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      Let’s chat real quick about what to expect in this book. This is a fantasy novel that contains adult content and situations. If it was a movie, it would probably be rated “R” for violence, language, and sexual content.

      Did you read that last sentence in the movie guy voice? Because I definitely did.

      Seriously though, both of the main characters are morally grey and have zero qualms about killing people. Which they do. Often and brutally.

      Also… quick little note on language. I am a strange, strange person, and I’ve lived a bit of an odd life. I was born and raised in California, but was mostly raised by my Canadian grandmother and was then unofficially adopted by an Irish family in my late teens. You might be wondering why I’m mentioning this, and the reason is that I have a bit of a magpie approach when it comes to the English language.

      Sometimes I like the American English spelling… sometimes I’m really attached to that extra “u” and go for the non-American version. Variety is the spice of life y’all.

      Bless the soul of my copy-editor because she just sighs heavily at the start of each manuscript and deals with my eccentricities. So if you’re an American and looking at a word and thinking it’s not spelt right… it is most likely the non-American version of the word.
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      This is for all my queer nonbinary folks.

      You are fucking perfect.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Scythe

        

      

    

    
      “What in all the hells is that?” the man screams as his ass hits the ground and he scrambles away. His less-than-graceful retreat cuts off when a body falls from the trees and lands directly behind him. Unfortunately in his haste, he couldn’t stop in time, so he ends up halfway over his disemboweled friend. “Oh fuck!” He yanks his hand out of his friend’s bloody mess of an abdomen and pales at the gore dripping off it.

      “Her?” I stroke the feline’s head when she bumps it against my waist. “Her name is Necos, and it’s funny that you mention the hells.” I point my scythe—still dripping with blood—at him. “Because she’s what’s commonly referred to as a devil cat.”

      In truth, she is an eastern mountain panther, but ‘devil cat’ has a nice ring to it, and considering her red eyes take on a bit of a glow at night, the name is apt. Necos purrs loudly as I reach under her chin to give her a good scratch.

      “You’re her! You’re Scythe!” The raider pales even further. “I thought you were a myth!”

      “Is that why you decided to trespass in my forest?” I twirl the weapon that gave me my nickname, sending flecks of blood flying. The man flinches as some of it lands on his cheek. “Clearly you’re not from Eleoyn. Everyone there is well aware that the Witch of the Woods is flesh and blood, and they always come with far greater numbers than this.” I glance around at the various body parts lying on the forest floor—some of them my work and others that of Necos and her pride. “Where are you from, friend?”

      His tear-filled blue eyes watch in horror as one of the panthers leaps down from the trees to pick up an arm before disappearing back into the branches. “Ae-Ae-Aestelas.” His voice shakes as he speaks.

      “Interesting.” I place the end of my scythe’s long handle against the ground and lean on it like a staff. “You traveled all the way here from the opposite corner of the continent. Why?” I ask calmly. My little sister, Astria, refers to this tone as my “Scary Death Witch” voice. She isn’t wrong. It tends to unnerve people when I speak as if we’re discussing the weather while I’m covered in the blood and gore of their friends.

      The forest can get lonely sometimes. I have to do something for entertainment.

      “There’s a rumor…” He presses his lips firmly together before shaking his head violently. “I don’t know anything! Was just a hired guide, that’s all. I swear!”

      “Do you know why they call me the Witch of the Woods?” I start humming a tune, the low, dark sound carrying through the trees until it reverberates around us.

      “What are you doing?” Panic flares on his face, and this time, he doesn’t let the body of his dead friend stop him. He scuttles away, twisting to jump back to his feet, but immediately crashes down when the intestines he tore from the corpse trip him up.

      I keep humming, and the silver tattoo of a serpent winding its way up my right arm starts to glow, as does the tattoo of a rearing buck with a full set of antlers on my left arm. Magic courses through and fills the air—dark and ominous.

      Once upon a time, I used my magic for something other than death. Before the corruption, greed, and fear spread through the four kingdoms. Before my people left me here. The Last Guardian of the Wilds.

      That is the other title the humans gave me. It is a lie. There is another to the west, but sooner or later, one of us will fall, and then I suppose the remaining one could truly bear the title.

      Half a dozen dark, slithering forms slip from the trees. Their nearly ten-foot-long bodies easily glide over the roots, fallen branches, and rocks on the forest floor.

      The raider screams and leaps to his feet, only to be knocked down by Necos as she slams into his back. As soon as he hits the ground, she nimbly jumps off him and into the branches above with the rest of the panthers. Glowing red eyes watch as the serpents close in.

      I plant my foot on the man’s chest after he flips onto his back. He struggles for a few seconds but freezes when the blade of my double-edged scythe kisses his throat, drawing a trickle of blood.

      “Please,” he pleads as one of the serpents slides over his chest and another flicks out its forked tongue next to his eye.

      I stop humming, but the magic permeating the air remains. “Most people think a witch’s tattoos correspond to specific abilities.” The antlers of the buck on my left arm shimmer as I move my arm to show it off more. “They’re wrong; our tattoos are a reflection of our soul and our bond to the forest. Always two animals—one prey and one predator because you cannot have one without the other.”

      He whimpers as the snake on his chest raises its head to stare at him over the scythe. Its yellow eyes shine brightly against its obsidian black scales.

      “Sylan’s asper,” I tell him. “The song I hummed summoned them here. They’re only found in this forest.” One of the aspers winds its way up the scythe’s handle and rests its triangular head on my arm. I smile at it. “Their venom is necrotic and also causes paralysis.” I look away from the serpent to meet the man’s terrified eyes. “In other words, you won’t be able to move as your body slowly rots. Excruciating way to die.”

      “I’ll tell you anything!” He squeezes his eyes shut as the asper smelling his cheek crawls over his face to coil on the other side, ready to strike.

      A mild wave of disappointment flashes through me. Given that small amount of backbone he showed earlier, I thought he would’ve held out longer.

      “How lovely.” I lift my foot off his chest but keep the scythe at his throat. “Go on then.”

      “Call them off!” Trembles race through his body, and I have to pull my scythe away so I don’t accidentally slice his neck open, then a hum slips from my lips, melodic and peaceful. One by one, all the aspers disperse back into the forest—except the one resting its head on my right arm. That one climbs further up until it moves around my shoulders and then back down my left arm.

      “You were saying something about a rumor?” I drawl.

      Slowly, he opens his eyes and peers around, his expression relaxing for a moment when he sees the aspers have left but quickly blanching upon spotting the remaining one on my arm. Necos leaps down from the trees and prowls towards me—ignoring the serpent—and a low rumble pours from her throat as she looks at the raider.

      “I suggest you answer quickly,” I say mildly. “My friend is hungry.”

      “The Eleoyn King has increased the reward!” he blurts. “It’s nothing official yet. He’s only offered it to the top tier of the mage hunters—the ones who have killed the most Obscuras.”

      A small amount of dread pools in my gut, not at the mention of the Obscuras—rebel mages—being killed in droves, but because I know what is required to claim the reward, which is cutting a safe path through my forest to the Wilds up north. It’s the untamed land that no one from the four kingdoms has set foot in for the last few centuries, not since the Malovian War that ravaged the continent and resulted in the kingdoms being formed in the first place. The Eleoyn King doesn’t want to visit the Wilds for its beauty—he desires the vast resources it contains.

      Before all trade stopped between the northern part of the continent above the Obsidian Mountains and the four kingdoms, there was a steady supply of gems and other minerals that the mages require for most of their casting. Not to mention all the nobles who love to cover themselves in shiny jewels.

      When it became clear that the four kingdoms were on a downward trajectory though, the denizens of the Wilds—mostly werewolf packs, dryads, and nymphs—pulled back and chose to isolate themselves instead. They’d had enough of war and wanted no further part of the madness the rest of the continent was wading into.

