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      The ward around the tent glowed with a faint purple light.

      It stood out starkly in the dark desert landscape, repelling the law-abiding citizens of the camp who spent their lives with their heads down, desperate to avoid trouble, but calling like a beacon to those brave and clever enough to risk breaking in.

      With wards like that, there was something worth having inside that tent.

      And I wanted it.

      “What do you think, Lana?” Corin murmured, his voice so low it blended with the whispering of the wind. We were crouched behind a small scraggly shrub—the best cover the barren landscape afforded. His clear blue eyes gleamed in the dim light of the moon, and he pulled a dark cap over his shaggy blond hair. He was nineteen, but sometimes his eyes looked twice as old. I was only a year younger than him, and I wondered if my green eyes ever had the same look.

      I grinned. “I think it’s a good thing we saved that ward stripper for a special occasion.”

      We’d travelled two days to a tiny encampment set in the foothills of Devils Tower to trade with a black market magic dealer. It cost us an arm and a leg—or more precisely, the bulk of our previous three scores—but I’d promised Corin it would be worth it. With a ward stripper, we’d be able to get our hands on much better protected items. Just one big score could be all we needed to turn our lives around.

      Corin eyed the small metal cylinder I held. “You sure it’ll work on that?” He jerked his head toward the black canvas of the tent and the purple glow that pulsed around it.

      “It should. That ward looks powerful, but Markus promised us this would work on all but the highest-level protections. He’s a creepy fucker, but he’s never sold us a piece of junk before.”

      The ward stripper was a two-time use spell, meant to break through a ward once on the way in and once on the way out. Higher-level wards could repair breaches, although how fast that repair happened depended on the type of spell. Unfortunately, that meant no testing it out ahead of time. We’d have to make our move quick and keep our fingers crossed that the ward stripper worked.

      I eyed the tent again, wishing I had the power to see through its walls. We’d been casing it ever since the Gifted man and his lackeys arrived at our settlement two days ago. From gossip around the camp, I’d gathered the guy’s name was Edgar. He was a low-level mage, and he’d come to do business with Father Elias.

      Business. Ha.

      I would bet every single finger and toe I had that their ‘business’ wasn’t the legal kind. Father Elias, the Gifted official tasked with running this settlement, was a cheater and a liar. He had no interest in improving relations between the Blighted—what magic users called non-magical people—and the Gifted. He doled out enough rations to keep most people in the camp alive and healthy, but he wasn’t doing any of this out of the kindness of his heart. It was an open secret he skimmed money and food off the top and had a lucrative little side business trading with other camp leaders in the Central Plains.

      Anybody who was here to do business with Father Elias deserved to be robbed blind.

      Keeping my eyes glued to the tent, I went back through what we knew one more time. My body was jittery with a mixture of nerves and excitement, and laying everything out in an orderly way helped me focus the energy so it didn’t get the better of me.

      “Two bodyguards inside the tent. Both Touched—so they can’t cast spells, but they’ll still be dangerous. Shifters of some kind, probably. Hopefully asleep by now, especially since Ola was mixing her drinks extra strong tonight.”

      Corin nodded, excitement burning in his eyes. He loved this shit as much as I did.

      “The whole tent is warded,” I continued, then lifted the ward stripper. “This should take care of that, unless Markus is a two-faced, lying dirtbag.”

      Corin chuckled. “Well, he is. But his spells work.”

      I rolled my eyes, wrapping my wavy red hair into a loose twist and pinning to the top of my head under a dark cap. Our black clothes actually stood out a bit in the pale, dusty landscape, but inside the tent, where it mattered most, they’d help us blend with the shadows.

      “We don’t know if there are any other protection spells inside the tent, so we’ll just have to play it by ear once we get in.”

      Corin pulled his cap on then leaned forward and pressed a hard kiss to my lips. “I’ve got your back.”

      He started to stand up, but I pulled him back down and kissed him again. My heart was racing, making my fingertips tingle and my skin flush.

      “And I’ve got yours,” I whispered against his lips, then let him pull me to my feet.

      We darted across the empty space toward the tent. No one was awake to see our movement, but we crouched low anyway. The camp wasn’t known for its revelry, and most people were in their tents and asleep not long after the sun went down. The exception to that was Father Elias and his crew, but they were out for the night by now too. Edgar’s larger, private tent was set up on the other side of the smaller one where his two goons slept. Of course he wouldn’t deign to sleep in the same tent as his hired help. My lip curled in a sneer as I raised the ward stripper. These fucking Gifted were all the same.

      With a silent prayer to whatever god or gods might be listening—I wasn’t sure any were, but I couldn’t help my superstitious streak—I ran the ward stripper in a line from as high as I could reach on the front of the tent all the way down to the ground. Like skin splitting, the purple film of the ward bowed out in a gap just wide enough to slip through.

      I shot a triumphant look at Corin, whose white teeth flashed back at me in a grin.

      Slipping the ward stripper in my pocket, I reached through and pushed open the tent flap. Then, with a deep breath, I maneuvered my body slowly through the hole in the ward and into the tent. I wasn’t sure what would happen if I touched the purple glow, but I wasn’t keen to find out.

      As soon as I was inside, I turned back to look at Corin. He slipped in after me, his broad shoulders just barely fitting through the gap. We pressed tight to the walls on either side of the opening, letting our eyes adjust to the darkness. Edgar’s two goons were stretched out atop small cots on opposite sides of the tent. In the far corner sat a pile of trunks and boxes. And on the very top of the pile, the most promising item of all—a case I’d seen the two men carrying across the camp two days ago when Edgar met with Father Elias.

      It was large, metal, and heavy looking, and it was kept shut by a padlock. All good signs as far as I was concerned.

      I was about to creep forward, eager to claim our prize, when Corin’s arm whipped out, pressing against my middle to hold me back. I shot him a quizzical look.

      He raised his eyebrows and mouthed, Spells, while simultaneously making the hand gesture we’d created for the same word. In a lot of the jobs we did, silence was essential, so we’d made up signals for certain words and phrases to let us communicate across distance without making a sound.

      My heart lurched, and I peered into the tent again, squinting.

      Oh, shit.

      There were magical trip wires crisscrossing the entire space. They were easy to miss if you weren’t looking for them, but if I let my eyes drift out of focus a bit, I could detect the silver-white lines of magic.

      I let out a steadying breath.

      Focus, Lana. Don’t get ahead of yourself.

      Normally, I leaned toward the side of overly cautious. But the potential haul of this job had me excited, and that had made me rush.

      My eyes darted back to Corin as I shook my head in chagrin. He smiled and winked at me. This was why we made a good team—one of us always caught what the other missed. I blew him a kiss, which he pretended to grab out of the air and press to his heart.

      Keeping my eyes in a hazy focus, I crouched, stepping over the first tripwire and under the one immediately after it. In some places, the lines almost crossed, leaving a gap barely wide enough to slide through, or forcing me to slide sideways to find a better place to pass. As I worked my way slowly across the room, bending and twisting, my heart rate slowed and my breath evened out. This, I could do in my sleep.

      I supposed I should be flattered Edgar even bothered setting up protections inside his tent. Most Gifted underestimated the Blighted, assuming that just because we didn’t have magic, we were raging morons with no other useful skills. That came in handy sometimes—as in the case of a warlock who visited the camp several months ago and warded his car doors with a basic protection spell, but forgot to ward the trunk. It was an easy enough thing to pick the lock of the trunk, push through the back seat, and steal the charms he kept in his glove box. Poor guy never did figure out how someone got in his car.

      So I grudgingly gave Edgar a few points for intelligence, or at least paranoia, for not just warding the outside of the tent and leaving it at that.

      My mind had wandered while I maneuvered my way across the room, as it often did during highly focused tasks. As I stepped over the last tripwire, I swiveled my head, making sure the two Touched men were still sound asleep. Neither had moved since I last looked at them. Thank you, Ola.

      I was now pressed against the wall opposite the entrance, and I slid along the soft fabric toward the pile of goodies in the corner. Two tripwires crossed right in front of the large metal box, so I had to reach awkwardly between them to turn the box toward me. It was heavy, and at this angle I could barely lift it. No way was I getting this whole thing out of here undetected. I’d have to get it open and take whatever I could carry.

      As I turned the box, I noticed something on the lock that I hadn’t seen from across the room—a faint blue glow.

      Dammit.

      Okay, I was taking back those points I’d given Edgar earlier. Forget intelligent. This guy was definitely just a paranoid bastard.

      I caught Corin’s eye across the room and made the gesture for spell. His mouth moved in a silent curse, and when I held up the ward stripper, he looked behind him at the gap in the ward outside the tent, then turned back to me and nodded. If I used the ward stripper on the lock, that meant we couldn’t use it to reopen the ward around the tent if it closed while we were inside.

      But we’d have to risk it. I wasn’t leaving here empty-handed.

      I pulled out the ward stripper and ran it around the entire circumference of the lock. The blue glow fell off in pieces, disintegrating into thin air.

      Shoving the spent stripper spell back in my pocket, I pulled out my lock-picking tools. The calm that had settled over me while I passed through the tripwires was evaporating quickly. I had to move fast now, or it wouldn’t matter what I found in this box, because we’d be trapped inside the tent with it. Oh, and two angry magical beings.

      It was a testament to the hours and hours I’d spent practicing that, even as nerves jangled through my body, my hands were rock-steady. The one upside to the stupid ward Edgar had used was that it seemed to have given him a false sense of security—the lock itself was a piece of shit. After less than a minute of fiddling, the mechanism popped open with a soft click. The tent had been so quiet that the noise seemed overly loud, and my eyes darted up to check the shadowy forms of the Touched men.

