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      1
    

    
      Blood Enchantress
    

    
      Ryn
    

    
      Ryn stalked the drunk guard for three blocks before he staggered into an alley to piss.
    

    
      Finally.
    

    
      Dawn would soon warm the eastern sky. She needed to finish this job before the shopkeepers opened their stalls and stores, before the guard switched shifts, before the shadows vanished under the glaring light of the sun. Her dark layers of clothing wouldn’t blend in with the daylight. She was dressed for the deep shadows of a Calcurta night.
    

    
      Ryn exaggerated her swagger to that of a drunk waddling home after three too many drinks at one of Calcurta’s shoddy low town taverns. As the male swiveled into the alley, his glazed eyes didn’t even stray in her direction. She hesitated a step, putting space between the drunk guard and her, just in case he wasn’t as drunk as he acted.
    

    
      She’d been fooled by that before and wouldn’t be again.
    

    
      Hopefully, this would go smoothly. If not, well… Ryn would worry about that if it didn’t go smoothly.
    

    
      Horse hooves clomped a street over, and Ryn glanced over the drunk’s head. Across the street and through the next alley over, a dark horse and its armored rider passed in and out of sight. The armor wasn’t City Watch or Hunter, so it didn’t matter. Mercenary or other such sword for hire. They were a copper a dozen on this side of town.
    

    
      Ryn glided a step past the alley, as if she meant to walk by it. The drunk guard paused halfway down the alley, one hand propping his body against the stone wall, the other fighting with the ties of his trousers. A grumbled curse seethed on his breath. Without a sound, she eased into the alley, the ends of her black tailcoat trailing like her own personal shadows. She slid a dagger free. The blade was narrow and deadly sharp, a gift from Nobel.
    

    
      The male didn’t notice her. They never did.
    

    
      One jab—the drunk guard let out a surprised grunt, but it was too late. One drop of blood, one cut, was all Ryn needed. As it beaded on his arm, her magic seized him—enchanting the whole of his blood supply in less time than it took for his heart to beat. Her magic flowed through his bloodstream, touching every organ, vein, and tissue; she silenced the protest in his lungs and the rush of adrenaline to his heart.
    

    
      Her magic recoiled at the astringent, cheap alcohol lingering in his blood and the grim in his soul—oily and sticky, moldy and corroded.
    

    
      She didn’t know how her blood magic could feel people, but it did. When she touched their blood, she felt their being, their soul. This guard was not the upstanding male he portrayed himself to be in front of his squad and the people. He was dirty. Whatever this male had done, it had layered darkness into his soul, blackening it like frostbite, burning it to a char.
    

    
      A dirty soul made her job easier to stomach.
    

    
      Despite the stillness of his organs, Ryn felt his panic rise. Hot and fluid, it coursed through his addled mind, twisting with his entitled, drunken fury, turning rabid and wild. A drunken rage and wounded pride. Typical male.
    

    
      Ryn reached for one of several green glass bottles on her person and held it to the nick on the guard’s arm. She enchanted the blood to flow into the bottle without touching his skin. The impurities and oil would ruin it. As the blood filled the bottle, she laced her magic within it. Blood, once it left the body, started to dry and clot. Her enchantment kept it fresh until uncorked.
    

    
      In Calcurta, magic was perverse and wicked. Ryn didn’t know where her magic came from. Legends said magic once ran deep in fae blood until vampires hunted them to extinction, until they stole every drop of that blood for themselves, until magic belonged only to vampires. Ryn wasn’t a vampire. Her parents were dead, so she couldn’t ask them about her lineage.
    

    
      She had spent the last fifty years learning to enchant on her own, how to feel blood and the soul it belonged to. It was her little secret.
    

    
       Bottle full, she corked it and replaced it in the special holder on her back, hidden by her cloak. She reached for the twin bottle on her other side.
    

    
      The typical male contained a considerable amount of blood. Two jugs would carry it all, but she couldn’t exactly walk around the dark streets with two jugs of blood. With the two large bottles on her back, smaller bottles on either thigh, and vials tucked into the leather belts across her chest and waist, all secured into holsters designed for this exact purpose, Ryn could carry the blood of the average male under her cloak without being obvious.
    

    
      The male started to lose consciousness. With her magic threaded in his organs, she felt his body giving out. Using her command over his blood, she eased his body to the alley floor. A meaty thud would signal a problem. She slumped him against the wall, flaccid dick still in his hand, and continued to coax blood from the wound.
    

    
      His lungs shuddered. His heart hesitated. His muscles seized. She felt the moment the blood loss became irrevocable—when death was unavoidable.
    

    
      His heart gave one last pitiful beat, then stilled.
    

    
      With the last vial filled and corked, the dirty guard was dead. His clothes hid most of his shriveled skin, but even in the dark, Ryn saw his face. Mouth gaping, eyes bulging and listless, cheekbones jutting, cheeks sunken. Gray skin pulled tight over his face, throat, and fingers, exposing the bones underneath. In life, he hadn’t looked older than fifty, but with the long lifespan of the fae and the sprinkling of human blood, it was impossible to tell. He might have been fifty or one hundred and fifty.
    

    
      It was a nightmarish sight. No matter how many times she saw it, each face triggered primal fear in her bones—a desperate, instinctual need to run.
    

    
      Ryn stalked out of the alley. Dawn would reveal the dead guard soon enough, and she needed to be as far away from the body as possible.
    

    
      Getting caught was bad for her health.
    

    
      The only fate for magicians in Calcurta was execution.
      

    

      2
    

    
      Vile as a Coiled Snake
    

    
      Ryn
    

    
      Ryn made her way through Calcurta’s tittering morning streets. Dawn came sooner than she’d expected, and to an unforgiving, clear sky. Sunlight bared down on the city’s twisting, spiderweb-like streets with unnecessary exposure. The nicer parts of the city weren’t so winding or narrow; they were cleaner and better guarded. The rich and important warranted such protection from the guard, whereas Ryn’s side of the city was where thieves went to hide until nightfall.
    

    
      The sun banished the worst of the night’s chill. A small consolation for losing the shadows. A cool wind slithered through the streets, whispering of the incoming winter and the frigid cold that would soon descend upon the city. Rotted autumn leaves clogged gutters, waterlogged and trampled. Ryn didn’t care for winter. Snow turned to mush, and ice clung to the cobbles and waterways and didn’t melt until spring.
    

    
      Despite the chilly autumn air, sweat gathered along Ryn’s spine. As much as she wanted to shed her outer layers, she would rather sweat than explain why she carried blood-filled bottles on her person.
    

    
      It wouldn’t be long and she wouldn’t be able to keep warm, even during the brightest hours of day.
    

    
      With the sun came people. By the time Ryn reached the market, the streets teemed with people, readying ovens for bread, throwing open windows, sweeping dust through doorways, tossing dirty water into the alleys. Faded advertisements, sun-worn banners, dusty windows with half-ass displays, and weathered stone blurred together in dismal shades of brown and sage. A few shops were legal and straight-laced, the rare honest citizen trying to make a living the old-fashioned way, but most shops dipped their toes into the black market. The people were the same breed; a few strived to do the best with what they had, but others survived any way they could. This side of Calcurta teemed with thieves, mercenaries, and criminal guilds always pushing against one another for straws of power and territory and profit.
    

    
      People wandered from shop to shop, others marched with intention. Ryn stepped carefully. She would rather be home by now. Far too many people to bump into. One wrong shuffle, one clumsy asshole, one accidental clink was all it took. Unsoiled blood would raise questions. One shout to the guards, and her head would be on the line.
    

    
      Typical City Watch, she could handle. But Hunters? Hunters trained to hunt vampires, and by extension, magic. She didn’t know if she could hide her magic if they caught her with bottled enchanted blood. It was King Victor’s constant hunt for magic that kept Ryn living in the slums, hiding in the shadows and lies that held the black market and criminal guilds together.
    

    
      Thankfully, fresh blood was a rarity for alchemists, potion masters, and the occasional vampire—rumor said they lurked in the darkest corners of the city where the sun didn’t reach. She didn’t care enough to find out for certain.
    