      The rulers of the various kingdoms did not take this news well, but it is no easy feat to get to the Wilds. Before they can even attempt to traverse the Obsidian Mountains, they have to get through me or my fellow guardian to the west. I don’t know why he feels compelled to be a guardian, but the witches swore an oath to protect our forest and those who dwell beyond the Obsidian Mountains. My kin might have abandoned that purpose, but I will not.

      “So the king increased the reward—and what? You lot thought you could just cut a trail through my forest?” I cock my head. “No one has walked into these woods and out again in over a century. What exactly made you think you were special?”

      “Why do you even care about guarding this place? We all saw the witches set sail for Arandia twelve years ago, which means they left you behind,” he counters in a voice that barely trembles. I’m marginally impressed that he managed to dig down deep to find his balls again. “Why do you still fight when you know your death and the conquering of the Wilds is inevitable? You shouldn’t be here anymore.”

      The fear still present in his eyes betrays the bravado he’s trying to pull off.

      “Oh? Do you—a human—presume to tell me where I should be?” I let out a low chuckle. “These are my woods. Even if you thought I was a myth, you must have known something prowled this forest. Otherwise, the four kingdoms would have marched through it long ago to pollute the Wilds with their greed as they have their own lands.”

      “I don’t have anything else to tell you.” The raider’s gaze flicks quickly between me, the serpent, and the panther. “Everyone knows the Eleoyn King is desperate to get through these woods, so if one of us can create a safe trail, surely he’ll reward us for our efforts! That’s all this was! I’ve caused you no harm!”

      Tension bleeds through the air for several moments as I ponder him. “Very well.” I move away from him and wave a hand at a break in the trees leading away from here. “If you truly haven’t harmed me, then you can leave.”

      He quickly gets to his feet and takes a few steps towards the path to freedom before freezing. “Is . . . is this a trick?”

      I smile. “That depends.”

      “On what?” he asks shakily.

      “I am the forest.” I raise the asper to my face and nuzzle its nose with my own. “And the forest is me.” My silver eyes fall on the raider. “If you’ve harmed the forest, then you’ve harmed me.”

      His hands fall to a pouch attached to his belt.

      “That’s what I thought.” I shake my head as if I’m disappointed, when, really, I’ve known all along how this was going to play out. Perhaps Astria is right and I do spend too much time with the panthers, but I can’t help but play with my food before I eat it.

      Granted, I won’t be eating the hunter, but my forest is always hungry.

      The raider spins on his heels and bolts, only to let out a cry as a root from a large oak tree rips from the earth to trip him. In an instant, Necos lands on his back, pinning him to the earth as I stroll forward.

      “You and your men raided a den of Tremarcian bears while their mother was out. The teeth of the cubs are in your pouch. I can still feel their anguish and fear.” I slam my scythe into his leg and cherish the sound of his screams. “The forest will claim what it is owed.”

      The asper slides down my arm and onto the ground beside the man as he alternates between sobbing and cursing. This is exactly why I hate the raiders. At least the mage hunters can be a challenge for me. The raiders just pillage my lands and then get all hysterical when I pull their bodies apart piece by piece or let some of the beasties chew on their flesh. They don’t even have the decency to make me earn their screams of terror.

      Pathetic. I could be enjoying a late-afternoon nap right now.

      I pull my blade free and watch as he tries to drag himself away, only to cry out as the asper strikes him. Summoning the last of his strength, the raider lunges to his feet and takes off as fast as he can deeper into the woods.

      I debate telling him he’s going the wrong way, but why bother? It’s not like he’d ever reach the border of the land I claim as mine. And he wouldn’t make it far even if he weren’t practically dragging his wounded leg behind him. He’s got a mile at most, then his body will give out as the venom courses through his blood and rots him from the inside out.

      Necos lets out an annoyed chuffing sound as we watch the raider.

      “Don’t be like that,” I chide her. “Your pride has plenty to eat. It’s not my fault you’re fussy about meat and don’t like things killed by the asper. Ingesting their venom won’t hurt you at all.”

      The panther gives me a baleful look before turning around and heading back to her pack, then I watch as the asper glides into the forest. At least the serpents aren’t fussy.

      I look up through the forest canopy to the bright summer sky. The hunt didn’t take nearly as long as I hoped, nor was it all that satisfying. I know the myths that surround me, that I can feel anyone who sets foot in my woods and am aware of every step and trespass they commit in my domain. It isn’t true though. Not exactly. I can feel anything within roughly a mile radius, but the mage hunters have ways of disguising their presences. They are, after all, mages themselves. The only difference between them and the Obscuras is that their magic is sanctioned by the king.

      This had to be at least the tenth group of raiders to plunder my forest as they tried to find a way to the Wilds. They aren’t a danger to me—I kill them with laughable ease—but they have a tendency to slaughter the young and innocent denizens of my home, and that annoys me.

      I just want to fight someone who can take a stab to the chest and try to hack my head off in retaliation. Is that really so much to ask for?

      The scent of blood must have roused the jackals from their den despite it still being daytime because a symphony of barks and cackles sound throughout the trees. At least they aren’t picky eaters.

      With some reluctance, I turn to the north and start walking. Three taps to the ring on my right pinky finger, and the scythe vanishes. Mage magic is good for some things. If only there were some way to magically fix things between me and my sister. We’d been in the middle of an argument when I sensed the intruders and seized the opportunity to get away.

      I was hoping I could work out my aggression on them, but that wasn’t the case, and now, without the raiders distracting me, all the frustration and anger I felt earlier comes rushing back in. I love my sister more than anything, but I don’t know how to talk to her anymore. These past few months, it feels like everything I say is wrong and just furthers this divide between us.

      I glance down at my clothes. Blood and what I think might be a bit of brain matter are splattered across my light green top, courtesy of Necos grabbing one of the raiders, hauling him up a tree, and then dropping him onto a boulder below. My dark brown pants aren’t in much better shape. I’m also soaked in sweat thanks to the hot summer day.

      Instead of turning towards home, I head in the opposite direction towards a nearby stream. I’ll clean up and maybe use this time to figure out what to say to Astria, hopefully something that won’t result in us fighting again. Plus, I further rationalize, this will give her some time to cool off, and I’ll be less frustrated when I return as well.

      This is a good plan, I assure myself. We’ll both be in a better state of mind, and we’ll be able to have a rational conversation like two adults.
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        * * *

      

      “If you’re so eager to die, I can just slit your throat here!” I pull my favorite dagger from the sheath on my thigh and point it at the blonde-haired young woman before me. Between the weapon and the fact that my words are barely more than a snarl, she should be trembling. Just last month, a mage hunter decked out in full armor and sporting a ridiculously large broadsword pissed himself at the sight of me.

      The difference between that man and my younger sister is that she has a spine. I would know—I raised her to have one.

      Really regretting that now.

      “If you’re so eager to be dramatic, I can build a stage for you here,” Astria snaps back. “Necos and the rest of the panthers can be your audience!”

      Necos cracks open one bright green eye before closing it again, then lets out a low, grumbling noise that very clearly says she is not happy about our argument ruining her nap.

      I inhale deeply and try to calm down a little. Up until the last few months, my sister and I had never argued once. I’d fought with everyone else in my family, but she and I are always on the same team—until that damn human showed up and stole her heart.

      “Astria,” I say evenly. “You know it’s not safe beyond these woods.” I fling my hand out and point south. “Mage hunters are crawling all over the Eleoyn Kingdom, and the borders are shut down to the other three—not that they’re any safer. I can protect you here, but not out there.”

      Some of the fire dampens in Astria’s cornflower blue eyes, but the determination remains. “There’s more to life than safety, Cece.”

