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      For Ms. Frieden for sitting me next to the cutest boy in class.
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      Maeve

      

      Kieran, my two-year-old nephew, is a strange creature. I’m not sure if all toddlers are this way, or just him, but I find it hard to believe that any parent would live through this and decide to have another–and another. It must be hard having so much feral energy packed into such a tiny body, which explains a lot, honestly. His dark, curly hair bounces around his pointed ears as he races down another long corridor, screaming at the top of his lungs just to hear the sound of his own voice. I grimace when he trips on the carpet runner and falls face first, not even bothering to use his hands to save himself.

      I stand perfectly still several feet behind him, waiting for the wail to begin, but he hops up, teary eyed, and turns to me. “Mama now?”

      “Mama’s still in her meeting,” I tell him with a sigh. He pouts, those big, hazel eyes welling with alligator tears that slide from his impossibly long lashes. He’s a cute kid, I’ll give him that. Everyone says he’s Logan’s spitting image, but I beg to differ. He looks like Brie to me. He has her non-existent grace and flair for dramatics, at least. But he’s… funny, and soft, and kind, just like his mom.

      Just like my big sister.

      He’s also an ankle-biting little monster who I’ve been stuck with all afternoon. After the third time he nearly cracked his skull on the same coffee table in my apartment within the castle, I had a group of maids scour the palace for a bike helmet, which seems to be working in our favor now.

      “Itchy,” he grumbles, scratching the chin strap.

      “Keep it on, K.” I smile, motioning for him to continue following me through the dizzying hallways. I can tell he’s getting tired, but that’s the whole point. His next sudden burst of toddler energy is only a few minutes later, where he cuts a corner too sharply and collides with a column, knocking himself backward with a whoosh, but he jumps back up and runs off again, giggling and calling out, “Mabe! Mabe! MABE!!!”

      I chase him up the stairs, which he loves. At just over two years old, he’s a spritely little demon but also the sweetest, squishiest thing I’ve ever seen. That cuteness has an off switch, however, and before I know it, he’s rubbing his eyes and whimpering, telling me he doesn’t want me anymore, that he doesn’t like me, that I look funny, and asking for his mom, again.

      “You need a nap,” I tell him, crouching so we’re eye to eye.

      “No! No nap!”

      “Well, that’s your problem. You’re tired. That’s why you’re so fussy.”

      “NO NAP!”

      “Has anyone ever told you that you have the loudest voice in all of the Allied Kingdoms?”

      He blinks, tilting his head, and yeah… there it is–Logan’s dominant genetics shining through those polished, imperfect emeralds he has for eyes. Kieran doesn’t like to be bossed around, and the only person he truly likes is his mom. Just like his dad.

      Exhausted, Kieran howls, which turns into a pitched scream that's enough to make my ears ring. I do what any good aunt would do… I scream too, but louder.

      He cuts off his scream immediately and blinks up at me, his little mouth hanging open in surprise.

      When my scream cuts out, he grins, giggling, and his bad mood is all but forgotten. Of course, several maids come sprinting in our direction because it did, in fact, sound like we were being murdered, but I’m the baby of the family. My direct family, at least. I have no idea what to do with him. I never babysat any of Misty’s or Sarah’s kids–that was always Brie’s job, her pleasure, actually. I was often the one who needed babysitting, even in my teens.

      Now look at me, trying to keep a two-year-old boy entertained while his mother meets with the Council of Elders–our parliament, essentially. Elders are voted in by the Alphas of the large territories, like the Roguelands, Tarsian, the Deadlands, and even Emberfyll, acting as liaisons for the Alpha Kings and lesser Alphas of those massive kingdoms while my grandmother rules over all of them. Those elders live here in Moonrise now, ensuring our king and queen continue to have their kingdoms' best interests in mind.

      I had to meet with those old bastards earlier this morning in regard to the upcoming coronation, of course. That thing no one will shut up about? It’s happening in a little over a month, and the past week has been full of festivals and merriment in honor of me, the princess who hasn’t shown her face to the world for three years now.

      Three days ago, I attended my first, and so far only, public event during what will be a month-long festival. It had been a masked ball, which I’d requested. I liked the idea of maybe being able to be anonymous, and that had worked for the most part. People remember me for being tall and spindly. They remember my dark brown hair and sea-green eyes, but I’ve changed a bit over the years. I finally went through puberty, for one, thank the Goddess. I got a little bit taller but not by much, which means Lexa is still, and forever will be, the tallest woman in our family, which was a tough pill to swallow, but I digress.

      I’m not a teenager anymore. I’m a woman–a woman old enough to come into her wolf powers and find her mate, if I were a shifter.

      I could have found my mate last year, but I just… can’t. I’m not like Brie, or Lexa, or any of my other cousins. I’m a witch… who terrifies everyone, even while wearing a mask and a beautiful gown.

      No one other than my own family looked me in the eyes. No one asked me to dance. No one asked what my interests are, what I like to do in my free time, or my opinions on movies and books.

      I don’t think my people see me as a person. I’m just a… being. A demigoddess trapped in human form.

      When I was younger, I craved that. Especially after Brie and Logan disappeared for a minute and our lives crumpled, forever changed. I wanted people to fear me. I wanted them to stay away from me. I wanted to sit in my office and play the kingdoms like a game of chess…. So I’ve spent every waking minute over the last two years preparing and perfecting being queen. It was just easier that way.

      Now I’m just… alone. Alone–and bored out of my fucking mind.

      “Mabe, watch me,” Kieran says before raising his tiny hands in the air. He attempts a wobbly summersault, tipping to the side with a giggle that echoes down the corridor.

      I clap dramatically as he bows, then opens his mouth wide, and I toss him a jellybean from the pile rolling around in the pocket of my sweatshirt.

      This goes on for some time–me chasing my nephew through the castle, him doing little tricks and me feeding him candy. Eventually, we reach the empty ballroom, which is bathed in rich light from the sunset, casting the mosaic marble tiles in a blanket of gold. Kieran loves this room because it's big and wide and his voice sounds even louder here, so I sink to the floor and cross my legs, smiling as he darts around, asking me to watch how fast he can run from one side to the other, and I do.

      But my mind wanders back to the masquerade ball, to the man, the man, in fact, who I hadn’t seen for nearly three years who suddenly appeared again.

      At first, I thought he’d been a trick of my mind, a hallucination brought on by too much champagne, but the moment he raised his glass to me in greeting, I knew.

      Those lips. That sharp jaw. That wry smirk. They belong to one man, and one man alone.

      Tea shop guy.

      Otherwise known as Gloves. At least, in my journals… not that I’ve been journaling about him or anything…. Not that much, at least.

      “Mabe, look.” Kieran runs up to me and squats, clutching something between his hands.

      “What do you got?” I extend my palm to him, not knowing any better, and feel every fine, downy hair on my neck stand on end when he drops a live spider into my hand. I swallow my discomfort and give him a wobbly smile, nodding as I choke out, “Wow. That’s really cool, Kieran.”

      He darts away, and I viciously shake my hand free of the creeping, crawling sensation now taking over my body and causing my moonstone necklace to shine.

      Smoothing my hand down my thigh, I watch my nephew skip from tile to tile. He’s so innocent. So perfect. It’s hard to believe that my brother Aris and cousin Blake were that young once. It’s impossible to think of Gloves as a toddler, as well. Did he wear masks as a kid, too? Did he sneak around in the dark, disappearing in the rain like a phantom spirit when he was still in diapers?

      “Sorry about that,” Brie rushes out, her voice bouncing down the long ballroom.

      Kieran’s light-up sneakers skid across the tiles before he tumbles to a halt. He hops up, breathlessly calling out, “Mama! Mama! Mama!” as he sprints in Brie’s direction.

