you intend to harm us,” Avalon said. “Though I’d keep your distance. She isn’t very fond of men.”

Narra raised an eyebrow. She hadn’t known that.

Kaja looked between them all, hardly seeming to care that Narra was there any longer, but still she glared at Erik.

“Why is that?” Narra asked, curious.

Avalon’s amused smile fell. “She was abused as a cub, locked up for the pleasure of humans, and injured every time she did something her owner didn’t like.”

Narra’s heart clenched. “That’s terrible.”

Avalon nodded grimly. “It was. That’s why I took her from that awful place. I’d have given her back to the wilds, but she was far too tame to survive out there.”

Caroline smiled back at her sister as she rubbed Kaja’s scruff. “You did good, Sis.”

Avalon smiled. “Thanks, Cari.”

Caroline stood, but Kaja didn’t leave her side, even as she went 
over to the dinner table and took a seat at the head of the table. “I still can’t believe you named her after Kaji.”

Narra looked between the sisters. They looked so alike, but the age difference was obvious now that Caroline was cleaned up and back in regular clothes. They had to be nearly ten years apart, putting Caroline at roughly twenty years old.

“Cari,” Avalon warned.

Caroline didn’t look up from her plate, which was silver and empty, but she traced the delicate carved pattern along the edge with the tip of her finger. “I was just saying.”

“Who’s Kaji?” Narra asked.

Avalon snapped her teeth shut with an audible click.

“Her daughter,” Caroline said.

Narra’s eyebrows shot up. Before she could say anything, Erik asked, “You have a daughter?”

Avalon looked away out the curved windows lining the side of the room. Though thick violet curtains shielded most of the outside world, some remained parted on the ocean side next to the dining table. “I did, once.”

Again, her heart squeezed painfully. “I’m sorry,” Narra said.

Avalon sighed and shook her head. “It was a long time ago.”

She remembered now in the heat of the moment when Avalon had saved her from Asher in the hospital. The pirate had said she’d had a daughter once, and that she was dead now, but killing the man responsible hadn’t brought her any solace. Her daughter was still dead, as was Asher’s son.

The tension grew heavy until only Kaja’s purring drowned out the lapping of waves on the side of the ship.

“Come sit,” Avalon said. She motioned to the table before going back outside. She only leaned out the door for a moment, exchanging whispers with someone on the other side before she went to sit on the bench near Caroline.

When the pirate captain was seated, Narra and Erik exchanged a quick look before they joined them.

They sat in silence for some time until Avalon’s crew delivered 
dinner, and then left. Kaja rumbled as she rubbed her head against Caroline’s arm, making the young woman giggle.

“Traitor,” Avalon whispered. Her lips curved in an amused smile as she eyed the tiger.

Caroline grinned. “She’s always loved me more.”

“Not true.”

“Well, maybe not.” Caroline sighed wistfully. “I can’t wait to return to Rupa. I miss my pet.”

“You know Kaja isn’t a pet, Cari,” Avalon scolded.

“I know. She’s a companion
, or whatever you want to call her.” Caroline rolled her eyes.

Narra watched the two sisters with amusement. It had been a long time since she’d seen two people act in such a nice, carefree way.

They ate dinner and chatted idly for some time, until they were done and their plates were taken away. When they finally relaxed with mugs of foreign red wine in hand, Avalon finally turned to Narra with a surprised look in her eyes.

“I just realized something,” the pirate said. “I never asked you why you came.”

Narra’s breath hitched. She’d almost forgotten as well. She’d been so preoccupied with all she was learning about the pirate and her sister that she’d forgotten her and Erik had come to visit Avalon with a purpose.

“Oh yes.” Narra swallowed the lump in her throat. “I need to call upon my favor.”

Avalon’s relaxed expression grew hard, and she quickly removed her boots from atop the table, suspicion creeping into her eyes. “Oh? And what is it you want?”

Narra bit the inside of her cheek. She hated to ask after such a lovely evening, but she had no choice. “I need your help to bring down the soon-to-be empress of Rova.”
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ou want to dethrone Marina before she’s even started her reign?” Avalon asked. She’d already rephrased herself several times in an effort to make sense of Narra’s request.

“Yes,” Narra said. She didn’t need to explain why. Avalon already knew much of their history, or had probably guessed most of it.

Avalon worked her jaw back and forth. “You know I want revenge against that wretched girl for taking my sister, but I had planned on returning to Rupa with Caroline.”

Narra bit the inside of her cheek to keep from saying something she might regret. Instead, she took a deep breath. “Please, I need your help with this.”

Avalon looked back at Caroline. “I can’t, Rheka. I need to get back to Orillia. Please understand.” She paused to look back at Narra. “You should come with us and escape all of this mess with the empire and the Daughters.”

Erik shot Narra a sharp look. “You told her about that?”

Narra narrowed her eyes at him. “Yes. I had to in case I ended up dead.”

Erik blanched.

“You should strongly consider this, Rheka,” Avalon continued. “I 
know how much your Thieves mean to you, but do you really want to remain here in all of this chaos?”

Narra met Avalon’s eyes, which sparked even in the low light. She wanted to genuinely consider Avalon’s offer of escape. Leaving to Rupa would mean she’d no longer have to deal with her potential punishment from the Thieves, or with Marina’s coming reign, or the assassins lurking in the shadows.

But she couldn’t seriously consider it, because Erik was free, and Alden was still missing, and she wasn’t going anywhere without them.

“I’m sorry, I can’t,” Narra said.

Avalon sighed. “I understand.”

“But you still owe me that favor,” Narra continued.

Avalon’s jaw hardened.

“Sis, it’ll be fine,” Caroline said. “We can stay and help.”

Avalon glanced sharply at her sister. “No. You’ll be heading back to Rupa in the morning. Alone.”

“What
?” Caroline gasped.

“I won’t let you stay here and risk you being taken again. You’re going back to Rupa.”

“You can’t be serious!” Caroline scoffed.

“I am quite
 serious, Caroline.”

Caroline blinked in surprise. Narra had a feeling that the younger sister wasn’t used to Avalon using her full name.

“I won’t go,” Caroline said. She folded her arms in defiance. “This woman saved me, and it’s the least I can do.”

Avalon stood suddenly, slamming her palms on the table. “You will do as I say, Caroline.”

Caroline’s eyes went wide like saucers. She didn’t say a word, and after a tense moment of silence, Avalon sat back down.

Narra exchanged an awkward glance with Erik. She hadn’t meant to step on anyone’s toes, but they really did need the help. Bringing down the next empress wasn’t going to be easy.

“We’ll discuss this later,” Avalon told Caroline more quietly this time
.

Caroline nodded, and avoided their gazes as she scratched Kaja’s ears. When the purring returned to fill the silence, Narra relaxed slightly.

“So what’s your plan?” Avalon asked.

“We’ll need to meet with Asher again soon to work up a new plan of attack,” Narra said. Erik’s shoulders stiffened. He didn’t like the general, which was understandable given the man had framed Narra for murder. “I’m sure there will be another way to prove Marina isn’t fit to rule, and Asher is our best bet.”

Avalon dipped her chin. “All right. We might as well go tonight, then.”

Narra looked at Erik, who was avoiding her eyes. “That’s fine.”

Avalon stood. “If you’ll give my sister and I a moment, we can leave in a few minutes.”

Narra nodded and stood. Erik followed, and they left Avalon’s chambers in tense silence.

She slipped down the hall past Derrick, who scowled at her the entire way, and went out onto the deck. Salty air brushed her hair back, and Narra squinted into the wind.

“You really think the general will help us dethrone his niece?” Erik asked.

Narra looked over her shoulder. “He was willing to before.”

“And you think he still is?”

“I imagine so.”

Erik looked out to sea. This late at night, the ocean was black below a starless night sky. With the cloud cover so thick, it blocked out nearly all light from the heavens. If it weren’t for the gas lamps on deck, and out on the City Docks, they’d be cast in total darkness.

“What’s wrong?” Narra asked when Erik didn’t continue.

“It’s nothing,” he said.

That was doubtful. Erik always had his concerns, and she knew a lot of them were about her. Irritation pricked at her skin and sent a small wave of heat to her fingertips. She appreciated Erik’s concern, but he was only being overprotective now. She’d met with Asher many times in the past, and today would be no different
.

“Ready to go?” Avalon said. She walked across the deck, back in more casual clothing with a thick wool cloak wrapped around her shoulders.

Narra nodded.

“Then let’s head out.” Avalon led the way off the deck and down the plank to the dock. Narra followed, and Erik trailed after her.

As they walked up the street in silence, Narra was again left wishing she’d brought an extra grappling hook. If she was going to continue hanging out with the pirate captain, she’d need to teach the woman how to fly with one. Walking across the entire town was getting tiresome.
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Narra’s boots
 crunched the dried leaves on the other side of the wall surrounding Asher’s home in East Gardens. It had taken several hours to cross the city, and with tense silence reigning, it hadn’t been a quick trip.

She stepped away from the wall in time for Erik to land beside her. They’d already helped Avalon over first, and the pirate waited at the trellis, the same way they’d taken to break into Asher’s home last time.

Narra took the lead, scurrying up the vine-covered trellis in moments before flinging herself over the railing onto the patio atop the sunroom on the first floor. She didn’t bother flattening herself to the ground. Instead, she pulled out her lock picks from the pocket on her thigh, and deftly slipped them inside the lock.

Asher hadn’t upgraded security since the last time she was here, and with a few quick flicks of her wrist, the door clicked open. She didn’t enter just yet. Instead, she clung to the shadows and waited as Erik and Avalon joined her a couple minutes later. It took Avalon the longest to get up, something she’d been anticipating. Erik, however, wore an irritated expression the second he reached her side.

Narra bit her lip on an amused smile, but Erik must have caught it forming as he glowered at her
.

“We have two more minutes before patrol passes,” Avalon whispered. She was the one keeping track of time, while the Thieves did the rest.

“Excellent,” Narra said. She cracked the door to peer inside. Warm light spilled from Asher’s bedroom door instead of the study.

Hm. That was a first.

Was the general still awake?

Narra slipped inside, opening the door just enough for her to get through. Avalon was quick to join her, and Erik brought up the rear, shutting the door with a quiet click
. The second the door was shut, a groan pierced the quiet. Heavy breathing came from down the hall.

She tilted her head, and her eyebrows furrowed. It took her a second longer than it should have to understand what was going on, and once she did, her cheeks heated and her eyes flew wide.

Asher wasn’t alone tonight. He was with
 someone. In his bedroom. At night.


Emperor’s ancestors
.

Narra backpedalled a step, a myriad of emotions washing through her. She bumped into Avalon, who grunted in surprise before her hip knocked the hall table. Its clawed feet scraped across the wooden floor and a vase tipped off the edge and fell toward the ground. A few inches before it hit, Erik caught it. He met her wild gaze with wide eyes of his own.


Thank Srah
.

The moaning stopped.

“What was that?” a breathy female voice asked.

Narra stared at the ceiling. She couldn’t believe this was happening. She’d snuck into Asher’s home several times now, and not once had he had company, let alone this
 kind of company.

“What do we do?” Avalon whispered feverishly.

Narra sighed. “Nothing. Just wait.”

Shuffling filled the quiet left by her words, and seconds later, the door to Asher’s bedroom flung open. The general stepped out in only a robe, a sword in one hand and a lamp in the other.

His brow was furrowed with determination, but relaxed the 
moment his gaze landed on her. Narra quirked an eyebrow and relaxed her weight onto one hip, crossing her arms as she silently asked him what the hell he thought he was doing.

Flames of irritation rushed through her chest. She’d thought he was still upset, distraught even, over the loss of his son. Every time he showed up to see her, or she to see him, that’s all he seemed to care about. And yet, there he was, bedding some woman.

“What are you doing here?” Asher growled once he’d regained his composure.

Narra rolled her eyes. “We need to talk.”

“Can’t you see I’m busy?”

Narra looked him over, and heat rushed to her face when she realized his robe was tented.

“It’s important,” she said, but her voice was strained. She wasn’t used to being embarrassed, and couldn’t say she cared for it, or any of the other things she was feeling right now. The embers of her anger were building inside her, making her eyebrows furrow as she tried to figure out why.

Asher sighed. “Give me a minute.”

He gestured for them to go into the study, which they did. A few moments later, she heard quiet whispering in the next room. Then shuffling, and then the stairs creaked. Seconds later, the front door opened and shut, and the house was left in silence.

Narra paced the room once all was quiet. Heat swirled within her, clenching around her heart. It made her uncomfortable—all of this did. But why? Asher wasn’t anything to her. He certainly wasn’t her friend, let alone her lover. So why did she care that he was sleeping with someone? As a man, he had needs. Though she’d never explored her own, she was sure the same went for women.

She stopped pacing and stared at the shuttered window, trying to tame the wild feeling in her chest and breathe normally.

The door creaked open and Asher stepped inside. “What do you want?”

Narra closed her eyes for a second, taking a deep breath to regain 
her composure. She turned to face everyone. “We need your help to stop Marina’s coronation.”

Asher raised an eyebrow. “What about the birth certificate you claimed to have?”

Narra ground her teeth. She wanted to throttle him. “Gone.”

“Your only proof is gone
?” Asher sighed. “Then how to you expect me to help?”

Narra stalked forward until she stood face to face with him. She left a foot between them. It’d give her enough time and space if he made a move to reach for her, or attack her. Though she’d once trusted him not to do such a thing, she wasn’t sure if she could trust the general anymore.

“There have been several cases in the past where the crown wasn’t directly passed to an emperor’s child,” Narra said.

“Of course.” Asher’s eyebrows furrowed with confusion. “It happened a few times when there weren’t any heirs, or the children were illegitimate, or there was a coup.”

“Like with Willa the Wilted?” Erik asked, surprising her. She’d nearly forgotten he and Avalon were present.

Asher looked over at the thief, surprised as well. “Sort of. Willa was assassinated, so the crown went to her brother, who was next in line since Willa had no heirs.”

“But a coup could work?” Avalon asked.

Asher tilted his head as he thought. “Maybe. But if Marina doesn’t take the throne, there will be no direct line without proof of my legitimacy.”

An image of Marina tossing Asher’s real birth certificate into the fireplace flashed before her eyes. Her fists clenched, and she wanted so badly to hit something. “It all comes back to that damn certificate.”

“But even if there is no direct line of succession, we could still find a way to prove Marina isn’t fit to rule?” Avalon clarified.

Asher nodded. “Technically, yes, but that could throw the empire into chaos. Anyone with an ounce of royal blood would be vying for the throne.
”

Narra twisted her jaw. “But you have the most direct relation, even if the empire does think you’re a bastard.”

“True,” Asher said.

“Plus, you’d have the military on your side, right?” Erik said.

Narra hadn’t even thought of that. She had caused as much unrest within the military as she could. Most of Marina’s army might already see her as unfit, and with Asher as their General of Armies, they should have enough respect to back him.

“Maybe,” Asher said. “But I’ve been away for a week now. I’d have to investigate.”

Narra nodded. “Then do that in the morning.” Everything was coming together in her mind, like pieces of a puzzle fitting into place. “All we need to do is prove Marina is an unfit ruler in the eyes of the people. We cause a revolt before she can be crowned.”

“That shouldn’t be too hard with the tax hikes she’s already implemented,” Asher grumbled. “What a stupid idea that was.”

“If all else fails, we might be able to fuel the revolution Marina abandoned,” Narra added. “That, along with the military discontent already stirred, and we should be able to do it.”

“I’ll go to the Barracks tomorrow to gauge where everyone is at,” Asher said. “I’ll get back to you when I have more information.”

“All right,” Narra said. “We’ll wait on visiting the Revolution until we hear from you.”

“We meet tomorrow then,” Asher said.

“Tomorrow,” she agreed.
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arra kept to the shadows beneath the trees lining the sidewalk as she left East Gardens. Erik and Avalon were close behind, their steps nearly silent on the cobblestone.

Once they were out of the rich suburb, her breathing came easier and her back straightened. It always set her on edge knowing that Patrolmen could round the corner at any moment. Now that she knew the Daughters hideout was in East Gardens only worsened her nerves.

“I suppose this is where we part ways,” Erik said.

They stopped at the corner of the street by a trolley stop. The southern end of the street led down to the City Docks. It’d be the quickest way home for Avalon.

“I suppose it is,” Avalon said. Her voice sounded strained.

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed as she observed the pirate. Avalon looked at her, her lips parting and then closing as if she wanted to say something. When Avalon didn’t speak for a long minute, Narra looked awkwardly at Erik, who was looking between the two women as if they were tossing a ball back and forth and he was intent on seeing who dropped it first
.

“Until tomorrow.” Avalon turned on her heels and began the trek down the hill to the waterfront.

Narra watched her go. Avalon’s dark cloak swirled around her in the wind, and her dark curls danced and writhed almost like Ashra’s.

When she was out of earshot, Erik turned to Narra. “You really think we can trust them?”

Them. Avalon and Asher.

Narra shook her head. “Avalon, I think so. Asher, I’m not so sure.”

Erik regarded her with a serious look. She wasn’t used to seeing him so intense, and the darkness clouding his eyes startled her. “Do you have feelings for them? Is that why you want to trust them?”

Narra took a step back. Her heart raced and her eyes went wide. “What? You can’t be serious.”

He sighed. “I saw how you reacted when you found the general bedding someone else.”

“Someone else?” Narra scoffed. “As if I wished it were me
?”

Erik shrugged. “Well, do you?”

“Of course not!” Her cheeks heated and she spun away from her friend. “What a ridiculous thought.”

“There’s no judgement, Narra,” Erik said. “I just don’t want you to get hurt.”

His voice was edged with something unfamiliar. Narra clenched her fists at her sides and refused to turn until her racing heart slowed.

“I don’t care for him, Erik,” she lied.

Erik smiled ruefully. “You’ve always been a terrible liar.”

“I’m not lying,” Narra argued. “I don’t know what I feel, not for anyone. The only people I care for are you and Alden. There is no one else.”

“But we’re your family,” Erik said. “You can be interested in other people.”

Narra looked up at the clouded sky. She hated this conversation. It was unfamiliar and embarrassing. She didn’t talk about feelings
 with people. Not even Erik. The last time they’d spoken like this was when Erik had fallen in love for the first time. They’d been sixteen and Erik fancied one of their fellow initiates. Narra had been jealous 
for his attention, until Erik made sure Narra knew that he might love a woman, but Narra was his family, and she would always come first.

“I know,” she said after a long pause. “But I don’t have time for such foolishness.”

Erik chuckled. “You’re right. There will be time for lovers when we’ve dethroned a princess.”

Narra’s face reddened and she groaned. “Why must you say it like that?”

“What? Lovers?” Erik prodded her side, and grinned teasingly.

“Yes!” Narra stepped out of each.

“Would you prefer paramour or consort?”

“No!” Narra glared at him, only making Erik laugh.

“Then lovers it is.”

“You’re impossible.”

“But you love me.” Erik grinned, flashing his teeth.

“As one must
 love family,” Narra countered.

Erik gasped and held a hand over his heart. “You wound me!”

Narra rolled her eyes and pulled her grappling hook from her belt. “Yeah, yeah. Let’s go home.”

Erik wielded his hook as well and bowed before motioning to the rooftops. “After you, Milady.”

Narra simply shook her head and aimed her hook at a steeple. As soon as she was off the ground and her face out of Erik’s sight, a smile tugged at her lips and warmth spread through her entire body. She’d missed her best friend so much.
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Narra unlocked
 the front door to her apartment before stepping inside. A dim light came from the kitchen, flooding into the living room. She could barely make out the edge of the couch and pile of wood in the corner. She really needed to get rid of the remains of the coffee table one of these days.

Erik stepped in behind her, and locked the door as if he’d lived there his entire life
.

She unclipped her cloak from her shoulders and tossed it over the back of the couch before the creak of a floorboard met her ears.

The thieves froze in unison. Narra’s pulse raced and her heart pounded in her ears. She strained to hear another sound over their breathing.

“Good evening,” a voice said.

Erik leapt across the living room in two bounds, a dagger in hand and a growl on his lips.

Narra lurched after him, only to find Ria emerging from the shadows. “Wait!”

Erik sliced at the assassins face, but Ria leaned back out of the way. Before he could launch another attack, Ria had his wrist in hand, twisting it sharply until Erik cried out and his dagger clattered across the wood floor.

“Ria, stop!” Narra snapped. “Do not hurt him!”

Ria froze, his wrist still in hand and a dagger of her own pointed at the base of his neck. “Aw, you’re not fun, Narra.”

Erik’s eyebrows furrowed with confusion. He breathed heavily, but made no move to escape, not with Ria’s blade against his neck.

“Release him,” Narra commanded.

“My, oh my,” Ria purred. “Is there actually someone the great Commander Rheka fears losing?” Her voice was entirely mocking, and sent a burst of heat through Narra’s entire body.

“Release him
,” Narra repeated, her voice much lower this time. If Ria dared to harm Erik, she would pray for death by Narra’s hand.

Ria rolled her eyes. “You’re no fun.”

The assassin released Erik. He stumbled away, taking a quick few steps back before spinning to face his assailant. He shot a questioning look at Narra. “Who in Srah’s name is this?”

Narra sighed. “Ria. One of the Daughters of Ashra.”

Erik looked at Ria with wide eyes, while the assassin glowered at them both.

“You’ve told him of us?” Ria asked.

“Yes,” Narra said. “I was never told to keep the Daughters a secret.
”

Ria snarled. “I’m fairly certain it was implied
.”

Narra stepped forward to put herself between Erik and Ria. She narrowed her eyes on the assassin, daring Ria to try something.

Ria looked between them both, her dagger never leaving her hand, though at least she’d lowered it. “I’m here to deliver a message.”

Narra stiffened. What did she want this time? “Yes?”

“You are to meet with Ashra soon to discuss the rest of your obligations,” Ria said.

Narra’s hands fisted. “What obligations?”

Ria glanced at Erik. Obviously she distrusted him. “You’ll learn all you need to know when you visit Ashra. You have three days before I come to fetch you myself.”

“Fine,” Narra ground out between her teeth.

“Do not make Lady Death wait long. If I have to come for you, she will not
 be pleased.”

Narra took a deep breath, trying to calm the anger flaring inside of her. It was always something with these assassins. She’d thought she’d have more time before they called on her for another mission, or whatever it was Ashra wanted. “I’ll go myself, don’t worry.”

Ria nodded curtly. She gave Erik one last glare before she stepped back into the shadows of Quinn’s room, and then she was gone once more.

“What was
 that, Narra?” Erik grabbed the lamp from the kitchen and stepped into Quinn’s room. Once he was sure Ria was gone, he returned to the hall, a look of fear in his eyes.

“That, was Ria,” Narra said. “One of the Daughters of Ashra.”

Erik worked his jaw. “You said that already.”

“Then I don’t understand your question,” Narra said dryly.

Erik looked away from her, seeming to mull something over. “They’re real then?”

“The Daughters?”

“Yes.”

Narra nodded. “Yes, they’re real.”

Erik shook his head. “I can’t believe it.”

“I couldn’t either, at first.
”

“So everything the legends say about Lady Death’s handmaidens is true?” Erik asked.

“I’m not sure if everything
 is true, but they exist, and so does Ashra.”

“Emperor’s ancestors,” Erik cursed. “What the hell is happening to this empire?”

Narra shook her head. “I don’t know Erik, I really don’t.”
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he lid to the tunnel from Rova City to the Thieves’ new headquarters was open when Narra and Erik arrived the next day. Clouds darkened the sky, and thieves flew in and out, carrying bundles of weapons, ammunition, rations, and various other supplies.

Erik grabbed the arm of one of last year’s initiates as he tried to run past with a wild look in his eyes. “What’s going on?” Erik asked.

The boy yelped, startled by the sudden grab. “We’re bringing everything from the Den to the manor,” he explained. He wheezed for breath, and his cheeks were smudged with dirt.

Another young thief crawled out of the sewer then, dashing past them and disappearing through the trees.

“So the commanders must be happy with our new location,” Narra realized aloud. She had hoped it would be a good temporary spot, but if the Thieves were bringing all of the supplies left by the Patrolmen in the Den, then the commanders must be more content than she thought.

The boy nodded. “Yes. The commanders have had us running back and forth all night.
”

No wonder he looked so exhausted.

“Get some rest, will you?” Erik mussed the boy’s hair and then pushed him gently back in the direction he was headed.

“Yes, sir!” the boy squeaked before taking off.

“Sir,” Erik scoffed. “What am I? My father?”

Narra hid her smile behind her hand. Erik hated to be called sir. He thought it made him sound old. “Do I spy a gray hair?” She pretended to pluck a hair from his head until he slapped her hand away.

“Ha, ha. Very funny.”

Narra grinned and shook her head as they climbed down into the sewer. Nearly an hour later, after dodging dozens of running Thieves, they finally arrived at the manor.

They climbed up the ladder into the cellar, which was teaming with piles of supplies from the Den. She recognized the thief flags sticking from a box, and a package of cleaning oil and rags beside a bundle of throwing knives.

Two of the older Thieves, both from Graves’ Boomers, were cataloguing their supplies on clipboards. They were so deep in thought they didn’t even glance up as Narra and Erik passed to the stairs.

“Graves has really put them to work,” Erik said.

“It seems he has,” she agreed.

They reached the top of the stairs, and Narra led the way outside. Every thief in their ranks seemed to be running through the house, the sewers, or across the courtyard.

The front door was wide open, allowing Thieves to run in and out. Some wore masks, and wielded rags, brooms, or mops, while others had a wild look in their eyes like they’d just seen Claudia’s wrath. Narra remembered the look well. A widening of the eyes, coupled with a pale face, like they’d just seen death flash before their eyes.

Claudia must have been spearheading some part of the clean up or transport.

Narra spotted Graves standing next to the dry fountain at the 
center of the courtyard. He barked orders at a group clearing vines from the garage doors, using the military voice she remembered well.

They descended the front steps and made their way over to Graves. Narra wanted to know more about what was going on and how their progress was going. It seemed to be faring well. If things kept up like this, the entire Guild could move in by the end of the day.

“Graves,” Narra greeted.

Graves jumped, and spun to face her. “Rheka! You startled me.”

“Apologies.” It wasn’t the first time she’d accidentally snuck up on someone. “How is everything going?”

“Well,” he said gruffly. “Most of the first floor, including the kitchen, has been serviced, so we’re nearly up and running. We’ve all got members running back and forth between here and the Den to get what we can before Patrolmen descend about our hallowed halls.” His eyebrows lowered, making Narra think he might be sad to leave the old thief hall behind.

She couldn’t blame him. Having been raised in those halls, it made her a little sad to see it go.

“That’s good,” she said. “What about the rest of the manor?”

“Some of the second floor has been cleaned, and we should have enough rooms to house everyone by the end of the day. It’ll be a little cramped for a few days until we finish the rest of the house, but we’ll manage.”

Narra nodded her approval as she surveyed the yard. The vines were nearly clear from one of the three garage doors. She wondered who had lived here before the Daughters took over the property. They had to be rich to afford such an incredible home.

“Your old military training is coming in handy, huh?” Erik teased Graves.

Graves huffed. “I don’t know what you mean.”

Erik chuckled.

Narra glanced back at Graves. She hadn’t realized it before, but she probably could ask Graves about how her killings might affect the military
.

“Anyway,” Graves said. “We’ve been waiting for you, Rheka. It’s time to meet.”

She nodded, and filed her thought away for later. “All right.”

Narra said goodbye to Erik, and they agreed to meet up after the meeting. Graves gave over command to one of his subordinates and led the way back into the manor. They climbed the stairs along the left side of the foyer to the second floor, which was far brighter than the last time she’d seen it. Almost all of the doors were opened off the hall, and the windows must have been cleaned as bright daylight streamed into the hall from every door.

She appreciated the dark wood paneling and bronze sconces until Graves stopped at one of the closed doors. He opened it without knocking and stepped into a large conference room with a long wooden table and a dozen chairs sitting around it.

Windows lined the far end of the room, flooding the space with natural light. Four portraits lined either side of the room, two women and two men, none of which she recognized.

August sat at the head of the table, a new cane sitting atop the varnished wood and a dozen tiny screwdrivers, bolts, screws, and gears spilling across the table around him. Clint was oiling his daggers in the seat next to him, while Klaus and Claudia whispered amongst themselves until Graves and Narra stepped inside.

“She’s here,” Graves said.

The commanders looked up, and Narra glanced at Graves questioningly. There was something off in his voice that made her grow wary. Cold pooled in the pit of her stomach and her chest constricted.

“Ah, Rheka.” August looked up, his large goggles over his eyes instead of atop his head. He gave her a small smile beneath his bushy white moustache and pulled the goggles up onto his forehead. “You’ve made it.”

Narra nodded, not sure what else to say. Graves had said they were waiting for her, but from the tense air in the room, she had a feeling some kind of meeting had already went on without her.

It should make her angry, but it only made the dread inside her burn brighter
.

“Why don’t you take a seat?” August continued.

Narra glanced at either side of the table. She certainly wasn’t going to sit with the twins, so instead she went to sit by Clint, who hardly nodded hello.

“How do you like our new meeting place?” August asked. He gestured at the room.

It was quite lovely, and tastefully decorated with forest green wallpaper and gold accents. But it wasn’t the Guild Saloon, and it certainly wasn’t the Den. It smelled like pine trees and lye soap, instead of dirt, dust and booze.

“It’s nice,” Narra said, unsure what else to say.

“Why don’t we stop with the niceties and get to the meeting?” Klaus grumbled.

For once, she was in agreement.

