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      The redheaded librarian stands behind her large wooden desk. She wears a simple brown dress, and her wire spectacles frame her blue eyes, making them stand out in her soft, freckled face. Her hair is pinned up in braids. She smiles sweetly as I walk to her desk, half-hidden in the back of the large, quiet building.

      “Can I help you?” Her voice is calm, polite.

      “That depends,” I answer. “Have you seen a man pass through here, about yea tall?” I hold my hand up several inches above my head. “Brown hair, bulky.” I delve into the leather bag against my hip and pull out the sketch inside. “Looks something like this.”

      The brightness in her eyes fades as she bites her lip. “I’m sorry. I can’t provide information on other visitors. If you’re looking for resident information, perhaps the census records can help you.”

      I shake my head. Leaving the sketch on the desk, I lean toward the woman. “I need something a bit more recent and specific.” I tilt my head, letting my hair—currently long, silky, and auburn—tumble over one shoulder. “Are you sure there isn’t anything you can do?” I plead.

      I watch for her reaction. Her eyes trail over my hair before returning to my face. She avoids eye contact. Flustered. On the right track.

      “Because he has something I need,” I say, leaning farther forward to provide a peek down the top of my bodice. The edge of the desk pushes uncomfortably into my hip, but I ignore it. “I would so appreciate it if you could just do me this little, tiny favor and tell me if he’s been here today.”

      “Well, I…” Her eyes dart to the tops of my breasts. Pink tinges her cheeks. She clears her throat and looks away. “I’m really not supposed to do that.”

      “I wouldn’t tell anyone.” I place my sun-kissed hand over her pale one on the desktop. “I promise.”

      She looks down at our hands and chews on her lip again. “I mean—” She takes a breath then looks up. “I wish I could help you. Really. But that’s against the rules.”

      I sigh and pull my hand away, straightening up. “I understand.” With my lips twisted into a frustrated pout, I reach for the sketch. “I’ll be leaving then.”

      “Wait!” Her hand darts out and stops mine. “Is there anything else I can help you with?”

      Victory.

      I shrug. “I only came here to find that man. He’s got something I need. If you know of a way I can find him…”

      “Do you have any other details? I can see if we have a record of him. I can’t give you any personal details, but if he’s in our records, he should be in the census. It could save you some time.”

      I smile. “You’re so sweet.”

      She looks down with a smile. “Oh, thank you.” She turns to the shelf of record books behind her. “Do you have a name or date of visit?”

      “Today,” I say. I walk around the desk to stand next to her.

      She turns to place the book on the counter and startles, dropping the large, leather-bound volume. “Oh! I’m sorry, I didn’t—you’re not supposed to—”

      “I’m sorry I scared you.” I lean down to pick up the book and present it to her. It’s heavier than I expected. “Here you go.”

      “Thanks,” she says as she sets the book on the counter with a soft thud.

      “You never told me your name.”

      “Oh.” She shrugs, tucking a stray wisp of red hair behind her ear. “I’m Millicent.”

      “That’s a pretty name.”

      “Thanks.” She bites her lip. “My friends call me Millie.”

      “A sweet name for a lovely woman.”

      A blush blooms across her freckled face. Millie giggles. “Thanks, I suppose.”

      I step closer to her and point to the book on the counter. “This has today’s records?”

      She nods. “Yes, let me find that for you.” She turns back to the book and opens it, flipping through pages.

      I lean close to her, watching the book over her left shoulder. There! Hidden in the pages near the back, a tiny corner of mismatched paper sticks out.

      “You must be very smart to get a job like this,” I say.

      Her fingers on the page slow. “I worked hard to get here.”

      “I’m sure you earned it.” I brush my fingers over her left hand. She freezes. “What do you like about working with books, anyway? Don’t you get bored?”

      She laughs. “Oh, no. I could never be bored in this library. I’ve only worked here six months.” Millie turns to look up at the towering shelves behind me lining the side of the room, visible from this desk at an angle. Her hand slips out from under mine to gesture at the books. “It would take me years to get through all the interesting books, and by then I’m sure I’ll have found something to like about the boring ones, too.”

      “You seem passionate.”

      She comes closer. Her voice softens. “I’m doing what I love, you know?”

      Time to make your move. “It’s an attractive quality.” I place one hand on her arm and reach the other across the book to take hers. She turns the rest of the way to face me.

      I run my thumb over her knuckles. She takes in a tiny, quick breath.

      “An intelligent, passionate woman doing what she loves,” I say softly, lowering my voice with each word. “I find that very attractive.”

      She bites her lip and doesn’t move.

      “Millie,” I whisper.

      Finally, her blue eyes look up at mine. “Yes?”

      “May I kiss you?”

      She blushes again, but she nods. “Yes,” she breathes.

      I lean forward and press my lips to hers. She’s soft and tastes like apples.

      I release her hand to run mine up along her arm, her shoulder, stopping to cradle her neck. My other arm wraps around her waist. She rests her hands on my own, letting me lead the kiss. I step forward, closing the gap between our hips, then turn us so her back is to the desk. I press deeper into the kiss and pull our bodies closer. I can feel her breasts pressing against mine.

      Her hips bumps into the desk. She lets out an “Oh!”

      I release her mouth while we both let out a giggle. Then I return to kissing her, our soft mouths melding together.

      My right hand leaves her waist to roam the desk behind her. I trace my fingers over the open book to find the edges of the pages. There. Farther, farther, pressing our mouths and hips together, reaching my fingers farther until I feel the stray piece of paper sticking out and pinch it between my fingertips.

      Millie moans against my mouth. I release her lips and lean in to press kisses against her neck, keeping my eyes open. I hold up the piece of paper behind her back to check that I have what I need. It’s exactly what I’m looking for.

      I kiss my way back up Millie’s neck to claim her mouth again, my tongue skimming the edge of her lips. Then I bring both hands to her sides and lift her onto the desktop. Her eyes pop open. A brief bout of surprised giggling escapes her. She places her hands on the edge of the desk to keep her balance.

      I smile. The piece of paper tucked into one palm, I run each hand down the sides of her legs and nudge her knees apart. She spreads her legs, allowing me to step closer and resume kissing. I slide the paper into my bag before bringing both hands to her waist.

      I have time for a little more fun before I leave.

      Gripping Millie’s hip with my left hand, I run the other up her back. Her lips part against my mouth. I pull her bottom lip between my teeth, grazing the soft surface. She moans again.

      I release her mouth to leave a trail of gentle kisses down her jaw, her neck, her collarbone. With my right hand, I pull back the loose bit of chemise visible above her bodice and press kisses along the exposed skin.

      I bring my mouth back up to whisper in Millie’s ear. “I wish I could take this bodice off you.”

      She whimpers in response.

      “Kiss me, Millie.”

      Her hands leave the desk to frame my face as she pulls my mouth to hers. I surrender control for a moment. She captures my mouth with her velvet, gentle movements.

      A thud echoes through the library. Someone must have passed through the heavy wooden door at the entrance.

      “Oh!” Startled, Millie pulls back to look at me, her expression worried. She whispers, “You’re not supposed to be back here.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper back. “Here, let me—”

      I help her slide off the desk. I dart around to the front of the desk while she shakes her skirt out and tucks back loose wisps of hair.

      “I have to go,” I say, taking the sketch of the man off the desk and returning it to my bag. “It was lovely to meet you, Millie.”

