
  
    [image: Queen of Thieves]
  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2018 by Katherine Bogle

        https://linktr.ee/katherinebogle

      

      

      Cover Design by Ravenborn Covers

      Interior by Katzilla Designs

      Second Edition — 2018

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form, or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information browsing, storage, or retrieval system, without permission in writing from Katherine Bogle, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      No AI was used in the production, marketing, writing, cover design, etc of this novel.

      Any use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) to generate any works/images/text/videos/etc, is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work.

      
        
        Please see the back of this novel for a short explanation on the effects of Gen AI.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Map: The Known World]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Wisps of long orange hair whipped Narra’s shoulders as she swung between the crumbling storefronts of Old Town. A shadow over the rooftops, she was invisible from the dim streetlights below. Good. She didn’t want her prey to see her coming.

      Reaching the highest point of her arc, Narra’s heart leapt at her sudden weightlessness. Suspended twenty-feet above any semblance of ground, her fall could very well result in broken bones if not for her training. She slammed her thumb down on the release of her handheld grappling hook. The hook snapped free from a rusted pipe, the metal cord reeling in as she freefell. The roof of a stone library came up fast. Her heart hammered her ribs. Curling her arms over her head, Narra landed in a roll, returning to her feet in time for the hook to thud into her fist. Without breaking her momentum, she broke into a run.

      A minefield of brick, cement, and rotten wood lay across the uneven cobblestone street below, creating a treacherous landscape, especially at night. The roofs of Old Town were her sanctuary from the street’s chaos, giving her a bird’s eye view of the five young men dodging between fallen beams, eaten away long ago by hungry termites. Each boy was between fifteen and twenty years old, fit, moderately intelligent and ready to join the Thieves. But one initiate slowed, lagging behind the others. He limped, cringing with each step.

      She frowned. The whole point of Initiation Day at the Guild was to work as a team. They’d never pass her test like this.

      Narra pushed herself harder, racing to the edge of the roof, the clay tiles clacking beneath her boots, before she lifted off. She sailed through the air, one with the wind. The current held her for one tranquil moment before her boots touched down on the flat expanse of the neighboring building. The roof dipped with each step, urging her to hurry, lest she fall into the dark depths of the warehouse below.

      No more than fifteen feet ahead, she spied her prey. A smirk tugged at her lips, but disappeared as fast as it came.

      She paused at the edge of the worn roof, catching her breath as she swept her hair behind her ear. Two-story, dark stone structures with crumbled entries and caved roofs lined each side of the street. The limping boy stopped, his hand rested against a fallen beam half buried in rubble. His chest heaved and he waved desperately for the others to slow down.

      Narra sighed, her hot breath fogging the chill fall air. Did they deserve a second chance? If they could work together and get away, they might be Guild material after all. She bit her lip.

      One more chance.

      Her blue eyes cut to the throwing knives at the belt snuggly wrapping her hips. She plucked one from the six knife slots, and leapt to the next rooftop. The blade flew from her hand, a soft shing ringing out as it tore through the air. Thunk. It hit the wooden beam, cracking it in two. The limping boy cried out, startled off his feet.

      Narra hid behind a brick chimney smudged with coal. She pressed her back against the stone, and it chilled her shoulders even through her cloak. She peeked from the shadows. Each boy took off in separate directions. Two headed north, one south, one continued west, and the one lagging, froze.

      Narra quirked an irritated eyebrow. That was not teamwork.

      A growl rose to her lips, but she quickly squashed it. There was no point in being angry. If they couldn’t pass her test, then they weren’t cut out for the Guild.

      Narra tucked her hair back before walking the arched steeple of the roof. Old shingles warped under her feet, bare patches revealing mold-laden wood and a dark chasm into the vacant building. She stepped lightly, her fists tightening. Do not cave, she commanded the boards.

      The boy below whimpered. No more than sixteen, his shaggy dark hair and bronze skin marked him as empire born. He slouched, wide eyes frantically glancing back and forth as he climbed to his feet.

      “Guys!” he called. His fellow initiates didn’t answer. “Fellas!”

      Narra stopped at the edge of the roof, tilting her head as she watched the fear creep across his features. She raised her grappling hook, its smooth plastic cold in her dry hand. She closed one eye, aiming for the dark metal arm of a lamppost several feet from her target. She hit the release. The hook shot from her hand, flung forward by a burst of compressed air. It hit its mark, swinging around the post’s arm several times until the claws shut with a clank.

      The boy looked up, revealing foreign green eyes.

      She jumped. Sailing through the open air, the thick metal cord retracted, pulling her faster and faster until she could see his pupils widen. Taking another dagger from her belt, she threw it.

      The boy’s hands shot up to protect himself. He let out a pitiful cry, cowering against a cement block. But her dagger only cut his palm. A clean line welled with blood. By the time she landed, grappling hook retracting, the boy shook.

      Narra took a few steps forward and he winced. He feared her—much like all the initiates did. Her lips pressed into a thin line. She hadn’t earned her place as one of the six Thief Commanders for nothing. Reaching past the boy’s shoulder, Narra grabbed her knife from a wooden beam. It had sunk deep and took a heavy tug to free. Returning it to its rightful place on her hip, Narra stepped away. Her boots moved soundlessly over fallen brick, cement and uneven cobblestone.

      The whimpering boy quieted.

      “That’s it?” his voice quivered.

      Narra stopped walking. With her back to him she couldn’t see his relief, but she felt it in his voice and the slowing of his breath. She glanced back. The lamplight layered shadows over the street, drenching the young boy in dark angles.

      “That’s it,” she said. Narra turned and left.

      

      Narra perched on the rusted fire escape of an old brick apartment building after taking care of the rest of the boy’s team. Glass littered the surrounding street even with most of the windows boarded up. The night was still young, and she had initiates to hunt. Taking a moment to clean her bloody daggers, Narra wiped the knives along a rag from her back pocket. Holding each to the lamplight below, she inspected them one by one for imperfections.