      Still asleep.

      I had to bend awkwardly to open the box without brushing the tripwires. I wished I could use a flashlight to see the contents better, but—

      My eyes widened as the lid lifted.

      Scratch that. No flashlight necessary.

      Nestled in a bed of dark velvet sat the largest gem I’d ever seen. It was probably a ruby, judging by the deep red color. The tent was dark, but the gem somehow still managed to reflect flashes of light, making it gleam.

      I licked my lips, almost drooling.

      I hadn’t been wrong. This was worth saving the ward stripper for. Hell, this score would change our lives.

      It was possible there were more treasures buried deeper inside the box, but I didn’t even care. Who needed them? This was plenty, and as a bonus, it would be really easy to carry out of here.

      Stretching out a hand, I picked up the gem. It was cool and heavy, the facets of its surface smooth against my palm.

      A flash of movement caught my eye, and my head snapped up. Corin was waving frantically from the front of the tent. When he saw he’d gotten my attention, he pointed behind him at the gap in the ward and gestured: hurry.

      My heart raced. The ward was closing!

      Shoving the ruby into my pocket, I gently closed the lid and slid sideways, stepping over the first tripwire. It was easier to see the magical wires when I kept my focus soft, but I kept glancing toward the front of the room. Corin was watching me intently, his entire body tense. Through the tent flap, I could see the ward outside healing itself, the bottom and top of the slit slowly knitting back together. They’d meet in the middle soon, and we’d be trapped inside.

      Crouched over a tripwire, I paused for a second to gesture to Corin. Go.

      His eyes widened, and he shook his head.

      I repeated my hand movement again, more emphatically. Go! I nodded pointedly toward the tent flap, but he crossed his arms over his chest, scowling at me.

      Stupid, stubborn man.

      Broadening my focus again, I breathed slowly in and out as I slipped as fast as I could over, under, and through the wires. When I finally reached the front of the tent, cold sweat chilled my spine.

      The gap in the ward outside was less than two feet tall.

      It slid closed another inch.

      Without hesitating, Corin leapt through headfirst, hitting the ground outside in a roll.

      I followed on his heels, diving through the shrinking hole in the glowing purple ward. A sharp sting zipped up my leg, but then I was through. I landed in a much less graceful roll than Corin, clamping my mouth shut on my hiss of pain.

      He pulled me to my feet, and we sprinted away from the tent.
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      We ran flat out across the bare landscape, away from the encampment. I didn’t look back once. If the ward had tripped some kind of alarm, we’d find out soon enough.

      But no shifters chased after us. The night remained silent, except for the soft thuds of our footfalls and the synchronized pattern of our breaths. Corin had longer legs than me, but he stayed half a pace behind me, probably hoping to protect me from an attack if any came. Normally, I’d fight him on that, but right now it was more important to keep moving.

      My lungs burned by the time we crested a gentle rise, and the camp disappeared from view behind us. I let the extra boost from gravity carry me down the other side of the hill then stumbled to a stop, bracing my hands on my knees and sucking in huge gasps of air. I was in good shape, but between the exertion and the adrenaline, I could barely get enough oxygen. Beside me, Corin breathed almost as hard.

      “Are you okay?” he panted, his gaze catching mine. “Something hurt you.”

      He had an eagle eye for the micro-expressions that crossed my face. The first time he’d guessed exactly what I was thinking, it’d scared the shit out of me. I’d wondered aloud if he had some magical ability he was hiding. He’d laughed and promised me that he wasn’t one of the Gifted; he just knew me well. That had scared me too, but in a different way that mingled with a warm, gooey feeling in my stomach.

      I nodded, my heartbeat slowing from a sprint to a heavy thud in my chest. “Yeah. I think the ward nicked me, but nothing happened.”

      I reached down and pulled up the leg of my black pants—an outfit I wore only for jobs like this. It was much different than the usual light linen skirts and blouses that were common for women in the camp. There was no mark on my leg, and the pain was entirely gone. It was like I’d touched a live wire, sending electricity jolting through my body. But there was no evidence of it now.

      “Looks fine,” I said, pushing the fabric down and straightening. “But next time I tell you to go, go!” I shoved lightly at Corin’s chest.

      He laughed, capturing my hands and pulling me toward him. “And leave you behind? Never.”

      I struggled a little, just for the satisfaction of making him hold me tighter, my irritation fading as I looked up into his dancing blue irises. “Doesn’t do us much good if we both get caught, does it?”

      He kept both of my wrists pinned to his chest with one large hand, reaching up to pull my dark cap off with the other. My red waves tumbled down around my shoulders, and he twined a piece of my hair around his finger. “I’d be with you. That’s where I always want to be. No matter what.”

      I could think of a million reasons why that didn’t make any sense. If we were both imprisoned, who would save us? How could one of us break the other out? But my objections faded into a blur as he leaned down to capture my lips with his. My arms slipped around to his back, tracing the muscles of his broad shoulders. My back bowed as he leaned eagerly into the kiss, and I pressed my entire body against him.

      “So, I’m assuming you got something?” he whispered between kisses, his breath tickling my face.

      Lips still on his, I reached into my pocket and grabbed the large ruby. I held it up at eye level, opening my palm.

      Without breaking our kiss, Corin glanced over—then did a double take. Our faces were so close that I could see every bit of the whites of his eyes as he gaped at the ruby. He tore his mouth from mine to blurt out, “Holy shit!”

      “Shhh!” I admonished, laughing.

      He grabbed my palm, bringing it closer to his face so he could stare at the giant gem. He looked up at me slowly, a dozen emotions flashing across his face. The ones I could identify made my heart soar. Love. Pride. Hope.

      “Holy shit.” His voice was a whisper this time.

      I nodded, biting my lip. He knew as well as I did what this meant for us. Freedom. A better future. A life outside this desolate settlement of the Blighted.

      He closed my hand around the ruby, then kissed my knuckles softly. “I love you, Lana. So damn much.”

      An owl screeched in the distance, and a gust of wind stirred my hair. But the only thing that held my attention was Corin’s eyes. The moonlight shining in them made them seem impossibly blue, just how I imagined the ocean looked.

      “Love you back. So damn mucher.”

      Corin chuckled. He was used to my competitive streak by now, and just like my stubborn streak, it seemed to amuse him rather than irritate him. It probably helped that he was plenty competitive and stubborn himself. Everyone at the camp had a few assigned duties, but there wasn’t often a lot to do. So Corin and I would spend hours challenging each other to increasingly difficult feats to see who could do them better and faster. It was how I’d gotten so good at lock picking, not to mention pickpocketing, sleight of hand, climbing, and running.

      I slipped the ruby back into my pocket. The vast plain around us was deserted, and we’d left the camp at least a mile behind. But the gem was so brightly colored it seemed to glow like a flare in the night. I was sure it was just Edgar-level paranoia, but I was afraid if I held it up too long, someone from camp would spot it shining in the distance.

      Corin stuffed my cap into his pocket and grabbed my hand. “Come on. Let’s get that thing hidden and get back to camp before dawn.”
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      The Blighted settlement was situated in the plains of Wyoming. I’d lived there for as long as I could remember, although I knew I wasn’t born there. Some of the old-timers remembered a time when I hadn’t been there, but none could tell me exactly when I’d arrived or who I’d come with. That had been soon after the Great Death, when everything was chaos. According to the old-timers, people were coming and going from the camp so quickly back then it was impossible to keep track of anyone. Raiders and marauders were more common in those days too, so it was possible whoever I’d come with had died in an attack.

      I could barely remember any of that. My earliest memories were of running barefoot through the camp with other Blighted orphans, playing tag in the small ‘streets’ that ran between rows of tents, kicking up giant clouds of dust that caught in our hair and clothes.

      It was hard to believe I had any fond childhood memories, but back then, I didn’t know there was any other way to live. The people who were adults when the Great Death hit had it harder in some ways than the children. They had a ‘before’ to compare the ‘after’ to—something to mourn, something to miss.

      Apparently, there had been a time when magic users and the non-magical didn’t hate each other.

      It was almost impossible to imagine now, and I was hard pressed to think of a Gifted or Touched that I didn’t both loathe and fear. And every single one of my fellow Blighted knew how the Gifted felt about us.

      I squeezed Corin’s hand tighter, slipping my other hand into my pocket to clutch the ruby. The smooth, cool feel of the gem comforted me.

      I’d stolen this from a Gifted man.

      His magic hadn’t stopped me.

      And he would be the unwitting benefactor of my new life.

      Corin looked down at me. He’d tugged off his cap as we walked, and his blond hair was sticking out in all directions. I was torn between wanting to run my hands through it to tame it and leaving it just the way it was.

      He saw me eyeing his hair and passed a hand through it on his own, spoiling the adorable image. Well, he was still pretty adorable.

      “Where do you want to go?” he asked.

      We’d had this conversation a thousand times before, lying together under the stars planning our future. I’d probably named every state in the union, and every country in the world by now—the ones I knew the names of, anyway.

      But the question meant more now, with the means to actually make our plans a reality nestled in my pocket. So I took my time answering. When I finally spoke, my voice was soft. “California.”

      Corin grinned, his even teeth flashing in the darkness. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. I want to see the ocean.”

      He tugged me to a stop so he could kiss me quickly then resumed walking. “Good choice.”