      She drops her briefcase and catches him when he launches toward her and smiles, swinging him into a tight squeeze. “Were you a good boy for your auntie?”

      “No!” he giggles, wriggling while she kisses his cheeks.

      “Yeah, well, I didn’t think you would be.”

      “You just missed seeing our new pet,” I say with marked sarcasm as I lean my back against the gilded wall. Everything in this room is wrapped in gold, from the floor to the shimmering wallpaper, to the columns, trim, and delicately welded crystal chandeliers. Just a few days ago, this entire space was swarming with bodies dressed in their finest regalia. The air had been spiced with champagne as soft, classical music wafted through the air over the constant hum of haughty conversation.

      I glance toward an archway on the far side of the room… the same archway I’d watched Gloves slip through. I’d followed him, of course. I figured he was just looking for a bathroom, or something, and I hate to admit that I felt like I needed to corner him even if just to confirm he’s the same man I’d seen twice in the course of a month and then never again.

      But he hadn’t been looking for a bathroom. He slipped through a servants’ entrance into the narrow hallways that snake throughout the entire castle–a system the maids use to move from one wing to the next. Then, I watched him try to access the doors to the private wing used exclusively by my family–the wing where all the private apartments, suites, and informal offices and sitting rooms are located.

      There was no reason for him to be there. None at all.

      “Maeve?”

      “Yeah?” I turn my attention to Brie, who has her hands resting on her hips. She’s wearing those trousers again–the beige, satin ones. A dark belt and casual, button down, white shirt compliments her curvy figure, and her sun-bleached brown hair is pulled back in a delicate, well put together bun at the nape of her neck.

      I look down at my raggedy sweatshirt and athletic shorts wondering if the wrong sister is about to ascend the throne, and not for the first time.

      “What pet? You better be joking.”

      “He handed me a spider.” I laugh, hugging my knees.

      She purses her lips, tilting her head to the side as she watches her son spin in dizzying circles several yards away. “Is that the worst thing that happened? Why is he wearing a helmet?”

      “He was fine, really. We had a good time.”

      She checks her watch, but I feel her gaze scanning my profile. “Did you… did something happen during your meeting with the Elder Council this morning?”

      “Why?”

      “They were in a horrible mood. Several of them made comments about your… lack of effort.”

      “Lack of effort in what, exactly? Listening to them bicker over things that have nothing to do with the welfare of the people they were voted in to protect? What kind of lunch they could expect after a morning spent getting absolutely nothing on the agenda accomplished?”

      “Maeve–”

      “I’m getting rid of all of them when I become queen.”

      Brie startles, her eyes going wide. “What? Really?”

      “The Alphas and Alpha Kings will hold new elections in their kingdoms and territories. I told the council that this morning.”

      “But they’re the Elder Council–”

      “Of Grandma and Grandpa’s Eastonia,” I tell her bluntly, finishing the words with a soft smile. “Not mine.”

      Brie sighs, leaning her weight against the wall beside me. “I can’t totally disagree with you, I guess. Fresh ideas are needed. Over half of them were against the new railway from Moonrise to Tarsian and now try to act like they had something to do with its success.”

      I look up at my sister, but her eyes are on Kieran. She’s leaving for the Deadlands to visit Ryan and Aviva this evening, taking our parents with her. Logan will be joining her from Emberfyll later this month, and the whole group will make their way back to Moonrise for my coronation.

      Grandma and Grandpa have already left for their three week long vacation in Maatua. I understand why they did. The next month is the calm before the storm. There’s nothing pressing to do. There are no summits to hold or conferences to attend. It’s been a peaceful spring and even more peaceful early summer.

      So, for a month, I’m on my own. Getting a feel of things, so to speak. I think it’s like a final test from my grandfather, actually. I know he’s stressing over it.

      “You should consider coming with me and Kieran to the Deadlands, Maeve. You haven’t been to Silverhide in ages,” Brie says as she slides down the wall to sit beside me.

      “I have too much to do here. I’m looking forward to the peace and quiet.”

      I think about Gloves and the horrible scars on his arm. I think about the silver bracelet and how he was bent over in pain when I padded up to him in my cat form.

      “What are you thinking about?” Brie asks, her voice lifted in a laugh. “I’ve never seen you look so serious before.”

      “Nothing,” I lie, but my powers simmer beneath my skin in a silent warning that the next month might not bring me the peace and quiet I’ve been looking forward to.

      In fact, I have an odd, creeping feeling that something might happen… tonight.
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      I’ve been preparing for this moment. I have one shot, in reality, to do this and succeed. The palace of Moonrise is a fortress–heavily guarded and an absolute maze within, but I’m an expert in my trade, so to speak.

      The brown delivery uniform doesn't fit well, but it has to work. I try to keep my shoulders relaxed so I don’t burst through the fabric as I hike the steps to the main entrance of the clinic on the far, backside of the palace while the sun sets over the lake in the distance. Music from the festival continues, never ceasing, not in the week since it began. It’s the perfect cover. The chaos in the city square just outside the palace walls has been keeping the guards busy and distracted, which means the clinic is quiet and nearly empty as I skirt inside. A long, circular front desk is manned by only one witch in a starched, white nurse’s uniform. She looks up from a tablet, smiling faintly at me as I move toward the counter, reaching up to adjust the brown ball cap that matches the horrendous uniform I stuffed myself into an hour ago before setting out on foot.

      “Evenin’,” I tell her, leaning my elbow on the counter as she scans my face, my wry, charming smile. “My truck’s parked outside. I’m supposed to deliver a few crates to the kitchen.”

      “Well, this is the clinic,” she says with a laugh.

      “I understand, but I’m a trainee, and the guy who was supposed to be with me today called in sick, so I’m on my own. I couldn’t get around front, you know, with the festival going on.”

      She sighs knowingly, nodding. I wait for her to ask the questions I’m mostly prepared to answer, like who I work for, if she can see my badge, if I have royal clearance to enter the castle, etc. She slides a piece of paper in my direction and clicks a pen, her light brown eyes meeting mine. She taps her pen on the desk. I give her my best, most dazzling smile, and she folds. Melts like butter.

      “There’s a gate just around the corner. Just punch in these numbers, and it’ll open for you. You can back right in. The loading dock for the kitchen is to the left. The princess had her dinner early tonight and let the staff go to attend the festival, so if the loading dock is locked, there’s a door to the right of it, and this is the code for that…” She scribbles a series of numbers. “Someone’s likely still working because we have patients staying overnight, so most of us are pulling overnight shifts.”

      “Overnight shifts, huh?” I smile, forcing my cheeks to burn with a blush as I ask, “When do you get off, then?”

      Now she’s blushing, too. Perfect. “Hopefully soon.”

      “I have two more deliveries after this.” I lean against the counter, smiling down at her. “Are you gonna be here? Maybe I can grab you something to eat? Or a coffee?”

      She bites her lip, her eyes narrowing in a slightly seductive look that would make a normal, hot-blooded man know he has it in the bag. She reaches for the phone currently ringing off the hook and slides it up to her ear while keeping her eyes on me. I back away, winking at her as I tuck the piece of paper in my chest pocket and turn for the door, that practiced, charming expression fading in a single heartbeat.

      It was almost too easy. Takes the fun out of it, if I’m being honest.

      I don’t have a truck full of deliveries, of course. I don’t have a truck at all. I hike back down the steps and follow her directions, punching the code into a gate that’s, thankfully, not guarded, keeping my head bowed against the soft, flickering red light of several cameras. I already know the king and queen aren’t here. I stood in the curious crowd watching the princess say goodbye to her sister at the train station earlier this evening, confirming Princess Brie–now the Luna Queen of Emberfyll, wherever the hell that is–has also left.