      My heart clenches at hearing the nickname she gave me when she was a toddler and couldn't pronounce my full name. Nobody but her ever calls me that, and hardly anyone refers to me by my real name anymore. I am Scythe to most of the people who cross my path.

      My sister is all I have left. I’ve sacrificed so much for her because she is my everything, but I am not her everything, and that simple fact has been bleeding me dry the last few months. Ever since she started talking about leaving the woods.

      Leaving me.

      “Look.” I take another deep, calming breath. I can do this. I can be reasonable. “I understand that first loves can be exciting, and Ravyn is a sweet girl, but she’s human—you’re a witch. It’s not nearly as dangerous for her to go gallivanting about Eleoyn.”

      Astria lets out a scornful laugh. “I may be born of witches, but I have no magic, and look at me.” She gestures at her face before holding up her arms. “Not a lot of witches with blonde hair and blue eyes. Not to mention the lack of tattoos. People look at me and don’t think witch—they think human.”

      She isn’t wrong. With my lilac hair and silver eyes that match the silver of the tattoos winding their way around my body, there is no mistaking me for anything but a witch. We don’t get our tattoos until our twenty-first birthdays, but our eyes are always silver and our hair is always some shade of blue, green, or purple. My parents knew what Astria was the second she opened her newborn eyes and revealed them to be blue.

      I think they are beautiful, whereas my parents thought they were shameful, and they never let her forget it.

      “You’re still witchkin,” I argue. “Your blood still runs far darker than that of a human. The fact that you have no magic will not make a difference to the mage hunter who cuts off your damn head!” My silver tattoos flash brightly as the hold on my temper starts to fray.

      “Talon will keep us safe.” Astria raises her chin. “They’re a good fighter—as good with their daggers as you are with your scythe and good with a sword as well.”

      I scoff. “Trust me. Talon’s mediocre with their sword at best.”

      A wry grin spreads across her face, one I haven’t seen in quite some time thanks to all the tension between us. “Really? Is that why you haven’t bedded anyone since them? If Talon is so mediocre, I would think you’d be eager to wipe the memory of their sword.”

      Once again, my mind helpfully conjures up the image of Ravyn’s older sibling, Talon, and how it felt to have their hands on me. We shared one night of passion . . . which ended with our blades at each other’s throats.

      I haven’t seen them since that night nine months ago. They—along with Ravyn—belong to a troupe of traveling performers who are currently camped in the town on the edge of my forest. Much to my annoyance, the troupe has been lingering in the area for far longer than these types of performers tend to. Especially considering how small Shalewood is. It’s not like they’re making much money there, so I don’t know why they haven’t left yet.

      It’s inconvenient for a lot of reasons. It’s meant Ravyn has been able to court my sister these past few months, and I haven't been able to go to Shalewood without the risk of running into Talon. So I’ve just stayed in my forest . . . brooding. It isn’t that I don’t love my home—I have no intention of ever leaving it—but I do have needs, and my fingers can only get me so far.

      Usually I disguise my witchier characteristics and go have some fun with someone in town for a few hours, but I haven’t been able to do that because I can’t get Talon’s sword out of my mind.

      That’s a lie. The sex was amazing, definitely the best fuck I’ve ever had in my life, but it’s the hours we spent together before they pinned me against a tree that haunt me. Dancing around the bonfire and trading wry jokes back and forth.

      Talon made me feel alive in a way that nobody else has, and fates damn it all, they did fuck like a god. That definitely didn’t hurt.

      “Thinking about that mediocre sword?” Astria gives me a knowing look, that impish grin still splashed across her face.

      “You’re hilarious.” I glare at her. “Perhaps we should build you a stage so you can practice your jokes. Necos was amused, I’m sure.”

      The panther’s tail twitches, but other than that, she continues to ignore us.

      “Perhaps that’s what I’ll do with the troupe,” Astria says lightly. “Everyone has to pull their weight, so I’ll have to do something to earn my place with them.”

      “You would.” I nod. “If you were going—which you’re not.”

      “And how are you going to keep me here?” she asks softly. “Because you’ll have to chain me down to keep me from Ravyn. I love her.”

      “You barely know her!” I throw my hands up in the air. Necos officially gives up on her nap and leaps to her feet, stalking off on silent, angry paws into the dark forest. “This passion between you two will fade! Then you’ll be alone in a land full of people who want you dead!”

      “No, they want you dead!” Astria’s blue eyes light up again with frustration and rage. I hate that this is how she looks at me now, but I don’t know how to stop it. “You’re the Last Guardian! The Witch of the Woods! It’s you who hunts down the raiders and mage hunters who set foot in this forest.” She shakes her head. “And you know nothing of love.”

      I clench my teeth. “You are twenty-two years old. I’ve seen two centuries come and go. I’m well aware of how fleeting love is. You are young and naive, and I won’t have you put your life in jeopardy over some damn human girl who whispered sweet nothings into your ear!”

      “You know nothing,” she repeats harshly. “Vaeril walked away from you like it was barely a hardship! Your own fucking mate! If anything, he seemed eager!”

      I flinch as she strikes at the old wound. Vaeril and I were mated for nearly a century. She’s right. He left me like it was nothing. Like I was nothing.

      “And all you have now are one-night stands with strangers who don’t even know who you are!” She laughs, the sound striking me once more. “You’re a liar, Scythe.”

      I open my mouth to say something I’ll probably regret but click it shut when I feel it—the presence of two beings heading straight towards us.

      Speaking of one-night stands . . .

      “You told them where we live?” I suck in a breath. Astria has always gone to see Ravyn in town; she’s never brought her back here to our home.

      “Ravyn is going to help me pack.” My sister swallows. “Talon offered to help as well.”

      A pained sound slips from my lips before I can claw it back. This is really happening. I’m losing her. Gods, how my parents and mate would laugh at me now. I gave up everything for Astria, and she is walking away from me.

      The betrayal cuts deep.

      “Cece—” she starts.

      “Don’t.” I take a step back. “Enjoy your life, Astria. For your sake, I hope your faith in Talon’s ability to keep you and Ravyn safe isn’t misplaced, because if you get into trouble out there, I won’t come to save you.”

      She calls after me, but I ignore her as I make my way up the winding stairs that lead to my home. I start humming halfway up, and the stairs fold behind me until they lie flat against the tree trunk, preventing Astria from following after me. Or Talon from coming to see me. The asshole would probably gloat about how my life is crumbling.

      When I reach the top of the stairs, I pad around on the wraparound porch and sit down, my feet dangling over the edge. Necos appears within minutes and stretches out next to me. Soon, all the panthers make their way over and choose a spot to settle near me, offering their silent support as tears stream down my cheeks.

      We watch as a dark-haired young woman enters the clearing and wraps her arms around my sobbing sister. Together, the two of them make their way up to Astria’s home, which is in a tree several over from mine. My gaze pulls away from them to the second person who enters the clearing.

      I’m far enough up that I can’t see them clearly, but I’m still painfully aware of what they look like because they haunt my dreams almost every night. Chiseled cheekbones, strong jawline, and captivating eyes. Silver earrings that dangle from their right ear, declaring their nonbinary nature, and the multiple daggers they keep strapped to them at all times.

      Sometimes, in my dreams, I’m slowly pulling those daggers off them and setting them aside. More often than not, they’re pushing one against my throat.

      Not sure what it says about me that I’m turned on either way.

      But those are just dreams. They’re not real. I know without a doubt that Talon is looking up at me—with hatred. They are a cursed werewolf, and it was the witches who cursed their bloodline.

      It doesn’t take my sister long to pack. Given that she is signing up for a nomadic lifestyle, it isn’t like she can take much with her. She hesitates for a moment and looks over her shoulder up towards my house, but then Ravyn slips her hand into hers and the two of them walk off into the woods without a backwards glance.

