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PROLOGUE

	 

	 

	The grand lobby of the palace was a symphony of murmurs and footsteps, where bejeweled dignitaries and nobles in silken garments sauntered toward the great hall to celebrate the prince’s twenty-fifth birthday. Amid the pageantry of prestige, statues of legendary heroes lined the walls, their chiseled features embodying the might and magic of the kingdom’s storied past.

	Humming a tune, Ingrid Wingelbomb steadied her ladder against the statue of Battlemage Megalus Galenthian and ascended the wooden rungs. Her hands, though calloused from years of diligent labor, treated the marble surfaces with reverence. The meticulousness of her work could almost be mistaken for ritual; each pass of her feather duster was a benediction, each polish of the stone an act of devotion.

	As she lost herself in the meditative work, the faint light of the evening sun faded. Candles were lit, their flickering flames dancing along the walls and corridors. When she made it to the last row of statues, something caught her notice. Were people yelling?

	The hush of the palace lobby, once punctuated by the whisper of her feather duster and her soft humming, was abruptly breached by the thunderous clap of doors being flung open. A man in a black cloak burst over the threshold, and he was charging in her direction. 

	Every instinct commanded her to run, but her legs betrayed her. Ingrid stood frozen, the duster clutched in her hand like a scepter. The man’s hood flew back, revealing a familiar, handsome face. It was the prince. Exhaling a relieved breath, she relaxed her shoulders. 

	“Your Highness. What are you . . .?” Then she noticed the sneer on his lips and the violence in his eyes. She retreated a step. “Your Highness?”

	The prince moved with supernatural speed, leaping at her and gripping her face. His fingers pressed into her skull. She screamed for help as her feet left the ground, but his sweaty hand—smelling oddly of blood—muffled the sound. She flew back until her head cracked against a stone fixture. Landing face flat on the floor, her consciousness drifted, the fleeing figure of Prince Aeveus (Ay-vee-us) merging with the darkness.
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	WE GOT NOTHING AS RECOMPENSE

	 

	 

	Karessa’s spoon clattered into the empty bowl. “That was so delicious.” Sitting back, she rubbed her full stomach. “I think you’ve outdone yourself.” 

	Dayla smiled faintly from across the table, but the gesture didn’t reach her red-rimmed eyes. Slowly twirling the spoon in her bowl, Dayla had barely eaten a thing. 

	Jorick sashayed into the kitchen and stood at the rusted stove, singing a tune as he ladled a serving of potato soup. With a grimace, he carefully lowered himself into the seat next to his sister, the flimsy chair legs creaking under his weight. He sighed in relief once he’d settled, then glanced at his sister’s full bowl. His singing ceased.

	“Day,” he said consolingly, “you gotta eat something.” 

	“I’m not hungry.”

	“If you don’t eat, you won’t be strong enough to meet your quota. You and I both know Edgar has been tyrannical since he became foreman. He won’t hesitate to let you go. Then what will we do? We’re scraping by as it is.”

	Tears welled in Dayla’s eyes. “I’m not hungry,” she said again, louder this time. “Every time I eat, I vomit.” 

	Sighing, Jorick raised his brows at Karessa. 

	She shrugged. She’d already gone down this path with Dalya and had received the same response. Nagging her about it would only stir up a fight. Karessa caught sight of the fading sunlight through the holey pillowcase-curtain that covered the water-stained window and rotten wooden frame. She hated to eat and run, but she had to meet someone come nightfall. “Screw Edgar,” she said. “Him and his unreachable quotas. I’d like to see him pick a potato for once.”

	“And get dirt under his fingernails?” Jorick said with a mouth full of soup. “That would be the day. I bet he doesn’t even wipe his own ass.”

	“Of course he doesn’t. Kyle wipes it for him.”

	Jorick choked on his soup. “Karessa,” he said, drawing out her name.

	Dayla’s melancholy dissipated as a smile spread across her face, bringing a glimmer of joy to her eyes.

	“What?” Karessa asked. “Everybody knows wherever Edgar goes, Kyle follows. To the latrine is no exception.”   

	A cry from the back room grabbed the trio’s attention. Yawning, Dayla rose to her feet. 

	“I can get her if you like,” Jorick offered.

	“That won’t be necessary,” Dayla said. “I’m sure she’s hungry, that’s all.” She plodded toward her room, just beyond the tiny kitchen. “Mommy’s coming, Raina.” 

	When she was out of earshot, Jorick said quietly, “This has been the hardest week of Day’s life. No matter what we do, Raina won’t stay asleep.”

	Karessa swallowed the lump forming in her throat. “Raina misses her papa.” 

	“I miss him too,” Jorick said solemnly.

	“Me too,” Karessa agreed in a whisper. 

	Koron (Koh-ron) had been stationed at the palace the night Prince Aeveus killed his father. He’d been one of the unlucky guards who’d died trying to prevent his escape.   

	Jorick scooped a large chunk of potato onto his spoon. “I’m thinking about taking another shift at the farm. I don’t want to see Edgar any more than I have to, but it’ll help put food on the table.”

	“Jorick, you’re overworked as is.”

	“Don’t I know it. My body aches and I’m always tired. But I gotta do something to provide for this family. It won’t be long before Raina needs clothes and medicine for when she gets sick.” 

	“Yeah. She’s getting big.” Karessa glanced at the window once more. The sun was dropping quickly. It was time to take her leave. Remembering the necklace she wore, she cast a quick glance at Dayla’s closed bedroom door before unclasping it and dropping it on the table.