      Princess Maeve is alone. I know that for a fact. I know because I’ve been purposefully going to the bars and restaurants frequented by the highest ranking staff of the castle–those closest to the princess–infiltrating their circles and gathering information.

      This wasn’t something I cooked up in a week. No, it’s been weeks. Months. Maybe even years spent plotting my final job.

      At least, I keep telling myself that it’s my final one.

      The nurse was correct about the loading dock being locked for the night, but it doesn’t matter for me. One last code gets me into the castle where I immediately duck into a storage room, shed my stolen uniform, and slip on my black gloves. I flex my hands once or twice, and within a blink, dark, shadowy armor covers my entire body. Don’t ask me how I got these gloves because the story is long and complicated, but they’re the most important piece of gear I own.

      I pull my usual black mask out of the pocket of my discarded pants and slip it over my eyes, then move like a shadow through the quiet, lowest level of the castle. It’s a maze of servants' hallways, small personal apartments and suites used by the staff, and rooms dedicated to cooking, cleaning, laundry, and whatever else these spoiled royals need.

      I take the first staircase I come across and climb two stories, popping out in one of the hallways that runs adjacent to the main, luxurious hallways used by the royals and their guests. I’m on the third floor now, I believe. I hope. Because I need to find one more staircase leading up to the fourth floor to officially enter the private wings of the castle used by the royal family without having to break into the private wing on the first floor, which I’d tried and failed the night of the ball.

      A door opens along the hallway, and a pair of maids step out. I take a silent step into the shadows, blending into the darkness. They chat back and forth as they carry baskets of laundry, turning for the same staircase I just exited, but by the grace of the Goddess Herself, they don’t see me.

      It was too close of a call. I check my watch. I gave myself an hour to get in, and out, and I’ve already wasted twenty minutes. The guards work in shifts, patrolling not only the main corridors bathed in gold but the servants' hallways, as well. They break for an hour this time of day before a new set of guards moves in. I have forty minutes. That’s it. If I’m caught, it’s likely a death sentence, and I really don’t want to kill anyone tonight–especially myself.

      I move, holding my breath while relying on vague details from a story I overheard at a pub in Old Moonrise about some staff member fucking another one in this hallway. He’d mentioned they’d closed themself in “the stairwell to the fourth floor,” which caused a ruckus at the table I was spying on because of how close they’d come to getting caught…. But I’d been thinking about how easy it would have been to just climb those stairs and be surrounded by wealth in a matter of seconds.

      I check every door, finding more storage rooms, a few closets, nothing of substance until I reach the very end of the hallway, and an open door beckons, the darkened stairwell leading to my freedom coming into view.

      “Thank fuck.” I hiss, already sweating in the Ghost issued armor. A door down the hall behind me opens with a crack, but I’m already at the top of the stairs when voices drift my way. I slip through the door at the very top of the stairwell and step into an ornately decorated, but shadowed, corridor lined with antique furniture and vases full of fresh flowers.

      Ceiling height windows run along the far wall, giving me a startling view of the festival taking place below. Six crystal chandeliers hang from the ceiling but cast no light. No, the only light comes from the flickering, gem-like glow of the festival beyond the gates.

      It’s not even midnight. I’d expect a twenty-two-year old woman to be up later than this, especially someone like Maeve. Someone who creeps through the night, scheming, plotting, misbehaving in general.

      But what do I even know about her? More than I’d like, I think.

      I know she likes chamomile tea with enough honey to drown out the taste. I know she drinks black coffee from cheap diners and spends a whole hell of a lot of time standing aimlessly in the rain, like an idiot, out in the open with no guards, no one to protect her. I know she uses her magic on strangers. I know she puts herself in harm's way with no regard about how valuable she’d be if she fell into the wrong hands.

      I hope she’s still as dumb as she was when I first encountered her all those years ago, and so far, my suspicions are correct. I move through the hallways like a phantom, encountering no guards, no maids, no one…

      Until I turn a sharp corner and soft footsteps make me halt my progress to her private apartments immediately.

      I sidestep into the shadow of an alcove shielded by two heavy, red velvet curtains.

      “I think you should go to the festival with him,” the princess says to her companion. “He’s just obsessed with you, Jane.”

      “He’s not obsessed.” Jane, whoever she is, clears her throat. “He asked me because he feels sorry for me. It was probably a joke. He probably thought I’d say yes, and then he’d have the chance to laugh at me.”

      “Jane, for fuck’s sake, he likes you. I can see it in his eyes. Just go with him tonight. There’s a concert, and you’re missing it!”

      “Why aren’t you going to the concert? Shouldn’t you be out enjoying the festivities held in your honor?”

      “You know the people of Moonrise use any excuse to throw a festival. I am, actually, looking forward to sitting in the library alone and reading something other than dusty books about history and law, for once. The kitchen maids gave me some rather spicy recommendations for romance novels.”

      Jane giggles as their shadows pass my alcove. Princess Maeve walks side by side with a dainty little woman in a maid’s uniform and absolutely towers over her. Dark, thick brown hair is pulled back away from her face as the princess passes within feet of me, but she doesn’t pause, or even look over shoulder.

      My eyes drift down to the tight, black shorts she’s wearing. She’s barefoot, too, her arms and stomach covered by a sweatshirt that looks like it’s made for someone five times her size.

      Such a strange woman. This–this creature of flame, of untamed power–wearing a sweatshirt and shorts, will be our queen in a month's time.

      “Are you sure you don’t want company tonight?”

      “I really don’t. I do love your company, though, but I know you’re sick of me.” She nudges Jane’s arm. The maid’s head barely reaches Maeve’s shoulder. I’ve never seen a woman so tall, in fact. She has to be close to six feet, if she hasn’t surpassed that already.

      “I’m never sick of you,” Jane says with a little squeak, her voice fading as they turn the corner, “You just stress me out, that’s all.”

      Princess Maeve’s laugh is… melodic. I banish the warmth spreading through my chest as I step back into the darkened hallway, my heart hammering, and continue to move toward the private apartment where the princess keeps her valuables.

      That’s what I’m here for. Not for her. I’m not that kind of man. She’s useless to me, but her jewels aren’t, and when I reach the wide double doors of her private rooms, I slip a pin out of my pocket and pick the lock with ease, slipping inside unseen.

      Again, this is far too easy, but I have mere minutes before the second night shift starts, and new guards begin their patrol.

      The princess’s rooms are immaculate and smell like magnolia–a sharp, deep, almost heady floral scent that makes my mind spin as I ignore my surroundings and head directly to her bedroom. My contact was correct about the princess leaving her gems out all over her rooms. I pocket bracelets, necklaces, and a few rings within the first thirty seconds I spend picking over her vanity. Two tiara’s rest on top of her dresser, which is a mess of little knick knacks and pictures that I ignore. I’m not here to spy on her. I’ve never needed to spy on her. Those two times we were in the same place at the same time had been odd coincidences, nothing more.

      In fact, the second time felt more like she was the one spying on me, and I didn’t like it. I didn’t like it at all.

      My watch beeps in warning, alerting me that I have ten minutes to finish up and get the hell out of here. I open drawers in her bathroom, pocketing heavy diamond earrings and another ruby necklace. Finished, my pockets full and the black bag I brought along now bursting at the seams, I move through her apartment, but then come to a halt. A shadow moves near to the floor, snaking between the legs of an armchair.

      That fucking cat again.

      “Well, well,” I sigh as the white cat stares at me from across the sitting room. I glance at the door, which I purposefully left ajar, wanting easy access back to the main hallway. “Nice to see you… again.”

      The cat just stares at me with those big, greenish-blue eyes, but it has a collar on. A huge diamond dangles from it, catching the moonlight drifting from the window directly above it.