      The grass tickled my ankles as we walked. It continued on as far as I could see, broken by the occasional tree or gentle rise. I’d learned the hard way that although the ground looked flat, prairie dog burrows were an easy way to twist an ankle if you didn’t keep an eye out. There was something starkly beautiful about the landscape; I couldn’t deny that. But if I never woke up another day with the taste of dust in my mouth, it would be too soon for me.

      I wanted to see tall trees and lush mountains and green. But most of all, I wanted to see the ocean. I’d heard people describe it, but I could hardly imagine that much water in one place.

      After the Great Death, which had suddenly and inexplicably killed off two-thirds of the magical population, the coasts had been largely abandoned. The magic users and magical beings who survived blamed non-magical people for the deaths, assuming because that group hadn’t been struck by the plague, they were somehow responsible for it.

      The terms Gifted, Touched, and Blighted had sprung into existence sometime around then as an easy way to sort people into groups.

      The Blighted were attacked without mercy, entire towns burned to the ground. Displaced families made their way inland, gathering in small pockets in the middle of the country. There was some strength in numbers, but there wasn’t much a group of humans could do against a mob of angry magic users. It had been years before the leaders of the Gifted finally stepped in to intervene on our behalf. Now it was technically illegal to do violence to one of the Blighted, though it still happened all the time.

      “We’ll get a little place on the beach,” Corin said, drawing me from my thoughts. “We’ll have it all to ourselves, and we’ll go swimming every day. Maybe we’ll see jelly… jellyfish?”

      One of the old-timers had told us about those the other day, but I was pretty sure she was just pulling Corin’s leg. The creature she’d described sounded like something out of a fever dream. A glowing, billowy mushroom that floated through the water, propelled by tiny wispy tentacles that could sting you? Um, okay, sure.

      But I smiled at Corin’s enthusiasm and joined in. “Maybe we’ll see a shark! And we can eat fruit from trees that we’ll grow ourselves. And build a boat!”

      He swung our joined hands back and forth, casting his gaze up at the starry sky. “I’ll build you ten boats.”

      I belted a laugh. “What would I do with ten boats?”

      “I don’t know. Race them? Tie them all together and make a boat-train?”

      “Ah, of course.”

      Ahead of us, a large cottonwood towered over the barren plain surrounding it. Its thick trunk split very near the base, making it a perfect tree for climbing. Corin and I had clambered over every inch of ‘our tree,’ daring each other to climb higher or leap from one branch to another, before settling into a crook of its limbs to kiss until we were breathless.

      As we neared the tree, Corin tugged me to a stop again. He looked down at me, biting one side of his lip. “Lana, I don’t want to leave here until—”

      I shook my head, using one finger to gently tug his lip free of his teeth. “I know. It’s okay.”

      “It’s just… she’s—”

      “I know, Corin. I don’t want to leave her either.”

      I didn’t know who had brought me to the Blighted settlement, but Corin knew exactly who’d brought him—the woman who’d become like a second mother to him, and something like a mother to me too. Margie had been old when a Gifted mob attacked the small farming town Corin grew up in, taking him with her to find a new home when the raiders finally left the town in ruins, most of its inhabitants slaughtered. She was ancient now, her frail body worn down by years of hard living.

      We couldn’t bring her with us; it would be too rough on her. But neither of us was willing to leave the Great Plains settlement while she was still alive. We’d stay with her to the end, making sure she was comfortable and protected.

      “The ocean can wait,” I assured him. “Besides, it’ll give you more time to work on your plans for that boat-train.”

      With a smile of relief, Corin blew out a breath.

      I pulled the gem from my pocket and handed it to him. He dropped it into the black cap he’d worn earlier and wrapped the fabric tight around it.

      Kneeling, I pulled a small dagger from the sheath at my waist; almost everyone at the camp had one, though I didn’t often wear mine. Being armed gave the impression you were looking for trouble, and I preferred to try to remain as unremarkable as possible.

      I dug into the dry dirt with the blade, slowly carving out a hole about a foot and a half deep. I didn’t want an animal digging for it and making off with the priceless gem.

      Corin passed me the cloth-wrapped stone, and I dropped it in the hole. He helped me replace the dirt and gave it several hard stomps to pack it down. We brushed our feet over the whole area, until even I couldn’t tell exactly where the hole had been dug. But I knew we could find it later.

      Corin grabbed me around the waist and pulled me forward. As I wrapped my arms around him, we both looked up.

      One low hanging bough of the tree arched over us, the end of the branch pointing straight down.

      Marking our spot.
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      Sunlight hit the canvas of our tent, brightening the interior even though the flap remained closed. I’d been awake since just before dawn, watching the color in the small space shift from gray to pink to a warm, buttery yellow as the sun rose in the sky.

      Corin and I hadn’t returned to the tent until late, and although I should’ve been exhausted, I could barely force my eyes to close. When I did finally sleep for a few hours, I had vivid dreams of dark blue water, strangely glowing fish, and the ruby falling from my hands and sinking slowly into the depths of the ocean.

      I knew I’d be on edge until Edgar and his cronies left the settlement. Hell, who was I kidding? I’d be on edge until the ruby was sold and we were on our way west with cold, hard cash in our pockets. But until that day came, we had to continue on as normal.

      I stretched languidly as the sounds of the camp stirring to life filtered through the thin walls of the tent. Corin shifted next to me, nuzzling his face into my hair.

      “Good morning, beautiful.” His voice was rough, still clouded with sleep.

      “You should go back to sleep. We can’t have gotten more than a few hours,” I whispered, careful not to wake the other occupants of the tent—Margie, who slept on a cot in the corner by the door, and Lira and Grace, a mother and daughter who’d lived with us for the past year. Although the settlement was safer now than it had been in the past, there was protection in numbers. It afforded us little privacy though, which was why we spent so much time sneaking out into the grasslands and making out in that damn tree.

      “Can’t,” Corin whispered back, sounding more awake now. “Going hunting with the guys today. I need to meet them soon.”

      I chuckled, pressing my body back into the warm shell of his. He groaned slightly, splaying a hand across my belly and pulling me even closer. I knew I was teasing him by starting something we couldn’t finish. Not here. But I’d make sure he forgave me for it later.

      “Big, strong man,” I murmured, grinning. “Go hunt. Bring back meat.”

      He chuckled, the sound vibrating against my back. “Oh, I plan on it.”

      Several years ago, the Blighted settlements had been a total free for all—run by whatever person or faction managed to grab and maintain power. Although I’d heard of a few settlements that had actually formed collectives and set up a fair system of government, in most places the leadership just came down to who was strongest.

      Then the Gifted government had stepped in, assigning a “mayor” of sorts to the larger encampments, and providing some aid to the Blighted who lived there. Father Elias had shown up, and with him, monthly handouts from the government. We all received food rations, which had curbed the number of deaths in the camp dramatically. But it was still barely enough to live on, so groups of hunters often ventured out into the plains for buffalo and other, smaller game, which provided both food and tradable goods.

      “I can hardly believe last night was real,” I whispered, turning my head slightly to catch Corin’s gaze. “Did it really happen?”

      He grinned proudly. “Every bit of it.”

      He kissed the tip of my nose then threw back the blanket and stood, slipping on a pair of brown cotton pants. Unlike Margie, we slept on a simple pallet laid on the tent floor. She was the only one in our tent with a proper cot, and hers still wasn’t as fancy as the ones Edgar’s two goons had been passed out on last night.

      I suppressed a scowl. Of course, for his short sojourn into the wilderness, the Gifted and his entourage had nicer accommodations than those of us who lived here all the time. Lest any of us forget our places in the world.

      Fully dressed, Corin crouched down beside our pallet. I sat up, pulling the blanket around me. The plains got chilly at night, and the air was just starting to warm.

      He threaded his fingers through my hair and pulled me in for a kiss. “Be careful today,” he murmured. “Keep your head down.”

      “I will. Don’t let Theo get first kill again today, or we’ll never hear the end of it.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Don’t worry. I won’t. His head is too big already.”

      Margie rolled over on her cot and blinked, letting out a soft yawn. More and more often, she spent most of the day resting, although the mornings were still her best time. She usually insisted on getting up and trying to help with chores, but she’d need to lie down again before noon.

      Her gaze drifted over to us, and she smiled. Corin and I met when I was fifteen, and Margie had taken to me right away. It had been her idea to have me move into their tent a couple years ago. I’d been living in a large shared tent with several dozen other orphans and loners at the time and had been only too happy to get out. I think Margie took comfort in knowing that when she was gone, we’d still have each other.

      Corin rose, stopping by Margie’s cot to press a quick kiss to her forehead. “Bye, Margie. Be back tonight.”

      She patted his hand. “Happy hunting.”

      With a wink back at me, Corin pushed open the tent flap and slipped out into the bright morning sunlight. I lay back down, stifling a yawn.

      Now I felt tired, as if the events of last night had finally caught up to me. I didn’t have much to do today, so maybe another hour or two of sleep wouldn’t hurt. I could hear Lira and Grace whispering softly as they roused from sleep, and it combined with the other sounds of the camp into a pleasant sort of hum as my mind drifted.

      Suddenly, the sound of shouts split the air.

      I jerked awake, sitting up.

      Lira and Grace were no longer inside the tent, so I must’ve been asleep for a little while. Margie stood stock still in the middle of the room, clutching our homemade broom, with her head cocked to the side like a small animal listening for a predator.

      The shouting grew louder, the voices angry.