	Jorick’s eyes widened. “What are you doing?”

	“Sell it at the market,” she said.

	“But that was your mother’s necklace.”

	“And soon it’ll be someone else’s.” She stood and threw on her dingy brown cloak. Jorick would suspect she was simply trying to help their dire situation by selling another one of her possessions. That’s how they’d gotten by before Koron’s recruitment into the high king’s military had nibbled at their debts. But this time was different. Whatever Jorick haggled the merchant for would have to cover her portion of the rent. The meeting she was to attend was only the beginning of what might be a lengthy journey. 

	“Day’s gonna wonder where I got the money from,” Jorick said.

	“I’m sure you’ll think of a believable lie.”

	Jorick groaned. “Damn it, Karessa.” He snatched the necklace and shoved it in his pocket. “You can’t keep giving up your stuff.”

	“I can do whatever I want. Unlike most people, I don’t keep unnecessary items for sentimental value; I hold on to them until they serve a purpose.” That was a lie. Letting go of her mother’s necklace was one of the most difficult decisions she’d ever made, and she had cried after selling her father’s ring a few days prior.

	Karessa crossed the tiny kitchen in a few strides and entered the living room, hefting her satchel from the sofa.

	“Where are you going?” Jorick asked, eyeing her bag.

	“Out.”

	“Out where?” He frowned. “Out to see who?”

	“It’s nothing like that. I’m going for a walk to get some fresh air.”

	He glanced at her bag once more. “Right,” he drawled, lifting his threadbare jacket from the hook near the front door. “I’ll walk with you—keep you safe.”

	“No need.” She touched her side where she concealed her dagger. “If someone even looks at me like they mean me harm, I’m cutting out their entrails.” 

	“Then I’m coming with you to make sure the people around you are safe,” he said with a light laugh, throwing on his jacket. “Either way, you have company now.”

	The last thing she needed was Jorick tagging along, but she didn’t have the time to convince him otherwise. Her efforts would be fruitless, anyway. Out of sheer stubbornness, he’d follow her. When he found out where she was headed, though, he was going to have a fit. 

	Karessa shrugged. “Suit yourself.” 

	The floorboards creaked as footsteps neared. Dayla entered the living room with a teary-eyed baby in her arms. Raina was Dayla’s twin, from her umber skin to her button nose and chubby cheeks, but when she smiled, as she was doing now, she transformed into Koron. 

	“Hey, Raina,” Karessa cooed, kissing her niece on the temple. Raina reached for her, but she pretended not to notice. If Karessa picked her up, there’d be no putting her down, not without a wailing protest.

	“You’re leaving?” Dayla asked, shifting Raina on her hip.

	“We’re getting some fresh air,” Jorick answered and opened the front door. “Karessa needs me by her side to keep her out of trouble.” Karessa smirked as she walked past him. “We’ll be back shortly.” 

	The city of Telestriul (Teh-les-tree-ul) housed the grandest palace in Fehlik Kingdom—that’s where the high king resided—but you couldn’t tell by the damaged streets in Karessa’s neighborhood. While the elves lived in fancy homes by the palace, the humans got stuck with the ruins. Rows of wooden shacks stood in disrepair, their facades weathered and crumbling. The citizens walked with a sense of resignation and disappointment, and despite the king’s promises of hard work equating to rewards, this side of the city remained in a state of disarray, its people struggling to survive. 

	As usual, Jorick talked her head off as they strode through the streets, reflecting on moments he’d shared with Koron. Karessa was familiar with each story he’d told, but she listened anyway without interruption, laughing as if hearing it for the very first time. When they approached the short, dilapidated bridge leading to the squalid district, however, his happy face turned grim. 

	“Did you have a destination in mind, or . . .?” He glanced down at her, but she continued forward, marching across the bridge. “Karessa?”

	Taverns hummed with men who lived to drink their lives away, gamble their meager earnings, and end the night with a scuffle. Jorick’s gaze darted about as shady figures leered in their direction before pressing on. 

	“What are we doing here?” Jorick asked, moving closer to her. “This isn’t a safe place at night. Hells, it’s not much better in the daytime.”

	“Didn’t I tell you I’d gut anyone who looked at me funny?”

	“Yeah. But I thought that was us bantering.”

	“Well, it wasn’t.”

	“I see that now. You want to let me in on why we’re here?”

	“I’m meeting someone,” she told him. 

	“Here?” He lowered his voice. “I hope it’s nothing illegal.”

	She hesitated, because possessing stolen property—as was the case when dealing with the black market—was illegal. The city guards would chop off her hand if they found a stolen item on her person. 

	“I have business with an old woman.” She braced herself as she added, “At the black market.”

	“The what?” he spat. “What did you just say?”

	“You heard me.” 

	“How do you even know where the black market is? The city guards have been searching for that place for years.”

	“While I was asking around, I was approached by an old merchant. She told me when and where to meet her.”

	“Really, Karessa?” he said in disbelief. “You asked random people about an illegal operation? Just mentioning the black market could get us both flogged.” He shook his head. “Why the black market? What could you possibly need from there?”

	This part was going to send him over the edge. “Something that could remove magic.”

	Jorick frowned. “Magic?” 

	She lowered her voice. “Prince Aeveus is a fire wielder.”

	“Yeah. That’s not a secret.” There was a brief pause before he comprehended what was happening. “Please tell me you’re not after his bounty.” 

	“With the reward money, we wouldn’t have to work ever again.”

	“No, Karessa,” he groaned.