    
      Hers was not a glamorous life, but Ryn could exist in the slums far easier than anywhere else.
    

    
      She turned onto a busier street lined with shops and stalls opening for the day. Already, the smell of fresh rosemary bread, buttery rolls, and poppy buns wafted into the air. Her stomach twisted with hunger, and her mouth watered. Fresh brewed coffee and tea spiced the air with the bittersweet combination of milk and honey. Already, people gathered to buy their bread and goods.
    

    
      Ryn stepped down a less crowded alley. Clotheslines left it mostly in shadow, dotted with bits of sunlight.
    

    
      There was a certain comfort in being alone. It was familiar. Safe.
    

    
      Halfway down the alley, a weaselly little male stepped from a dark alcove and latched onto the edge of her cloak. Panic seared through her body, and she grabbed it before he revealed the bottles beneath.
    

    
      “Please, fair maiden, spare a coin?” His words reeked of cheap whiskey and rotting teeth.
    

    
      “Get off me, you worm.” She tried to yank her cloak out of his hands, but his grip stayed firm. Anger seared against her skin. One bottle of blood was worth more than every coin this weasel of male had ever held.
    

    
      She fueled that freezing anger into the nasty hand clutching her cloak, turning the blood within cold as frostbite.
    

    
      “Please, fair lady. My children are sick—” He wrenched his hands from her cloak and held them against his chest. His wide eyes narrowed. “Witch.”
    

    
      Her heart pounded at the accusation. Panic flashed under her skin, but she leaned into her anger at the male’s interruption, at his audacity to touch her, and banished the panic and fear from her heart. She could not afford to be afraid, not in the shadows, not before others. Not ever. Fear got you killed.
    

    
      “You’re lucky you still have hands,” Ryn spat. She stormed away from him.
    

    
      He mumbled another obscenity under his breath, but she ignored it. Not worth it. She didn’t have the time or patience to deal with him. Maybe later if he was unlucky enough to cross her path a second time.
    

    
      By the time Ryn approached Leander’s Wares, her anger had calmed. Her heart, however, continued to pound. She could hear his sneering little voice. Witch. Witch. Witch.
    

    
      She had done well to keep her magic to herself. One pointed finger, and the Hunters would descend like hounds. Eager to sever heads from shoulders.
    

    
      The dimly lit storefront boasted dusty oddities and repurposed furniture and jewelry. It had a bit of everything, eclectic and common, stacked on the floor and piled on floor-to-ceiling shelves, in boxes and barrels. The shopkeeper stood behind the counter, wearing a bright green vest with dull copper buttons, an off-white tailcoat, and powder blue trousers. A velvet hat perched on top of his blond head. The dulled points of his ears stuck out of his hair.
    

    
      At the sight of Ryn, his eyes went wide, and a nervous, knowing smile stretched over his face. Well-worn wrinkles pushed into his cheeks. Ryn had rarely seen the male not smiling.
    

    
      “Leander,” Ryn said in greeting.
    

    
      “Ah, my little hooded friend,” he said in his charmed, easy tone. He leaned onto the counter and wiggled his eyebrows. “Here to buy or sell?”
    

    
      “Sell.” She carefully withdrew the two large bottles from her back and set them on his counter.
    

    
      The smile vanished from Leander’s face. He swallowed as she unloaded the smaller bottles, then the vials. Without the extra weight, Ryn rolled her shoulders.
    

    
      Leander’s brother, Nobel, was the guild master of a well-off den of thieves and assassins, including Ryn. Leander managed the storefront and fencing side of the business, and while a formidable haggler, he had the unfortunate problem of being squeamish.
    

    
      He swallowed again, notably paler than before, and let out a slow, forced chuckle. “I would hate to see the poor sop these came from.”
    

    
      “He wasn’t attractive,” Ryn said. “Before or after.”
    

    
      Leander paled further, looking a bit too pasty. He tugged at his collar.
    

    
      “You good?” Ryn lifted her brows. She enjoyed nudging his squeamish side, even though she would never admit out loud how the first several bodies she’d left had made her retch.
    

    
      Leander took a deep breath. From under the counter, he took out a brown bottle. After a healthy swig, he released a sigh. Color returned to his cheeks.
    

    
      “Yes, yes.” Another swig. “I assume this means the contract is complete?”
    

    
      “He’s dead as dead gets.”
    

    
      “Fantastic.” Leander forced a smile. “I will inform my brother and take these off your hands. Nobel delivered your payment last night. Give me a moment. Have a look around the shop.” Leander began the odious task of taking the bottled blood into the back room.
    

    
      Hot items went into the back room. Ryn had never been back there and didn’t care to. She didn’t want to muck any deeper into the guild than she already was.
    

    
      Leander took his time, so Ryn strolled about the shop. There was plenty to see. The store constantly changed, and it never looked the same. Ryn eyed an assortment of steel-plated leathers with matching gauntlets and a sword belt. The emblem of the blacksmith had been worn away to hide the theft. She meandered through an archway made from baskets and bolts of fabric and into a little space packed with jars of buttons, colored thread, and a cup full of differently sized seam-rippers.
    

    
      Ryn ran her fingers down the skirt of a maroon gown with brocade silk and amber lace. Beautiful, yes, but utterly useless. Dresses were for females who attended tea parties and balls, who had suitors to impress or a spouse to do the work. Ryn didn’t attend parties or have friends who hosted them, and she had no need to attract or impress anyone. She did what work needed to be done. She had more use for sturdy boots and trousers with deep pockets.
    

    
      Her stomach rumbled, reminding her of what needed to be bought with her blood money.
    

    
      “Here we are.” Leander set a bag of coins on the counter. Without the bottles between them, he looked better. “Nobel knew he could rely on you. You’re quite the asset to the business.”
    

    
      Ryn divided the coins among her three purses, one of which was visible, two were hidden. She left the empty bag on the counter.
    

    
      She didn’t know how she felt about being an asset for murder. It left her feeling dirty, the kind of dirty that never washed away. She often wondered what her soul looked like after eight years of playing blood-thief. She suspected it darkened with each bottle of blood she stole and sold.
    

    
      Ryn couldn’t see what a soul had done, only the result. Nobel had told her a few of the dead guard’s crimes, including turning children into orphans when their parents couldn’t pay made-up fines for made-up crimes, skimming from the guard, and twisting the laws for himself and his friends. He wasn’t innocent. His soul was molted and wilted.
    

    
      Knowing the pain and suffering he’d inflicted had helped Ryn accept the contract. Feeling the grime of his soul helped her not feel guilty when his heart stopped, or when she accepted coin afterward. She had gotten revenge for all the people caught in his web.
    

    
      Or that was how Nobel explained it. She accepted his reasoning—she had to, or else the darkness would swallow her whole.
    

    
      “Anything else he needs of me?” Ryn asked, voice flat.
    

    
      Leander shook his head. “Not right now. He’ll send word if he needs you. Go celebrate your victory. You’ve earned yourself a nice drink and a good fuck, maybe two.”
    

    
      Ryn left the shop with the market in mind, though a drink would not be her first purchase. Neither would pleasure. Her stomach growled, reminding her that her own needs were not the only ones relying on her blood money.
      

    

      3
    

    
      Rats in a Nest
    

    
      Ryn
    

    
      In the short time Ryn had been in Leander’s, the market crowd had doubled. People swarmed like rats to the fresh bread and coffee, bartering for their day’s needs, dressed in varying states of poverty. Living one day to the next. Ryn kept her hood up as she navigated through, eyes open for pickpockets. She’d learned to pickpocket young—she knew the tricks. She’d caught a few of them, snatching their tiny wrists before they neared her pocket or purse.
    

    
      She didn’t blame the kids. She had once resorted to petty theft to survive, and she had since graduated from pickpocket to bloodletter.
    

    
      A horn sounded a street over. A second horn sounded. Not the warning horn of danger, but the horn of the City Watch for people to get out of the way of someone more important. Ryn’s curiosity won over caution. She joined nosy onlookers in an alley between a bakery and a spice vendor. City Watch formed a blockade on the street, forming a protecting wall between the city’s scum and whoever warranted their attention.
    