      A moment later, Lira hustled Grace through the tent flap, closing it behind her and peering out through the small slit, her arms wrapped around Grace’s shoulders.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, rising. I gently tugged the broom out of Margie’s brittle hands before ushering her back toward her cot.

      “Not sure. Our visitor is angry about something.” Lira drew back as three figures passed in front of our tent. I could hear Edgar ranting about finding Father Elias.

      I bit my lip. Welp, I guess he realized the ruby was missing.

      Stay calm, Lana. Keep your head down.

      There was an inherent danger in stealing from visitors of the Great Plains settlement. But most of them didn’t even realize they’d been robbed until after they left, and at that point, it presumably wasn’t worth it for them to return. Even the ones who did find out about the theft while they were still here usually gave up the search pretty quickly. The low opinion most Gifted had toward the Blighted played out in our favor, since they couldn’t or wouldn’t acknowledge that one of the Blighted had managed to steal from them.

      I wasn’t surprised Edgar had discovered the theft so quickly. This was the biggest score Corin and I had ever had—not the kind of object the original owner was likely to let go of easily. But the good news was, in a settlement of several thousand people, it would be extremely difficult to narrow down suspects, and Father Elias was usually too lazy to carry out any kind of serious investigation.

      He’d bluster about “justice being served” and “getting to the bottom of this,” and then he’d do nothing. Sure, he might make an example or two out of the settlement’s known criminals, but that was fine by me. Those were men who stole from their fellow Blighted, harassed or raped vulnerable women, and extorted rations from families in exchange for ‘protection.’ Father Elias rarely lifted a finger to stop them, so if they bore the punishment for Corin’s and my theft of the gem, I considered that a karmic bonus.

      For the next day or two, the entire camp would be a little quieter than normal, as everyone went out of their way to stay inconspicuous, going about their daily activities with a careful calm.

      “I wanted to play.” Eight-year-old Grace tilted her cherubic face back to look at her mother, who still stood behind her.

      “Later,” Lira promised. “A little while later. We can play in here for now.”

      She drew Grace over to their pallet, pulling out a deck of cards. The deck was missing the ace of hearts and the queen of clubs, but it was one of Grace’s most prized possessions. The cards were worn and weathered from how often she played with them—she must have known every card game in existence.

      As they settled in, I glanced over at Margie. She had her hands braced on the cot by her side and was still listening intently, her brows furrowed. I knew this sort of thing bothered her; she’d seen the worst side of people after the Great Death, and even though things weren’t as bad now, she still seemed to expect the world to slip back into chaos and violence at any moment.

      I walked over and crouched down by her cot, resting my hands on her knees.

      “Hey, Margie. Why don’t you take a little rest? I’m going to head over to Ola’s. Do you want anything?”

      She shook her head, allowing me to help her lie down on the cot. “No, thank you, Lana. I’ll just close my eyes for a spell.”

      “Okay. Be back in a bit. Lira’s right here if you need anything.”

      I brushed her white hair away from her face, watching as her eyes slid shut. She looked so small and frail. For a moment, the bite of tears stung my eyes. I hated the world for what it had done to her. It hadn’t made her old; I knew that. But it had made her old age so much harder than it should have been.

      “I love you, Margie,” I whispered softly.

      Her eyes didn’t open, but a smile crossed her face. “Love you too, sweet girl.”

      I shot Lira a look before I left the tent, and she nodded to me. She’d keep an eye on Margie while I was away.

      As I stepped outside, I raised a hand to shield my eyes from the sun. It was high in the sky, glaring down mercilessly from a sea of cloudless blue. People walked by, and two children—who probably didn’t have a mother to worry about them like Grace did—darted past me, laughing. I strolled through the camp, keeping my pace even and my expression neutral.

      As I approached Ola’s tavern—a large tent with the entire front wall lifted to create an awning—my steps slowed. The two Touched who worked for Edgar were standing under the awning, talking to Ola. The taller, scruffier one leaned on her makeshift bar, his face too close to hers. She didn’t react, wiping the bar down calmly, but her hand gripped the rag a little too tight. Her dark skin hid the flush I was sure was creeping up her cheeks.

      The other guy was probably a demon of some kind. He was short and stocky with dusky gray skin, and although I couldn’t make out what he was saying, his voice was so deep I swore I could feel the ground rumbling.

      It was too late to change course without being obvious about it, and I’d only draw more attention to myself if I stopped in the middle of the street. So I ambled up to the far side of the bar, perching on one of the rickety stools Ola put out for patrons. The scruffy man glanced at me, and I met his eyes for a second before casting my gaze down.

      He turned back to Ola. “Just let us know if you hear anything, will ya, doll?”

      Was he hitting on her while interrogating her? For fuck’s sake.

      With one more look at me, he and his buddy sauntered away.

      Ola blew a breath out, shaking out her rag.

      “What was that all about?” I asked, careful to keep my tone only mildly curious.

      She shook her head, running a hand through her short black hair. “Somebody stole something from their boss, that Gifted man who’s been meeting with Father Elias. They figured, as one of the local tavern keepers, I would know something about it.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Right. Because what else would a thief do but immediately confess their crime to the person who serves them drinks?”

      Ola chuckled darkly. “Doesn’t seem like they need my help anyway. They said they’ve started running a tracking charm. If whatever was taken is anywhere within a three mile radius, they’ll find out where it is as soon as the charm finishes running.” She tilted her head, staring after the two departed men. “Must’ve been something big to go to all that trouble.”
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      My heart rate jumped like a rabbit sprinting across the plain.

      I spoke through suddenly dry lips. “Wha—what?”

      Ola draped the rag over her shoulder, tilting her head at me. “I said it must’ve been something valuable. Tracking charms aren’t cheap.”

      “Oh… right. Good point.” I nodded, trying to keep the conversation moving while my mind raced. I didn’t have a great sense of distance, and my math was horrible. But I was almost positive that the tree where we’d buried the gem was less than three miles away. If it was still there when the tracking charm finished running, Edgar’s goons would find it. And, shit, if they found it, maybe they could run some kind of fingerprinting charm on it. Corin and I had both touched it.

      I stood up so abruptly I almost knocked the stool over. Ola’s brown eyes tracked my movement.

      “Are you all right, Lana?”

      “Yeah.” I forced myself to slow down, though every muscle in my body screamed at me to run. “Margie hasn’t been doing well today. I just don’t want to leave her alone too long. I’ll come back later. I could use a drink.”

      Ola’s expression fell. “Of course. Tell her hello from me. And if she needs anything, let me know.”

      When her words finally penetrated my brain, I nodded, touched. With a vague wave goodbye, I headed back down the dusty street between rows of mismatched tents.

      Inside our tent, Margie slept peacefully. Lira glanced at me curiously but said nothing as I grabbed my dagger and a small basket full of dirty clothes. Ducking back out of the tent, I slipped the dagger into the basket and walked toward the edge of the encampment, heading toward the small stream that slipped past our tent town a mile away. It was the opposite direction from where I wanted to go, but I needed to keep up every appearance of normalcy.

      Every measured step was torture, but I made it to the stream without running into anyone else. My feet veered left, following the path of the water for another few minutes. Finally, I stopped. Crouching down, I set the basket in the grass and lifted out the sheathed dagger, tying the attached belt around my waist.

      I swiveled my head, scanning the horizon for any sign of life.

      Nothing.

      Like an arrow loosed from a bow, I launched up, sprinting across the grassland. The ankle-length skirt I wore twisted around my legs as I ran, so I grabbed it with one hand, bunching it in my fist as I cut a wide arc around the encampment.

      The sun was directly overhead now, beating down relentlessly. Sweat crept down my face, and my breath came in short gasps, but I didn’t slow my pace.

      At last, the tree Corin and I had adopted as ours came into view on the horizon. Ignoring my burning lungs, I put on another burst of speed, my feet slapping against the hard-packed earth.

      When I finally reached the base of the tree, I flung myself to the ground under the arched bough. The rough dirt skinned my exposed knee, but I hardly felt it. Drawing my dagger, I hacked at the dirt. It went quicker than it had last night, and after a few minutes I reached my prize.

      Breathing a sigh of relief, I pulled the dirty black lump out of the hole, unwrapping the fabric to peek inside at the ruby. It winked at me, reflecting the sunlight overhead.

      I didn’t even bother refilling the hole. Shoving my dagger back in the sheath—it would need a serious cleaning and sharpening later—I rose unsteadily. My muscles rebelled at the prospect of more running, but I forced my legs into a light jog, heading past the tree farther into the plains. A prairie dog darted across my path.

      Since I wasn’t sure exactly how far three miles was, I erred on the side of caution and kept up the jog until a stitch in my side forced me to walk. I went another ten minutes before I stopped in a small copse of trees that had sprung up out of the barren land.

      I slid down to sit against the trunk of the biggest tree, stretching my legs and allowing the sweat to cool on my body as crows cawed in the distance. The shade felt incredible.

      After my breath slowed, I crawled forward, glancing around to find a good marker for my treasure. I settled on a dead tree whose trunk had split, its top half drooping against the neighboring cottonwood.

      Nestling the wrapped ruby between my knees, I dug into the dirt with my blade, gouging out chunks of earth and scooping them to the side. Wind rustled the leaves overhead, making the pattern of shadows on the ground shift.

      One large shadow lengthened.

      I froze.

      The soft sound of footsteps whispered behind me.

      Pivoting on the ball of one foot, I swept my other leg out, catching the ankle of the man standing behind me and bringing him to the ground with a thud.