      I lick my lips, wondering if the cat bites, because I’m taking that collar, too.

      Being bitten is a risk I’m willing to take. I walk toward it, expecting it to run away, and I really don’t want to have to chase it. It sits completely still as I crouch and reach along its fluffy neck, unclasping the golden chain. I resist the urge to sneeze as I hold up the collar, smiling down at the cat. “I’ll be taking this.”

      It lets out a low growl.

      “Pleasure doing business with you.” I smirk, giving the feline a wink, and slip the collar into the nearly invisible pocket on my chest.
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      Storm clouds roll in as I lean on a wooden counter rapping my knuckles against the surface while a pudgy man in grubby clothing inspects the gems. Sapphires, rubies, and emeralds glimmer in the lightbulb swinging over the top of his bald head as he squints through a pair of glasses that make his eyes ten times bigger than they actually are.

      I glance over my shoulder at the narrow, dimly lit hallway leading back to the heart of a pub in Old Moonrise. This room is a secret, closed off from the public, and open to only a select few.

      There’re places like this all over Eastonia. We call them Fences here–a place to barter and sell stolen goods without questions being asked. In Crescent Falls, they simply call it the black market. If I had time on my side, I would have traveled there to fetch a better price.

      Thunder rattles the building, followed by the roar of sheets of heavy rain hitting the tin roof. I glance at my watch. It’s already 3:00 in the morning.

      “How long is this going to take?”

      The man scowls up at me. “You wanna good trade or not?”

      “I’m not here to trade. I’m here for cash.”

      “Well, this one’s worth nothin’,” he says, tossing the cat’s collar on the counter. “Don’t know where you got it. Don’t need to know, but that’s useless to me.”

      “What do you mean?” That’s a fucking diamond!”

      “It’s a moonstone, boy. Moonstones grow on fuckin’ trees round here, ya know? I don’t need it. The chain is worth more to me than the rock.”

      I growl as I snap the moonstone off the chain and toss it back down to him. “Better?”

      “Fuckin’ thieves, always wasting my time.” He grumbles under his breath as his thick fingers reach for a pen and pad of paper. His mouth twitches into a teasing smile when he asks, his voice laced with sarcasm, “I’m guessin’ you ain’t got a bank account?”

      “Hurry. Up.”

      He smirks, writing a number down and tearing the paper off the pad. I grind my teeth while looking at the number. It’s not what I thought it’d be. Far less, in fact. “You’re joking.”

      “Ain’t nothing funny.”

      “That lot is worth–”

      “Ain’t worth shit to me if I’m caught with royal jewels in my possession,” he snaps. “I subtracted a handling fee for my troubles. Forty percent off the top.”

      “You fucking dick–”

      “Do you want the cash or not?” he asks, raising his brows as he stands. Two large, lumbering men appear nearby–his bodyguards, no doubt.

      I’m tall, but they have weight on me for sure.

      I run my tongue over the edge of my lower teeth and nod. “Fine.”

      With a frustrated sigh, the man reaches into a metal box and pulls out three thick stacks of crisp bills and two small bags of coins. I snatch them off the counter before they even touch the gnarled, faded gray surface, slipping the moonstone into the pocket of my leather jacket.

      “Better not be seeing you here for a while,” he hisses in farewell, but I ignore him. Come morning, I’ll be leaving Moonrise and not returning for the foreseeable future.

      I stuff my pockets with the cash and walk through the pub, side-stepping through the groups crowding the bar. I shove through people blocking the entrance, having come in recently to take cover from the rain. I can’t remember the last time I slept. I’ve been up for days planning this, researching the castle, figuring out the movements of the staff and guards, and for what?

      It might be enough, I think, as I walk down the street, cutting between alleys and crossing intersections until I reach a run-down block of apartment buildings near the outskirts of town. There was once a great crystal castle built in this same area, overlooking the lake and valley where the new city of Moonrise now rests. Now, it’s nothing but rubble and the forest has taken it back, new growth trees bending in the wind as the storm funnels over the lake.

      I climb the exterior staircase to my third floor apartment. It’s nothing but a studio with a small kitchen and bathroom. Holes in the plaster give a view of ancient stone, which leads me to believe this building used to be a manor of some kind before it was crudely renovated into small, separate living spaces.

      I wouldn’t call it home, but it has a bed, and that’s really all I need.

      I immediately take the cash, coins, and the worthless moonstone out of my jacket and tuck them in a hole in the wall where I keep my valuables. A few other stacks of cash rest inside, painted in shadows. I have to be close to paying off this debt. I might actually have enough to cover it and then some at this point, but I’d need to count it all out to be sure. If that’s the case, I could buy a train ticket to Crescent Falls. I could set myself up there, get a bartending job or something in the inner city, and kiss Eastonia goodbye, for good this time.

      But I’ve done this before. Paid off the debt that kept me in a silver shackle, unable to access my wolf powers.

      The people I work for… have their ways when it comes to keeping their boots pressed to our necks, and I learned that in the worst way. Maybe it’ll be different this time.

      I take a shower and rummage through the fridge for leftovers. The sun is just beginning to rise over the lake, poking through the clouds as rain pummels the roof. Water drips into a bucket in the center of the room where a deep, bulging stain continues to creep across my cracked ceiling, but it doesn’t matter. My bags are already packed and waiting by the door. In two hours, I’ll be on the first train out of Moonrise.

      Coffee in hand, I climb out my only window to sit out on the rusted fire escape to watch the sunrise like I do every morning. Rain trickles down the aging metal, but it’s warm and humid–the best kind of weather. It’s going to be another hot summer.

      I scan the street. The only shop open is a corner store that never closes. No one’s out and about. But my eyes land on a shadow moving through the alley directly across the street. The shadow stretches under the glow of a street lamp before its owner comes into view.

      I’m seeing things. The white cat staring up at me is a figment of my imagination after days without sleep. I’m sure there’s other white cats around. I don’t see cats often. Shifters don’t tend to keep pets, and the witches that do tend to keep them inside, out of harm’s way, but….

      The cat moves closer before sitting on the curb, and turns its flat face in my direction. Blue-green eyes hold on mine, unblinking.

      “What the fuck,” I whisper into my coffee as a prickle of unease licks up my spine. I blink to clear my vision, to erase the hallucination perched on the curb two stories below me, but the cat remains.

      I slowly, carefully, slide back into my apartment and shut the window. I change into fresh clothes, pulling on a pair of thick socks before slipping into my boots. I return to the window as I’m shrugging my jacket back on and notice the cat is gone. It’s likely an omen–a reminder that I need to get moving. There’s no point in waiting around here for the train. I’ll just go to the station and wait there.

      Still, my heartbeat skips several times as I start moving toward the hole in the wall where I just stashed all of the money I have to my name, but the moment my fingers brush over the coin purses, footsteps sound in the hallway outside of my door. The knob jiggles, just once. I glance at the deadbolt, some of the tension leaving my shoulders when I realize I’d remembered to lock it. The floor creaks as the footsteps move away, then to the side.

      They stop. I freeze, going perfectly still to try to slow my racing heart. I move my fingers until I feel cold, hard metal, and curl them around the hilt of a knife when the floor outside the door creaks like someone is stepping further away from it.

      I pull the knife from the hole at the very moment the door bursts off its hinges, splintering like glass. Dust flies then settles as knee-high black boots appear, followed by a body hurtling in my direction, a crimson cape flying out in her wake.

      Princess Maeve collides with me, ignoring my knife, and tackles me to the ground with impressive strength. I roll with her in my arms, slamming her against the foot of the bed, her head bouncing against the metal base, but she hooks her leg around mine and flips us over, her nails sinking into my wrist as she fights me for the knife.

