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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Flying Fancies series.
      

      

      It's not easy when you're a runaway princess and the kingdom's most notorious thief has indentured you.

      Beatrix Fontaine ran from her stepmother for a very good reason - if the Queen Regent discovered Beatrix is a powerful healing witch, the kingdom would hunt her.

      So it's best to run first, correct? That was the theory, but when the inexperienced Beatrix runs into the very experienced, handsome, and calculating thief, Darian Gram, things get tricky. Darian's a runaway himself - from the law, at least. Oh, and from family and friends - anyone foolish enough to have ever lent him a cent. With enemies that could fill one of those newfangled steam dirigibles, his best chance has always been on his own.

      But when a certain doe-eyed powerful witch wanders across his path, he can't help but indenture her. Taking what he wants comes naturally to Darian. But so does trouble. When they find themselves, ironically, on the kingdom's flagship dirigible packed with enemies and spies, they must unfortunately work together. It's that or die.

      And Darian can't die. Beatrix's contracted never to let him. Worse, all too soon, he steals her heart, and thieves like Mr. Gram never let you go once you're theirs.

      ...

      Flying Fancies follows a charming thief and a runaway princess as they take to the skies to save the lands. If you love your historical fantasy with magic, heart, wit, and a smattering of romance, grab Flying Fancies today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.

      Flying Fancies is the fourth Trapped by Your Side series. In this world, witches can be indentured by strong wizards - if the wizards are stupid enough to try. Witty, fun, and fast, they'll appeal to fans of light historical fantasy and cozy mysteries.
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    Flying Fancies Episode One

  
    Prologue

    Beatrix Fontaine

    “Darian, no,” I screamed. I threw myself to the side, but by that time, it was too late. The bullet, fired from the magic gun, tore across Darian’s shoulder. It spun him around. But the bullet kept going.

    Just as I lurched toward Darian and tried to catch him, the shot, as fast as a man’s fist, slammed into the side of the wall. It tore a hole through it, revealing the dirigible to the wilds of the sky beyond.

    “Beatrix,” Darian managed to scream my name and somehow found strength in his good arm. He fixed his shaking fingers around my wrist, holding me to the spot with his strong body as air escaped through the wall.

    It tugged at my skirts, drawing them high around my knees. Before it could drag me away, Darian grunted, leveraging what little strength and magic he had left to hold me tightly. But weren’t we forgetting something?

    The assassin surely hadn’t forgotten us. The man, still dressed in black from head to foot with only the thinnest slit of his cold gray eyes visible, lifted his gun again. I heard the magnetic click, click of his boots locking onto the patterned grating beneath us. As air continued to discharge through the hole beyond, all it could do was tug at his clothes. It couldn’t drag him into the sweet oblivion of the endless sky.

    I glanced at it once.

    Perhaps it would be easier than what lay ahead?

    Darian still uselessly held my arm, but I glanced down at his injury and couldn’t tear my gaze off it. A large chunk, the size of a slab of steak, had been ripped right out of his bicep. I could see broken shards of glimmering bone adorned with torn-up flesh and splattered blood. His jacket had been half ripped off his torso, and his cheeks paled right before me, turning from their once healthy ruddy hue to the color of fresh milk.

    “Darian—” I tried.

    “It’s all right. Leave me.”

    Leave him? Leave the man who’d kidnapped me, indentured me, dragged me onto this new-fashioned steam dirigible, and torn my old life into tatters?

    Never.

    With a grunt, he turned his rapidly dwindling gaze onto the assassin. The man still stood there, as proud as a statue, his golden magical gun glimmering in his hand. I couldn’t see him smiling under his thick black mask, but I knew he did. He laughed, too, just this sharp wheeze of a move. Then he lifted his gun.

    Darian said nothing. He looked at me once. Then he launched forward.

    And the assassin fired one last time.

  
    Chapter 1

    Sometime Earlier

    Beatrix Fontaine

    “No going back now,” I muttered to myself.

    My words were so hollow. I supposed they matched my heart. Where was the courage I’d been scrounging for the past several weeks? The scraps of strength I required to finally go through with my lifelong plan and run?

    I stood on top of a windswept hill. Above, the storm pressed down over the planes and pasturelands that spread beyond the city gates. There, in the distance, I saw the white palace hugging the top of Coronation Mountain.

    Briefly, I wondered if I could see my own balcony. I longed for my warm bed, my porcelain bath, my loyal maid.

    But there was a problem. She’d never been loyal, my porcelain bath had a crack in it, and my bed, when not warm from body heat, could in fact be warm from poison.

    “It was this or die at her hands.” My own hand clenched into a fist, but I forced the fingers apart. I grasped out the thick woolen gloves I’d stolen off one of the maid servants and yanked them on. I shuddered at the unpleasant feeling of the fibers. They were so very rough.

    You might accuse me of being nothing more than a royal brat. A princess, when had I ever been forced to rough it? The answer wasn’t as simple as you’d think. Once upon a time, I might’ve been in line for the throne, but when my father remarried only to die suddenly, everything changed. My younger sister, Wilhelmina, had been placed above me. Not officially, but the Queen Regent had been working ever since my father’s death to usurp me with her real daughter.

    “So it’s running or waiting to have your throat slit in the night. Now move, girl,” I snarled at myself.

    I waited there on top of the windswept hill for a few more moments, staring back at my home and shuddering internally.

    I supposed I’d never make it back there. If my plan went right, I’d never even hear about the fortunes of my old kingdom.

    For I was off to find my own.

    My stomach churned as I turned away, as I locked my woolen gloved hand on my simple dress, smoothing it down.

    I longed to rip the gloves off, but again, it wasn’t what you’d think. It wasn’t that my delicate princess skin couldn’t manage the touch of common fabric. My hands were my most sensitive organ.

    They had to be. Without them, how exactly could I practice what I did?

    And therein lay the real reason I was running.

    I knew I was a coward and always had been. But if the Queen Regent ever found out I was a healing witch, everything would change. My throat would not be slit. I would be used, dragged off to one of her many secret laboratories, and kept there for the rest of my days, healing her and her family members so they could live forever.

    “This is for the kingdom,” I muttered under my breath. Then I raced down the other side of the hill.

    Waiting for me, just as planned, was a man clad in dark navy-blue wool, a thick hood leading down to equally thick pants, only his rough hands visible. He was at the helm of a horse and cart.

    Our kingdom had been slower to modernize than some of our neighbors, but I wondered if such a beast would be reliable enough and, importantly, quick enough.

    It wouldn’t take long for my stepmother to find out I was gone. Or perhaps it would take a week. Who knew? I had not seen her in person in months.

    With my hand clasped around my own cloak, keen not to let a single soul see my face, even the man I’d hired to take me across the border, I raced down the hill.

    I almost tripped, my unreliable ankle trying to roll. An old injury had plagued it for some time. I healed it every now and then, but a good healing witch knows this: you must be very careful about healing your own injuries. The power must come from somewhere. And for most serious, long-term injuries, you must draw on your own life force.

    While there were ways and means to do that safely when practicing on other people, it was virtually impossible while doing it on yourself. For it would only injure you further.

    Now, less of the ways of my unique magic, and more of the story of my escape.

    I reached the man, somehow out of breath despite the fact I’d only run downhill.

    With his hands clasped firmly around the reins of the horse, he tilted his head up. “The forest is green,” he muttered in a particularly strong voice.

    I don’t know why I paused to note it. But it seemed like the kind of voice all too used to gruffly accepting orders.

    “The night is dark,” I replied, our agreed-upon secret phrase.

    He grunted and, with his shoulder, gestured beside him.

    I hesitated. Could I trust this man? Could I not? He was now my only way out of here.

    I rushed to the other side of the cart, clambered atop it, fixed my cloak harder around my face, and muttered, “Be as quick as you can. There’ll be more silver in it for you if you can get me there within the next several hours.”

    “Right you are, ma’am.”

    He yanked on the reins. The horse neighed wildly, then was pushed into a healthy trot. And I… sat there.

    I’d done it, hadn’t I? I had finally escaped.

    I had the time to squeeze my eyes closed. In fact, I had all of an hour to contemplate exactly what I had managed.