      She smiles. “It was nice meeting you, too…”

      “Goodbye.” I turn and walk toward the door before she can ask for a name.

      I slide my hand back into my bag and grip the scrap of paper containing a time and address. I have somewhere to be.
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      The meeting place is a tavern on the other side of the city. Swyndale, the capital of Beldale, has at least three taverns. Of course, my contact would choose the one farthest from the information drop.

      It’s not a big deal. I can walk there before sunset, our agreed meeting time.

      Autumn in Beldale is nice. The country, known for its large lake and thick forests, pays homage to that image by filling its capital with lines of beautiful trees, planted along roadsides and between buildings. This is the perfect time to visit. The lush foliage has changed to bright oranges and yellows.

      It’s also the most popular time to visit. Tradespeople, merchants, businesspeople, and other travelers always fill the streets, inns, and taverns of Swyndale at any time of year, but the tourist crowd is densest in the autumn. It’s hard enough to find a person in the crowd in the off-season—it’s nearly impossible this week.

      It’s the perfect environment for an assignment.

      I pass by rows of tables, tents, and carts full of baskets, fabric, handicrafts, personal weapons, bags and pouches of varying sizes, bottles, bread, and children’s playthings. For the right price, anything a civilized person might need can be found in Swyndale.

      A woven handbag of bright pink and red fabrics catches my eye at one booth. Kanoni would like that. I keep my gaze forward and continue walking. I don’t have time to shop. I don’t want to draw attention.

      At another stall, a broad-shouldered man with a dark beard displays pottery. He notices me and smiles with a flirtatious wink.

      I smile back. Mmm. The sleeves of his tunic are pulled up, revealing the veins of his strong forearms. I pause, imagining his hands on my waist, his lips against my throat…but only for a moment. Duty calls. I move on.

      The soles of my feet ache. My legs begin to tire. Autumn weather is usually refreshing in Beldale, but in the masses of people crushed within Swyndale’s city walls, the air is hot and heavy. No breeze can squeeze its way between the structures and crowds.

      I feel sweat trickling down my neck. I pull a bit of thick string from my bag to gather my hair together to get some air on my skin.

      It’s nearing sunset when I spot the green-and-yellow painted sign of the Grand Crown. I don’t bother going inside. The shouting and music heard outside are enough to know I won’t find any standing space, let alone a seat or table. I walk around to the back of the building to wait.

      I don’t have to wait long. A low voice speaks from a few feet away. “Have three ladies passed this way?” The speaker is standing back, covered in shadows.

      I keep my voice low enough not to draw attention to our spot in the alley. “One should not try to change fates.”

      “One may hope to change another’s.”

      “Whose fate do you seek to change?”

      The figure steps out of the shadows. He stands a few inches taller than me, with broad shoulders. His clean shave and sleek, well-kept clothing speak to the wealth and standing of his master.

      He bows. “Moirai.”

      I nod. “Gavin de Bolbec.”

      “Yes. Thank you for meeting with me. I bring a message—”

      I wave his words away with one hand. “I know how this works.”

      He clears his throat. “Of course. Forgive me.” He reaches into a small, cloth money pouch attached to his leather belt and pulls out a tiny scroll. “This is the mark.”

      I take the scroll and unroll it. A small sketch of a face is drawn above three short lines of text.

      
        
        Asher Ephraxa, 19.

        Family heir.

        One week.

      

      

      Under the deadline is listed a number. The money is enough to buy a house at the heart of Swyndale—average for my price.

      “Why him?” I ask.

      Gavin expects my question. He recites a speech most likely written by his master. “The Ephraxa family’s tight grip on free travel is fueled by greed and ruins all who try to pass through Swyndale or the regions beyond. People’s lives and freedoms are at stake. Businesses are failing, families are torn apart, much-needed aid or supplies are stopped before they can arrive. Help me, Lady Moirai, and you help not only Swyndale but all who depend on it.”

      The “ruined lives” bit is over the top, but I get the point. Getting into Swyndale has been a much bigger pain for me with every trip. Every month the requirements are changing. The tolls are getting ridiculous, and checkpoints are multiplying. I have no trouble paying, but I can easily see how the changes could affect those with a less lucrative career.

      Beldale and Swyndale are the most important points on most, if not all, of the major trade routes. This could also explain the shortages and new expenses Kanoni has been dealing with back in Sahil.

      “Why the son?”

      He frowns. “Excuse me?”

      I roll the scroll back up and tuck it in my bag. “Why is the mark the son?”

      Gavin clears his throat. “Oh.” He pauses, nods. Another speech to recite. “The heir must be removed first to destabilize control. Should the patriarch be eliminated, the son will inherit, and nothing will change. If it pleases Lady Moirai, following this assignment, the head of the family will be next, and the roads will be free once more.”

      Makes sense, but I keep my face and posture neutral. My voice is stern. “I did not agree to two assignments.”

      “My—my master understands that,” Gavin stutters. “He hopes that you will consider assisting all of Beldale in this way.”

      “It will require a separate fee.”

      “Of course. That is understood.”

      “You brought payment?”

      Gavin nods. He detaches his money bag and holds it out to me.

      I take the bag and glance inside. I nod. “I make no promises of a second arrangement, but I accept the request made tonight. Your master knows where to find me in a week.” I take a deep, slow breath in, centering my energy. I feel the quiet hum of magic gathering in my chest.

      “Thank you, Lady Moirai.” Gavin bows low.

      As I exhale, I release the charge, focusing in my mind’s eye on the image of the dark brick wall behind me. Unseen.

      When Gavin straightens, I am cloaked with invisibility. Surely, he must have been warned what to expect, but he still startles, his eyes darting around with fright. He turns and runs back up the alley to the crowded, well-lit street.

      I remove the scroll from my bag to examine the picture. Asher Ephraxa has a sharp jawline and a strong, straight nose. His eyes are dark, framed with thick, curved eyebrows. I can’t tell skin tone or trust hair length from a sketch, but his hair is dark as well.

      “Asher Ephraxa.” I read his name quietly in the empty alley. “Time to meet your fate.”
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      Night is falling fast. It’s impossible to get a room in Swyndale during tourist season, but I have connections outside the city. The capital of the most traveled country on the continent is a popular place for unemployed assassins seeking an assignment.

      I walk to the city gate. It’s long past dark by the time I arrive, but the streetlamps are lit, and the guards still stand alert at the gate. I show my travel papers and pay the gate fee. Monsieur Bolbec has a point about these fees… The suave politician and businessman is not a good person, but as a repeat client, he chooses his—my—targets well.

      Just outside the walls of Swyndale lies a town called Stonehaven. Most residents are workers in Swyndale who can’t afford to live within the city or who have family in the town they don’t wish to leave. At least the employees of official Swyndale homes and businesses get free passage through the gate.

      The streets are empty when I arrive. Most of the town probably has an early rise in the morning. Not much happens in Stonehaven after dark.

      A chill slithers up my bare arms. The autumn night air can be felt much more strongly here, in the empty streets.

      The houses of Stonehaven stand in three mostly neat lines forming a semicircle around the town square. I walk to the second line then three houses in, and knock on the door. A moment passes before a woman opens it. Her brown hair is pulled into a knot away from her tan face.

      “Isolde,” she says, recognizing the face I currently have. “I didn’t know you were in town.”

      “Just arrived today,” I explain. I offer an apologetic smile. “Have room for one more?”