      I rip her cape off, the clasp biting into her neck before snapping free with enough force to cause it to careen through the air and ping off the wall above my bed. I tangle my fingers in her hair and pull–hard, her neck bent back and teeth bared as she grits out a yelp of pain, but then I finally get a look at her face. She tries to yank out of my grip, but I twist my hand, my fingertips pressed against her scalp.

      She’s panting, her chest heaving with each shallow, pained breath she takes. Her wide, full lips pull back in a sneer, showing off her perfect, pearly white teeth. She has sharp canines like a shifter, but she’s not a wolf. She doesn’t smell like one. She smells like her room did–like magnolia, with an underlying sweetness that’s hard to ignore, but I can’t place it. It’s familiar in some way, like an old, almost forgotten memory.

      Her sharp, manicured nails sink into my wrist as she claws for the knife, drawing blood. She has my wrist pinned to the ground while I have her stuck in place with my hand fixed in her hair, but she’s straddling me. She has the advantage right now; not for long.

      “Let me go,” she grimaces, her blue-green eyes wide with murderous rage.

      “So you can stab me? No.”

      She tries to pull out of my grip, but I yank on her hair. She hisses in pain, her eyes watering, and sinks her nails into fresh wounds on my wrist.

      I wait for her to blink, to give into the pain, then bend my knees in a sharp, controlled motion and thrust her to the side, rolling on top of her and bringing the blade down against her dainty neck. She doesn’t look like she should be this strong. She’s lean but hiding what I assume is a muscled build beneath a black long-sleeved shirt and tight dark jeans. It’s taking all of my strength to keep her pinned. She’s tall. Abnormally so, but so am I.

      “I know who you are.” She sneers, arching her neck as if in invitation to slice through her throat. It wouldn’t be too hard from this angle.

      “I’d hope so. We’ve met. Twice.”

      “Three times. You came to the ball.”

      I arch a brow. She’s lost the baby-faced innocence I remember from the tea shop and the diner. Her cheeks have hollowed out. She’s shed her youth after all these years. She’s beautiful in a fierce way–like a flame–and just as dangerous. I lean down until our noses are almost touching. “You owe me a door.”

      “I don’t owe you shit,” she sneers. “You stole from me.”

      “Did you send your little kitten to follow me, witch?”

      Her answering smile is totally unnerving–delirious, like she’s possessed by a blood-hungry demon of old. I lick my lips, smirking down at her while she tries to catch her breath with me pressing her into the floor.

      “Why don’t you use your powers on me? I know you have them.”

      “It wouldn’t be a fair fight.”

      “Like it’s fair now?”

      “What? Because you’re a man?” She laughs, her eyes narrowing. My mouth begins to pull into a smirk, but she thrusts her knee between my thighs, and any humor I felt vanishes, replaced by blinding pain, then fury.

      Maeve grunts with effort, taking advantage of my momentary weakness, and gets out from underneath me with practiced grace, like she’s been sparring all her life. She leaps to her feet, sending her boot into my ribs, but I grab her ankle and twist, forcing her back to the ground. Her other foot locks with my jaw in a crunching blow that has me seeing stars, but I grip her calf, dragging her toward me. She kicks the knife out of my hand and lands another kick to my face, my nose this time. Blood sprays. “Fuck!”

      “Where is my necklace!” she screams in a blood-curdling rage, sitting up and slamming her fists against the back of my head.

      I roll over, roll away, and stand on unsteady legs while the room tilts and spins. Maeve rushes me. I grab her arm and toss her into my dresser, which splits into pieces on impact. She’s up on her feet in an instant, but the smell of blood is thick, and I can’t tell if it’s my own at this point. She’s gone absolutely feral.

      She throws a punch. I catch her fist, squeezing with all of my strength.

      With a grunt of pain, she kicks out, swiping my leg, and I fall through the bed, the metal collapsing under my weight, then hers.

      “Where is it?” she shrieks, punching me in the jaw so hard my teeth crunch together. I clutch her waist, shoving her far enough away that I can draw up my knee, then kick, sending her flying into the wall.

      Her impact sends a deep vibration through the room. She hits the ground, the sound of plaster cracking and falling all around her mingling with her sharp cry of pain. I slide off the remains of the bed, crawling to her, then grab her by the throat and drag her back to me. She regains her composure enough to fight it, clawing at my skin with her nails, but I squeeze her neck.

      “Use your powers on me,” I command with a rough laugh. “I know you can. Do it, Princess. This fight isn’t as fair as you thought it’d be. There’s no shame in admitting it.”

      She spits at me, so I tighten my grip.

      “Do it! Make killing you worth my while!”

      “My necklace!” She growls, struggling for breath. Her hands warm my skin, and at first, it doesn’t feel like much… but then… heat–blazing, boiling heat–erupts over my wrist, traveling through the dense scar and burrowing under the silver band. A soft clinking sound pings through my ears before the band falls away.

      I look down at her, shaking my head. “You shouldn’t have fucking done that.”

      Her smile is bloody. “You shouldn’t have stolen from me, you fucking idiot.”

      The room tilts off its axis and spins out of control before the world goes black, and my eardrums burst.
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      Maeve

      

      My back hits soft, cream-colored carpet as the sitting room in my private apartment in the palace materializes. Gloves’s hand is still wrapped around my neck, but his grip is loose. His body is a dead weight pressing mine into the carpet. My vision blurs as pain like I’ve never felt before cascades through me like a waterfall of pure fire. My ribs ache from multiple cracks. My cheeks, jaw, and nose are bruised. My head pounds where his fingers were tangled. I’m sure I’m missing chunks of hair… and I taste, and smell, blood. Lots of blood. Probably mine and his.

      I suck in a painful breath and shove him off me. My arms tremble against his weight, but I manage to slide him to the side and kick out.

      Gloves is completely unconscious lying face down on the carpet when I roll onto my hands and knees, gasping for breath he’d stolen from me. I spit blood and tooth fragments onto the carpet, wiping my mouth on the back of my swollen, bruised fingers.

      I, of course, didn’t think my actions through. I’ve sparred enough in my life to know that punching someone in the face, especially along the jaw, is enough to bust open the skin along my knuckles, but I think my fingers on my right hand might actually be broken.

      “Oh, gods,” I groan, rocking back into a kneeling position and cradling my hand. I glance at the man bleeding onto my favorite rug. He looks like hell–just as bruised, swollen, and bloody as I am.

      I don’t have healing gifts like some of the people in my family. I didn’t even get a drop. If he’s dying, I can’t save his life. I can’t knit my own bones back together or heal the abrasions on my skin.

      I sniffle, shaking my head to dry my tears and take a deep, restorative breath just as Jane, carrying my usual breakfast on a tray, enters the foyer. She’s humming a song, her footsteps light as she rounds the corner into the sitting room and sees me, then him.

      “Don’t scream,” I croak.

      She drops the breakfast tray, coffee spilling in a spray and strawberries bouncing around her feet as fine china shatters. She claps a hand over her mouth, and her eyes widen, but she chokes down that scream, turning it into a muffled, gargled moan.

      “Go get one–no–three healing drafts,” I tell her shakily, sniffling again as blood drips from my nose. “Some rope, and the biggest bucket of ice water you can carry.”

      “Are you all right?”

      “Jane,” I grind out as she starts to tremble, losing what little nerve she has, but she’s my favorite maid, her timid, mousy personality aside. She’s trustworthy and loyal to a fault, which means I keep her in my corner. If I had real friends, she’d be the best one. “Don’t tell anyone. Don’t alert the guards. Do you understand?”

      “Three healing drafts, rope, and a bucket of ice water.”

      “Yes,” I tell her, watching as she slowly backs away, her shoes crunching shattered porcelain into dust. “Hurry.”