      Talon stares up into the trees for a long moment before turning and trailing after the girls.

      And suddenly, for the first time in my entire life, I am alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          Talon

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One year later.

      

      

      “I don’t believe I know you.”

      I turn slightly from where I casually stand in front of the ice sculpture of a swan—only rich people would pay for such a thing in late summer—to face the man who spoke.

      “It’s a masquerade.” My lips curl up into a charming but slightly mischievous grin. “Aren’t we all mysteries to each other this evening?” I brush two fingers against the silver stylized jackal mask that covers my upper face. A crown made of the same silver with gold woven through it rests on my head, my black hair that is usually tousled is styled neatly this evening. I don’t just look good—I appear as something infinitely more useful.

      I look rich and like I belong here. It truly is amazing how far the proper attire and confidence can get you.

      The man laughs, his gaudy gold wolf mask catching the light. “A wit to match your mask. If the old gods were still around, do you think they would take kindly to you borrowing their appearance?”

      “Perhaps I stole both the mask and the crown,” I say slyly. “It was said Azdall preferred to be impressed by their followers rather than worshiped like the rest of the gods.”

      I don’t consider myself a follower of the fae gods, but if I were, Azdall would be the one I would choose to devote myself to. A nonbinary god of thieves? How could I not? Of course, I’d still rob them blind and probably steal their heart. I am quite good at my trade.

      Maybe not the stealing of hearts lately, but I’m sure I’ll figure out that mess sooner or later.

      “Ah, Aurora, thank you, my dear,” the wolf-masked man says in greeting as a woman wearing a gold mask stylized with roses that only covers her eyes hands him a glass of wine. Her golden blonde hair goes perfectly with the light blue dress that clings to her every curve, leaving little to the imagination. Gold jewelry adorns her neck, wrists, and fingers. I’m fairly certain there are even gold flecks in the pink gloss on her full lips.

      The goddess of love made flesh.

      Or at least that’s what she’s clearly going for. Erdite was known for dressing simply and letting her beauty speak for itself. She wasn’t one to drown herself in jewels. At least according to the stories. The gods had been absent from these lands for quite some time.

      “Who’s your friend?” she purrs. Blue eyes almost the same shade as her dress peer out from the mask to study me, a knowing smile playing across her lips.

      Too bad her eyes are the wrong shade of blue. Not that it matters. Those eyes had been a lie. Such a cunning little liar though.

      “A mystery.” The man laughs. “Perhaps we should just call them Azdall for the evening.”

      I tip my head in acknowledgment, that easy, charming grin still on my face.

      “Well, our mysterious friend . . .” The woman sips her own wine before tilting her head in a way that elongates her neck and draws my eye down to where she is doing an impressive job of pushing her chest forward. The man certainly seems to think so based on how glued his eyes are to her cleavage. “Are you enjoying our party?”

      “I am enjoying myself.” A waiter with a plain black mask walks by, and I swipe a glass of wine from his tray. “And if you are the hosts responsible for this delightful party, then you have my thanks and gratitude for saving me from a dull evening.”

      “A dull evening in Albadrid?” The man chuckles, his eyes flicking away from the woman and back to me. “Then you are doing it wrong. This city is full of all sorts of delights.” He turns and nips at the woman’s neck, and she lets out a husky laugh, but her eyes are on me.

      My tongue darts out to lick a drop of wine off my glass, and I’m rewarded with a flush of color across her cheeks. If the man—who I know to be her husband—notices, he probably attributes it to the way he’s tracing his hand across her hip.

      “Perhaps I can show our would-be Azdall around?” Aurora offers. “Show him all the fun he’s missing out on so he comes to more of our parties.”

      A brief flicker of irritation runs through me at being referred to as he. The man likely only used them because he’s going along with the whole Azdall bit, but his wife doesn’t bother, even though she’s seen me outside of this mask and knows the earrings dangling from my right ear aren’t just for show.

      Then again, I guess I shouldn’t expect much consideration from nobles. Even one who has chosen to dress like a goddess who regularly switched between she and they.

      “Splendid idea!” the man exclaims. “Although you’ll have to lose the mask for our usual events. This masquerade was my beautiful wife’s idea—sprung it on me last week, and our poor staff had to scramble to update the invites. Apparently, the prince is holding one soon, so they must be all the rage.”

      “Please. It’s not like the staff had anything better to do.” She laughs. “They’d just laze around otherwise. Honestly, I think we overpay them.”

      My smile gets a bit of an edge to it, but neither notice as I extend an elbow to the woman. “I would be honored if you would show me around. Perhaps I’ve judged this city too harshly.”

      “Come.” She loops her arm through mine. “Let me introduce you to my cousin.”

      “Wonderful! We could have a god marry into the family.” The man chuckles as we walk away. For twenty minutes, I let the woman drag me around the room, weaving between elaborate ice sculptures as we walk across the marble floor that no doubt cost an obscene amount of money. My costume is a big hit amongst the other partygoers.

      Technically, worship of the old gods is outlawed in the Eleoyn Kingdom, but it’s common for the working folk to still have altars or little trinkets dedicated to their patron god despite the risks. If they’re caught with such things though, they’re fined—if they’re lucky.

      If they’re not lucky . . . well, the Eleoyn citizens do love a good public execution.

      But the rules are different for the wealthy. To them, someone coming dressed as Azdall is a novelty. A decade ago, I would have found it frustrating and vile. Now, I just find it amusing . . . and convenient, especially considering how things are going to play out tonight.

      Because the wealthy do have a different set of rules and assumptions. While the younger me raged against them, the older me embraces it for one simple reason—once you understand how the wealthy operate, it becomes child’s play to take advantage of the system.

      If you are bold enough.

      “And so I told her she was welcome to sit on it and find out for herself,” I finish telling yet another salacious story. Aurora’s cousin laughs loudly. It’s more a shrilling sound than anything, and I’m thankful for the mask because I can’t stop myself from wincing a little as it pierces my sensitive ears.

      “Oh!” Aurora waves at someone across the room. “So sorry, Delilah, but I must introduce my companion to someone else.”

      “Will you come and see me later?” The strawberry-blonde woman blinks her hazel eyes at me. I’m fairly certain she’s trying to flutter her eyelashes, but clearly it’s something she should practice in the mirror because she’s failing at it miserably.

      “I will do my best.”

      She giggles as I gently grasp her hand and raise it to my mouth, brushing a kiss against the back of her knuckles.

      The hand around my arm tightens as my hostess tugs me away in the direction she waved at, and I glance across the room to where her husband is well into his fifth glass of wine by my count. The tall, broad-shouldered man is gesturing wildly as he regals some story to the dozen other partygoers who have gathered around him.

      Everyone here is wealthy, but not marble floors and solid gold masks wealthy. They all want a piece of him, which is why they hang on his every word and laugh at the perfect moments. My gaze cuts to a slender woman with fiery red hair in a crow mask and then to a dark-haired, enormous man wearing a silver fox mask.

      Neither of them acknowledge me in any way, but they both meander through in my general direction. The tug on my arm grows more insistent as we duck out of the crowd and up a flight of steps. Servants swerve around us, their eyes cast to the floor as we go up another set of stairs, until the noise of the party dies down and Aurora pushes me against a wall, her lips on mine a second later.

      She tastes of wine and a sweetness, likely from whatever gloss she applied to her lips. I part my mouth, letting her tongue slip in and teasing it with my own. She moans against me, fingers gripping my arm even tighter before she finally pulls back with a giggle.

      “I didn’t think you’d actually come!” At least it’s a nicer laugh than her cousin’s. Lighter and more lyrical.

      “How could I deny a beauty such as you?” I grip her by the waist and flip us so she’s against the wall, and her perfect body with its soft curves writhes underneath my grip as her eyes darken.