    Our kingdom wasn’t much. It was nothing compared to our neighbors. I’d already complained to you that we had not yet modernized. But while our neighbors might have newfangled steam vehicles that clogged the streets and even the skies, we’d always been resource rich – from minerals, to rare woods, to even rarer forms of magic such as my own. Now the path we were on bent around a particularly dark and infamous forest. It was possessed of some of the finest rosewood in existence. It had adorned my father’s old study. But it had not come easily.

    The Forbidden Forest was a den for thieves, dark magic, and ferocious beasts. And as we swung to the side of it, I couldn’t help but pull myself out of my reverie and stare in cold fear.

    My savior hadn’t said much to me. Apart from the occasional grunt to ask if I was warm enough, he kept to himself. Perfect. But now, he leaned over, quite unannounced, and he hissed in my ear, “You know, they say anyone who ventures inside without at least 100 guards will never venture out again.”

    I sliced my gaze over to him. I became a little breathless. And wouldn’t you? What a rather horrid notion. And it was something one might be able to ignore. If they were safely tucked up in bed, hundreds of miles from this place. But right on the edge of the forest, all I could do was be drawn in by the hoots of owls, the cries of foxes, and the calls of unmentionables. For amongst them, crackling and shrieking high were magic fiends.

    “How long must we travel beside it for?” I muttered.

    “The next two hours. The Forbidden Forest is one of the largest natural woods still in this kingdom,” he noted.

    I smiled blandly. Perhaps he was simply trying to be a tour guide. I remained silent. If I didn’t interact with him, maybe he’d stop.

    But apparently, he hadn’t yet started. He leaned over even closer. I hadn’t caught sight of his face. Not properly, not until now. He wore a particularly dark expression indeed. His eyes, which were slate gray, glittered like scant light off water. Water dripping down a dagger, to be specific.

    I scrunched my lips in. I ignored the surge of fright climbing my stomach. “Sir?”

    “Nary a village surrounds the Forbidden Forest. No fool would dare live this close. And only the desperate traipse around it. Only the suicidal go within.”

    “That’s… fascinating. How long until the border?”

    “A man in a cart could get there in approximately two hours.”

    “… It’s quite fortunate that you are a man in a cart, then,” I said haltingly.

    “And if I’m a man in a cart, what does that make you?” He delivered every word slowly.

    I’d complained of the storm building earlier. It had hugged us, following our journey ever since. Now, far off across the Forbidden Forest, I heard a crack of thunder – so sudden, it made me jump. My hood, which I’d tugged down and kept firmly over my face since the palace, revealed my quivering bottom lip.

    His eyes locked on it.

    “I’m… quite tired. I don’t wish to converse anymore,” I tried.

    “But I haven’t answered your question yet,” he said, voice dark.

    I swear it was even darker than the forest beside me. There was something about it, some endlessly cold edge.

    I had not led a sheltered life despite being a princess. I might never have fended for myself, but there are different ways one must negotiate danger. My entire life, I had learned about intrigue, machinations, and the unquenchable drive for power. So I knew very well what this man thought as his lips shuddered back over his jagged white teeth. They reminded me of a saw blade. An apt image. “If I’m a man in a cart, ma’am, then you appear to be my cargo.”

    “Cargo?”

    “An object with an intrinsic worth that must be delivered to receive payment,” he clarified.

    Oh… dear. I had organized every aspect of this plan for weeks. But we can never plan to find a friend when all we get is an enemy.

    I clutched hold of my cloak harder.

    Quick as lightning, ironically as more flashed overhead, he grasped a dagger from his pocket. Somehow still holding onto the reins, he tried to press it against my neck.

    I had no means to fight him. As a healing witch, my skills lay in lifting people up from sickness and injury – not pushing them down there in the first place.

    All I could do was scream.

    My shrill cry could not upset the horse. It could do nothing at all to protect me as he sliced that dagger close to my throat and hissed, “The Queen awaits. She never expected you to make this move, but now you forced her hand—”

    Before he could finish his snarled statement about forcing the Queen Regent’s hand, there was a crack of lightning. This time, it was directly overhead. So close, in fact, there was no getting away from it. It lanced down into a tree only several meters away. It exploded, burning hot shards of wood blasting out and striking us and the horse.

    I might not have been able to upset the steed previously, but now it bucked wildly, its shaggy mane like a wave.

    It lurched hard to the side, unbalancing the cart.

    I tumbled off. It was long before the man’s groping hand could grasp hold of my shoulder.

    I saw a flash of the ditch.

    It was right there, lined with burning chunks of wood, jagged rocks, and Lord knows what else.

    I had not led a life of action, but somehow my body knew when to tuck and roll at just the right moment. Just before I could brain myself on a moss-covered patch of old stone, I rolled right over the top of it. I landed down in a mound of my own skirts and cloak, my blond locks tumbling around my face.

    There was a grunt as the man fell beside me, but he was not as lucky. I heard the rather horrid crack of a thick skull against a stone.

    Shrieking, just as another blast of lightning sounded out overhead, I turned to see him. His cloak had been thrown from his face. It was all the better to see his shocked eyes as they widened.

    Blood leaked out of his mouth, the slithers of crimson slowly staining his strong chin.

    It was not the first time I’d seen a man on the edge of death. My father had known of my powers. I unfortunately had not gotten to him in time to save him, but I had saved others under his command. Secretly, without even my siblings finding out.

    This man… he’d tried to capture me.

    He wished to hand me back to the Queen. He was no doubt doing this for money. A brute, I should let natural justice take him, but as I stared at him, as his eyes started to close, I couldn’t help myself.

    I grasped his up hand. I locked my other hand on the side of his face. I concentrated. It was just as it started to rain. It poured down. There wasn’t a drop or two. It was as if somebody upended a sky-sized bucket over us. It chilled me to my bones, especially as I had to draw on magic from my very bones to give this man a chance.

    I felt him black out, felt his consciousness like I could hold it in my mere hands. It ebbed and flowed, ebbed and flowed until finally I caught hold of it. I connected to the crack in the back of his skull, and I forced my magic into it.

    Practicing healing magic was… a decidedly strange affair. I had always practiced it, but I understood that most magical practitioners thought it an impossible art. For it was an art, not a science like the rest of magic. One had to follow the body’s needs, rushing along after each and every cell, finding the ones that mattered, then giving them the life energy they required to heal the body for you.

    Just when it seemed as if I would lose this man, one of his eyes opened.

    I lurched back.

    His hand reached out to me.

    What a foolish witch I was. I’d forgotten who this man had been hired by.

    I stumbled to my feet.

    “Finish… finish the job. Leave me here, and I’ll be picked off by the thieves and monsters. You—”

    I, indeed. I was a fool. I was a coward, and my only chance now lay in the forest beyond.

    “Heal… heal me completely, and I will put in a good word with the Queen for you. Her men are on their way. There’s no way to escape.”

    I quivered and shook my head wildly. I opened my mouth, but what could I possibly say?

    I stared over my shoulder. I thought, in between the tumultuous sound of the storm, I could pick up frantic hoofbeats.

    “There’s no escaping,” he managed.

    No… there’d never been any escaping. Not for a timid princess like me.

    I had lived under the Queen Regent’s iron fist for too long. It had been three years since my father had passed. In that time, I could’ve done something other than waste away by my half-sister’s side.

    But to do something, you must gather the courage to try.

    I took another step back but promptly fell over the same stone that had brained this man. Fortunately I did not injure myself too much, though I did aggravate my existing ankle problem.

    He managed to sit, but I knew he wouldn’t stand. “There’s nowhere you can go. Know where we can’t find you. The Queen Regent controls all in her domain. And that will include you.”

    I heard the cry of an animal from the forest. It seemed so very close. It was one of the most horrendous things I had ever heard, for as its shout arced up high, it promised certain death. But then I heard the sound of hoofbeats getting closer.

    I squeezed my eyes shut. My father had been such a brave man. Before he had settled into his role as the king, he had led the army.

    He had put down uprisings. He had even quashed an invasion from a neighboring country, regardless of their technological advantages. For my father had always possessed bravery few men could match.

    I was his only true daughter. Yet what beat in my heart was nothing but the pale blood of a coward.