	“I could spend more time with Raina to give Dayla a break, and we could eat something other than potato soup every damn day.” 

	“It’s rough now, I admit, but things will get better. Give it time. A few extra shifts will get us right on track.”

	“I’ve been hearing that since childhood.” Her parents used to say something similar when she and Koron had had to go to bed hungry. Except her parents had been swindlers. Instead of working extra shifts, they’d always claimed to be one heist away from escaping poverty. When she’d been twelve years old, they’d departed on one of their life-altering jobs and never returned. 

	“Guess what, Jorick,” she said. “It never got any better. This is a chance to make a great life for all of us—a chance to ensure Raina doesn’t suffer like we did growing up.” She couldn’t help but realize she sounded just like her parents. 

	“And you think this suicide mission of yours is the best option?” he questioned. 

	Anger stirred in her chest and perched on her brows. Halting in her tracks, Karessa pulled out Prince Aeveus’s wanted sign from her satchel. “Get a good look, Jorick. This man killed my brother—Raina’s papa—your best friend. His bounty is worth what Koron would have made had he lived to retirement.” She recalled the devastation on Dayla’s face when the palace guard had relayed the news of Koron’s death, and the way her own heart had deflated in her chest. “We got nothing as recompense, so I’m taking it from their prince.” 

	Jorick placed a hand on his chest. “I’m hurting too, but what you’re doing is going to get you killed.”

	Karessa pinpointed the cat statue with a fish in its mouth that the old woman had told her about. It led to a dark alley. “Or it’s going to make us very wealthy,” she said and crammed the wanted sign into her satchel.

	Their boots crunched on the gravel as they traversed the alleyway. The smell of bodily waste and decaying food hung in the air. Karessa gagged and then covered her nose with a forearm. With careful precision, she weaved her way through the maze, taking extra caution to avoid stepping into any suspicious puddles, until she eventually arrived at a corroded metal door with no knob or handle.

	“Are you sure this is the right place?” Jorick asked, his brows pinching together.

	She scanned the area for lurking bystanders. “I sure hope so.”

	“Do you want me to come in with you? You know, to make sure nothing goes wrong?”

	Karessa shook her head, though the offer enticed her. “No. The merchant was very adamant about me coming alone.” 

	“And you trust this woman?”

	“You know me better than that. I don’t trust strangers. But I’ll make an exception if she can give me what I need.” Following the old woman’s instructions, she rapped on the door three times. A gust of wind whispered by, and then the door creaked open.

	Karessa and Jorick shared a look.

	“You still want to go in there?” he asked. 

	Turning back to the entrance, she blew out a long breath. “I do,” she muttered. She didn’t have a choice. The black market was her only hope of obtaining an item that could help her apprehend the prince, and she wouldn’t let anything stand in her way. Pulling the door wider, she peered inside. “Wish me luck.”
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	GOODBYE FOR NOW

	 

	 

	Karessa stepped into the single, massive room. A myriad of tables lay scattered about, some showcasing sparkling gemstones while others displayed ancient pottery with intricate patterns and delicate craftsmanship. Candles glowed with green flames, lending the only light in the room. Cinnamon and thyme permeated the air, giving the black market a warm and inviting ambiance. A few well-dressed patrons moved about, their eyes alight with wonder as they examined the array of mysterious objects before falling into quiet conversations with the sellers. 

	Karessa glanced from stall to stall looking for the old merchant. She halted at an eyeball floating in a beaker filled with iridescent liquid. The beaker next to it contained a hefty thumb. 

	“Looking for someone, dear?” a soft voice cooed from behind.

	Karessa spun to face the speaker, her hand instinctively reaching for the hilt of her dagger. 

	“You are right on time,” the old merchant said. 

	Karessa lowered her hand, taking several calming breaths. “You scared me half to death.”

	The merchant laughed then beckoned her closer, leading her through a labyrinth of stalls before stopping at one draped in black cloth. Pushing the cloth aside, she walked into the small space and pointed to a box on a table. With an elegant flourish, the old woman flipped the lid on the box, revealing a small, unassuming gray rock. 

	 “Behold,” she whispered, “a rare artifact that eliminates the most potent of magics.”

	Karessa stared at the object, dumbfounded, wondering if she was being played for a fool. This was it? This was supposed to silence the prince’s fire magic? “I don’t mean to sound rude, but that’s . . . a rock.” 

	“No, child. It is the most powerful relic you’ll ever lay eyes on.”

	“Really?” She looked from the rock to the old woman. 

	“Indeed.”

	A substantial amount of money sat heavy in her sack—the result of selling every valuable item she owned. She desperately wanted the rock to do as the woman claimed, but she wasn’t keen on throwing all her coins away on hope. “How do I know if the rock does anything? Forgive my doubt, but you could be swindling me out of my money.”

	The woman picked up the rock. “I would never do such a thing.” She looked at Karessa as if the declaration was enough to persuade her.

	Karessa tapped her chin. “How about you give me a demonstration, and once I see that the rock does what you say it does, we can discuss price?” That seemed reasonable, but the merchant’s brows knitted together in displeasure.

	 “That is not how I work.” She lowered her hand and placed the rock carefully inside the box. “First, we negotiate a price and go from there. If you can’t respect that, then we are done here.”  

	Karessa wanted to reach out and stop the old woman’s hand, but she didn’t want to reveal how desperate she was. She racked her brain for a solution that would satisfy them both. How much money could she spare to lose if this was all a scam? The merchant narrowed her eyes in Karessa’s direction, her hand halting on the box’s lid. 