      “To think I almost didn’t stop at Sapphire today,” she purrs. “I would have missed out on making your”—her hand drops to cup my cock through my pants—“acquaintance.”

      Revulsion flashes through me, and I want to rip her hand away, but I keep all that off my face. It’s not the first time a noble has gotten grabby with me, and it’s not like I’ll allow it to go any further. Ravyn hates that I do this. She doesn’t understand why I can’t just slip in unnoticed.

      It’s not the same though. I can tolerate their hands on me because it’ll make the look on their faces that much sweeter in the end.

      “And such a tragedy that would have been.” I grin and glide my right hand up her body to brush against the side of her breast.

      She lets out a harsh, excited breath. I’d purposely teased her at the brothel earlier, leading her on enough to secure an invite to this party.

      Just as she reaches to unbuckle my belt, something crashes in the stairwell. We both freeze, and she stares to where the sound came from like a rat who has been raiding the kitchen when the lanterns suddenly light up.

      “Is your room up here, love?” I ask in a low, husky tone with just the right amount of urgency.

      She wavers for a moment, dropping her hand away from my crotch as she thinks over the full ramifications of what she’s doing. It’s one thing to cheat on your husband in a brothel. It’s quite another to meet a stranger in a brothel, invite them to a party, and then fuck them while your husband is two floors down.

      My thumb glides over her nipple, the fabric of her dress thin enough that I can feel how hard it is, and she shivers beneath my touch. I lean forward and kiss her harshly, stealing her breath at the same moment my left hand drops to her ass and tugs her against me. She gasps into my mouth, and I swallow the sound.

      Then I pull back to gaze into her eyes again. “Your room?” I repeat.

      “Thi-thi-this way,” she stammers, and I step back enough to let her guide me down the hall and around the corner. Only two rooms are in this hallway; dark mahogany doors at the very end and another set of doors to the left with a lighter wood, which is another unique trait of the rich—married couples typically keep separate bedrooms.

      She quickly inserts her ring into the lock above the handle of the lighter-colored door, then a click sounds, and she opens it, pulling me in with her. Immediately, her lips are back on mine as she frantically explores my body with her hands.

      “Show me your bed,” I murmur. “I want you on it so I can feast on you. Would you like that, my pet?”

      “Fuck.” She quivers against me. “I’m so glad your favorite was occupied and I struck up the courage to talk to you. I never talk to any of the other members at Sapphire.”

      “How fortunate for me indeed,” I tease as she leads me further into the bedroom. A massive four-poster bed sits against the wall to the left, and she practically leaps onto it. I have to bite my lip to keep from laughing at her enthusiasm . . . and her gullibility.

      The gold mask goes flying a second later, revealing a stunning face, high cheekbones, and perfectly arched eyebrows. Everything about her face is captivating, including the makeup that has been expertly applied to play up her pretty features.

      Just like when I met her the first time, she does absolutely nothing for me. She’s so . . . boring. There’s absolutely nothing unique about her. Pretty sure I would have to beg my dick to get hard. Maybe resort to bribery of some kind. Luckily, I don’t have to worry about that right now.

      “Hands above your head.” I unbuckle my belt and slide it free. She whimpers as I crawl onto the bed and straddle her but does as I order, stretching her arms up. I lean down and kiss her collarbone, then trail kisses up her neck as I wrap the leather around her wrists and the wood slots of the headboard.

      She hisses a little when I pull the knot tight and glances up at where I tied her to the bed.

      “Don’t go anywhere.” I kiss her nose before rolling off the bed and heading towards the door.

      “Wait, where are you going?” she calls after me in confusion.

      I swing the door open and grin at the crow mask and fox mask that greet me. My two best friends, Mattias and Vesi. “Told you it’d be easy.”

      “It’s pathetic how quickly they fall for your bullshit,” Vesilia complains, shoving her crow mask on top of her head. “And these masks are ridiculous.”

      “You think so? I kind of like mine.” Mattias tugs his fox mask off and admires it. “Made me feel dashing.”

      As usual, I get a little amusement at seeing them next to each other. Vesilia is pale-skinned with a sprinkling of freckles across her nose and cheeks. She looks sweet and wholesome, which is hilarious because she is anything but.

      Meanwhile, Mattias towers over her with his broad build wrapped in light-brown skin. His curly brown hair would soften his appearance but he keeps it closely cropped to his skull, which only draws more attention to the jagged scar starting above his right eyebrow and cutting diagonally across his face all the way down to his jawline. The skin puckers in some areas where the cut was extra deep. Between his large build and roughed-up face, he looks like the far more intimidating one of the pair, but he’s the type to catch a spider and release it outside whereas Vesilia would burn the house down.

      I step back to let in my two best friends and shut the door behind them, then they follow me into the bedroom, where Aurora jerks on the bed. “What the fuck is going on?”

      “Oh.” I shrug. “We’re robbing you.”

      She lets out an ear-piercing shriek, and I roll my eyes before strolling over to the bed and slapping my hand over her mouth.

      “First of all, this room is soundproof. I activated the charm already, so nobody will hear you.”

      Her eyes dart to Vesilia and Mattias, who are already pillaging the jewelry boxes. The trick with jewelry is you don’t want to take anything too unique because it will be harder to sell off. Nobody wants to get caught holding the stolen heart-shaped diamond necklace with hand-carved silver roses that’s been passed down through six generations of some asshole noble’s bloodline. That is a quick way to land yourself either on the gallows or in the darkest prison cell imaginable. But the everyday jewels? The sapphires and emeralds set in simple gold bands? Those are easy to sell off and almost impossible to trace.

      “And second,” I continue, “nobody is going to harm you in any way. Honestly, none of us have the slightest interest in you. We don’t slum it with nobles; all of you are terrible in bed.”

      Vesilia laughs as she examines a gold ring, holding it up to the light of a nearby mage lantern.

      “It’s true,” Mattias grunts out. “No creativity.”

      “I’m going to take my hand away. No more screaming.” I lift my hand but stay on the bed, waiting to see how she’ll react. Aurora eyes us all, an indignant rage stamped all over her pretty features, and then starts wailing again. Mattias winces and Vesilia just snorts and goes back to examining jewelry.

      The screams die a second later when I press a silver dagger to her throat. “Perhaps I should amend my previous statement about no harm.” A little bit of fear creeps into her eyes at the coldness in my tone. “Your life means nothing to me. The only reason I have no interest in killing you is because these sheets are satin and the blood will be impossible to get out, but that won’t stop your prick of a husband from demanding the impossible from the staff and then punishing them when they fail.”

      “Could always carry her to the bathing chamber,” Vesilia points out. “Cleanup would be easy.”

      “My friend makes a valid point.” I turn the blade and tap the flat side against Aurora’s neck. She does her best to sink into the bed away from me, but I see the glimmer of calculation in her eyes, so I get to my final point. “And just so you know, it’s in your best interest not to breathe a word of this to anyone. We both know you can have all these jewels replaced within a week. Your husband spends far more money on the three mistresses he has on the side; he won’t even notice the added expense.”

      Aurora doesn’t even blink at the reveal. She knows where her husband spends his free time. Just like he knows she makes regular visits to the upscale brothel. Affairs aren’t just common amongst the wealthy—they are expected.

      There are still rules though, and one of them is to not fuck your spouse’s political rival.

      “I’m sure you’re aware that businesses like Sapphire keep extensive records—who was with who and for how long. They keep the records private of course, but it’s how they handle the monthly billing.” I tilt my head, still adorned with the jackal mask. Aurora already knows what I look like because when she met me earlier today I hadn’t been wearing it. My mask is controlled by magic, and I don’t want to reveal that little tidbit because if she recognizes it as fae magic and not the work of a mage spell, she might be more inclined to report me regardless of what I threaten her with.