      A soft squeak broke her concentration. Her heart leapt. Narra whirled so fast the man behind her had hardly a moment to dodge the dagger she flung. It clanged uselessly against the metal railing, and fell to the cobblestone street, leaving her staring at her childhood friend and fellow thief.

      “Erik.” Her eyebrow twitched. He was supposed to be handling the south side of Old Town while she patrolled the north. Though the empire had long since grown, expanding into the rest of Rova City, Old Town continued to stand centuries later, a dark and vacant reminder of what happened when a progressive emperor took charge.

      “Trying to kill me?” Erik flashed a toothy grin, dimpling his cheeks.

      “You know not to sneak up on me.”

      “I couldn’t help myself,” he said. “I rarely get a chance to surprise you.”

      Narra shrugged. Her father had trained her nearly since birth. It was almost impossible to sneak up on her, let alone escape her daggers. It spoke to Erik’s own abilities that he could almost do both.

      “Shouldn’t you be stalking the Pocks?” she asked. The pickpockets were one of the teams she had low expectations for. They hadn’t grasped the meaning of teamwork yet, and it was disappointing really. They had a few promising members.

      “They’re already out,” he said.

      “So are the Picks.” The Lockpicks hadn’t fared any better.

      Erik snapped his fingers. “Damn! I was rooting for them.”

      Narra shot him a doubtful look.

      “Okay, okay, maybe I wasn’t.”

      “You lost the other teams, haven’t you?” There had to be a reason he was invading her part of town—not that she didn’t appreciate the company. Initiation Day was sacred to the Guild, and always reminded her of her own initiation. She hoped he was taking it seriously.

      “Why would you think that?” Erik’s grin dropped.

      “You’re here trying to catch me off guard instead of watching your prey.”

      “Pish posh,” Erik scoffed, looking indignant for a second before his grin returned along with his laugh. He shook his head, the olive skin around his eyes crinkling. She never understood how he found her so amusing. Most ran in fear, just like the Picks had. “You know me too well.”

      “I should get back,” she said. One of them had to take this seriously.

      “All business.” He smiled. He understood what tonight meant to her. “See you in Halden Square?”

      Narra nodded. The starting point to their little game, Halden Square, would be the meeting spot after each team gathered their flag from the opposite side of the city. If they made it back before dawn without getting caught by Narra or Erik, they’d be welcomed as full members of the Guild. If they failed, they’d stay initiates until they passed her test next year.

      “Later.” Erik waved, before scaling the fire escape to the roof. The metal rungs clanged loudly with each drop of his boots.

      Narra glared at his shadow as he disappeared over the roof’s edge. He was about as quiet as a crow during mating season. It was time to return to her duty. With only three teams left, would any of them make it through the night?

      The roar of an explosion broke the quiet of Old Town. Her attention snapped to the south where flames licked the tops of stone homes a few miles away. Dark smoke rose into the night sky, obscuring the stars.

      “Boomers.” Her fists clenched.

      Grabbing the cold iron ladder attached to the apartment building, Narra scaled the rusted metal. Erik stood outlined against the growing glow several blocks away. Hands on his hips, he scowled.

      “Emperor’s ancestors!” he cursed. “I leave the south side for five minutes!”

      “Come on,” Narra said, tapping him with the back of her hand before she let her grappling hook loose. It careened across the street, lodging in the crumbled old chimney of a two-story townhouse in a row of identical homes. Narra ran for the lip of the roof, and leapt from its edge. The snap of another hook told her Erik followed.

      Narra swung wide, coming up a few inches shy of the neighboring building. Her pulse raced with the thrill of it. Wind tore through her hair, and her stomach flipped from her quick descent. She hit the retract button and a jerk from the cord swung her closer. Her boots hit the worn black shingles, and they crumbled beneath her feet. Heart hammering her ribs, she took off running.

      Erik’s boots slammed behind her. She shot him a narrow-eyed be quiet look over her shoulder. He grinned sheepishly, slowing to step more lightly.

      They repeated the jump, the hook, the swing, and the landing three more times before Narra stopped on the apex of a semi-demolished shop. She stepped over the pieces of remaining wood, careful not to make any noise. Heat scorched her skin even from across the narrow street. She squinted into the blaze, which climbed over the rooftops, lighting every piece of once termite-ridden wood aflame.

      “Points for creativity,” Erik huffed as he landed on the roof behind her. He ran a hand through his short brown locks, scratching the back of his head. “But this isn’t exactly subtle. Patrolmen and the fire brigade will be on their way.”

      Narra nodded. This was going to cause a much bigger stir than was safe for the Guild. Even if it was a smart move, it was reckless, and they shouldn’t have done it, even to secure a spot with the Thieves.

      “We should split up and find them,” Narra said.

      “With that bit of distraction, there’s no way they haven’t grabbed their flag already.”

      “Then we’ll look for the others.” Narra turned northwest, a warm flash of irritation lashing her chest.

      “I’ll see if I can cut them off before Halden Square.”

      Narra nodded before taking off.

      

      The charred old embassy building blocked out the surrounding stars. Stone blocks had fallen from the once strong walls, laying waste to the chiselled pillars lining the entry. Narra stared up at it, hands on her hips. Six flagpoles stood in a row just outside the carnage, blackened from the flames that had once destroyed the western part of Old Town. The fire had been before her time—at least thirty years ago, a few years before her birth. Not a single international flag hung from its rungs, and only two Thief faction flags remained; one, a white flag with the black silhouette of a lock pick set, and the other, a red flag with a black hand reaching for two silver rovin coins. Each flag represented two of the factions who would not receive any new members that day. The lock picks and the pickpockets had been caught—but what of the other three? The Boomers were smart, and fast. They worked well together. They very well could have sent men ahead to grab the flag while others caused the distraction.

      At least one group was getting along. Turning from the remains of the once proud structure, Narra let her grappling hook loose.