      The scruffy Touched goon snarled a curse as I grabbed the hat with the ruby inside and lunged to my feet, darting forward.

      I’d barely made it five steps before someone tackled me from the side. I twisted as I flew through the air, landing on my back with the stocky demon on top of me.

      He grinned, white teeth standing out against his gray skin. “See, Rolf? I told you, they always talk to the bartender.”

      Wrapping my fingers around the fabric of the hat, I swung the ruby toward his face like a rock in a sock. It hit his cheekbone with a resounding crack, and he howled, sitting back and clutching his face. I bucked my hips to throw him off me and scrambled away.

      He grabbed for my ankle, but I lashed out with a sharp kick. My foot connected with something, and he grunted again, releasing me.

      I lurched forward, tripping over the hem of my skirt as I ran.

      Where? Where? Where?

      It was the only coherent thought my brain could form as a loud roar rose from the trees behind me. I’d purposely ventured miles away from the encampment, and now I was stranded in the middle of nowhere with two attackers. Could I outrun them and make it back to town? Then what? I couldn’t lead them to Margie and Corin.

      So I just ran, the ruby clutched in my hand and my skirt whipping around my ankles. My lungs already burned, my muscles weakening.

      Shit. I couldn’t keep my pace up for long. And I didn’t want to die like this—taken down from behind like a coward.

      I swung around, stuffing the ruby down my shirt and drawing my dagger.

      My breath caught.

      A large brown bear lumbered toward me, its heavy paws beating the ground like a war drum. Behind it, the gray demon burst out of the trees, a line of blood running down the side of his face.

      The bear shifter picked up speed, leaping toward me with massive paws outstretched. I dived under him, stabbing up blindly with my dagger as I did. My blade connected with something, and the dagger was nearly yanked from my hand as the bear flew over me.

      The beast let out another roar and landed with a dull thud. He turned to face me, breathing in heavy snuffs. The edge of my dagger glistened red with blood. Keeping the blade pointed at the bear, I shot a quick glance over my shoulder, searching for the demon.

      Where was he?

      I turned back to the bear and stumbled backward a step when the gray demon appeared right in front of me. I slashed out in a wild arc, and he jumped back, cursing.

      “You’re a pain in my ass, girl,” he grunted, dodging another slash. Before I could draw my hand back, he moved like lightning, gripping my wrist and twisting. The dagger slipped from my grasp as I hissed in pain. He twisted my wrist more, spinning me around and drawing my hand up my back. Every joint in my arm from my shoulder down screamed in protest, and I rose on tiptoes to ease the pain.

      “Give me the fucking cuffs, Rolf,” the demon called, wrapping his other arm across my chest and pinning my body to his with my arm caught between us. “Before this bitch gets free again!”

      The scruffy guy, Rolf, appeared in human form, digging a pair of iridescent black handcuffs out of his back pocket. A patch of red stained his shirt, and a glimmer of satisfaction pierced through the terror clouding my mind.

      Take that, you asshole.

      It was the last thought I had before Rolf yanked my other hand behind my back, snapping the cuffs around my wrists. There was a brief sting of pain as he snapped the metal links too tight against my skin.

      Then his leering face blurred in my vision, and darkness slipped over my mind like a hood.
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      “She’s a real bitch, sir.”

      Well, hello to you too, world.

      I moaned, trying to force my eyes open. They were so heavy they felt glued shut, and I could feel my pulse in my skull, every beat of my heart intensifying the pounding headache.

      A voice I didn’t recognize spoke dryly. “I’m not surprised to hear you say that, Garin. You look like you got into a bar fight.”

      Footsteps moved toward me. “Yeah? That’s because she took a cheap shot, that bi—”

      “All. Right,” the voice snapped, and the footsteps stopped. “Play nice now, Garin. It looks like she’s about to rejoin us, and I don’t want her to get the wrong impression.”

      “Yeah, Garin,” I slurred, still struggling to open my eyes. “Play nice. Wouldn’t want to have to hit you again.”

      My brain felt fuzzy—dull and giddy at the same time. I knew it probably wasn’t a good idea to antagonize a demon, but there was an entire hemisphere of my brain that didn’t care about that at all right now.

      The unfamiliar voice chuckled. Edgar, I guessed.

      “You’ve got guts, girl. I’ll give you that. Not just stealing from me but giving two of my men a run for their money. Not many of the Blighted could manage that.”

      “Yeah, only a raging b—”

      “Enough, Garin!” Edgar’s voice cracked through the air, losing the friendly tone he’d had since I woke up. “If you can’t shut your mouth, take your wounded ego outside.”

      “Sorry… sir,” the demon muttered, sounding mutinous. But he didn’t speak again.

      “As I was saying,” Edgar continued smoothly, his voice like honey once more. “Quite impressive for a Blighted girl.”

      My eyelids slowly dragged up; it took everything in me to keep them there. I wanted to tell him that fighting and thieving were skills a lot of the Blighted possessed, but I stopped myself. I wasn’t sure if that fact reflected well or poorly on us, and I didn’t want to give him any reason to stop underestimating my fellow humans.

      So instead, I forced my thick tongue and numb lips to slur the word, “Thanks.”

      Edgar tipped his head. I’d seen him around camp a few times since he arrived two days ago. He was a large man, even larger up close. His dark hair was slicked back, and his suit looked cheaper than he could probably afford.

      “Well, I call it like I see it. How did you get past my protective spells though?”

      I didn’t see any harm in answering, so I muttered, “Ward stripper.”

      He nodded. “I thought as much. Those wards are impossible to break without magic. Still, that you got your hands on a ward stripper at all is impressive in itself. Did you steal it?”

      I scowled at him, oddly indignant. “I bought it.”

      “Must’ve cost you a pretty penny.”

      “It did.” I chose not to mention the fact that I’d paid for it with stolen goods.

      Edgar cocked an eyebrow. “What about the wards inside? The trip wires?”

      I shrugged. “I maneuvered around them. I’m bendy.”

      He leered at me, licking his lips. “Oh? Is that so?”

      A sudden fear gripped my chest, shocking me out of my lingering stupor. I sat up straighter, tugging against the cuffs that bound me to the chair. His goons must’ve turned off whatever sleep spell imbued the handcuffs after they’d gotten me back to Edgar’s tent. I assumed that was where we were, based on the black fabric of the walls around us.

      Edgar noticed my reaction and waved a hand. “Relax. I have no interest in you in that way. I’ve got access to the most beautiful succubi and fae women the world has to offer back in Denver. You’ll forgive me for saying so, but your beauty pales in comparison.”

      I glowered at him. I’d never felt relieved and offended at the same time before. It was a strange sensation.

      “That’s not to say I’m not interested in your skills, however. Because I truly am,” the big man continued. “Tell me, did you work alone?”

      My heart seized, but instinct kept my face a neutral mask. “Yeah.”

      He regarded me for a moment with intelligent eyes set too close together in his wide face.

      Shit. Could he tell I was lying?

      I stared back at him, trying to look smug. “I kicked your two flunkies’ asses all on my own too.”

      Just like I’d hoped he would, Garin surged forward, distracting Edgar. “Why, you little—”

      “Calm down, Garin,” Edgar admonished, holding out a hand. “She’s not wrong. I sent you both out on what should’ve been a simple assignment, and you came back looking like you had a date with the business end of a baseball bat.”

      The gray demon glared at me, clenching his jaw. He’d cleaned off the blood, but the cut on the right side of his face below his eye was swollen and bruised.

      Damn. That ruby packed a punch.

      As my head cleared, I noticed for the first time that Rolf sat in a chair by the door. He was shirtless and had a large white bandage wrapped around his hairy chest. The animosity in his eyes matched that in Garin’s, making me glad for a moment that Edgar was here. I might not like the smarmy Gifted man, but at least he kept his dogs on a leash.

      Garin finally turned away, stomping to the far end of the tent to pout. Edgar watched him go before swiveling his head back to me with a look that said, What can you do? Then he leaned forward, his expression growing serious.

      “Do you know what the penalty is for a Blighted who’s caught stealing from one of the Gifted?” he asked softly.

      I met his gaze, anxiety twisting in my stomach. In many places, it was death. There had been some push for reform in recent years, and the harshest punishments weren’t always enforced anymore. But if Edgar wanted to, he could have me killed, and none of his Gifted government cronies would bat an eye. The best-case scenario I faced would be imprisonment for life, which was hardly a step up from death.

      Swallowing, I nodded.

      “Good. I thought you might, seeing as how you… dabble in thievery,” Edgar said. He scooted his chair closer to mine, leaning in as if we were sharing a secret. “Now, here’s the thing. I could turn you in to the authorities for your crime and insist on the death penalty, but what good does that do me? Not much. And it does you no good, obviously. But there is an alternative course of action that gives us both something we want. I have—” he paused, choosing his next words carefully “—associates who do not see eye-to-eye with me on certain things. In some cases, it would be easier for me if those associates were discretely… dealt with.”

      I suppressed an eye roll. The infighting among the Gifted was legendary, each one scrabbling for more control, more power, more prestige than his neighbor. I didn’t understand why. There were so few of them, and they already had so much.

      Chewing my lip, I listened as Edgar went on.

      “But of course, it wouldn’t do if any observers could trace their bad fortune back to me. Which is where you come in. You’re smart, clearly resourceful, and tough enough to stand up to a demon and a bear shifter.” He flashed a triumphant smile. “And best of all, you’re just a human. No one would ever suspect a Blighted woman of being able to get the best of one of the Gifted. I certainly didn’t.”