    I turned.

    I almost reached out my hand to finish healing the man. He would put in a good word with my stepmother. Perhaps it would spare me some of the horrors I knew awaited.

    But then I watched him smile. Slow, for it could not be fast in his condition, it still claimed his lips. It still claimed me in turn after it did.

    And it was a smile I’d been putting up with my entire life.

    I had been a pawn in someone else’s game, a tool to be used, never appreciated.

    And if I made my way back to the Queen, it would only get worse.

    I did not have two options. I only had one option: to turn, throw myself into the Forbidden Forest, and throw all caution to the wind. For caution and my old timid ways would only get me killed.

    I spun.

    I didn’t even have time to grasp anything from the carriage. But I could at least bend down and snatch up the man’s dagger. I did it, took a shaking step back, stared at him, closed my eyes, and spun.

    He found the vocal strength to grunt, “You won’t survive the forest, Princess. It’ll tear you apart in minutes.”

    “It will be preferable to the slow death the Queen Regent has planned,” I spat back, surprised I could force such brave words from my gullet.

    And then… then, why I disappeared into the forever tall and dark trees of the Forbidden Forest.

    I wouldn’t survive. I couldn’t possibly survive, but as I clutched the man’s dagger to my chest, I could promise you this – I couldn’t not survive.

    For I had now run, and there would be no stopping me.

  
    Chapter 2

    Darian Gram

    I leaned back from the table, smiling at the silver-haired old woman. I grasped up my drink, if you could call it that, and played with the glass. The unsavory alcohol – or pig swill – tumbled around in the glass, sloshing uncharitably.

    I still smiled a killer smile, pressed the glass against my lips, paused, and said, “Your move, dear.”

    The old lady smiled. It was all broken teeth and wizened skin.

    “You’re such a tremendously good sport for having taught us a new set of rules. We’ve been playing the old ways for so long. Always nice to have a change, isn’t it? Like a holiday, isn’t it, Rufus?” The dame turned and smiled at her son. A very strapping example of an idiot, he stood behind the bar.

    In this backwater town’s version of fashion, he wore an old leather waistcoat over a tartan shirt. A tan leather jacket was thrown over the top.

    Did such a mismatched getup look strange? No. It looked horrible. Welcome to the provincial towns hugging the Forbidden Forest. If you were smart, you’d run. But I wasn’t smart. I was in this for gold.

    I smiled again. I drummed my fingers on the old chipped wooden table in front of me. I wondered if it was worth more than this place combined. I could be making it up, but it had a certain magical feeling. The Forbidden Forest was literally just outside the door. I didn’t imagine this old dame and her questionable son had braved the wilds to claim the wood. No. Someone else would’ve claimed it for them.

    And they would’ve deprived said woodsman of his bounty.

    How very grand and circular. For I was about to claim their wealth off them in one fell swoop.

    I placed my cards down on the table, all smiles.

    The old woman blinked at me.

    She showed her unappealing broken teeth again as she grinned as wide as a canyon. “Looks like you’ve won. Tremendous at this game, aren’t you?”

    “Indeed. Tremendous. Another round.” I pointed to my pig swill as I inadvisably finished it in one gulp.

    The son grunted, leaned over, and poured me another glass.

    As his body was half over the table, I slipped my left hand into his pocket. I withdrew the contents. I placed them into my own pocket and smiled at him.

    A good thief knows this. Steal everything you can from everyone you can. Especially in backwater towns. These kinds of folk very rarely trusted one another. That meant they often kept their valuables on them at all times. I’d already stolen an old golden ring from the dame, and I now had my eye on what was in her left pocket.

    It was probably her family’s combined wealth. Who knew? Without it, she might even become destitute.

    Would I shed a tear?

    I would only shed a tear if the gold ring in my pocket turned out to be plated and not real. I’d already put too much effort into this swindle.

    “Another round, my dear fellow,” the woman said.

    “Right you are.” I’d already dragged my winnings over to my side of the table. I glanced at them. I didn’t need to count them obviously. This was not my first game of cards. I’d been playing a version of it my entire life. In fact, you could easily level at me the accusation that I played life itself. Because living it was for boring idiots.

    She smiled as she placed the cards down on the table. The son strode over to the bar. He pressed himself against it, as close to the rough brown wood as he could. He watched the game. Wait. No. He didn’t watch the game. He watched the left side of his mother’s face. Her ear, in fact.

    Notwithstanding he seemed to be a very loyal boy, unless he had a particular ear fetish, something was going on here.

    Sigh.

    And all I’d wanted was a quiet evening swindling old women and drinking pigswill.

    I smiled.

    If you knew me, if you’d ever heard of my exploits, you would’ve known that the exact grin that spread my lips was one you wanted to run from.

    This was a grin that had preceded some of the greatest thefts of all time. From jewelry, to art, to the occasional heart or two, I, Darian Gram, had never lost yet. And I surely wouldn’t lose now.

    “Oh, I think I might lose again,” the old woman said, hamming it up. It was just as her left ear twitched slightly. Remarkable control, that. I would have to hand it to her – she did have extraordinary auricular flexibility.

    But I had a different kind of flexibility, a far better one. I rolled with the punches. And occasionally, I even froze them in place with magic.

    Almost all magic leaves some kind of trace. Other magicians will be able to know your credentials upon one look. But there are few magics that can be entirely hidden. And I possessed one of the best.

    I slipped my hand into my pocket on the premise of pulling out a handkerchief. I let it pause there for a few seconds, and between my forefinger and thumb, I produced just the smallest fragment of ice. Because that’s right – I was an ice wizard.

    Most wizards practiced all kinds of magic. They used their cerebral control and intelligence to derive all of the rules of force. Then they attempted to master them. But there was something to be said of mastering only one very small corner of the world. And by mastering it, I meant owning it in full.

    The tiny shard of ice I created in my hand was strong enough to withstand even the most powerful of fireballs. It could shoot through even the strongest wall of water. It could keep going through a wall of witches while you were there.

    And it would easily slice across this son’s gun just as he silently reached a hand under the bench to grasp it up. I heard his fingers sliding along the metal from here.

    It was just as his mother’s ear stopped twitching and she started smiling even wider. “So many rules,” she muttered. “Me, I prefer to lead a simple life. Do you know what I’m talking about, friend?”

    I slipped my hand out of my pocket, placed my fingers on my lap, and nursed my tiny ice shard. “I certainly do. Who needs all those rules when only one ultimately matters?”

    She took the time to chuck her head back and laugh like she meant it. Because of course she did mean it. She thought she was about to claim all my spoils, my life, probably my finest jacket, too, and my boots if they fit her son.

    She’d have to put up a fight first, though.

    “A man after my own heart. Pity yours is going to be shot through by the end of tonight. You seemed like a smart man.” She rose and smashed her hand down into the wood. It was just as I heard knuckles whirring from a mechanical glove.

    Now, that was novel. I hadn’t heard her slipping one on. Or perhaps it had been hidden under the flesh. I heard some people were now foolish enough to get mechanical implants. But I’ll tell you what – I’ll spare you the details of what my foolish competitors here were doing. I’d get to the part you wanted to see most.

    The son roared, picked up his gun, and went to fire at me.

    It was just as the mother went to grasp me and hold me in place with that mechanical fist of hers.

    Me, all I did was click my fingers.

    The ice shard shot out and lodged itself in the front of the son’s gun. He fired, all right, but all it did was blast the gun apart in his own hands.

    He was forced back, his body rocketing into the wall beside him with a crack.

    “Rufus,” the old dame cried. Then she roared, all wild and angry, and threw herself at me.

    I have to say, it was quite a strange sight to have a vicious old dame with a shock of white hair and a mechanical fist hurling herself at one in the wee hours of the morning like this, but I famously rolled with the punches. Precisely what I did now. I rolled right over the top of the table. I landed down, intending to sweep the old dame off her feet, knock her out, and take whatever was in her pockets.

    I was, however, unaware of something.

    She had another son, apparently. How delightful.

    Somebody roared from the doorway, spun around it, a very large, rather expensive magical gun in hand, and fired right at me. I had no choice but to use the table to protect myself from the blow. Pity. As I’d already said, it was likely the only thing in this establishment worth more than a penny.