	“Unless . . .” 

	“Unless?” Karessa echoed. 

	“Unless you’d like to test it out?”

	“Me, test it out?”

	“Yes,” the woman said, nodding to herself. “Find a magic wielder or an enchanted item, place the stone next to either and see for yourself if it works.”

	Karessa eyed the rock suspiciously. “Why can’t you do the demonstration?” 

	“I’m an old lady with a bad back and frail legs. I can’t get around the way I used to.” The merchant held out the rock. “But you’re young and spry. You’ll have no problem finding a source of magic to eliminate. When you return with proof that my relic is genuine, we can work out terms of payment.”

	This was almost too good to be true. If the hunt went well, she’d be ten thousand gold coins richer. Whatever fee the merchant charged, she could easily pay. With eyes on the merchant for signs of deceit, Karessa reached for the rock. “Just like that, you’re giving me the rock?” 

	“Borrow,” the merchant corrected.

	“And what if I don’t come back? I could take it and run.” 

	The merchant closed the empty box. “That’s a risk I’m willing to take.” 

	Karessa tucked the rock into her trouser pocket. Either the merchant was a dullard, or . . . well, Karessa couldn’t think of anything else. 

	The merchant leaned in closer. “Before you leave, heed my warning. That stone is powerful—more so than you can imagine. Many men have died trying to get their hands on it. Keep it safe and tell no one about it.”

	“Right. How do I use it?”

	“If the stone is near an enchanted object, the item will no longer harbor magic. If the stone is near a wielder, that person will lose their ability to harness the arts.”

	“How near?”

	“That depends on the target. If it’s a person, you’ll have to press the stone to their body. Enchanted objects are a little less fickle. An arm’s length will do.”

	Press the stone to a person’s body. She’d have to find a way to get uncomfortably close to the prince. “Would a person know their magic was gone?” 

	“They would,” the old woman said. Then she handed her the small, empty box. “But the process is fairly quick.”

	“I don’t need that,” Karessa said, gesturing to the box.

	“Wielders sensitive to magic might sense the energy emanating from the stone,” the old woman explained. “But when the stone is in the box, they won’t notice a thing.” 

	The element of surprise. Karessa nodded slowly. Taking the offered box, she stuffed it in her satchel. That’s good to know. “Well, if that’s all, I’ll be taking my leave.” 

	“Of course,” the merchant said as she opened the black cloth, showing her the way out.

	“Thank you for the relic.”

	The old woman gave her a twisted smile, exposing several missing teeth. “Good luck.”

	Karessa returned to the murky alley, contemplating different ways of crippling the prince while she obliterated his magic, each thought more violent than the last.

	Jorick eyed her curiously. “Did you get it?”

	“I did,” she said, heading back to the main street. “Soon, we’ll have enough money to quit working at the farm and buy a big house with lots of land.” She expected Jorick to grin, to pump his fist in the air at her triumph. Instead, his arms hung at his side as he stared ahead. She sighed. “Spit it out already. What’s wrong?”

	“I was hoping you’d return empty-handed. That way, you wouldn’t have to pointlessly put your life in danger.”

	“I’m seeking justice and regaining a bit of the sanity that murderer took from us.”

	“Maybe I should join you,” he suggested with a raised brow. “You need someone by your side who can talk some sense to you.”

	“That won’t work, and you know it. The way Dayla’s mourning Koron’s death, she can’t take care of Raina by herself.”

	Jorick’s shoulders rounded. He knew she was right.

	They entered the busy city streets, welcomed by the sounds of shouting. As the doors of a tavern swung open, men poured out, their anger escalating into a chaotic brawl. The fight was eventually broken up, and the men parted ways, probably to search for another tavern to cause chaos in.

	Karessa slowed to a stop. Jorick faced her.

	“I guess this is it,” she said and offered him a small smile.

	“Where’s your first stop?”

	“I’m on my way to Hinkley’s to seek out a tracker.” 

	Hinkley’s was a tiny tavern on the outskirts of Telestriul, named after a former bounty hunter and retired soldier. From what she’d heard, many of his old comrades frequented his place. 

	“Hiring a tracker is smart,” Jorick said. He chewed on his bottom lip. “So, you’re really going through with this?”

	“I am.”

	“How long do you think you’ll be gone?” The wobbling of his voice made her look away. 

	“As long as it takes.”

	Stepping closer, he pulled her into a tight embrace. Karessa hugged him back, trying hard to ignore the guilt that niggled its way into her thoughts. Part of her felt like she was running when Dayla needed her most. 

	“I won’t keep you,” Jorick said, “but I need you to know that despite how I feel about this endeavor, I have faith in you.” 

	Her throat constricted. “Thank you, Jorick.”

	Jorick released his grip. “I need you to remember men can be dangerous.”

	“I know.”

	“It might be best to not let your temper control the things that come out of your mouth.”

	Karessa tilted her head to the side.

	“What?” Jorick questioned. 

	“My temper’s not that bad,” she said, but he had a point. When provoked, her tongue was a knife.

	“If things get bad out there, come back. And don’t beat yourself up if you don’t collect the bounty. I’d rather you return with an empty coin pouch than not return at all.” He kissed her on the forehead then wiped the wet spot with his thumb. “Day’s not going to be happy about this.”

	“I know.” She had stuffed a letter in Dayla’s jacket pocket detailing her plan of action. When morning came, both her siblings-in-law would have known how far she was willing to go to better their lives. Since Jorick was here, though, Dayla would learn of her scheme the moment he stepped through the front door.