      Sirens rose in the distance, piercing the quiet. Patrolmen. Her heartbeat sped, and she ground her teeth. Ancestors, what on earth were they thinking? Initiation Day was supposed to be a secret, not a free-for-all. The Boomers would be lucky if their commander didn’t have their heads for this.

      Flying over the rooftops, black smoke dusted Old Town’s shopping district. It flowed south with the wind, catching the neighboring buildings on fire. She cursed the Boomers. If they had chosen a warehouse further south, the fire might not have spread, and the Patrolmen may have taken longer to arrive. Her fists clenched. With the blaze in the center of Old Town, half the city guard would be out investigating.

      Narra headed east, the scent of smoke thick in the air. She skirted the growing blaze, sirens, and distant shouts. Several steamwagons toting large water barrels drove beneath her, their metal frames swaying over the uneven cobblestone. They’d have a hard time getting to the fire. Small blessings.

      Several blocks over, a large empty courtyard came into view, an old fountain in the middle with the statue of an old deity at its center. The god Srah, with long golden curls brushing his wide shoulders, and a muscular stone physique. He held a sword in one hand, while the other had been broken off, leaving a rocky stump. She wasn’t sure if she believed in gods, divine punishment, or ancestors’ blessings, but Halden Square held a special place in her heart. It was where she’d first met Erik almost eighteen years ago.

      “There she is!” the voice of a fellow thief whispered on the breeze.

      Narra dropped into the wide square, her grappling hook retracting with a thunk. She brushed her long hair back over her shoulder, the wind blowing it around with her cloak. It’d be more practical to braid it down her spine, but there was nothing like the feeling of wind teasing her hair as she soared over Rova City.

      Across the worn cobblestone thirteen initiates waited—five Boomers, six Shadows, and two Brains—the next generation of thieves. Erik waited nearby with a wide grin. He motioned adamantly, congratulating each of them. Several sets of eyes flitted to her stony expression. A few bristled, three froze, and one paled. Was she really that terrifying?

      “Thirteen,” she said, stopping beside her best friend.

      Erik shot her a wink. “I think you went easy on them this year. I haven’t seen this many new members since our Initiation Day.”

      Narra crossed her arms over her chest and scoffed. “I don’t go easy.”

      Erik laughed, and slapped her on the back. The new members shifted uncomfortably. Some of their eyes widened, unable to believe anyone would dare touch her. “I suppose you don’t. The Boomers just got the jump on us.”

      Two boys grinned and high-fived. Narra narrowed her gaze in their direction and their eyes grew wide. Heat built in her chest with startling intensity.

      Was anyone taking Initiation Day seriously?

      “You brought the Patrolmen and the fire brigade to Old Town in the middle of Initiation Day,” Narra snapped, advancing on the initiates. “This day is sacred, and should be treated with respect. Only the clever join the thieves, not the most despicable.”

      Erik stilled, his lips pressing into a thin, white line. He didn’t agree, but he wouldn’t argue with her in front of recruits.

      The Boomers stood at attention, their heels snapping together like military men. Only the Commander of the Boomers taught his initiates to act like Rovan military. Their wide eyes locked on her. They muttered quick apologies. Only one girl stared with defiance in her brown eyes, none of the respect Narra was owed on her bronze face. Narra’s jaw hardened and her fingers curled into fists.

      “Do you have something to say, initiate?” Narra growled. She remembered this girl. They’d shared a quick drink in the Guild Saloon once. Narra had been surprised she wasn’t afraid like the other initiates.

      “No, ma’am,” the girl said, her tone flat.

      “Commander,” Narra spat.

      “No, Commander.”

      “Maybe we should all head back to the Guild,” Erik interjected, stepping up beside Narra. His fingers brushed her elbow, letting her know she was going too far. Narra sucked in a breath and turned. She exhaled. A commander is always fair, Narra, her father always said.

      Narra pushed down the heat in her chest, uncurled her fists and gazed at the stars. Their bright light sparkled, cascading the world in a soft glow. The smoke hadn’t reached the northern sky. Yet. She spun, facing the recruits.

      “Well done, initiates,” she said, her tone back to business, “and welcome to the Guild.”

      Grins lit their young faces. Warmth spread to their eyes, and they embraced one another, laughing and congratulating their teammates. A pang of envy stabbed her heart. She took a breath and bit the inside of her cheek to keep her expression smooth and emotionless.

      Commanders aren’t jealous, Narra. Commanders inspire envy.

      But she was jealous. Even if her father told her time and time again that she was better than the other thieves—more practiced, more patient, more skilled—she was still without a Guild family. As Commander of Negotiations, she wasn’t permitted to assemble her own faction. She had to remain impartial at all times. While her fellow commanders formed factions that became families that would stand the test of time, as they had for over two centuries, Narra would continue to have no one.

      She sighed and her gaze slid from their happy faces. Erik caught her eyes, his eyebrows furrowed beneath shaggy bangs. She checked her expression, wiping the feeling from her face. She gave him a small, reassuring nod. She was fine—she was always fine.

      “Everyone meet back at Guild headquarters to be briefed on the First Mission.” Erik flashed a small smile, memories of their own First Mission most likely running through his mind. “We’ll see you there.”

      Erik congratulated them again, and they thanked him, grinning and shaking his hand. But they avoided her. They’d never touch her with such fondness or sincerity. She was cold, heartless—a villain even among thieves. Narra wielded her grappling hook and took off into the night.
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      The trolley lurched from its stop in the warehouse district. Its wheels screeched against the slick street, wet with dew. Empire citizens huddled together inside the large metal cabin, wrapped in thick fleece coats and leather gloves. Their chatter drifted through the open window, along with a stream of heat from the coal box.

      Narra stood by the railing on the small deck outside, her breath fogging the chill morning air. The sun lingered on the horizon, lifting lazily behind the clouded sky. Darkness peeked over the mountaintops in the north, telling of an impending storm.