August sighed. “Fine, fine. I think we should start with the handling of contracts.”

Klaus scoffed. “Why don’t we get right down to the main event instead?”

August glared at Klaus, silencing the commander. “We’ll start with the contracts.”

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed. What was Klaus talking about?

“Since Alden is still missing…” August looked at Narra for confirmation. She gave a quick nod. “Then we need someone else to be our frontman to receive contracts.”

“Whoever it is needs to be damn trustworthy,” Graves said.

“Certainly,” August agreed.

“We could have one of my businesses as the front,” Klaus suggested.

“That hardly seems fair,” Clint said, deadpanned. “How do we know your men won’t pick apart which contracts to accept before they go to the Guild Master?”

“He has a point,” August said.

“Why not ask Jin Nedan?” Narra asked. “He’s worked for us in the past.”

August looked at her in surprise. “That’s a great idea, Rheka.
”

Klaus scoffed. “And how do we know you haven’t already paid him off to skim the best contracts out from under us?”

Narra narrowed her eyes. “Call me a traitor one more time, Klaus.”

“Enough!” August snapped before things escalated as they usually did. “That’s enough.”

Narra and Klaus glared at each other but remained silent.

“I think we should contact the Guild Master,” Clint said. “We can’t very well make all of these decisions without informing him or her.”

Narra blinked in surprise, then quickly smoothed her expression. With the previous Guild Master, Quinn Reiner, dead, did that mean she
 was the next Guild Master?

She hadn’t had much time to think about it, but if what Alden had told her was correct, and Khlara had intended to pass the title down to Narra, then that meant she was meant to be the current Guild Master.

“That’s not a bad idea, Clint,” Graves said. “I’ve been thinking the same.”

“I have as well,” Claudia said.

Her heart raced. Should she tell them that she
 was the Guild Master? Or should she wait and see how this all played out?

“I think we’re getting ahead of ourselves,” Klaus said. He glared triumphantly at Narra. “We still have a traitor in our midst, and one of our main points today is to decide on Rheka’s punishment.”

Narra’s heart lurched. She’d nearly forgotten. Though it hadn’t been said directly, the Thieves did need to decide what to do with her. She had betrayed the Guild by giving up their main base of operations. Though she’d never meant for it to happen the way it did, it had still happened—even if she had
 saved them all.

August sighed heavily. “I know we must do something, Klaus, but Rheka saved us from the dungeons.”

“The dungeons she put us in!” Klaus slammed his fist on the table. August’s screws and gears bounced on the table top, clicking softly on the smooth surface
.

“Every one of us has made mistakes in the past, and this is no different,” August argued. “Rheka went above and beyond to aid us.”

“That doesn’t forgive that she was to blame,” Klaus insisted.

Narra looked at them all. Claudia was strangely silent, and Graves worked his jaw like he wanted to say something, but was holding his tongue.

“I think assassinating dozens and having hundreds killed in the name of the Guild warrants a pardon,” Clint said.

Narra glanced at him with wide eyes. She knew August would come to her aid as he always did, but she was surprised that Clint had too.

“That only further proves what I’m saying,” Klaus growled. “She’s not one of us. Not anymore.”

Heat flared through her. Not one of them? She’d given everything
 to them. She opened her mouth to argue her point, but Clint gave her a quick shake of his head. Arguing against Klaus would do her no good. He was set in his ways, and she might just end up swaying one of the others in his favor if she wasn’t careful.

“What do you have to say, Graves?” August asked. He sounded tired and irritated.

Graves shrugged his wide shoulders. “I don’t know. I need more time to think.”

August nodded. He glanced at each of the commanders, his gaze lingering on Claudia, who was staring at her hand sitting atop the table. “Then if we remain divided, we must put it to a vote. We’ll take a few days to decide for ourselves, and then we’ll decide as a team. Punishment or forgiveness.”

Narra had to take a deep breath to keep from screaming. She hated every second of this. There was nothing she could say that hadn’t already been said to sway them. She had August and Clint on her side, but with Klaus and most likely Claudia against her, it’d be down to one measly vote
 to decide her fate.

And what fate would she deserve?

A death of a thousand cuts like Ezriel? Or something worse?

“In the meantime… Narra, I think it’s best if you stay away from th
e Guild,” August said. His eyebrows furrowed and his face contorted with hurt. August had always looked out for her, and she truly appreciated it.

Narra gulped the lump in her throat, and nodded solemnly, even as her fists shook beneath the table. “I accept your decision.”
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arra walked as calmly as she could out of the meeting room and down the stairs to the first floor. Wind rushed through the front doors to greet her, pushing her hair back and filling her lungs with cold air. She breathed it in deeply, trying desperately to calm the fire in her belly.

On one hand, she was furious they dared dream of punishing her after all she’d done for the Guild, but on the other, they had all been held prisoner in the dungeons because of her. She understood if they wanted revenge for that. After what Erik had told her of the conditions down there, she could only imagine how some of them felt about her.

She sighed and stepped out into the courtyard. Her breath fogged the afternoon air, spreading around her in clouds.

Erik stood abruptly from where he sat on the edge of the stone fountain. He rushed across the yard and grabbed her arms. “What did they say? I heard the commanders want to punish you for what happened.”

Narra didn’t bother asking where he’d heard. There were dozens of Thieves coming and going from the manor. At least a few of them had to be talking about it
.

She quickly detailed the meeting to Erik, and his grip only tightened around her biceps.

“They can’t be serious!” he snapped. He released her suddenly and brushed by her to the stairs.

Narra spun and grabbed his arm. “What are you doing?”

Erik looked at her hand, annoyed. “I’m going to argue against this. They can’t punish you for a simple mistake.”

“Yes, they can,” Narra argued. “They’re the commanders of this Guild. It’s what they do—decide fates.”

Erik yanked his arm from her grasp. “Not this time. I won’t let them.”

“Stop!” Narra snapped loudly. “Enough. I don’t need you to protect me, Erik. I can handle myself.”

Erik’s eyes flew wide and he took a step back. “I know you can… but this? It’s not right.”

Narra shook her head. “Erik, what I did was wrong. It broke Guild law.”

“But you did so much
 to save us. We’d all have died yesterday if it wasn’t for you,” Erik said. His hands fisted and shook at his sides.

She sighed. She understood his frustration as if it was her own. “But you didn’t. You’re alive, and I’ll face the consequences.”

Erik shook his head. “I feel so
 guilty. You shouldn’t have had to do those things while I was gone.”

Narra smiled. She couldn’t help it. “You shouldn’t. I’d do it again and again if I had to, for you.”

Erik surprised Narra by pulling her into his arms. Her whole body went stiff, and she couldn’t help but dart her gaze around the little space she could see to check who was looking. Given their height difference, she couldn’t see much while crushed against his shoulder. “Damn you,” he said.

Narra chuckled, and he released her.

“Come on, let’s go back to the city,” Erik said.

Narra nodded. Right. They had much bigger problems right now than what the Guild decided to do to her.
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Narra straddled
 the stone wall between the street and Grayson Manor late that night. She’d already helped Avalon down over the rosebushes and Erik was close behind her.

While Avalon crouched in the darkness of a tree shrouding part of the yard, Narra slipped down onto the grass. Her heart raced as she stopped to listen. Patrolmen had already passed not long ago, and it would be at least fifteen minutes before they passed again. Still, they were sneaking into someone’s yard late at night, and anything could happen.

Erik landed next to her with a grunt. He mimicked her crouch, and together they held their breaths and listened for footsteps.

The door above the sunroom creaked open suddenly, and Narra leapt to her feet, her eyes wide and her heart pounding wildly.

Asher stepped out onto the balcony, a sour look on his face. “Would you stop breaking into my house and use the front door?”

Narra smiled sheepishly, and Erik flashed a sly grin. “You need better security,” she said.

Asher narrowed eyes. “I’ll meet you at the front door.”

He disappeared back inside, shutting the door behind him. The light of a candle swayed in the second floor windows before disappearing from view.

“I told you we should have used the door.” Avalon joined the Thieves, a hand on her hip.

“But breaking in is so much more fun,” Erik said.

“But he was expecting us,” Avalon argued.

Narra shook her head and led the way around the house, sticking close to the hedges until the shadow of a willow tree passed overhead. She walked up the cobblestone path to the front door, admiring the stone architecture. It was the first time she’d been this close to the face of the house, and she hadn’t noticed the detail in the wooden arch over the front door when she inspected the manor from afar.

The door opened, and Asher pulled it wide. “Hurry in,” he said
.

The Thieves and Avalon piled through the doorway, and Asher closed it behind them with a click.

The foyer held one round table with a vase at the center, and a small closet on the side. Two doors led off either side of the room, with another beside the stairs at the back. The wallpaper was the same navy color as the upstairs, but down here it was edged in dark wood crownmolding.

Erik whistled. “Nice place you got here.”

Asher grunted in response and led them through the door on the left into a living room with a large stone fireplace and red upholstered sofas. He took a seat in one of the chairs at the far end of the fireplace, forcing Narra, Avalon and Erik to squeeze onto the loveseat together.

Narra squirmed to get comfortable. She didn’t enjoy being pressed between two people, especially wearing her full thief gear. Daggers pushed against her sides, and the hilt of her short sword dug into her ribs.

“Now how difficult was that?” Asher asked dryly.

“Erik is right,” Narra said. “Not near as fun.”

Erik chuckled as Asher scowled. Narra might have smiled if it weren’t for the dark look in Asher’s eyes. There were so many things that could be bothering him: from his son to the military, that Narra couldn’t guess which occupied his thoughts tonight.

“How did your reconnaissance go?” Avalon asked when no one else spoke for a full minute.

Asher glanced at Avalon, then looked pointedly at Narra. “Before we begin, I have some terms I’d like to set.”

Narra stiffened, and Erik scoffed. Unease made her stomach turn, but she nodded curtly.

“In exchange for my help, I want my son’s body back. Your Thieves are free, so you can find out from whoever took his body.” Asher’s hands tightened around the arms of his chair. His knuckles were white and his hands shook. Narra could have sworn she heard the wood creak.

“That’s all you want?” Narra asked. She smoothed her expression. 
She wasn’t surprised, but she was irritated by the request. August had already told her she should stay away from the Guild for now. It wouldn’t be easy for her to go digging for this information.

Asher nodded. “That’s it.”

Narra exchanged a look with Erik. His jaw was stiff and his eyebrows furrowed with worry. He had the same concerns as she.

“Fine,” Narra said. She couldn’t very well refuse when this was all Asher wanted. “We’ll find out what happened to your son and return him to you.”

Asher’s hands relaxed and his tense shoulders lowered. The relief was obvious on his face. “Thank you.”

Narra dipped her chin in acknowledgement. He shouldn’t thank her. If
 they could find Ezriel’s body it would not be something Asher wanted to see. Would this only increase his hatred of her?

“The situation at the Barracks is bleak,” Asher began. His face turned grave. “The soldiers aren’t happy. Several tried to abandon their posts and were hung for it. Treason isn’t acceptable by any country’s standard, but it’s only making them hate the crown more.”

Narra leaned forward. Her heart raced, both with anticipation and surprise. This was perfect. If the soldiers were already displeased by their next ruler, then maybe they would back a better one. Someone like Asher, who was one of them.

“That’s excellent,” Erik said, echoing her thoughts.

Asher sighed and shook his head, but didn’t say anything more.

“What else did you find out?” Narra asked.

Asher’s jaw hardened. “There’s been movement on the Kiznaiver side of the border. It looks like they’re preparing for some kind of attack. The soldiers stationed at Bordertown have called for aid, but no one wants to listen to Marina. We’re at a stalemate.”

Cold washed through Narra’s entire being. That wasn’t good. There hadn’t been a battle at Bordertown in almost fifteen years. In fact, the last one had been the one Asher fought in. He’d told her once it was why Malek made Asher his General of Armies.

“You’re saying you think war is brewing?” Narra asked just to be clear
.

Asher nodded grimly.

“Shit,” Erik breathed out the word.

“Is war really worth all of this?” Avalon asked.

Narra’s fingers clenched around the edge of her cloak. In her mind, it was. She’d do anything to stop Marina from sitting on the throne of Rova. But more than that, the military was already upset. There was nothing to be done about that now, and nothing she could do to sway them into fighting for Marina—not that she’d do such a thing if she could.

“Yes,” Narra said quietly.

Avalon sighed, but didn’t say anything more.

“I think we should still count this as a success,” Erik said.

“How long can you hold back military relief for?” Narra asked.

Asher shrugged. “Awhile longer, but eventually I’ll have to force someone to go.”

Narra nodded. “All right. In the meantime we’ll visit the Revolution.”

Asher shook his head. “It’s not enough.”

“What do you mean?”

“All of this. It isn’t enough to stop a coronation set to happen in a few days time.”

“Then what do you suggest?” Narra asked.

Asher sighed. “I don’t know.”

Avalon cleared her throat and the three of them looked at the pirate. “Why not stop the princesses execution?”
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top the public
 execution of two royal children?” Erik echoed. His eyebrows were high on his forehead and his eyes were wide with disbelief.

Narra’s heart raced as she thought over Avalon’s suggestion. If
 they could stop the execution of the princesses, they might be able to figure out some way to prove their innocence, which would mean Marina wouldn’t be next in line for the throne.

“Are you serious?” Asher scoffed. “It’d be suicide. There will be hundreds of people in Varek Square. They’ll have dozens of palace guards and even more Patrolmen.”

Narra exchanged a look with Erik. His eyebrows went low the second he looked at her. “Rheka,” he warned.

“It could work,” Narra said. “If we can find a way to prove their innocence, Marina won’t be crowned empress.”

“Even the act of stopping their execution could be enough to prove Marina isn’t fit to rule if she can’t even execute the criminals who seek to destroy this country,” Avalon added.

Narra smiled. “Exactly. It could work.”

“How many guards and Patrolmen did he just say there’d be?” Erik motioned at Asher. “Dozens.
”

“How many dozens?” Narra asked.

Erik huffed. “How many shouldn’t be the first question out of your mouth!”

“Why not?”

“Because…” Erik sighed. “You’re already keen on this plan aren’t you?”

Narra shrugged. “Maybe.”

“There will be at least a dozen, if not two dozen guards there to protect Marina and the stage. Most available patrol units will be rerouted to the square since the military won’t be stepping in. In total there is bound to be sixty guards and Patrolmen in the vicinity. Maybe more.” Asher narrowed his eyes at Narra as if these facts should daunt her.

They didn’t.

“And they all won’t be on the rooftops now will they?” Narra asked.

Asher’s eyes went wide. “You want to fly down from the rooftops to grab them?”

“Why not?” Narra was thinking more of flying up from the crowd to grab the princesses, and escape over the rooftops, but flying down to grab them might work too.

Asher sat back in his chair and stared at her, though his gaze was glazed as if he wasn’t actually watching her, simply thinking. “They might have a couple on the rooftops. No more than one or two.”

“One or two we can handle,” Narra said.

“Why not steal them away before then?” Avalon asked.

Asher shook his head. “They’ll be under strict guard until the execution. The best place to grab them might actually be up on that stage in Varek Square.”

“You’re all lunatics,” Erik said.

Narra nudged his shoulder. “Since when have you ever balked at a challenge?”

Erik groaned. “You’re impossible.”

“And you’re the only other person here who can operate a grappling hook,” Narra said. “There are two princesses.
”

“So you and I will be launching ourselves from the tops of buildings and whisking these ladies off to where
?” Erik raised his brows. “Where in Rova City could we take them that they won’t be found?”

Narra smiled. Before she could stop herself, her gaze darted to Avalon.

“Wait, Rheka, no,” Avalon said quickly. She held up her hands as if surrendering. “Not my ship.”

“It’s the only place we could take them on short notice,” Narra said.

Avalon leaned her head against the back of the plush loveseat and groaned. “You’re lucky you’re so beautiful, Rheka. There’s no way I’d let you talk me into this otherwise.”

Heat rushed to Narra’s face, and she blinked in surprise while Erik choked on a laugh.

Asher cleared his throat to call back their attention. “The execution is tomorrow.”

Narra took a deep breath to center herself. “Right.” Tomorrow Elena and Raeleen Kolarova would be put to death. It wasn’t a lot of time to plan or gather intel on patrol for the square, but they’d have to make due. This was their last chance to save the princesses, and maybe their last chance to stop Marina.

“We’ll need a distraction of sorts to get in and out,” Erik said. He sounded tired—resigned to their suicide mission.

Narra looked at Avalon. Besides housing the princesses, this is one thing the pirate might be able to help with. She raised her eyebrows meaningfully until Avalon’s eyes widened slightly.

“Do you think you can help?” Narra asked.

Avalon shifted uncomfortably. “I think so.”

Erik looked between them. “What am I missing? How can she help with a distraction? Are you good with explosives or something?”

Avalon flashed an amused grin. “Not quite.”

Narra and Avalon exchanged a look. The pirate gave her a swift nod. She didn’t mind her secret being shared. Narra explained what she knew about Avalon and what a Sea Witch was. Avalon filled in the blanks about her abilities: weather control, manipulation of the 
sea and its creatures. She could create a typhoon if necessary to distract the crowd and the guards while Narra and Erik flew in to grab the princesses.

Asher was pale by the time they were done, and Erik didn’t look nearly as surprised as Narra thought he would. Maybe after realizing that the Daughters of Ashra were real Erik was harder to shock.

“You can really do those things?” Asher asked tentatively.

Avalon nodded. “If you don’t believe me, we can go outside and I’ll demonstrate.”

“No! That’s fine.” Asher held up a hand, and Avalon smiled wickedly.

“It’s settled then,” Narra said. “Tomorrow we’ll rescue the Kolarova princesses.”

Erik snorted. “Never thought I’d hear those words out of your
 mouth.”

Narra smiled. “Neither did I.”




[image: ]









The danger
 she was about to put them in was not lost on her. If this mission went awry, her, Erik, or even Avalon could be captured and put to death. Did she really want her revenge that badly that she’d risk Erik’s safety?

Narra bit her lip as she walked up the stairs to her third floor apartment.

She tried to explain her way through it. She wasn’t
 risking Erik’s safety because they weren’t going to get caught. They’d hide in the crowd and when the distraction hit, she’d make sure Erik went first and got away safely. As long as Erik got away with one of the princesses, their plan could still work.

Narra didn’t know what evidence they might find to prove the innocence of the two sisters, but they had to try, and if she was caught, at least the rest of them might continue her cause.

It wasn’t just her vendetta that drove them. Asher wanted revenge for the death of his brother, and they all knew the empire would be 
better with him on the throne. If they could just stop Marina’s coronation, maybe they could make it happen. She had to hold onto hope, or else what was she really doing anymore?

Her Guild might yet kill her for the things she’d done. And what was left without them? Nothing.

“Narra… Narra.” Erik prodded her side.

Narra slapped his hand. “What?”

“Have you heard a word I said?”

She blinked in surprise. She hadn’t even realized he’d spoken.

“I’ll take that as a no.” Erik raised an eyebrow, and a smile ghosted his lips.

“Apologies,” Narra said. “I was just thinking.”

Erik lips twitched from a smile to a frown. “What about? There’s a lot going on.”

Narra sighed. “It’s not important.”

Erik stopped at her front door and gave her a look. “Is it the Daughters? Don’t you have to go see them soon?”

She’d completely forgotten. “No, but that’s a good point. I’ll go see Ashra tomorrow night.”

Erik gave her a sidelong look as she unlocked the vault-like door to her apartment. She hadn’t told him everything
 just yet. He might believe the assassins were real after meeting Ria, but it’d be another thing entirely to believe in a Death God.

“All right,” Erik said when she didn’t elaborate.

Narra swung the door inward and gestured him inside before closing the door behind them both. She heaved the lever shut and sealed them inside. If only she could find safety in her apartment as she once had.
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arra plastered herself to the alley wall next to a bakery as she tried desperately to catch her breath.

“Grayson wasn’t kidding about the Patrolmen.” Erik pressed against the brick next to her. Sweat beaded on his forehead. They’d flown over the city until they reached the Shopping District, where they spotted the first of the patrols.

“No, he wasn’t,” Narra agreed.

Almost every block had a pair of Patrolmen walking the streets, stopping couples, or small groups to ask them about where they were headed as if it wasn’t obvious. Everyone who wasn’t working in Rova City today had to be headed to the execution of the princesses. Aside from the assassination of Emperor Malek, this was the biggest thing to happen in recent history. No one would miss this if they could help it.

“We’ve got to be careful,” Erik said. “Once we get to the square we can slip into the crowd.”

Narra nodded. “We should check the area from the rooftops.”

“Agreed.”

Once another pair of Patrolmen passed the mouth of the alley, Narra led the way further down, dodging piles of rubbish and 
skittering rats until she reached the escape ladder clinging to the back of a dress shop. The second floor was an apartment and would make their access to the roof fairly easy.

Erik paused below the rusted black metal ladder before leaping up. His fingers wrapped around the bottom bars, and he dropped back down, pulling the ladder with him.

Lucky for them, he was tall enough to stop the majority of the resounding clang from the ladder. Erik stepped back and motioned her up first.

Narra checked the mouth of the alley one more time before she gripped the cold metal rungs and climbed upward. Her muscles tightened as she hauled herself up two floors to the roof access. She flung herself over the lip of the roof and crouched on the low end of the steeple.

Erik grunted as he pulled himself over the lip after her. He ground his teeth and glared at the clay tiles as if it was their fault.

“Been awhile, huh?” Narra teased.

Erik snorted. “Just like old times.”

Narra smiled. She gave Erik a moment to catch his breath before creeping up the slanted roof to the top of the steeple. After Erik’s incarceration, he wasn’t up to his old self yet. He still looked tired every morning, and always ate extra, as if at any moment it could all be yanked away from him.

Her chest twinged with regret. It was her fault he’d gone hungry for a week. It was her fault he was exhausted and scarred by that dungeon.

Narra reached the roof’s steeple and stopped, peering over the edge to make sure no one could see them.

Miles of rooftops spread out around them, broken up by Varek Square at the northern center of the Shopping District. Only two blocks away, she could see the stage, specially set up today with only two nooses, one for each Kolarova sister. On the opposite side of the stage, a dark wooden throne with a red cushioned seat was placed between two other chairs. A priest in white robes stood next to the chairs, speaking with someone dressed in black. She couldn’t make 
out who they were from this distance, and didn’t waste any time trying to. Instead, she scanned the square and the surrounding rooftops for signs of guards.

The stage was already crowded by civilians, most of which pressed against the blockade of palace guards dressed in silver armor. They had black feathers sticking from their helmets instead of the typical red. Black was always the style for a funeral, and in this case, she assumed this was the only funeral the princesses would get.

“Narra,” Erik said sharply.

Narra looked at Erik, whose face was twisted in fear and anger. She followed his gaze to a rooftop on the opposite side of the square. A single patrolman crouched on the flat top of a bakery.

“It’s only one Patrolman,” Narra said.

Erik shook his head. “No, look there.”

Narra followed the line of where he pointed. Two blocks away from the square in the opposite direction of the Thieves was the old clock tower. It stood two stories above all the other buildings surrounding it so all could see the fine bronze gear-work surrounding the clock’s face.

She looked higher, scanning the tower until she realized what Erik had seen. Above the clock face were two shuttered windows. One was open, a man with a rifle leaning against it.

Her heart raced. Emperor’s ancestors
, this wasn’t good.

“What now?” Erik asked. “We can’t take to the rooftops only to be shot by a sniper before we reach the Warehouse District.”

Narra ground her teeth. Flames of irritation burned inside of her. “No, we can’t.”


Think, Narra
, she commanded herself. What could they do to avert the sniper? Even if they took off in the opposite direction of the tower, the sniper would see exactly where they’d gone and every Patrolman in the city would be on their tails.

Her fists clenched and shook. There was only one way she could think of. “We kill him.”

Erik looked at her with wide eyes. “What?”

Narra’s jaw hardened. She didn’t like the way Erik was looking at 
her. Killing wouldn’t always be the answer to their problems, but today it was. “We take him out before the execution begins. We have no other choice, Erik.”

Erik’s eyes darkened. She was used to not understanding the emotions of others, but she hated not understanding Erik’s.

“All right,” he said, finally.

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed. She could hear the reluctance in his voice. “I’ll do it. Don’t worry.”

Erik simply nodded before sliding back down to the fire escape. Narra followed, her gut twisting with unease. She didn’t want Erik to think badly of her. It was one thing to kill to get Erik to safety, but this was something else altogether.

Narra waited while Erik descended the ladder to the alley floor. Maybe they could reach the sniper without much trouble. If he didn’t have a partner, maybe they could just knock him out and tie him up. As long as his gag didn’t slip, then he shouldn’t be able to alert anyone.


But what if it did
?

The voice inside her head wasn’t her own, but it was right. If the gag slipped out and the sniper screamed, the entire square would be alerted. And if the gag didn’t, what if his bonds were slipped, or someone came to check on him? A myriad of things could happen, and all of them would derail Narra’s plan to rescue the princesses.

She couldn’t allow that to happen.

Cold settled in her stomach and around her heart. She had to do it. She had to kill the sniper. If it meant stopping Marina, she had no other choice.

Narra slipped over the edge of the escape ladder and descended to the alley floor. She smoothed her cloak and straightened her hood atop her head. It wouldn’t do to have it fly off in the midst of everything.

“We’ll take the alleys and slip around to the tower,” Narra said as they walked the alley to the next street over.

Erik bobbed his chin to show he’d heard, but made no other attempts at conversation
.

Normally, she appreciated their easy silence, but right now it was loaded with tension. Erik didn’t approve of her plan. But he hadn’t liked her plan to rescue the princesses at first either. Sometimes they had to do the things they least desired in order to get what they wanted.

It wasn’t the first time she’d done it. She’d killed dozens, and had hundreds more killed just to release her Thieves. This was no different.

Narra paused at the end of the alley to check for Patrolmen. The street was blocked off, and deserted. Smart. The Patrolmen must be herding civilians in from the street over.

They dashed across the street, then another, racing through alleys as fast as they could. The execution was set to begin in about thirty minutes. Avalon’s distraction would start about a minute beforehand. The pirate claimed she needed a minute or two to get things started, and the storm she was going to conjure would be in full swing by the time the princesses were on stage.

They didn’t have long to get to the clock tower and dispatch the sniper if they wanted to slip into the crowd. This fact only made Narra lengthen her strides as she raced across the main street that led down to the City Docks.

“Hey! You there! Stop!”

Narra was already in the next alley. Her heart leapt as she looked over her shoulder.

“Patrolmen!” Erik snapped. He pushed her to hurry, and they both raced out of the next alley they saw.

Heavy footsteps followed, pounding the cobblestone behind them. Shit
. She should have been paying more attention. They were only a block away from the clock tower. They couldn’t stop now.

“Stop where you are or I’ll shoot!”

Narra froze, her eyes flying wide. A gun? Her pounding pulse flooded her ears. Guns were rare in the empire. They were expensive to make and against the law for civilians to carry. Only high level military typically carried one. Narra and her father had been the 
exception. August had made theirs years ago, though they were hardly the mundane powder-using pistols and rifles that most had.

Erik skidded to a stop beside her. He panted loudly, and shot her a desperate, wide-eyed look.

“That’s it,” the Patrolman said. “Now turn around slowly
 and keep your hands where I can see them.”

Narra shot Erik a look. She was not going down like this. She would not be taken away once again only to be hung in the town square like the princesses. She would not be a spectacle for this damn city.

Erik shook his head slightly, telling her to reconsider.

Narra’s fingers wrapped around a throwing knife at her belt.

“I said
, turn around and keep your hands where I can see them!” the Patrolman shouted.

She locked eyes with Erik. “Drop.”

Narra spun and launched the knife from her hand. She dropped to the alley floor only a second later than Erik. She heard the thunk
 of her knife entering the man’s chest, and then he thumped to the floor, his pistol clattering across the ground.

“Rick!” a second Patrolman gasped.

Narra was on her feet a second later, tearing across the alley with another knife in hand.

The Patrolman took a step back, ripping his sword from its sheath. Narra ducked below the blade and slammed her knife into his stomach. She used her momentum to spin behind him and get a jab next to his spine.

The man yelped and spun, gasping in pain and clutching his wounded abdomen in his free hand. And yet, even as blood dripped between his fingers, and he stumbled from the pain, he still held his weapon up to face her. Narra raised an eyebrow. She liked his courage, but he still had to die.

A thunk
 surprised her into stepping back, and then the last of the two Patrolmen slammed into the ground. He didn’t move.

Narra looked up in shock to see Erik still in his fighting stance, hand extended where he’d thrown his knife. They both caught their 
breath, staring each other down. Erik had only ever killed once before that she knew of. It had been just after they found the initiates all dead and were trying to escape. Two Patrolmen had come to the back of the casino, and Erik had accidentally killed one of them in the fight for their freedom.

And now he’d killed again. Pain flashed across his face.

“Erik,” she said softly. She lunged across the two dead bodies to meet him halfway down the alley. “Are you okay?”

He nodded grimly. “Yeah.”

Narra inspected his face, trying to read him. He looked shocked and torn by his actions, but there was something else there. Acceptance, maybe.

“We should keep going,” he said. “We don’t have much time.”

He was right. She wished he wasn’t. She wished she could take a minute to make sure Erik was really okay. If he wasn’t, she wanted to be there for him and comfort him. But there wasn’t time.

“Okay,” Narra said reluctantly. She sighed and followed Erik to the end of the alley.

They were far more careful crossing the next block. They paused at every corner and peered into every alley and down every street. Only once did another pair of Patrolmen cross their path. Luckily, Narra and Erik were able to avoid them.