    
      “Who’s so important they’ve shut down the street?” asked a female as she marched out of the bakery in a flour-spotted apron. Her scowl pulled at the deep wrinkles across her face and neck. “This is cutting into my profits.”
    

    
      A younger female appeared beside her with dusting sugar on her cheek. Her eyes widened at the crowd. “It must be Lady Aurora!”
    

    
      A squeal sounded from within the bakery, and a girl, no older than twelve, ducked back the two older females and climbed onto a crate beside the bakery’s entrance. “I don’t see anyone, just guards. Are you sure it’s Lady Aurora?”
    

    
      “Who the fuck is Lady Aurora?” spat a gray-streaked male as he stepped out of the bakery’s door.
    

    
      The young female scoffed. “She is here to court Prince Zain. She is the only daughter of Lord Banach. He’s that wealthy merchant from the south. They say he’s as rich as a king and has connections all over the continent.”
    

    
      “With ten thousand servants,” said the girl in a dreamy voice. “And a castle with a thousand rooms!”
    

    
      Ryn fought to not roll her eyes. She barely remembered being as starry-eyed and childish over the nobility.
    

    
      “Oh, I see a carriage!” squealed the young female. She rose onto her tiptoes and clung to the wooden facade of the bakery to keep from tumbling.
    

    
      The crowd thickened. City Watch stood nearly shoulder to shoulder, glaring at the common scum. Ryn shrank into the shadows of the alley. Crowds tickled her nerves, especially those overseen by the City Watch.
    

    
      A carriage approached, drawn by white horses with golden rigging. Guards in lilac and deep brown uniforms surrounded it on horseback. They wore an unfamiliar house crest over their breasts. The carriage was open, and nestled between a plainly dressed servant and a guardswoman sat a painted doll of a female.
    

    
      “Oh, that must be her!” The girl on the crates squealed.
    

    
      “She looks unpleasant.” The older female turned up her nose. “Like someone shat in the carriage.”
    

    
      “If you’d trekked across the kingdom to marry that monster of a prince, you’d be unpleasant-looking too,” spat the male with a scowl to match the female’s. “Don’t forget what happened to Princess Lucia. You can’t tell me that prince didn’t kill her.”
    

    
      Lady Aurora’s carriage came closer, and Ryn took her leave. She cared not for the politics of the rich, especially with an empty stomach and three full coin purses. Lady Aurora wasn’t the first female suitor for the terrible prince, and Ryn would bet gold she wouldn’t be the last.
    

    
      Prince Zain was a sickly prince with the personality of barren soil and all the charm of a rotting carcass: mean, arrogant, and unpleasant. He had scared away every female suitor, and rumors told of noble females refusing to court the prince. Due to his fragile health, Zain spent most of his time shut away in Nightshade Keep. He was the complete opposite of his brother, Crown Prince Esben, whom the public adored.
    

    
      Five years ago, Princess Lucia had come from the south to meet with the princes. Rumors whispered that they fought over her, and she vanished from Nightshade Keep. Her body was never found. It was common gossip that Prince Zain killed her after she chose Prince Esben over him.
    

    
      But Ryn didn’t care about the princes and their gossip. Following the scents of fresh bread and sugared rolls, Ryn let her eyes pass over the iced cookies, cinnamon-dusted pastries, and the delicate chocolate truffles. Her mother used to buy her a single piece of chocolate on her birthday, and Ryn tried so very hard to make that one piece last as long as possible. Just the sweet scent of the chocolatier’s small shop made her mouth water and her memory horde those precious moments of innocence.
    

    
      She passed carts of shriveled produce with wilting stems. Harvest had ended a month prior. Only the gourds looked decent, but the vendor wanted twice as much as they were worth. She passed vendors selling jars of fruit preserves, the closest thing they’d get to real fruit until late spring. The upper markets still had apples and berries and melons, grown in greenhouses under the protection of supervision of the Sun Council. As much as Ryn loved blackberries, she wouldn’t venture close to the sun monks on purpose. Those berries were not worth her life.
    

    
      The food market blended together in the most intoxicating aroma, all the scents twisting and mingling. A feast of every flavor imaginable.
    

    
      Like most things, the feast was always out of her reach.
    

    
      She bought a loaf of day-old bread, half the price of fresh, and fought the urge to tear into it with her teeth. She perused the market and picked up a few necessities, then with a enough coin left over, she paused by a weather-worn cart selling fruit preserves.
    

    
      The person to Ryn’s left shifted, and a flash of plum caught at the corner of her eye.
    

    
      The slums consisted of muted shades of brown and beige and gray. For the most part, everything was a shade of dust or dirt. Vibrant colors stood out like the moon against the stars. Especially that shade of plum, rich as a sunset, striking as amethyst, and as alarming as crimson against white.
    

    
      Hunters. Only they wore that shade of plum. Just the glimpse was enough to make Ryn’s heart skip and a cold sweat break over her skin. Hunters never came to this part of town unless they were looking for something. Unless they were after someone.
    

    
      As gracefully as she could, Ryn tilted her head to see. A cluster of hunters stood half a block down the street, their dark leather armor spotted with steel plates, plum capes catching the sunlight as if woven with golden thread. Five or six Hunters. Here. In the slums.
    

    
      Ryn felt the color drain from her face. Why were there so many?
    

    
      “Need something, dear?” said the shopkeeper, an older female with silver streaks in her brown hair. She wore it braided back, proudly displaying the soft points of her ears.
    

    
      The angle of the ears signified how much fae blood a person had. On these streets, it hardly mattered. Just thinking about it made Ryn’s pointed ears prickle under the safety of her hood. Both of her parents had had the sharply pointed ears of the fae, but they hadn’t been concerned with bloodlines or lineages like the nobles.
    

    
      The shopkeeper smiled as if she heard the guilty beating of Ryn’s heart.
    

    
      Ryn schooled her features into a calm mask. “Do you have blackberry?”
    

    
      The female grabbed a jar of dark berries spotted with little seeds. A black ribbon hugged the wide neck.
    

    
      People were noticing the Hunters. Curious whispers slithered around her, fingers pointed, hands gestured. A few people made quick exits down side streets and alleyways.
    

    
      Because the vampires of old had stolen magic from the fae, the very idea of magic had been warped into folklore full of witches and deadly curses and bloodless monsters. It was a common superstition that, where there was magic, there were also vampires, because they were both evil and thus interchangeable. The Sun Council came after anyone suspected of housing, helping, feeding, employing, or associating with magic in any capacity. It made having magic difficult, even among shadows and criminals.
    

    
      Ryn quickly paid for the preserves. The stupid female took her time making change, all the while the Hunters remained on Ryn’s left. She couldn’t look without being suspicious, though others were looking, and not looking could also be suspicious.
    

    
      “There you are.” The old female handed the change and the blackberry preserves across the rough wooden cart to Ryn, who hastily slid the coins into her purse and the jar into her satchel.
    

    
      Her hands shook.
    

    
      Easy, easy. Ryn had avoided and outrun several Hunter patrols. She could dodge another. All she had to do was slip down the nearest alley, and she’d be out of their sight. Hunters might have skill and training on their side, but she knew these alleys. She knew where the shadows resided, where the sun never touched.
    

    
      A large male approached her right shoulder, and turning that way would have her turning awkwardly into him, and within a breath, she turned to the left. As she turned, one of the Hunters shifted, giving her a straight line of sight to where a Hunter spoke to the weaselly little beggar. As if sensing her gaze, the weaselly man looked up. His gaze locked with Ryn’s.
    

    
      Oh, shit. Shit. Shit. Shit.
    

    
      The weaselly man’s entire face brightened, almost madly so, and he pointed a dirty finger at Ryn. As one, the patrol of Hunters followed that finger to her.
    

    
      Nobel instructed his thieves to never run. It made one look guilty. Unless you’ve been spotted, then run like your fucking life depends on it. Because it does.
    