      “I suppose winter is on its way,” Erik said, crossing his arms and shuddering against the cold air. He tightened his black cloak around his shoulders and rubbed his hands together. His nose glowed bright red, but his lips were drained of color.

      “It seems so,” Narra said, her tone flat. She leaned against the metal railing. Cold seeped through her cloak and she suppressed a shiver as best she could.

      The trolley made a lazy turn; just slow enough for two working men to jump on back. Their heavy boots thudded against the mahogany and they brushed by without a word, slipping into the cabin through the rear door.

      The dark warehouses and thick smell of fish from the waterfront receded as the trolley climbed the hill, sliding into the shopping district. Two-story shops rose on either side of the street, tall and tightly knit together, with no alleys between them. But as they continued away from the slums, the shops became more grand, wide smooth-stone buildings with lots of space carved out between them. Their owners meandered by to open for the day, most clad in fine fall coats, with large buttons and fur-trimmed hoods and sleeves.

      The trolley screeched to a stop. Heels clattered down the front steps and onto the street. Boots followed. The cabin emptied before filling again. Two Patrolmen hitched a ride up front; chatting with the driver, while several businessmen and women clambered inside.

      “A cold day for no coat.” A plump man with red cheeks, brown hair and gray eyes stepped onto the back. He made no move for the rear door.

      “Wasn’t expecting the chill,” Erik said. He shifted warily and turned toward the man, his wide shoulders partially blocking her from view. Narra watched in her peripheral, her heartbeat thudding faster. Erik rarely made a move to protect her—he knew there wasn’t often a reason to.

      “Where you headed this fine morning?”

      Curiosity got the better of her. Narra glanced over her shoulder and a breeze swept her hood back. She met the man’s steely gaze.

      “Naizer.” The man exhaled a hiss. His gray eyes turned stormy, and his face reddened further.

      Emperor’s ancestors. Her heart sank into her gut.

      “What is that scum doing here?” he snarled.

      North of the Rovan Empire was Kiznaiver, a country of pale-skinned, pale-haired men and women—one the Rovan Empire was at constant war with. Naizer was the derogatory word for them.

      Half Kiznaiver, half Rovan, Narra was hated by most empire born. It had never bothered her when she was young, though as she got older her orange hair caused many to stare, and some, like this man, to think he had a right to shame and shun her for the way she was born.

      Erik grabbed him by the coat as the trolley continued up an incline. He jerked the man close, his face twisted in anger.

      “Excuse me?” he growled.

      “Erik,” she warned.

      “You’re defending that naizer whore!” the man gasped. Her gut twisted.

      Narra stepped in, slapping away Erik’s hold. The man fell against the brass railing. She kneed him in the stomach and he collapsed on the floor, gasping for air.

      “Novin,” she hissed. Worthless. This man didn’t deserve their breath. The trolley slowed and Narra kicked him from the car. He flopped off with a grunt and a thud. He’d barely gotten to his knees before they rounded a corner and his red face disappeared, replaced with brick and stone shop fronts.

      “Bigot.” Erik glared in the direction they’d come from.

      Narra glanced back at him. His eyebrows furrowed and his arms crossed. She quirked a questioning eyebrow. She had been the one insulted, why did he look more offended than she? Narra searched his expression for answers, but found none.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      Erik shook his head. “It’s hard to believe there are still people like that.”

      “Discrimination lends them power over others… or so they believe.”

      Erik fell silent as the shops disappeared and the trolley drifted into Varek Square, named after the third Rovan Emperor, Varek Kolarova, one of the most celebrated rulers of his time. Narra pulled her hood back over her foreign orange hair, tucking it tightly around her neck. Chatter rose on the wind, and the cabin occupants grew silent.

      “Empire citizens, gather round!” a deep voice bellowed from the square center. Standing before a podium, a tall, thin Rovan man addressed the crowd. “The emperor has a new decree for all empire born.”

      Narra exchanged a glance with Erik. His blue eyes lit with interest. She leapt from the moving trolley, her boots slapping down on the smooth stone street. Erik stepped off next, catching up with her in a few bounds.

      This close to the Imperial Palace, a crowd of nearly a hundred citizens stood inside the circular square, allowing Narra and Erik to easily blend in.

      They stuck to the back of the crowd, keeping their cloaks drawn close. Beneath the slick black fabric, Narra wore her usual equipment: a thick belt around her hips, straps around her thighs, with bronze clasps and a pocket on one side. Along her hips, her revolver sat loaded and ready on one side with her short sword on the other. Rows of daggers and throwing knives were fastened to her forearms, waist, and thighs, allowing easy access in a fight. If it weren’t for her cloak, she’d be found by Patrolmen and thrown in jail for carrying such deadly weapons. Only city officials and military were permitted to carry in public.

      Varek Square was several blocks wide with a small stage at the back. A podium stood at the center front with several chairs on the right of the platform. On the left, tall beams rose, a single board across the top, and a stepping stool below four nooses. Narra’s heart clenched and she snapped her lips shut to restrain a gasp.

      “Here in the emperor’s stead are his three daughters.” The slim man at the podium motioned to three women at his side. One quickly pushed ahead; raven hair, brown eyes, and perfect olive skin. Her wide hips swayed beneath her heavy fall gown and tight black coat. She took the man’s position at the podium, her gloved hands settling on the wooden structure.

      “Imperial citizens,” she began, her voice rough unlike her strikingly beautiful appearance. “My father, Emperor Rova, has sent me in his stead. My name is Elena, and I have a message for you.”

      Goosebumps rose on her forearms, but not from the cold. Elena’s black-lined eyes roamed the crowd as if she sought prey. What was this all about? Why would the emperor send his daughters for this spectacle?

      “For too long, criminal activity has run rampant in Rova City. The emperor would call a stop to this.” Elena motioned to her right. Two Patrolmen led a group of four men and women with potato sacks over each of their heads out onto the stage. Narra’s gaze flicked back to the four nooses.