    The crackling yellow shot blasted into the table. It threw me forward.

    I wanted to clutch hold of my shield, but I simply couldn’t. I rolled and came up on the other side of the bar.

    The son had been blasted away from it.

    But the other son now walked in front of it, gun in hand. “Come out, or I’ll shoot you to magical smithereens.”

    “Don’t give him the option. Sink a bullet into him. You’ve practiced, haven’t you? Don’t tear down the entire establishment. Use just enough magic to kill him.”

    “I practiced on the dog,” the second – and arguably foulest – of the sons hissed with delight. “It’s in the back of the cart. Looks like it’s gonna be a nasty death. You know you can program these bullets to be poisoned?”

    “Just take him down already. The owners will be back soon.”

    … It wasn’t even their bar? Oh. How beautiful. They’d been trying to swindle me too.

    You’d think that sweat would slide down my brow. You’d think I would shake. I ought to at least show some sign of fear, shouldn’t I?

    I would if I were in any form of a dangerous situation. Instead, I grasped out my collar, tugged on it, created two balls of ice in both of my hands, then stood. A mortally foolish move?

    It depended on how fast I was and how slow they were. It also depended on one thing: how much I could freeze in one go.

    Letting out a snarl, because my night had been thoroughly ruined, I threw the ice out. It glimmered through the air. It shot up high then blasted out just before the second odious son could let rip with the gun.

    He didn’t have time to react – but the old woman clearly had better reflexes. I watched her eyes widen and her bottom lip thunk open. She even tried to say ice wizard.

    Yes. Yes. I was a truly rare practitioner, like a hen’s tooth but far, far more valuable. And very, very appropriately angry.

    I threw the first ice ball right at the second son, and it struck his chest. It forced his arms out, threw his gun over his shoulder, and froze him, just like that. Then the wave of glittering blue ice extended outward in a rush.

    The old woman attempted to turn on her heel and run, leaving her sons behind. But before she could get the chance for such cold betrayal, she was appropriately frozen too.

    Her mouth agape, her eyes wide at my brilliance, I soon grabbed my jacket, pulled it down again, and strode over to her. I picked up the son’s magical gun. I looked at it, made a quick decision, and placed it over my shoulder. I tapped her cheek once. She was unconscious, but that was quite irrelevant. “This is for your poor family dog. I should leave you here, a gift for the owners. Because you know,” I smiled, “crime doesn’t pay.”

    It was just as I slid a hand into her pocket. I grasped out a wad of cash.

    I grinned.

    It’d turned out to be a very good swindle, after all.

    I strode into the night.

    I’d find a cart, maybe even theirs, hightail it to a new town, and continue the game. For I, Darian Gram, would keep playing until the end.

    Or at least that was the plan.

    Games are only fun when you don’t have anything to lose, and before this night was through, the greatest treasure of all would wander right into my hands.

  
    Chapter 3

    Beatrix Fontaine

    I had never been more scared. But I kept taking one step after the other. And I forced my tongue against the top of my mouth every time I went to scream. And that was every second of every minute of every hour.

    I somehow managed to disappear into the forest before anyone could find me.

    Before anyone on two legs could find me, at least.

    Animals hunted me. I could see them, their eyes glittering red in the dark. They blinked at me from atop their tall canopies, from behind dark shrubs, even ahead along the few meandering dirt paths I could find.

    They didn’t attack. Yet.

    I ought to crumble, correct? I should give up and scream until I was gobbled up. But I had certain experience when it came to blithely wandering around in the dark and waiting for my enemies to catch up with me.

    I walked. And I walked. And I walked.

    And I would’ve kept walking had I not come across a curious old set of rails that hugged the largest of the dirt paths.

    They looked like train tracks.

    With my fear already at a fever pitch, I followed them. For what was the worst they could do?

    I came across an old and battered house. Before my joy could get the better of me, I walked to the other side to realize it was missing two walls. There was nothing within but rusted old equipment. But on the other side… I saw some kind of mining cart.

    It was one of those old contraptions that had a massive lever at the back. I think I’d seen something similar when my father had taken me to one of the orion mines in the east of the kingdom.

    The theory was you clambered onto the short platform behind and you used the lever. It would propel you forward over the tracks.

    “I don’t have the strength,” I muttered to myself.

    It would be quite impossible.

    I tried anyway, silencing that thought.

    I clambered onto the back platform.

    I clutched the lever. Then, with a little shriek, I immediately let go. For there was something growing on it. A sac of some description.

    Horrified, my fingers wet with some luminous fluid, I went to lurch off the platform and run behind the house, but I stopped.

    My father had tried to inculcate me in the ways and mysteries of our lands.

    That sac belonged to a spider. The honey magic spider, in fact. A luminescent yellow thing, I’d seen them at exhibitions. At one point, to revenue raise, my father had even planned to farm them. You see, their sacs could be used for magic. Natural magic.

    I bit my lip. I looked at it. The spider was long gone. I did not want to take what it had produced, but… what if I could get it to move the cart?

    It was just then I thought I heard a cry from close by. High-pitched and keening, it sounded like some devilish fiend.

    My heart raced. I thought… oh, how ghastly, I thought I could see glowing eyes growing larger in the dark.

    My fear decided what I should do for me. I grasped hold of the sac, winced, then crushed it.

    But I wasn’t a fool about it. I immediately grasped up as much of the magical fluid as I could and smeared it over the silver lever.

    While I was technically just a healing witch, I could at least control external magical sources. “Here goes nothing,” I said breathlessly.

    I depressed the lever. It took no effort at all. I was simply controlling the magic surrounding it. And it was just in time. I heard racing footsteps. No. Not footsteps. They were paws.

    Through the trees, I glimpsed two red eyes. Then a flashing tail. Then finally a crack of magical fire.

    Long before whatever it was could reach me, I shot down the tracks.

    I screamed in alarm. I’d never traveled on anything like this, but at least it was fast. It ripped the cloak from my face, but I grasped hold of it and held on.

    I encountered broken patches of tracks, but that was quite irrelevant, considering the speed I traveled at. The cart shot right over them. At one point, it almost shot into the air.

    I screamed, for the first 10 minutes, until my throat was quite dry.

    And for the next 10 minutes, why, with wide eyes, I watched the Forbidden Forest shooting past in a blur of dark wood and laden leaves and wondered if I could actually do this.

    I closed my eyes at quite the wrong moment only to open them as I detected that I was now going downhill.

    Far more importantly… oh, far more importantly than that, I saw a city spreading out below. The vantage of this hill was quite high, and it allowed one to view over the canopies of the Forbidden Forest. And that view expanded into a city that was bright even at night.

    Not bright with torch flame. Not bright with magical flame. But bright with newfangled electricity.

    I… had never seen anything like it. I had never witnessed a sight that could so thoroughly steal my breath away.

    But I had to keep my eye on the prize, as some might say, for I soon saw that the tracks ended.

    Better, I was coming to the edge of the forest.

    I grasped hold of the lever, trying to control the magic to slow down, but it proved easier to start the cart than stop it.

    I shot down the hill. I powered through the thickest section of the forest. But then, all of a sudden, it started to thin out until the tracks ended abruptly. I saw infrastructure. Tall buildings and well-kept paths. And beyond that… a road.

    I had never been more thankful yet more afraid.

    “Stop. Just stop,” I screamed at the cart. I grasped the lever with all my might. I focused my magic like I never had before.

    Healing magic, as I had already described to you, was a natural practice. One simply detached their mind and allowed another’s body to dictate where the force needed to go.

    But for the first time, I needed to learn to force my magic through my will and into a singular point.

    I could see the end of the tracks. They stopped, just like that, like an all-important sentence dangling in midair.

    There was no gate, no barrier, nothing but an abrupt end. One, when I reached it, that would force this cart to sail off into the nearby buildings. I would never survive.

    Unless I saved myself.

    That was the story of my life. And I wouldn’t have it end here, not like this.

    I screamed again, tightened my grip around the lever, prayed, fought, and practiced the most direct magic of my life until finally, finally I heard the cart start to stop. It did not stop immediately, and I did reach the end of the track, but all the cart did was wobble off the metal and land with a thump.