    
      The Hunters started toward her, plum capes flashing behind them. Ryn sidestepped, bumping into the shoulder of a female. She cast Ryn a sharp glare and opened her mouth, but she hesitated at Ryn’s dark attire and deep hood that left most of her face in shadow. The female averted her eyes and went on about her business.
    

    
      Others noticed the Hunters’ approach. Some stared; others scattered like rats. No one wanted to be involved or noticed. Ryn tried to flow with the swarm, but there were far too many people.
    

    
      She ducked into an alley but hadn’t taken one step before a fierce grip closed around her upper arm and yanked her around. She came face-to-face with a brown-eyed Hunter. Unfeeling, pissed-off brown eyes set into a soft brown face with a strong jaw and a no-nonsense expression.
    

    
      Ryn panicked, then realized the other Hunters hadn’t yet passed through the throng of shoppers. One Hunter, she could handle.
    

    
      She reached for the small vial of blood she hadn’t sold Leander. In one motion, she uncorked it and threw it; it struck the Hunter’s side. Fresh blood splattered her leather armor and the alley beside her. The vial shattered against the cobblestones.
    

    
      The blood sparkled in the sun, unmistakable as it streaked against the dirty stones and pieces of bloody glass. The Hunter’s eyes widened—she thought she’d been struck. She loosened her grip on Ryn to grab for her side. Ryn twisted her arm out of the Hunter’s grip and bolted down the alley, across the busy street, and down another alley. She paused to glance back—and locked eyes with the brown-eyed Hunter, in pursuit.
    

    
      Shit. Ryn bolted down the alley, elbowed her way through the crowd on the sidewalk, and half fell into the street—right into the path of a pristine white horse. One of two pulling the carriage of Lady Aurora.
    

    
      Ryn let out a shriek of surprise, as did the horse. The horse started and clamored back, and in fear of being hit with a hoof, Ryn threw herself back—the preserves slipped from her satchel and smashed onto the ground. Glass and blackberries pounded underfoot, the ribbon stained and bent.
    

    
      “Shit,” Ryn muttered.
    

    
      The other horses panicked, and the two of them lurched the carriage to the side. With an unladylike screech, Lady Aurora pitched forward, into the floor of her carriage, her brown boots sticking straight into the air and fluffy white and pink skirts fluffed around her legs, ivory bloomers exposed.
    

    
      Laughter erupted on either side of the street, and it might have been the only thing that saved Ryn; the guards were too distracted by the lady’s undergarments to worry about Ryn, the crowd too thick and shaking with laughter.
    

    
      Ryn used the panic and madness to slide away from the guards and the brown-eyed Hunter. Authority dissolved in the face of panic, and Ryn had used it more than once to her advantage. Or, in this case, undergarments.
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      Luella
    

    
      Ryn
    

    
      One alley, then another, Ryn twisted her way through the uneven streets of Calcurta’s low town, evading Hunters and the weasel who’d tattled. That weasel better pray he never saw Ryn again. He wouldn’t survive the encounter, and his blood would be extra gold in her pocket.
    

    
      A few words to Nobel, and someone would take care of the weasel. The vindictive rage seething through her bones wanted her to be the one to carry out the sentence, to make sure the weasel knew whom he wronged. Nobel wouldn’t let her be his assassin for the sake of vengeance. According to him, it would darken her soul.
    

    
      Begrudgingly, she knew Nobel was right.
    

    
      Ryn slowed, hand against the stitch in her side, to catch her breath. No one followed. Once her erratic heartbeat slowed, she continued—keeping her eyes alert for plum. The streets narrowed as she wound through the residential district. Stacked homes grew taller and uneven. Clotheslines strung between windows, leaving most of the streets spotted with shadow. The stench of life and laundry filled the air, along with the murk of the canal and chimney smoke.
    

    
      Ryn lived on the third floor of a stacked house. The canal rushed by a block over, dousing any sound she might have made as she climbed a makeshift staircase and then a ladder to the window. They barred the door with a dozen deadbolts and a bookcase—they never used it.
    

    
      Ryn set her few purchases on the small kitchen table.
    

    
      Light footsteps sounded against the rough wooden floor, and then Luella appeared from the curtain leading to the washroom. Honey-brown hair hung over her shoulder in a loose braid. Her threadbare dress swallowed her.
    

    
      “Ryn?” Luella blinked, and tension evaporated from her features. She put a hand over her heart and took a breath. “You’re late.”
    

    
      Ryn shrugged it off. “Morning, Lu.”
    

    
      Lu shared Ryn’s pale brown skin and dark hazel eyes, both features inherited from their mother. Lu inherited their mother’s wavy honey-brown hair that gleamed like gold in the summer, whereas Ryn’s hair was so dark a brown, it appeared black. Like their father’s.
    

    
      “I didn’t get preserves,” Ryn said casually. She set her satchel on the table to unload what remained of her purchases. “Not because there wasn’t any, but Hunters showed up, and there was this parade, and I didn’t want to get kicked by the horse, and the jar fell out of the bag.”
    

    
      “Hunters? Parade?” Lu stormed to Ryn’s side with the grace of a dove. “Sabryn Evern, you tell me what happened. Right now.”
    

    
      Lu’s protective nature reminded Ryn of their mother, ten years gone to the winter sickness, despite her being only five years older. Ryn sometimes suspected that their father’s death the winter before—infection from a skirmish in the market and a rusty knife—had accelerated their mother’s illness.
    

    
      In the days following their mother’s death, Ryn overheard a shopkeeper say that one lovebird cannot live long without its mate.
    

    
      Ryn banished the memories. She had no time for them now. To Lu, she said, “I did my job, and then, on the way to Leander’s, this nasty little beggar grabbed me, and I shoved him off. He tattled on me to the Hunters, who decided to wander low town this morning.” Ryn busied herself with sorting their groceries into the cabinets. “While running from said Hunters, I accidentally ran into a parade for some female coming to court Prince Zain, and I spooked the horses.” She snorted at the memory. “You should have seen it. This lady was all high and mighty until her bloomers were on display for all to see. Damn dress was so puffy, she couldn’t get up.”
    

    
      Ryn laughed. She’d been too busy running from the Hunter to laugh at the time.
    

    
      A beat of silence, and Ryn glanced over her shoulder. Lu’s gaze pierced hers. Not the slightest bit humored by the lady’s plight.
    

    
      “You used magic,” Lu whispered.
    

    
      Ryn sighed through her nose. Her hope to distract her sister with the rest of the story hadn’t worked. In a single breath, she muttered, “I might have chilled the blood in his grimy little fingers.”
    

    
      Lu’s eyes widened, her lips slackened, and then her fury returned. Her nostrils flared, and she stomped her bare foot. “Ryn! What would we do if the Hunters found you?”
    

    
      Ryn didn’t answer. The Sun Council took magicians, and they were never seen again. No one knew what happened to them or where they went. Dead, everyone assumed. Or worse.
    

    
      Without the income of Ryn’s bloodletting, Lu would be left destitute. She would work herself to the bone with her sewing to make ends meet.
    

    
      Ignoring her sister’s gaze, Ryn unclasped her cloak and hung it by the door they didn’t use. She had braided her dark hair the night before into two neat braids, but the events of the morning loosened them, and hairs stuck out all over her head.
    

    
      “There’s water for a bath,” Lu said sharply. “It was warmer. I expected you home sooner.”
    

    
      “Thank you, I need one.” Ryn vanished into the tiny washing room tucked behind the kitchen. A few buckets of water sat beside the narrow tub, as did a bottle of wine.
    

    
      Lu knew Ryn all too well.
    

    
      They didn’t have functional plumbing like the wealthy did. Ryn and Lu, like most on this side of the city, hauled buckets of water from the canal for their needs, either to be boiled and strained clean for cooking and drinking or dumped into the tub for washing themselves and clothes.
    

    
      Ryn peeled back her layers and left them in a pile by the curtain. She ran her fingers down the faded brocade of her black tailcoat. It needed a wash too. It had belonged to their father, who had thankfully been slender enough for his daughters to wear his old clothes. Lu and Ryn kept most of their parents’ clothing and shared it between themselves. The nicer pieces were sold, others repurposed.
    