Crouching in an alley a short sprint across the street from the clock tower, Narra marvelled at the architecture. It was constructed from stone, but painted with some kind of bronze that chipped in places and gave it a worn look. The top of the tower speared the sky with a black metal flagpole, though no colors swayed in the breeze from its tip.

This far from Varek Square, all was quiet. The sounds of the crowd were a distant mumble, the wind nearly drowning them out.

Narra shivered as the cold breeze wormed inside her hood. She gripped the edges and drew it tighter. “I don’t see anyone else.”

Erik inspected the shuttered windows of the tower. “Me neither.”

“Should we try scaling the opposite side of the building?” Narra asked. They could use their grappling hooks and fly up to one of the 
windows easily enough. As long as the shutters weren’t locked, it shouldn’t be a problem.

“No, the sniper might hear our hooks scraping the stone.”

Narra inspected the windowsills and then the roof’s steeple. He was right. If they aimed at a window the sound of metal on rock might alert their prey. The same went for if metal on metal clanged from the roof.

“The front door it is,” Narra said.

They checked the road one last time before dashing across the street. Narra led the way, heart pounding in her ears as she slid to a stop in front of the wooden entrance.

Before trying the handle, she pressed her ear against the door and listened. The soft drip of water echoed inside, but other than that, she heard nothing.

“All clear,” she whispered.

Erik nodded. He tried the handle, and frowned. “Locked.”

Her comrade pulled his lock pick set from a pouch on his hip and crouched at eyelevel with the lock. He pushed the picks inside and leaned close to the handle until she heard a faint click
.

He returned his picks to his pocket and gently pressed down on the handle’s release before easing the door inward.

Narra held her breath as the door opened. It squealed ever so slightly, the hinges probably rusted and worn with age. Then Erik slipped inside, and she was quick to follow. With the door closed quietly behind them, they faced the inside of the clock tower.

The bottom floor was a single room. It spanned the entire width of the tower, and had a staircase wrapping around the right side. The wooden stairs spun up to the second floor. The wooden slats were so thin she could see through them.

Wind whistled through the tower overhead.

They did a quick inspection of the floor before they went to the stairs. Narra tested each step for the groan of wood. If it so much as creaked, she took her weight off and tried a different part of the stair.

It was slow going, but after five minutes they finally made it to the 
second floor. Narra’s heart raced and nervous sweat drenched her spine. If it were any other day, she’d have no problem with the patience that stealth required. But today was another story. They had maybe
 twenty minutes left to get upstairs, kill the sniper, and get to the square.

It wasn’t much time, and they both knew it. Erik darted worried glances as they made their way to the next set of stairs. The second floor was full of old crates that were mostly empty. The few that weren’t held old clock parts and large gears for the clock’s innards.

The old clock tower had been decommissioned when she was young, as it always told time wrong. When it was three in the afternoon by the clock’s hands, it was actually five at night. But no matter how many times they adjusted the clock’s hands, or fiddled with its insides, it still refused to tell time as it was.

It had amused her greatly when she was young. She’d always complain to her father that if even the clock tower didn’t want her to go to bed yet, then why should she? Narra smiled at the memory, one of the few good ones she had from her childhood.

The murmur of voices made her snap back to reality. She couldn’t make out what they were saying, but the mumbling was unmistakable.

Narra shot Erik a look. Their sniper wasn’t alone.

Erik nodded. He’d heard it too. That’d make things a whole lot more difficult, depending on where the two men were stationed on the top floor. Were they both at the sniper window? Or was one elsewhere? If they spoke to one another, they couldn’t be far apart.

Narra cursed their bad luck and started up the stairs to the third floor. Erik grabbed her cloak to stop her. She shot him a look over her shoulder, and he raised his eyebrows meaningfully. They both knew they couldn’t have a conversation about this right now. They just had to go up and find out. There was no time to reassess. This
 was the plan. Like it or not.

She narrowed her eyes at Erik and yanked her cloak out of his grip. She glanced upstairs to show him what she wanted to say. They had to keep moving
.

Erik sighed and shook his head before nodding for her to continue.

Narra walked up the stairs, trying to be quick despite the old steps.

The further they climbed into the tower, the louder the voices got. Narra was thankful there were only two. One seemed slightly closer than the other, while the one she assumed was the sniper, kept having his voice lost to the wind, as if he was facing outside.

When they were halfway up the fourth flight of stairs, Narra began craning her neck to see around the turns. The top staircase was the narrowest, and it’d give them deeper shadows to hide in, and hopefully inspect the situation without being seen.

They’d already faced one Patrolman with a gun, she wasn’t about to face another if she could help it. All she needed to do was get them in her sights and she could launch a dagger at each. They just had to stay quiet long enough to get to them.

Narra took a deep breath to calm herself and her breathing. She had to be ready for anything, and being ready to fight meant staying rational. She couldn’t lose her head to her adrenaline, no matter how fast her heart was intent on racing.

“Ten minutes until the main event,” the closest one said. The floor creaked above Narra’s head, and dust drifted down from between the wide slats of wood.

She looked up, and pointed at the ceiling. Erik nodded and withdrew a dagger. She followed suit, clutching a throwing knife in her clammy hand.

“About time,” the sniper said. Something creaked overhead as the man shifted. “I think the princess is being a little paranoid.”

“Yeah,” the other agreed. “No one is going to come at her from the rooftops.”

Narra flashed Erik a sly smile. That was exactly what Marina was afraid of. She knew that Narra could fly down at any moment and shove a knife through the princess’ heart.

“Exactly,” the sniper said.

Daylight filtered in through the slats, growing bright until she 
could see the end of the stairs. A railing wrapped the open part of the top, and the other side was framed by the wall of the tower.

The floor creaked as one of the Patrolmen stepped across the floor and leaned his back against the railing. He was so close that Narra could smell the sweat on him. She wrinkled her nose, and crouched low to hide in the stairwell. All she had to do was climb a few more steps, and reach up to slit his throat. He’d be dead before his partner even realized it.

Narra glanced back at Erik and motioned her plan with her hands. Erik’s gaze grew hard and his shoulders stiffened, but he nodded.

With her friend’s blessing, she looked back up at the Patrolman and crept higher until she could peer out into the fourth floor of the clock tower.

On the right side of the room was the marble face of the clock, inverted with light streaming around the edges lined with gears. The bronze metal work continued across the wall, and around most of the space, curving below a small set of steps up to the sniper windows above the clock.

The sniper leaned a knee on a stool, and his elbow on the window frame. A strap wrapped around his torso, holding the rifle to his body in case he dropped it. He aimed down the barrel inspecting the city below.

“All clear,” the sniper sighed.

“What else do you expect?” the man closest to her grumbled.

Narra took a steadying breath. While the sniper’s gaze remained out the window, she crept up the final couple steps, and leapt onto the landing. Gripping the railing in one hand, and her knife in the other she stepped across the edge of the floor and grabbed the man’s hair, yanking his head back to expose his throat.

He yelped as she brought her knife down, sliding a clean line across his neck.

The sniper looked back and his eyes widened.

“Now!” Narra barked
.

Erik lunged up the stairs onto the fourth floor and threw his dagger at the sniper.

The Patrolman was quick enough to lean inside, bringing his rifle with him. Erik’s dagger sliced open the man’s bicep, but he continued to raise the barrel of his weapon, aiming directly at Erik.


Emperor’s ancestors.
 If he got a shot off with that, Patrolmen would come running.

Narra yanked a knife from her belt and threw it. It slammed into his shoulder, right where his right arm met his torso.

The sniper cried out, and his arm went limp. The rifle fell from his grip, and dangled against his waist.

Erik jumped up the short staircase to the window, and the sniper kicked the stool, sending it flying. Erik raised his arm to block it, but the sniper lunged after it, sword in hand and a growl on his lips.

Narra leapt up the steps and pulled another knife from her hip. She let it loose, and it thunked
 into his skull.

The sniper’s body went limp mid lunge, and Erik was forced to catch the body on its way down. He stumbled back, barely staying on his feet under what had to be two hundred pounds.

“Shit!” Erik hissed.

Narra raced forward and helped him lower the body to the ground. “He’s dead,” she said. Thank Srah
.

Erik dusted himself off. “You think?”

She sighed and shook her head. “I’m just glad we did it without that rifle going off.”

Erik looked at the gun strapped to the sniper’s chest. Blood blossomed around the knife in his shoulder, soaking into his dark blue cotton uniform, and turning the fabric violet.

“That would have been bad,” Erik said.

Narra and Erik collected their knives, quickly wiping them off on rags before returning them to their rightful places. “We should go,” she said.

Erik nodded.

This wasn’t over yet.
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T

hey reached the edge of the crowd with no trouble, slipping in with the tide of citizens looking to witness this unusual occasion. A royal hadn’t been hung since Emperor Zaneth, and before that, she couldn’t remember who the last had been.

Narra met Erik’s gaze and they gave each other a swift nod goodbye before separating. She joined the crowd, slipping between townspeople dressed in everything from rags to the finest of autumn coats. People of every class wanted to see the princesses hung. It disgusted her in ways she couldn’t quite describe.

How could people want to see the death of another before their eyes? The princesses hadn’t done anything to them. Was it their desire for revenge against those they thought killed their emperor? Maybe, but she doubted it. The people of Rova had been through centuries of bloodthirsty rulers in the past. They were a people of war and violence. Maybe they always would be.

Narra made her way to the front of the stage. It was slow going in the thick throng of what had to be nearly two hundred people. She squeezed through grumbling clusters of the upper class and finally stopped a few feet away from the palace guards protecting the stage. 
She took a deep breath to calm her racing heart and quickly adjusted her hood. It was still tight around her head, but she couldn’t be too careful.

The murmur of the crowd quieted suddenly, and Narra looked up at the stage in time to see Marina walking up the back steps to stand by her throne. A priest dressed in regal white robes trimmed in gold, held the princess’ hand, helping her up the steps before gently releasing her. He gave a tiny bow before stepping aside.

Marina pushed forward, the loud clack of her heels on wood the only sound besides the wind. She stopped by the podium at the center of the stage and scanned the crowd.

Narra lowered her chin instinctively, allowing her hood to cover her face completely.

“Citizens of Rova City,” Marina began. Her voice was unlike the innocent one Narra had heard when they’d first met. Instead, it rung with a power Narra didn’t associate with the soon-to-be empress. “It is a dark day for our empire, that much is certain, but even in the darkness brought on by my own blood—” Marina’s voice faltered, and she almost choked on her words. “—we will not falter. Justice will be had today. Justice for myself and for my family, but most importantly, for all of you.”

Narra couldn’t resist rolling her eyes. What a load of shit.

“Before we bring out the prisoners, let us bow our heads in prayer.” Marina stepped back from the podium, allowing the priest to take her place.

The new High Priest raised his chin at the crowd, and held his hands out at his sides. He watched until the majority of the people lowered their chins in reverence before he began. “Bless us, God of Light, Lord of Sun, King of Empires, for the darkness in this world is all too real, and we as your flock, can easily succumb to the temptation of it.”

Narra’s lips twitched in a smile. If only they knew the god they called a man, a god, a lord and a king, was actually a woman. The Goddess Srah didn’t look over these people. She didn’t listen to their 
fears and desires. She was the handmaiden of the Duchess of the Wells. Narra doubted that Srah cared much about Rova at all. If she did, she wouldn’t live on an entirely different continent.

The High Priest went on for a good five minutes about the sins and misgivings of humanity, asking Srah repeatedly to bless them all and deliver them from the temptations of darkness.

“Oh mighty Srah, please protect us from the wrath of Ashra, and cleanse our city so we might rise up again as a united empire.” The priest finished his sermon and stepped away. He nodded politely to Marina, who flashed him a tiny smile.

If Narra was any farther away, she might not have caught the look of disdain in Marina’s eyes—but she was, and she did. Marina didn’t believe in this religious crap anymore than Narra did.

She raised her eyebrows in surprise as the crowd once again murmured around her.

Marina stepped back up to the podium just as Narra heard movement behind the stage. “Thank you, High Priest Brennan, for gracing us with your words. Now please lead us in the Song of Fallen Kings.”

Again, she stepped back, and the priest stepped to the edge of the stage, instead of up to the podium. He raised his arms out to his sides and tilted his head up to the sky as if expecting a great beam of light to shine upon him.

The whispers ceased around her as the song began. Everyone around her echoed back his words about sinful emperors, and the end of the Time of Kings. A shiver descended her spine, and cold pressed against her chest.

It was all so cult-like. She’d expect something like this from Ashra and her minions, but not from the Church of Srah.

Heavy footfalls hit the back stairs of the stage, and the two Kolarova princesses were forced to climb up to their demise. Both were gagged by a white cloth wrapped around their heads and jammed between their teeth. While Elena’s dark eyes flashed with rage, Raeleen’s were filled with tears.

Narra’s heart twinged unexpectedly. She knew how it felt to walk 
up those steps and stand before a noose. She even knew what it felt like to have the thick rope tighten against the base of her skull and see her life flash before her eyes as the floor dropped from beneath her.

Her heart raced as her hand wrapped around the handle of her grappling hook. She pulled it from her belt, but kept it hidden inside her cloak. It was almost time.

As if on cue, the wind picked up, tugging at Narra’s hood, and blowing the matted dresses of the princesses around their ankles.

Narra smiled. Avalon.

Elena and Raeleen were shoved forward by two Patrolmen. They dragged the princesses in front of the nooses, then walked to the back end of the stage to wait until they were called upon.

Elena held her chin high, staring down at the crowd with her dark curls whipping around her face. She reminded Narra of Claudia—a deadly cat ready to pounce on the first person to step into her path. Raeleen wasn’t faring so well. Her shoulders drooped and large tears streamed down her cheeks. Her entire body shook so hard Narra was surprised she remained standing.

The creepy song sung by the crowd rose in pitch, competing with the sudden howl of the wind. Narra glanced up to find the sky had darkened considerably, clouds rushing by to pull in dark rain clouds.

Someone in the crowd yelped as a strong breeze pushed through, but the song kept up.

Narra glanced around in search of Erik. She was sure he was ready, even if she’d prefer to have visual confirmation.

As the song drew to a close, lightning cracked the sky and thunder boomed louder than any explosion she’d ever heard.

Her heart raced and adrenaline pumped through her veins.

A shadow moved at the edge of her vision, and she heard the tell tale snap of a grappling hook being shot.

Narra ripped her own hook from inside of her cloak. She pushed a few paces forward before she shot off her own.

Erik flew from the crowd suddenly. His boots hit the stage hard, 
and then he had Raeleen under his arm and was flying off the stage toward the high buildings at the back of the square.

Gasps sounded all around her as Narra hit the release on her grappling hook, giving enough pressure to yank herself from the ground and onto the stage. She grabbed Elena around the waist as hard as she could, and slammed her thumb down on the release once more.

The two Patrolmen at the back of the stage were rushing forward, but not fast enough. Narra met Marina’s startled gaze before she was torn from the stage by her grappling hook.

Wind embraced her on all sides, and the sky boomed once more. Harsh wind threatened to push her off course, but Narra had flown in high winds before, and she quickly got her feet beneath her, just in time for her boots to slam against the steepled roof of a bookstore.

Elena grumbled through her gag, but Narra hardly spared her a glance. The sky cracked with light, and then rain began to pour. Narra shot her hook out again. She’d take them west before they went south to meet in the Warehouse District. She wanted to be sure the Patrolmen and Palace Guards were searching for her and Erik in the entirely wrong direction before she went to the rendezvous point.

Narra hit the release, and again she was torn from her feet. Elena’s muffled scream filled her ears as the princess did her best to cling to Narra. With her hands bound behind her back, all she could do was press her chin against Narra’s neck and hope.

They landed on another building before flying off to the next. Each time Elena screamed, Narra winced. The sky continued to flash, and boom while it hailed down a sheet of rain.

Every landing grew slicker until Narra was afraid they’d slip from the clay rooftops and fall to the street below. She’d hoped to stay in the air longer, but her arms were getting sore from hauling Elena along.

On her next landing, she brought them right into a deserted alley.

The second she released Elena, the princess reeled back against the wall. Muffled obscenities flew from her lips and her eyes were bright like fire
.

Narra’s fists clenched with irritation. “Shut up if you want to live!”

Elena snapped back a step and her eyes flew wide. She regarded Narra with a skeptical look before she nodded slightly.

Narra regarded the drenched princess. Her kohl eyeliner ran down her face in thick black lines, and her hair was stringy, clinging to her shoulders. Narra stepped up to her and placed her hands on either side of Elena’s gag.

“I’m going to take this out, but I need you to be quiet.” Narra raised her eyebrows meaningfully. Though she doubted anyone in the apartments nearby would hear Elena scream over the boom of thunder, she wanted to be certain.

Again, Elena nodded.

Narra sighed, and took out the gag. Elena’s mouth opened wide and her chest heaved in a great breath of air to scream. Narra slapped her palm over Elena’s mouth.

“What did I just say?” Narra growled.

Elena’s eyes widened. She mumbled against Narra’s hand, her hot breath warming her skin.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” Narra said carefully. “If I wanted to hurt you, I’d have let your sister hang you.”

Elena regarded her for a long moment before she mumbled something that sounded affirmative. Narra slowly removed her hand.

“What in Srah’s name is happening?” Elena barked the second Narra’s hand dropped. “Who are you, and why did you save me?”

Narra sighed. “I’ll explain later. We need to meet up with the others.”

“Others?” Elena squeaked.

“Yes.”

“Will Rae be there?” Elena’s eyebrows furrowed, and for the first time Narra thought the princess might actually care about something. She was so used to seeing former Emperor Malek’s older daughters looking like vapid warmongers, that she’d dehumanized them in her mind.

Narra nodded. “Your sister will be there.”

Elena heaved a sigh of relief. “Where are we going?
”

“Follow me.” Narra stepped back and walked to the end of the alley. She peered out into the sleet, narrowing her eyes to see through the thick drops. The street was empty.

Elena followed after a long moment of hesitation. “Can you untie my wrists?”

Narra looked back. Having Elena tied up would be the safest bet. She had no idea if the princess would try anything, or how far her combat skills could take her. But untying Elena could work to soften her to Narra. Maybe they could develop some sort of trust. At least that’d help Narra with the next part of her plan.

“All right.” Narra pulled a dagger from inside her warm, dry cloak. Elena stiffened as Narra motioned for her to turn around. She had a feeling Elena still thought Narra might stab her in the back—literally—but what would be the point of that? Like Narra had said, she’d have let Elena die if that’s all she wanted.

Narra took Elena’s wrists in hand, pulling them apart as much as she could. She snaked the edge of her blade beneath the rope and quickly sawed through it. The bonds dropped to the alley floor, and Elena heaved a sigh of relief. She turned back around to face the thief.

“Thank you,” Elena said. She tilted her head in question. “What can I call you?”

Narra shrugged. “Rheka.”

Elena’s eyebrows furrowed. “I recognize that name.”

Narra smiled as she turned away from the princess. She bet Elena did. As a royal, she’d see the city’s wanted posters plastered inside the castle. “I’m sure you do.”

She walked out into the rain, glancing between the few windows that held warm light inside.

“Wait,” Elena said as she raced to catch up. “You’re that thief aren’t you? The one who was saved from her hanging?”

Narra glanced back at the princess. “That’s right.”

“What does the Thieves Guild want with me and my sister?” Suspicion layered Elena’s voice, and her steps slowed as they entered an alley across the street
.

“The Thieves Guild doesn’t want anything from you,” Narra said. She had to raise her voice to speak over the pounding rain. “This is personal.”

Elena didn’t say anything more, and Narra had a feeling the fact this was personal scared the princess far more than the Thieves Guild ever could.
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Narra pushed open
 the bar door to the old fish cannery. The stench of sea life flooded her nostrils and descended into her throat. She gagged and covered her mouth. Her eyes watered, and she suddenly regretted her decision to make this their meeting place. It had seemed like a good idea at the time—well out of the way, abandoned, and close to where they’d leave the princesses once they were all back together again.

The door creaked as she stepped in. Elena coughed loudly, and they both covered their mouths and noses as Narra closed the door behind them.

Darkness reigned in the large open space. A walk way ran up over the first floor to a row of offices on the far side. Most of the space was clear aside from some old barrels and tables. The metal had been stripped and scrapped long ago, leaving the center of the warehouse mostly barren.

“What are we doing here?” Elena grumbled through her hand. “It smells disgusting.”

Narra ignored Elena’s complaining. She’d already heard enough of it on the way across the city. It had taken them a couple of hours to make their way in a wide loop from the western edge of the city back southeast to the City Docks, which is where the warehouse sat beside.

“Rheka?” Erik whispered from the back of the warehouse.

“It’s me,” she said.

She heard a heavy sigh of relief, and then the creak of a door. 
Erik’s footsteps were followed by the clack of heels as he met them at the center of the warehouse.

“Rae!” Elena gasped. She flew by Narra and swept her younger sister up into her arms. “Thank Srah you’re all right!”

Raeleen burst into tears, her sobs echoing in the hollow space.

Narra and Erik let them have their reunion. They moved off to the side to give them some space, leaning on an old table a few feet away.

“Did everything go according to plan?” Narra asked.

Erik nodded. They both watched the princesses in case they made a move to run. “Yeah. She’s been a mess the entire time though. Thank Srah that Avalon was able to keep up the rain for so long.”

Narra smiled. She’d really have to thank the pirate later for her assistance.

“How long until she arrives do you think?” Erik asked.

Narra shrugged. “Not long, I’m sure. She was going to stay in the square with the crowd until things died down. Then she’d slip away to meet us.”

Erik dipped his chin in acknowledgement.

The two princesses were still embracing, though Elena was looking over Raeleen’s shoulder now with a suspicious look in her eyes. She mumbled quietly to Raeleen, so quiet that even Narra couldn’t hear.

Narra narrowed her eyes. She didn’t want the two princesses coming up with a plan to escape the two thieves. They still needed them yet.

“What do you want?” Elena said suddenly. She pulled from Raeleen’s grip and pushed her sister behind her, keeping a protective stance even if she had no weapon.

Narra inspected Elena’s fierce expression. Though she was rain-soaked and trembling like a leaf in a windstorm, she still had fire inside of her. Narra had to respect that.

“We want your help,” Narra said.

Elena raised a disbelieving eyebrow. “With what
?”

Narra’s lips twitched into a smile. “We need your help to bring down your sister.
”

Elena looked back to exchange a look with Raeleen. Then she turned back to face the Thieves. “Marina?”

Narra nodded. “Yes.”

Elena’s eyes darkened and her lips curved maliciously. “You should have said so sooner.”




[image: ]








“
Y

ou have something against your little sister?” Erik asked.

Narra was surprised too. She’d only ever seen the trio in public once, and though Marina regarded Elena and Raeleen with disdain, the older siblings didn’t seem to share the same feelings toward Marina.

“Yes,” Elena said. “She is trying to kill us after all.”


Good point
.

“Why do you say that?” Narra asked. In the eyes of the people, Marina was just doing her job. The sisters had been found guilty of killing Emperor Malek, so they were to be hung. It was how their justice system worked. They’d received a fair trial, something Narra had never received before her execution.

Elena scoffed. “Who else would plant evidence of our father’s demise on us?” She shook her head. “You’ve never been inside the castle, so you don’t know what she’s like. She’s a manipulative little brat, and always has been, even when our parents couldn’t see it.”

Raeleen stepped forward and took her sister’s hand. She seemed to have gotten herself under control. Her cheeks were puffy and her eyes were red, but she didn’t leak with tears anymore.

“So you think she’s behind your father’s death?” Erik surmised
.

Elena and Raeleen nodded in unison.

“Yes,” Elena said. “She’s always hungered after what’s ours. That’s why Raeleen and I have always shared a bedroom. We didn’t feel safe alone. Even as children, Marina stole our dolls and hoarded them for herself. As she’s grown up, she’s only gotten worse—taking all the best tutors and spiriting them away with her wiles. When that didn’t work, all she had to do was whine to Daddy and they’d be hers.” The princess rolled her eyes. “She was the first person I suspected of betraying us. I’m assuming the fact that you’ve saved us and have a vendetta against our sister means I’m right.”

Narra tilted her head. This was a lot of new information. She wished she’d known all of this before she’d ever met Marina. Then maybe she’d have the guts to kill her. “You’re right,” she said.

Erik glanced at her sharply. “Rheka,” he warned. This wasn’t part of the plan. They were supposed to wait to reveal everything until they were safe aboard Avalon’s ship.

“Marina has wronged me, and I want revenge.” Narra slid off the edge of the table and took a few steps toward Elena. The princesses stiffened, and Elena held an arm out to protect her sister. “I know you didn’t kill your father because I was there when he died.”

The princesses gasped. Erik shot forward to grab her arm, but she pulled from his grasp.

“Now we just need to prove your innocence, and Marina will no longer be suitable for the throne,” Narra said.

Elena raised an eyebrow. “So you want the proper line of succession to be restored?”


Not exactly
. But Narra didn’t say as much.

“I want Marina to rot in prison for the things she’d done, or be hung in front of the entire city should a jury see fit to do so,” Narra said.

Elena smiled. “Then we want the same things.”

“But how do we prove our innocence?” Raeleen piped up.

The door they’d entered from squealed, and Narra rounded to face it. A dagger was in her hand and pointed at the newcomer before they’d even stepped inside
.

“Whoa,” Avalon said. She flicked her hood back and held her hands up in surrender. “It’s just me.”

Narra sighed in relief and lowered her knife. “Apologies.”

Avalon shook her head. “It’s fine. Are you ready to go?” The pirate looked between the princesses and the Thieves, seeming unsure what to make of the tension filing the room.

“Yes,” Narra said. “Let’s go.”
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“You want
 us to stay on this pirate ship
?” Elena’s voice rose high as they descended from the plank onto the ship’s deck.

“Yes,” Narra said dryly. “You’ll be safe here.”

Elena scoffed. “I hardly think so. Pirates are a bunch of ruffians!”

Avalon’s crew shifted from their positions around the ship’s deck to peer at the princesses. While some leered at the princesses curvy forms, the others shrugged dismissively and went back to whatever it was they were doing.

“I hardly think you’re in any position to refuse,” Avalon said. She placed a hand on her hip and glanced around the deck, giving a glare to whoever stared too long at the princesses.

“But what about proving our innocence?” Raeleen asked. With the rain slowing to a trickle, she seemed far more alive and much less terrified.

“We’ll take care of that,” Narra said. “But for now, you need to stay with Avalon on her ship. You’ll be safe here.”

“We have contacts in the city,” Elena insisted. “We can find somewhere far more suitable to stay.”

“And what if these contacts rat you out to the Patrolmen?” Erik asked. “No harm will come to you here.”

“You won’t be staying long, anyway,” Avalon said. She raised her eyebrows meaningfully at Narra.

Narra pretended not to see. She had no idea how long they’d need to harbor the princesses. They had no real plan besides this, and getting Asher’s help to prove the sisters innocence. If they 
couldn’t, at least the stay of execution should cause some unrest within the city. With more and more things going wrong for Marina, the people were bound to revolt against her.

Elena sighed dramatically. “Fine. If we must
.”

“You must,” Narra said, her voice monotone. “Why don’t we take them to your chambers, Avalon?”

The pirate captain frowned, but relented, turning on her heels to lead them to the back hallway. “Follow me.”

Narra ushered the princesses in first before following with Erik on her heels. They reached the captain’s quarters, and Narra couldn’t help but notice the absence of Caroline. Had Avalon’s younger sister gone home already?

She shook her head as Elena gasped, and Raeleen squealed in surprise. Kaja prowled from the shadows, looking more miffed than usual to have so many people in her owner’s room. A growl rumbled in her throat, and the princesses went to retreat.

“Hold on,” Narra said. “It’s only Avalon’s companion.”

Avalon glanced up, seeming surprised by Narra’s use of the word companion. But Narra remembered their dinner not long ago. Avalon called Kaja her companion, not a pet, and the thief had made note of it.

“It’s a tiger!” Elena snapped. “What is it doing here?”

“As Rheka said, Kaja is my companion.” Avalon walked over to the tiger and rubbed behind her ears until Kaja’s growl became a purr. “She’s harmless as long as you don’t threaten me or mine.” Avalon shot the princesses a meaningful look that said they better behave while aboard her ship.

Raeleen gulped audibly while Elena continued to regard Kaja as if the tiger might eat her.

“Have a seat, won’t you?” Avalon motioned at the dining table on the left side of the room.

The princesses carefully made their way around the edge of the room until they sat side by side on the bench, their backs to the window. Narra hid her smile with her hand. If she wasn’t so sure that 
Kaja wouldn’t harm her, she’d have done the same the first time she’d met the giant cat.

“I’ll get them settled,” Avalon said. “But I’d like to speak to you before you go, Rheka.”

Narra nodded, and they followed the pirate captain back into the corridor. Erik gave her a meaningful look before he walked back out to the pirate deck. All she needed to do was holler and he’d be there in moments.

Once he was gone back into the clouded daylight, Narra turned to face Avalon. “Yes?”

Avalon narrowed her eyes and worked her jaw. “I just want to make sure we have this straight. This is only temporary. If the princesses cause any
 trouble, and I mean any
… they’re out. I won’t have troublemakers on my ship.”

Narra’s jaw hardened. She didn’t like being commanded any more than she liked being threatened. If Avalon wasn’t doing her a huge favor by housing the two fugitives, she might pick a fight with her. Instead, she took a deep breath to calm the embers seeking to burn their way into her chest.

“All right,” she said.

Avalon’s gaze softened with relief and she nodded. “Thank you.”