    It was somewhat bone-shaking, but at least it wasn’t bone-breaking.

    I grasped hold of the back of the cart, pressed my hot cheeks against the cold steel, then looked up. I stared beyond the buildings.

    I might’ve glimpsed a city lit up by electricity at night, but I hadn’t reached it. Beyond this area, I saw a very small provincial town.

    But not a provincial town the likes of which I was used to, for I was on the other side of the border.

    Shaking, quite understandably, considering what I’d been through, I jumped off the back of the cart. Then I placed a hand on my stomach. I collapsed to my knees. I touched the dirt beneath me. It was a surprise I didn’t scoop it up and kiss it.

    When I was done reveling in the fact I’d actually achieved what I’d set out to, I forced myself up.

    I thought I heard something behind me. It could be a fiend. It could be a Royal guard. It could be nothing at all. But the longer I stood there, wasting time, the higher the likelihood would be that the Queen Regent would find me.

    I ran. As best as I could. It quickly became apparent I couldn’t run far, considering my bone-shaking ordeal. I reached a very wide street. On either side of it, I saw quaint houses.

    It was late at night. While smoke curled from the chimneys, very few had flame torches glinting in their windows.

    It made it easier to run.

    But how long could I run for when my legs felt like jelly?

    I soon spied a close collection of buildings. And there, at the back, a waiting cart.

    It had multiple sections. It seemed far more newfangled than those we had in my kingdom, for a simple horse would not be able to drag this.

    Indeed, the creature tethered to it was not simple. While it had an ordinary body, there was something attached to its hooves. Steam boots, perhaps?

    The back of the cart had a thick cream and gray canvas covering pulled over it.

    All I wanted to do was clamber inside and collapse.

    And that is precisely what I did.

    But as I moved in, I heard the soft whimper of an injured creature.

    My fingers brushed a tail covered in blood.

    Every time I gave energy to something, it technically took a little from me. While, when I was strong and healthy, that was fine, when I was weak and tired, it would take its toll.

    I needed to carefully decide if I had the strength.

    And why did you think I was telling you this? To explain why I would leave this beast to its final burden?

    Never.

    As my fingers slid over the poor dog’s side, I felt a large wound in its flank.

    Did my fingers slip off? Did I sacrifice the poor loyal beast? Of course not.

    I concentrated as I clasped the creature’s side. Concentrated as magic rose through my heart. It played in my fingers, fingers that were, incidentally, still covered in a little of the spider’s yellow sack.

    It enabled me to heal the dog and to do a better job, too.

    I soon felt something lodged in its side. The dog’s body directed my force to it. And my prying fingers plucked out a small lead bullet.

    It crackled with some dangerous substance, and I quickly cast it to the side.

    The dog whimpered.

    I settled my hand back on the injury and the other on its ear, and I did the best I could.

    Did the best I could as my eyes started to close.

    Did the best I could as my own life force started to diminish slightly. I did the best I could as I soon fell asleep right beside it.

    I’d had the most harrowing day of my life.

    But I could promise you this. It was nothing, nothing at all compared to what would happen next.

    For we can run from one form of danger only to fall headfirst into the arms of another.

  
    Chapter 4

    Darian Gram

    As I strode from the establishment, I shoved a hand into my pocket and pulled out what I’d stolen from the first idiot son.

    A piece of paper, I’d expected it to be some useless plan. Maybe the old woman, appreciating her sons hadn’t been the smartest chips off the old block, had given them detailed instructions on how to swindle me, what to say, even what to wear.

    It wasn’t what I found.

    I held a large magical piece of parchment that, when you unfolded it, extended in front of your very face. And it did so now until I stared at….

    “The plans of that new dirigible?” I muttered.

    Indeed. That’s what I was looking at. I understood my way around a technical blueprint, and this was more technical than they usually came. It even had the engine capacity, the storage bay, and—

    My head ticked to the side, and my mouth drew open in the fastest smile I’d ever managed.

    I flicked the center of the paper, for there were the fabrication standards of the vault in the middle of the ship.

    I laughed. Wouldn’t you?

    I doffed my cap in the direction of the pub, not of course that the frozen woman would be coming out anytime soon. “Thank you for a very good game indeed. And I’ll play the next one too, if you don’t mind.”

    I folded up the paper and crammed it into my pocket.

    I’d heard about this dirigible. Everyone had.

    The pride of the kingdom, it was to be bigger than anyone else’s dirigible anywhere on the planet.

    I think I’d even seen some advertising material on it in the bustling nearby city of Fairlane. Painted posters adorned almost every wall. They spoke of touching the heavens. A little Icarus if you asked me. Also, a waste of time. Who wanted to reach the sky when you could reach into the pocket of the man beside you and steal his world instead?

    I patted my pocket then continued down the street.

    I spied a cart not too far off. One look at it, and I could tell it belonged to my criminal friends back there. It was the fact that somebody had outfitted the horse with mechanical modifiers.

    I took one look at the poor beast, then arched an eyebrow.

    I walked over to it. I had a certain way with animals.

    I patted it on the nose then pointed at it. “You now work for me. At least for the next few days. So tally-ho.”

    I clambered onto the driving compartment, stared at a set of controls I could not understand, for it had more than reins, and quickly figured it out.

    Part of the business of being a competent thief was understanding how to move with the times. And I moved, all right, as fast as I could, right out of that small parochial village and off onto one of the larger roads that led to Fairlane.

    One of the kingdom’s largest cities, and one of the first to modernize, it was a mess, if you asked me. For there was a part of me that preferred the old traditional ways. But like I’d told you, I was a man who went with the times. Rolled with them, in fact, and when I didn’t roll with them, I simply stood alongside them and pushed my hand into their pocket. Something I did now as I came across one of the wide, sealed roads leading straight to the massive towers and stacks beyond.

    A man paused as we waited at the edge of the city, his horse right there.

    With my eyes always directed ahead, I grunted, moved ever so slightly, created a spark of ice, and forced it over to his pocket. I sliced right through it. His wallet fell. I caught it with another shard of ice, moved it through the air, and dumped it in my lap.

    I smiled.

    This would be an awfully good night, then. I supposed it hadn’t even begun. I imagined it was around 4 o’clock in the morning. Plenty of time to have some real fun in a city like this.

    Despite the fact this beast was wearing expensive modern gear, it still looked out of place, this large meandering cart sticking out like a sore thumb. I passed modern, sleek cars drawn on by electricity, not horsepower.

    Perhaps I would ditch this horse for them. First? Ah, first, it was time to ply a different kind of trade.

    If you asked anyone who knew me, they would helpfully tell you two things. When I didn’t have my hand in your pocket, I had it on your heart. For never a greater cad had been born.

    I pulled up across the road from Mrs. Delight’s.

    Did you not understand what kind of establishment it was? Unless you had been born last century to a troop of prudish nuns, I’m sure you could figure it out by the name. Oh yes, and the front of the establishment.

    It glittered. It had certainly run with this modern electricity thing, for there were lights, large and proud, hanging on iron frames or simply hammered into the wall.

    They glimmered like inviting gems.

    The large ornate front doors were hinged open, and ladies, perfectly clothed, though not consistently so, waved black lace fans at passers-by. If, of course, any man out at this hour was actually passing by and not through into the delights beyond.

    I thought I even heard Mrs. Delight herself from the front desk, her memorable high tones filtering across the busy street. Music throbbed out that could be heard from many blocks away. If you had a problem with that, move to a different city and get out of my way.

    I parked on the other side of the street, smiled, and slid off my seat. I patted the horse. “Be a good boy. One of us has to.” I took a single step. And I heard one thing that could stop me in my tracks.

    The whimper of a dog.

    I froze.

    My eyes slid to the cart. I’d forgotten what that brute of a stupid son had said.

    He’d tried his gun out on their family dog.

    A dog who’d presumably had no choice who its owners had been. And a dog who’d continued to have no choice right up until the end.

    I clenched a hand into a fist, all verve for life and passion gone.

    I walked slowly around to the back of the cart.

    I grasped the old, weathered canvas, steeled myself – for yes, it turned out I had a soft heart at times – then threw it back.