	“When you finally return home and find me buried in the backyard,” he said, “just know it’s your fault.”

	Karessa’s eyes watered as she laughed. “Noted.”

	Jorick had stepped up to fill the void left by Koron’s death—to be an anchor in the storm—but no matter how hard he tried to appear sturdy, a person could only bend so much before they broke. Like everyone else, Jorick also needed someone to rely on, and Karessa had intended to be that support. It wasn’t just Dayla she was leaving behind; she was abandoning Jorick, too. 

	“Then I guess it’s goodbye for now,” he said. 

	Not trusting her voice, she nodded. 

	Jorick’s throat bobbed, and he looked away. Pressing his lips closed, as if forcing words down, he dipped his chin in parting and strode away until the crowd engulfed him. 
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	WHEN DO WE LEAVE?

	 

	 

	Hinkley’s Tavern was alive with raucous laughter, the air thick with tobacco smoke from pipes and the aroma of spiced meat. She studied the faces of those around her, hoping to discern who might possess the skills required to track down the prince. Three elven women sat at a corner table, focused on their game and their potential winnings. They wore leather jerkins and black head wraps. Without a doubt, Karessa knew they could hold their own in a brawl. 

	Could one of them be a tracker?

	That might be the upper hand she needed. Prince Aeveus would never expect two women to hunt him down. One of the elven women could distract him so Karessa could sneak up from behind and whack him on the head with something hard. She stepped in the women’s direction to greet them, but two men approached them first. The women rose and shared embraces with the newcomers. They spoke briefly, then the five of them strolled out of the tavern.

	“Damnit,” she breathed. She’d missed her chance. 

	“Watch yourself, lass!” a grizzled old man barked as he nearly collided with her, hoisting a foaming mug of ale above his head.

	“Apologies,” replied Karessa, stepping out of his way. 

	A loud burst of laughter erupted from a nearby table, where a group of rugged individuals played a card game. 

	Here goes nothing.

	Cautiously, she approached the boisterous group. “Pardon me, gentlemen.” They fell silent, appraising her with equal parts curiosity and suspicion. “Would any of you happen to know where I can find a tracker?”

	“Why do you need a tracker?” a barrel-chested man asked.

	“To find someone.”

	He chugged down his ale. “That much I suspected. Who’s this someone?”

	“A man who has caused great pain and suffering.”

	“You hear that?” he asked his companions. “She’s looking for every man in this room.” The group guffawed. He plucked a card from his hand and flung it toward the growing pile at the center of the table. “How much are you paying to find this someone?”

	“Why? Are you a tracker?” she asked. 

	“I am. The finest in Fehlik. People around here know me as Lagos. Again, how much are you paying?” 

	Karessa checked her perimeter to ensure no one else was listening in. “Whatever is required to find Prince Aeveus,” she stated quietly. He shifted in his seat, his joyous expression gone. “If you like, we can talk in private and negotiate a price.”

	“That won’t be necessary,” the man said. “The prince is not a man I want to cross. I value my life more than any coin, and if you know what’s best, you’ll turn around and forget about his bounty.” Facing his companions, Lagos picked up a card. The conversation was over.

	Damn. She’d thought everyone would be clamoring at a shot to find the prince. Ten thousand gold coins? Who could pass that up? Apparently, she’d been mistaken. Employing a tracker would be tougher than she’d anticipated. 

	Scanning the crowded tavern for another group to approach, she spotted a server stopping before a table where four men were playing cards, each one hovering over a small mound of coins. Finding an empty seat, she scooted closer to the table. 

	“What’s your game?” Karessa asked, picking up the cards and shuffling them expertly.

	The men exchanged glances before one of them spoke up. “Kahma. You want in?” a man asked with a nasal voice, filling his pipe with tobacco. He was small-statured with a pointed face and slender lips, his hair a faded brown, thinning on top and receding at the temples. He reminded her of a rodent.

	Karessa nodded. Kahma was one of the first card games her father had taught her to play. 

	“As you can see,” Mousey went on, “this game costs to get in. The entry fee is five silver coins. And it’s one silver coin per hand. Will that be a problem?” 

	“Not at all,” she said calmly before digging in her pouch and placing five silvers on the table. Hopefully, she could win some extra money before delving into the purpose of her presence. After everyone received their hand, Karessa brought her cards close so no one else could see the masterpiece she held. 

	“Are you new around here?” an older man asked as he threw down his card, face up. His skin was wrinkled and sallow, hanging loosely off his bones. “New to Hinkley’s, I mean. A pretty thing like you; I’m sure I would have noticed.”

	“First time here? Yes.” She slapped her card on the table. “And maybe you should keep your eyes on the game instead of me.”

	“Oh,” the man said with a chuckle, “she’s a feisty one. Reminds me of an old cat I used to have.”

	“I’m not a cat, you decrepit twit,” she almost said, but Jorick’s warning played in her head. She held her tongue.

	“My second wife was like that,” Mousey said, “always ready for a fight.”

	“If I had to wake up every morning to your ugly mug,” a husky man said, “I’d be ready to fight as well.” 

	The men laughed. 

	Mousey snorted and took a long drag from his pipe. “Eh, screw you, Noel.”

	Noel flipped over his final card, and the group groaned as Karessa slid the coins toward herself.

	The man who hadn’t spoken yet was the lone elf in the group. He had a chiseled jawline and full lips. Gathering the cards, he began to shuffle.

	“Mrs. Jensel wasn’t so bad,” he said. “She was like a second mother.”