      They were going to kill them in front of everyone.

      Narra blanched, her eyes wide. She fought to calm the panic rising inside. She stood frozen, staring at the raven-haired Elena. The Patrolmen ushered the prisoners onto stools. Their whimpers were audible over the now silent crowd. Their breathing came quick, rustling the beige sacks over their heads. One of the blue-clad men hoisted a noose around each of their necks. The thick rope creaked as he tightened it. The prisoners’ hands shook at their hips, bound together with twine. The Patrolmen stepped back, one holding a long wooden lever attached to the stage.

      “As of today, the emperor has enacted a new law. We are in a war against insurgents, and the emperor will purge this city of terrorists.” Elena tilted her chin to the crowd, as if asking them to defy her. “Anyone found conspiring against the empire, or its people, will be sentenced to death.”

      The Patrolman pulled the lever. The floor swung free with a crack. None had the time to cry out as the nooses tightened against their throats. A loud snap, not like the breaking of a twig, but of a thick branch, startled gasps from the crowd. Somewhere a child cried as the four forms struggled. The wood of the stage groaned. They swung back and forth, knocking into one another, their chokes growing more frantic by the second.

      Tears formed in Narra’s eyes. Twenty years ago, when she was just a little girl, her father had brought her to a public execution much like this one. When the snapping necks, purple faces devoid of oxygen, and sputtering gasps had been too much, she’d turned away. Only her father gripped the sides of her head, his fingers rough in her hair, and turned her face to watch the light leave their gazes. Their bulging eyes and gaping mouths were forever burned in her memory. He didn’t let go until the mad struggle against gravity and the rope ended, and their bodies went silent. Dead.

      When each of the criminals had finally stilled, he leaned down beside her ear. His breath was hot on her cheek as he whispered, “This is what happens to thieves that get caught, Narra.”

      A shudder ran through her and she held her arms to her chest. Her blood ran cold with memories. The faces of today’s victims were hidden from sight—there was no light to watch dim. So instead she faced their twitching feet until they stilled. Narra closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath. When she exhaled, the white fog mingled with the damp air and disappeared.

      “This is what happens to criminals in Rova City,” Elena continued. “My father and sisters will uphold this law, and keep you all safe. If you have any information about a crime, please do not hesitate to report it to your local Patrol Station.” Elena stepped back, joining her sisters, but Narra’s gaze didn’t leave the four hanging bodies until the Patrolmen cut them down. Their bodies fell with a heavy thud to the cobblestone.

      The second of Rova’s daughters smirked at Elena. She was nearly identical, curly black hair and haunting brown eyes lined with coal. They could be twins. But the youngest stood several inches shorter than her tall sisters. Her chocolate brown hair waved over her loose fur jacket, complimenting her olive skin and hazel eyes. The third daughter’s brows furrowed, and she narrowed her gaze at her sadistic sisters.

      Narra tilted her head. She’d never seen the youngest of Rova’s daughters before. Elena was the next in line for the crown, while Raeleen, the middle child, was Elena’s mirror image only with a wolfish smirk. But Marina, the youngest, was much more breathtaking. Even from across the crowd, Narra could make out her delicate features, plump lips, and heart-shaped jaw. Heat rose unexpectedly to her cheeks.

      “We should get going,” Erik whispered.

      Narra started, her gaze snapped away from Marina and met Erik’s. An excuse rose to her lips, but she quickly squashed it. What on earth was she thinking? Marina may be beautiful, but she was Rova’s daughter. They were a tyrannical family, and always would be.

      “Right.” Narra nodded.

      Erik led them from the crowd, taking the southern road out of the square. “Want to grab a drink before we head back to the Guild?”

      Narra glanced up. Sweat coated Erik’s forehead, and his gaze darted around the street. His breathing was quick and visible in the chill air. It was early for ale, but the hangings had disturbed him as much as they had her. Narra agreed.

      

      “Niece!” Narra’s uncle Alden bellowed from behind the bar.

      The two thieves stepped from the cold into the warmth of the tavern, where a fire burned in the stone hearth and her uncle readied for the day’s work. He grinned, and stepped out from behind the long maple bar. He dropped the rag he used to clean glasses and joined her and Erik at the center of the room between two vacant tables.

      “Alden!” Erik grinned, and they embraced each other. Her uncle laughed, and patted Erik on the back, rustling his daggers. “Good to see you.”

      “Always a pleasure, my boy.” Alden’s blue eyes shifted to her, and he winked before hugging her as well. She could feel his warmth through her cloak, and welcomed it against the cold withering her bones.

      “How was Initiation Day?” Her uncle motioned them back to the bar, where he tossed his shoulder-length brown hair from his shoulders, pulling it back in a low bun. Alden looked just like her father, but younger and more handsome. While her father’s hair had turned silver with age, Alden, only a few years younger than her father, still retained his youthful brown locks.

      “Good,” Erik said, stripping his cloak from his back. It came off with a snap, and he draped it across the back of a chair nearby. Narra did the same, adjusting the belt around her hips before she took a seat. “Thirteen new recruits.”

      Her uncle blanched, staring between them with wide eyes. “Thirteen?”

      “Yep!” Erik laughed. “I was just as surprised.”

      “There hasn’t been that many new members since you both joined a decade ago.” Alden stared off in the distance at the wood paneled walls, absently cleaning a tall mug.

      “I think she went easy on them.” Erik winked before sharing a conspiratory look with her uncle.

      “You know that isn’t true.” Narra narrowed her eyes.

      “Come on, niece. He’s just teasing!” Alden placed the mug on the long shelf that extended against the wall behind the bar before he continued. “What can I get you, Erik? Coffee? Whiskey? Something to warm up that cold soul of yours?”

      Erik burst into laughter while Narra frowned at her best friend. She and Erik had been close with her uncle for years, but both of their drinking habits worried her.

      “An ale for me, thanks,” Erik said.