“I’ll be back soon to check on… things,” Narra said. She glanced over Avalon’s shoulder at the door to her chambers.

Avalon sighed. “Don’t be long.”

Narra nodded, and tried to hide her amusement with her hood. “I won’t.”

The door creaked behind her as she made her way back to the deck of the pirate ship, and Avalon disappeared back into her quarters.

Erik glanced at her the moment she was above deck. He raised his brows. “Everything okay?”

She nodded. “For now.”

Erik didn’t say anything more as Derrick, Avalon’s right hand man and thorn in Narra’s side, appeared above deck, holding a cutlass over his shoulder. He glared at Narra all the way to the edge of the deck 
and down the plank. It wasn’t until they were back on the City Docks that she felt his gaze leave her.

“We should head home and get some rest,” Erik said. “It’s been a long day.”

“Agreed.” Narra pulled her grappling hook from her belt, and together they headed home to the Criminal District.
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arra sat at her kitchen table, the red beads of the Daughters of Ashra wrapped around her fingers. She stared at the solid orbs, wondering what they were made out of that made them glow before. She had no idea how it had happened, but something in her anger at Claudia had made the beads glow and the silver moon turn black.

She studied the pendant. It was a crescent moon etched from a piece of silver. The carvings on the back and front were intricate. She had no idea what they meant, or what they were for, but every time she held them she felt a tug inside of her. Though she had yet to determine where
 that tugging feeling came from, she guessed it was her soul. After all, Ashra had bound Narra’s soul to her.

She heaved a sigh and tightened her grip on the beads. They were cold, not warm as they’d been when glowing. Maybe it was because she left them in the pouch on her thigh, instead of keeping them around her neck like she assumed they should be worn.

“What are you doing?”

Narra started and nearly flew to her feet. Her heart raced and her eyes widened as she looked up at Erik. He stood in the doorway, leaning against the doorframe with an amused look on his face
.

“Nothing,” Narra said. She looked back down at the beads and quickly returned them to her pouch.

Erik’s eyebrows furrowed. He walked around the side of the table to take a seat across from her. “Were those the same beads you had in Alden’s bar the other day?”

She worked her jaw back and forth. How much should she say? She still hadn’t told him that Lady Death was real, though she’d sort of implied it. Would he even believe her? “Yes.”

“What do they do?” He glanced down at her pouch as she zipped it up.

“I don’t know yet.”

Erik sighed. “You’re going to see them, aren’t you?”

Narra stiffened. She couldn’t lie to him. “Yes. You know what Ria said.”

“You need to find a way out, Narra. They’re assassins. They’re dangerous,” he said.

“I know, Erik, but I’ve already tried.”

“Then try again. There has to be a way.” His fists clenched and trembled on the tabletop.

Narra swallowed the lump building in her throat. She had to tell him. “I’ve tried everything, Erik. I even asked Lady Death herself.”

Erik froze, and his eyes went wide. “What?”

She stayed silent and let Erik stare and work through it himself. Without actually meeting the Goddess of Death, it was difficult to explain, let alone believe. Avalon had believed her after only minutes, though it was only because she herself was magical.

Erik might know about Avalon’s powers, and he might have witnessed them for himself, but seeing and believing were two very different things—especially when it came to the gods.

“You’re saying you’ve met Ashra?” His voice was small, barely above a whisper.

Narra nodded stiffly.

Erik shook his head. His entire body started to tremble. He let out a shaky laugh, one that sent a shiver down her spine. “This can’t be happening. Gods aren’t real.
”

He was terrified, Narra realized. Her eyes widened as she took in the rounding of his eyes and the twisted smile on his face. He’d only be afraid if he believed her.

“Erik,” Narra said gently. “It’s okay.”

Erik squeezed his eyes shut. His knuckles went white. “How can that be true? My best friend is bound to the damned Goddess of Death.”

Narra opened and shut her mouth. She didn’t know how to respond to that.

“I can’t protect you from a god, or a guild of assassins. This is way beyond anything we’ve faced before,” Erik said.

“You don’t need to protect me,” Narra said. She tried not to be annoyed by the notion. She knew he only wanted to protect her because he cared about her.

Erik chuckled. “I know. If anyone doesn’t need protecting, it’s you. But that doesn’t stop me from wanting to. You’re all I have.”

Narra’s cheeks heated. They never talked like this.

“We can run,” he said.

“Run?” Her eyebrows furrowed.

Erik reached across the table and grabbed her hand. “Yes. We’ll go south, or we can leave Rova altogether. We can travel the world; see Rupa, and the Wells. There’s tons of uncharted territory out there to discover. We’ll find somewhere that Lady Death can’t reach.”

Narra smiled. It was a nice thought, just picking up and leaving everything behind. No longer would she have to worry about the Guild, or punishment, or a bunch of assassins. They could be free somewhere far away.

But the Guild was her family, and Alden was still missing. Could she really give up all she’d ever held dear, even if her best friend would come with her?

In the end, it didn’t really matter. She was bound to Ashra, and she had no idea if distance would do anything to lessen their bond. If she tried, she could end up dead. Or worse, she might get Erik killed.

She couldn’t say any of that to Erik though. He’d worry himself 
into the grave if she let him. “Maybe,” she said finally. “I’ll try and find another way out.”

Erik sighed in relief. He squeezed her fingers before releasing her and sitting back in his chair. “Good. We’ll figure this out.”

Narra nodded. “I’ve got to go.” She stood, the legs of her chair scraping the floor.

“Wait, where?” Erik still looked rattled. She shouldn’t put anything more on him, but she didn’t want to lie either.

“You remember what Ria said. I have to go meet her or she’ll come for me,” Narra said.

“I’ll go with you then.”

Narra shook her head. “You can’t.”

Erik ground his teeth. “Why not?”

Narra gave him a look
. “You can’t be serious. I’m going to meet with a group of assassins. A group you’re not apart of. They might kill me and
 you.”

Erik blanched. “That’s a good point.”

She shook her head. “I won’t be long. We meet in a cellar in East Gardens, a few blocks south of Grayson Manor. If I’m not back by morning, that’s where I’ll be.”

Erik stiffened. He looked like he was ready to fight to the death over her going, but eventually he nodded and sighed in defeat. “All right. Be careful.”

She smiled. “I will.”
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Narra descended
 the now familiar cellar steps into the Daughters lair. Her skin crawled beneath the cold of the earth, and a shiver went down her spine. She ground her teeth and tried to keep a level head. She was just meeting with Lady Death. There was no ceremony, no killing, and no sealing her in blood. Just a conversation.

Or so she hoped.

She reached the cellar floor and her eyes widened. Lady Death sat upon the same black throne she remembered from last time. She 
was far less menacing at normal height, even with her hair and skirts writhing like snakes.

“Narra,” Ashra greeted her with a warm smile. “You’ve made it.”

“Hello.” Ria smirked. “I’m glad I didn’t have to fetch you.”

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed. It was the first time she’d seen one of the Daughters in the presence of Lady Death, aside from the whole blood ritual thing.

“Hello,” Narra said.

Ria stood a few feet to the left of Ashra, her arms crossed over her chest, and her typical assassin gear on full display. Her daggers glinted in the low light of a gaslamp sitting on a desk across the room. That was new.

“Ria is here to see to your training,” Ashra answered Narra’s unasked question. “But first we need to have a discussion about rules, and of course your obligations as one of my Daughters.”

Narra frowned. She didn’t like the sound of that.

“Why don’t you have a seat?” Ashra flicked her fingers towards Narra, and a black chair materialized from the smoke on the floor.

Narra’s eyes widened. She tentatively reached out, wrapping her fingers around the back of it. It was as solid as anything else in the room. She carefully took a seat. At any moment she thought it might fall out from under her and disappear into ash.

“You don’t have to worry,” Ashra said. “My magic isn’t so mundane.”

Her cheeks heated. She hated that Ashra could read her thoughts.

Ashra smiled knowingly and glanced from Narra to Ria, who continued to lean against the wall. Ashra offered her no seat, and Narra wondered why that was.

“First of all,” Ashra began, “let’s go over the rules. There are very few. Those you agreed to as part of your initiation ceremony being the most important.”

Narra stilled. She knew where this was going.

“But Ria tells me that you’ve told your friend about us.” Ashra’s voice lowered to a more menacing pitch.

“Yes,” Narra said. “I have.
”

Nerves twisted her stomach, making her nauseous. She tried not to remember, but a sharp pain pierced her skull and suddenly memories were flashing before her eyes of all the people she’d told that she was a Daughter of Ashra. Dark spots encroached on her vision and she blinked rapidly to remove them. Her fingers tightened on the arms of her chair. She tried not to think of their names, but the pain increased and the information flew forward without her consent. Erik and Avalon. They both knew of Ashra’s existence.

“Hmm.” Ashra frowned. “Interesting.”

Narra inhaled sharply as the pain disappeared. Ashra had just assaulted her mind to pull the information out. So she couldn’t read everything
 Narra thought, not without pulling it forward with whatever that just was.

“No, Narra, my powers are not limitless,” Ashra said.

“She’s told others hasn’t she?” Ria snapped. She narrowed her eyes accusingly at Narra.

“Yes,” Ashra said. “A woman too.”

Ria’s harsh gaze softened at that. “At least it wasn’t another man.”

Narra stayed silent. She didn’t appreciate the way Ria was speaking about her best friend, but she didn’t dare say anything.

Ashra smiled and tapped her finger against her cheek. “Your Guild knows you’re a Daughter, but they don’t know the extent of my reach, nor do they know I exist.” She hummed softly. “That’s good. I’ll forgive you for telling your friends, but don’t let it happen again.”

Narra nodded. She didn’t need Ashra to say it—the or else
 was implied.

Ria’s stiff posture relaxed, and Narra assumed she’d accepted Ashra’s judgment. Hopefully Narra wouldn’t have to hear about it again from the assassin.

“Now for your obligations.” Ashra tilted her chin toward Ria.

Ria stepped away from the wall. “I know what you’re thinking, because it’s what I thought too when I first heard of the Daughters. All we do is kill, right?” She raised her eyebrows until Narra shrugged. “Well, that’s only a part of it. A lot of the time it isn’t even a 
large part. We assist Lady Death in many ways. Delivering messages, gathering information, and spying on her behalf.”

“Spying?” Narra asked, surprised.

Ashra nodded. “Yes. Many of my children spy on certain people around Rova, and in foreign countries. Many forge new identities and insert themselves into courts around the world.”

Narra looked between them with wide eyes. She really hadn’t expected that. From what she’d heard, the Daughters were a group of assassins, similar to those trained in the barren wastes of Talcotta. Why were they telling her this? Did they want her to take off to another country and learn their secrets?

“No, my Daughter. I wouldn’t ask that of you yet. You aren’t properly trained.” Ashra shook her head and smiled as if Narra was being a silly child.

“What does this training consist of?” Narra asked carefully.

“I’ll teach you a few prayers and spells to start. They’ll help you communicate with the Daughters, and of course Lady Death,” Ria said. “This way I don’t need to go after you all the time.”

“Ria will begin your training soon, Narra,” Ashra continued. She rose to her feet, and Narra couldn’t help following suit. She’d rather be prepared to run than stuck in a chair, even if she doubted she’d get very far. “So I need you to clear your schedule.”

Flames of irritation licked her insides before she could clamp down on them. Her fists tightened and she bit her tongue to keep from saying something she’d regret. The Daughters wanted to take up more
 of her time? Even after all they’d taken already?

“Remember your oath, my Daughter.” Ashra frowned. She snaked across the floor and took Narra’s face in her hands. A dangerous smile crossed Lady Death’s lips. “And remember all the little favors I’ve done for you.”

Narra’s breath fled her lungs. Ashra’s hands were like frost, stealing every bit of warmth from inside of her until she was a sheet of ice. Her breath fogged the air and Ashra laughed as she released Narra’s face.

The thief took a quick step back. Ashra returned to her throne, 
and crossed one leg over the other. She tilted her chin up as if daring Narra to question her again.

Narra worked her jaw and nodded. “Yes, Mother
.”

Ashra chuckled at the emphasis Narra put on mother
. She didn’t use it nicely.

“I’ll come for your training soon,” Ria said. “Be ready.”

Narra nodded and looked at Ashra one last time before she turned away from the Death God and the assassin. She made her way back up the cellar steps and out into the cool night air. It took half the flight home before heat returned to her body, and her shivering stopped.




[image: ]








T

he door to her bedroom slammed open and heavy footfalls rushed inside. “Narra! You’re alive!” Erik gasped. He took a deep breath and exhaled loudly. His relief was palpable.

Narra groaned and blinked the sleep from her eyes. She twisted to face the door, staring at Erik’s wild eyes with confusion.

“Of course I’m alive,” she croaked, her voice thick from sleep. “What are you going on about?”

“I didn’t hear you come in last night,” Erik said. He held a hand to his chest as he got his breathing under control. “I thought the assassins had taken you for good.”

Narra rolled her eyes and buried her face in her pillow. The sun was peeking between her curtains, casting harsh morning light through her bedroom. Her entire body felt sluggish, still exhausted from the past few days. Again, she groaned, but her pillow muffled the sound. Her best friend could be so irritating sometimes.

“I’m fine,” she mumbled.

“Well how was I supposed to know that when you snuck in? When did
 you come home last night?”

Narra glanced from beneath her sea of orange hair. She narrowed her eyes at Erik. She’d stayed out until she was sure Erik was asleep. 
He needed the rest, and she needed time to think. But even hours of flying over Rova City couldn’t help her come up with a plan to release herself from the Daughters. At least the night air had exhausted her into passing out the moment she’d arrived home.

“Late,” she said. She squeezed her pillow tight to her chest. She wanted to roll over and block everything out, but she doubted sleep would come so easy this time.

Erik huffed a sigh. “You couldn’t have woken me up?”

“No.”

Erik placed a hand on his hip and glowered. “What happened anyway?”

Narra glared. “What are you, my mother?”

“No,” Erik said dryly.

Narra sighed and rolled over so she lay on her back. She draped an arm over her forehead and narrowed her eyes at the sun creeping through her curtains. “They want to begin my training.”

Erik’s eyes rounded and he sat on the edge of the bed. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t know exactly. Ria said she’d be teaching me a few spells and prayers.” Narra glanced at her harness laid atop her dresser. Inside the thigh pouch were the Daughters beads.

“Spells?” Erik’s eyebrows furrowed. “So you’ll learn magic?”

“I really don’t know, Erik.”

Erik stared at the empty doorway for a long minute before he shook his head and stood. “All right. You’ll find out soon enough.” He glanced back at her. “We should head back to check on the Guild today.”

Narra stiffened. Cold settled inside her and twisted her insides. He was right. It had been a few days, which is how long August had instructed her to stay away. She had to return eventually to find out their verdict. She only hoped it was good news, and not the awful punishment she feared.
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Narra and Erik
 arrived at the new Guild Headquarters not long after noon. They stepped out of the dark stairwell from the basement up onto the main floor. For a house filled with Thieves, it was surprisingly quiet.

The whisper of wind flowed through the manor, and she heard the distance murmur of voices. There were no fights, no clash of blades as thieves trained. There was just a sense of stillness.

It made her far more uneasy than a ruckus would have.

They exchanged a look, and Narra was relieved to see the same look of confusion reflected on Erik’s face.

“It’s too quiet,” Erik said.

Narra nodded. “We should check the courtyard.”

Erik agreed and led the way down the long main corridor to the foyer. Bright afternoon sun shined off the crystal chandelier, tossing brilliant rainbow patterns onto the dark wooden walls.

Though it was very pretty, it only served to remind her how strange this new arrangement was. This did not
 seem like a place for Thieves. This was a home for the rich, not a pack of criminals.

She shook her head as they passed below the upstairs balcony and out the front doors into the courtyard.

The same dry fountain occupied the center, and a few thieves milled around the edges. Most looked warily at a pair standing near the fountain.

Narra looked from the Thieves to the pair and a gasp flew from her lips.

“Alden?” Erik said it before she could.

Alden looked over at Narra and Erik, his eyes lighting up the moment he saw them. “There they are!” He grinned so large he flashed his teeth.

Narra’s heart raced as Alden crossed the courtyard to meet them halfway. Before all the questions she had could fly from her lips, she wrapped her arms around his neck.

Alden chuckled and hugged her. He was warmer than she remembered and smelled like pine trees. “It’s good to see you too, Narra.
”

She squeezed and buried her face against his shoulder. “Where have you been?”

Alden stiffened. “I had to find someone to fix this mess. That’s all.”

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed and she pulled back. “What does that mean?”

“Narra.” Erik’s voice was sharp and put Narra on edge immediately.

Narra stepped back out of Alden’s embrace and looked beyond her uncle at the cloaked figure with him.

The woman’s face was partially shadowed, but her full lips twisted in a pretty smile. Delicate fingers appeared from inside her cloak and pushed her hood back to reveal long orange hair—not the color of fruit, or flowers, but the deep orange of the setting sun.

“Narra,” Alden said gently. “This is your mother.”

Her chest constricted and it was like all the air was sucked from her lungs as she stared at an older version of herself.

Khlara Rheka was beautiful, with pale skin, soft freckles, and a beauty mark below her large green eyes. She smiled gently and brushed her hair behind her ear as a breeze caught her long strands in its grasp. “Hello, darling.”

Narra took a step back, right into Erik’s chest. He held her arms, and Narra wasn’t sure which of them was shaking so intensely.

“You’re dead,” Narra said.

Khlara’s eyebrows furrowed, and she regarded Narra with pity. “No, darling. I’m not.”

Narra’s heartbeat sped up, pounding violently in her ears. She didn’t know what to say or do. For the last twenty-five years she’d believed she killed her mother so that she could enter this world. And there she was. Alive.

“I’m sorry we couldn’t tell you sooner, Narra,” Alden said. “But when everything went south, I had to find Khlara. I thought she was the only person who could help get the Thieves back.” His lips twitched sadly. “But I see you saved them all on your own.”

Khlara took a few tentative steps closer. Narra felt Erik tense 
behind her, but she couldn’t bring herself to move. It was like seeing a zombie come back to life. Khlara shouldn’t exist. She should be dead. But she wasn’t.

“I’m so proud of you, Narra.” Khlara’s eyes welled with unshed tears. “You’ve accomplished so much in your short years.”

Before Narra could do anything about it, Khlara wrapped her arms around Narra and squeezed tightly. Erik took a step back, and Narra had never felt more frozen.

“Congratulations, darling,” Khlara said. “Your father would be so proud.”

Narra stepped back abruptly. Mentioning her father was like throwing a bucket of ice water over her entire body.

“My father
 never gave a damn about me, and apparently neither did you.” Her fists clenched as fire shot through her chest. “You left me with that abuser! You let him twist and shape me into this heartless thing
 that no one could care about.” She knew that was a lie. Erik cared for her, and so did Alden. But she still felt it deep in her bones, like a shard of glass she could never remove. If Quinn hadn’t trained her to be the thief she was, then she might not be a villain among thieves. She might have had friends. She might have loved and been loved by more than just family.

“I’m sorry, Narra,” Khlara said. She reached for Narra’s hands, but Narra stepped away. “I know there’s nothing I can say to fix what your father has done, but I had no other choice.”

Narra laughed. “No other choice? Really? What was so bad it could have made you abandon your own daughter?”

Khlara’s eyes darkened, and she shook her head. “It’s a long story, Narra.”

“Oh, I’m sure it is,” Narra growled. Her fingers itched to grab her daggers and throw them at something. Adrenaline coursed through her veins and made her want to unleash her anger on something—anything.

“Narra,” Alden warned.

“No, Uncle,” Narra snapped. “She needs to explain herself.”

Alden twisted his jaw, but didn’t say anything more
.

“Fine, Narra.” Khlara took a deep breath. “But once I tell you, you won’t speak to your mother like this again, is that clear?”

Narra scoffed and couldn’t resist rolling her eyes. What a joke.

Khlara narrowed her eyes. “A long time ago I took a contract that resulted in the death of someone important. Talcotta assassins were contracted to kill me. I spent weeks fending them off. When I found out I was pregnant with you, I hid away for nine damn months until you were born.” She sighed, and it was like the fight drained out of her. “You were the most precious, most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, and I knew that if I stayed, I was putting you in harms way. So I left to keep you safe.”

Narra took a shallow breath. Her lungs felt tight like she couldn’t get enough air. She had to be lying. There had to be some other selfish reason that her mother would abandon her. It went in tune with everything that had ever happened to her. No one cared for her that much to give up their own child.

But the look of hurt and desperation in Khlara’s eyes told another story. Narra didn’t know what to believe.

“It’s true, Narra,” Alden said gently. “I helped her escape after you were born. There were a lot of close calls before your mother hid with you.”

Narra’s heartbeat raced and her fingers clutched her cloak. She didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t forgive the twenty-five years of neglect her mother had bestowed upon her, but she also couldn’t hate her. If what they were saying was true, Khlara had left Rova City for her
. She’d stayed away for so long because of Narra. To protect her.

Tears burned the back of Narra’s eyes suddenly, and it took every bit of strength she had not to shed them. She looked her mother’s face over again. They were so similar, it was ridiculous. She’d only seen pictures of her mother before, and when she did, she understood why her father seemed to hate Narra. They looked even more alike in person.

A thought occurred to her suddenly. Talcotta assassins. They were the ones after Khlara. A few weeks ago, when she’d emerged from 
City Records in Tallis Library, she’d been attacked by a man she believed to be a Talcotta assassin. She’d never heard from or seen the assassin again. Had he been after Khlara all along?

Khlara took a careful step forward and reached for Narra’s hands again. Narra didn’t pull away this time. Her mother smiled and clasped their fingers together. They were so warm, but calloused like Narra’s. She’d been a thief all her life too, and now she was on the run.

“It’s true?” Narra asked, her voice barely a whisper.

Khlara nodded. “It’s true, my love.”

Tears burned tracks down Narra’s cheeks, and then they were embracing. Her whole body shook as she clenched her teeth on a sob. Her mother was alive
. Not in a thousand years would she have ever guessed such a thing.

Khlara let her cry for a few minutes before Narra got a hold of herself. She leaned back and brushed her sleeves across her face. Her cheeks heated with embarrassment. She’d lost herself to her anger many times, but never to sadness, or relief, or whatever she was feeling now.

“You’ve gotten yourself into a real mess, darling.” Khlara smiled ruefully. “But you got the Guild back, and that’s what matters.”

Narra nodded, unable to speak just yet.

Approaching footsteps made her take a step back, and then the remaining Thief Commanders were standing in the doorway to the manor.

“Khlara?” August gasped.

Narra’s mother smiled. “Hello, August. Long time no see.”
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he Thief Commanders flooded the yard, crowding Narra and her little family. They launched question after question at Khlara, asking many of the things Narra wanted the answers to herself.

“Calm down, one at a time,” Khlara snapped.

Narra’s eyebrows rose. It was the first time she’d heard her mother’s ‘commander voice’. It reminded Narra of her own.

While Khlara stepped off to the side to explain what she’d just told Narra, Alden gripped her arm gently and turned Narra to face him.

“Narra,” he began. “I’m so sorry for what’s happened. I know you’ll never forgive me for your father, and for keeping your mother’s secret, but I just want you to know how sorry I am.”

Narra blinked in surprise at the sudden apology. “You’re sorry? I should be the one apologizing to you. I said such awful things before you disappeared.”

Alden mimicked her look of shock. “But you were right. I… I killed my brother.”

Narra’s chest tightened unexpectedly. It had taken her some time to get over that fact, but after finding Quinn’s secret room, she understood 
why Alden had done it. Quinn had betrayed the Guild. He was a traitor, and the worst kind of thief. He deserved to die for his crimes against the Guild. Narra had only wished that Alden explained it all to her in the first place.

“It’s okay,” Narra said. “I forgive you.”

Alden’s eyes widened further and she swore tears glazed them. He wrapped her in his arms and squeezed. “I love you, Niece.”

Narra smiled, and her cheeks heated. She wasn’t used to having so many sappy feelings, but today seemed full of them. “I love you too, Uncle.”

Alden let her go, and they both exchanged an awkward smile before turning to assess the commanders’ conversation with Khlara. Her small family might be close, but they rarely displayed affection so intensely. It made her stomach twist and her chest warm. She wished they’d been able to reunite in private instead of in front of half the Guild.

Khlara approached with the other commanders. “Well, I’m glad that’s over with.”

Narra raised an eyebrow. At least it seemed the commanders didn’t blame Khlara for abandoning them.

Graves cleared his throat to pull their attention, yet he avoided their gazes. “Remember why we’re here.”

Narra’s jaw hardened and her elation died. Right. She was here to potentially face punishment for bringing a non-guild member into the Den and getting the Thieves placed in the dungeons.

“What is this about?” Khlara asked sharply. She stepped slightly in front of Narra as if to protect her.

Narra tried not to be too annoyed. She wasn’t used to having a mother around, as she was sure Khlara wasn’t used to having a daughter.

“Your daughter faces punishment for betraying the Guild,” Klaus sneered. He narrowed his eyes and flashed his teeth. He was far too excited about the prospect.

“What?” Khlara snapped
.

August sighed. “He’s right, Khlara. Today, we hold a vote to decide if Narra will be forgiven for her transgressions or punished.”

“This is absurd!” Khlara growled. “She saved all of you
!”

Alden stepped up to join Khlara in protecting her. Narra glared at their backs. She didn’t need their protection.

“They’re right,” Narra said. Khlara and Alden turned back to look at her with wide eyes. “I broke Guild law. I have to face whatever the outcome might be.”

“Narra.” Khlara gripped her bicep. “The punishment for treason is death
.”

Narra nodded. “I know.”

Khlara spun back to face the commanders, a snarl on her lips. “I’m coming to the meeting. As I was never discharged from my duties, I am still a commander where it counts.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Klaus scoffed.

August exchanged a look with Graves and then with Clint. “Khlara, you were once a commander, and as such I think we should allow you to sit in, but that is all
. You have no say here anymore.”

“Agreed,” Graves said.

Clint nodded, and just like that the matter was settled.

“Fine,” Klaus snapped. He spun abruptly and stormed back to the manor. “Let’s get this meeting underway.”

Claudia was the first to follow, then Graves, and then Clint. August gave Narra a long look before glancing between mother and daughter. A rueful smile curved his lips, and then he too turned and joined the other commanders.

Erik grabbed Narra’s bicep and spun her to face him. “We can still run,” he said in a feverish voice.

“No, we can’t. Not from this,” Narra said, trying to be gentle.

“They might kill you,” Khlara said. Her voice was hard and monotone like Narra’s typically was. She looked at Narra with closed fists. “Is that what you want?”

Narra shook her head. “No, but it’s the right thing to do.”

Khlara regarded her with skepticism. “I won’t let you die, daughter. If they choose punishment, we’ll flee together.
”

“I’m coming too,” Erik said.

Alden chuckled and shook his head.

“All right,” Narra said. “Let’s go.”

Narra squeezed Erik’s arm in a show of confidence. They needed to believe this would go well, because if it didn’t, she wasn’t sure that her and Khlara alone could fend off the Thief Commanders to escape.

Erik nodded curtly, and Narra turned to the manor. She walked away from what was left of her family, alongside the mother she’d always thought she’d killed, and they entered the house together.


Narra took
 a seat next to Graves on the left side of the table. Khlara sat next to her, and the twins sat across from them. August stood at the head of the table, twisting his white moustache between his fingers. His forehead was wrinkled with worry, and his dark eyes flashed with unease.

“This is the first time something like this has happened in a long time,” August began. His voice was strained, and he kept glancing at Narra. “Though it was an accident, it was that thoughtless mistake that had the entire Thieves Guild imprisoned by the crown and nearly executed.”

The commanders were silent as August recited Narra’s crimes. She nodded to show she understood. Her fingers tightened around the arms of her chair. The suspense was making her nauseous.

“But the actions of this same individual, Commander Rheka, also saved the Guild from execution,” August added.

Klaus scoffed, and Narra glared at him.

“One by one, we will vote. Forgiveness or punishment.” August paused. “I vote for forgiveness.” He turned to his right. “What say you, Commander Clint?”

Clint glanced at Narra, and then back at August. “Forgiveness.”

Narra’s heartbeat sped up. That was two for forgiveness. Maybe she would survive the day after all.

“What say you, Commander Graves?
”

Graves didn’t look at any of them. Instead, he stared at the table. He paused for so long Narra wanted to reach over and slap him.

“Punishment,” Graves said.

Khlara hissed out a breath between her teeth, and Narra inhaled sharply. She was both surprised and not surprised. Graves was a military man. He was honor bound, and took any slight personally. She’d hoped he would find it in his heart to forgive her, but apparently he hadn’t.

That only left Klaus and Claudia. Both of whom Narra was sure would vote against her.

August looked pointedly at the Commander of the Pocks. “What say you, Commander Klaus?”

“Punishment,” Klaus sneered. He wasted no time in delivering his verdict. In fact, it was like he’d waited all day for this moment.

August nodded stiffly. He didn’t like this any more than Narra.

Khlara gripped Narra’s hand under the table and squeezed.

“That’s two for punishment, and two for forgiveness. There’s one vote left.” August looked at Claudia, who stared directly at Narra. “What say you, Commander Claudia?”

Narra winced. This was it. She would face the wrath of the Guild after this. What would they do to her? A death of a thousand cuts? Or worse
? Would they draw and quarter her like in the Time of Kings? Or maybe they’d tie her to a slab of wood and strap a bucket with a live rat inside of it to her stomach? It was an old form of torture, but anything was possible with the twins.