	“She was like a second mother to me, too,” Mousey said. “That was the problem. Always wanting to know my whereabouts—when I was coming home. I’ll come home when I damn-well please.”

	“Ain’t that the truth,” the old man said. Then he glanced at Karessa. “Listen closely, girl. You can learn a thing or two about how to be the perfect wife.”

	Karessa had a snide remark on her tongue, ready to unleash, but she remained quiet. Jorick would be proud.

	“Leave the lady alone, Larkson,” Noel said. He winced at the card Mousey tossed down.

	“What?” The old man—Larkson—seemed confused. “The better she understands men, the better she’ll know how to cater to ‘em.”

	“Men are big babies,” Karessa interjected, flipping over a card. “That much I’d already figured out.” 

	Larkson shook his head and downed his drink. “Another lost soul. Good luck finding a husband.”

	“Maybe I don’t want a husband,” she said, watching Noel throw down a card she was about to beat. “Especially if they turn out like you lot. If I had a nice plot of land to farm, I’d be set.”

	“That sounds lovely,” Jawline said dreamily.   

	“Unfortunately, the cost to buy land is exorbitant,” Noel stated. “You’d have to be nobility to afford it.”

	“Right,” Mousey agreed, “and the small bounties we’ve collected so far are barely enough to cover food and keep a roof over our heads.”

	“You guys are bounty hunters?” Karessa asked, perking up now that the conversation was more to her liking. 

	“We are,” Jawline said, sitting upright. “The best team in the business.”

	“Oh?” Team? That posed a problem. What if she couldn’t hire one person without hiring them all? “I just had a long talk with a fellow named Lagos, and he told me he was the best.”

	All four men turned in their seats and momentarily glared at Lagos.

	“Best, my ass,” Mousey said before slapping his card on the table. “The only thing he’s good at is drinking up all Hinkley’s liquor.”

	As Karessa tossed down her final card and collected her winnings yet again, she ruminated on how to ease into the topic of the prince’s bounty. She focused on Mousey. He seemed to be the leader of the group. “You know,” she began, arms folded on the table, “there’s a way to show people you’re the best tracker while also earning enough to buy a sizable plot of land.”

	“Is that right?” Mousey motioned with a hand for her to continue. 

	“I know of a bounty worth ten thousand gold coins.”

	Noel whistled.

	“And all it entails,” she continued, reaching in her bag and pulling out a folded parchment, “is capturing Prince Aeveus.” Unfolding the prince’s wanted sign, she laid it on the table.

	The men exchanged uneasy glances with each other. 

	“Prince Aeveus? That one isn’t worth the risk,” Mousey said dismissively.

	“Why not? You need money, and he’s worth a ton of it.”

	“Because we want to be alive long enough to collect the bounty,” Larkson said.

	“What are you guys afraid of?” she pressed.

	Mousey slammed his cards on the table. “I ain’t never been afraid of no man in my entire life. But going after the prince is suicide.” 

	“That sounds a lot like terror to me,” Karessa mumbled. 

	“Hey, who do you think you’re talking to?” he sneered, jabbing his pipe at her like an accusatory finger. 

	“I thought I was talking to someone who wasn’t afraid of a little danger. Unfortunately, you lot are a bunch of cowards,” she spat, then kicked herself. She hadn’t meant to say that last part out loud. 

	Mousey and the old man glared at her. The other men were poised to jump in as they looked from Mousey to Larkson to Karessa.

	“We don’t take too kindly to insults,” Larkson said. “Either you learn how to stay quiet like a good little girl, or we’ll have to shut you up ourselves.” He pulled a knife from under his tunic and placed it on the table.

	Anger welled inside her upon seeing the weapon. Was he threatening her, or was he bluffing? Either way, she would not back down. “I’ve had enough of you, you old turd,” Karessa said, getting to her feet and brandishing her dagger. “You already have one foot in the grave, but if you’re so adamant about meeting your maker, I don’t mind speeding up the process.”

	Mousey pulled a hammer from his boot and stood. “No one threatens my men and—”

	The flat side of a sword’s blade pressed against Mousey’s chest, silencing him. The holder of that sword was a lanky elven man who had coalesced from the crowd. He appeared in his mid-twenties—which, for an elf, could be anywhere between twenty and two hundred years old. Dark haired and clean shaven, with sharp features, he wore a brown tunic and a dark hooded cloak. In his other hand was a worn rucksack.

	“You might want to put that hammer down,” the elven man said. 

	“I don’t want no problems, fella,” Mousey said to the newcomer. “But your overwhelming need to save a damsel has been mistakenly summoned.” He gestured to Karessa. “She started this mess by threatening my good mate.”

	“Me?” Karessa spat. “That old corpse over there hates outspoken women, and because he couldn’t shut me up with his words, he was attempting to do so with a weapon.”

	Larkson slowly reeled in his dagger as he fumed, returning it to its hiding spot. “That’s not what happened,” he bit out.

	“That’s exactly what happened.”

	“D’you see what we’ve been putting up with?” Mousey said to the elf. “Someone ought to teach that girl her place.”

	“Then come over here and teach me, Mouse Boy.”

	“Mouse Boy?” Mousey echoed.

	Noel snickered.

	The elven man sheathed his sword. “Look here; Hinkley is a good friend of mine. If you all choose to stay in his establishment, please play nice.”

	“No need to warn me,” Karessa said, sheathing her dagger and plucking her winnings from the table. “I was on my way out.” Her brief search for a tracker had been a disaster. She needed time to herself so she could calm down and try again when the sun was up. Maybe she’d have better luck with a different crowd.