      She turns and darts for the foyer, and to her credit, doesn’t slam the main door behind her like I would have done.

      I look back at Gloves, watching his chest rise and fall. Normal people like him can’t jump, or spirit, from place to place like I can, especially not on a whim. Maybe I should have done that before, first thing, but…

      I feel along my chest where my moonstone necklace should be and find nothing but fury instead.

      I force myself to my feet, ignoring the sharp, throbbing ache in my hand as I use the toe of my boot to roll him onto his back. His shirt is shredded and bloodstained, but I finally get a good look at his face without the mask for once. He’s younger than I expected him to be. Mid-twenties, maybe. Maybe just a few years older than me. He’s clean shaven with clear skin, and his cheeks are a soft pink under the vicious bruising starting to spread across his cheekbones and his straight nose.

      His hair is a chestnut brown and highlighted from the sun just like I remember, softly curling around his ears and forehead. He’s handsome, even with three deep scratch marks dribbling blood down his left cheek, swollen and angry. I look down at my broken nails. I just got them done, too, damnit.

      I roll my tongue across my teeth, spitting out another chipped tooth fragment. Oh well. The healing drafts will fix me up just fine… and I don’t plan to share any of it with him.

      Using what’s left of my strength, I pull him into an armchair. I rip off his leather jacket and dig through his pockets, finding a wallet and a few pocket knives but nothing else. No moonstone.

      It wasn’t at the Fence. I followed him there. I lingered near the bar, using the hood of my cloak to shield my face from onlookers, while he sold my jewels. I bought the jewels back from the disgusting man who runs the Fence, not wanting to have to cause a scene. Grandpa Ryatt will notice the money missing from the family coffers, but a stern talking to about my spending habits is better than what he’d do if I’d killed every man in that tavern and then burned it to the ground, I suppose.

      The man had given up Gloves’s address quickly and without hesitation, and from there I just… lost my ever-loving mind.

      Jane appears carrying a bucket of ice water, the rope I asked for hanging around her neck, and the healing drafts stuffed in the pocket of her apron. She struggles with the weight of the bucket but manages to carry it across the room while I baby my broken fingers.

      “Here,” she whispers. “I need to go back and lock the door.”

      I nod, curling my good fingers around the three vials of medicine as she drops the bucket and hurries away again. I wrench each one open with my teeth, draining them. They’re not as powerful as my great-grandmother Isla’s tears, but Misty’s tears do help. I’ll heal over the next couple of hours and be fine by nightfall, I’m sure.

      Jane returns. I don’t have to tell her what we’re doing. She has an uncanny ability to guess my next moves, and begins tying the man to the chair while I crouch, pulling everything out of his wallet.

      “Do I want to know what happened?”

      “No,” I reply, my voice like gravel.

      “Did he–did he attack you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Here?”

      “No, I went to his place.” I pull several identification cards from his wallet and a passport, which surprises me. The passport is old, but the IDs are all different while his picture remains the same on each one.

      “Oh,” Jane murmurs, obviously struggling to maintain her composure. She’s a witch, like me. She went through years of training, years of schooling, like all witches do, but her skills have always been domestic in nature, and apparently knots strong enough to hold a grown ass man are included in that. She steps back to inspect her work while the healing drafts swim through my body, targeting the worst of my injuries. I stretch my broken fingers with effort but notice they’re no longer hanging from tendons, which is a good sign.

      “Why–what happened?” Jane asks. “Who is he?”

      “He stole from me.”

      “Stole?”

      “He broke into the castle last night and rummaged through my room, taking anything shiny he could find, including my–my necklace.” I touch my chest, curling my fingers around… nothing. “I followed him home.”

      “Is he going to die, you think?”

      “I don’t care,” I huff, rising and holding out the cards for her to see. “Look at this. These are fake, but well made.”

      “He’s a criminal, then. He has to be.”

      “Well, of course he is,” I murmur, eyeing him as his slumps forward. I open the passport, looking down at the picture of Gloves, and the name beside it. “I think this is his actual ID. This is real, for sure.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because getting dual citizenship between Eastonia and Crescent Falls is damn near impossible. He would have been given this when he was born if his parents were from both places.”

      “What’s his name, then?” Jane fans through the fake IDs.

      I look at the man, then the passport, growling, “Soren.”

      We both look at him as my fury rises, turning deadly again now that my pain is subsiding. I toss the passport on a coffee table and pick up the bucket.

      Jane swallows a squeak when I dump the ice water over his head, soaking him to the bone. Water splashes over my boots and sinks into the carpet, but he gasps, jerking against his restraints.

      “Good morning,” I grin wickedly.

      He spits water tinged with blood, panting as he jerks, trying to free himself. I watch him try to clear his vision, blinking rapidly before squinting to scan his new surroundings. His eyes slowly inspect the room that I know he finds familiar because he was just here, in my space, stealing my things, but then his gaze lifts to my face, and I feel… odd.

      I’ve never seen his eyes before. Even during our fight, I hadn’t had the chance to really look at him, not like this, not with space between us.

      One of his eyes is a startling glacier blue, bordering on white. I’ve never seen a color like that before, never. It rocks me to my center almost as much as the fact that his eyes don’t match. His other eye is a perfect split between a dark, leather brown and pure steel gray.

      He pants out a breath, the corners of his busted lips twitching into a smile, his teeth tinged with blood.

      “Where is my necklace? I followed you to the Fence. It wasn’t there when I took back what you stole.”

      “What necklace? I took several.” He spits blood onto the carpet at his feet.

      My lips curl into a sneer. “The moonstone necklace.”

      “The cat collar?” he laughs. “It was worthless.”

      “It wasn’t worthless to me.”

      “Maybe if you’d given me a chance to explain instead of attacking me in my own home–”

      “You broke into my home first.”

      “And you beat the shit out of me,” he sneers. “We’re even.”

      I laugh hotly, taking a step in his direction while Jane trembles behind me, her arms hugged tight around her chest. “I could have killed you, but I chose to take the high road, which is something you know nothing about.”

      “You want to talk about the high road with me, Princess? You left those jewels out like they meant nothing–”

      “I don’t care about the rest of it. I want my necklace back. I need it back, and you’re going to tell me where it is!”

      “Well, apparently it was worth something,” he says wryly, his voice low as his eyes hold on mine. No wonder he wears a mask to somewhat obscure them. I’ve never seen eyes like his before and it’s totally unnerving. I would recognize him anywhere now with just a glance.

      He glances at Jane and notices her holding his wallet. He rolls his eyes back to mine, arching a brow. “So, Princess, are you going to kill me? If so, I’d love for you to just get it over with. If not, I have things I had to do today and this… this is wasting my time,” he drawls in a patronizing voice that makes my blood boil.

      I lean down so we’re eye to eye. “I need to make one thing clear,” I hiss. “I’m not someone to fuck with, Soren. You took something important from me. Something I cannot replace. Where is it?”

      “I don’t fucking know,” he snaps, and the sound of my palm hitting his cheek reverberates around the room.

      “If you ever use that tone with me again,” I growl, nose to nose, “you’ll be wearing your spinal cord as a belt. Have I made myself clear?”

      He smiles. He fucking grins like a cat with cream. “Crystal.”

      “Fuck you,” I growl, shoving him back. I can feel that smile sinking into my skin as I turn to Jane, waving a hand in dismissal. “No one enters this room. Do you understand? No guards, no warriors, not until I’m done. Go down and fetch another bucket of water and a few… butcher knives, and something to sop up this blood. There will be more.”

      She nods and turns but glances wearily at Soren before setting his wallet on the coffee table. I pace, debating my next moves. I suppose I could kill him. The moonstone wasn’t at the Fence. I didn’t get a good look at his apartment during our battle, and I know for a fact my powers would have reached for it, had it been there. If he sold it somewhere else… I need him alive to retrieve it.