      “Ale, this early?” Alden grabbed an empty pitcher from below the smooth maple counter. “Have I made an alcoholic out of you, boy?”

      “Not yet!”

      Alden retreated into the kitchen through a swinging door next to the bar, laughing all the while. Once he was gone, Erik’s smile fell and he stared at his hands. She’d thought his sudden change in mood was strange. The disturbing hanging in Varek Square flashed before her eyes and she shook her head. Narra had no idea what to say or do to comfort her friend. She was much better at throwing novin scum from trolleys than discussing feelings.

      “Are you all right?” She cleared her throat and shifted awkwardly on her stool.

      Erik’s lips quirked into a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “I’m fine.”

      Her eyebrows furrowed doubtfully, but Erik only shrugged. Alden returned with a pitcher full of bubbling yellow ale and three glasses. He set them on the bar with a thud and poured them each a glass.

      “Now this is how you start a day!” Alden grinned and held up his glass. Erik took his and clinked it against her uncle’s before downing a large mouthful. Narra hesitated before sliding the third across the polished wood. She’d never been much of a drinker. “Come on Narra, take a walk on the wild side.”

      Narra sighed and took a sip. Bitter ale filled her mouth, and the foam stuck to her lip. She winced, and barely resisted a displeased shiver. She wanted so badly to spit it out, but instead she swallowed before setting her drink back down. That was enough of that. She looked up to find Erik had already drunk half of his.

      “That’s my girl!” Alden chugged his back, leaving a foam moustache across his hairy upper lip.

      Licking the foam from her lip, Narra shot Erik a concerned look, but his fake grin had returned and his eyes glazed over while he poured another drink.

      “While you kids are here, I have something for you.” Alden held up a finger before he ducked below the bar. Paper rustled and a metal mug rolled across the floor. “Now where are those…ah hah!” Alden stood, cracking his head off the wood. He staggered back, rubbing his skull, a fistful of paper in hand.

      “Contracts?” Her eyes widened slightly, warm delight filling her chest.

      “Yep.” He set them on the bar before pouring himself another drink.

      Narra took the pages greedily and flicked through them, each scrawled with names, dates and instructions. Two lines waited at the bottom of each. One was filled with the client’s signature, while the other remained clear for the initials of whoever took the contract.

      Erik and Alden droned about getting the Initiates drunk, while Narra read each page carefully, her senses acute enough to follow their conversation simultaneously. Two contracts were for local gangs with a grudge, wanting the Thieves Guild to steal their enemy’s riches. Another was from an upperclassman deep in debt—she recognized him as a storeowner near the warehouse district. He had a thriving business in local produce, but with the unseasonably cold summer, his crops hadn’t fared well and he’d lost hundreds of rovin. If he didn’t have his taxes come spring, he’d be put in prison, or worse.

      “Bring them tonight, Erik! I’ll get out the old whiskey. They’ll be done for,” Alden said. They joined each other in laughter.

      Sorting through the pages, Narra flipped through contracts for break-ins, heists, explosives, and assassinations. Only the Guild Master could approve these contracts, but it would be up to the Council of Commanders—herself included—to take their pick. She very much doubted some of them, those offering small amounts of coin, would be chosen by the Guild leaders.

      “Narra, what do you think?” Erik asked.

      Narra looked up from the contracts. “If you want to get the Initiates drunk, that’s your business. But remember what happened last time.”

      Erik paled. Last year, during the Initiation ritual, Erik had gotten belligerent with the new recruits and slept with two of them—both of whom never let him live it down.

      “You have a point.” He gulped.

      “What happened last year?” Alden asked.

      “Nothing!” Erik coughed, taking a swig of his beer and avoiding Alden’s gaze.

      “What happened last year?” Alden repeated, facing Narra this time.

      “Two voluptuous recruits.”

      “Narra!” Erik gasped.

      “What?”

      “You promised not to tell.”

      “Oh.”

      Alden lost himself in laughter, slapping the bar and holding his gut, the bar-top vibrating with his bellow.

      “It’s not funny!” Erik said. His face was redder than she’d ever seen it.

      Once Uncle Alden’s amusement died, he wiped tears from his eyes and waved him off. “Only you would think bedding two damsels was worth keeping a secret.” He froze, his eyes widening. “Or was this a performance issue?”

      Erik groaned, burying his head in his arms.

      Alden gasped. “It was?”

      Narra straightened the pile of papers in front of her and scooted them across the bar until they nudged Erik’s bare forearm. “Take these back to the Guild when you go.”

      Erik raised his head, meeting her eyes. “You’re not coming?”

      Narra shook her head. “I’m going home.”

      He nodded slowly, taking the papers in hand and quickly thumbing through them. “All right, I’ll take them.” Narra stood.

      “Leaving so soon?” Her uncle inclined his head.

      “It’s been a long night.” Even as she said it her muscles ached and a wave of exhaustion threatened to pull her under.

      Alden and Erik exchanged a look, and she glanced between them, unsure what they were confused over. She hardly ever stuck around when they started talking conquests. Narra grabbed her cloak from the back of a chair and clipped it on, pulling it tight around her weapons, and shielded her hair.

      “Well, see you later.” Erik smiled.

      They said their goodbyes, and Narra took her leave. Her stomach had gone sour, and business was back on her mind, even with sleep calling her. If she wanted to be at the next commander meeting, she should get some rest. Heading for the door, Narra waved over her shoulder. Their chatter continued as she returned to the cold.
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      Narra's boots clapped up the wooden steps, the sound echoing in the empty stairwell. She leapt up several at a time until she reached the third floor. Chatter wormed through the walls and into the long wood-paneled corridor. Narra didn't have many neighbors, and liked it that way.

      Lanterns hung from the brass hooks on the walls, their flames drawn low, dousing the carpet in orange. A few doors down Narra stopped before a door that stood out from the rest. Not a sound flowed through. Long before she was born, her father had bought the building. With his new ownership he took it upon himself to outfit their flat with brick walls, secret passages, and a thick metal door—one that told neighbours to stay quiet and pay rent on time.