      “For you? Always.” She steps aside and gestures for me to enter.

      “Thanks, Lily. I appreciate it.”

      I enter the small, stone home and step into a living area currently lit and warmed by a bright fire at the hearth. A small wooden table and set of cabinets designate the eating area on the left. A child with sparkling hazel eyes and dark, curly hair looks up from her place on the woven rug on the floor.

      “Isolde!” she cries, a smile stretching across her brown face. She has her mother’s eyes, but her father’s dark hair and complexion and bright smile. She drops the doll in her hands and jumps up.

      I hold out my arms for a hug. “How’s my little Sparrow?”

      The child squeezes my waist in a tight hug then jumps back to look at me. “Do a trick!”

      “Sparrow,” her mother scolds. “Isolde is likely tired from traveling.”

      “I always have time for my little songbird,” I say, smiling at Lily before kneeling in front of Sparrow.

      I close my eyes and breathe in a long, steady breath. I picture my auburn hair growing longer, longer, down to my waist, my hips, the floor. I open my eyes and exhale, directing the energy into the spell.

      Sparrow laughs and claps her hands, jumping up and down as my hair reaches down to the floor. “Can you make it like mine?”

      “Of course.” I close my eyes and breathe in. This time I picture the dark curls that tumble around Sparrow’s face before exhaling and directing the magic.

      She laughs again and reaches one hand up to tug on a lock of her own hair. She turns to her mother and points back at me. “Look, Mommy!”

      Lily smiles. “I see. It’s time we get to sleep now, Sparrow. We should let Isolde rest.”

      Sparrow pouts but doesn’t argue. Lily lights a candle with a spark between her fingertips and sets it in a small chamberstick. She’s much better at fire magic than I am, but she’s practiced it since childhood. She uses a metal tool to extinguish the fire in the hearth, leaving the coals and embers to keep the room warm.

      While Lily takes Sparrow to the backroom to change for bed, I take a deep breath and close my eyes. I picture the auburn hair of my current disguise, framing the sun-kissed face of “Isolde.” I open my eyes as I exhale to return my hair to that form.

      Once Sparrow has been tucked in, Lily carries a bundle to the living room. I take the bedroll and unroll it on the floor by the hearth.

      “Will you be here tomorrow?” Lily asks.

      “I have somewhere to be. But I’ll be back in time to see Sparrow before bed, if not earlier. Do you expect Imani back?” Lily’s husband is a tall man who can make anyone laugh, even me.

      She shakes her head. “No, he left only a few days ago. He won’t be back for at least a fortnight. He’ll be sorry he missed you.”

      “Perhaps we’ll have better timing next trip.”

      She nods. “Perhaps. Sleep well.”

      “You, too.”

      Lily returns to the back room to sleep. I pull a thin, pale scarf from my bag then wrap it around my head, careful to tuck every bit of hair inside. I reach my hand into the very edge of the hearth, where the ash is cool enough to touch, and dust the slightest bit on my face. I can’t risk Lily or Sparrow seeing my undisguised form as I sleep. My true face is thinner than this one, with sharper lines, but there’s nothing I can do to hide that.

      I wrap myself in the blanket and pull the edge up over my chin to cover as much of my face as possible. It doesn’t take me long to fall asleep.

      I wake when the first hints of light shine through the small, murky window of the stone house. I sit up and stretch. With a deep breath, I visualize the tanned body and rich auburn hair of my Isolde disguise. I exhale and direct the spell, like pulling on a familiar dress.

      I brush the ash off my hands and face and remove the headscarf, returning it to my bag. Using a knife from the cabinet, I cut a thick slice from a rough loaf of bread resting on the table by the wall. Bread in hand, I slip out the door and walk around to the back of the house.

      The chickens are still asleep in their simple wooden coop. I’d hate to disturb them too early. I don’t have time to cook an egg, anyway. Instead, I turn to Lily’s small garden of several vegetables partially shaded by an apple tree. I pick an apple and head back to the street.

      Several people are out beginning their day, but they pay no attention to me. Though a small town, Stonehaven is close enough to the capital that strangers are not an unusual sight. I walk in the direction of the city gate.

      Time to scope out the mark.
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      The sun has just risen when I enter Swyndale, but the streets are already filling quickly, as they do every day. Street vendors set out their goods to catch the first tourists of the day. Workers walk to the wealthy houses or local businesses that employ them. City guards patrol the streets with sharp, wary eyes.

      I head to the library near the city gates. It doesn’t take long to walk there. That cute librarian mentioned a census. Someone as important as an Ephraxa will certainly be in the records. I wonder as I open the door whether the redhead will be here. What was her name? Started with an M…

      I glance around when I enter but see no sign of her. Only a single person browsing the shelves is nearby. I walk to the back desk. Still no sign of anyone else.

      “Hello?” I glance around, peeking between the shelves I can see from here. Nothing.

      I try again. “Anyone here?” No response.

      I’ll do it myself. The census can’t be that hard to find. Just look for giant, matching record books, right?

      I wander through several of the back shelves before I find any census records. The first one I pull is several decades outdated. I walk farther down the shelf, running my fingers against the rough, dusty spines of the books, and try a different one. It looks to be in better condition than the other.

      Three years ago. This must be the most recent. The book is too big to maneuver while standing, so I sit on the floor. I adjust my skirt around my legs before opening the book on the floor in front of me.

      It doesn’t take long to find the record I need, with the latest address of the Ephraxa family. The household includes two heirs. Apparently, Asher has a sibling. Must be young if they aren’t a mark, or possibly not well suited as an heir. A scandal in the family, perhaps? I smirk at the thought. Wouldn’t that be fun?

      I remove the assignment scroll and a small inkhorn and quill from my bag. I copy the address down on the blank side of the paper and give it a moment to dry. Once the information and writing tools are tucked back into my bag, I return the heavy book to its spot on the shelf and exit the library. Shame that the librarian never showed.

      I don’t recognize the street address, but I know the part of Swyndale where the wealthier homes are likely to be. I walk in that direction, wandering slower than usual. I weave between vendor booths and duck into the occasional shop. I buy a pastry at a bakery and bite into the warm, flaky crust as I walk. The buttery flavor dissolves against my tongue.

      To both casual observers and keen-eyed city guards, I am just another tourist. I make one last stop near the end of the street market to buy a nice, woven scarf, dyed blue with a yellow design on it. Something with a bit of color and careful handiwork will make me less noticeable in the wealthy district, where color and style are needed to blend in. I’ll probably give it to Kanoni when I’m done here.

      I wrap the scarf around my shoulders decoratively. Before moving on, I smile at the vendor. “Pardon me. Could you tell me where Grace Street is? I know the area, but I’m unfamiliar with that street.”

      The weathered man points away from the market, toward the wealthy district. “Do ya know the courtyard where all th’ scholars chatter?”

      I nod. Swyndale isn’t known for philosophy, but a small group of the wealthier families’ heirs have fancied themselves a bit too highly in recent years and formed a new sort of club. They meet in a pitifully small but well-groomed bit of greenery near the center of their part of town.

      “Walk past that two blocks an’ take a left. Another four streets’ll get ya to Grace.”

      “Thank you, sir.” I place a small coin on the wooden counter of his little booth.

      The walk to the scholars’ yard is easy. The roads are more even and less crowded in this part of town. Homes are significantly larger and more ornate, with large expanses of ground between them. A thin breeze dances between buildings. I follow the scarf man’s instructions—two blocks, a left turn, another four—and glance each way.