    
      All her clothes needed a wash. Without a contract waiting for her that night, she would have time. They hadn’t been washed in a good week, maybe two, and they were starting to smell.
    

    
      She poured just enough water to wash herself into the tub.
    

    
      What would it be like to have hot water available on tap? Enough to fill a tub? To have a tub large enough to lounge in? To have clean clothes every day? To have soap that didn’t suck the life out of her skin?
    

    
      If not for Ryn’s cursed magic, they might have been able to leave the slums. Either she or Lu could have married into money, or found work as servants in a wealthy household. Most servants lived in the homes of the nobles they served, and likely lived like royalty compared to those by the canal. Lu was everything a man could want in a wife. She was beautiful, demure yet stern, with the loving personality of a mother. She should have suitors fighting for her hand. But nice men did not look for wives in low town. Ryn refused to let Lu whore herself out, and so Ryn used her magic to provide for them both.
    

    
      As Ryn washed the grime from her skin and hair, she stopped worrying about it. She and Lu had what they needed. Ryn was an enchantress, a vile creature by the Sun Council’s decree. The slum was her home, and it would be until death came for her like it did everyone, be it by blade or sickness. In her line of work, someone was bound to snatch the chance for revenge the moment she slipped up.
    

    
      Until then, she might as well enjoy it. She took a swig from the wine, letting the warmth surge down her throat and into her limbs.
    

    
      Filling a tin cup with the lukewarm water, Ryn poured it over her head, washing the soap from her hair, flooding it over her eyes. A chill worked over her scalp. Soon, winter would set in, and it would be too cold to wash.
    

    
      Lu’s footsteps sounded from the other room. She paused by the curtain. “So, this Lady Aurora. You think she can tame our wicked prince?”
    

    
      Ryn snorted. “If the rumors about Prince Zain are true, I doubt it.”
    

    
      “What did she look like?” Lu asked, trying to hide the thirst for gossip.
    

    
      “She was beautiful, but she looked like she had no desire to be here.” Ryn recalled the snobbish, bored look on her painted face.
    

    
      Lu hummed. “Maybe she and Zain are perfect for each other. Maybe they will bring out the good in each other and fall in love.”
    

    
      Ryn doubted it. More likely, they would live the rest of their lives hating one another while pretending otherwise. She took a long swig of the bottle. Not that she didn’t think love existed. Her parents were proof that it did.
    

    
      However, Ryn also knew she had a better chance at being stabbed in her sleep than finding it for herself.
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      Thrill of the Hunt
    

    
      Ryn
    

    
      Ages ago, the Abrani vampire clan had ruled northern Sovann. They thrived in the Red Forest and the foothills, preying upon anyone, fae or human, foolish enough to wander too close. Ryn didn’t know how or when the war began, only that it ended when Prince Victor Casiano led his newly formed Hunters against the home of the Abrani clan, ultimately decimating it. The land was annexed into Sovann, and when Victor became king, he transformed the vampire’s home into his own, renaming it Nightshade Keep.
    

    
      Three hundred years later, King Victor’s legion of Hunters were unrivaled in the realm. Their stupid plum capes and sun sigil were known in every corner. Ryn knew, because her father had told her and Lu stories of heroic Hunters, fearless and selfless warriors, who tracked ruthless and cruel vampires all over the snowy north and rid the world of their sinful existence. In the stories, Hunters tracked and killed not only vampires, but all manner of magic-twisted beings. Ghosts. Werewolves. Pixies.
    

    
      As a child, Ryn had thought of those plum capes as a symbol of good. Hunters were heroes, good-hearted and strong-willed and chivalrous. Then her magic manifested, and she grew to hate the shade. It instilled a deep-rooted fear that she could not shake. She became the evil the Hunters sought to eradicate from the world.
    

    
      Ryn’s body ached for sleep, but she refused to go to bed until Lu returned. She combed the tangles out of her hair by the window, watching the people passing by below as they carried buckets to and from the canal, chatting and laughing with each other, carving out an existence. She didn’t see that damned shade of plum anywhere. Hair combed, Ryn paced to stay awake. Lu worked as a seamstress, and she’d taken an order back to a client. If her sister did not return, Ryn would go find her. If someone had hurt her, Ryn would add another death to her soul.
    

    
      Ryn understood why Lu was anxious when Ryn came home late. People vanished in the slums. People were stabbed and left in alleys. People were arrested for whatever reason the guard made up. People just…didn’t come home.
    

    
      Midday slid across the sky, stretching the late autumn shadows across the floor, and when Ryn was about to go find her, Lu appeared in the window.
    

    
      “Where have you been?” Ryn said in a single breath.
    

    
      “Sorry. I was talking.” Lu set her basket on the floor. By the excess of faded red fabric, she’d brought home another project. By the dreadful look on her face and breathlessness in her words, something had happened. Before Ryn could ask, Lu added, “A body was found this morning. Bloodless. Shriveled like a raisin.”
    

    
      Ryn’s panic subsided. “Oh.”
    

    
      Lu’s stern expression and fearful eyes didn’t change. “Ryn, where did you go last night?”
    

    
      She hesitated to answer. They rarely talked about Ryn’s work.
    

    
      Lu stepped closer. “The body the Hunters found this morning was a block south of the dam. In an alley between Blackwall and Humphrey.
    

    
      Ryn’s heart plummeted. That was two blocks from their home. She whispered, “That wasn’t mine.”
    

    
      Fear cracked Lu’s stern expression, and she sank to the floor beside her basket. “That’s what I was afraid of. Everyone’s talking about the body. They say it was vampires, because no one else could’ve drained a body. I spent the walk back here telling myself it was you.”
    

    
      Ryn fisted her hands in her shirt. Icy cold dread coiled under her skin and sank like stones in her gut. For a bloodless body to have been found, it meant that there was either another blood enchantress, or more likely, there was a vampire.
    

    
      A vampire in the slums. Within walking distance of where she slept.
    

    
      “That would explain why there were so many Hunters in the market,” Ryn said, her voice weak.
    

    
      “They’re saying Hunters are sweeping the streets for the vampire,” Lu whispered.
    

    
      “I’ll be careful. I promise.” Ryn sat beside Lu and grabbed her sister’s cold, shaking hand in her own. “Nobel understands the risk Hunters pose, and he won’t send me out on a job that puts me in danger. I promise, Lu, I’ll be careful.”
    

    
      “No more using your magic to spite beggars.” Lu’s hand tightened on Ryn’s.
    

    
      “I promise not to use my magic to spite anyone.” Not that she ever did. She knew the risks, and she used her magic only when working for Nobel.
    

    
      Ryn waited to see if Lu added a clause to the promise, and when she didn’t, she released her death grip on her sister’s hand.
    

    
      “You should get some sleep,” Lu said. “You look awful, and I’ve got work to do. I’ll wake you if anything exciting happens.”
    

    
      Ryn retreated into the tiny bedroom she and Lu shared and collapsed onto the thin mattress. It had room for two, but they rarely slept at the same time. Ryn worked nights; Lu worked days.
    

    
      Sleep felt impossible. She kept thinking of the bloodless body in the slums. A vampire’s victim.
    

    
      It wasn’t the first drained body found in Calcurta, but the first so close to home. Bloodless bodies had been found sporadically over the past three hundred years, and a few of the more recent ones belonged to Ryn. But not all. Like Ryn, the vampires hid in the city’s shadows. Because of them, her crimes went unnoticed—everyone believed her bloodless bodies left by vampires, not an enchantress.
    

    
      Ryn rolled onto her side and pulled the thin blankets over her head. The Hunters wouldn’t find the vampire responsible for this body either. They would wander the slums for a few days, the trail would go cold, and then life would return to normal.
    

    
      ✯ ✯ ✯
    

    
      With no contract to keep her busy that evening, Ryn opted for a night out. She donned a red dress—a gift from Nobel when she needed a disguise for a higher end con of his—and headed north to a midtown tavern. The Smoking Barrel wasn’t the finest tavern, but it was far from the seediest. Low town folk went there to pretend they were richer than they were, and the wealthy folk went there because they didn’t want to go to their own dives. Ryn had picked many a rich man’s pocket in its dim light, and spent plenty of nights tangled with a stranger in the upstairs rooms.
    