    And I, Darian Gram, jolted in surprise. Very few things could actually make me register anything else other than greed.

    There was the dog, looking perfectly fine, frankly, as it licked the face of….

    A woman? It was almost impossible to tell. Someone lay there, their face on the dog’s side, a torn cloak covered in mining dust arranged over their form.

    They wore a plain black dress and had silken blond hair. Or at least could have. It, like everything else, was covered in dust.

    The dog whimpered once more, then licked at the woman’s face with fonder concerted effort.

    She moved, showing the first sign that she was alive. “Just a little longer. Let me sleep a little longer. The court can wait.”

    My nose scrunched.

    I stared at the dog again, then clicked my fingers to my side.

    The tremendously loyal beast fidgeted its way out from underneath the woman, stood quite proud, wagged its tail, and jumped down from the back of the cart. It played about my legs.

    I glanced down at it.

    It was covered in blood. It had no place wagging its tail.

    But wag it did, nonetheless.

    “I told you, the court—” the woman began through a rather cute snuffle.

    “In my experience,” I said in my clearest voice possible, “the court never waits. When the law catches up with you, there’s no longer anywhere to run.”

    The woman’s eyes opened in a blast.

    She shot up.

    Her cloak fell from her. It revealed… a very drab dress and a plain face, too, if you asked me, though it was tremendously hard to tell considering it was so covered in dust.

    There was even a little blood from the dog. It mostly covered her hands and sleeves, however.

    I stared her up and down.

    She was far too rattled to even make eye contact with me. “Who are you?” It was clear she had now woken up fully.

    Woken up enough to see me, quite possibly the most handsome man she’d ever come across. There had to be a reason why her eyes locked on me and they couldn’t be pulled back, correct?

    But soon enough they sliced off onto the dog. “Oh, you pulled through. How delightful.”

    How delightful? Why did it sound as if she had assisted it?

    And where, out of interest, was this poor pooch’s bullet wound?

    She slid off the back of the cart. She warily looked at me, then moved about to the side, though it was a curious maneuver indeed. With her hands pressed behind her, she edged around me, with her back always to the cart and her crumpled-nosed, weary expression always facing forward. She reached the pooch.

    She patted its head. It leapt for joy and nuzzled her hand.

    A hand one could only assume was covered in its own blood.

    “You… I… simply took a ride in your carriage, sir. I will be on my way now.”

    She went to run.

    She patted her hand beside her as if she would take the dog, too. I, quick as a bullet myself, grasped her arm. “And where do you think you’re going?”

    “I fell asleep in the back of your carriage. I did not commit a crime,” she spat. And I saw a slice of anger developing in her deep brown eyes. She looked across at the dog.

    I of course had not committed a crime either. Sorry. I hadn’t committed that particular heinous crime. I did not point that out to her. I looked down at her hands then back at the dog.

    The dog leapt around, showing its eagerness for any adventure at all – quite possibly because it had finally escaped the most horrendous of owners.

    And as it leapt, I saw its left flank. And there, a scar.

    Quite deep, it was already on its way to healing. Perhaps it would be the kind of scar you would get if you had been shot but had somehow, miraculously pulled through. Pulled through in less than several hours, in fact.

    Still holding onto her arm, I slowly tilted my head to the side. I faced her, faced her like she was the greatest curiosity I had ever come across, some uncut gem hidden behind a display case. Perhaps she was a diamond. Perhaps she was nothing more than a chunk of lead. But she was still behind a locked door, and what intrigued me, I took.

    I tightened my grasp around her arm. “The law is the law. You rode in my carriage, and now you owe me.”

    “You… you brute of a man. What did you do to that dog? I shall tell the authorities. Unhand me.”

    My lips twitched. “One can do whatever they want with their own property now, can’t they?”

    Her eyes shimmered with this… look.

    Did you find that quite impressive? Hardly. Open your eyes, and you will look like something. Maybe you will look stern. Maybe you will appear happy. But it would be very unlikely that you would look like this. For in all of my years and in all of my wayward travels, I had never come across someone exactly like this.

    She looked oh so fragile, like a single petal that had somehow tumbled off a rose, grown a set of doe-eyes, and put on a dress at the same time.

    And yet that look was also hard, tremendously so, and a little too sharp for its own good.

    Her gaze moved across the street and locked on Mrs. Delight’s.

    I didn’t know if she understood what kind of place it was, but I was certain she understood it was well frequented. “Help,” she began.

    Long before she could actually push the words out, I slipped in behind her, movements so very quick, you’d never know what I was doing until it was too late.

    She squeaked against my hands, then very admirably tried to elbow me. In her position, I’d elbow me, too.

    But in her position, I would also know there was no besting Darian Gram.

    I drew in close beside her ear, dislodging a fair amount of the dust covering her form. What had she done? Spent the last several hours down a mine, rolling in muck?

    “You will listen to me clearly, Miss, very clearly indeed. I’m going to give you one chance. You can tell the truth, or I can drag you to the constabulary and you can tell the truth there.”

    She stiffened. She gasped against my hand, too.

    I… I was slightly drawn in by her fear. And I certainly did not mean that I enjoyed it. It was simply… so complete.

    I had spent most of my life ignoring other people’s emotions. Of course, I could read them, and often I did. Understanding what someone was thinking just by glimpsing their expression was an invaluable tool to any thief.

    But this woman felt fear on a grander level. For she stiffened, every muscle contracting one by one until her fear reached her lips. It could’ve pulled them in until she chewed them thin.

    I was familiar with running from the law. It seemed this woman was, too.

    “Who—” I began. I did not get the chance to question her.

    One of those newfangled powered carts pulled up close by, and its exhaust suddenly belched. A rather rude and particularly loud affair, a cloud of steam erupted up close by.

    It shot toward the woman’s musty face, and it was a strange streak of chivalry within me that saw me push her to the side. But that made me let her go.

    She did not tumble to the pavement. Though she did not appear to have an athletic body, something within her gave her the strength and agility to capitalize on this moment. I shouldn’t have to tell you that something was pure stress. It was clear she could not countenance being caught by the constabulary.

    She raced around the front of the cart. I had no idea where she intended to go, and rather than run after her, I simply rolled my eyes.

    All of the other establishments on the street were closed. So where could she head to? Across to Mrs. Delight’s, of course.

    Mrs. Delight herself had just wandered out onto the pavement to drum up some early morning custom.

    I fancied she even saw me. She waved my way coquettishly. Yes. I’d be on my way presently.

    I looked at the dog. The dog looked at me. Then it danced around, waving its tail, probably quite thankful for the fact that I had woken up that dusty woman so she’d stopped using this poor beast as a pillow. But that… that ignored something, didn’t it? And while I sometimes had a one-track mind, I had only escaped penal judgment this long because I always saw what I needed to and what mattered most.

    I got down on one knee, knowing I would have all the time in the world, as that dusty minx hardly looked as if she had the smarts to disappear in Mrs. Delight’s. I patted the dog and, when it trusted me, slid my hand down to its flank.

    It whimpered with suspicion but did not bite.

    It turned around and licked the offending injury site.

    It jumped up onto the cart, likely having been taught to do that.

    I arched an eyebrow at it. “I never said it was time to leave—” I began.

    Its madly wagging tail disrupted something. A pellet, to be exact. One I had unfortunate recent experience of, for it came from the magical gun I’d stolen from that questionable family.

    The pellet rolled off the back of the cart, struck my boot, and went to disappear into the drain. I clutched it up.

    I looked at it, then over at the dog. I lifted the pellet up and stared at both of them in the same moment.

    The conclusion seemed clear. The dog had been shot. Yet the dog had survived. And there was only one way for it to have pulled off such a miraculous feat.

    I turned on my foot.

    My gaze darted across to Mrs. Delight’s as I saw two burly men disappear inside.

    I was never a man to give up a treasure once I had captured sight of it. I would not fight to the death. But I would enact any plan I could to deprive you of your greatest asset. That’s what I lived for. It was all I was good for. And by the end of tonight, a certain dusty-faced woman would be in my hands, no matter what.