      The street is mostly lined with fenced, groomed grounds. I can see a long stretch of fruit orchard to my left. The nearest building is to the right. I walk in that direction.

      A large, dusty path curls away from the street and leads up to a grand estate, beyond which stretches a large expanse of trees. I would guess the grounds reach all the way to the nearest portion of the city wall. I had no idea an estate so large existed within the city. My experience before today has largely been within walls of government buildings and official residences in the heart of the city.

      I glance farther down the street, but the grounds of this house cover the rest of Grace Street. This must be the Ephraxa home.

      Another glance in all directions confirms I am alone. No one is close enough to see me. I step off the street into the wooded area and stand behind a thick tree. I close my eyes, inhale a steady breath, and gather my energy. I breathe the word as I exhale. “Unseen.”

      Invisible, I walk along the edge of the dusty path up to the house. Once I reach the house, I continue walking around the perimeter. Eventually, I find what I’m looking for. A simple door, tucked away from view, marks the servants’ entrance.

      I wait, standing beside the doorway. Even invisible, I can’t risk drawing attention by a door mysteriously opening on its own. Several minutes pass. The chill of autumn is much sharper here, away from the heat of a tourist-laden city, but the foliage of the wooded grounds is thick enough to break any strong winds before they can reach the house. Still, I suppress the urge to shiver.

      My patience is rewarded. Two young men walk out of the door. I slip inside before it falls shut. Immediately, I press myself against a wall. I may be invisible, but I still have a physical form. The dodging is unnecessary, though. No one else is walking in the hallway.

      I walk carefully down the hall, listening for anyone coming near while taking note of any open rooms I pass. I smell rosemary and something smoky from a nearby kitchen. Some pantry and storage areas have no doors, or doors left ajar, and I can see various jars and dry goods on shelves.

      Any information may be useful later, but right now I need to find more relevant parts of the house. Offices, libraries, ballrooms, the family quarters. Thankfully the servants’ stairs are located at the end of this hall, without a door to worry about.

      I take the stairs up two floors. The first is almost certainly the servants’ quarters, and there will be no way to get out from there to other rooms on that floor. The second floor leads out, as hoped, into the family’s living quarters.

      Where to begin? Bedrooms are likely to yield the most information, but they’re a much riskier place to be caught. It is far too easy to get trapped for hours should someone show up. I can only keep the unseen spell up for so long.

      An office may provide some valuable information, but the real gold would be human sources. Perhaps I can track down worthwhile eavesdropping material.

      The living quarters are quiet as death. I walk down the hall, enjoying the ease of stepping silently on long, imported rugs, and reach the family’s staircase. I take the steps down one floor, then pause. Still no voices to be heard. The office it is, then. Certainly, the head of the Ephraxa family must have something useful on his son.

      I enter the first door standing ajar. An empty sitting parlor. Out, down the hall, into the next. A powder room, empty. Try again.

      The next room, an open doorway in place of a door, is equipped with shelves of books and sturdy wooden desks, but it’s a general library, not a private office. I turn to leave.

      “Oof!” My breath is knocked from me as I collide with someone.

      Caught off guard, my energy is disrupted. The unseen spell slips away, revealing my unwelcome presence.
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      “Oh!” A gentle voice exhales as our bodies collide. “Pardon—” The brunette woman brushes stray hair from her face and blinks at me. “Who are you?”

      The straight nose, dark eyes, curved eyebrows—this must be Asher’s sister, the Ephraxa sibling. The resemblance is undeniable.

      It takes a moment for me to collect my thoughts. I haven’t dropped an invisibility spell in ages. I haven’t dropped any spell by accident in over a year. The physical collision combined with complete surprise must have shaken me.

      “I am so sorry, miss. Forgive me.” I curtsey and try to think of an explanation. “I came to explore the great Ephraxa library, miss. I didn’t know you’d be home. So, so sorry.”

      I glance at her face to gauge her reaction. Her features are hard to read. “You’re a tourist?” she asks.

      I nod and curtsey again. I offer the first false name that comes to mind. “Isabel Rue, miss.”

      “Father does not care for strangers in the house, outside scheduled tours,” she says in a grave tone. “I do wonder how you got in.”

      I glance up at her again, her dark eyes staring disapprovingly. Lay it on thick. “I’m so sorry, miss. It’s such a great house, and we’ve got nothing like this back home, and it’s my first time in the city, and—”

      Her expression breaks into a smirk. “Happy for you, Father isn’t home.” She gestures toward the library. “Is there a certain book you’re looking for? I’m not sure what we have that the city library doesn’t, but I’ll admit to not being as much of a reader as Father would hope.” She leans in toward me and whispers, “I’m afraid I’m hardly a scholar at all. Quite the disappointment, as it stands.”

      I giggle, playing the part of the starstruck tourist. I bite my lip. “You’re one of the Ephraxas, right?”

      “Of course. Miss Ashlynn Ephraxa.” She bows like a gentleman then takes my hand. “And you, Isabel, may call me Ashlynn.” She presses a kiss to my hand before releasing it.

      I think back to the family records in the census and wonder if Asher’s sister is his twin or possibly even older. Definitely a scandal somewhere, I think. Someone of this age should certainly be considered in line for the business otherwise. Of the sexual variety, I’d wager. I giggle again at the charming introduction and wonder if I can magic up a blush or two.

      “So, Isabel? What will it be?” Ashlynn gestures to the towering bookshelves again.

      I weigh my options. Play along, or press my luck? A lowly, charmed village girl can probably get away with a lot on this woman’s arm. I’ll go for it. “Actually…” I begin, letting my voice trail off in convincing hesitation.

      “Yes? Don’t torment me, Isabel.”

      “If you wouldn’t mind…I would love a proper tour.”

      “Ah, it’s the house you’re really after. I suppose I can’t blame you. I hear it’s a dazzling sight.” She winks at me. “I must admit, the charm is less apparent when it’s the same old stunning rooms and sparkling dishes every day.”

      Ashlynn offers me her arm. I take it. The fabric of her gown is soft and thick, perfect for a lady in autumn. “I can’t even imagine,” I say.

      “Let us begin in the foyer, my dear.”

      Ashlynn guides me down the grand staircase to the entry of the house. Her graceful steps tap quietly on the places where polished wooden flooring shows between elaborately woven rugs.

      The house is, indeed, dazzling. I have seen finer homes, of course, but most of Swyndale can never hope to compete with such wealth and grandeur. A massive chandelier glitters overhead in the entry, with two similar fixtures hanging in both the dining room and ballroom. The furniture is ornately carved from dark, gleaming wood. Cherry? Mahogany? Whatever it is, it must have cost a fortune. Some of these materials are imported, too.

      How much of Stonehaven’s money went into this fine residence? How much was swindled from the pockets of travelers from just outside or far beyond Swyndale’s walls? I feel anger swelling within me, but I dismiss it easily. This is exactly why I am here—to fix this injustice. By next week, the Ephraxas will no longer be taking what isn’t theirs to spend.

      We glide through the sitting rooms, a small indoor chapel, and a hall full of formal portraits.

      “What else would you like to see?” Ashlynn asks. “It’s an awfully big house. I may not be the best judge of what’s worth notice.”

      I make a mental note to practice magically conjuring a flirtatious blush mid-conversation. For now, I hope my voice is timid enough to be only interested and not too forward. “Perhaps something a bit more…intimate? Less public knowledge.”