      My breath quickened. “You want me to… kill people for you?”

      Edgar raised both hands, an innocent look on his face. “No! Nothing that extreme. Well, not in most cases. But there are other, less lethal ways you can be useful.”

      “You want me to steal for you?”

      He nodded noncommittally. “Among other things.”

      “And if I say no?” My headache worsened as I tried to force the gears in my brain to move faster, to find a way out of this.

      Edgar leaned back, regarding me. “Well, in that case, I’d be forced to turn you into the authorities and demand you be prosecuted to the full extent of the law. Justice must be served in some form after all. You did steal from me and assault my men.”

      His face darkened as he said those last words, and I realized that though he was playing off the attack on his men by mocking them, he hated me for it as much as they did. No Gifted liked to imagine that one of the Blighted was in any way their equal, let alone their superior.

      He must truly think I’d be a useful asset if he was willing to let that slight go.

      Or, more likely, he was sure I would eventually get killed carrying out whatever jobs he had in mind for me; so he figured he’d wring whatever use he could from me before I died.

      I flicked my gaze across the tent to Rolf and Garin. The demon’s lip curled in a snarl when his eyes met mine.

      “Would I have to work with them?” I asked, pointing with my chin.

      Edgar barked a deep laugh, resting a hand on his substantial belly. “I think that would be unwise. No, you’ll be a lone agent. I’ll contact you when I have jobs that require your particular skillset.”

      Silence settled in the tent as my mind churned sluggishly.

      The sounds of the camp around us floated in through the thin walls. I could scream, and they’d all hear me—it wasn’t like I was being held in an underground dungeon. But I didn’t even consider it. No one would come if I did, and I couldn’t blame them. Honor and courage were great in theory, but if some well-meaning men from camp stormed in here to rescue me, they’d likely end up dead, and I’d be just as stuck as I was before.

      I licked my lips. “I have to think about it.”

      Edgar’s eyebrows shot up, nearly meeting his slicked-back hairline. “Think about it? The choice is between working for me and death, and you have to think about it?”

      I nodded. “Nothing personal. It’s just—the thing that guy once said, ‘Give me liberty or give me death,’ you know?”

      My education had been piecemeal, picked up in bits and pieces from various sources. I was lucky I could do the basics, like reading and writing—lots of little kids in the camp nowadays couldn’t even do that. Margie insisted that sharpening our intellects would keep us from becoming the animals the Gifted claimed we were.

      I couldn’t remember who had said that phrase, but I knew the words were famous, and more importantly, I knew they were true.

      Edgar’s expression darkened. “I won’t pretend I’m not a little insulted. But I’ll give you a day to consider your choice. I’m going back to Denver tomorrow, leaving at first light. You will be coming with me. Either to work for me or to face the punishment for your crime.”

      Hope fluttered like a tiny moth in my chest.

      A day. I could work with that.

      A lot could happen in a day.

      Edgar hauled his wide girth from the chair with a loud sigh. I steeled my muscles to keep from shrinking back as he approached me.

      When he walked behind my chair, a chill shot down my spine. I could feel him behind me, but I could no longer see him. My gaze caught instead on Garin’s face—he was watching me with a smug expression.

      Suddenly, my hair was lifted off my nape. Edgar’s thick hand wrapped around the back of my neck, right at the base of my skull. Before I could do more than register the feel of his cool, smooth fingers, a burning pain exploded under his palm as if he’d jabbed a hot poker into my brain.

      Then I did scream, cutting off the sound immediately in a choked cry.

      I bent forward as far as the cuffs would allow, trying to escape the burning touch, but his hand followed me.

      Spots danced before my eyes, and I ground my teeth to stop another scream from escaping.

      A moment later, the pain stopped.

      My headache returned, but it was so mild compared to the agony I’d just felt, I barely registered it.

      Edgar released the cuffs that bound my wrists with a soft click. Then his feet came into view as he walked around to the front of my chair.

      He was wearing patent leather loafers.

      In the grasslands.

      What an asshole.

      I raised my head to meet his eyes, panting.

      “Still conscious,” he noted approvingly. “You are tough. I’ve branded you with a tracking spell, so please don’t think you can take your opportunity to ‘think’ as a chance to escape. If you attempt that, I will find you. And then I’ll kill you myself. Trust me when I say you do not want that.”

      I nodded, shaking out my sore wrists.

      Edgar inclined his head at Garin, who stalked across the room and hauled me to my feet, steering me roughly toward the tent’s entrance.

      “Wait,” Edgar called before we reached the door.

      Garin spun me around, forcing me to look back at the large man.

      “What’s your name?”

      I hesitated. “Lana. Lana Crow.”

      He nodded, dismissing me with a gesture. “Then I’ll see you tomorrow, Lana Crow.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      I stumbled through the camp, only dimly aware of the people passing by me. My hand kept snaking up unconsciously to touch the back of my neck, but I couldn’t feel anything there. The skin wasn’t raised. The pain I’d felt while Edgar branded me was gone.

      That wasn’t reassuring. The fact that there was nothing I could physically feel on the surface of my skin just meant the spell was embedded deep within me.

      The sun was low in the sky, the light shifting from bright yellows to warm oranges and pinks. Those magic cuffs must’ve kept me unconscious for a while. Edgar’s offer of a day to think no longer seemed so generous; the day was almost over, and I had to give him an answer by dawn tomorrow.

      Or be gone by tomorrow.

      I had no reason to doubt the power of his tracking spell, but part of me was still considering trying to run. Maybe if I got enough of a head start, I could reach the black market trading post near Devils Tower before Edgar and his lackeys found me. Markus might have some kind of charm that could break or block the tracker. And without the aid of his tracking brand, I was sure Edgar would never find me—I knew the landscape, he didn’t.

      With my mind spinning, I pushed open the flap of the tent I shared with Corin, Margie, Lira, and Grace.

      It was empty.

      Panic clutched painfully at my chest.

      Had Edgar taken them too? Had he not believed me when I said I worked alone?

      I darted back outside, scanning the small street and the surrounding tents.

      With a breath of relief, I saw Margie leaning on Lira’s elbow several tents away. Grace and another young girl about her age played a game while the girl’s mother stood nearby talking to Margie and Lira.

      Slipping back inside the tent, I surveyed the small space. I didn’t have much in the way of possessions, just a few knickknacks and changes of clothes. My dagger had either been abandoned on the plains or claimed by Rolf and Garin. I wished I had a backup blade, but I didn’t exactly have the money to stockpile weapons. The first one hadn’t come cheap.

      The only other important items I owned were always with me—a necklace Corin had made for me from a beautiful piece of quartz strung on a thin leather cord, and a simple tungsten and copper ring with numbers engraved on the inside. I’d had the ring for as long as I could remember; I wore it on a string around my neck until my fingers got big enough for me to wear it as intended. Now it adorned the middle finger of my left hand.

      I ran my thumb over the smooth stone of my necklace. As long as I had it and the ring, I didn’t need anything else. And if I was going on the run, it would be better not to be burdened by too many belongings anyway.

      Having decided that, I looked around the tent again, at a loss for what to do next. Should I leave now? But I couldn’t, not without—

      Corin pushed aside the tent flap, bursting into the small space like a whirlwind. His sandy colored hair was windswept, his cheeks flushed from excitement and exertion. The day out in the sun had darkened his complexion slightly, lending a golden glow to his skin.

      His eyes lit on me, and he crossed the tent to sweep me into his arms, spinning me around with a laugh.

      “Guess who got first kill?” He set me down and pulled back, grinning down at me. “I’ll give you a hint. It wasn’t Theo.”

      Despite the anxiety churning my gut so hard I felt sick, Corin’s laugh drew an answering chuckle from me. His mere presence made the world seem brighter.

      I cocked my head, pretending to think. “I don’t know… Warren?”

      Corin scowled at me, wrapping his arms around me again and walking me backward until my feet hit the pallet behind us. Then he lowered me onto it, bracing his body above mine. “I’ll give you one more hint.” He beat his chest with his right hand. “Big strong man. Hunt. Kill. Bring back meat.”

      “Oh! You?” I asked in mock surprise.

      “That’s right,” he declared proudly. “We’ll eat like kings tonight.”

      He bent his head to kiss me, but stopped a few inches from my lips. His brow creased. “Lana? What’s wrong?”

      It had to be my imagination, but I could’ve sworn the brand on the back of my neck pulsed menacingly. A heavy rock settled in my stomach as I stared into Corin’s concerned blue eyes. He brushed my hair back from my face, and I leaned into his touch.

      “Corin, do you love me?” I whispered.

      I needed to hear him say it, as if those words would stave off everything bad that existed in the world. As if the words themselves were an armor that could protect me from pain.

      His eyes warmed. “You know I do. I love you more than every star in the sky, Lana. I’d do anything for you.”

      I let out a soft breath. It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him everything and beg him to run away with me. Though the truth was, I wouldn’t need to beg. I knew beyond any doubt that if I asked, he would follow me to the ends of the earth, into any danger.

      But… what then? I was willing to risk my own life running from Edgar, but I knew it was a long shot at best. Would Corin face Edgar’s wrath with me when the Gifted man invariably tracked me down to exact his vengeance? Would we leave Margie behind to live out her last days on this earth unprotected and alone? Sure, Lira was here, but she had Grace to worry about. How could I ask Corin to give up everything—his future, his family, possibly his life—when I knew his joining me wouldn’t keep me safe but instead put us both in danger?