  
    Chapter 5

    Beatrix Fontaine

    It simply wasn’t fair. No. I couldn’t blame it on others. I was an idiot. I’d used too much energy healing the dog and then blacked out. I would not wind back the clock and condemn that poor pooch, but—

    Every single time I tried to finish off that sentence in my head, my words departed me and an image rose instead. It was of a terribly handsome cad with eyes as cold as ice.

    I shivered now, wondering exactly how long it would take him to drag me down to the constabulary if he found me.

    If… if he found me.

    I had darted in and through the door of this establishment, following several gentlemen. I had not however paused to find out what the establishment was.

    I had already at length told you that I had not led a sheltered life. Not when it came to the machinations of the intrigue of a palace, at least. But this place was….

    “You’re not here for a job, are you?” a woman asked.

    I spun to see she was wearing not much at all. She had put on a pretty lace bodice, but she had quite forgotten about her skirts. She pressed a peacock feather fan against her face, arched an eyebrow at me, and tsked. Then she reached over and touched my hair. It had been my father’s pride and joy. It’d reminded him so keenly of my mother. And while my features weren’t that startling, I’d always assumed my hair made up for them.

    The woman played with it now. “I suppose if we cleaned you up, we might be able to put you behind a bar somewhere. You do look desperate for cash. Come on, then. My mistress is always one to give someone a job when they are in need.”

    “Job?” I stammered. “Exactly what is this place?”

    I got my answer. A woman and a man spilled out of a hinged door to our side, and I heard the throbbing music of some kind of accordion beyond.

    And why, I wasn’t sure if that was the only thing throbbing.

    The woman hooked a hand around the man’s neck, pulled him in, and kissed him so passionately, I blushed like a thousand candles.

    “Come on. You wouldn’t be here unless you needed the money. Let’s go, then.” She grasped my hand and pulled me around.

    She said nothing of my blush, quite likely because she couldn’t see it. I hadn’t noticed this previously, but I was a right mess. The man with the steel-gray eyes had noticed it. But I wondered if he’d also noticed something far more important. He’d seen the blood on the dog’s flank, but he’d certainly glimpsed it on my hands too.

    Bloody hands the woman either hadn’t noticed or had chosen to ignore. The lighting in here was rather sultry. It was probably the former. If she’d noticed I was covered in enough blood to make a butcher blush, she would’ve already raised the alarm.

    All I wanted to do was retire to my bed. No, I longed for a bath first. I wouldn’t get one, though. My days of creature comforts had well and truly passed.

    The one thing I could be thankful for was that the woman quickly took me out of this main room and beyond through a door to the side.

    A large man dressed in a trim waistcoat with arms that looked as if they had been taken from a bear nodded at her once, looked me up and down, and said, “She might be useful out back,” then opened the door with a grin.

    The rather underdressed woman smiled coquettishly. “You know our mistress’s principle. Everyone gets a job if they need one. And this little urchin here looks like she needs all the help she can get.”

    … Urchin?

    I supposed that was precisely what I looked like.

    I stared down at myself and quickly caught sight of my hands. When the woman released my fingers to fix her hair, I quickly threw them into my pockets, hoping to clean them as best I could.

    “We need to wash you up first. How did you get so dirty?” She leaned forward and grasped one of my locks. “You look like you’ve been down a mine.”

    “I have had a… tremendously full night,” I muttered, deciding vague details were for the best.

    She laughed. “I’m sure you have. From what I’ve heard of him, he’s a wild one.”

    I blinked at her, not understanding a word, but this sudden image of slate gray eyes sliding into place behind my blinking lashes. “Him?” I squeaked.

    She tipped her head back and laughed. “Oh, don’t be so shy. Got quite a smile, he does. Gotta be careful, though, for the word on the street is that he’s a swindler. He has never done anything to us girls. Don’t let him near any of the gentlemen customers, though.”

    “Who exactly are you speaking about?”

    She leaned in and elbowed me hard enough that I actually jolted against the wall. But it wasn’t anything compared to what happened when she whispered, “Darian Gram. I saw you across the street with him. You know, he is generous when he needs to be. Which isn’t particularly often, but I’ve heard he has a kind heart in there somewhere. Underneath all that stolen gold,” she laughed.

    “He’s a… thief?”

    She looked at me sternly. “I didn’t use that word now, did I? If you ask me, there are categories of crimes. What the government has been doing with the taxes recently, what they’ve been doing for that terrible dirigible,” she jammed her foot down and threw her finger up high, pointing to the sky, “is real theft. You know, I’ve heard several engineers have gone missing. One of the fellows used to come here. Used to light up the place,” she said through a toothy smile as she waved at her face. “Then one day it all went south. No one could cheer him up. Then… nothing. We heard several weeks later that he fell off the dirigible platform. But they can’t have all fallen off, can they?”

    I blinked at her, not following a word. “Dirigible?”

    She leaned forward and plucked at my cheek. “You might not look like much, but with those bouncing locks of yours, you’re very adorable. I’m sure you’ll be fine behind the bar. Now, come along. Let’s get you some new clothes and a bath.”

    “And what if Darian comes back?” I said, stammering over his name for some reason.

    She stopped halfway down the corridor as several girls ran out of the door, complaining about something I simply did not understand.

    The woman, whose name I still didn’t know, fanned at her face, “Darian Gram only ever sticks around if there’s something of value in it for him. Now don’t get me wrong – that doesn’t make him a bad man. It just makes him a direct man. And it comes with a fair amount of,” her lips scrunched to the side, “charm.” She winked at me once.

    Then she soon had me in hand, and she took me to a bathroom.

    She washed me up, muttered about my beautiful hair, then threw me in the most ridiculous costume I had ever worn.

    I was used to ball gowns. I hadn’t of course worn too many of them since my stepmother had taken over the reins of the kingdom, but that was irrelevant. I was used to something with… well, more fabric. No. That wasn’t fair. This dress had ridiculously voluminous skirts. It’s just that it had sacrificed fabric further up.

    I stared down at my bust line. All the way down.

    I bit my lip. My locks, which were rather famous for always springing back into the exact same position around my face like a frame, would have pointed to my innocent confusion. “I think something is missing from this outfit.”

    She leaned in and pinched my cheek. “Oh, my dear, you’re just the prettiest, aren’t you? You scrubbed up well. All right. You go pull the drinks.”

    “Pull them from where?”

    She arched an eyebrow. “How about you just go into the gambling hall? I will look after you. Who knows, with hair like that, you might get a bonus dollar or two.”

    She winked at me.

    I stood there for a few seconds, staring at a full-length mirror.

    However many hours ago, I had been desperately fleeing through the Forbidden Forest, and before that, I’d had a fight with the Queen’s assassin.

    And now I was… to be assisting men gambling, apparently.

    My father had always said that you could not make any guarantees in life. All you could do was live it. And sometimes, indeed, you had to fight it. When enemies lined up at your walls, when the sun had sunk down below the clouds, you had to pull up your sleeves and do what you had to to fight until the next day.

    And I would do him proud.

    But I was forgetting something. One enigmatic, charming, and bloody-minded thief.

    I could fight a lot of things. But there would never, ever be any fighting Darian Gram.

  
    Chapter 6

    Darian Gram

    She disappeared. Just like that.

    I was good at assessing people. It was one of my greatest skills. Beyond my hidden ice magic, of course.

    My point here was that usually, with one glimpse, I could tell what a person’s skills were and what they weren’t. And Miss Dusty Face was far out of her depth. Yet she’d still disappeared into Mrs. Delight’s.

    I doubted she’d somehow run around the block when I hadn’t been watching.

    She’d be here. Somewhere.

    And I had come here to relax.

    As a regular, I had some equally regular fans. I didn’t need to slip money into anyone’s pocket.

    They all flocked around me, knowing I always brought the best of times.

    I stood in the gambling hall now, tossing up whether I should just let this fish go.

    It was too tempting, though. I needed to find out how that dog had been healed of a bullet wound. Until I did, I would not rest.

    One of the girls tugged on my arm. “The blackjack table is just this way. You should do your magic, Darian,” she smiled outrageously.

    “Are you accusing me of cheating, madam?”

    She laughed. “It ain’t magic, not real magic you practice. But you have a way with people’s minds.” She tapped the side of her head. “You just know what folks are thinking. And you’ve always had the skill of parting people from their excess money. Especially those that don’t deserve it.” Her lips puckered up into a snarl.