      The fact that I’m not fae won’t matter. The mage hunters will torture me until I tell them where I acquired the mask, and I’m too pretty to have my face fucked up like Mattias’.

      “I might have gotten my hands on said billing.” I boop her nose with the flat edge of the knife. “And you, my dear, have been very, very naughty.”

      “What are you talking about?” Her voice trembles as she speaks.

      I grin wickedly. “Twice a week, you visit Sapphire and rent a room for five hours, but you only make use of the courtesans for one hour.”

      “Strange that your husband’s main political rival has the same schedule,” Mattias adds.

      “Does make one wonder,” Vesilia chimes in as she pulls an entire drawer out of a jewelry box and looks at it for a few seconds before dumping it into her bag.

      “We don’t—we aren’t—” Aurora starts to hyperventilate as she stumbles over her words. “We were just talking!”

      Mattias and Vesilia pause their raid of the jewelry to stare at the noblewoman on the bed. The one who dragged me—a person she’s only known for a few hours—to her bedroom. Then the three of us burst out laughing.

      “You should work on a better cover story while you lie there in case your dear husband ever starts to suspect something is amiss.” My thumb holds a steady pressure against a glyph on the back of the blade’s handle, and after an intentional mental command on my part, the dagger vanishes back into the tattoo on my palm.

      Fae magic is nifty.

      I roll off the bed and help myself to the jewelry on this side of the room.

      She literally has an entire chest of drawers dedicated just to bracelets. This heist was a bit of a risk because Aurora’s husband is on a first-name basis with several of the king’s advisors, but only her ring can access her bedroom, and it only works if it’s still on her finger—and only if that finger still has blood coursing through it. Vesilia literally pouted when I told her that after she suggested we just cut it off. Then she declared that I couldn’t possibly charm a noblewoman enough to get an invite to a private party and that there was no way we could just enter through the front door. From that point, I hadn’t been able to walk away from the challenge, and here we are.

      I admire the sparkling jewels laid out before me, enough to feed me, my sister, and Astria for probably the rest of our lives. Granted, I won’t be keeping all of this, but still, the risk is more than worth it.

      Plus I’ll be able to brag about this for years to come to Vesilia. That alone makes it worth it.

      Fifteen minutes later, we’re tying the bags beneath Vesilia’s ridiculously puffy skirt. She’s wearing tights underneath it and a harness over that, so we have plenty of hooks to secure things to. Her corset has thin gold chains with little trinkets attached that chime against each other while she walks to cover up the sounds of the jewelry knocking around.

      Once we’re satisfied everything is secure, Vesilia and Mattias head out. They’ll leave first since they arrived together.

      Aurora’s bright blue eyes glare at me as I saunter over to the bed before I deactivate the spell on my belt, which ensured the knot would stay, and untie her wrists, slipping the belt back onto my pants. She waits on the bed, frozen, waiting to see what I’ll do next. When I hold my hand out to her, she blinks, clearly not expecting it.

      “Come on.” I grab her wrist and pull her off the bed when she makes no move to take my hand. “It’s time for us to head back downstairs.”

      She stares at me for a long moment, her eyes sparking with outrage. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I’m craving another glass. As much as I hate to compliment anything about your husband, his taste in wine is quite good.” I loop my arm around hers and drag her towards the door.

      She plants her feet and refuses to move. “You seduced me under false pretenses, robbed me, and then blackmailed me into silence.” I nod, and her eyes widen. “And now you expect me to just walk around the party with you?”

      I give her the same panty-melting grin that got her attention at Sapphire. “Yes.”

      “Well, I refuse,” she hisses. “I will not be humiliated any further.”

      “Technically, nobody knows about what happened but you, me, and my dear friends,” I point out. “So it’s not like you’re that humiliated.” I think about it. “Although, we are going to have quite a few laughs at your expense later.”

      “Fuck you. I will not⁠—”

      “You will,” I cut her off. “Because while we were freeing you from the burden of having too much jewelry to choose from, we planted some of your lover’s personal effects in your room. So you can try to blow my cover, but I don’t have any of your jewelry on me and my friends are already gone. It’ll be your word against mine, and something tells me your husband won’t be in the best state of mind upon hearing that some of his rival’s things—rather intimate things, I might add—are in your room. The one that only you have access to.”

      “We’ve been married for five years,” she spits out, even as uncertainty flashes in her eyes. “He doesn’t even know you. My husband will believe me when I tell him the truth.”

      I lean closer to her. “You willing to bet your life on that?”

      She drops her gaze.

      “That’s what I thought.” I continue towards the door, and this time, she follows. “Come along. I could use that drink, and I suspect you could too.”
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      “Leaving so soon, Tal?” Vesilia calls out over the crowd gathered at Last Copper. It isn’t the seediest tavern in Albadrid, but it definitely doesn’t cater to the upper-class locals either. The trio who own and operate the place are Tovenian. It’s rare for someone who belongs to our culture to settle down in one place, but it does happen, and when it does, they pretty much have a guaranteed customer base because every Tovenian troupe passing through the city will stop there. “Not going to partake in all the night has to offer?”

      I grimace but hide it behind a lazy grin as I spin around to face the table I just vacated, where my friends and two very attractive women still sit. Can’t remember their names for the life of me. Genevieve and Scarlette? Katra and Sil . . . fra? Is that even a name? I frown. How many drinks have I had?

      “Just going out for some fresh air. It’s a lovely night.”

      “It’s not even midnight. You ain’t got nowhere else to be.” Vesi drops her chin onto her hands propped up by her elbows. “And we’ve barely started drinking.”

      The dozen glasses on our table say otherwise, but I know what she’s getting at. It’s the same thing she always pokes and prods at, because while Vesi is one of my best friends . . . she is also the biggest pain in my ass.

      Our troupe has been camped outside Albadrid for almost two months now. The coastal city enjoys coming to see us perform, and there are always well-paying gigs for those who choose to keep their trade on the legal side of things. For myself and a few others . . . well . . . there is no shortage of easy marks in the city.

      Mattias and Vesilia have been my partners in crime since we started small cons as scrawny teenagers to the larger ones we pull off now. Which means they’ve spent the last decade witnessing what I do after every successful heist—slam back as many shots of cheap liquor as possible and then direct my trademark charm at anyone with a nice pair of tits and a warm cunt to bury my cock in. Occasionally multiple somebodies.

      It’s never particularly hard for me to find a bedmate for the evening. I’m well aware that my looks are an asset to take advantage of. I have a strong jaw, full mouth, and chiseled cheekbones, which I always show off by staying clean-shaven. Silver earrings dangle from my right ear, keying everyone aware of Tovenian culture in on my nonbinary nature. Recently, I cut my black hair from my shoulders to just below my ears because it’s too damn hot for long hair this time of year. More than one woman has told me I have devil eyes while giving me a flirtatious smile.

      Most Eleoyn women are used to brutish men who do little to woo them. They’re already intrigued by my good looks, so by the time I start flirting with them, they’re practically taking off their panties and throwing themselves at me. If I don’t want to spend a night alone, I don’t. Easy as breathing.

      Yet . . . I haven’t gotten laid one fucking time in nearly two years. Not since I pinned that damn witch against a tree and watched as she threw her head back and screamed my name to the night sky.

      Every time I go out with the intention of getting her out of my system once and for all, my stomach churns as soon as I feel a pair of lips against mine that aren’t hers. Any determination I have to just do it and get it over with fades when they smile in a way that is nothing like her lopsided smirk.

      I don’t know what this is—this all-consuming need—but I fucking hate it, and it’s her fault.

      “Don’t tease them, Vesi,” Mattias booms loud enough that the two young women sitting across from him wince. Once the large man gets a few drinks in him, he really only has one volume—headache-inducing. “They’re still pining over that strawberry-blonde beauty from Shalewood.”