      Or else.

      Pushing her cloak over her shoulders, she unzipped the pouch at her right thigh and produced a set of keys. Six separate locks with six unique keys kept even the cleverest lock pick at bay. If the locks weren't freed in a certain order, the door would never open—it would seal like a vault. Narra undid each—the order forever ingrained in her memory—and entered the apartment.

      The thick door was heavy and swung in slowly. Inside, the room was dark, a dim kitchen light hung from the ceiling, casting shadows over the smooth dark wood and small kitchen table.

      A bang sounded from the adjacent living room.

      Her heartbeat sped. Who else was inside? Her father was supposed to be off at the Guild this morning. No one else could have gotten inside, of that she was sure.

      Her fingers wrapped around the hilt of her short sword and she withdrew it slowly. Her steps lightened as she padded across the wooden floor, avoiding every creaky board with practice that only came from sneaking out as a teenager.

      Something moved in the shadowed hall and a figure crashed over the back of the brown upholstered sofa, landing on the coffee table. The wood cracked and caved on one side, dumping the man on the floor with a thud. He grunted and thrashed. A bottle smashed against the floor. The scent of whiskey exploded into the air, splashing across the worn wood.

      "Emperor's ancestors!" her father spat.

      Narra exhaled her relief. Her heart slowed and she returned her sword to its sheath. As she got her pounding heart under control, she peeled the cloak from her back and tossed it onto a kitchen chair.

      "You're drunk," she said, her tone flat, but accusing. Her fingers trembled with frustration as she unclipped her belt. "Why am I not surprised?"

      "Narra?" her father grunted, and stumbled to his feet, glass cracking beneath his leather boots. "Where have you been?"

      Fire kindled in her chest. She gripped the belt tightly, the metal clasps digging into her skin. Her father's voice whispered in her mind: a commander is calm, assertive, and never backs down, Narra. She took a deep breath, closing her eyes for just a moment.

      "Conducting Initiation Day," she said. He would know what day it was if he bothered to sober up. And why wasn’t he at the Guild already? Narra stepped out of the harness wrapping her hips and laid it across the back of the chair before returning to the front door. She sealed it, turning the long metal rod along its back like that of a vault. She flung the locks back into place and stepped back into the dim kitchen light. The oil lamp was nearly empty, the small flame flicking behind thin glass.

      "That was yesterday," he grumbled. Scratching his head, he kicked away the remains of the wooden slab of a coffee table. It clattered off its two remaining legs, banging against a desk chair facing their only window in the room. "It's long past dawn."

      Narra glanced at the barred window. The curtains were drawn, but a sliver of soft light shone through the crack, illuminating stacks of strewn papers and an inkwell, but no plume.

      "Not even noon, and you're wasted," she said, "and yet you question me?"

      "Where were you?" he hissed. Blue fire, much like her own, met her gaze. Though he was her father, nothing but their eyes would suggest a relation with Quinn. Where her skin was pale, his was dark. His jaw was square and firm, his eyebrows thick, his eyes sunken. He was the opposite of her delicate lips, sharp cheekbones, bright eyes and thick lashes. Yet, he was her blood.

      "There was a hanging in Varek Square," Narra said. She lowered her eyes from his fierce gaze, whose depths reminded her to always respect her ancestors, and she was still a child in his eyes. Her fists tightened at her side. She was twenty-five and still let this man treat her like an infant. What was wrong with her? Why couldn't she stand up to him?

      "That's all?"

      "Yes. The emperor made a decree about terrorists. That's all," Narra ground out.

      "The emperor himself?" His eyebrows furrowed below a mane of shoulder-length silver hair.

      "His daughters." An image of Marina flashed before her—soft heart-shaped face, and big hazel eyes reflecting honest disdain for her sisters. If only Narra could bring herself to show her father how she truly felt.

      He didn't miss her pause. "What is it?"

      Narra’s heart jumped. She kept still and smoothed the surprise from her face. No one could read her like her father. "Nothing." His jaw set and again she avoided his gaze. "His daughters were interesting."

      "Interesting?" He cocked an eyebrow.

      "Two were vile like Rova, but the youngest..." Narra paused and bit her lip before she could stop herself.

      "Marina."

      "Yes, Marina. She regarded her sisters like the animals they are," she said. "I never imagined any of the royal family were different than their father. But I was wrong."

      Narra unclenched her fists, smoothing them over her hips. Get a hold of yourself.

      Quinn scoffed and rolled his eyes. Her heart plummeted for her stomach. He brushed past, the pungent stench of whiskey hung in the air, warm from his breath. Her stomach clenched and she wrinkled her nose. This was not the time to confess her suspicions about the emperor's family. She should never have come home.

      "Was Erik with you?"

      Narra glanced at him suspiciously. "Of course."

      "And what did he think of that stupid girl?"

      Narra spun, ready to spit a retort, but her father laughed in her face.

      "My beautiful Narra." He chuckled, and stepped over to her. He held her face in his hands. His fingers were sticky, his breath heavy with liquor. He held her gaze, his wrinkled forehead and crow’s feet much more prominent this close. His blue stare held pity.

      A growl rose in her throat. Who was he to judge her? She was a commander of the Thieves Guild and he was no one.

      "Your beauty is your strength, as it is any pretty woman's. You use yours to the benefit of yourself and the Guild, as I'm sure she uses hers for her own benefit. Don't let her fool you. You're much too smart for that, my little queen."

      Narra bristled at the pet name, and he released her, stumbling back into the living room where he fell onto the couch, his arm shielding his eyes.

      "Turn off the light." He kicked off his boots. They thudded somewhere among the remains of the coffee table.