    
      Candles filled the tavern with warm, flickering light. Laughter and chatter mingled with the stench of ale and burned meat. Hanging her cloak by the door, Ryn took a deep breath of the familiar space and surveyed the tavern’s crowd. She found her target immediately. Leaning on the bar was a beefy male with arrogance she could feel across the room. He wore decent clothes and new boots. He had money, which pegged him as someone coming to a tavern below his normal station to gamble or fuck without his regular society knowing. He was talking to a rat-faced male half his size, meaning he needed to feel in charge. An easy, predictable target.
    

    
      Ryn sauntered toward the beefy male. Eyes snagged on her as she passed. Her red dress was inappropriate in all the right ways, low cut to show off the swell of her breasts, close-fitted to hug the curve of her hips, and the perfect material to show off the swagger in each step.
    

    
      She tried to catch his eye, but he seemed more interested in the conversation. The rat-faced male noticed her approach, and a grin stretched his thin lips as he took her in head to toe. Then the big male noticed her, but Ryn pretended to ignore him. Males like him hated to be ignored, and jealousy made her job easier.
    

    
      Ryn leaned on the bar and signaled for a drink, and as the tankard of ale landed on the counter, the rat-faced male set down a coin.
    

    
      “A drink for the lady?” asked the rat-faced male.
    

    
      Ryn pretended gratitude. “I never turn down a gift, especially a drink.”
    

    
      Rat-Face grinned. Behind him, the beefy male scowled at Ryn, like she had interrupted something. Ryn sipped the ale—lukewarm and frothy but free—and reassessed the two strangers. Rat-Face wasn’t badly dressed. While dirty, his clothes were decent quality. A gold bead adorned his left ear. It screamed poorly managed money.
    

    
      Beef was better dressed and well kept, yet scars dotted his hands and the bit of his forearms she could see. He had money for nice clothes, but he knew how to fight.
    

    
      Interesting. Had she interrupted someone else’s con?
    

    
      “We were getting ready for a game of cards.” Rat-Face looked Ryn up and down. “I could use a good luck charm.”
    

    
      She flashed him a wicked grin. “I just so happen to feel incredibly lucky tonight.”
    

    
      Rat-Face guided Ryn to the table. It looked as if a game had recently ended. Cards were strewed across the table, and a blond male with an unruly beard was gathering and shuffling.
    

    
      Rat-Face sat, pulling Ryn into his lap. Beef sat, and Ryn caught the slightest jingle of coins. She eyed Beef, hoping to catch his attention, but his gaze was pinned on the shuffling cards.
    

    
      “Why don’t I do that? Go get yourself a drink, on me.” Beef set a few silvers on the table and slid them to Beard.
    

    
      “If you insist.” Beard grabbed the coins and headed to the bar. By the slur to his words, he’d already had a few too many.
    

    
      Beef shuffled, and Ryn suspected he cheated. She didn’t gamble and didn’t have the patience to learn sleight-of-hand, but why else offer to shuffle at the expense of coin? Unless he knew he would make those silvers back with interest. Beef’s gaze flickered up and briefly met Ryn’s, then moved over her head. To the bar.
    

    
      Footsteps sounded on Ryn’s left. A dark-haired male approached the table. He was tall and viciously handsome with tousled black hair and glittering blue eyes. Pointed ears marked him with strong fae blood, and he carried himself like he knew it.
    

    
      Flashing a cocky grin, the dark-haired male dropped a fat coin purse onto the table. “Mind if I join?”
    

    
      Beef eyed the purse like a drunk eyed a tankard. The suspicion and annoyance vanished from his features, and he smiled at the stranger. “If you’re willing to lose those coins, have a seat.”
    

    
      The dark-haired male sat with controlled, fluid grace. His voice matched his looks, a delectable sound in her ears, velvet cultured with a noble’s lilt. Posh and educated, dark and decadent. A promise wrapped in silk and gold. It made her toes curl in her heeled boots. Oh, she could listen to him talk for a while.
    

    
      Beef eyed the beautiful noble with a barely masked scheme unfolding behind his eyes. Ryn recognized the look. Beef planned to cheat the noble out of every coin before the night was over, and then Ryn would steal it from Beef.
    

    
      The plan was simple.
    

    
      Beard returned, and another game began. Beef talked during his turn, distracting the others with jokes and lewd stories. It was a trick Ryn knew—when stealing, keep eyes off the hands. The distraction worked on Beard and Rat-Face, but after five rounds, Beef had only won two, and the dark-haired noble had won three.
    

    
      Beef stared daggers at the noble and forced a chuckle as he shuffled. “Beginner’s luck.”
    

    
      “Or just plain luck.” The noble tilted his tankard toward Beef before taking a drink.
    

    
      “Another round!” Beef motioned toward the bar.
    

    
      A cheer resounded around the table, and Ryn joined. The ale coursed through her bloodstream, not enough to inebriate her. She didn’t have to be sober to rob a drunk, she just needed to be more sober than the target. She accepted another ale and laughed at Rat-Face’s stupid joke, too loud like a good ole drunk.
    

    
      As Beef dealt another hand, Ryn glanced at the dark-haired noble. His brilliant sapphire gaze met hers, and then he winked. Fucking winked.
    

    
      Her drunken smile wavered. She found herself glancing at him through the next several rounds, at his tousled hair and pale skin and handsome grin. She caught him more than a few times eyeing her cleavage, and Rat-Face’s hand on her thigh.
    

    
      Tonight was going to be exciting.
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      The Wrong Target
    

    
      Ryn
    

    
      Ryn laughed too loud at the drunken jokes, none of which were funny. But they were drunk, and she was supposed to be drunk, so she laughed. A few more drinks, and she would have to stop. She needed to maintain her wit, and she did not want to be caught unaware on the lap of Rat-Face. He was the type to fuck her while unconscious.
    

    
      She was the type to hunt him down and leave him in pieces.
    

    
      Ryn glanced at the beautiful noble.
    

    
      He had steadily drunk, and it showed in his eyes. The sharpness had ebbed into the utterly delight of drunkenness. Those sparkling blue eyes of his met hers. There was something unsettling about his gaze, as if he knew her game, as if he could see through her.
    

    
      She winked.
    

    
      He sniggered into his ale. He was handsome without a smile, but with one, he was devastating.
    

    
      Clearly, she had picked the wrong target.
    

    
      She’d picked Rat-Face because of the promise of coin, but as the night wore on, she didn’t know if fucking him was worth any amount of gold. Sitting this close to him, she felt a whisper of the grim coating his soul. Nasty thing.
    

    
      But the dark-haired noble with the lovely smile? She would bed him for free. For fun.
    

    
      Ryn tore her gaze from the handsome noble only to find Rat-Face ogling her cleavage like he had never seen breasts before. She fought the urge to shove him away and instead flashed him a too-happy grin. Painted, like her lips.
    

    
      Despite the drinking, the beautiful noble hadn’t lost all his coin. He’d won enough that Beef was scowling. As the round ended, the noble let his cards fall.
    

    
      He won.
    

    
      Beef jumped to his feet. He grabbed the handsome noble by the shirt, hoisting him out of his chair with such speed, both his own and the noble’s chair toppled over. Ryn jumped from Rat-Face’s lap with horror painted on her face, while Rat-Face bolted a table away, putting several other patrons between himself and Beef. The chair smacked against the wooden floor, and it might as well have been a scream for the silence it caused.
    

    
      Beard was unaffected by the scuffle. He gathered up the cards to shuffle.
    

    
      A stone-faced male by the bar jumped to his feet, hand on the sword barely hidden under his cloak, eyes on Beef.
    

    
      “You cheating?” Beef growled. His knuckles on the noble’s shirt went white.
    

    
      The beautiful noble didn’t look at all worried about the mountain of a male leering over him. His lips curved into a smug grin, and he said in mock-innocence, “Cheating? Me? Of course not, good sir.” In a voice that sent a shiver down Ryn’s spine, he added, “But can you say the same?”
    