      He had told me he wanted to be where I was, always. But I’d do all I could to keep him far away from where I was going.

      “I’d do anything for you too, Corin,” I murmured, blinking back the tears that threatened. Was it only this morning I’d been dreaming of our future together in California? Those dreams tasted bitter on my tongue now, like ash from an old fire.

      “What is it, Lana? Did something happen?” Corin shook his head, refusing to let me brush off his question.

      I almost smiled. Stubborn man.

      Biting back all the things I wanted to tell to him, I answered, “I’m… just worried about Margie. She had a bad morning.”

      Corin’s face fell. “Yeah, I worry about her too. But we’ll take care of her, Lana. Just like she took care of us. It’ll be okay.”

      He kissed both my cheeks, his lips collecting the tears that had leaked from my eyes. He was usually so good at reading me that for a moment, I couldn’t believe he’d accepted my lie so easily. But in all the time I’d known him, this was the first time I’d lied or kept anything from him—of course he didn’t expect it.

      Corin’s worried expression broke on a grin. He gazed at me with adoration in his eyes. “Margie’s lucky to have you. So am I.”

      Sliding my fingers through his hair, I pulled his face down to mine and pressed a kiss to his lips. I slipped my tongue out to lick the seam of his lips, and he opened them, inviting me to explore his mouth. A low sound rumbled from his chest, sending a wave of warmth to my belly. My legs twined around the backs of his, bringing him even closer. I could feel his hardness pressing against me, and it lit every nerve in my body on fire.

      One of his hands ran down my side, gripping my hip firmly. The other threaded through the back of my hair as he changed the angle of our kiss. His fingers worked their way lightly down my neck, brushing the spot where Edgar had branded me.

      With a yelp, I pulled away, a shiver of fear overriding the pleasure running down my spine.

      “What? What?” Corin asked breathlessly, drawing back to look into my eyes.

      “Not… here,” I gasped, scooting up and pushing onto my elbows.

      Corin sat back, grinning at me guiltily. His cheeks were even more flushed than they had been when he came in, and his lips were swollen from our kisses.

      We had a rule about clothes staying on while we were in the tent. No matter how alone we felt, sharing a tiny living space with three other occupants meant we could never count on a blissful moment of privacy lasting long.

      Of course, that wasn’t what had made me stop, but at least it was a reason Corin would understand.

      I grabbed his hands and pulled him back toward me as I lay down. He collapsed next to me, rolling my body so it was draped halfway over his, my head resting in the crook of his shoulder.

      “I can never get enough of you,” he sighed. He looked down at me, his long lashes feathering over his cheeks. “Believe me, I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to. But I think it’s hopeless. I’ll always want more.”

      My heart skipped two beats then thudded so hard in my chest I thought it would crack my ribs. I couldn’t find the right words, so I simply nodded, lifting my head to gaze into his eyes. I dipped down to kiss him, breathing in the sun-drenched smell of his skin.

      “Tonight,” I whispered. “We’ll take a blanket out to the grasslands.”

      Corin’s eyes widened before a giddy smile spread across his face.

      “Tonight,” he echoed, nodding vigorously.  He wrapped both arms around me, squeezing me tight, then threw his head back and exclaimed, “But first, we eat… like… KINGS!”

      We were laughing like children when Margie, Lira, and Grace returned to the tent, Corin tickling the spot on my ribs that made me giggle uncontrollably.

      Margie shook her head at us, the wrinkles in her thin skin deepening as she smiled.

      Fuck Edgar.

      He could take nearly everything from me.

      But this moment was mine, and it always would be.
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        * * *

      

      We did eat like kings that night. At the far edge of camp, Corin and Theo and the rest of the men from the hunt cooked their kill over a giant bonfire. Grace ran around the perimeter of the fire, tossing little twigs on the flame and offering every few minutes to help check if the meat was ready yet.

      The smell of cooking bison made my mouth water as I sat on a log next to Margie, her head resting on my shoulder and her wispy white hair tickling my cheek, a blanket wrapped around us to keep the chill air at bay.

      After we’d eaten our fill of the freshly cooked meat, I walked Margie slowly back through the camp to our tent. Along the way, she recited her favorite passages from books she’d read; plain words that, when put into just the right order, transformed into something beyond simple speech. I added each quote to the little library in my head. Someday, I’d read all the books she talked about. I could only hope they made me one-tenth as wise and intelligent as she was.

      Inside the tent, I helped Margie to bed then kissed her forehead. She sighed in contentment, rolling onto her side.

      Taking the blanket from my pallet, I slipped out of the tent and met Corin by the fire. The blaze was dying as I approached, and a few other inhabitants of the settlement had ventured out to sit by its warmth. Corin stood facing the flames, his broad shoulders and slim hips silhouetted against the orange glow. As if he sensed me watching him, he turned to face me. His brilliant smile was visible even in the darkness. I laced my fingers with his, drawing him into the shadows to slip away from camp.

      We didn’t go far; I didn’t want Edgar to sense a change in the tracking charm and come after me. But I found a quiet spot on the far side of a gentle hill to the north of the encampment. Only the stars and owls and maybe a pervy prairie dog or two could see us here.

      I spread the blanket out and sat before drawing Corin down beside me.

      Our lips met—unhurried, exploring. His calloused hands framed my face as he leaned over me, eclipsing my view and blocking out the light of the moon.

      Was it possible to memorize the taste and feel of someone? The sounds they made?

      As our kisses changed from sweet to sinful, our desperate breaths mixed with the wind gusting across the plain, I tried to catalogue every single thing about him and store it in a corner of my heart that time could never touch.
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      The soft sound of Margie’s snores filled the tent as Corin’s chest rose and fell steadily beneath my head.

      The two of us hadn’t returned home until a few hours ago. Corin had fallen asleep as soon as we crawled onto our pallet, exhausted by the day’s—and night’s—activities. Weariness pulled at my eyelids too, but I shoved it back. There was no way in hell I’d waste the last few hours I had with Corin by sleeping through them.

      When the thick darkness inside the tent morphed into shadowy gray shapes with the rising of the sun, I dragged myself up from the pallet. Corin shifted restlessly, grumbling in his sleep at the loss of my body beside him. Unable to resist, I leaned down and kissed him one last time. I felt his smile against my lips before he turned over, slipping deeper into sleep once more.

      Moving quickly and quietly, I pulled out the same dark clothes I’d worn to break into Edgar’s tent and slipped them on. I left all my other clothing in the basket but ran a finger over my necklace and ring to reassure myself I still wore both. Then I crept toward the front flap of the tent.

      I stopped with my hand on the canvas, a war raging inside my heart. I knew I shouldn’t look back, but my head swiveled against my will to glance at Corin and Margie. They were nothing but lumpy shadows in the darkness, yet the sight of them still made tears rush to my eyes.

      My hands clenched into fists. The sharp sting of my nails digging into my palms helped force the tears back.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, so softly the words couldn’t cross the distance between us.

      Turning away, I pushed the flap aside and stepped out into the chill morning air.

      The camp was still asleep, and I saw no movement until I neared the south edge of the settlement where Edgar had set up his imposing tents. The sky was brightening, so I didn’t have to strain my eyes to catch sight of his two flunkies loading trunks and boxes into the back of a large black SUV.

      Garin had applied two thin butterfly bandages over the cut below his eye. They stood out starkly against his gray skin, making him look like more of a cry-baby wuss than the injury itself did, if you asked me. Rolf winced every time he lifted something heavy, and I hoped the cut on his chest hurt like hell.

      I blew out a breath.

      I really hope Edgar was serious about not making me work with these jackasses.

      As if summoned by my thoughts, Edgar pushed open the flap of his tent, rubbing his large hands together as he stepped out. He caught sight of me, and one thick brow shot up.

      “Ms. Crow. I see I can add punctuality to the list of your redeeming qualities.” He ran an assessing gaze up and down my body. “You look… different.”

      “You got a problem with how I’m dressed?” I snapped, not caring if I antagonized him. Maybe if I pissed him off enough, he’d kill me quick and get this whole miserable ordeal over with. I couldn’t shake the feeling that no matter which of Edgar’s proffered ‘options’ I took, going to Denver would ultimately be a death sentence.

      “Not at all,” he answered smoothly, snapping his fingers at Rolf. The bear shifter unzipped a leather case; as if summoned, the smaller tent collapsed and began to fold itself neatly into the open case. Glancing back at me, Edgar added, “On the contrary, I’m pleased. I assume you’re dressed like this because you’ve decided to take me up on my generous offer.”

      I nodded stiffly. “Yes. On one condition.”

      Edgar chuckled, reaching up to scratch his nose. “I hardly think you’re in a position to make demands here, Ms. Crow.”

      My skin crawled with irritation every time he addressed me as, ‘Ms. Crow.’ It was something rich people did to those they considered beneath them, and though the words themselves might sound respectful, the tone was anything but. Then again, Edgar could have called me anything from ‘Lana’ to ‘Her Royal Majesty Queen Lana of the Great Plains,’ and I still would’ve despised him for it.

      I gritted my teeth, but continued, “I’ll go with you and work for you, but you have to promise you’ll never come back to this settlement.”

      Edgar cocked his head, considering. “I don’t like to set a precedent of letting an underling think they can negotiate terms. But, I suppose there isn’t any harm in telling you I have no plans to return here anyway. Father Elias is… an unreliable host and a bad trading partner. My time is better spent elsewhere.”