      But while Soren spits blood, trying to wriggle out of the tight knots binding him to the chair, I look out the windows bleeding morning light into the room, and see the fading outline of a new moon.

      This couldn’t have happened at a worse time. My powers are tied to the moon cycle, and they’re naturally at their weakest now, but more so than usual, because a month from now, the next full moon will come with an eclipse, and the first Rite in over two decades will take place the same night as my coronation.

      Until then, I’m pretty much powerless, especially without the moonstone.

      My bloody clothing starts to dry and stick to my skin. I hate it. It’s a gross feeling that makes me want to crawl out of my own body. I want a shower. I want to change.

      “You’re fucked, you know that?” I tell him, growling the words.

      “I’ve been in worse situations,” he replies with a shrug.

      I lick my lips, looking at his arm where that gnarly scar breaks through his strange tattoos. The silver band is gone, nothing but scar tissue and a red, swollen wound left behind. I need to ask him about that. He’s too skilled to just be a random criminal–a street rat, a thief.

      “Who do you work for?”

      “Who do you think I work for?” he asks, his mouth tugging into another smirk.

      I can’t think past the sensation of my bloody clothing any longer. He won’t be able to free himself from those knots.

      Jane might be timid and shy, but she has her qualities.

      “I’ll kill you for this,” I tell him, and turn toward the hallway leading to my bathroom.

      “I can’t wait to see you try, Princess,” he replies under his breath.
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      Soren

      

      Something’s off.

      I yank against the knots, ignoring the pain in my body. I have to give credit where credit is due, I suppose, seeing as the two women who tied me up did a fine job of it. I hear a door close and water running, then make my move. Maeve thinks she has the upper hand because she’s a princess, because she’s a witch, but I know she’s more powerful than how she’s acted so far, and that makes me nervous.

      She could have bound me here using those powers. She could put a ring of fire around me, preventing me from escaping, but she didn’t. There’s something about the moonstone that’s not sitting well with me now, which means I need to go get it before she does.

      I yank on the ropes until they loosen just a touch, then slam my weight into the chair several times until it starts to break. I grit my teeth, praying that she’s showering and taking her time with it instead of, I don’t know, washing my blood from her hands. Another jerk and the chair begins to snap. A second jerk, and it breaks completely, caving in on itself. I fall to the ground but lean forward, shaking the splintered pieces of wood and stuffed fabric out of the ropes. I can’t walk through the castle at this point. I have mere seconds to find a way out of this apartment before she comes back into the room.

      I limp toward the window. There’s a balcony that stretches the entire length of her apartment, but below is a four-story drop right onto a street now teeming with people going to work or setting up for another night of the festival that won’t end. I open the door to the balcony and slip outside then race toward the very edge, the corner of this wing of the palace, the top branches of a large, hopefully sturdy tree scraping against the railing.

      The wall to the front garden is built around the ancient tree. I could climb down, then walk along the top of the wall, then jump from roof to roof…. Yes, that’ll work. It has to work because I have no other options.

      I rip the rope free of my wrists and ankles before climbing over the railing. My boots leave bloody footprints on her perfect mosaic tiles. I close my eyes, say a prayer, and jump.

      Branches snap against every inch of my body as I fall through the canopy. My back crashes into a large, thick limb, breaking my fall enough to allow me to reach above me, grasping for more branches. My swollen, bruised fingers lock around one and hold, stopping my fall to what could easily have been death, and I hang for the space of a breath before finding my footing and climbing down.

      I don’t have time to hang around, no pun intended. I watch a trio of guards walk along the wall only ten feet below me and make a move when they dip out of sight. I swing from a branch with all of my strength, using my weight to send me flying over the wall to freedom, landing with a crunch on the roof of what I think is a bookstore. The second my boots hit the ground, I run. I run like my life depends on it–because it does.

      The princess isn’t what I’m worried about. It’s the silver band that’s no longer around my wrist and the hunters who would have been alerted by now that I’m free, and probably on the move, which means I have to get the fuck out of Moonrise if I want to survive the day.

      A few people shout up at me in alarm as I sprint across the flat roofs of buildings hugging the main square. Old Moonrise comes into view, but I don’t jump down to the street until I’m out of the festival district. My body aches. Yet, adrenaline keeps me moving, and in a few long, painful minutes spent sprinting, I cross the stone bridge into Old Moonrise and skid into a turn toward my apartment building… which is gone.

      “Fuck my life,” I hiss under my breath as I watch smoke funnel into the early morning sky. Half of the building gone, the rest burnt to a crisp, and what was once my shitty studio apartment is now a gaping hole of scorched plaster and old stone.

      A crowd lingers nearby, watching royal warriors canvas the space, roping it off.

      I run my hand down my face and curse into my palm. My money. The money I meant to use to pay the debt.

      It’s gone.

      I cut through an alley, walking briskly to the backside of the building. The sunrise sets the side streets and small shops in shades of gold and light pink as I look up at the only surviving wall of my apartment with a sigh. The fire escape survived, which is now my only way up, so I take it, ignoring the warriors teeming two stories below me and the idea of falling through the scorched floorboards as I climb through what remains of the window, the glass shattered and falling through the grates in the metal fire escape.

      The hole where I hoarded my treasures is gone. Burnt dollar bills flap in a soft breeze, scattered across what’s left of the floor. I gather any that remain intact, stuffing them in my pocket, and search for what I came back here for.

      I kick a piece of debris away and see the pale, opalescent gleam of the moonstone. I must be the Goddess’s favorite this morning, because Her light is most definitely shining on me right now as I pluck the moonstone from the ground without even looking at it and tuck it in my pocket.

      Maeve has my leather jacket. She has my watch and my wallet, too. I don’t have a fancy cellphone. I have a burner phone which is now living up to its name when I crunch its burnt remains beneath my boot on the way out.

      I walk at a calm, steady pace through Old Moonrise, my mind blank save for the task at hand–getting out.

      I missed the morning train, but there’s another at ten, which is only two hours away. It means reaching the Roguelands in the morning instead of this evening, but so be it. I have enough money for a train ticket, at least.

      I pass a clothing shop where racks have been set up outside, various items of clothing swaying in the wind. The shop girl is busy entertaining other customers and doesn’t notice me pulling new pants and a fresh shirt from one of the racks as I walk by. I cut into an alley, walking into a tight hovel between two buildings, and change out of my bloody clothing. I stop in a bodega next, buying a sandwich and a small coffee just to gain access to the bathroom, where I wash my hands, face, and hair in the sink, blood swirling down the drain.

      I hate this. I’ve always hated living like this, but it’s not the first time I’ve had to scrub myself down in a bathroom with flickering fluorescent lights illuminating my every move. I thought the last time would be exactly that–the last time, but no. If I don’t leave Moonrise now, the hunters will find me, though I have a feeling the princess will find me first… and if she gets roped into my mess…

      I look at my reflection in the mirror, running my fingertips over the scratch marks across my cheek.

      She can fight. I’ll give her that. But it won’t be enough to save herself if she lands in the same mess I’ve been drowning in since I was a teenager.

      The trek to the train station takes over an hour. I steal a ball cap from a shop catering to the tourists currently swarming the city for the festival, tilting the bill low over my face to keep it in shadow when I buy a train ticket, using the last of my money to secure a private room for the overnight leg of the journey to Twin Rivers, the last stop of the line.

      I’m not going all the way, though. I sink onto a metal chair and hang my head, exhausted beyond belief. I let myself drift for a moment, mentally mapping my course, trying to conjure memories of the Roguelands. It’s been at least three years since I’ve been there. I have friends there–friends who live off the main roads. Friends who work against their will for the same people I do. Friends who can help, even if it just means helping me lie low for a few days.