A shiver went down her spine and she squeezed Khlara’s hand so tightly she was sure it must hurt.

“Claudia?” August repeated.

Narra met Claudia’s eyes, and the Commander of the Picks raised her chin.

“Forgiveness,” Claudia said.

Klaus’s chair scraped across the floor as he stood. “What? Sister, you can’t be serious!”

Claudia slowly peeled her gaze away from Narra to look at her brother. “I have spoken, brother
.
”

August let out a heavy sigh of relief. He smiled as he looked over at Narra. “That’s three to two in your favor. Narra, on behalf of the Guild, you are forgiven.”

Narra blinked in surprise at the commanders. She couldn’t believe this was happening. Out of all the commanders she’d expected to vote for her, Claudia hadn’t been one of them.

Slowly, Narra dragged her gaze back to the Commander of the Picks. “Why?” she asked.

Claudia raised an eyebrow. “That’s all you have to say to my benevolence? Why
?”

Narra narrowed her eyes.

Claudia shook her head and sighed. “Because I’d have done the same if my Damien had been in trouble.” Her eyes grew sad and her forehead wrinkled. A look of pain flashed across her face, and then it was gone. Narra remembered when the initiates had all been killed; Claudia had been beside herself with grief for one of the fallen. Damien had been her lover, even despite their age difference. “And you did save us all. It might have only been for your friend, but still. I’d have killed hundreds… nay, thousands
, if anyone stood between me and Klaus.”

Klaus’s angry gaze softened, and Claudia looked up at her twin.

Narra’s racing heart slowed. She had no idea what to say. She couldn’t believe her luck.

“Thank Srah,” Khlara breathed out the prayer. She squeezed Narra’s hand again before pulling her fingers from Narra’s iron-like grip.

Narra splayed her fingers on her thighs and wiped off her sweaty palms. She took a deep breath as she tried to rearrange her thoughts.

She’d been forgiven by the Guild. She wouldn’t die today. She was free.

And with the commander’s verdict delivered, she had news of her own to share. Narra took one last moment to collect herself before she stood. The commanders all turned to face her.

Narra laid her palms on the tabletop, and glanced at each of 
them. “Now that your verdict has been delivered, I think it’s time I tell you…”

Khlara frowned. A knowing look flashed through her eyes.

Narra looked away from her mother to address the others. Khlara might know what was coming, but the rest were in for a real surprise.

“I am the Guild Master. My father might have been a traitor of a Guild Master, but I promise to each of you that I will do my best to lead us into a new age of thieves.”
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“
W

hat?” the commanders gasped.

“You can’t be serious,” Klaus snapped.

“Rheka, what are you saying?” August asked. His eyes were wide like saucers.

Narra let them get out their flurry of confused questions. They threw one at her every few seconds, not giving her any time to actually answer
 them. While the commanders got over their shock, Narra waited and watched.

Khlara frowned, wrinkling her pale skin. She stared at the table and crossed her arms. She wasn’t pleased that Narra had told their secret.

“Explain,” Clint said calmly once the others had shut up.

Narra regarded his cool expression before nodding. “My father was the previous Guild Master. The title was passed down from my mother.” She darted a glance at her.

“Khlara?” August gasped. “You were the Guild Master?”

Khlara sighed. “Yes. Before I left, I was the Guild Master. I gave the title to my husband temporarily until Narra came of age. But it seems my husband kept the title long passed when he should have and did quite a few shady things with it while he was at it.
”

Narra snorted. Khlara didn’t even know the half of it.

“Quinn
 was the Guild Master?” Claudia squawked like a parrot. “That drunk
 thief-for-hire?”

“Yes,” Khlara said.

“I think Quinn played us all for a fool,” Narra said. “I found a secret room hidden in our apartment where he kept all the contracts he stole from us. He could hardly have completed so many while drunk half the time.”

“That bastard.” Graves slammed his fist on the table, and it trembled from the impact.

“Quinn should have passed the title to my daughter when she was eighteen. If he had heeded my instructions, none of this would have happened,” Khlara growled. Her green eyes flashed like emerald flames.

The commanders once again stared at Narra.

“So you expect us to obey this child?” Klaus laughed. “You’re mad.”

“I was younger than she is now when I first became Guild Master,” Khlara said. She narrowed her eyes at Klaus. “If she takes after me at all, then she will do great things for this Guild.”

“She’s already betrayed us to the enemy and nearly gotten us all killed,” Klaus argued. “She’s hardly fit to lead.”

“Enough!” August barked. He stood abruptly, slamming his cane onto the floor. “Never before has a Guild Master revealed themselves to us. Things are changing. The empire is changing, and we need to change with it or we won’t last.”

Narra lifted her chin up. She couldn’t have put it better herself. Though she’d questioned whether she should reveal herself to the commanders before now, hearing August speak, she knew she’d done the right thing.

For the last three centuries, the Guild Master had always operated in shadow. But it was this way of thinking—this way of dealing with power—that led to someone corrupt like Quinn Reiner taking the position for so long. If the commanders knew who the Guild Master was, then he or she would always be held accountable
.

“Things have been done a certain way for a reason,” Claudia argued. “We can’t have a Guild Master who favors one faction over the others.”

August sighed. “And when has our Rheka ever favored one faction over another? She’s alone as Commander of Negotiations.”

Graves nodded in agreement. “She has no troops to fight for, only herself.”

“Rheka has always taken the… less favorable contracts, anyway,” Clint added in his usual monotone.

“Exactly,” Narra said. “I might have been shaped by that awful man, but I won’t be like him. Contracts will work the same as they always have. They’ll come in, be reviewed for authenticity, and then they’ll go directly to the Council of Commanders. Any contracts not accepted will be eaten by flames.”

“Why not just have the entire Council decide if a contract should be taken then?” Claudia asked. She glared at Narra. Whatever kinship Narra might have had with the woman moments ago was clearly gone.

“You know why,” Khlara said. “Contracts could be declined by the Council, and then taken behind the backs of the other Commanders.

Claudia closed her mouth and sat back. Even she couldn’t argue with that.

“We can discuss this more later,” Narra said. “For now, I’d like to know what progress has been made setting up a new contract system. We need to return the Guild to some semblance of normalcy.”

August exchanged a look with Clint. “We took your advice and hired Jin to accept contracts. He knows what to do, and who can retrieve the contracts from him. He’ll also keep an itemized list hidden just in case anything happens again like with Quinn.”

Narra nodded. “That’s a good idea.”

“Pick up will be every Sunday night at midnight,” August added. “Maybe you should be the only one to accept contracts. That way there won’t be a danger of any thieves pocketing them for themselves.”

“Agreed.
”

Narra sat back down, as did August. With the storm passed, the commanders looked tired. She imagined they were all still worn out after the dungeons, not to mention the effort it took to clean such an enormous house.

She looked around the table at each commander until her gaze landed on Khlara. Her eyebrows shot up as a thought occurred to her. “Do you plan on remaining with the Guild?”

Her heart thumped faster. She couldn’t help the bit of excitement that bubbled up inside of her at the thought of getting to know the powerful former commander.

Khlara frowned. “No, darling. The assassins are still after me. I only returned to help you get the Guild back, but you’ve done that all on your own.” She smiled slightly, though her eyes were still sad. “I can’t stay much longer.”

Narra’s excitement turned into a boiling pot of dread. What else had she been expecting? Things rarely went right for Narra, and with assassins hunting her mother, she couldn’t blame Khlara for wanting to leave.

“Well, I think that ends Guild business for the day,” August said. He shifted awkwardly in his chair. “We’ll meet again soon.”

Narra nodded. She said her goodbyes to the other commanders and quickly left the conference room, her mother trailing behind her.

Her fists clenched at her sides as she descended the steps to the first floor. She walked out the front door, barely watching where she was going.

“Narra!” Erik called.

She glanced up. Erik and Alden walked across the courtyard to meet them. They both looked about as nervous as she’d felt before the meeting.

“So?” Alden asked.

“I’m pardoned,” Narra said.

Erik and Alden let out a sigh of relief.

“Thank Srah!” Alden said.

“Ancestors
, you scared me!” Erik grinned.

“That’s not all.” Khlara slid her a sidelong look

.

“Um. I also confessed to being the Guild Master,” Narra explained.

Erik’s eyes went buggy, and Alden’s mouth dropped open. “What
?”

Narra explained what happened, and why she’d done it. Khlara helped to fill in the blanks about where the title had come from, and why Quinn had had it in the first place. By the time they finished, both men looked impressed.

“We should grab a drink to celebrate,” Alden said. “There’s got to be booze in this mansion somewhere, right?”

Narra shook her head. It was always the first thing on Alden’s mind. “I think I saw a bar inside somewhere.”

“There’s one in the study on the third floor,” Erik said.

“That’s my boy!” Alden chuckled. “Lead the way.”

Erik flashed his teeth and led them back inside. Alden was quick to follow, while Narra and her mother brought up the rear. She exchanged a glance with her mother, whose eyebrows were furrowed with worry.

“You really aren’t staying, are you?” Narra asked.

Khlara smiled sadly. “No, darling. You have things under control here. I’m not needed.” Khlara rested her hand on Narra’s arm. “I’m proud of what you’ve done here. You’ll be a good Guild Master.”

Narra’s chest heated at the same time that it squeezed. It warmed her heart to know that the mother she’d never known was proud of her. But at the same time, she couldn’t help the sadness swelling inside of her either. They hardly knew one another, and they might never get the chance to be more than strangers.

“Hey, keep up!” Erik called from the top of the stairs.

Khlara ushered Narra through the front doors. “Don’t worry, Narra. It will all turn out okay.” As they stepped inside, Khlara’s smile disappeared. “We’re coming!” she called up the stairs.

Erik flashed a grin and disappeared down the hall, Alden on his heels.
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T

he next morning, Narra held a freshly brewed cup of coffee to her lips, blowing the rising steam off the top. Her stomach tightened with hunger, and her mouth salivated from the rich smell of grilled sausages.

While Erik cooked breakfast for the four of them, Narra sipped on her beverage, watching Khlara read the paper and Alden clutch his head in his hands. He had quite the hangover after a late night of drinking. It reminded her of months ago when she’d gotten up late one afternoon to find Alden and Erik passed out in her living room. She’d made as much noise as possible to awaken them, only to get amusing groans and insults thrown her way for tearing them from sleep.

“Still nursing that hangover, old man?” Erik asked. He flashed a grin and a wink over his shoulder. He stirred hash browns in butter in a separate pan, no evidence of the previous night’s activities on his face.

“Shut up,” Alden groaned. He swiped his fingers through his hair and looked up in a daze. His face was drawn and dark circles stood out beneath his blue eyes.

Khlara smiled as she lowered the newspaper. “Who would have 
ever thought a day would come when Alden Reiner could no longer hold his liquor?”

Alden narrowed his eyes at Khlara. “I’ve been out of practice searching for you
.”

This only made Khlara’s grin grow wider. “You only prove my point, Al. Two weeks away from drinking and you’re already this much of a mess?” She chuckled and shook her head.

“She’s right, Al
,” Erik teased. Never before had Narra heard anyone call her uncle Al
. Erik seemed just as amused by the nickname. “What’s happened to my favorite drinking partner?”

Alden leaned back in his seat, propping an arm over the back as he turned toward Erik. “Call me Al one more time and I’ll throw you out the window.”

Erik laughed so hard he buckled in two. The spatula clanged against the deep cast-iron pan, and nearly tipped out before Erik got himself together and caught it.

“Oh, right. You never did like that nickname, eh Ally?” Khlara’s grin stretched so wide her teeth flashed.

Narra shook her head and hid her smile behind her coffee cup. She couldn’t believe this. When was the last time her family had a morning like this? With Quinn, never. But with Khlara back, it brightened something in her uncle’s eyes. Her chest tightened. It wasn’t the first time the thought crossed her mind, but she wished Alden had been her father instead. Why couldn’t Khlara and Alden have fallen in love all those years ago instead of Quinn?

Her smile disappeared and she took a big gulp of coffee. It burned down her throat, still hot from the coffee pot, and she winced.

“You’re an awful woman,” Alden grumbled.

Erik shook his head as he turned back to the stove. He dished out piles of eggs, hash browns and sausages onto four plates, delivering the first to Narra, and then Khlara before he set one in front of Alden.

“My, my, you look a little green, Alden.” Erik chuckled as he took his own seat.

Alden stared down at his steaming plate of breakfast. To Narra, it smelled divine. She’d never give up her best friend’s cooking again if 
she could help it. But Alden’s normally bronze skin was turning pale.

Khlara slapped Alden on the back. “Get it together, Al.”

Alden glared at Khlara, who smirked right back as she folded the paper and set it back on the table.

Narra picked at her breakfast with a fork. She set her coffee down and took up the paper, eager to see how her latest scheme had affected the city. Her heart pounded as she carefully turned the Rova Chronicle to face her and unfolded it.

“You’re both monsters,” Alden grumbled.

Narra flicked open the paper to see the headline.

“Narra, you’re being rude,” Khlara snapped. “Put the paper down and eat.”

Narra blinked in surprise and carefully lowered the paper to stare at her mother with a furrowed brow. Did Khlara just command her?

“Come on, it’s delicious. You don’t want it to get cold.” Khlara flashed a pretty smile. She was only joking.

A smile fought its way onto Narra’s face. She shook her head and lowered the paper, returning it to the center of the table for her to peruse later.

“You’re right,” Narra said. She scooped a forkful of hash browns into her mouth, and had to bite down on her tongue to keep from moaning. The minced potatoes were perfectly crispy and slathered in butter. They couldn’t be more delicious if they tried.

Erik and Alden blinked at Narra in surprise. No one told Commander Rheka what to do. Except maybe Quinn Reiner, and he was dead.

Narra swallowed and glanced between the two. “What? Hurry up and eat.”

The two most important men in her life smiled and shook their heads. They exchanged a look before digging into their own breakfasts.

The four of them lapsed into companionable silence. Narra ate slowly, observing her small family. She didn’t know Khlara well, but she couldn’t help imagining what it would be like to have her back. 
She’d never had a mother—someone to trust and depend on so completely.

Khlara fit into their small family so well. Whereas her husband had never made the rest of them comfortable, Khlara was like a missing piece of the puzzle. She brought a warm smile to Alden’s face and pulled Erik’s teasing side out in a flash. Though they were fairly tame over breakfast, the two had certainly had their way taunting her poor uncle last night.

But no matter how much Narra wanted her mother to stay, Khlara was leaving. There were still assassins on her tail, and as long as they were after her, she knew Khlara wouldn’t stay and risk their safety.

It was commendable, even honorable that Khlara would leave everything she knew and loved behind to keep the rest of them safe from danger.

Narra’s chest tightened, and she set her fork down on her plate. It wasn’t fair that she would just meet her mother now, only to have the woman stolen away because of something that happened decades
 ago. But how could she convince Khlara to stay when it was obvious Talcotta assassins were still stalking Khlara all these years later? If anything, the assassin in Tallis Library had proved that Khlara was still in danger, and so were the rest of them as long as Khlara stayed.

There had to be something she could do.

“Narra. Are you all right?” Khlara asked. She tilted her head to one side. Her eyebrows were furrowed, and her lips turned down in a frown. It was the look of genuine concern she remembered Erik having every time he asked her the same question.

And that’s when Narra decided: she was not giving her mother up without a fight.

“I don’t want you to go,” Narra said.

Khlara’s eyes softened and her lips twisted in a rueful smile. “I’m sorry, Narra. I didn’t mean to come back into your life like this only to leave.”

Narra’s fists clenched in her lap. “Then don’t.”

Khlara shook her head. “You know I have to leave. You won’t be safe with me here.
”

Erik and Alden both stopped eating. Their faces turned sad as they looked between mother and daughter.

“I can protect you,” Narra said. “You don’t have to go.”

“If I let my daughter protect me, I’d be a terrible mother.”

Narra bit back a growl. “No, you wouldn’t. There’s a lot you don’t know about me. I can
 protect you. I’ve fought off assassins before.”

Khlara’s eyes grew hard. “What do you mean?”

Erik shot Narra a startled look. He’d just put it together as well.

“A few weeks ago, Erik and I were in Tallis Library searching for information. When we went to leave I was trapped inside a research room by who I believe was a Talcotta assassin. I fought him off, injured him even, and he took off,” Narra explained. Her heart raced at the memory. “I never saw him again.”

Khlara gripped her butter knife until her knuckles went whiter than even her pale skin. “This only proves my point, Narra. You aren’t safe.” She looked Narra over from head to toe. “You should dye your hair. You look too much like me.”

Narra scoffed. “No. You aren’t understanding my point.”

Khlara stood. “I understand your point, Daughter. You think because you narrowly escaped one assassin that you can fend off half a dozen when they come for me. But you’re wrong. You might be strong, you might be trained, but I can’t endanger you like this.”

Narra stood as well, the legs of her chair screeching across the wooden floor. Fire lashed through her chest, not at her mother for being so stubborn, but at the assassins who dare come between her and her family. “You won’t be endangering me. I can handle myself.”

“Yourself, certainly. But I won’t let you risk your life for mine.”

Heat poured through every inch of her. Narra ground her teeth as she slapped her palms down on the table. “It is mine to risk. I can protect you. It isn’t just me. I can ask the Daughters for their aid as well.”

The whole kitchen went silent. Erik stared at Narra in stunned silence while Khlara and Alden regarded her with confusion.

“The Daughters?” Khlara asked after a long, tense moment. “What are you saying?
”

Narra snapped her teeth shut with an audible click. She hadn’t meant to say it. Giving herself up as a Daughter of Ashra had already angered the Goddess of Death. She shouldn’t be telling more people, especially the mother that she barely knew. What if Khlara rejected Narra for this? What if she thought her daughter disgusting?

“Narra?” Khlara said.

Narra squeezed her eyes shut. Damn. She should have been more careful.

“The Daughters of Ashra,” Erik said, his voice strained. “Narra has been working with them.”

Alden and Khlara gasped in unison.

“What?” Khlara snapped. “What do you think you’re doing with them? You’re a thief
!”

Shame squeezed Narra’s heart. “I know.”

Erik reached over and squeezed Narra’s hand. “She had no other choice.”

Khlara looked between them both. “What do you mean?”

Narra sighed and looked at her mother. “They gave me two options. Agree to join the Daughters… or die.”

Alden snorted. “That sounds like one option to me.”

Narra smile ruefully. She couldn’t disagree.

“Those monsters,” Khlara growled. She breathed hard, staring at the table. But she wasn’t arguing anymore. She wasn’t trying to convince Narra that she had to go. She was thinking it over.

Narra’s heart fluttered with hope. “You see now… you can stay. I can protect you, and I’ll ask the Daughters for their help too. We can kill the assassins after you, and then you’ll be free.”

Khlara looked up. Her eyebrows were furrowed and her eyes glazed with both tears and hope.

Narra could only imagine the life her mother had lived: constantly on the run, never able to settle down for too long for fear that assassins lurked in every shadow. But it was time that came to an end. Narra would put a stop to it if it was the last thing she did.

“You really think they’ll help?” Khlara asked tentatively. “They won’t ask more of you for this? You won’t be punished?
”

Narra kept her face carefully neutral. For all she knew, she’d be killed for telling another person of her allegiance to the Daughters. But she had to hold onto hope that Ashra would understand. This was her family
, and she would do anything for them.

“No,” Narra said. “I’ll be fine. I’ll go ask for their help as soon as I’m able.”

Khlara stared at her daughter for a long moment. She reached across the table and squeezed Narra’s hand. “All right. But promise me you won’t endanger yourself in any way.”

“I won’t,” Narra lied.

Khlara smiled and nodded before both women returned to their seats. Alden still looked between them all like he’d seen a ghost. Erik shrugged when her uncle’s gaze landed upon him. This was just another day in their messed up lives.

Narra looked at the remaining sausage and small pile of hash browns on her plate. She’d nearly finished when her thoughts had driven her into an outburst. Now, she was no longer hungry. She sighed. She hated letting good food go to waste.

“You gonna eat that?” Erik grinned.

Narra chuckled and pushed her plate across the table. It was as if he read her mind. “It’s all yours.”

Erik took her plate and greedily dug into what was left. His enthusiasm at having more breakfast seemed to break the tension, and the crushing silence relaxed somewhat.

She knew she’d have to talk to Alden more about what had happened with the Daughters later, but for now, she wanted to catch up on the news.

Narra took the newspaper back in hand, flicking it out to spread the front page between her hands. The headline of the Rova Chronicle was one she expected, and a sly smile curved her lips at the very sight of it.

MURDEROUS PRINCESSES RESCUED BY UNKNOWN DUO.

She scanned the article, which had the bare minimum amount of 
information on the actual kidnapping of the princesses. Instead, it mostly went on and on about the trial, and tried desperately to link the scene with other reports of Ashra’s wrath. It also mentioned Marina’s coming coronation and what this meant for the country.

Her heart stopped as she realized what day it was. The coronation was tomorrow
. How had she let it sneak up on her?

Narra’s fingers squeezed the paper as she scanned the rest of the front page. When she didn’t find what she wanted, she flipped to the next, and then the next. By the time she reached the end of the paper, her fingers clutched the edges until it crumpled beneath her fierce grip.

No matter what she tried to do to incite a rebellion, it wasn’t happening. Were Rova’s people really that docile? It was sickening to think they’d allow all of this to happen—the killings, the religious imposition, the tax hikes—without rising up to try and stop it. Did what was left of the Revolution no longer care because their leader was going to be on the throne?

This couldn’t be what they wanted for their country, and yet she hadn’t heard a peep from them in weeks.

Not to mention, one of the many articles revealed to the public that the military was not going to aid in Bordertown, even though several skirmishes had already broken out. Their country was about to be at war, and the military wasn’t obeying their next empress.

Yet still, the public and the church were allied with Marina. The Church of Srah was doing much more for Marina’s standing that Narra had ever expected.

Tomorrow was Marina’s coronation and Narra’s revenge was crumbling around her.

Narra sighed.

“What does it say?” Erik asked. He looked at her expectantly as he shovelled another forkful of eggs into his mouth.

“Our plan isn’t working,” she said.

Erik swallowed audibly. “That’s unfortunate.”

Khlara and Alden looked between them both, confusion all over their faces
.

“What’s going on?” Alden asked.

Narra exchanged a look with Erik. “We’re trying to bring down the princess before she’s crowned empress, but no matter what we do, the public hasn’t risen up to fight back against her.”

Alden looked at the headline on the front page of the Rova Chronicle. “That was you two?”

“Yep,” Erik said.

Khlara sipped on her mug of coffee before setting it back down. “Why don’t you just steal the crown?” She can’t very well be crowned empress without it.”

Narra looked wide eyed at her mother. A spark lit inside her mind and she had to take a deep breath to calm her heartbeat and her racing thoughts. Why hadn’t she thought of it before? She didn’t need to incite a rebellion to stop Marina. All they had to do was stop her coronation.

Without the public backing her wishes, they could very well steal the imperial crown. It was written in the bylaws since the empire was formed. Even during the Time of Kings, it had been the same way. The ruler could not be crowned without the
 crown. The one. The only crown. It was hundreds of years old, created by the Last King to ever rule the continent.

Narra stood suddenly and pushed away from the table. “I’ve got to go.”

Erik looked wildly between Narra and her mother. “What?” He swallowed his mouthful of food and quickly stood. “Where are we going?”

Narra grabbed her cloak from where it laid across the back of her chair. “I’ll explain on the way.”

Erik grabbed his cloak too and took a large swig of coffee before following her to the door.

“Be careful!” Khlara called after them.

Narra smiled. It was strange having a mother tell her that. She couldn’t remember when Quinn had ever wished her a safe trip. “See you later,” Narra called back.

Because there would be a later. Khlara wasn’t going anywhere. 
First, Narra would stop the coronation of Marina Kolarova. And then, she’d take on a group of assassins.

“Let’s go,” Narra said as she flung the locks of the vault-like door to her apartment. She opened the door wide and stepped into the hall, Erik fast on her heels.

“Yes, ma’am.” Erik smiled sheepishly as Narra shot him a glare.

This could work. They were going to bring down a princess.
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“
H

ow can you expect us to remain down there in that filth all day?” a shrill voice cried from the deck of Avalon’s pirate ship.

Narra raised her eyebrows at Erik, who grinned like a devil. They walked up the plank leaning against the pirate ship to find a dishevelled Derrick dealing with not one, but two of the princesses.

He breathed heavily as he glanced between Elena and Raeleen with wide eyes. Elena stood in front of her sister, glaring at the pirate with her hands on her hips. Narra realized it was her they’d heard from the docks.

“It stinks below deck,” Elena raged on. “We are princesses
. Tell your captain that she needs to find somewhere else for us to stay at once
.”

A smile pulled at the corners of Narra’s lips. She didn’t dare step on deck to ruin the moment. Every time she arrived on Avalon’s ship, Derrick accosted her. This was only karma seeking sweet revenge.

“Please
,” Raeleen added for her sister.

Elena rolled her eyes. “Yes, please
. If that’s what it’ll take. Please with all the gold you could ever desire on top.
”

Derrick took a step back. Elena’s sarcasm was so thick it could cut. “Please, your Highnesses… there is nowhere else. The Captain has left me in charge of—”

“Enough of your ineptitude!” Elena snapped. “Allow us to speak to your captain this instant.” She slammed the heel of her boot against the deck for good measure.

Erik whistled low enough it was almost drowned by the breeze. “Damn. I’m glad we didn’t try and take them back to your apartment.”

Narra shot him a look. “Don’t even think about it.”

Erik grinned. “Doesn’t look like too much fun, does it?”

“Not at all,” Narra said dryly.

“What’s going on?” a strong female voice bellowed from the hall at the back of the deck. Avalon appeared with pursed lips and a glare that silenced even the princesses. Her heeled boots clacked on the wooden surface as she stepped from the hall onto the deck. The wind tossed her tight black curls and the red feather on her hat. “All I’ve heard is yelling for the last twenty—”

Avalon stopped a few paces from the hall. Her eyes went wide and her face slack with surprise as she looked at Narra and Erik. “Oh. Hello. When did you get here?”

The two princesses and Derrick spun around to face the thieves. Derrick’s eyes flew wide, and guilt twisted his expression. He’d been so engrossed by the princesses that he hadn’t even noticed Narra and Erik. He was lucky it was just them, and not an assassin or someone bent on robbing them blind.

“Good afternoon,” Narra said. She stepped off the plank onto the deck. Erik quickly followed, a toothy grin still plastered on his face. “I hope we’re not interrupting.” She glanced at the princesses.

Elena and Raeleen only appeared shocked for a moment before they schooled their expressions into twin looks of indifference.

“Not at all,” Avalon said. She sighed, taking one look at the princesses before she motioned for Narra and Erik to approach. “A welcome reprieve. I hope you’ve come to take this pair off of my ship.
”

Narra fought the guilty twitch of her lips. “Apologies. Not yet.”

Avalon narrowed her eyes. “I know I am repaying my debt to you in doing this, but once this is over, that’s it.”

Narra nodded. “Of course.” She couldn’t even imagine putting up with the two princesses invading her home like this.

“All right, what are you here for if not these two?” Avalon motioned at the princesses who had begun to bicker with Derrick more quietly.

Narra glanced back at Erik. “We should speak privately.”

“Fine.” Avalon spun on her heels and motioned for them to follow. She led the way back down the hallway to her chambers.

Inside was dark as usual, the dim afternoon sky shielded by thick curtains. Several lamps and candles were lit around the large room, illuminating Avalon’s desk, dining table, and bed, occupied as usual by Kaja. The tiger grumbled and looked up from the bed, narrowing her eyes in displeasure at having her nap interrupted.

“Come in,” Avalon said. She closed the door behind Narra and Erik before walking around them to sit at the desk at the center of the room. She went about organizing papers and maps, but as usual the mess was untameable, and the pirate gave up after a moment or two. “What can I do for you?”

Narra approached the table while Avalon took a seat behind it. She took off her captain’s hat and tossed it onto the mound of papers and maps. Normally, Narra would get right down to business. But someone was missing in the captain’s chambers. She glanced around the space, but Caroline was nowhere to be found. She hoped the girl was okay and not taken away by religious zealots again.

“Is Caroline all right?” Narra asked.

Avalon raised a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. “Yes. Caroline went home on another ship.”

Narra raised her eyebrows. “Another ship?” She’d always assumed the other had been sent home after Caroline arrived.

“Yes,” Avalon said, confused.

“Why do you have more than one?” The question had bothered 
Narra since Avalon had first mentioned the second ship. She didn’t understand why Caroline had come on another ship, or how this pirate even had more than one. It seemed like a waste to have more than one ship when she could only captain one at a time.

“I’m the Captain of the Orillian Armada,” Avalon said, as if that explained everything.

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed. “What is that?”

Avalon’s lips parted in a surprised ‘O’. “You really are Rovan through and through.” She shook her head and smiled. “Years ago, I enlisted all of the remaining pirates left from the tyranny of the Fallen who’d plagued our shores for hundreds of years. I created the Orillian Armada, named after Orillia, the pirate city my mother helped restore.”

“That sounds impressive,” Narra said. She had no idea what the Fallen were, though she’d heard rumors of beasts who controlled Rupa’s seas for many years.

Avalon shrugged nonchalantly. “Let’s get back on track.”

Narra nodded. “Right. We’ve come to get you to meet with Asher again. I have an idea how we can stop the princess’ coronation, but it’s going to be difficult.”

Erik snorted. “Yeah. And it’s gonna take us right into the belly of the beast.”

Narra glared at him over her shoulder. She was supposed to be handling this. Erik snapped his mouth shut and raised his brows apologetically.