      I clench my jaw hard enough that a sharp pain shoots through my head, and I force myself to relax. No one but me knows the “strawberry-blonde beauty” I danced with was really a silver-eyed witch with lilac hair. I only saw through her charmed disguise for a few seconds, but the image is seared into my memory.

      “How’s Eliza doing these days?” I ask lazily. Three years ago, Mattias fell head over heels in love with the pretty brunette who owns a tavern in Neidell. She feels the same, but they’re in a bit of a stalemate because he refuses to settle down and she refuses to live a nomadic life.

      “Don’t know, don’t care.” He shrugs.

      Vesilia catches my eye from where she’s sitting next to him, and we both grin. Despite what he says, we both know that if the two very attractive women sitting across from him started stripping right now, he wouldn’t even be tempted to look. No one exists for him but Eliza.

      They’re both just too stubborn to do anything about it.

      When Vesi and I break out in laughter, Mattias crosses his arms over his barrel chest. “At least I have somebody! How’s your love life these days, Vesi? Pretty sure you managed to piss off both Kayla and Nicolai last week.”

      Vesi’s laughter abruptly cuts off, and she glares at Mattias. “I was over them anyway.”

      “Sure you were,” I retort with a chuckle. Vesi falls in and out of love so fast, it’s hard to keep track, but she seemed to genuinely like those two and didn’t give any impression of breaking it off with them, which means she did something to implode the relationship.

      My own chuckles fade as I prepare myself for his ire next. Mattias picks up his glass and downs the rest of the ale before slamming it onto the table. The two women who joined our group look torn between bolting or staying around for the drama.

      “Do you even know the name of the woman you’re pining over, Tal?” Mattias squints at me.

      Cerelia. The name slithers across my soul, consuming everything in its wake. I thought the name was a lie, just like everything else about her from that night, but when I told Astria that, she gave me a strange look and informed me that it is in fact her sister’s name—her true name.

      Not the moniker the world gave her. Scythe.

      The chatter around us dies as the others from our troupe eavesdrop on our conversation, waiting to see what I will say. I’m well aware of the fact that my recent run of celibacy hasn’t gone unnoticed. Pretty sure there are bets being placed on when I will break and that Vesi is in on them.

      I only like being the center of attention on my own terms. The predator trapped under my skin is also not pleased about this turn of events. “I need to go check on my sister.” A few people groan at my declaration, but I ignore them as I turn back towards the exit.

      “Ah Tal!” Vesi yells. “Don’t go yet! Help me put this big bastard in his place!”

      Mattias grumbles something vaguely apologetic, but I’m already halfway to the tavern door. My hand slams into it, swinging it open, and I step out into the cool night air. Then I stalk down a few narrow pathways before stopping and leaning against a rough stone wall.

      This madness needs to end. I need to figure out how to get her claws out of me. Maybe a trip to Tenresan is in order. The capital of Eleoyn is a dangerous place these days, especially for a cursed werewolf. The mage hunters would delight in slicing the flesh from my bones, but surely I can find someone there to finally get the damn witch out of my system.

      Yes, that will work, and while I’m there, I can find a job to pull off. It’s been a while since I pulled one on my own, and as much as I love working with my friends, sometimes a solo hunt is just what I need.

      Thanks to the haul we got, courtesy of Aurora, I don’t need the money, but the money is only a small part of why I do what I do. Mattias does it because it benefits the entire troupe and it’s in his nature to care for everyone. Vesi does it because she thinks she can buy gifts—or maybe pass off stolen jewelry that she pretends she bought—to her lovers to make up for how shitty she often treats them.

      I do it because I’m angry. Enraged at the world, where a bunch of made-up rules mean one person can have a room filled with priceless gems and stones while a child starves on the street halfway down the block. A kingdom where magic is outlawed—unless you serve the crown, in which case, you can use your magic to hunt down others and inflict all kinds of cruelty.

      A society where my parents died protecting the woman they loved while those gathered had laughed.

      Fuck it all. I hope the old gods come back one day and burn it all to the ground.

      “Well, what do we have here?” a nasally voice says from my left. “Aren’t you a pretty boy . . .”

      “Not a boy.” I sigh and turn my head to watch two people enter the narrow alleyway I ducked down. Both are a little taller than me, the left one a bit gangly and walking with a slight limp, while the right one is a beast of a man, even larger than Mattias. The lower half of their faces are covered by black fabric wrapped around their heads, but based on the worn leather vests they wear and the curved daggers at their sides, they’re Ririthan raiders.

      Not surprising. Albadrid is close to the border, and even though it’s closed and heavily patrolled, the raiders have ways of slipping through.

      “They’re nonbinary, you git.” The larger one smacks the back of his companion’s head. “Told you about the whole earring thing with the Tovenians.”

      “The Eleoyns do it as well.” I push off the wall so I can face them. “They don’t wear as many earrings.” I brush my finger up my right ear where several dangle on the lower part and silver bands run up the upper half. “But they use the same system.”

      “We thank you for the information, my pretty friend. We’re still learning the customs around here,” the nasally man responds with a rogue smile. “Now hand over everything you got in your pockets and that nice dagger on your thigh.”

      “This one?” I pull the blade free and hold it up like I’m examining it. “It’s my third favorite one. Not entirely sure I feel inclined to give it up, although I do appreciate you respecting my choice of pronouns. Some Ririthans can be rather rude about it, and I don’t actually enjoy cutting out tongues. It’s messy, and they’re hard to hold onto. Half the time, I end up dropping the damn thing and then the person chokes on it. Have you ever listened to someone die while choking on their own tongue?” I scrunch up my nose. “The sound is kind of grating.”

      Wariness creeps into both of their postures as they realize their easy mark isn’t what they thought. They unsheathe their swords, the shorter style common in Riritha. They’re just under two feet in length and double-edged on both sides. I’m not particularly good with a sword, definitely better than average, but half the time, I don’t even carry it on me.

      Broadswords are the more common style in Eleoyn, but I find them cumbersome. I’ve fought against some talented sword fighters from Riritha . . . it’s not fun. If they know what they’re doing, they take advantage of the double-sided edges, and I still have a scar on my side to prove just how much damage that can do.

      Luckily for me, these two are standing off-balance. Definitely not skilled fighters. Just assholes with swords.

      Perfect. I’ve got some frustration to work off.

      “Here you go.” With a flick of my wrist, I fling the dagger to the ground, its blade sinking into the dirt exactly midway between me and them. “It’s all yours . . . if you can get it.”

      The smaller man steps forward but is halted by his friend, who places a hand on his chest, eying me suspiciously. “You said that was your third favorite. Where are the other two?”

      “Aren’t you a clever would-be thief?” I wink, and his brows bunch together. Holding my hands up, I show them my palms and the two archaic symbols tattooed on them. One for life. One for death.

      At least that’s what my friend told me. I can’t speak or read fae, so I had to take their word for it.

      My thumbs push against the tattoos, and two black daggers blink into existence, their handles fitting perfectly in my palms. Instead of a blunt end, the handle of each dagger has a ring that my index finger slides through, allowing me to flip the blades easily from the inside of my palm to rest against the outside of my knuckles.

      The two men stare at the short, curved blades that look like talons, the shiny black metal reflecting the dim light of the fae lanterns at either end of the alleyway. “Kruxtia’s claws,” the larger man sneers, instantly recognizing the weapons that the goddess of vengeance was famous for wielding. His hand drops from his friend’s chest. “Only a fae could have given you those tattoos. And the fae don’t work for money. Consider it beneath them. You fucking one? Thought the mage hunters killed off all the fae lovers here.”

      I shrug. “Missed one.”