      I look down at my busted knuckles, my bruised hands. I think of the princess, shaking my head at her memory. She’s… infuriating. So confident but lacking the skills to use that trait to her advantage. Maybe giving me such an easy route of escape will be a lesson for her–a hard one to swallow, but a lesson all the same.

      I know what the press says about her. She doesn’t do interviews or hold public events, not since her older sister was considered dead for a month and miraculously returned, unharmed, with a mate…. Yeah, that situation caused a frenzy, to say the least. The news of Princess Brie’s marriage to a relatively unknown man, a captain of her father’s army, was quickly overshadowed by the announcement regarding a new kingdom joining the Allied Kings, a kingdom led by her own mate. Emberfyll remains, however, closed off to tourism. I know there’s a naval base there, but that’s it.

      Then, King Ryatt’s father died, and the news of that overshadowed Princess–Luna Queen–Brie, or whatever she is now. And for a while, speculation about Princess Maeve died down.

      Now, she’s all anyone can talk about.

      And I had the pleasure of coming face to face with her.

      The train pulls into the station right on time, and I board, but it’ll be a while before I’m allowed to close myself into the private overnight room. I choose a seat in the farthest car, where I end up being the only passenger for the first two stops before the train departs Moonrise and the surrounding cities completely and dives into the heavily forested border between Moonrise and the Roguelands. I’m just starting to fall asleep when something smashes against the window directly beside my head. I startle, turning my head to watch a little gray bird slide down the glass before falling out of sight. I ignore it, checking the watch I swiped from an unsuspecting passenger, and decide to see if I can go ahead and close myself into my room for the night.

      The sun is setting when I close the door to the snug private cabin, which has nothing more than two benches facing each other and a few thin blankets folded neatly on the table between them, tucked under the window.

      I throw myself onto one of the benches, closing my eyes. Sleep washes over me like a tidal wave, dragging me under into pure, blissful, silence.

      A sharp series of knocks wakes me up. I haven’t been asleep for more than a few minutes judging by the golden light of the sunset still flickering through the window.

      “What? This room is occupied,” I grumble, rubbing my eyes and blinking to adjust them to the light. The knocks continue, then pound, shaking the entire door. “What?” I snarl, turning the lock and throwing the door open before my brain has a chance to catch up to my body.

      Maeve crashes through the door, her cheeks flushed and eyes glazed with… rage? Maybe, I’m not entirely sure. She braces herself on the doorframe then weakly tries to throw a punch, but misses, her entire body slumping and tilting forward.

      I’m not sure what force propels me to act in this way. My brain is telling me to knock her ass out cold, to carry her over my shoulder and toss her from the train, letting nature run its course, but my instincts take over, and I grab her as she starts to fall, her eyes rolling back in her head.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I hiss, turning in the snug space to kick the door closed, but I knock her head against the wall accidentally, and she yelps in pain. I turn the lock and dump her on a bench, then step back, raising my fists in preparation to defend myself from her again, but she looks… different.

      She looks all wrong.

      “Are you… okay?”

      “Fuck off,” she gasps, baring her teeth, but her eyes water. “Where the fuck is my necklace? I need it.”

      “How did you get on this train?”

      She takes a single, shallow breath before her eyes flutter closed, then promptly passes out.
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      I’m vibrating. I’m lying on my back, but I’m moving… which is strange. I open my eyes to darkness and an unfamiliar room with gray plastic paneling and… handles fixed to the low ceiling. An incessant rattle makes my ears ring. I squeeze my eyes shut and open them again, expecting to be back in bed in Moonrise, in my room, but I’m…. Oh, shit.

      I sit up, whirling toward the man resting on a bench across from me, his arms tucked around his chest and head leaning on the wall by the tiny window overlooking a dark, never-ending forest. He slowly opens his eyes to slits. He’s holding a plastic butter knife, twisting it between his fingers as he looks at me through this thick, dark lashes.

      Adrenaline cuts through the power fog weighing me down, but not enough to drag me out of the haze, not yet. I need… I need rest. I need sleep. I need something, something he has, or had. I lick my lips, holding his gaze as I debate my next move, my next words.

      “I was really looking forward to sleeping tonight,” he says dryly. “Alone, I might add.”

      I feel dizzy as I drag my knees up to my chest. I rest my chin atop them, barely able to hold my head up, let alone say anything, not just yet.

      He smooths the dull edge of the butter knife over the pad of his thumb, his eyes locked on mine in silence.

      “Were you planning on killing me with that?” I ask.

      His tongue swipes across his lower lip before he smiles softly. “That would’ve been too messy, taken too long. I would have just strangled you. Snapped your neck.”

      “Oh, well, I’m sure that would have saved you a lot of time.”

      “I’m still debating it, so don’t do anything stupid, Princess.”

      “I think you win when it comes to stupid behavior, Gloves,” I grumble, closing my eyes for just a moment.

      “What did you call me?”

      “Gloves,” I reply, looking at him again.

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s what I’ve been calling you for… three years now. Because you wear Ghost-issued gloves. Those must be stolen too, huh?”

      His wry, damn near flirtatious smile works its way into my bones and makes me feel warm in a way I don’t appreciate. “You’ve been… you’ve been thinking about me? For three years?” he teases, his eyes dancing with amusement.

      I growl, my upper lip curling over my teeth. “Don’t mess with me. You’re lucky I haven’t killed you yet, you son-of-a-bitch!”

      “I’m starting to think you can’t.”

      “Of course, I can–”

      “Have you ever killed anyone before? Anyone? Stabbed someone in the heart? The back? Slit their throat? Watched their life drain behind their eyes?” He leans forward, his eyes shining in the dim light coming through the window. “I don’t think you have.”

      “No one has ever dared to cross me before.”

      “Well, judging by how you reacted when I so easily broke into your home and took your things, I supposed if they did cross you, they wouldn’t really suffer for it.”

      My answering snarl pings from wall to wall. We’re barely three feet apart. I can smell him, smell his clothing. Two conflicting scents mingled, turning into something that seems off, wrong, not all him.

      He smells like a man, like musk and sweat–like rich warmth and the promise of strength and power.

      But his clothing smells like floral soap and the breeze coming off the lake in Moonrise. They don’t mix.

      “Did you steal those clothes, too?”

      “Of course. You beat me nearly to death. I was covered in blood. I highly doubt I would’ve been allowed on the train looking like I did when I escaped you.” He purses his lips into a mocking grin. “You need to work on that, by the way. You never leave someone you’re planning to interrogate and torture for information unsupervised.”

      I grind my teeth, struggling for something sharp and witty to say in response, but my moment of hesitation only makes his smile widen.

      He leans back, sighing deeply. “If I had been in your position, I would have knocked you out first. Showering right before a torture session is also kind of a waste of time, seeing as they normally involve a lot of blood–”

      “Shut up!”

      “I don’t have to do that. I paid for this room. You barged in and passed the fuck out in my arms. I gave you a place to land out of the graciousness of my heart.”

      “Just tell me where the moonstone is. That’s all I want.”

      “Why? Why is that rock so important to you?”

      “It’s none of your business. I could have you arrested, you know. I know your name. I have your fucking wallet back in Moonrise will all of your fake, and highly illegal, IDs. I have your passport, dumbass! I could sick my warriors on you, and you’d never see the light of day again!”

      “You could also use your powers to just end my life right now.”

      “Why are you so concerned with my powers? You were pressing me to use them on you earlier. Do you have some sick, demented curiosity about death, Soren?”

      “I'm awfully curious about why you’re sitting here with no shields up, knowing I could hurt you,” he replies, his voice dropping and softening just a touch. He licks his lips again, a slow motion I can’t help but follow.
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