	“Good riddance,” Larkson said as she walked away.

	Karessa stopped in her tracks, knowing she should ignore him. But she hurried back and swiped her hand across the table, knocking off cards and coins. 

	“Hey!” Mousey shouted. “You better pick that up!” He made to stand up, but the elf placed a hand on his shoulder, encouraging him otherwise.

	Tossing her nose in the air, Karessa scampered off. Someone brushed up against her, and she immediately reached for her dagger again, thinking Mousey or one of his lackeys had caught up to her. A hand clamped onto her wrist, halting her from retrieving her weapon. 

	“I don’t mean you harm,” the woman said, peering at her through bright green eyes. She was a brunette with pointed ears that poked through her short hairstyle. Her grip was surprisingly firm. “We overheard you mention the prince. If you’re looking for him, we might know someone who can help you.” The woman loosened her hold enough for Karessa to yank her hand free. 

	“Who is ‘we’?” Karessa asked.

	The elven man who had de-escalated the situation with Mousey approached, holding up the “wanted” picture she’d forgotten on the table. “You’re trying to collect the prince’s bounty?”

	“Maybe,” Karessa said, plucking the picture from his grasp. 

	“Now, I don’t know if you know,” the elven man said, “but Aeveus is a very dangerous man with powerful fire magic.”

	“I’m fully aware. Fortunately, that won’t be a problem.”

	His head tilted to the side. “Are you a wielder?”

	“Not exactly.”

	He glanced at his partner, silent communication passing between them, before he turned back to Karessa.

	“Very well. We’ll introduce you to Clyde. He’s skilled, discreet, and resourceful—everything you’d want in a tracker. He’s the best in the business, with an unmatched success rate.”

	“Is that right?” Karessa asked. “This is the third time I’ve heard something along those lines.” 

	“I can guarantee you our companion knows how to find the prince.” The elven man glanced around the room. “Perhaps we can take this conversation outside,” he said quietly. “I don’t like people eavesdropping when I’m discussing business.”

	Karessa eyed the two strangers warily, not entirely convinced of their supposed intentions. He picked up on her hesitation.

	“If we were up to no good,” he said, “I wouldn’t have saved you from those heathens back there.”

	“I didn’t need saving. I had everything under control.” Karessa peeked over her shoulder. Mousey was still watching her, his face fixed in a glower. Other men in the tavern were eyeing her too, and she realized Mousey might have friends inside of Hinkley’s. If she departed alone, she could be followed, ambushed, and relieved of her possessions. “Where is this friend of yours?” 

	“He’s waiting for us in the forest,” the elven woman answered. 

	“Clyde’s not one for crowded spaces like this when talking to potential clients,” the man added. “He prefers more private locations. My companion and I were only here to collect a few items from Hinkley when we heard you mention the prince.”

	“If you don’t feel comfortable meeting him there,” the woman said, “we completely understand. I can try to convince Clyde to come inside, but I doubt he’ll agree. It’s been a difficult week, and he’s not up for being around people.”

	Karessa understood that all too well. This had been the worst week of her life. There was a sadness in the woman’s eyes that seemed to share her friend’s sentiment, and it made her appear non-threatening. Or, at least, like she wasn’t plotting Karessa’s demise. 

	“It’s not a problem,” Karessa said. 

	“Good,” the woman said with a smile. “Follow us.”

	Staying a few steps back, Karessa kept notice of her surroundings, fingers loose around her dagger’s hilt. She felt foolish for letting the elven woman get close enough to grab her wrist. That could have easily been a knife to the gut. She would not let that happen again. 

	When they made it to the backyard of the tavern, where a few people sat in the outdoor seating area and conversed, the elven man pointed to a figure leaning on a tree, peeling an apple with a blue-handled dagger. “There’s our friend.”

	The figure stood tall and regal, his features chiseled and weathered by time. His skin, an earthy brown, glowed under the moonlight. 

	“Meet Clyde,” the woman said once they neared. “The best tracker this side of the kingdom.”

	“Charmed, I’m sure,” Clyde replied, his voice low and gravelly. Resting near Clyde’s feet was a bow with a quiver of arrows and two rucksacks. Like his companions, he carried a sword. “I’ve never lost a trail yet, and I don’t intend to start now. So, who are we tracking?”

	“The prince of Fehlik,” she replied, expecting him to shy away like the others had.

	Clyde shifted his position on the tree to a more relaxed pose. He wasn’t bothered at all by who they were targeting. That was a good sign. 

	“You’re after the bounty?” he asked.

	“I am,” Karessa confirmed.

	Clyde slid a piece of apple from the blade to his mouth. “He’s cunning, you know? And extremely talented in the art of fire magic. How do you plan on not getting scorched to ashes?”

	Karessa recalled the old merchant’s warning. Powerful people had died trying to get their hands on the stone. She had to be careful with her next words. “I have something that can dispel magic.”

	Clyde took a step toward her. “On your person?” he asked, a bit too enthusiastically for her liking. “May I see it?”

	Clyde’s male companion was to her right, well within striking range. To her left was the woman. 

	“You think I’m crazy enough to carry something that precious with me?” Karessa asked. That reminded her; she needed to conceal the relic in the box that hid its magic. She’d been so focused on capturing the prince and collecting her reward, she’d forgotten about it. “When we close in on Prince Aeveus, I’ll send a message to my guy in town. He’ll bring it in an instant.” 