      “Pity we won’t get a bounty for turning in your bones like we do for the fae we manage to find.” The smaller man takes a step towards me, his friend doing the same. The teeth dangling from their necklaces rattle with each footfall. The token was the first thing I looked for when I suspected them of being Ririthan. Like the mage hunters of Eleoyn, there are some from that kingdom who specialize in hunting down fae. Although there are few fae left these days.

      The raider’s insinuation that I am fucking a fae is incorrect. Ryllae is a friend. A good one. Which is why, as a favor to them, I do my best to kill every raider I come across. Especially ones who decorate themselves in the bones of the fae they have slaughtered.

      The raiders close the distance between us, but there isn’t room for them to spread out and flank me. The narrowness of the alleyway is to my advantage, not theirs. My daggers are meant for up-close fighting, whereas their swords require more space to wield.

      I twist my body as the smaller man strikes at my ribs, the edge of his sword sliding close enough to slice through my shirt, a hair’s breadth from my skin. With a practiced motion that is second nature at this point, I spin the blade in my right hand around to the outside of my knuckles and jab it forward, its point sinking into his eye.

      He screams and jolts back. My other hand shoots forward, and I slice his throat open with the back edge of my other dagger. As the man lurches to the side, clutching at his throat, I can’t help but feel vindicated. Ryllae and I argued for weeks over whether or not the daggers should have dual sharp edges. They were partial to the fae tradition of only the inside of the curve being sharp. Their argument being that if you need to be defensive, you could have the outside portion against your flesh and not worry about slicing yourself open.

      As the man lies bleeding at my feet, desperately trying to keep his lifeblood from pouring out of his throat, I once again feel like I made the right call. Tradition be damned. Offensive fighting is more in my nature anyway.

      The remaining raider blinks at his soon-to-be-dead friend and rage flashes in his dark eyes before he charges at me with a roar. I duck beneath the swing meant to take my head and slash across his stomach with both blades, crossing my arms swiftly.

      Then I step back as the man staggers and his sword slips from his fingers. He clutches his stomach in a desperate attempt to keep his intestines from sliding out. Dispassion fills my eyes as I watch him drop to his knees and then topple over.

      “Welcome to Eleoyn.” I crouch next to him, dismissing my daggers, and rip the necklace of teeth from his neck. “Lovely chatting with you.”

      One last flash of hatred flares in his eyes before they dim and stare out into the world, unseeing. I swipe the necklace from the other man and continue on. Someone will find the bodies eventually and get them cleaned up.

      There is no shortage of death in this kingdom.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m back!” I call out as I stroll into the clearing of the woods outside of town. It’s nothing like the forest Astria grew up in. More like someone dropped random clusters of trees onto a grassland and called it done. The troupe Ravyn and I belong to is fairly large, with almost a hundred people, most of whom are part of family units, but there are some singles mixed in like Mattias and Vesi.

      We travel around Eleoyn, setting up outside cities for weeks or months at a time before moving on to the next one—an endless circuit around the kingdom.

      Four wagons with tents extending out from the back of them are situated in this clearing. Mine, the girls’, Mattias’, and Vesi’s. The rest of the troupe has clumped in similar ways in the few trees available, giving everyone some privacy.

      The larger tents we use for performances are set up in the meadow. Despite it being so late, I still hear cheers and clapping. Albadrid is always a good city for us and far less stressful than the capital or some of the other cities further inland that have a much more paranoid atmosphere.

      There is a large noble population here, who enjoy the ocean views. Higher-ranking ones like Aurora and her husband never deign to leave the city walls to sit in a tent, but there are plenty of lower-ranking ones who love the novelty of it all.

      And we like taking their money.

      Neither my sister nor Astria rush out to greet me. I glance at the closed flaps of their tent. Ravyn always worries when I go out on a heist, and she’s been extra worried about this one because of the brashness of it. I expected her to come storming out, eyes filled with relief even as her lips were pursed in annoyance at me for not coming home straight away.

      Maybe somebody let it slip that I was at Last Copper celebrating after the heist and she’s pissed off. Guilt nips at me. I should have come back here first.

      “Ravyn? Astria?” I walk over to their tent and poke my head inside. A thin rug stretches across the ground, and I glance to the cushions set around a low table to my right before swinging my head to the clothes haphazardly piled in heaps to my left. No sign of either girl.

      Maybe they’re at one of the performances? They said they were taking the night off though. Unease slides through me for no rational reason, so I step inside and quickly head to the stairs at the back of the tent that lead up to the wagon, where their bed is located.

      “If you’re back here, please cover yourselves,” I announce loudly. “I really don’t want to get an eyeful of either of you again.”

      I hop up the stairs and rip back the curtains, but an empty mattress greets me, the covers still cast to the side like the girls got up in a hurry. That unease blossoms into a cold panic as I spin and leap back down the stairs.

      As I rush towards the front of the tent, I tell myself that my instincts are just on high alert because of the leftover thrill from the heist and then the fight in the alleyway. Ravyn and Astria are probably just watching some of their friends’ performances over at the main tents. I’m worried about nothing, and Ravyn will laugh at me when I tell h⁠—

      My eyes latch on to the letter pinned to the side of the tent, right by the entrance. I walked right past it when I strode in.

      I rip it off the thick canvas and read. The tendrils of dread that have been drifting through me since entering coalesce into a hand that grips my heart and squeezes.

      A numbness spreads over me, shoving the panic and dread aside. It’s like I’m walking through a dream as I move over to the table and sort through the various notes on it. Ravyn is a list maker, it’s what she does when she feels overwhelmed, so her handwriting is everywhere. With a mechanical detachment, I place the note beside list after list, comparing the handwriting of each.

      It all matches. The numbness spreads even more.

      I stare at the note, feeling everything and nothing at once. Is this what the witch felt when her sister told her she was leaving?

      No. I jerk my head in a harsh shake. Ravyn wouldn’t do this to me. She would have told me, not slipped off into the night.

      I’m out of the tent in a flash, sprinting towards where we keep the horses roped off. Most of them stand in the small patch of trees, and they snort in annoyance as I wind my way through the herd, counting off.

      They’re all here, but there are other ways to get a horse, and my sister has money of her own.

      I duck under the rope fence and whistle, and a dark bay stallion trots out from a copse of trees. I don’t bother to saddle him up, just swing onto his back, wrap my fingers around his dark mane, and click my tongue. Draco takes off at a ground-eating gallop towards the city.

      Fae horses are far more clever than the average horse. Between Draco’s empathic traits and the slight shifts in my weight, he knows exactly where to go.

      The city guards yell at me as Draco races through the east gate, but the small fortune in gems I toss their way ensures they won’t give chase.

      Stable after stable, inn after inn, Draco and I dash all over the city, and the sun is rising by the time I return to camp in defeat. Nobody matching my sister’s or Astria’s appearances has purchased a horse or booked a room in any of the inns. It’s possible they left on foot, but it would take weeks to walk anywhere, and it’s dangerous to do so. I don’t think my sister would do such a thing.

      Then again, I never thought she would just leave me like this either. It’s not like I wouldn’t go with them if they wanted to travel apart from the troupe for a while. Everyone in the troupe is close, but we are also a bunch of independent fucks. It isn’t uncommon for people to go out on their own for a while. Sometimes returning, sometimes not. As long as no one does anything to harm the troupe, nobody cares.

      Loyalty is all that matters.

      I slump onto one of the cushions in Ravyn and Astria’s tent and stare at that damning note. It’s my sister’s handwriting. I’m sure of it.

      Maybe what it says is true and she and Astria really have left. Maybe they’ll return in a couple of months, bright smiles on their faces as they recount their adventures.

      There is another truth though. It’s what keeps me from accepting the words in my sister’s handwriting.

      She has never signed anything as “Rav” in her life.
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