      “Ah.” She lowers her voice. There’s a bit of husk in it when she says, “A more intimate spot, I can certainly find.”

      She takes me by the hand and leads me to a back staircase. It isn’t the servants’ stairs, but it’s tucked away in an easily overlooked corner. It must have been placed there for the family’s use. She runs up the stairs, nearly dragging me behind her. We reach the top floor, where I began my search. I’m hoping she goes for a bedroom, or even the office, if I’m lucky.

      Ashlynn glances each direction, but there are no servants or anyone else in sight. I follow her to a small closet, where she tugs me inside. She spins, turning me so my back is pressed against the wall while she stands between me and the door. The only light in the room spills in from the crack in the not-quite-closed door.

      “How is this for intimate?” she asks, leaning into my space.

      Not what I wanted, but I’m going all-in now. “Almost perfect,” I whisper back.

      “Almost?”

      “Only a breath away…”

      Our lips are a single movement from meeting, but I keep still. I want her to come to me. Kiss me, I think. The affections of people closest to the mark are always useful, eventually. She has played her flirtatious part perfectly for at least an hour. Just one final step, the slightest motion, is needed to cross the line…

      “Isabel?” she whispers.

      “Yes?”
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      “Kiss me,” she says.

      I cave. I close the distance between our mouths and capture her lips with mine. She freezes for a moment before pressing back, returning the kiss. Heat curls through me. I relish the feel of her soft, perfect lips against mine. I reach a hand up to the back of her neck. She leans into me, letting me lead.

      After a few moments, she breaks away to catch her breath.

      “Wow,” she says, and for a moment her voice sounds like a different person entirely. Softer, lower, less entertaining. “That was unexpected.” She seems less like a personality and more of a person.

      I smile. “I’m a good kisser.”

      She laughs. “I’ll say.” She clears her throat. The Ephraxa hostess personality returns. “Shall we do that again?”

      “Are you sure we should be doing this?” I whisper.

      She leans back to look into my eyes. “Do you not want to?”

      I smile bashfully. “Oh, I definitely do. But we barely know each other.”

      “I know you are beautiful, Isabel. I know I could not take my eyes off you all afternoon.” She lowers her voice, leaning to whisper in my ear. “And I know you didn’t come here for the books.”

      My stomach drops. I freeze, afraid to move a muscle, to give anything away.

      “My family has a reputation. I have a reputation.” She trails a finger up my arm. I shiver. “Whether you came to seek influence, or in starry-eyed awe of wealth or search of my infamous and gorgeous self, I don’t know. But I know, right now, I want your body.” She traces my jaw with her fingertip. “I think you want mine, too.”

      Relief and need both fill me. I lean into her touch. “Ashlynn,” I whisper with a broken voice.

      Ashlynn leads the kiss, claiming my mouth, her lips more urgent and forceful while her hands clasp my hips. She can take as well as she can give.

      I run my hands up to her shoulders, gripping her close to me, and a moan escapes my throat. She takes a step, and then another, pushing me back until I feel the edges of shelves pressing into my hips and shoulders. Her hand reaches around to press into the small of my back. Her legs shift. I feel her thigh pressing at the front of my skirt.

      I part my legs. Through the layers of our skirts between us, her leg presses against my groin. She begins to rock back and forth rhythmically. I feel the pressure build between my legs and moan again, louder this time.

      She breaks away from the kiss but doesn’t stop moving her leg. “Shh,” she scolds me. “Wouldn’t want a maid to catch us.”

      I respond with a throaty chuckle before pulling her head back toward me, back to kissing. Warmth is building between my legs as her motions speed up, friction moving faster. I break the kiss to catch my breath. Her leg doesn’t let up. She watches me silently as I struggle to keep my balance, the growing need for release making my legs tremble.

      She steps back. The contact between us is broken, but only briefly. Ashlynn runs one hand down my leg to the hem of my skirt. I feel her fingers slide under the fabric and graze back up my leg. Her hand reaches my undergarments, ducks inside. I gasp at the feeling of her skin against mine.

      She stands at an angle to me, her bodice pressing against mine while her fingers work. “Shhh,” she murmurs into my ear. She presses slow, warm kisses against my neck.

      Her free hand wraps around my back under my shoulders to support my weight. I lean into her and against the shelves as her fingers dance against my clit. The pressure builds. I feel the heat as blood rushes to respond to her motions. My breath gasps in and out, fast and unsteady. My legs tremble.

      Faster, faster, her fingers fly, and the need builds. I am flushed with heat and struggle to breathe, to stand, and the tone of my breathing goes up, up, till I am whining with need, and Ashlynn quiets me with her mouth against mine, then the building heat and need burst and my muscles clench and I groan into her kiss and shudder with release.

      Ashlynn gently, carefully removes her hand from beneath my skirt. She gives me a moment to catch my breath and regain my footing before freeing her other arm from behind me. She removes a cloth from a pile of cleaning supplies on one of the closet shelves and wipes off her hand.

      I focus completely on maintaining my disguise spell. It’s incredibly tricky to keep a spell steady after sex, in those moments of relief and euphoria after release, but I’ve had practice. My energy returns to a steady level. The spell is safe.

      I realize I should say something. Or should I keep my quiet, pretend to be bashful as the lowly tourist girl after having sex with a society woman? The moment stretches on. Silence it is.

      Ashlynn smirks at me. Her voice is lower than before when she speaks. “That was fun.”

      I giggle. “Yes,” I agree.

      “I do hate to…kiss and run,” she says. “But I’m afraid I did have business that needed attending when I bumped into you.”

      “Oh! Yes, of course. I’m so sorry, miss.”

      She laughs. The sound pulls a true smile from me. Careful, I think.

      “No need for formality, Isabel. We know each other intimately.”

      I feel my cheeks warm in a genuine blush, which is ridiculous. I’ve done far more than a quick exchange in a closet on previous assignments. This shouldn’t affect me at all. “I suppose you’re right.”

      “I always am.” She offers me her arm. “Are you composed now, my dear? I can escort you back to the door and see you off.”

      I brush my fingers through my hair to neaten it then take her arm. “Yes, thank you.”

      We walk back to the hidden family stairs and return to the grand entry on the first floor. Ashlynn turns to me. She takes my hand and kisses my fingers. “Do come again, Isabel Rue. I enjoyed your visit immensely.”

      I smile. “Thank you. I had a lovely time.”

      She chuckles.

      When I get to the door, I turn to give a final, small wave goodbye. She bows theatrically to me. I exit the building and walk down the wide, dusty path back to the main street.

      I didn’t find the information I came for, but I did get the layout of the house. It’s a start. The connection with the target’s sister will come in handy too when I decide to cash it in. I’ll have to return tomorrow for more information. I need to keep up my concentration better next time. I can’t make a habit of dropping spells.

      That moment in the library was a real surprise. How did she startle me like that? Usually, I’m much better at being aware of my surroundings. And the smiles in the closet… It’s been a long time since anyone could make me blush. Even Kanoni has never made me drop my guard like that.

      This Ephraxa assignment could be more difficult than I anticipated. But I can handle it. I didn’t earn the reputation of Lady Moirai, the divine hands of fate, by letting a little fling stand in my way.
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      When I return to Lily’s home in Stonehaven, she and Sparrow are preparing supper. I help scrub the dirt from some vegetables and chop them for stew. It’s the perfect time for stew. The cold autumn air is getting colder every night, and we can feel the chill through the walls of the little house. We sit in a semicircle on the rug to eat in front of the fire.