	“Huh.” Clyde tossed the apple he’d been eating on the ground. “That’s a smart move. We won’t try anything, I assure you. But I understand, it’s best to be safe than sorry.”

	Karessa nodded, glad he’d bought the lie. “Before we get ahead of ourselves, what is your fee?”

	“We will need food, shelter, and a share of the bounty.” 

	“We?” she echoed, eyeing his friends. 

	“Considering who the man is that you want to hunt down,” Clyde said, “they’ll be coming with us as added security.”

	That was fair, she hated to admit. She didn’t want to pay for extra heads, but having to face the prince without the proper reinforcements could spell death. If Aeveus was as frightening as everyone kept pointing out, the elves seemed more than capable of apprehending him while ensuring her safety. To stretch her coins, she could find a single room for them all to sleep in. And given their lean frames, she surmised feeding them shouldn’t cost much. 

	“How much of the bounty are we talking about?” she asked. She needed to make sure Koron’s family was taken care of for years to come, and she couldn’t have the tracker and his friends taking too much of her prize money.

	“Fifty gold coins a piece will do.” 

	Only one hundred fifty? A smile formed on her lips. “That, I can do.” 

	“Well then”—he extended his hand—“we’ll help you track down the prince, and together we’ll bring him back to the palace and get paid handsomely for it.”

	Karessa liked the sound of that. She shook his hand, sealing their pact.

	“Now that we’re a team, we should properly introduce ourselves.” He pointed. “That gentleman with the bright smile is my good friend, Jacob.” Jacob beamed, lifting his chin ever so slightly. “But don’t let his good looks fool you. He’s no pushover. With a sword in his hand, he’s a tyrant.” He gestured to the elven woman. “And that lovely lady there is Carlita. If you need a man’s throat slit in the middle of the night, she’s the one you employ.” Carlita dipped her chin. “And you are?” 

	“My name is Karessa.”  

	“Karessa. Such a pretty name for a beautiful lady.”

	Karessa held back an eye roll, but she was happy to be on the path to finding the prince and taking him down, ultimately resulting in a fantastic payout. Dayla was going to give her an earful when she returned, but it would be worth it. She’d make sure of that. “So, when do we leave?” 

	Clyde turned to the full moon. “Right now. Since the prince is on the run, I’m sure he’ll be looking for places to gather provisions. If we hurry, we can catch up to him before he flees the country, assuming that’s his plan. First stop: Torisberry.”
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	I’M YOU

	 

	 

	Several days earlier

	Prince Aeveus staggered out of the great hall. Tripping over his own feet, he nearly fell to the floor.

	“Careful,” Matthias said, holding him upright.

	Vision blurry, Aeveus studied his best friend. He wore the brown and yellow colors of a Grand Cavalier underneath gleaming metal armor. It suited him well. “Have I told you how dashing you look in that attire?” he slurred.

	“Yes, you have,” Matthias said, his lips curving upward. “More times than I care to remember.”

	“It’s nice to know I’ve been so easily disregarded,” Esteriella said from Aeveus’s left.

	His other best friend stared ahead stoically as they walked. She, too, wore the outfit of a Grand Cavalier. “Sorry about that, my dearest Essie. You look simply angelic. The gods must be in tears to have lost their most precious messenger.”

	The smile didn’t reach her lips, but a corner of her eyes crinkled. “So, how does it feel to start your own House?” she asked.

	Aeveus shrugged. “As long as I surround myself with people I love and trust, I think I’ll do fine. Appointing you two as my official personal guards was the first step. Next, I’ll be stealing my father’s chef and hiring a few beautiful maids to maintenance my palace.”

	“The palace or your bedchambers?” Esteriella asked.

	“My bed is part of the palace, isn’t it?” he asked. 

	Matthias chuckled.

	“Have you decided where you want your House to be built?” Esteriella asked.

	“Not yet, but I’m aiming for some place near a beach.”

	A room door at the end of the corridor swung open, and a fair-skinned palace worker came into view holding a rag and a bucket. Aeveus recognized her. She hadn’t worked at the palace for long. He’d been meaning to introduce himself, but something had always interfered with an official greeting. She met his gaze, smiled, and then walked off, giving him one more brief glance before disappearing into another room. Aeveus knew that look. She was flirting with him. Lucky for her, he was in the mood to please. He licked his lips, imagining what the side of her neck tasted like, and envisioned his tongue glancing across her nipples before he sucked. 

	“Well, friends,” he said, looking at each of his companions. “I think it’s time I called it a night.”

	“Is that right?” Esteriella said with a smirk.

	“I have a lot to do in the morning, and what better way to prepare than with a good night’s rest?” He clapped his best friends on the shoulder. 

	“You’re terrible; you know that?” Esteriella said.

	“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said and staggered in the direction the palace worker had gone. 

	“See you tomorrow, future king,” Matthias called out.

	Aeveus tossed a wave over his shoulder, and clinking metal echoed as Matthias and Esteriella retreated. He arrived at the door the worker had gone through and knocked twice.

	The door cracked opened. “Yes?” The palace worker’s brown eye widened. “Prince Aeveus.” She opened the door all the way. 

	Fuck. She was even more captivating up close, with fiery red hair. Her lips looked soft and inviting. He couldn’t wait to devour them. Leaning on the door frame, he offered her a charming grin. “I was just telling my friends that my birthday wouldn’t be complete until I got the chance to make a pretty lady smile. That’s when you stepped into the corridor and made my day. This encounter must be fated by the gods. Yes. That must be it. Me—the most handsome man in Fehlik—and you . . .” He waited for her to answer.
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