Avalon worked her jaw. “I hope this plan is better than the last.” She narrowed her eyes at the chamber door, where Narra could still hear the princesses arguing with Avalon’s first mate.

“It is,” Narra said as confidently as she could. In truth, it was just like all of her other plans. It was dangerous as hell, but it was all they had.

Avalon looked back at Narra, inspecting her face. She was silent for a long time, her eyes shifting all over the thief.

Narra’s cheeks heated. She didn’t like being under anyone’s 
scrutiny, let alone that of a gorgeous woman. She shifted uncomfortably the longer Avalon didn’t speak. Her stomach slipped with nerves. What if Avalon refused? Part of Narra’s plan was dependant on Avalon being part of it. But as Avalon had already said above deck, Avalon had repaid her debt to Narra. She didn’t need to help the Thieves anymore.

Avalon sighed. “All right.”

Narra released a loud, relieved exhale. “Thank you.”

The pirate nodded and stood. She grabbed a cloak from the back of her chair and clipped it at her collarbone. “Let’s go.”

Narra nodded and turned.

Erik had a hard time hiding his smile as he moved to open the door for them. She knew exactly what he was thinking. He’d heard what Avalon said above deck too. Avalon didn’t need
 to help them anymore. Now she was helping because she wanted to.

Narra bit the inside of her cheek, hoping the pain would distract the blush from rushing to her face. She didn’t like what Erik was implying with his smile.

Erik motioned both women out first before following suit back to the ship’s deck and off onto the City Docks.
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The trio arrived
 in East Gardens just after dinnertime. This late in the year, the sun had already dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows across the ground as the last remnants of its glow disappeared over the horizon.

Narra flung herself over the railing and onto the small deck atop the sunroom on the first floor of Asher’s home. Erik kept an eye out. Though dusk was upon them, and light was low, it was still bright enough out that someone might see them.

Avalon waited in the shadows of the tree next to the stone wall surrounding the property, while Erik waited on the other side, darting a nervous look at her every other minute
.

Narra landed on the deck and pressed close to the wall. She took a quick look around the neighborhood, full of nearly identical two-story homes, partially constructed from stone, and partially from wood, with clay tiled rooftops and lush gardens surrounding each house.

The area was clear. Many would still be at work at this time of day, or inside with family. Though she hadn’t seen any lights on inside Asher’s home yet, she assumed he was as well.

Slipping her lock picks from the pocket on her thigh, Narra made quick work of the door’s antiquated locking mechanism. Once it clicked open, she pinned herself to the floor, and whistled for the others to make their way up.

Erik wasted no time, appearing atop the stone fence as if from thin air. He jumped down, deftly avoiding the dying rose bushes. Avalon was already halfway up the trellis, getting far better at climbing the side of the building after so many repeat visits.

A few minutes later they were all inside Asher’s empty house.

“Is he not here?” Avalon asked. She peeked into his bedroom, but the room was dark and musty.

Narra continued down the second floor hall, peeking into Asher’s study. Again, it was empty save for the usual furniture. “I’m not sure.”

She’d been fairly certain the man would be home, but then again, he was most likely back to work now. And with the country so close to war with Kiznaiver once again, he’d be busy too.

Narra checked the bathing chamber and two guest rooms before she made her way downstairs. She stopped to listen, but heard nothing but the tick of a grandfather clock, and her own breathing along with the creak of Erik and Avalon descending behind her.

They checked the foyer, the kitchen, the living room, the den, and the dining room before all coming to the same conclusion. General Grayson wasn’t home.

“Well that puts a damper on things,” Erik called from the kitchen.

“Should we wait?” Avalon asked. She poked her head through the doorway to the dining room where Narra stood
.

“I suppose so,” Narra said. “I’m sure he’ll be home soon.”

Avalon nodded and leaned back into the kitchen. She heard the clap of cupboards and soft creak of Erik and Avalon as they snooped.

Narra looked around the dining room before she went back to the living room. It was strangely the most personal room in the house. Though she’d been in the room once before, she’d been focused on the task at hand, giving her no time to take in the décor.

Two floor-to-ceiling bookshelves occupied the walls surrounding a large brick fireplace with copper edgings. A tall grandfather clock with gear work surrounding the clock’s face stood next to the exit to the foyer. It ticked away with a strangely soothing beat.

She ran her fingertips over the embossed spines of the books, and took in the plush burgundy furniture and gold gilded frames surrounding the paintings of gorgeous Rovan landscapes. She was so used to seeing the scowling expressions of emperors and generals that she’d assumed every general’s home must be decorated the same. But the paintings of the mountain range between Rova and Kiznaiver told another story. They were expertly done with a range of colors showing a blue sky clouded with puffs of white. The snowy mountain peaks shined in the light of a high afternoon sun, making the snow appear almost wet. She wasn’t sure how the artist did it, but it was beautiful to behold and strangely lifelike.

The front door to the house squealed open, and Narra turned to face the entrance to the foyer.

Asher stepped inside before turning his back to her. He shut the squealing front door. The lock thudded and the general let out a heavy sigh before shrugging off his coat and hanging it on a bronze coat rack next to the door. He turned to face the living room and froze when he saw her.

His eyes flew wide, and his hand wrapped around the hilt of his rapier. “Rheka?”

“Hello,” she said.

Asher took a deep breath before his shoulders relaxed and his hand dropped from his weapon. “Would you stop breaking into my 
home?” he snapped. He’d asked her the same thing last time she’d been there.

Narra bit her cheek to hold back her smile. “Apologies.”

Asher sighed. The creak of floorboards made them both turn back to face the door to the dining room. Avalon appeared, and so did Erik. Her best friend blinked in surprise, a biscuit half stuffed into his mouth.

“Oh,” Erik mumbled. “You’re home.”

Asher narrowed his eyes. “And I see you’ve helped yourself to my pantry.”

Erik swallowed and grinned. Crumbs clung to his five-o’clock shadow. “Yep.”

Narra smiled and shook her head. Her friend was utterly ridiculous.

Asher turned back to face her, a serious look suddenly on his face. “Have you found my son yet?”

Narra’s heart skipped. Emperor’s ancestors
. She’d completely forgotten.

Erik stepped forward, holding a hand up to get their attention. “I’ve already discussed it with the Thieves in charge of disposal. They’re drawing up a map for me as we speak. We’ll have his body back in the next couple of days.”

Narra tried to hide her surprise from Asher, but she wasn’t quite sure she succeeded from the look Erik gave her. When had he had the time to do that? Or was he lying for her?

“Thank Srah,” Asher exhaled the prayer.

Asher might be looking forward to having his son’s body back, but Narra wasn’t quite so relieved. Having Ezriel’s body back meant that Asher would see what had really
 happened. She’d told him that Ezriel’s throat had been slashed, but his body would tell another story—one where the entire Thieves Guild took turns cutting and stabbing the murderous boy until he was very near death.

Narra nodded stiffly. “That’s not why we’re here. I have a plan to keep Marina off of the throne.
”

Asher motioned for her to continue before taking a seat in one of the cushioned chairs closest to the exit.

While the others sat, Narra wasn’t quite sure she could relax with her pulse racing. She was a ball of nervous energy and sitting would only make her fidget.

“I want to steal the imperial crown before Marina’s coronation,” Narra said.

Asher’s eyebrows rose. He looked surprised, not like it was a bad idea, but like it was something he hadn’t considered. Avalon gaped at her like she was insane, while Erik looked a bit uneasy.

“That’s not a bad idea,” Asher said. “Marina can’t be crowned without it.”

“That’s what I thought,” Narra said.

“There was actually one other time it happened in history,” Asher continued. He stared off at nothing, lost in thought. “After Empress Willa was killed, the crown went missing. Though Barrett tried relentlessly to be instated as emperor, he couldn’t until they found the crown almost a year later.”

Narra’s mouth dropped open. She hadn’t known that.

Asher looked back at her and she swore she saw his lips twitch, but the smile never formed. “Most people don’t know. Barrett tried to have the information struck from the record, but it was still preserved in some history textbooks.”

“Oh,” was all she could say.

“So the princess really can’t be made empress without the physical crown?” Avalon asked. Asher nodded. “You people have very bizarre customs in your country.”

Erik laughed. “Don’t I know it.” He gave Avalon one of his most dazzling smiles, but Avalon only rolled her eyes and scooted further away from him on the sofa.

“It won’t be easy though,” Asher said. His jaw hardened. “Security will be higher than it has ever been at the palace. Plus, your face is well known Rheka. After your rescue of the princesses, your wanted poster returned to Patrol Stations and was handed out to the city guard.
”

Narra paled. Ancestors
.

“Shit,” Erik breathed. “That’s not good. What about me?”

Asher shook his head. “They have a vague description of you, but the drawing of your face is way off.”

Erik sighed in relief. “Good.”

Narra thought back to the incident in Varek Square. They’d both been cloaked, and had their hoods up. It must have been enough to hide Erik’s face, but then Narra had stayed on the stage a second or two longer—enough time to meet Marina’s gaze, and probably give the Patrolmen time to see her face as well.


Damn
. She should have been more careful.

Still, she’d gotten in and out of the Imperial Palace many times before without notice. She was sure she could do it again. “I’ll figure something out.”

For her plan to work, she didn’t need to be within the sight of the actual coronation event, rather she would be behind the scenes. Perhaps she could disguise herself with makeup like Mrs. Vena had before she and Asher went to the Dollhouse so long ago.

“I think I can get both of you in, though.” Asher looked pointedly at Avalon and Erik. “You would be easily disguised as a Rupan ambassador. We’ll just have to delay the princess from attending.” He looked at Erik. “You could pass as a waiter.”

Erik scoffed. “Seriously?”

Narra smirked. “You’ll survive a little hard work.”

Erik grumbled under his breath, but didn’t argue the fact. Though Erik was all for thieving, and was very good at it, he wasn’t without his flaws. One of his biggest being his laziness when it came to actual work. He might enjoy cooking breakfast, but he wasn’t going to stick around to clean up the kitchen after.

Avalon nodded. “All right. If you think that’ll work.” She sounded and looked wary. Narra couldn’t blame the pirate. She was walking right into enemy territory.

“I’ll find my own way in,” Narra said. If a disguise wouldn’t work, maybe she could speak to Ria and Ashra about their magic. They might have a way to disguise her
.

“So once we’re all in, what do we do exactly?” Avalon asked, her voice edged with suspicion.

“I will remain hidden as long as I can while Erik pickpockets the keys to the vault from the High Priest. Asher—” Narra looked at the general. “—you will create a distraction. I assume the priest will be the one in charge of bringing in the crown.”

Asher nodded stiffly. “He will.”

“Once I have the crown, Avalon can sneak it out under her skirts,” Narra said.

Avalon’s eyes went wide and her cheeks reddened. “You want me to put that thing up my skirt
?”

“Yes. We can attach some sort of hook to the inside of your hooped skirts. Aren’t those still in fashion?” Narra raised an eyebrow at Asher.

The general nodded. “For an occasion like this, yes. Large skirts with a thin wooden structure. I can get something made by Mrs. Vena.”

“All right,” Avalon said, seeming relieved. Narra wasn’t quite sure why.

“While Avalon escapes, I’ll lead the guards on a wild goose chase and escape out a window,” Narra said. She knew Erik would be familiar with the passageway in the basement of the castle, but she didn’t want to reveal the Thieves secret entrance to anyone else. She’d already caused enough trouble.

“That could work.” Asher paused. “As long as you get away.”

Narra narrowed her eyes. Did he doubt her abilities after all they’d been through? “I’ll get away.”

Asher sighed. “All right. I can tell you more about how the ritual and party will go so we can get our timing down for the distraction and hand off.”

Narra nodded for him to continue. The more they knew, the better.

“Before the ceremony there will be a party in the ballroom, and the reception will take place there after as well. The party is mostly for the foreign diplomats. It gives us a chance to strengthen our 
bonds with them, and maybe even secure some new trade routes. Marina won’t be in attendance. There will be food and wine, and conversation, maybe some dancing. I’ve been told it’s quite festive.”

That was good. The more distracted everyone was, the better.

“When the coronation begins, everyone will be ushered to the throne room. Marina will enter down the middle aisle and stand before the throne where the High Priest will go over some prayers, and a form of pledge of allegiance. Once that’s over, Marina will be crowned, and everyone will proceed back to the ballroom.”

“So how long of a window do we have?” Narra asked. Her heart pounded against her ribs.

“Hm. Maybe thirty to forty minutes or so. The party will last for about an hour before the coronation, but we’d want to wait at least thirty minutes for everyone to arrive and get embroiled in conversation. Then the crown will be taken from the vault maybe five minutes before the actual coronation to ensure the crown’s safety,” Asher explained.

“That’s not a lot of time,” Erik said. “Can we pull that off?”

Narra nodded. “Of course.”

Because they didn’t have another option. If this didn’t work, her revenge was lost and Marina had won. What was worse, the empire would be subjected to the rule of that evil succubus, and Narra might never live to see the day that Asher sat upon the Rovan throne.

“As long as you can get it,” Asher said. “Then it can be done. But you’ll have to be careful.”

Narra barely resisted rolling her eyes. “I know.”

Asher sighed. “And try not to kill too many people.”

Narra froze. She couldn’t promise that. “I’ll try.”

Asher narrowed his eyes. When they’d first met, Narra was sure Asher’s moral compass always pointed as far north as possible, but now she wasn’t so sure. He knew men were going to die in order for him to one day sit on the throne. When had he accepted that his own citizens would have to die for it to happen?

He held her gaze for a long moment before nodding stiffly. “That’s all I ask.
”

“Then we’ll meet tomorrow,” Narra said.

Marina’s coronation was far too soon. They didn’t have a lot of time to prepare, but they’d have to make due with what little they had. Narra sighed and her fingers tightened into fists. Finally, the princess would get what was coming to her. And it wouldn’t be an empire, but the best slap in the face Narra could think of.

“Until tomorrow,” Asher said.
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A

valon’s dark curls bounced along her back and whipped in the wind as she descended the hill toward the City Docks.

Narra and Erik watched the pirate go until she was out of sight, lost to the shadows of East Gardens. They stood near the edge of the lavish suburb, having just bid goodbye to their pirate friend. And though Narra was ready to go home as well, she still had things to do before she could.

“I’m going to meet Ashra,” Narra said.

Erik swung to face her, a startled look in his eyes. “Now?”

Narra nodded.

“Are you sure it’s safe?”

Narra’s lips twitched. “I’m not sure meeting the Goddess of Death can be considered safe in any circumstance.”

Erik sighed. “You know what I mean.”

“I do,” she said. “I’ll be back home soon.”

“Be careful, okay?” Erik’s eyebrows furrowed and he held her gaze. His blue eyes burned with intensity.

“I will.”

Erik dipped his chin, and waved goodbye before he too disappeared into the darkness down the street
.

While Erik was headed back to the apartment Narra was currently sharing with her entire family, it was time for Narra to see Ashra once more.

Taking a deep breath, Narra spun on her heels and returned to East Gardens. Her boots clacked slightly on the cobblestone, making her wary as she strained her ears for signs of Patrolmen.

She had several things to ask Lady Death tonight. First, and foremost being if she could help Narra disguise herself for the coronation. If she could slip into the actual party and ceremony without drawing attention to herself, it’d make her job far easier. Lastly, she needed to ask Ashra for yet another favor.

Narra sighed, her warm breath fogging the chill night air. She was racking up a debt she wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to repay. And what if Ashra refused? What if she wouldn’t help Narra get into the coronation, or worse, what if she wouldn’t help her mother?

A chill ran down her spine and Narra shivered. She shouldn’t think like that, but she couldn’t help it. Everything had a habit of going wrong for her. Would this be any different?

She shook her head as she turned the corner onto the same street that was growing all too familiar.

Sitting on the corner, Ashra’s house was silent as the grave. No lights warmed the interior that she could see through the windows. Did anyone even live in the house?

Narra shook her head. She climbed the stone fence quickly before flinging herself over the other side. Her boots hit the grass with a soft thump, and she froze to suck in a quick breath.

She listened for Patrolmen, but only the wind disturbed the night.

Narra stood and made her way over to the cellar. The doors were closed as usual, but never locked. She opened them wide, setting the doors down gently as not to create a racket. The last thing she needed was to draw a neighbor’s attention.

Utter blackness greeted her at the base of the short staircase. She took a deep breath and descended.

Darkness reigned in the cellar, just as it always did. Somehow it wasn’t quite as unnerving as her previous visits. Maybe it was because 
she was so desperate for help this time. If Ashra couldn’t help her, no one could.

“Ashra,” Narra said calmly.

Wind howled in the basement, swirling around her body in a tight embrace. It locked her limbs to her sides and squeezed her throat. Panic bubbled inside of her, and then the pressure left suddenly.

A laugh tinkled in the darkness. “Good evening, Daughter.”

Violet light glowed from the back of the cellar, and a gaslamp flickered on atop the desk in the corner.

Narra took a few deep breaths to calm her racing heart. Why did Ashra have to insist on scaring her every time she entered this place? It was all theatrics, just as Srah had said. “Good evening,” Narra said.

Ashra chuckled darkly. “You don’t like my games?”

From the darkness pooled on the floor, Ashra appeared like a demon, black ichor dripping from her entire body as it formed from whatever inky substance lie on the floor.

“No,” Narra said. There was no point in lying to Lady Death when the god could read her mind.

“A pity,” Ashra said dryly. The black ooze, thick like blood, slipped off of Ashra’s face, hair, and limbs until it returned to the black of the floor. Without it, Ashra was still intimidating with snake-like hair, and cold, calculating eyes. Lady Death flicked her fingers at the ground, and a black throne sprouted from the earth, with curled arms curving out on either side, and the back twisted in several spindles that stopped short of piercing the ceiling. “Why have you come?”

Narra raised an eyebrow. As if Ashra didn’t already know.

Ashra smiled deviously. “You’re catching on. That’s good.”

Narra shrugged.

“You’re here for more than one reason.” Ashra tilted her head and narrowed her eyes at Narra.

Instinctively, Narra thought hard about her plan for tomorrow. She wasn’t ready to bring up her mother yet, and she didn’t need Lady Death pulling thoughts from her head again
.

Ashra raised her chin and gave Narra a knowing look. “That’s fine. We can start with that first. You seek my help yet again?”

“Yes,” Narra said. “Is there any way you can disguise me so I can get into the coronation?”

“Mmm, illusion magic is what you seek?” Ashra raised an eyebrow.

Narra worked her jaw and clenched her fists. She hated the feeling of being played with. If Ashra could read her mind, then she already knew what Narra wanted. Yet, she insisted on playing dumb and toying with the thief.

“You’re very sensitive, dear,” Ashra sniffed. She leaned her cheek on her hand. “Gods need to have a little fun too, you know?”

“I’m not interested in your kind of fun,” Narra said.

Ashra sighed and looked at the ceiling as if calling to gods of her own. “My enjoyment is in your best interest, Narra. Entertain me, and I’ll be much more likely to aid in your constant string of quests.”

Narra’s heart skipped. Was Ashra threatening her?

Boots slapped the cellar stairs, and Narra spun around to find Ria descending into the cellar. The assassin froze on the bottom step.

“Oh.” Ria’s lips parted in surprise. “Hello.”

Narra wiped her sweaty palms on her thighs. She was far too wound up for this tonight. But she had no other choice.

“Good evening, Ria,” Ashra said warmly.

Ria bowed slightly. “Mother.”

“That’s a good idea,” Ashra said.

Narra turned, her eyebrows furrowed as she looked at Ashra. Then it dawned on her, Ashra was also reading Ria’s mind.

“Thank you,” Ria said. “Narra, since you’re already here, I should give you your first lesson.”

Narra barely restrained an aggravated sigh. “I don’t have the time right now.” Ria opened her mouth to argue, her eyes already a blaze with righteous indignation, but Narra interrupted her. “I will soon. When all of this is over, I’ll do whatever you want.”

She looked between Ria and Lady Death. She meant it. Once she 
had her revenge, and her mother was safe, she’d do what the Daughters wanted. But right now, she had to do this.

Ashra smiled. “All right, Daughter. I understand.”

A relieved sigh passed Narra’s lips. “Thank you.”

Ria twisted her lips in annoyance, her brow raised low over her dark eyes, but she did not argue with Lady Death.

“We will help you, of course. But I think my sister might be able to aid you more than I,” Ashra said, a sly smile curving her lips.

“Oh?” Narra raised an eyebrow.

Ashra stood, the black smoke of her dress shifting around her like waves. “It’ll take a few moments, but I can open a looking glass portal to speak with her.”

Narra’s eyebrows shot up. “A what?”

Ashra chuckled. “Just wait and see.”

Lady Death stepped further into the room before she turned towards the wall on her right. Narra stepped back to give her room as Ashra raised her arms. Her fingers twisted through the air, and her eyes glowed like blue fire.

The air shifted before the goddess, twisting smoke and darkness into a visible oval like a mirror. Narra watched with fascination as what appeared to be blue fire danced across Lady Death’s hands and up to her elbows. Sparks flew from her fingers, and the air grew chill.

The sparks hit the mirror like a drop of water, rippling outward until they hit the edge of the mirror. A blue glow ringed it, and an image began to take shape as the rippling slowed like a lake on a windless day.

“Srah,” Ashra said. Her hands stopped midair, her fingers still positioned strangely. The glow of her hands and arms receded until it only occupied her fingertips.

A beautiful woman with golden curls and large, curious blue eyes appeared in the mirror. She raised an eyebrow and her cheek puffed with annoyance as she glared at her sister.

“Ashra,” Srah huffed. “Why are you calling me now? This isn’t the time.”

Narra peered beyond Srah’s beautiful face to the background. A 
fire roared in the fireplace set into a smooth stone wall with ornate marble figurines atop the mantle. Narra recognized the architecture anywhere. Srah was in the Imperial Palace.

“Come now, Sister. You know I wouldn’t call if it wasn’t important.” Ashra smirked, obviously delighted by Srah’s distress.

Srah sighed. “Fine, what is it?”

Ashra looked over her shoulder at Narra and motioned for her to approach.

Narra’s heart raced as she carefully stepped across the room to stand beside Lady Death, only a foot and a half away from a glowing magic mirror she’d never have believed existed.

“Oh.” Srah’s eyebrows shot up. “You have guests.”

“This is Narra, one of my Daughters,” Ashra said.

Srah snorted. “I remember, Sister. It was only a few days ago that we met.”

Ashra stepped back and looked pointedly at Narra. “I’ll let you handle this from here.”

Narra blinked in surprise as the deity walked back over to her throne and took a seat to observe. The thief turned back to face the mirror and gulped the lump that had formed in her throat.

“Hello again,” Srah said politely. “What can I do for you?”

Narra couldn’t help inspecting the magic mirror instead of looking at Srah. She knew she was being rude, but she was intrigued by the use of magic.

“I need your help,” Narra began. It took her a moment to drag her eyes from the glowing edge of the mirror and look Srah in the eye.

“With what exactly?” Srah asked, sounding curious instead of defensive like Narra would have been.

“I need to disguise myself to get into the princess’ coronation tomorrow.”

Srah smiled. “Ah, I see. I’m assuming it was Ashra’s idea to call me.”

Narra nodded.

“Smart girl.” Srah chuckled. “I’ll be attending the coronation tomorrow alongside my Duchess and her other handmaidens. I 
could bring you clothing to blend in with us, and we can use some magic to hide that pretty face of yours.”

Narra’s eyes widened. Wait. Magic to hide her face?

“Won’t the Duchess wonder about a new addition?” Narra asked.

Srah shrugged. “She would. She’s a very observant young woman. But I’ve known her since she was born, and she knows exactly who and what I am. I can ask this small favor of her.”

Narra worked her jaw. It all seemed too easy. “And what do you want in return?”

Srah looked confused. “What do you mean?”

“In return for your help. You want something don’t you?”

Ashra laughed. Narra glanced back at Lady Death, unsure what was so funny.

Srah sighed and smiled pityingly. “You’ve been around my sister for too long. I don’t need anything from you, Narra.”

Narra bit her lip. She wasn’t sure she liked that answer.

“I’ll meet you at Ashra’s cellar tomorrow afternoon,” Srah said. “Please be on time. I don’t want to keep my Duchess waiting.”

A noise sounded in the background of the mirror image, and Srah turned to look over her shoulder.

“All right,” Narra said. “I’ll be here.”

“I must go. See you tomorrow, Narra.” Srah flashed a smile, and then the mirror disappeared with a pop
.

Narra’s eyes widened as she stared at the space the mirror had once been. Where magic had once burned, not a thing remained, leaving her to stare at the stone wall instead.

“Well then, that worked out rather nicely,” Ashra said. She inspected her nails with a bored look on her face.

“It did,” Narra said.

“Now, are you going to tell me the second reason you’re here? Or do I have to go digging?”

Cold poured through Narra’s body as she remembered the last time Ashra had taken her memories. Pain had speared her skull like knives digging into the bones. She didn’t want to go through that again
.

“I’ll tell you,” Narra said quickly. “I would ask for the Daughters protection for… my mother.”

Ashra looked at her sharply. “Your mother? She’s alive?”

Images of seeing her mother for the first time in the courtyard of the new Guild headquarters flashed before her eyes. “Yes,” Narra said.

“I see.” Ashra’s brows rose high. “You’re pleased she isn’t dead.” Narra nodded. “And you want protection for her because there are people trying to kill her. That’s why she abandoned you?”

Again, Narra nodded. “Yes.”

Ashra sat in silence for several long, tense minutes. She stared into Narra’s eyes as if waiting for something to happen, or maybe she was reading Narra’s mind. She couldn’t really tell anymore.

“All right,” Ashra said at last. “Bring Khlara to meet me, and I’ll consider making her one of my Daughters… if she is worthy.”

Narra took a step back. “I didn’t want to make her one of you.”

“Us
,” Ria reminded her coldly.

Narra gulped. “Us.”

Ashra smiled and rose. She stepped closer, even as Narra froze with terror for what might happen next. Lady Death brushed the tips of her cold fingers under Narra’s chin, lifting her face so that their eyes met.

“I am not my sister, Narra,” Ashra purred.

Narra understood her meaning. Ashra didn’t do anything for free.

“Good,” Ashra said. “I’m glad we understand one another.”

Ashra removed her hand and returned to her throne. She flicked her fingers at the cellar door. “You may go. Bring your mother to me for judgement when you’re ready. If she’s worthy, my Daughters will guard her with their lives.”

Narra’s heart raced. Lady Death would protect her mother, but only if Khlara was worthy. And if she was, Khlara would be bound to the assassins just like Narra.

Her hands fisted at her sides. She gave Ashra a stiff nod before turning on her heels. Ria met her gaze as Narra passed her by. The assassin inspected her with cold calculation
.

Narra climbed the cellar stairs out into the night. Cool night air pushed into her lungs, and Narra took several deep, calming breaths before she closed the cellar doors and turned to head back home.
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Narra flung
 the locks to her apartment before pushing the door open. Wind brushed her face as the seal broke. She squinted into it before stepping inside and closing the door behind her. With a quick twist of the handle, the door sealed and the locks closed.

She sighed and turned back to face the living room. Khlara stepped out of the kitchen into the hallway. She had a bag over her shoulder and another in hand.

Narra looked between them and her mother’s guilty expression. “What’s going on?”

Khlara smiled ruefully. “It’s time I go, darling. I can’t endanger you all any longer.”

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed and she took a step closer, but stopped before she did something embarrassing. “You don’t need to.”

Alden and Erik appeared in the kitchen doorway next. Alden looked uneasy, and Erik looked relieved to have her home.

“I can’t stay,” Khlara continued.

Narra closed the space between them and took her mother’s free hand. “You don’t need to leave. I spoke to the Daughters, and they’ll protect you as long as you go to meet them.”

Khlara gasped. “What?”

Alden and Erik exchanged a look, but Narra ignored them. She held her mother’s gaze and squeezed her hand. “If they find you worthy, they want you to join the Daughters. It isn’t so bad. We can make it work, and they’ll help you. We can make a plan to kill the assassins after you, and then you’ll be free.”

Khlara’s eyes couldn’t be wider if they tried. She looked between Narra’s desperate gaze, and Alden’s worried blue eyes. “You’re certain?”

Narra nodded. “Yes. I’ll take you after the coronation.
”

Tears welled in the corners of Khlara’s eyes. She bit down on her thick lower lip and nodded vigorously. Her body began to tremble. “I can’t believe it. I’m going to be free.”

Narra’s heart squeezed, and the next thing she knew she was wrapping her mother in her arms. They’d just met, and Narra still had a hundred questions, but she’d never get her answers if Khlara left. She had to keep her mother here at all costs. Even if it meant they were both bound to the Goddess of Death.

A hand squeezed Narra’s shoulder, and Narra looked up to find Erik’s lop-sided half-smile. He was worried. She could see it in his eyes. He didn’t like the Daughters, and he didn’t want Narra to be any more involved with them than necessary. But the Daughters were her only trump card—the only way she could keep her mother here.

Narra reached up and squeezed Erik’s hand. It would be okay. She’d make sure of it.

After a few moments of silence, Khlara stepped out of Narra’s arms and wiped her eyes. Her cheeks were puffy and her eyes bloodshot, but she laughed and smiled.

“How embarrassing,” Khlara said.

“What else is family for?” Erik grinned.

Narra smiled until her gaze landed on Alden. His brows were still furrowed, and his eyes were still dark. He was anxious about something.

“What is it?” Narra asked. Her family was going to stay together, no matter the cost. Did Alden not want that?

Alden looked at her like he was trying to figure something out.