      Sparrow loves having a visitor, as always. “Look, Isolde!” She lifts her bowl and blows a bubble in the thick broth. A small spray of broth lands in freckle-like dots on her nose.

      “Sparrow!” her mother scolds. “You know better.”

      I lift one eyebrow, not smiling. “She’s right, Sparrow. I can’t condone such rude table manners. I’ve dined with kings and diplomats, you know.”

      She wipes the dots off her nose with the edge of her sleeve. “What’s a diplomat?”

      “A diplomat is a very important person who travels between countries to arrange things like trade deals and marriages.”

      “Sounds boring.”

      This time I smile. “I promise you, it’s not. You’ll never be able to meet a diplomat if you keep blowing bubbles in your stew.” I straighten my posture and dip my bread into my stew carefully, putting on a show for the little girl.

      She screws up her lips in thought then shrugs. “I can stop. I still say it’s boring, though.”

      “Perhaps to you,” I say, and leave it at that.

      After supper, we all gather by the fire. Lily mends one of Sparrow’s dresses while I make shadow puppets on the wall. It’s a simple trick. It’d be harder without magic, but the magic only assists my hands, which do most of the work manually. It’s much easier than a spell starting from scratch. Most craftspeople running booths in the city streets use a similar type of magic to enhance their baskets, carvings, or tapestries, but that requires more practice and precision than my little shadow-play.

      After a while, Lily suggests, “Maybe you can ask Isolde to help you practice, Sparrow.”

      Sparrow looks up at me. “I’m trying to do light, but it’s hard.”

      “It’s not so bad once you get used to it,” I say.

      I group my fingertips like I’m holding a pinch of spices up to inspect. “Hold your fingers like this.”

      She follows my lead. She has the finger placement down, at least. It must be the energy that’s the problem.

      “Okay. Now, when you’ve gotten used to the spell, you must learn to do it without closing your eyes or spending time centering and focusing. But that takes practice. It’s good to center and focus when you’re first getting started. Close your eyes.”

      She does.

      “Picture the light above your fingers. See it glow over the fingertips. What color is it?”

      “Orange.”

      “Very good. What does it feel like?”

      “Warm.” She pauses. “It kinda tickles.”

      “Good. Okay, now. Take a deep breath. Feel your energy gather in your chest. Feel it build in your lungs.”

      She takes in a deep breath, her cheeks ballooning out as she holds it.

      “Now exhale. Push the energy from your chest to your fingers. Feel your hand buzz with the energy.”

      She blows the air out of her mouth. Her closed eyes squeeze tighter with concentration.

      The final step is usually where children have the most trouble, but I don’t say that. I don’t want her getting stuck in her head. “Now, quick as you can, swipe your thumb away like you’re wiping off your other fingers. Spark the light, and then hold it in your palm.”

      She follows instructions. I can see her movement is good, but the palm-cupping motion at the end is a little messy. A single orange spark jumps from her fingers but doesn’t light.

      She opens her eyes and looks at her empty hand. “See? I can’t do it!” she whines.

      “Yes, you can. I saw the spark. You just need to practice.” I smile. “If you can make a spark like that, I know you can make it light.” I make the first with my fingers again. “Like this.”

      I light a spark and catch the orb in my hand. Mine is pale blue. It’s small and lacks any sense of temperature. I keep it there, my fingers curled in a cup, before gently blowing it out.

      “Okay, now you try again.”

      Sparrow pouts but closes her eyes and forms her fingers. She makes a spark again three times before giving up. I don’t push her. Forcing her to keep working with energy while angry or frustrated is asking for trouble. Like almost all children, she’ll master it eventually.

      We all go to bed shortly after that. I wake first again the next day, breathe into my disguised face, and head into the city. I’ll buy breakfast this time. I don’t want to take too much of Lily and Imani’s food.

      I pay the fee to enter the city and wander through the street vendors. There’s a lot of competing smells in the streets—people, livestock, meat, bread—and it’s enough to make me dizzy. I stop by a vendor cooking meat and onion kabobs over a large, heated stone and buy two. The salted meat is hearty and surprisingly filling for how small it looks on the wooden stick. The onion gives it some sweetness that blends well with the salt.

      I wait until I’ve reached the wealthy district before pulling my colorful scarf over my head, tucking my hair inside. The streets here aren’t nearly as crowded. Today there’s more of a chill in the air.

      I reach the end of Grace Street, staying far enough out of sight of the Ephraxa house. I can’t risk being spotted today, not if I’m going to get the information I need. I cast my unseen spell and walk quickly to the house.

      I plan to wait by the servants’ entrance again, but as I approach the house, I realize I won’t need to. There are two carriages in the front entrance. The front door is standing open, a well-dressed servant at attention on either side of the wide doorway. I keep my distance from them both and walk inside.

      Voices. I follow the sound to the second floor, past the broom closet and the bedrooms I’d seen before. A door stands half-open, allowing the two speakers to be clearly heard. I can see bookshelves and the corner of the desk. This is the office I was trying to find yesterday. I stand by the hinges of the open door, where I won’t be bumped into should they leave the room. I keep my back against the wall and glance down the hall periodically. I won’t have any more surprises today.

      One of the speakers is visible through the doorway. He stands tall, with straight posture and well-kept clothes. His shoulders relaxed and one hand leaning on the desk. He is clearly at ease. A businessman, perhaps? The Ephraxa father himself? But no, Mr. Ephraxa should have a darker complexion and eyes, assuming he looks anything like his children. This man is fair-skinned and has brown hair so light, it’s almost blond.

      “Tomorrow night, then?” the man says. “Everything is ready?”

      “Of course,” says the voice behind the door, sounding slighted. “How disorganized do you think I am?”

      The fair man holds up his hands in playful defense. “I meant no offense, friend. Only making conversation.”

      “I assure you that everything is in hand. There are some guests who have not replied, of course, but we always account for that. The well-to-do can’t be bothered with manners.”

      “You know everyone who will be in attendance. It’s always the same crowd.”

      “Yes, the same crowd with the same concerns, but always fresh gossip and trade to discuss.”

      The fair man pauses before speaking again, choosing his words slowly, showing caution. “Will Asher be speaking?”

      The voice behind the door sighs. “Yes, we’ve discussed that at length. He isn’t happy with me, as usual, but he’ll do his duty.”

      The fair man nods. “Good enough for me. I will see you at six, then?”

      I hear the creak of a chair. A tan hand appears to shake the fair man’s hand. “I look forward to it.”

      The fair man chuckles. “No, you don’t.”

      A grunt of agreement. “I look forward to enjoying the results of the night, at least.”

      “Now that I believe.”

      The men move to exit the room. I take a few steps aside to give myself space. No need to stand too close. I check once more behind my shoulder, but the hall is empty. I keep very still.

      The fair man steps out of the office, followed by a man with wide shoulders wearing a finely-embroidered doublet and well-fitted trousers. This is Mr. Ephraxa, without a doubt. He doesn’t share his children’s defined jawline or thick eyebrows, but the shining black hair and golden-brown skin have certainly passed down. He carries himself with confidence and moves through his expensively carpeted hallways with ease.

      The two gentlemen say their goodbyes. The fair man walks to the first floor, while Mr. Ephraxa returns to his office.