    I arched an eyebrow. I had somewhat of an unspoken arrangement with Mrs. Delight.

    You might have gotten the wrong impression from the way the girls were treating me, but I did not come here for… services, shall we put it? I came here to gamble. For there was nothing quite as easy as parting a man from his money when he was surrounded by so many fine distractions.

    While Mrs. Delight of course never judged her customers, some of them weren’t the best of folk.

    And there was of course the famous rule of nature that I lived by, though you might find a biologist arguing it was in fact not a rule of nature. Regardless, the universe existed to take from those who did not deserve it. And as the pretty lass hanging off my arm grasped my chin and pulled it to the side, I saw someone who most definitely did not deserve their money. He strode into the room like he owned it. He grasped up one of the girls roughly. “You will sit on my lap as I play,” he demanded.

    Mrs. Delight appeared. She stood in the doorway, arms crossed.

    One of her guards stood warily with her.

    He looked at her once, the question clear. Should he wade in?

    I stared over at the arrogant man, took one look at him, and wondered exactly where he’d come from, for he was far too well dressed for this red-lit town.

    “Mr. Hanover,” Mrs. Delight said in a clear voice designed to carry, and I had to question whether it was designed to carry to my ears specifically, “how delightful of you to join us. So early in the morning, too. I would’ve assumed that you would be making last-minute adjustments to the dirigible.”

    “I am not accustomed to a woman questioning me about my work,” Mr. Hanover spat rather violently.

    “So the project is still running into trouble, then?” Mrs. Delight said, never the kind to be put in her place by an unruly customer. She still clicked her fingers at one of the serving girls. “Go get Mr. Hanover here a whiskey.”

    “Make it a double. And make it on the house,” Mr. Hanover demanded as he grasped up one of the chairs and sat at the blackjack table.

    I had a curious dusty-faced woman to find. But there was a part of me, quite a deep part, buried very far, far down, that could not walk away from injustice. When I found it, I would not drag it to the local constabulary. I would not try to teach it the error of its ways. I would instead strip it of every single monetary resource it had and leave it in the dust. For that’s how natural justice worked.

    I smiled at the lass who’d warned me about Mr. Hanover, took a step back, tugged down on my waistcoat, and wandered across. I looked at him. I smiled. I hoped I appeared meek. “I would be up for a game of blackjack if sir would take me.”

    “Sit down. But you shall put your money where your mouth is. I have come here for a good game.”

    Likely, he had come here to blow off steam. I could see it trapped in his ruddy expression.

    I’d heard Mrs. Delight. He had something to do with the dirigible project, did he? How fabulous. I had its blueprint in my pocket. Now I wondered what would be in his pocket.

    I sat.

    A few other gentlemen joined us, but no one paid as much attention to them. Mrs. Delight even gave me one direct look, though she didn’t follow it up with anything.

    She clicked her fingers, demanding a whiskey for me, too.

    I of course did not touch it. It wasn’t because it was poisoned. I needed a clear head. The drink, however, would prove to the foolish Mr. Hanover I was in this for fun. Not blood.

    The game started. It was fast. I let him win the first few rounds. All the while, I bided my time, and I watched. Every single interaction he had with everyone else, every expression, every tick.

    I didn’t know exactly who this man was, but I could bet he came from the capital. Better than that, oh, he was a wizard, too.

    I thought I could see the glint of a specific tattoo just underneath his collar.

    I longed to lean over, wrench him up, and catch a much better glimpse of it, but that would come afterward.

    I was now finally ready to start winning.

    He leaned back in his seat, grasped his drink, downed it, and snarled, “Another.”

    I heard some ruckus from the bar. It sounded like one of the girls slipped over.

    “Another,” he demanded louder. “I shan’t be paying my fee if this is the service I get.” At the same time, he grabbed the girl he’d dragged over with him and pulled her onto his lap.

    I just looked into her eyes.

    I hoped she’d understand that I would come to her defense when I could.

    Somebody staggered into the room with his double whiskey, splashing it all over their arms.

    And that someone….

    “You,” Miss Dusty Face hissed.

    Indeed. It was me. And Miss Dusty Face was finally back. Dressed in… something that did not suit her.

    I had never seen someone look as out of place as she did now.

    She might have distracting hair, but every part of her body language and expression screamed she did not fit in here. So where, one could question, did she fit in instead?

    I could see the alarmed look in her eyes. She clearly wanted to run, but Mrs. Delight was right behind her.

    She pushed her encouragingly in the back. “Go serve him his drink now before he makes any more trouble.”

    Miss Dusty Face didn’t have very good balance. That, or she was so shocked at seeing me, she lost the ability to stand. She swayed over, getting as close as she dared, staring at me like I might snap at her, then she inadvisably tripped. She tipped the whiskey all over Mr. Hanover’s lap.

    The girl already sitting there screamed and lurched to her feet. But Mr. Hanover grabbed up her hand rudely and wrenched her to the side. It was just as he roared. “How dare you.”

    “Oh, don’t make a fuss. She’s new. Don’t hurt her,” the girl said.

    Mrs. Delight tried to stride over. She wasn’t fast enough. Mr. Hanover slapped the girl. It was a brutal move. She jolted backward.

    And all the while, Miss Dusty Face stood there with an empty glass, looking shocked. Looking shocked, that was, until something snapped. “Impudence,” she snarled. And then… well, she slapped Mr. Hanover.

    Just like that.

    Everybody else in this room had simply watched. Miss Dusty Face, perhaps the meekest person I had ever met, however, had risen to the girl’s defense – and ruined everything at the same time.

    Mr. Hanover grabbed his face as if he had been struck by a bear. Then he turned slowly. He pointed one stiff finger at Mrs. Delight. “How dare you. How dare this establishment. You—”

    “You started it,” Miss Dusty Face said. “When I find out your position, I’ll—” she began. Then it was as if something dawned on her.

    Perhaps she understood that she was nothing more than an unruly street urchin. Someone who might’ve been washed and thrown in a dress, but ultimately somebody who was at the whims of others.

    Mr. Hanover roared.

    He lurched forward.

    I supposed that’s where I had to get myself involved.

    I pushed to my feet.

    The girl grabbed Mr. Hanover’s arm. “No, don’t hurt her—”

    Long before I could reach over, grasp Miss Dusty Face, and pull her out of the way, she squared off in front of Mr. Hanover again. Because apparently it would take much more to teach this woman a lesson.

    “You brat.” Mr. Hanover went to punch her.

    So all Miss Dusty Face did was slap him once more.

    Her flat palm connected. I can’t say it was a strong move, however. One look at the whippet of a woman, and it was clear she’d never done a lick of true work in her life. So tell me this. Honestly, explain this to me. Why, when her hand reached his face, did Mr. Hanover’s eyes suddenly roll into the back of his head? All it took was the lightest touch, and he dropped like a sack of bricks.

    The girl abruptly let go of his arm, stood back, and gasped.

    Mrs. Delight shook.

    One of the guards rushed over. And Miss Dusty Face took a very slow step back. She tried to smile. When that didn’t work, she turned on her foot and went to run.

    I was not a man who was easily intrigued. I tended to know an object’s worth with one simple look. But I had no clue what I was looking at now.

    Just before she could rush away, just as more people ran into the room, I slipped in close and did two things. I slid my hand down the horrible Mr. Hanover’s side, grasping something from his pocket, and at the same time, I grasped hold of Miss Dusty Face’s hand.

    “What’s wrong with him? Oh, he hasn’t had a stroke or something, has he?” Mrs. Delight stammered.

    He was snoring. I very much doubted he’d had a stroke.

    No, something far more interesting had happened.

    Something that could happen to me, too, if I wasn’t terribly careful.

    I swung my head around and stared at Miss Dusty Face, from her feet to the tip of her head then back again. “Now, what do we have here?”

    “Unhand me—” she began.

    “If you want to get out of here without attracting the police this time, I’m your only ticket through the doors and out of the city. And trust me, the police will come this time. Mrs. Delight will have to call them herself. Now, you have two options. You tell me your name, and you follow me.”

    “What’s… the second option?” she swallowed wildly.
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