    
      “I think he’s right,” said Rat-Face, from his safe distance away from Beef. “You was pulling some awful good moves.”
    

    
      “Yeah,” said Beard. “Cough out those sleeves.”
    

    
      By now, the entire tavern was watching. Eager for entertainment. Eager for a brawl. A few looked ready to join. And Ryn stood awkwardly a step and a half from the source of the commotion. She took a delicate step away, then another.
    

    
      The barkeeper glanced toward his hired-help near the back wall, two tough-looking males in leather armor and armed with steel.
    

    
      Beef noticed and threw the noble—into Ryn. She caught him, and by some miracle, she didn’t topple over with his weight. He staggered, ale strong on his breath, and latched an arm around her to keep himself from falling. Beef’s gaze swept over Ryn, not even lingering on the exposed swell of her breasts. Disinterested. She would have normally felt put-off by it, but then his gaze lingered on the handsome noble she supported. That gaze lingered a heartbeat too long.
    

    
      Ah. Her attempts to woo him wouldn’t have worked, regardless of her dress or lip color. She could’ve paraded into the tavern naked, and Beef wouldn’t have cared. She lacked his preferred assets.
    

    
      “Apologies, miss,” the noble purred in her ear. His warm breath bounced off her temple as his gaze swept over her body. “For my current lack of coordination.”
    

    
      His gaze sent gooseflesh across her skin and heat dancing under her belly. She flashed him a smile and straightened his shirt collar. The material was expensive, though it looked common. Who was this male? Nobles tended to dress up, to look richer than they were. The only nobles who dressed down were those with wealth to hide.
    

    
      The really rich ones.
    

    
      She had picked the wrong target.
    

    
      She pressed herself against the drunken noble and slid her leg between his, nudging his groin with her thigh. He responded to her touch, a villainous grin stretching his handsome face.
    

    
      The stone-faced male from the bar appeared at the noble’s side, looking partly horrified. He said in a voice that matched his face, “We should go.”
    

    
      “Not now, Neville. The night isn’t over yet.” Despite the slur, the words rolled off his tongue, dark and sensuous. He slid his arm around Ryn’s shoulders, pulling her chest against his. The grip wasn’t rough or possessive; it was loose enough she could have ducked under it. “Do you have plans this evening, my lady?”
    

    
      Neville did not hide his disgust. He was a guard then, for this noble. They’d both disguised themselves as commoners.
    

    
      Ignoring the guard, Ryn whispered, “Not anymore. What do you have in mind, good sir?”
    

    
      He chuckled, and the sound let loose butterflies in her chest. She hadn’t felt butterflies in a long time. It felt foolish. In any other fashion, this noble would be vastly out of her league. On any other night, he wouldn’t have looked once at her.
    

    
      But fate had spliced their paths tonight.
    

    
      And graced her with a golden opportunity.
    

    
      “A room, Neville.” The noble nodded toward the bar. “Or two, you know. For privacy.”
    

    
      “Or just one if you’re feeling up to it,” Ryn added, winking at Neville.
    

    
      The handsome noble chuckled. Neville looked like he would rather eat horse shit, but he marched to the bar.
    

    
      The noble pulled her closer. A fluttering heat surged from her toes into fingers, pooling between her legs. Her mind conjured the image of him bending her over a table in the middle of the tavern—it dissolved when Neville returned with two room keys.
    

    
      Ryn and the handsome noble staggered up the rickety wooden stairs with Neville a step behind.
    

    
      He stumbled more than a few times, and by the time Neville unlocked their door, they were a giggling mess of limbs. They stumbled into the room, and Neville shut the door with a disapproving scowl. Ryn ignored his disgust. The guard didn’t matter; the rich noble mattered. He pulled her body flush against his, and rather than fall into the bed, they fell against the wall.
    

    
      His mouth crashed against hers. She tugged his shirt free of his trousers and slid her fingers along the taut skin underneath. A shiver ran through him, all the way into his lips. He lacked the soft body of a noble; instead, lean muscle met her touch. She slid her hands over his flat stomach, his taut back, and teased her nails into his skin. He groaned into her neck, giving a quick thrust of his hips into hers.
    

    
      She fingered the clasp of his belt, and nearly had it undone when he stumbled—his hitched breath was the only warning before they fell. Ryn twisted, and they landed on the bed with a loud squeak.
    

    
      The noble laughed, the sound dark velvet like sin. He tried to sit up, but she pushed him back onto the bed and straddled his hips. He started to say something, but she pressed her mouth against his, swallowing his words before they formed.
    

    
      His hand slid along her thigh, through the slit in the dress, and gripped her hip. She shuddered at his hand against her bare skin, and she imagined that hand between her legs. His grip was gentle, almost timid. His lips mirrored the gentle touch, but it didn’t stop her from imagining those lips and his tongue elsewhere. Molten desire prodded low in her belly.
    

    
      She broke their kiss to adjust her legs enough to slide her hands between them. She felt along his middle, the obvious belt with one coin purse, and the hidden coin purse. Not a total idiot, then. She undid his belt, unlaced his trousers, and palmed him—he didn’t respond to the touch.
    

    
      A quip formed on her tongue, but she held it; the noble’s eyes were closed, and his lips were slack.
    

    
      The rich, drunk fool had already passed out. His black hair flounced around his head like a dark halo, curling at the ends. Beautiful while drunk, and he would still be beautiful with a hangover.
    

    
      Ryn sat back, desire waning as her frustration mounted.
    

    
      Fine. She could play this game too, even if sex would have been fun. She untied the coin purse from his belt and peeked inside. Copper, a few silver, and two gold. A quick search of his person revealed a hidden coin purse. It held more gold than she could count. Twenty, at least. Ryn snorted. Anyone else, and she would have felt bad about leaving him broke and hungover, but judging by his clothes and his hired help, he could afford to lose twenty gold.
    

    
      Ryn, on the other hand, couldn’t afford not to take it. It was rent for a year. It was coal for the rest of the winter. It was enough food to fill their bellies for weeks. It was her not lying awake at night worrying about money.
    

    
      A bit of remorse slithered through her heart, but she pushed it down. Before she could change her mind, she took the coin and slipped out the window.
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      Debt
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      Ryn rolled out of bed the next afternoon, only she wasn’t alone. Lu slept on her back, arm thrown over her eyes. Ryn blinked at her sister. Lu should have been awake and working on one of her sewing projects. Instead, her cheeks were flushed, her hair damp at the temples and neck. Ryn pressed the back of her hand against Lu’s cheek.
    

    
      Burning hot.
    

    
      Too hot, sickly hot.
    

    
      Panic banished her grogginess. Ryn was no healer, but she knew a fever when she felt one. Just like the fever that had taken their father, then their mother. A fever was the harbinger of the death to come.
    

    
      “Lu?” Ryn asked, panic turning slippery cold. “Lu, are you all right?”
    

    
      Lu shifted her arm to peek at Ryn with one eye. She struggled to focus.
    

    
      “When did this start?” Ryn asked.
    

    
      “I don’t know,” Lu said, her voice small and meek. “This morning?”
    

    
      Ryn bit her lip. “I’ll go fetch medicine. I’ll be back as quick as I can.”
    

    
      Lu didn’t argue. Instead, shut her eyes.
    

    
      Ryn washed her face in cool water, dressed in dirty clothes she hadn’t had time to wash, and grabbed the few coins they had left. They’d spent the stolen gold on food, supplies for their home, a bolt of soft fabric for Lu. Rushing to the street, Ryn didn’t dwell on how much medicine would cost and how she had spent almost all her coin on securing their winter.
    

    
      No healer in the market had the medicine. With each, her gut twisted. She ended up at Leander’s last. He was haggling with an older female with a scar on her left cheek and scratch leathers. Mercenary, likely. Ryn took her time eyeing the cases of medicines and herbal remedies locked tightly behind the counter.
    

    
      Ryn fought not to tap her nails on the counter while Leander finished haggling, and when he finally bid goodbye to his customer, she whirled around.
    