      My shoulders relaxed, the knot of muscles in my back unclenching. I hadn’t won any great victory, but it was a relief to know that Edgar would never return to the encampment. If he did, Corin would either try to kill him or follow him, and that could only end in tragedy.

      “Okay. Then I’m in.”

      Edgar smiled. “I’m delighted to hear it. Now pick up that crate and load it in the car.” My gaze flicked to his in surprise, and he bared his teeth at me. “I’m sorry. Were you expecting to sit in the front seat eating bon-bons the entire trip? You work for me now. So work.”

      Swallowing down a hundred different curses—he was lucky I wasn’t one of the Gifted, or I’d curse him for real—I bent and hefted the heavy crate into my arms. I had to crane my neck to see around it as I tottered off toward the car, Edgar’s chuckle resounding in the quiet morning air behind me. I already hated the way he found every damn thing so amusing.

      When I reached the SUV, I had to rest the crate on the lip of the bumper, adjusting my grip so I could lift it over the other items shoved into the back of the car. Garin came up beside me, hefting his load easily and bumping my shoulder so hard I almost dropped mine.

      “Hey! Watch it!” I yelped.

      “You’re not doing it right,” he shot back, glaring at me. “There’s a system.”

      “Oh, is there? There’s a system for putting boxes inside a car? Wow. Please, explain this incredible, magical system to me. Or better yet, do it yourself.”

      I let go of the crate I’d been balancing and walked away, leaving Garin scrambling to catch it before it fell. He grabbed it just before it toppled over, swearing under his breath.

      “You’re a fucking bitch, you know that?” he called after me, but I didn’t slow my stride.

      “Better a bitch than your bitch,” I muttered.

      I looked up to find Edgar watching me, but instead of scowling, his face held a pleased expression.

      My stomach twisted. I could practically see the gears turning in the Gifted man’s head as he thought of all the ways he could employ me.

      Avoiding his eyes, I walked up to him, wiping my hands off on my pants.

      “Was that the last of it?”

      Behind him, Rolf zipped up another carrier holding the second, larger tent. This end of the camp felt strangely empty without the two black tents squatting like dark sentinels nearby. But it was a good kind of empty—the kind that brought peace.

      “It was.” Edgar jerked his head toward the big vehicle. “Get in.”

      Twisting my ring anxiously around my middle finger, I headed back to the car and hopped into the back seat on the right side. Rolf followed, carrying the case with the final tent, and a moment later, Garin slammed the trunk shut. They climbed into the front seats, the gray demon behind the wheel and the shifter in the passenger seat. That was probably for the best. If Garin sat in front of me, I’d be tempted to spend the entire drive kicking the back of his chair like a bratty five-year-old.

      The SUV shifted as Edgar opened his door and slid his considerable girth onto the seat across from me.

      “Go,” he ordered. Garin started the car, pulling out onto the dusty, weather beaten road that led to the camp. As we drove away, the sun peeked over the horizon, casting blinding rays of orange light over the rows of mismatched tents in the Blighted settlement.

      I pressed my face to the window, twisting my neck almost painfully to keep the encampment in view as long as possible. When it slipped out of sight, I turned to face the front, biting my lip and drawing in even breaths through my nose until the wave of nausea passed. Edgar watched me with open interest, like I was a fascinating animal he’d picked up on the plains to keep as a pet. But I ignored him.

      Was Corin awake yet? Or was he still sleeping peacefully, unaware that I was gone?

      I hoped he was sleeping.

      Please, let him have another hour before his heart breaks.

      Would he hate me? When he went to our tree and discovered the hastily dug hole with no ruby resting inside, would he think I’d betrayed him? Taken the prize for myself and run?

      I’m sorry, Corin. I’m so sorry.

      Last night, I’d lain awake running through every possible scenario in my mind. And this was the only one that led Edgar away from the people I loved and kept him away.

      Lost in my thoughts, I barely registered the scenery outside as we drove. There wasn’t much to see anyway. It was flat and barren, with small copses of trees popping up from time to time. Several hours later, we stopped at a tiny Blighted village. The gas station was run down, with only one working pump, and the woman behind the counter refused to meet my eyes when I went inside to use the bathroom.

      When I returned to the car, Rolf threw a soggy sandwich wrapped in plastic at me. I caught it reflexively but couldn’t bring myself to eat anything, so I just held onto it as I rested my head against the seatback behind me. After a while, the dull roar of the engine and the gentle rocking motion of the car teased out my exhaustion, and I slipped into a fitful sleep.
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        * * *

      

      “Fucking finally.”

      My eyes snapped open, and I jerked my head up with a gasp.

      Three sets of eyes turned to me, and I bristled, annoyed that I’d let these men see me in a moment of vulnerability.

      It’d been Rolf who had spoken, but it wasn’t his voice that had woken me. It was the change in our speed. We were no longer racing down the two-lane highway we’d been on for miles. Instead, we drove down a small street lined with rusty cars and derelict buildings.

      Mountains rose high in the distance, piercing the sky. They had an almost blue tinge, and pale white capped the tallest peaks. Their incredible beauty only made the dirty streets we drove through look even more squalid and pathetic.

      This was Denver? The capital? Home to the most powerful Gifted and Touched beings in the country?

      I held back a snort. All this time, I’d thought the Gifted lived like gods. Turned out, they were hardly better off than the people in the Great Plains settlement. And at least there, we had space. There was room to get away from your neighbors, to forage and hunt. Here, the buildings were shoved so close together some of the less sturdy ones actually touched.

      A few people slouched down the street, glancing up as the black SUV rolled by before quickly looking away.

      I was about to turn to Edgar and gloat when Garin cranked the wheel, rounding a turn and stopping in front of a tall stone wall that stretched away in both directions. A large wooden gate broke the wall where the road passed through, and after a brief pause, its huge double panels swung open.

      Garin pressed the gas, taking us through the gate.

      My breath caught.

      Beautiful, perfectly smooth gray stones cobbled the road in front of us. Green grass and trimmed hedges lined the street, and beyond them, houses bigger than any I’d ever seen. In front of one, magically suspended water floated in a thin sheet above a large marble fountain, tiny droplets falling into the fountain in a mesmerizing pattern. Another house was built in three tiers, entirely of white, with windows so big they took up almost the entire wall of each level.

      Speechless, I gaped at the opulence passing by as Garin wended his way down the wide streets. The houses seemed to get more and more elaborate as we went on, until finally, he pulled up to another gate in front of a large estate. This one opened like the last had, and I expected him to pull the car through. But instead, he turned back to face me.

      “End of the line, sweetheart.” He bared his teeth in a grin.

      My gaze darted between Garin and Edgar. “What—?”

      Edgar reached into his pocket for a small leather wallet. He opened it and withdrew several bills, holding them out between two fingers. I stared at the cash, frozen.

      “This ought to cover a month’s rent for a small place in the Outskirts. Consider it a retainer for your services.” Edgar waved the money under my nose until I gathered my wits enough to snatch it from his hand.

      “But I—”

      I was still having a hard time processing what was happening.

      “What? You thought you were gonna live here, doll?” Garin laughed. “She thought she was gonna live here!”

      “Garin!” Edgar said sharply, and the demon’s laughter died. His smirk stayed glued on his face though.

      Garin pressed a button, and the passenger door lock next to me clicked up. Numbly, I reached for the door handle, pushing it open. The sweet, cloying scent of flowers I didn’t recognize hit my nostrils, making my nose itch. I stepped onto the smooth pavement of the sidewalk and turned back to face the car.

      Edgar ducked his head to peer out at me from across the SUV. “Welcome to your new life, Ms. Crow. I’ll be in touch.”

      My mind raced, and I shook my head. I never would’ve thought I’d be eager to keep Edgar and his Touched cronies around, but I had so many questions. “Wait! How will—”

      “I’ll reach out to you via your brand. When it burns, that means I want something. And don’t worry, the tracking charm in it is still active. So I’ll know if you go beyond the Outskirts.”

      I swallowed. “I won’t, but I—”

      Garin revved the engine, cutting off my words. The SUV lurched forward, disappearing up the drive toward the huge house. As the gate swung shut, Garin’s mocking voice floated back. “Home, sweet home!”

      Then the gate closed with a dull thunk.

      I looked around the quiet, perfect street feeling more uneasy than I ever had in the wild landscape of Wyoming. It might look peaceful here, but my gut told me to run like hell from this place.

      Too bad that wasn’t an option.

      Stuffing the money Edgar had given me into my pocket, I turned to re-trace the route Garin had driven, heading back toward the Outskirts.

      Home, sweet home, indeed.
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        THANK YOU FOR READING!

      

      

      

      Lana Crow’s adventure will continue in the reverse harem urban fantasy series, Magic Awakened, coming this fall! You can preorder it on Amazon HERE.

      Don’t worry, Corin will be back, and he’ll be joined by a few other irresistible men… Click the link below to join the mailing list so you can be notified of future release dates, and to receive special updates, leaked chapters, and fun freebies!

      
        
        CLICK HERE TO JOIN THE MAILING LIST

      

      

      If you want to keep up with Sadie Moss in the meantime, you can like her Facebook page, and follow her on Twitter, Goodreads, and Amazon.
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      Please consider leaving a review! Honest reviews help indie authors like me connect with more awesome readers like you. It is truly one of the best ways you can help support an author whose work you enjoy.

      If you liked this book, I would be forever grateful if you’d take a minute to leave review (it can be as short or long as you like) on my book’s Amazon page by clicking below.

      Review KISSED BY SHADOWS

      Thank you so much!
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