      Tomorrow night. Six o’clock. I’ll be ready.
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      My first order of business this afternoon is finding a gown. The turnaround for a properly fitted evening gown of the caliber expected at this event is, at the very least, a fortnight. Thankfully, this isn’t my first Swyndale gala. I just need to get to my stash.

      There are two inns in Swyndale, for two very different sets of clients. It takes me nearly two hours to walk from the wealthy district to the Scarlet Sword Inn, tucked away in the more…polluted part of the city. Locals know to steer clear, and the smell warns tourists away. The only guards seen in this corner of the city are here as customers, eager to ignore the lesser offenses and easily paid to ignore the worst.

      At the edge of town, I duck into the darkest corner of a less-crowded alley. The only people I can see from here are too out of their minds on herbs or mushrooms to notice me. I close my eyes and center, focus, breathe. Changing a disguise spell without dropping back into my true appearance takes concentration. I picture short, messy, hair that looks neither entirely blond nor brunette, with graying strands, plain, unremarkable brown eyes, and beige, sun-spotted skin. I picture laugh lines, crow’s feet, faint wrinkles across the forehead. I feel the skin across my hands and arms grow coarser, tighter over my knuckles. As I exhale, I push my energy into the spell.

      I open my eyes. I am no longer Isolde, the lovely young tourist. Now, I am a plain, ordinary, aging woman, hardly worthy of a second glance.

      The common area of the Scarlet Sword is packed when I arrive. I breathe shallowly to avoid the worst of the odor, but it doesn’t help much. I shove my way up to the counter that serves as both bar and check-in desk. A stocky, bearded man tends the counter.

      “Excuse me,” I say, waving my hand in his direction. He doesn’t hear me. “Excuse me!”

      After a few more shouts, my wave catches his eye. He turns and approaches me.

      “What?” he shouts above the crowd noise.

      “Is Sincerity here?”

      He gestures with a thumb to the wall behind the counter. “In the back.”

      “Can you get her for me?”

      “Do I look like an errand boy?”

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes. Brute. “Thanks,” I mutter.

      I know customers aren’t supposed to enter the back room, but I also know Sincerity won’t care, and no one will disagree with her. I push my way between bodies toward the end of the counter. I glance at the bartender, but his back is turned, so I walk behind the counter and push through the simple wooden door to the back room.

      The noise from the inn is muffled here, but a different kind of noise fills the room. Two people with shaggy, dirty, brown hair and ill-fitting clothes are arguing loudly about the merits of small-breasted versus large-breasted women. A blond woman with a scar on her chin watches them, beer in hand. I ignore them all.

      A woman with dark skin, hazel eyes, and a tightly wound headscarf looks up as I enter the room. Her gaze is intense, on account of her lack of eyebrows and eyelashes. She’s leaning against a barrel, but she stands when she sees me. The leather straps crisscrossing her torso with holsters for knives, her sturdy, plain trousers, and the sword against her hip match her confident, no-nonsense posture.

      “Sincerity,” I say.

      She keeps my gaze. “Everybody out,” she barks.

      The arguing duo goes silent immediately. They stand and leave the room, shoving each other as they go. The woman with her beer follows them.

      “Alice,” she says. Unlike Lily, Sparrow, or Ashlynn Ephraxa, Sincerity knows this is a false name. I suspect she knows that this face I wear every time we meet isn’t my true appearance, either. We keep our secrets, and that keeps us both safe.

      “You’ve got my things,” I say.

      “You’ve got my money?”

      I nod. I rearrange my skirts to reach my tucked-away money pouch and pull fifteen coins out. I hand them to Sincerity, who takes the handful and examines it.

      “You only owe seven.”

      “I’ll be back in a day or two. I expect our arrangement can remain?”

      Sincerity nods. “I’ll get the trunk.”

      She takes a few steps to the center of the room. When the floor creaks, she stops. She kneels and pulls a knife from one of the holsters against her chest. The tip of the dagger fits between the floorboards. She pops the loose one up, catching it with her other hand, then sets the board aside and reaches into the gap to pull out a small, brass key.

      The floorboard slides back into place. She stands and walks to the back of the room, where a narrow door stands in the center of the wall. It’s easily overlooked, being made of the same wood as the rest of the wall. She uses the key to unlock the door and swings it open, gesturing to me.

      I walk over and reach into the tiny closet space. It’s barely big enough for a single person, and right now not even I could fit. The entire floor space is taken by a sturdy wooden trunk.

      I drag the trunk out of the closet and pull a key from my leather bag then unlatch the trunk. With some effort, the lid lifts with a creak.

      I glance up at Sincerity. She shrugs. “Been busy. Hasn’t been oiled this week. You’ve been gone a while.”

      “My things better not be ruined.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Hasn’t been that long.”

      Inside the chest rest two gowns, one a rich green, the other pale pink. Various other items sit beneath the dresses: a few small blades, pouches of dried herbs, sharpened hairpins, bandages, a few empty vials, some spare underclothing, and an empty, cloth grain bag. I remove the green dress and set it aside. I take the grain bag, underclothing, hairpins, one vial, and a single blade from the trunk and set them with the dress before closing and locking it.

      I return the chest to the closet. Sincerity locks the closet and pops the floorboard back up to hide her key. I load my items into the grain bag and shift to carry it with one arm.

      “Thanks,” I say.

      Sincerity grunts in response.

      I leave the back room the way I came, wrestling my way past smelly, drunk bodies to the front door. I walk the long way to the Swyndale city gate. It takes more time but avoids the more crowded streets. On the way, a vendor is selling a variety of brightly colored apples from a cart. I stop to buy two, one sour and one sweet, and eat them both as I walk. A more popular bread cart near the city gate still has a few cheap biscuits left. I buy those and eat them, too. They’re no longer warm like they would have been this morning, but they fill my belly.

      I reach Stonehaven about an hour before sunset. I stop by Lily’s house, but I don’t go inside. Instead, I hide the grain bag in some wild shrubbery she lets grow by the side of the house. Then I walk out of the town, away from the city.
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      A little past Stonehaven is a small area with trees and a creek The children from Stonehaven and another nearby town, Amesgate, often play here in the summers, but they’ll all be needed at home right now during tourist and harvest season. The creek runs between the two towns but the copse of trees is the place where it runs widest and deepest.

      As I expect, the trees and creek banks are undisturbed today. The trees are bright orange and yellow with autumn, but enough leaves still cling to the branches that I should have privacy here. I walk to the edge of the widest part of the creek and lay my bag a few feet away, safe from the chance of getting wet. I remove my clothing. It’s cold here, especially with night approaching, but I’ve bathed in colder weather before. I’ll be quick.

      I release my disguise spell. It’s much easier to clean myself and to work quickly if I’m not dividing my energy and focus on the spell. Besides, trying to keep up a disguise spell while looking at my own body is dizzying.

      I remove a small block of sweet-smelling hard soap from my bag. No one in Swyndale, not even the Ephraxas, would likely have access to such a luxury product, but it’s one indulgence I allow myself. Using hard soaps from Sahil isn’t only a pleasure, either. Hard soaps are much easier to carry with me for situations like these than the soft, foul-smelling soaps made from animal fats here in Beldale.

      The water is frigid when I step in carefully, feeling with each bare foot for any sharp stones before walking farther. I can’t repress a shiver, but I keep wading until I’m standing in the deepest spot. The water reaches my hips. With a deep breath, I kneel to plunge my body under the water then stand.