      She gritted her teeth, her fists clenched and her eyes narrowed. His chest rose and fell slower until he fell asleep. How could he dismiss her so fully? Ever since she was young, he constantly talked down to her. Chest burning with fury, she turned to the kitchen light and switched off the oil. The fire died inside its glass casing and drowned her in darkness. She breathed a heavy sigh.

      "Yes, father."
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        * * *

      

      "You've got to be a fool to think the Picks would give the Shadows a port job," Claudia hissed at her fellow commander. Her thin lips drew back over her teeth in a snarl. From her coal-lined eyes, to her sharp jaw, everything about the older caramel-skinned woman spoke danger.

      Narra sat back on a small platform next to the others. A large circular oak table was in the center, surrounded by five of the commanders. While her fellow generals argued about money, contracts, and whether to team up on certain missions, she sat on her throne, one leg hung carelessly over its arm, her back resting between the other and the red upholstery.

      "My sister is right, Clint. What use would your Shadows be at the Docks?" Claudia's twin, Klaus, glared, a mirror image of his sister with shorter hair and lashes.

      While the twins reared their competitive natures, Narra swiped a rag over her gold and bronze plated clockwork revolver, which lay disassembled; some pieces in her lap, the others carefully placed on the wooden arm of her high-backed chair. Cleaning each piece, from the barrel to the chambers, with her powder-stained piece of cloth, she listened and waited. The commanders adored the fight—whether it be over resources, men, or contracts—no one wanted to seem weak. Though the commanders were joined under the name of the Thieves Guild, it was rare the factions got along.

      "Stay out of this, Klaus." The tall handsome man leaned back in his seat, the wood creaking beneath him. Clint crossed his arms over his chest. Though he smiled like the huge flirt he was, a twitch in his cheek marked the irritation he felt.

      Narra snapped her pieces back into place, glancing from under her lashes at the others. A chandelier dripping wax hung several feet above the table, the small flames flicking back and forth with the moving current. Every time Klaus shook his fist or Claudia flipped her hair, the fire swayed with them, shadows dancing across the rest of the dark Guild saloon. It had been some time since the Guild's leaders came to blows. Could today be the last in their small truce?

      "I won't have you talk to my sister as if she's one of your conquests, Clint!" Klaus's olive skin drew taut against his face. He narrowed his brown, nearly black eyes, and bared his teeth.

      Beasts.

      Narra resisted the urge to roll her eyes.

      "Enough, all of you." August heaved a sigh. Atop a full head of long white hair, his gold-rimmed goggles shook with his head, the gears along the edges squeaking. "You're acting like children."

      The twins exchanged a glance, and just like that, the bite was yanked from their barks. No one fought with August.

      "What do you propose?" Clint asked. His smile dropped.

      "The Shadows can slide in unnoticed for the vault, while your Picks cause a distraction on the wharf. It'll give you both what you want, and hopefully get everyone out alive this time." August twirled the tips of his white moustache, a small grin peeking beneath as he settled his stern gaze on Claudia.

      The tall woman flipped the hair from her shoulder and gave a curt nod. "Fine."

      Claudia wasn't well known for keeping members long, and set a cold glare on Narra whenever she could. Narra was the reason Claudia and the Lockpicks wouldn't receive any new members. Maybe if Claudia spent less time arguing, and more time teaching her initiates teamwork, she’d have a new batch of thieves this year.

      "Are we in agreement then?" August glanced between the two leaders. They nodded. "Excellent! Shall we move on?"

      Graves, the leader of the Boomers, shifted through the small stack of contracts Erik had dropped off sometime that morning. "Let's see here..."

      Narra tuned out the others, letting their droning fill the silence. She concentrated on her cleaning. Her father had given her the revolver on her sixteenth birthday, the year she had been indoctrinated into the Thieves Guild. He'd said it was a gift and a burden that she was a woman now, a woman of the Guild, which meant she had certain responsibilities—the first and foremost being to follow in her mother's footsteps. Khlara Rheka had been the Commander of Negotiations before she died giving birth to Narra. No one had stepped up to take the position, so when it became obvious Narra didn't fit in with any of the other factions, the commanders agreed unanimously to give her the position. She'd always been skilled compared to her fellow initiates, and with her new title her infamy only grew. Would the newcomers ever fear her any less?

      "The Revolution wants us to stop a train?" Klaus balked. "Is the Guild Master rovin mad?"

      Her blue gaze snapped up. The Guild Master was the unseen head of the Guild—the only person the commanders were not to question. Calling him a greedy lunatic was heresy.

      "Klaus," Claudia warned.

      Narra shoved six bullets into their chambers.

      "You're all thinking it!" Klaus snapped.

      "Listen here, son. If you don't want the contract, you don't need to curse the gods," Graves huffed. He sat ramrod straight, the perfect posture she assumed followed him from his days in the Rovan army.

      "If you all want to go on listening to everything that fool says⁠—"

      Narra snapped the cylinder into place. It spun as she rose, shoving the revolver into her belt. "I'll take the contract."

      The other commanders stared as she plucked the parchment from Graves's hands.

      "That's very kind of you, Rheka, but⁠—"

      "I said, I will take the contract." Narra levelled her gaze at the man. Whereas her family and best friend called her by her first name, the other Guild members weren't so lucky. She was Rheka or commander to them. No one had dared to say her first name in years. The last hadn't gotten away with his tongue. She had no use for earning the respect of those lower than her. Instead, she commanded it.

      Graves swallowed audibly and nodded.

      "Good for you, Rheka." August chuckled, his long beard quivering as he swayed back and forth in his seat. "This sounds like a fun one."

      Narra gave the elderly man a quick nod before taking her seat, contract in hand. Though she didn’t expressly need, or seek, August’s approval, she still appreciated it nonetheless. In a way, he was the kind father she’d never had.

      While the others returned to the remaining contracts, she gazed upon the two lines at the bottom of the sheet. Written in blood was the Revolution. On the other, she would sign CR: for Commander Rheka. But without a plume she would wait; to put her name on the line, for the commanders to get along, and for whatever else came next.
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