“I told him,” Erik said. “Both of them. About the Daughters… and you know… Ashra.”

Narra shot him a sharp look. She should have been the one to reveal the truth, though if she was being honest with herself, she wasn’t sure she was going to ever tell them. Seeing Erik’s expression when she told him had been enough. She didn’t want her entire family to ever look at her like that.

“Don’t blame the kid,” Alden sighed. “We badgered it out of him.”

Narra worried her lip between her teeth. She wanted to know 
what they thought, but at the same time she wasn’t sure she could take it.

“Don’t look at me like that.” Alden chuckled humorlessly. “I’m not going to abandon you like a lost puppy.” Alden stepped closer and squeezed Narra’s shoulder. “I’m not happy about it, but you know I’ve always supported you no matter what, and this isn’t going to change that.”

Her shoulders fell. So much pent up tension she hadn’t realized was there just slipped off of her shoulders. “Thank you,” she said.

Alden smiled. “Don’t thank me, Niece. We’re family.”

Her uncle gave her one of his patented, ‘emotions make me awkward’ one-armed hugs before releasing her and stepping away. Narra couldn’t help but grin as he walked back into the kitchen, scratching the back of his head while he avoided all eye contact.

“How about some dinner, eh Erik?” Alden called.

Erik snorted. “Why am I the only one who ever cooks around here?”

“Because you’re the only one that can
!” Alden barked.

Narra shook her head, and followed her small family into the kitchen. She could get used to more nights like this.
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old winter air forced its way into Narra’s cloak as she passed through the shadows of East Gardens. She glared up at the clouded sky and cursed the seasons for changing so quickly.

Before she’d left the apartment that morning, Narra had gone over the plan one more time with Erik. He’d gone off at dawn to meet Asher and get entry to the kitchens where he’d work until the event that evening.

Now all Narra needed to do was meet with Srah and hopefully get a disguise good enough to fool the next Empress of Rova.

Narra stopped at the corner, her back against a large oak tree. She glanced out from behind it. Her breath fogged in front of her, and she quickly snapped her teeth shut. She listened for footsteps or other signs of Patrolmen or pedestrians, but saw none.

Once she was sure the area was clear, she raced across the street and vaulted over the stone fence lining the property of the manor she was to meet Srah at.

The cellar doors were already wide open, letting cool afternoon light spill inside. Narra took a deep breath to brace herself for the thick darkness and creepy atmosphere that always lingered in the 
cellar. She descended the stairs to the basement floor only to find gas lamps lighting the area, illuminating a desk covered in herbs and small vials of colorful liquid, and a full-length mirror with a lavish cloak draped over the top.

“Oh good, you’re here on time,” Srah looked up from whatever she was mixing in a stone bowl.

Srah appeared her usual sunny self with a wide smile and carefully pinned back curls. Only instead of a simple cloak and dress, today she wore a deep blue cloak that wrapped around her arms, lace clinging from elbow to wrist while still covering her from chest to toe. It was pinned together with a bright silver dragonfly pin at her collarbone, and its hood was large, and slightly pointed at the back with a lace veil to cover her face. The veil was pushed back at the moment, but it disturbed Narra how much it reminded her of the robes the Church of Srah female parishioners wore.

“Good afternoon,” Narra said. She looked around the cellar once more, realizing for the first time that Ashra was nowhere to be found. Not even a stray wisp of smoke or inky shadow lurked on the floor.

“The cellar looks quite different without my sister inside, doesn’t it?” Srah followed Narra’s gaze around the surprisingly bright cellar.

“It does,” Narra agreed.

“Ashra has always had a thing for theatrics. She doesn’t like to hide her magic, so it has a habit of spilling out at the seams… so to speak.” Srah chuckled to herself. She finished mixing the ingredients in the bowl and set it down on the only clear part of the desk.

“What’s that?” Narra asked.

Srah smiled. “A cloaking spell to disguise your face. I’ll tie your hair back so it’ll be hidden beneath your hood, but this spell will be enough to completely hide your features.”

Narra raised her eyebrows in surprise. “How does it work?”

“Tsk tsk. Traders secret.” Srah winked and then laughed to herself as she flitted across the room. She grabbed the cloak from atop the full-length mirror, and Narra realized it was identical to the one Srah wore
.

“So the Duchess didn’t have any problem with me coming along?” Narra asked.

“Not at all,” Srah said. She stopped in front of Narra, looking ready to throw the cloak around her shoulders. “Hm.” She paused at Narra’s multitude of weapons. “You’re very prepared.”

Narra glanced down at her belt. “I like to be.”

Srah shrugged. “Nothing wrong with that. We’ll have to make sure the cloak hides them all though. You might want to leave a few behind.”

Narra’s chest tightened. She didn’t like the thought of leaving her weapons behind.

Seeming oblivious to Narra’s distress, Srah removed Narra’s cloak and wrapped the fancy navy one around her shoulders before pinning it at her neck. “Lovely. Blue is a good color on you.”

Narra’s cheeks heated. “Thank you.”

Srah stepped back. She adjusted Narra’s cloak with a few swift tugs before circling around to Narra’s back. Her fingers brushed Narra’s hair.

A shiver went down her spine, and Narra unintentionally stepped away.

Srah blinked at her in surprise. “Apologies. You don’t like your hair to be touched?”

Narra bit the inside of her cheek. It wasn’t that. Only Marina and Asher had ever touched her hair like that, making it feel intimate in nature. She cleared her throat. “It’s nothing. Apologies.”

Srah inspected her face for a few moments before circling again. She carefully took Narra’s long hair in hand. She tugged gently, forming large parts to braid out of the way. Narra froze. The last time someone braided her hair had been the ceremony before Narra was sealed to Ashra.

She ground her teeth as images of blood flashed before her eyes.

“Relax,” Srah cooed softly. “Most girls like
 having their hair done.”

Narra nodded slightly. A few moments later Srah stepped back. Narra’s head felt a bit heavier, and she reached back to touch the thick braid descending directly down her spine
.

“All done,” Srah said. “Take a look.”

Srah motioned at the mirror, and Narra stepped over to it. She stood in front of it, turning her head from side to side to admire Srah’s work. It was the most perfect braid she’d ever seen, with not a hair out of place.

“It’s lovely,” Narra said. Though she’d miss having her hair out and free, tonight called for necessity. She had to keep her hair hidden if Srah’s spell couldn’t hide its color.

“I’m glad you like it.” Srah smiled, a genuine, rosy-cheeked grin. “I think we need to do something about your weapons, however.”

Narra glanced down at herself, then looked in the mirror. The fabric bulged around the hilt of her short sword, and did nothing to hide her grappling hook. “Oh.”

Srah smiled ruefully. “I’m sorry, I know you must like your weapons if you wear so many. I’m sure Ashra wouldn’t mind if you left a few here.”

Narra nodded stiffly. She sighed as she opened her cloak, brushing it back over her shoulders to reveal her well-decorated hips. She unclipped her sword sheath from her belt and leaned it against the wall next to the mirror. Next, she removed her gold revolver. She wouldn’t need it, and in case anything did
 happen to her she didn’t want to lose another one.

She paused with her hand over her grappling hook. If she left it behind, she wouldn’t be able to fly from windows, or escape easily. Narra pulled her cloak back on straight and looked in the mirror. The hilt of her grappling hook didn’t bulge like the hilt of her sword had. In fact, as long as she kept her arms at her sides, or in front of her, there was no way to tell it was there.

“That should do just fine,” Srah said.

Narra sighed in relief. She really didn’t want to leave it behind.

“Now for the spell.”

Nerves prickled Narra’s skin. “Will it hurt?”

Srah laughed. “Oh no. Not at all.”


Thank Srah
. Narra sighed in relief before she realized what she’d 
just thought. Thank Srah. The woman who stood before her. How utterly ridiculous her life had become.

“All right, stand still. It’ll only take a few minutes.” Srah patted Narra’s arms, making sure she stayed frozen in place. Once she was satisfied that Narra wouldn’t go anywhere, Srah went over to the desk, collecting her bowl of unidentified substances. She returned to face Narra a moment later. Gone was the chipper handmaiden, and in her place stood the serious expression and intense gaze of a god.

Srah narrowed her eyes in concentration as she dipped her fingers into the poultice. She closed her eyes, and began to murmur a chant in an unfamiliar language.

Narra’s eyebrows furrowed as she tried to pick out the dialect. Could it be from the Wells? She didn’t think so. But maybe the Wells had old languages she wasn’t familiar with.

The violet poultice began to glow. Srah drew a circle in the air around Narra’s face with her index and middle fingers. Her words grew quicker and her voice louder until her eyes sprung open.

Narra gasped as she gazed into two glowing blue orbs, not unlike the blue flames of Ashra’s when she had done a spell. She fisted her hands at her sides, and did her best to keep still while Srah chanted, hair dancing in a wind that Narra couldn’t feel.

The god stopped the circle at Narra’s forehead this time, and gently ran the poultice from the center of it, half way down the bridge of her nose.

Narra’s breathing sped up with her racing heart. Her skin tingled and heated. She wondered if the poultice was glowing on her skin. Was it transforming and reshaping her face? Or was it a simple illusion cast over her existing features?

Curiosity burned through her, but she mashed her lips together to keep from saying a word.

Suddenly, Srah’s eyes stopped glowing and her chanting stopped. The god stepped back and smiled. She tilted her head to the side, admiring Narra’s face.

“You look like a proper resident of the Wells,” Srah said. Srah took Narra’s elbow gently and guided her over to the mirror
.

Narra gasped as she looked upon the face of a stranger. Though her hair was still as orange as sunset, her skin was tan and her freckles gone. Her mouth was wider and her lips thicker. Her eyes were slightly hooded, and her brows were thick and dark. She still had sharp cheekbones, and a strong jaw, but the shape was narrower and her cheekbones higher.

“Wow,” was all she could say. So this was magic.

Narra reached up to touch her cheek. Would her skin still feel the same like this?

Srah grabbed her wrist and tugged it back down. “No! You must not touch it. If any human skin comes into contact with your face or neck, the spell will shatter.”

Narra’s eyes widened. “Ancestors
.” She’d have to be careful. Though most people didn’t go around trying to touch her face, she’d have to be wary to keep her own skin from coming into contact with it.

“Here.” Srah removed a pair of dark leather gloves from inside her cloak. “Wear these.”

“Thank you.” Narra took them gratefully and slipped them on before she did something awful like break the one spell that’d keep her hidden from imperial court.

“All right, we should go now. A steamwagon is picking us up at the trolley stop in a few minutes,” Srah explained.

Narra nodded. She slipped her gloved fingers around her hood and pulled it up over her head. It concealed her hair completely, and the lace veil descended to her nose, brushing her cheeks and concealing her sky blue eyes. Though the rest of her face had changed, her eyes remained the same.

She squinted through the veil, annoyed to find the fabric blocking part of her vision.

“You’ll get used to it.” Srah chuckled knowingly.

Narra grumbled doubtfully as Srah led the way out of the cellar. For the first time, Narra went around the side of the house to the front gate. Srah unlocked it with a black-coated iron key, and motioned Narra through before exiting herself and turning once 
again to lock the gate.

“You bother to lock the gate with such a low fence?” Narra asked, genuinely curious. Though the wall was almost seven feet tall, she wouldn’t call that high, or enough to keep out anyone determined to get in.

“It’s only polite,” Srah scolded. She pursed her lips and shook her head.

Narra couldn’t believe this god was acting like a disapproving mother.

“Come on,” Srah said. “We’re almost out of time.”

Narra nodded and followed Srah to the trolley stop as the sun began to dip toward the horizon. Her heart raced with anticipation. Soon, she’d be inside the Imperial Palace, and then she’d get her revenge.
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The steamwagon slowed
 to a stop outside the front gates of the Imperial Palace. Narra’s stomach flipped with nerves, and she fisted her hands in her lap.

“Evening,” the driver said to the Palace Guard.

“Evening,” the guard replied. “Name?”

“It should be under Duchess Amelia Goldhart of the Wells. Two of her handmaidens are returning from the city,” the driver explained.

The guard huffed and pretended to glance over a sheet on his clipboard. He leaned around the edge of the vehicle, peering through the open window of the cab where Narra sat across from Srah.

Srah looked up and smiled prettily at the guard.

The guard paused, and a grin of his own appeared before blush spread on his bronze cheeks. “Very well. Welcome back to the palace, ladies.”

“Thank you.” Srah nodded politely, and then the driver ushered the steamwagon forward
.

Narra let out a relieved breath as the steamwagon rolled into the courtyard of the Imperial Palace.

“Don’t be so worried,” Srah laughed. “Everything will be fine.”

“Easy to say when you’re a god,” Narra mumbled and looked out the window.

Srah smiled. “Well, that isn’t entirely true.”

Narra glanced back into the cabin at Srah. She raised a curious eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

Srah blushed. “I shouldn’t have said anything.”

The steamwagon stopped in front of the palace steps. Before Narra could get out another word, the door to the driver’s cabin slammed shut, and the door to the main cabin was pulled open. The driver bowed and offered his hand to help them out.

Srah smiled at Narra. “Another time.”

The goddess was the first to step out of the steamwagon, giving a polite thank you to the driver before she stepped onto the curb. Narra followed suit, her mind racing with possibilities as she mechanically followed Srah up the steps.

What did Srah mean it wasn’t exactly easy being a god? She couldn’t imagine anything simpler than having magic at your fingertips to do anything you wished.

Srah paused by the doors to the palace, and Narra barely stopped in time to keep from running into her back. The guards at the door gave Srah a slight bow before opening the doors for them.

The second the great iron doors pushed inward, music drifted through the crack. Narra’s pulse sped up as she looked down the main hall of the palace. A burgundy runner ran up the center aisle, blocking the beautiful white and silver marbled floor from view. Why anyone would cover up such beauty was beyond her.

Srah walked inside, and Narra quickly followed. She admired the golden sconces burning with flame and casting warm light on the entire hall.

“Welcome, Handmaiden Sarah.” A butler appeared in a black tuxedo with a white silk napkin slung over his arm. It was held up to his waist, and even as he straightened from his bow, he didn’t remove 
it. His dark brown gaze flickered from Srah to Narra. “And who is this lovely creature?”

Srah giggled. “You flatterer. This is Narsa. She’s very difficult to get out of her room.” Srah shared a conspiratory wink with the butler while Narra gave them both a confused look.

“Well I’m honored Handmaiden Narsa could bless us with her presence this evening.” The butler bowed to Narra before straightening and motioning them down the hall. “The party is already in full swing. Duchess Amelia will make her entrance shortly. I understand you need to be by her side when she enters.”

“Yes, thank you Gerard.” Srah flashed another dazzling smile and the butler nearly tripped on the carpet runner.

“It is always a pleasure to assist, My Lady.”

Gerard led them through a twisting series of halls until they arrived at a small sitting room on the first floor. The music was louder here, drifting through the halls in a slow melodic tune. It wasn’t every day Narra was able to hear music. In fact, music was generally seen as a luxury in the Rovan Empire. The last time she’d heard it was at the Dollhouse, and she’d been far too out of her mind to appreciate it then.

“I’ll take my leave.” Gerard bowed low before backing out of the room.

The door closed with a soft click, and Narra turned to face the rest of the women seated around the fireplace on plush burgundy upholstered furniture.

“Sarah.” A woman with breathtaking white-blond hair and dark bronze skin stood from the sofa. Her dress was silver like starlight and clung to her every curve—of which there were many—before flaring out at her hips. A slit ran up the leg of her dress, and her arms were entirely bare except for a black ribbon that twirled up her left wrist.

“Duchess.” Srah’s eyes lit up as the Duchess rushed across the room. They embraced for a long moment in the center of the floor before separating. “You look absolutely stunning.
”

Amelia smiled. “No thanks to you. You were supposed to do my hair.”

Srah reached for her sleek straight hair and twisted a strand around her finger. “You don’t need it. Your attire already speaks for itself.”

Amelia scoffed and gave Srah a mock scowl before she turned to welcome Narra. “Hello, it’s good to meet you.”

“Narsa,” Srah filled in.

Narra raised an eyebrow. That was interesting. So Srah wasn’t even revealing Narra’s real name to her Duchess. She’d understood the fake names for the driver and the Palace Guards, but she wasn’t sure she understood lying to someone Srah claimed to be close to.

Amelia extended her hand, and Narra shook it. “A pleasure.”

“Well, I suppose we should be headed in now that you’ve both arrived,” Amelia said. She brushed her fingers through her long hair and glanced at the other girls, of which there were six. The women stood, wearing the exact same outfit as Srah and Narra.

“I suppose we should,” Srah agreed. “Narsa, line up with me.” Srah motioned at the empty spot beside her. The other handmaidens had already lined up in pairs behind their duchess.

“All right.” Narra stood next to Srah.

“Let’s go then.” Amelia gave them a large smile before she opened the door and led the way down the hall.

Narra’s heart raced as she recognized the twisting route to the ballroom. Though she’d never been inside, she’d spent quite some time last night memorizing the many passages throughout the palace. She didn’t want to be caught off guard during the hand-offs.

They reached the floor to ceiling gilded iron doors to the ballroom. Columns lined the inside hall and a sensual beat drifted into the corridor.

Amelia paused in the arch of the door and delivered a stunning smile to the entire ballroom.

“Introducing, Duchess Amelia Goldhart of the Wells,” the announcer bellowed.
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he entirety of the ballroom seemed to turn their gazes upon the duchess. Amelia looked as poised as any royal might. Narra envied her that as she followed the duchess down the few steps to the ballroom floor. Her palms were slick with sweat, especially as she clutched her hands together at her waist, mimicking poses of the other handmaidens.

Once they reached the ballroom floor, four of the handmaidens went off to either side of the room, disappearing into the crowd.

“We take turns switching off to keep the duchess company,” Srah whispered in her ear.

Narra nodded. That made sense.

Amelia glided into the two-story ballroom packed with what had to be nearly a hundred people. They were all dressed as decadently as Amelia, save for the servers that flitted throughout the crowd.

Narra looked for Erik, but couldn’t find him in the thick throng of people. Her heart raced with anxiety. What if he hadn’t made it inside? Who would pickpocket the keys then?

She bit her lip. Narra could take them, but she wasn’t nearly as practiced in pickpocketing as Erik. If she made one false move, the High Priest would be alerted and it’d all be over
.

“Take a breath,” Srah said. “There’s plenty of time.”

Narra did as she said, sucking in a deep breath of air before letting it loose. She continued to follow Amelia around the ballroom, scanning everything as she went.

Security was placed all over. Every entrance was covered, even the double doors to the patio outside. A few guards meandered around the edge of the room, and she was sure a few were hidden in the crowd from the rapiers at their hips. Though it was common for those of high military standing to carry one even on such an occasion as this, she couldn’t help but be suspicious by the large number. There couldn’t be that many
 high ranking military invited, especially when Marina wasn’t in good standing with her army.

She continued to watch the crowd, nerves making her nauseous until her gaze finally landed on a head of scruffy brown hair, styled as carefully as it could be when the hair was that thick.

“Erik
,” she sighed in relief. “Srah, I’m taking my leave.”

Srah glanced at her and smiled. “Remember not to touch your face.”

Narra nodded. “I will.”

“Best of luck, Narra.”

Narra gave Srah a small smile before she slipped off into the crowd. Her best friend walked carefully around the room with a silver tray balanced on one hand. It was covered in glass champagne flutes with gold and copper trim around the base and neck of the flute.

Erik held his arm to his waist just like the butler had, a silk napkin wrapped around it. Suddenly, she understood the reason for the napkin. It was in case anyone were to spill the wine. Then why had the butler had one? She sighed. She’d never understand the customs of the upper class.

Narra slipped through the crowd, careful to appear as serene as the other handmaidens until she reached the banquet tables lining the left side of the room. They were full of decadent chocolate, mouth-watering pastries, foreign fruit, and savory snacks.

She faced the table as if she was looking at what was offered. Erik 
walked near, and she barely restrained her grin as she remembered: Erik had no idea it was her.

“Excuse me, Miss,” Erik said. “Can I offer you champagne?”

Narra smiled. “I don’t think tonight is the right time to get tipsy, Erik.”

Erik took a half step back, his eyes widening and his mouth dropping open. He composed himself a moment later and forced a smiled.

“Who the hell are you?” he asked in a low voice.

Narra couldn’t help but snort. “It’s me
, Erik.”

Erik looked at her dumbfounded for several long seconds. “Narra
?”

She chuckled. “Yes.”

“But how
? You don’t look like you at all.” Erik inspected her face with awe.

“Magic,” Narra said.

Erik froze. “It’d have to be. This is unbelievable.”

“I know.”

“Have the others seen you yet?”

Narra shook her head. “No. You’re the first person I found.”

“Ahh.” He smiled, finally recovering from his shock somewhat. “Last I saw Grayson he was holding up the wall on the other side of the ballroom. Your pirate friend is around the center floor somewhere.”

“Good,” Narra said. “I’ll find her first.”

“All right.”

“You remember where the drop spot is?” Narra had to be sure.

Erik rolled his eyes. “You’d never let me forget.”

She smiled. “Good.”

Erik stepped away from her before they could draw any attention.

Narra turned away from the banquet table and nearly ran head first into a tall man with his lapel covered in pins depicting his many military victories.

“Evening, Miss,” the man said gruffly.

Narra looked up into his deep brown eyes. His graying hair was 
tied back at the base of his skull, and he had one hand on his waist, dangerously close to his jewel-encrusted rapier.

“Evening,” Narra said. Her heart raced. Had she spoken to Erik for too long? How had they found her out? Not even Erik recognized her with this magic disguising her.

“You’re one of the Duchess’ handmaidens, yes?” he asked.

Narra glanced down at her attire. Obviously
. “Yes.”

“Excellent.” He smiled, revealing handsome dimples in his cheeks. “I was hoping to get the chance to speak with the Duchess this evening about securing a route near the Wells for navy training exercises, but it seems she’s very busy. Would you be able to pass on my request to meet before she returns home?”

Narra blinked in surprise. Thank Srah
, her cover wasn’t blown. “I will pass that along.”

“I should give you my name, as well. Apologies, I can be so impolite sometimes. Too much time out at sea will do that to you.”

Narra nodded and forced a polite smile.

“I’m General—”

“Narsa!” Srah said. She stumbled to Narra’s side and clung to her arm. “Apologies, Sir, but the Duchess needs to speak with Narsa immediately.”

“Oh.” The general’s eyes widened in surprise. “Certainly. I will find you later Miss Narsa.”

Narra nodded slightly as Srah dragged her away from the banquet tablets and back into the crowd. “Thank you,” she said.

Srah smiled. “You looked too uncomfortable not to save.”

Narra took a steadying breath. Her pulse had escalated the longer she spoke with the man, even if he clearly had no idea who she really was. Each second she spent next to a military man was another one closer to being found out.

Once they were far from the general, Srah slowed and released Narra’s arm. “I’m heading back to the Duchess. Be careful.”

“I will. Thank you again,” Narra said.

Srah gave her one last small grin before she disappeared, leaving 
Narra to wade through the sea of foreign delegates and ambassadors in search of Avalon.

Narra found her standing next to a spiked punch bowl with an unimpressed scowl on her face. Two men stood before her, motioning adamantly as they spoke. Avalon smoothed her hands over her voluminous red skirt in an attempt to keep herself calm. Narra could only imagine what the men were saying to badger the pirate so fiercely.

“Excuse me,” Narra said as she slipped up to the group.

Avalon raised an eyebrow and gave Narra a curious once over. The two men stopped talking and turned to face the newcomer.

“Hello,” one said.

“Apologies for the interruption, but I need to speak to the Ambassador.” Narra was careful not to use Avalon’s name. She had no idea if the pirate was using a false name while at the party.

“We were just in the middle of a conversation about the pirate crisis facing the southern shores of Rupa,” the second man explained.

“Is that so?” Narra’s lips twitched in amusement. They had no idea who they were talking to. Avalon was
 the crisis from what Narra understood.

“Apologies, gentlemen, but I’m needed.” Avalon flashed a quick smile before taking Narra’s arm. She all but dragged Narra away from the punch bowl until they were hidden next to a large potted plant. “Rheka, is that you?”

Narra startled. “How did you know?”

Avalon raised an eyebrow. “Your eyes.”

“Even Erik didn’t recognize me,” Narra said, still stunned that this pirate had recognized her in her disguise over her own best friend.

Avalon flashed a devious smile. “I know a gorgeous pair of blues when I see them.” She trained her finger down Narra’s arm suggestively.

Narra’s cheeks heated, and she cleared her throat as her head spun. “I just wanted to make sure you knew who you were meeting.”

“All business then.” Avalon sighed. “A pity. This is possibly the most boring party I’ve ever attended.
”

“Avalon,” Narra said.

“I know, I know. We’re meeting at the back western corner of the ballroom.” Avalon motioned towards it, and Narra grabbed her hand. She looked around quickly to make sure no one saw. Thankfully, no eyes were turned on them.

“Be careful,” Narra snapped. She threw Avalon’s hand down.

“Apologies.” Avalon held her hands up defensively. “Have you found Grayson yet?”

Narra shook her head. “Not yet.”

Avalon turned toward the far end of the room. “I saw him awhile ago hiding behind a pillar. I don’t think he likes parties much.”

Narra smiled. “That doesn’t surprise me.”

“You should go. It’s almost time, isn’t it?”

Narra’s heart lurched with surprise. She fished for the inside pocket of her cloak until she pulled out the antique pocket watch her father had once owned. She’d nearly forgotten she’d brought it. “Yes,” Narra said on an exhale. “I need to find Asher. It’s time.”

Avalon nodded. “Good luck, Rheka.”

“Thanks.” Narra took off at as slow a pace as she could manage. Every nerve in her body wanted to run across the ballroom and find the general. If he didn’t know she was inside, he wouldn’t cause a distraction. There would be no point if Narra didn’t make it in.

Her heart raced as she made her way through the room, scanning the shadows between pillars until she finally found the man she was looking for. Narra slipped between banquet tables, around a few potted plants, and came up behind the pillar.

“Asher,” she snapped.

The general whirled to face her, hand on his rapier.

Narra took a step back. There was hardly a foot between them, and he wanted to draw his sword? She scoffed. “Put that away.”

Asher’s eyebrows furrowed. He tilted his head as he inspected her face “Who are you?”

Narra sighed. This was far easier with Avalon. “It’s me. Rheka.”

Asher’s eyebrows rose. He stepped closer, awe spreading on his face. “What kind of magic is this?
”

“An illusion spell,” Narra said. She didn’t know any more than that and hoped he wouldn’t ask.

Asher reached forward, his hand cupped slightly as if he was going to brush his knuckles along her cheek.

Heat rushed to Narra’s face, and her breath flew from her lungs. And then she remembered. “Stop!” She stepped out of his reach. “The spell will be broken if you touch it.”

Asher’s eyebrows furrowed and he looked at his hand in confusion, as if wondering what he was about to do himself.

A lump formed in her throat, and Narra struggled to clear it before speaking. “It’s time,” she said. Her voice still sounded strained.

Asher nodded slowly and turned back to the room. “Give me two minutes.”

“All right.” Narra took another moment to collect herself before she slipped back out the way she’d come. The moment she was out, she scanned the room for Erik. Her gaze landed upon Avalon, who was again being accosted by two men. Her attention was on Narra though. They exchanged a quick nod before Narra continued her scan.

Erik stood close to the royal party not fifteen feet away. He served champagne with a smile, but his calculating gaze eyed the robes of the High Priest who spoke with the same general Narra had met not long ago.

Narra glanced back in search of Asher at the same time she slipped through the crowd toward the far side of the room where she was meant to meet Erik.

A scream broke through the music, and everyone spun to face the way she’d come from.

“Fire!” a man shouted. The music stopped abruptly.

Narra barely held back her smile as she escaped the crowd and found the shadowed spot she was supposed to meet her best friend.

Several panicked voices rose in the crowd, which lurched back away from the bright flames licking the fabric of a tablecloth. Guards rushed across the ballroom, trying to squeeze through partygoers in their large suits of armor
.

“It’s all right!” Asher bellowed. He stepped out of the crowd, grabbed a pitcher of water and tossed it over the growing blaze. The flames were out before they’d even reached the next table. “See? Everything is fine!”

Relieved murmurs spread through the crowd.

Asher plucked a flute of champagne from a passing waiter and smiled as he held it up in a toast. He met Narra’s eyes across the ballroom and for a moment, his smile faltered. “To the crown!”

“To the crown,” the crowd echoed.

The music started up again, and the partygoers went back to their chatter.

“Hey.”

Narra spun at the voice behind her. Erik flashed a sly grin as he dangled a set of ancient-looking bronze keys in front of her. “Got ‘em.”

She slapped his arm. “Don’t sneak up on me.”

Erik chuckled. “You’re losing your edge.”

She narrowed her eyes and snatched the keychain from his grasp. “I was distracted.”

Erik laughed. “Good luck.”

Narra nodded. “Be safe.”

Erik disappeared back into the crowd, plucking his discarded tray from a banquet table. He resumed his regular route while Narra pocketed the keys and made her way to a side exit she’d already mapped out. The guards were gone, having run across the room at the first shout. All was going according to plan.

She pictured the route she needed to take in her head and her heart raced with anticipation. It wasn’t far now. With the keys to the vault secured, all she needed to do was steal the crown.

Narra smirked as she slipped into the hallway. Her revenge was so close she could taste it.
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eft. Right. Left. Left,” Narra whispered instructions to herself as she walked through the halls of the Imperial Palace. Her heart raced as fast as she wished her feet could. But with guards patrolling the hallways, and partygoers stumbling in and out of their rooms, it was hardly the time to be running through the halls.