    
      “Welcome back, little dove. What can I do for you today?” Leander leaned onto the counter. His use of Nobel’s nickname pricked against her unease.
    

    
      “I need something to break a fever,” Ryn said. “My sister is sick.”
    

    
      Leander didn’t look the least bit sympathetic. “That’s going to cost a pretty coin. Several, actually. That stuff has been hotter than diamonds since the last round of winter sickness. Most folk south of the Black River can’t get their hands on it, regardless of how much coin they have.”
    

    
      “I know,” Ryn said, biting back her bitterness and urgency. She also knew how quickly a fever could take a person if left unchecked. “But Nobel isn’t most people. He can get anything if the coin is right. How much?”
    

    
      Leander considered her. “This is hard to come by. I can’t wiggle the price, even for you. One hundred gold.”
    

    
      The floor fell out from under her feet. She grabbed the edge of the counter to keep herself upright. One hundred gold? She had a few bronze pieces, two silver, and one gold in her purse. Even if she’d kept the noble’s twenty gold, she wouldn’t have enough.
    

    
      Leander’s brows came together. He knew.
    

    
      She set her pitiful purse on the counter. “A down payment, and I will owe Nobel the rest. He knows I am good on my word, and he knows where I live.”
    

    
      “Are you sure?” Leander’s brows rose.
    

    
      “Yes.” Her voice came out firm.
    

    
      Leander blew out a disbelieving breath. “Desperate, are we?”
    

    
      For Lu, she would do whatever Nobel asked of her. She would bloody her hands for years so Lu didn’t work in this heartless city or find a husband who could provide. Ryn could take care of both of them. She would darken her soul so Lu didn’t have to.
    

    
      Leander hesitated, giving her the option to change her mind.
    

    
      She didn’t.
    

    
      Sighing, Leander vanished behind the curtain. A few locks jingled, a loose floorboard creaked, and he returned with a small bottle of white and green dried herbs. White powder settled on the bottom—ground saint’s root, the near priceless herb that everyone had sought during the previous winter. Many of the plants had been killed in a late frost that spring, and with a diminished supply and high demand, Ryn didn’t want to know how much a bottle cost at the average shop.
    

    
      She took the small bottle and tucked it into one of the hidden pockets of her tailcoat. “Thank you. Whatever he needs, send the contract my way.”
    

    
      “Oh, he will.” Leander pushed her coin purse back across the counter. “He loves people being in debt to him, you know.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      She would regret it when he came calling. Nobel wasn’t known for his compassion or understanding.
    

    
      “Oh, well, as long as you know you’ve just sold your soul for a few herbs, then I don’t feel so bad.” Leander shrugged and offered her a small smile.
    

    
      She didn’t return it. She hadn’t sold her soul for a few herbs. She’d sold it to save her sister. Bottle in hand, pitiful few coins in her purse, she headed back to the hovel before the fever could take Lu too.
    

    
      Lu hadn’t moved. Ryn heated clean water over the stove, and mixed in a dose of the herbs. She stirred it like she had once done for their mother, while she wasted away in bed and Lu taught herself how to sew with their mother’s abandoned supplies. It smelled horrible, like sickness and death, like the sick houses in winter. She let it cool slightly then brought it to the bedside. Lu didn’t fight as Ryn helped her sit up and held the cup to her lips. She drank without protest or complaint.
    

    
      Was Lu thinking of their mother?
    

    
      Ryn hid the medicine in the bedroom. Lorelei, goddess of healing and health, frowned on unwanted guests entering the room of a sick person. Luckily, most thieves were horribly superstitious. An old fae legend warned that if one entered the bedroom of a dying person, the ghost of that sickness would follow them home. No decent thief would come into Lu’s room for anything, especially not to hunt for valuables.
    

    
      Dusk settled over Calcurta, and with it came moonless cold. The prelude to the incoming winter, the endless nights and brutal cold. Ryn waited in the main room, practiced her stitches on one of Lu’s abandoned swaths, and waited for word from Nobel. She lacked their mother’s skill with the needle, though she could manage a few rows of stitches. They weren’t perfect, nothing like what Lu could do.
    

    
      She dusted. She fixed the broken hinge on the cabinet. She washed her dirty clothes and hung them to dry. The cool night air was tolerable, and she donned one of her father’s old tunics. From the window, she spotted flickers of light in the hovels, shadows moving about on the street below. This side of the city never really went to bed.
    

    
      Dawn brightened in the east, and still no word came. Ryn’s chest tightened. Those within Nobel’s debt were often conscripted for the contracts no one else wanted or could complete. Suicide missions. She hoped Nobel thought her too valuable to expend. How many other blood enchantresses did he have in his employ?
    

    
      She could fetch her own blood and peddle to the alchemists, but word would reach Nobel. She couldn’t cut him out of a profit. He would be furious. Most alchemists wouldn’t buy from her anyway, in fear of his wrath. Not to mention, she didn’t know any of his blood clients, and she couldn’t wander into every shop and offer a bottle. The Hunters would be on her like flies on a corpse.
    

    
      Hunters patrolled the dark street. Looking for their vampire. Their plum capes were beacons, even in the dark.
    

    
      Rumors whispered of vampires hiding in the darkest corners of the city, where sunlight never touched. Ryn could sell blood to them, but at what cost? There was a chance she wouldn’t make it out of the encounter alive. And she would have to find them first.
    

    
      No, that wasn’t a viable option.
    

    
      Ryn fed Lu another dose of the medicine near midday. She seemed better, or maybe Ryn just wanted her to be better. She didn’t know what she would do if Lu died. Lu was the last bit of hope she clung to, and if she didn’t have her sister to worry about, nothing would stop Ryn from losing herself.
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      Ryn
    

    
      Four days, and Ryn received no word from Nobel. The air turned cold. The herbs were running low. Another dose, and they would be gone. Lu was doing better. The glassy look in her eyes had ebbed, she could hold a simple conversation, and she wasn’t burning to the touch. She ate almost an entire orange Ryn had stolen from the busy market.
    

    
      But they would need more medicine. The fever dwindled but did not break.
    

    
      She couldn’t borrow more from Nobel. She would have to find a way to make gold. Fast. It would take too long to scam enough drunk men out of their coin. She knew another way—higher risk, but better payout. It would take all night and likely some of the day.
    

    
      Midafternoon, Ryn retrieved their mother’s bow from the bedroom cabinet. She had kept it in good condition—once in a while, a contract called for an arrow through the heart, when Nobel wanted people to know about it. An old quiver held five plain arrows, fletched by one of Nobel’s contacts.
    

    
      As the autumn set fell toward the west, Ryn added layers against the cold air that would arrive come dusk. She wore thick leggings that had once been her mother’s, an extra pair of socks, and two tunics. They were all barely more than rags, but she would need the layers after dark. She fastened her father’s old wool cloak over her shoulders.
    

    
      Lu sat in the main room, slowly stitching one of her projects. She looked ashen in the candlelight, and the shadows pooled under her cheekbones.
    

    
      “I’m sure I’ll be okay,” Lu said when Ryn slung the quiver over her shoulders.
    

    
      “I’m not taking the chance.” Ryn fingered the old clasp on the cloak. Their father had insisted he was all right, as had their mother. Both were gone within days.
    

    
      Lu pursed her lips. She didn’t argue, like she was thinking of their parents too.
    

    
      “I’ll be back by dawn,” Ryn promised, like she did each time she left.
    

    
      “I’ll be here.” Lu focused on her stitches.
    

    
      People went missing in Calcurta every day, and the guard couldn’t search for them all. If Ryn didn’t come home, Lu would be on her own.
    

    
      That wouldn’t happen.
    

    
      Ryn would return as a ghost if she needed to. Anything to protect Lu.
    

    
      ✯ ✯ ✯
    

    
      Ryn tiptoed through the whispering rust-colored leaves of the Red Forest. Twilight streaked the western sky with indigo and amber. The moon draped the forest in silver, muting the jewel tones of the maples for which the forest had been named. In the height of autumn, the trees were awash in crimson.
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