No. She had to blend in. They had to think she was one of the duchess’ handmaidens until this was all over. If she could manage to get out without disrupting the illusion, all the better. But she wasn’t counting on that. Her grappling hook would be the thing to save her if things went south. She could fly out the nearest window and disappear into the night before anyone was the wiser.

It was the one bulky item she’d insisted upon bringing with her. Without it, she’d be afraid. She hated to admit it, but she relied
 on that piece of equipment. If she lost it, she was doomed to the gallows.

“Hello there pretty girl,” a male voice slurred.

A hand grabbed her elbow and Narra spun to face two drunk men with half-closed eyes and dopey smiles.

Just what she needed.

“Hello,” Narra said. Her pulse pounded in her ears. It was only 
two drunks, not a guard accosting her in the hall. These two she could deal with.

“You’re fr’m the Wells, eh?” the man who grabbed her elbow held tight, much tighter than she expected from someone so clearly inebriated.

His whiskey breath warmed her face, making her recoil, and her nostrils flare. “Yes,” she snapped. “Please release me.”

The second man stepped forward, and for the first time Narra realized they both wore military uniforms. Their lapels were decorated like any high-ranking soldier, but from what she remembered of military rankings, the small number of flags on their shoulders meant they were only lieutenants.

“Hey, hey now,” the man holding her arm whispered softly like he was trying to placate a startled animal. “We just wanna see what’s under that veil of y’urs.”

Narra stepped back and pulled on her arm. The lieutenant tightened his grip until she winced. “Let go,” Narra commanded. She’d had enough of this. They were wasting her very precious time.

The second man stepped closer. He smelled more of wine than whiskey. “Or what? You gonna tell on us?” He giggled drunkenly and snorted.

Narra clenched her fists. She could still get out of this, but she had to keep her head. “Yes. I will be forced to report this to the duchess, who if I remember correctly, is good friends with your next empress.”

It was a lie. Narra had no idea if the two women were friends, but she doubted these two drunkards knew that.

The men exchanged glances. While the man holding her elbow seemed to lose his nerve, his grip on her arm loosening, the second pushed forward, startling Narra by grabbing her throat and slamming her back against the wall.

Narra gasped and reached for his hand.

“You’re not telling no princess nothing,” he slurred. His wine breath flew up her nose and her eyes watered.

His large hand squeezed her neck, so hot it felt like it might burn. 
Narra ground her teeth. Emperor’s ancestors
. He’d touched her skin. She felt the spell break like cold water being splashed over her face.

But they were either too drunk to notice, or they didn’t care.

The lieutenant grabbed her cloak and tore it open.

That was it. Narra was done trying to preserve Asher’s wishes of killing as little as possible. The man snaked a hand inside her cloak at the same time Narra slammed her knee into his crotch.

Air exploded from his lungs in a loud heave. He grunted as he collapsed onto his knees before her. Narra had a knife in her hand in seconds. She drove it into the side of his skull with a thunk
.

The other man gasped while his friend’s lifeless body slumped to the floor.

“What the fuck?” he whispered like he couldn’t believe his eyes.

Narra smirked. “This is what happens to dirty pigs like the two of you.” She pointed at the dead body. “Now kneel before the Hand of Death and maybe I’ll spare you.”

She had to resist snorting in amusement. There’s no way she could let him live. He’d just witnessed her kill a man. But he didn’t know that. And she was angry. So angry
. How dare these men try to assault her in the hall?

She was a Commander of the Thieves Guild, Death’s Hand, and she was about to be the most famous woman in history once she had her hands on that crown.

The man looked at his friend’s body. Blood oozed from the gaping wound in his skull, pooling around his limp form until he laid in a puddle of his own blood. The lieutenant whimpered and looked back at her. His hands shook as he reached for the silver rapier at his hip.

Narra smiled. “I was hoping you’d choose that.”

He tore his sword from its sheath. Whatever time she’d given him, he’d used it to sober up. He stared with terrified wide eyes at Narra as she lifted her veil and tossed her hood back. He was going to die. She didn’t need to hide her face from him anymore.

His eyes widened with recognition as she drew a long dagger from the sheath on her thigh. She stood with two blades at the ready on either side of her
.

Heat pooled in her belly. The fact that he knew who she was, was like the icing on the cake. He’d die knowing he messed with the wrong woman. She was almost tempted to let him live, since she was sure he’d never try something like this again—not after staring down Death’s Hand.

The man darted forward, roaring a battle cry as he lunged, the tip of his rapier darting out with a practiced hand.

Narra stepped to the side, and his sword flew right passed. He must be drunker than she thought, as he threw himself off balance with a foolhardy move like that. She stuck out her foot, and the man tripped. He slammed against the ground with a resounding thud
.

“Is that all you have, army boy?” She prodded his leg with the toe of her boot. The fire of her anger continued to burn through her, all the way to her fingertips. She clenched her daggers hard as he jumped to his feet.

She allowed him time to stumble and regain his footing. He was no match for her on a good day. This drunk soldier was going to die.

The man swung his blade in a sloppy move. Narra leapt back, avoiding it easily. “If you don’t try harder, you’re not going to die an honorable death. Military men care about that, don’t they?”

The soldier stilled. Anger twisted his face and his fists shook. He unleashed another battle cry before lunging at her again. He swiped wildly, the tip of his blade flying left and right. Narra dodged each hit with simple steps until she could duck low. She pushed her dagger upward into his gut, then tore it right back out.

He stumbled and lost his grip on the rapier. It clattered to the ground and he fell alongside it.

Narra watched him heave for breath. She hadn’t hit anything vital, aside from maybe his digestive tract. Though he could go septic in a few hours if not properly treated, he wouldn’t necessarily die.

The soldier groaned as he gripped the carpet runner. He pulled himself forward, trying to escape her down the hallway.

“Where are you going?” Narra purred coldly. She couldn’t help the laugh bubbling in her throat. He deserved this. He was just like 
every other man who thought they could have any woman they wanted just because
.

The man pulled himself again, his limbs trembling with the effort. Narra brushed her cloak back and stepped on his spine. He moaned as she put pressure on his back, forcing his wound to grind against the ground.

“You messed with the wrong woman.” Narra squeezed the hilt of her dagger and then plunged it into the back of his neck.

He went limp, his eyes staring unseeing at the smooth stone wall.

Narra stepped away from the dead body and took a deep breath. As her breathing slowed and her heart stopped racing, her eyebrows furrowed with confusion.

What in Srah’s name had she just done?

Cold dread sat in the pit of her stomach like a rock. She’d just killed these two men. And the things she’d said… how it made her feel.

Nausea lurched into her throat, and she quickly stomped it back down. Was she starting to like
 killing?

“No,” she whispered. That was impossible.

It was only because they’d try to assault her. That had to be it. Narra’s fingers shook as she took the rag from the back of her pocket and cleaned her daggers. She looked down either end of the hall and strained her ears for any sign of incoming guards. But she heard nothing but the distance rhythm of music.

Shit. What time was it?

Narra scrambled to grab the pocket watch inside her cloak. She yanked it out and snapped the top up so she could look at the marble face. She still had five minutes before they came for the crown.

Her pulse started back up again with a vengeance. The sound reverberated painfully in her skull. She didn’t have time to dispose of the bodies. She had to keep going.

Narra called to mind the location of the vault once more. She was in a remote portion of the castle far behind the throne room. It wasn’t likely any guard patrols would come this way with the event going on, and there were far quicker routes to the vault
.

She took a deep breath to steady herself. She could think about what she’d done and what it meant later. Now she had a job to do.

Narra stepped over the lifeless forms of the soldiers. She flicked up her hood, letting the lace settle back over her eyes. At least is provided some protection. She pulled her cloak back into place before she took up running. Screw quiet and careful. If she didn’t get there in the next few minutes, her window would close.

Racing down the hall, Narra spun into the right corridor. Her feet raced along with her heart as she tried to push out every malicious thought she’d had in the last ten minutes. That wasn’t her. That dark, blood lusting side of her wasn’t real. It was something created by the Daughters of Ashra. She’d have to deal with it one day, but not today.

Narra skidded into another hall, and then another. It took her two minutes to slow to a stop in the corridor where the vault lay. She stopped at the corner, gasping for breath. Once she got her breathing under control, she held it and listened. She heard distant voices, but no footsteps.


Please let luck be on my side, just this once
.

Narra sent up the silent prayer to whoever was listening. Be it Srah, Ashra, or someone else entirely, she needed the gods on her side tonight.

She reached the door to the rooms housing the vault a moment later. Her heart pounded and her palms were sweaty, but she had no time to stop and calm herself. She tore the keys from her pocket and inspected the three unique keyholes set into the iron door. After a quick glance at each of the keys, she found the right key for the right lock.

She slipped in the first and twisted. The tumblers dropped with a click. Her heartbeat sped as she unlocked the next. An adrenaline-fuelled grin spread on her face as she went for the last.


Click
.

She was in.

Narra squeezed the door handle and pushed the thick piece of iron open.
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arra stepped into the dim light of the room housing the vault. Against the back wall stood an enormous metal box half the size of the room itself. Her heart rammed against her ribs as she crossed the room to the vault door.

The long levers stuck out from the massive circular door. She gripped the handle and twisted. Her arms tightened painfully and she groaned as she forced the metal to bend to her will. The levers moved slowly at first, and then all at once. Narra stumbled to the side as the levers flew to her left.

Then the door popped open, air brushing back loose strands of her hair that had fallen from her braid.

This was it.

Narra stepped up to the door and pushed it open.

A pedestal waited inside with a red cushion atop it.

And nothing else.

Narra’s blood ran cold. What? She stepped inside the vault and raced in a circle around the pedestal.

Nothing.

There was no fucking crown. It was already gone. But how
? She 
ground her teeth as fire filled her chest. Angry tears burned the corners of her eyes. She pressed her palms against her closed eyelids.

No. She couldn’t lose it. Not right now. She had to think. There was still time.

The map. There was a quicker route to the throne room. She could cut them off before they arrived.

Narra let her hands fall to her sides, and then she was running. Her heart pounded as she raced faster than she ever had before. She turned left, and then right, twisting the same way she was sure they’d take the crown.

Trumpets sounded ahead. No
. Not yet!

She pushed herself faster and harder, sprinting down hall after hall until she heard voices, and the clink of armor.

Was that them? The guards escorting the High Priest?

Narra pushed until she reached the next corridor just as two guards walked in from the adjacent hall. Her heart stopped and her eyes widened. There was no High Priest, but there were two very startled guards looking at her with wide eyes.

She had no time to stop, no time to turn and run. So she used her momentum and leapt. Her boots slammed against the hip of the enemy, forcing him to the ground. She tore a dagger from her belt and slit his throat before leaping off of him.

The second guard gaped at her for only a second before ripping his sword from its sheath.


Too slow
.

Narra let loose a throwing knife, and it thunked into his eye socket. She spun back the way she’d been running and took off. She didn’t have time to think about killing, or what it meant. She had
 to get that crown.

She ran and ran as the trumpets sounded once, twice, then three times. She swung into the next hall. He had to be there. But he wasn’t.

“Hey!” a man bellowed.

Narra spun to find another pair of guards lurching after her.

“Hold! Put down your weapons!” the second shouted
.

Narra looked down at her blood soaked dagger. She hadn’t even realized she was still holding it. She really was losing her mind.

She turned to flee, but the pair were already barrelling towards her. What didn’t these soldiers understand about not having time
 for this?

A growl on her lips, she spun to face them, pulling another long dagger from her hip. The taller of the two attacked first, launching his sword straight down toward her head. A foolish move.

Narra ducked and thrust her dagger between his chest plate and thigh armor. He howled in pain and lurched sideways. She spun on the second who lunged with a steel tipped rapier.

Her dagger shinged
 against the edge of his sword as she parried his attack, thrusting his blade to the side so she could dive forward with her second.

Her blade sliced through his neck, and she kicked him to the ground with all of her strength.

Pain sliced through her back and she inhaled sharply. Narra spun, throwing her dagger up instinctively to stop a second attack.

The first man she’d attacked braced himself on the wall. Sweat poured down his face, and pain seized his expression. He narrowed his eyes at her as hot blood poured down her back.

Narra’s nostrils flared as the smell of copper flew up her nose. She knew the smell well, though she was surprised to find she didn’t register it until it was her
 blood she was smelling.

She reached for her back when the guard made no move to attack again. Her fingers came away bloody. It couldn’t have been too deep. She’d suffered many deep gashes over the years, and they’d sent her to her knees every time.

It could be her adrenaline keeping her on her feet. But she’d have no way of knowing until the racing of her heart slowed.

The man pushed off the wall and leapt toward her.

Narra stepped back, and winced as pain shot through her back. It was bearable, but annoying as hell. She raised her dagger to block his attack, then spun to get inside his defenses and stab his gut again. Her blade dinged off his armor, and her eyebrows furrowed
.

Shit. She was slower with her injury, and apparently less accurate.

The guard drove his shoulder into her chest, throwing her back. Narra caught the edge of a table along the wall. It was enough for her to spin and land on her hands and knees. She thrust up, and dove forward just in time to avoid his sword crashing down on the carpet where she’d been moments ago.

Narra ripped three throwing knives from her belt and launched them one after the other. The first clanged off his sword, the second sunk into his armor. The third hit the unprotected shoulder joint.

“You’re making me waste my blades,” Narra hissed. She didn’t like wasting weapons when she wouldn’t have time to pry them out of his corpse.

The guard chuckled darkly. “That’s what you’re worried about? Fucking bitch.”

Narra smiled and dove forward as he spit blood out of his mouth. He was bleeding internally. The fight was already hers. He just hadn’t accepted it yet. She leapt forward, daggers at the ready. He brought his sword up to block her attack, but Narra feinted left before spinning around to the side, slipping in behind him.

She’d never understand why Palace Guards, or soldiers in general continued to use heavy metal armor. They might be able to protect against lesser opponents with dull blades, but they could hardly move. And that was her next victim’s downfall.

Narra slipped her blade through the crack in his armor, piercing his spine. He gasped and crumbled to his knees.

“My legs,” the man cried through pained breaths.

“Don’t worry, I won’t leave you like this.” Narra stepped up over his body and grabbed his hair, pulling his head back to reveal his throat.

“Don’t!” he begged.

Narra slid her dagger across his throat and dropped his head as blood gushed from the wound. She stepped back, listening to him gurgle until he went still. She sighed and turned back the way she’d come.

Another round of trumpets sent her running. Pain ripped up her 
back and she cursed herself for letting one of them take advantage of her adrenaline-fuelled brain. She couldn’t think properly on this kind of high. She needed to calm down and get her mind back.

Narra raced down the halls outside the throne room and slid in the back between thick burgundy curtains. She pulled her cloak tight and her hood low.

A golden gilded throne with a red cushion sat atop a dais at the far end of the hall. A burgundy carpet trimmed in gold lined the path to the throne, where Marina stood in a violet dress made of velvet. It hugged her curves and flared at her hips. She smiled as she spun to face the crowd filling the throne room. She clutched a gold hilted sword in her hands, tip pointed at the floor.

“Rheka!” a familiar voice hissed.

Narra looked into the dark eyes of Avalon as the pirate grabbed her arm and yanked her back into the shadows.

“What are you doing? What happened? Where is the crown?” Avalon fired question after question at her in a feverish voice. Then she gasped. “Wait. Why do I recognize you?”

Narra looked over Avalon’s shoulder as the High Priest appeared before the throne. He held up a large fur trimmed golden crown encrusted with diamonds and rubies that glittered even in the torchlight.

She sucked in a pained breath and held Avalon’s arm for support. No. This couldn’t be happening. How had things gone so wrong?

The High Priest stepped forward and placed the crown atop Marina Kolarova’s head of curly brown hair.

Avalon shook her and squeezed her arms painfully. “Rheka
!”

Narra’s shoulders sagged with defeat as the High Priest stepped back, holding his hand out to display the princess. No. Not the princess. Not anymore.

The High Priest’s voice boomed in the sudden quiet, “Citizens of Rova and of all the known world, I present to you… Marina Kolarova, Empress of Rova.”

To be continued…
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Narra has failed. With her mortal enemy crowned Empress of Rova, what lengths will she go to, to dethrone Marina?
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“
I

present to you… Marina Kolarova, Empress of Rova.”

Those words echoed over and over in Narra’s mind, bouncing off the confines of her skull until they rung in her ears and her entire world tilted around her
.

“Rheka!” Avalon gasped. She squeezed Narra’s arm, barely able to hold her aloft. “We’ve got to go.”

Narra’s heart pounded hard, beating her ribs in time with the crowd’s applause. The smile on Marina’s gorgeous face sent a shiver down Narra’s spine. It was sickening. How could she stand up there and take the crown of her own father? The man she’d manipulated Narra into killing?

She ground her teeth. She was seeing red. She couldn’t think through the overwhelming rage coursing through her veins, spreading heat to her fingertips, urging her to act.

Narra didn’t dare glance away from the opulent golden gilded throne, or Marina smiling and waving at the people before her. While she watched, her fingers skated through her cloak until they closed on a throwing knife.

One toss. That’s all it would take, and this would all be over. Marina would be dead, and the empire would erupt into chaos… but at least she’d have her revenge.

Narra shook as she pulled her knife free.

“Rheka
? What’s wrong with you?” Avalon growled. She squeezed Narra’s shoulder, but the thief shook her off.

“I’m going to end this once and for all,” Narra said.

“What
?”

Narra took a step forward, leaving the safety of the shadows. Could she do this? Could she really end the life of Marina Kolarova? The princess had betrayed her, and forced her hand time and time again. And yet she still won. She still went to sit on the throne of Rova. She was going to destroy their country if she had her way.

No. Narra couldn’t let that happen.

Marina’s eyes widened suddenly and her lips parted in a surprised gasp.

Narra met Marina’s swirling hazel gaze, and it was then she realized her mistake. She shouldn’t have left the safety of shadows.

“INTRUDER!” Marina screamed. She pointed at Narra.


Shit
.

The crowd erupted into chaos as if someone had shot off a gun. Palace Guards dove through the throng, desperate to reach her.

No. No. No
. This couldn’t be happening.

A hand clamped down on her bicep and yanked her backward, nearly ripping her off of her feet.

“It’s time to go
, Rheka!” Avalon barked. She left no room for argument.

Narra inhaled sharply, and tried to call back her senses as she spun away from the panicked cries filling the throne room. “Let’s go.”

Avalon sagged with relief, but Narra quickly grabbed her arm and yanked the pirate with her out the back of the throne room. “Where are we going?” Avalon yelped. Her heels clacked against the marble floor, and then the sound was muffled by the carpet runner.

“A window,” Narra said.

“Stop!” Two Palace Guards barrelled into the hallway and Narra took off, towing Avalon after her.

Avalon panted behind her as Narra raced down the hall. She spun into the first intersection she saw, twisting through hall after hall as quickly as she could.

Pain speared her back suddenly, and she fumbled, tripping over her own feet, and nearly crashing to the ground. The carpet came up fast, and Narra flashed out a hand to catch herself.

Avalon yanked her up before she hit and propelled the thief forward. “Come on!”

Narra dipped her chin in thanks before returning to the race at hand. They had to get to a window – one that opened, or they were doomed.

“Halt!” another guard shouted.

Too close. Narra ground her teeth as she rounded into a familiar hallway. It wasn’t the same hall as the one Marina’s study lie in, but it was nearly identical.

“One floor up!” Narra snapped. If they could get to Marina’s study they could sail out the window inside.

Avalon nodded, too winded to speak.

Narra spun into another hall and yanked Avalon after her into a tight stairwell that spun upward to the second floor. She’d been inside the servants’ staircases several times now, and they were their best bet. It’d take forever to climb up such a narrow staircase in a large suit of armor.

Again, the guards own equipment was working against them.


Thank Srah
.

Before she could think on whether she should be thanking the Sun God for anything anymore, they burst into the second floor hall.

A servant yelped and tripped backward in her attempt to get out of Narra’s way. Avalon flashed the young woman a smile before Narra pulled the pirate down the hallway.

“Nearly there,” Narra panted.

Bronze sconces held burning flames that lit the stone hall with a burgundy runner up the center. This hall she knew.

She raced under the arches of the hall until she reached a thick dark wood door. She didn’t bother with her lock picks. Instead she released Avalon and stepped back before throwing her full body weight at the door.

Pain shot up her back, but the doors burst open on the first try – Marina must not have had time to fix it yet.

“This way!” Narra ran inside, wincing as her back continued to ache. Her adrenaline could only keep the pain away for so long. She glanced around quickly for signs of the enemy, but found none. At least luck was on her side for once.

Avalon shut the door behind them. It’d only gain them seconds, but at least they’d lost the Palace Guards for the moment.

Narra crossed the huge study with intricately carved furniture and a cold fireplace until she reached the window. She undid the latch and threw it open. There was a ledge just beneath it large enough for them both to stand on. It’d give her time to get a proper hold on Avalon.

“Come on,” Narra said. She held the window open as wide as it’d go, and motioned Avalon out first.

The pirate’s eyebrows furrowed as she approached the open window slowly. She peaked out, and her breath caught. “You’re serious?”

Of course she was serious. They were in the midst of an escape. “Yes.”

Avalon gave her large pleading eyes.

Right. Avalon was afraid of heights.

Narra sighed. “We don’t have time, Avalon. Please, do this for me. I can get us home.”

Avalon held her gaze. Panic continued to widen her dark brown eyes, flecked with gold. After a long moment she finally nodded and gulped audibly. “Okay.”

Narra tried to smile some kind of encouragement, but her entire body trembled, and she couldn’t get the smile to form.

Avalon took a dagger from a hidden pocked in her skirts and quickly cut into her dressed, living her some legroom, until she saw the wooden hoops of her skirt. She growled and swatted them. “Useless invention.”

Narra glanced down at the hoops. She plucked Avalon’s blade from her hand and hiked up Avalon’s skirt.

Avalon’s eyebrows shot up. “Rheka, if you wanted to undress me, you could have just said so.”

Narra narrowed her eyes at Avalon, giving her a look
 before she slipped the blade inside Avalon’s skirt and cut the ties holding the hoops together. Then, she handed back Avalon’s knife and tore the hoops away, leaving her once voluminous skirt to flounder in the gentle breeze.

“Oh,” Avalon said.

Narra’s lips twitched and she shook her head as she again propped open the window and motioned Avalon out.

Shouting in the hall made her heartbeat speed up, and Narra shot a desperate look at the pirate.

Avalon took a bracing breath before she slipped one leg over the window ledge and crawled out, shimmying to the left to allow Narra follow.

Narra wasted no time, slipping out the window and pulling her grappling hook from the confines of her cloak. She assessed the yard, which was full of parked steamwagons on this side of the palace. She snorted and wrapped an arm around Avalon’s waist, pulling her close.

Avalon’s large breasts pressed against her side, and Narra’s cheeks heated. She tried in vein not to think about anything but escaping as Avalon wrapped her arms around Narra’s waist, squeezing so tight that pain shot through her spine.

She winced, and aimed her grappling hook at one of the gargoyles on the outer wall of the castle.

“Hold on tight,” Narra said.

Avalon nodded against Narra’s shoulder, a tiny whimper escaping her as she buried her face in Narra’s cloak. The pirate really was afraid of heights.

Narra took a deep breath and hit the release on her grappling hook. The door inside the study crashed open then, making her pulse race. The hook wrapped around the throat of a gargoyle and snapped taught.

“Ready?” Narra asked.

Avalon nodded, and then Narra jumped.

Avalon’s scream was taken by the wind as they free fell. Then Narra hit the retract button and they were torn through the air. Wind buffeted her on all sides and tore at her hair and cloak.

The castle’s outer wall grew larger and larger until she spotted them. Two Palace Guards rushed from either side of the wall. At the rate they were going, Narra wouldn’t have time to retract her grappling hook and shoot it off again before the guards were on them.

“Brace yourself! We’re in for a fight!” Narra shouted into the wind. She hoped Avalon could hear her.

Narra’s boots slammed down on the rough stone atop the castle’s outer wall. She released Avalon at the same time she hit the retract button on her grappling hook.

Twin battle cries rang out on either side of them. Narra ground her teeth as she ripped a dagger from her belt. She leapt up the pedestal the gargoyle sat upon, and sprung back down on the first guard. She aimed at the break between his chest plate and shoulder armor, but the man was younger than most, and much swifter.

He dodged to the side, and reached for her arm. Narra twisted from his reach at the same time her grappling hook thunked into her fist.

The shing of metal on metal told her Avalon was fighting as well, but she didn’t dare look back. Narra held up her blade as the guard lunged, bringing his sword down on hers. His strength weighed on her arms, making her muscles tremble with the effort to hold him back.

Narra hissed out a breath between her teeth. She had one shot. Narra slammed back on his blade with all of her strength, making him stumble.

Before he’d righted himself, she feinted left, then spun around to the right. Just as he went to slice through her side, Narra stabbed his neck. She pulled back, blood spurting from the wound.

The guard clutched at his spewing jugular but it was far too late to stop it. He fell to his knees, useless. With the first guard incapacitated and very close to death, Narra turned to see how Avalon was fairing.

Avalon ground her teeth, her dark gaze flashing with a fiery intensity as she parried the guards short sword before spinning in close and tripping him. He stumbled back against the pedestal of the gargoyle, very near to the edge of the wall.

The guard got his feet beneath him just as Avalon dove for the kill. At the last second, Avalon’s eyes flashed with realization, and she pulled back. Instead of going for a strike to the neck, she whipped her heel-clad foot out and slammed it into his chest.

The man yelped, then howled as he flew over the edge of the wall and fell toward the ground about two and a half stories below.

Avalon watched over the edge for a moment until they both heard a sickening crack. She pulled back abruptly and Narra’s nostrils flared.

“You fight well,” Narra observed.

Avalon blinked at her in wide-eyed shock. “This surprises you?”

Narra smiled. “I guess you are a pirate.”

Avalon rolled her eyes and stepped closer.

Narra again wielded her grappling hook, and the battle-ready spark in Avalon’s eyes faded to fresh fear. She gulped and took a tentative step forward.

With Avalon wrapped around her once more, Narra shot off her grappling hook and they leapt into the night.
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Pain continued
 to flare through her back, making her wince every time they landed and took off. Exhaustion crept in now that her adrenaline had faded. Hot, sticky blood clung to her back, and her eyelids fluttered with the effort to keep them open.

Narra was just so
 tired. After a long day and night, plus her injury, she was ready for sleep.

“Rheka?” Avalon asked. “Rheka, are you okay?”

Narra didn’t realize her eyes had closed until they flashed open. Her boots hit the steeple of a roof hard, jarring painfully up her legs. She inhaled sharply before reeling her hook back in and taking off again.

“I’m fine,” Narra said between pained breaths. Wind pushed against her again, and she sucked in the cold air hungrily.

The scent of salt filled her nose, drifting up from the approaching sea. Before the coronation, Narra and her band of friends had planned to meet at the old fish cannery at the City Docks once the night was over.

Even with the black sea so close, Narra dreaded the coming hours. She wanted to sleep so badly
.

Avalon squeezed her waist as they again landed on a rooftop. “You’re sure?”

Narra nodded curtly and took off again. They were only two blocks from the warehouse when black sparks began to creep across her vision. Narra blinked rapidly to rid herself of them, but they kept coming until her body went rigid and her fingers wouldn’t respond.

“Rheka?” Avalon gasped. “Rheka!” Her scream filled Narra’s ears.

Narra gasped as the street came up at them fast. She hit the retract as fast as she could. Her boots skidded across the cobblestone, and she slipped on the dew-slicked surface. Her heart skipped as she lost hold of her grappling hook, and she wrapped her arms around Avalon, twisting to land on her back.

Pain speared her spine, and her breath exploded from her lungs as they bounced once, then twice across the street.

They rolled to a stop a few feet from a streetlamp. Narra wheezed in air, and Avalon trembled from head to toe. Black flew across her vision, and she nearly lost herself to it several times before she bit down on her tongue, the pain forcing her to stay awake.

“Are you all right?” Narra panted.

Avalon shook as she looked up, her eyes wide. She nodded.

“Good.” Narra laid her head back on the cobblestone. She took a few minutes to catch her breath before she realized Avalon was still lying on top of her. She looked down, and Avalon seemed to realize the same thing.

Avalon quickly rolled off and bounced to her feet. “Apologies.”

Narra sighed and sat up. Avalon offered her hand and Narra took it, wincing as Avalon pulled her up.

“Are you
 all right?” Avalon asked.

Narra nodded. “I’m fine. Just tired.”

Avalon looked at her sceptically, but Narra just brushed passed toward the warehouse. “If you’re sure,” Avalon said quietly.

They continued in silence down the hill towards the black sea and the silver moon glowing upon its surface.
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Continue Narra’s treacherous journey in book 4: Empress of Annihilation.
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Magic. Chaos. Betrayal.

Narra has failed. With Marina crowned Empress of Rova, the empire quickly sinks into military rule under the ruthless former princess.

While Narra struggles to come up with a new plan, the Daughters are hellbent on beginning her training, and the Thieves want her to step up as the new Guild Master. Above all else, the mother she never knew is back, bringing with her a whole slew of new dangers.

With the empire crumbling around her, will Narra be able to stop the new empress and maintain her hold on the Thieves Guild?

If she doesn’t, death might be a blessing compared to Rova’s total annihilation.


Continue the series readers are calling a “thrill ride” in
 Empress of Annihilation
. Narra has survived so far, but how long will her luck last?
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