      I lather quickly, wasting no time, as the air blows even colder against my wet skin. Once I have finished washing, I kneel and lean back to let the little currents rinse my skin. I keep my hair submerged, letting the water pull away any little bits of leaves or dirt that may have caught in it. When I can’t stand the cold any longer, I stand and wade back to the shore.

      This is the hardest part. I stand, bare and shivering in the wind, while my body dries off naturally. I shake my hair out, running my fingers through it to work out any tangles. This not only helps it dry faster but also gives me something to distract myself from the cold. I shake and squeeze as much water from my hair as I can.

      By the time I am dry enough to dress, I can’t feel my fingertips. I skip putting on my underthings and pull my dress on over my skin then gather my underclothes and take them to the edge of the creek. I kneel and dip each item into the water, squeezing it gently when I bring it back out. I lather a little soap on my hands and rub the fabric between my palms. My movements are more awkward than usual, considering I can barely bend my fingers at this point, but I manage to finish the washing and rinse the soap from my clothes. I wring everything out before folding and tucking it all into as small and neat a bundle as I can. After putting the soap back in its little pouch, I pack it in my leather bag and sling the strap of the bag over my shoulder.

      I take a moment to steady my breath and return to my Isolde disguise before leaving the cover of the trees. The sun has long since set as I walk back to Stonehaven. No tourist would get caught outside this late for fear of getting lost or being beset by robbers, or worse. But I am no tourist. I know my way around Swyndale and its surrounding towns by heart.

      I cast the light spell with my free hand and catch the orb, giving myself just enough light to avoid tripping over loose stones or branches. Wet bundle in one hand, small blue light cupped in the other, I arrive back in town.

      I walk to the back of Lily’s house to hang my underthings on her clothesline. Hopefully, they’ll dry by morning, but at least the fabric is sturdy enough to withstand a freeze if they don’t. I pull my hidden grain bag from its hiding spot in the shrubs and knock on the door.

      “Lily?” I say, trying to keep my voice down while still being heard through the wood. “It’s me.”

      A groggy Lily, candlestick in hand, opens the door to let me inside.

      “Sorry,” I whisper.

      She nods and mumbles something incoherent. She sets the lit candlestick on the table and walks back to her bed in the other room.

      I set my things in the corner then wrap my hair in my scarf and dust my face and hands, as usual. I hate to dirty myself so soon after washing, but it can’t be helped. After blowing out the candlestick, I lie down to sleep.

      The night passes quickly. I wake, brush myself off, set the Isolde disguise spell. In the thin, gray light of pre-dawn, I change into the clean set of underclothes from the grain bag, then pull the ordinary travel gown back on. I remove everything but the green dress from the bag and pack those things into my leather side bag. The dress would never fit. Thankfully, a traveler carrying a grain bag will hardly gather any notice. On my way out, I collect my washed underthings from the clothesline.

      I go into the city. There, I buy breakfast from a cart and eat quickly.

      With the morning sunlight beginning to fill the city, I have several hours before I must dress for the event tonight. I need to use them wisely.

      I walk to the center of Swyndale. The center square is a large, open space with bricks across the ground and a massive clock tower. Right now, the place is packed with tourists, low-level business folks, and various vendors and merchants selling every imaginable food or handicraft Beldale could offer. The smell and noise are overwhelming, enough to give me a headache, but it’s also one of the best places to dig up local gossip.

      I weave slowly between carts and tables displaying various wooden, textile, and metal wares. I stop every so often to examine something—a hammered brass teapot, a woven brown rug—to keep up the tourist pretense. A carved wooden whistle in the shape of a songbird does catches my eye. Sparrow would love this. I exchange three coins for the piece, a surprisingly reasonable price. Once I tuck the small toy into my leather bag, I move on.

      “—outrageous use of our money, if you ask me.” The raspy voice of an old woman catches my attention. “We pay these tolls every year, and for what? So the Ephraxas can parade around in front of their rich friends?”

      I spot the speaker standing next to another woman near the clock tower, leaning toward each other in the familiar stance of gossiping friends or neighbors. I keep my eyes on the goods of the vendors near me but walk in the direction of the two women.

      “The heir will be parading around with the father this time, I hear,” the second woman says. Her voice is softer than her friend’s. I quicken my step and strain to hear over the noise of the crowd, but I miss whatever she says next.

      “A woman on each arm, most likely,” the raspy voice says. “I suppose the sister will—” The rest of her sentence is cut off by two hagglers shouting at each other near the cart behind me.

      I keep walking until I’m practically right next to the women. With my face turned toward the goods of the nearest merchant—another carpenter—they pay me no attention.

      The softer voice speaks. “Ah, let her have her fun, I say. It’s not her fault she was born to that family.”

      The first woman scoffs. “The whole lot of them are equally rotten. She’ll turn out no better than the other one, mark my words.”

      I wait to hear more, but their conversation by the clock is over. I turn just enough to check out of the corner of my eye. As I suspected, the two women have wandered off into the crowd.

      What I did hear is promising. It should be simple enough to get a man known for philandering alone at a gala. Still, I could use a little more personal information. I need to be certain that when I bait him, he will bite.

      Time to cash in on that personal connection. I leave the crowded center square and head to the wealthy district in search of Ashlynn.
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      The streets of the district are busier than usual today. Based on the low quality of the carriages and the large number of working carts, they’re businesses working at the gala tonight. An event worthy of the Ephraxa house and family will require florists, bakers, butchers, seamstresses, tailors, and possibly even extra hands to help the house staff in cleaning and food preparations. I’ll have to watch my back to get through the place without notice.

      For now, I leave the colored scarf in my bag. With so many hired folks doing business here, an ordinary young woman in a basic dress won’t stand out. I do, however, duck into the tree line to cast my unseen spell to get inside unnoticed. I also hide the bag with the green dress in some wild bushes.

      The servants’ door is propped open today. I slip inside. The hall smells strongly of freshly butchered meat, dried herbs, and sliced onions. Voices shout over each other in the kitchen. I hurry down the hall and up the stairs, out of anyone’s way.

      Once hidden in the closet where Ashlynn and I first kissed, I let down my invisibility spell and pull the colored scarf from my side bag. The memory of Ashlynn’s hand on my skin comes to mind. I feel a flutter in my gut and take a deep breath to steady myself. She’s just another woman, I think. Just another useful piece in my delicate mission. I wrap the scarf around my shoulders.

      Where should I look first?

      This time, I want to be found, but I don’t know enough about the woman to know her habits or routine. I suppose the library is as good a place to start as any. I take the family stairs down to the library. The bookshelves stretch high in the large room. The thick rugs muffle any footsteps. Quiet hangs over the room. Even my breath seems loud. Nobody else is here, that’s obvious. I leave the room.

      Would she be helping with the arrangements? That hadn’t occurred to me. Ashlynn didn’t strike me as the responsible type, but at her age, it would certainly make sense for her to direct servants and arrange decorations or approve menus or other such details. This could make getting her attention difficult…

      I square my shoulders and take a breath. Walk as if you belong. With the right clothing, this strategy rarely fails me. The servants wouldn’t dare to risk offense with a confident gentlewoman on good terms with their mistress.

      If Ashlynn is preparing for the event, she’ll be in the dining room, ballroom, or servants’ quarters giving orders. I stop in the hall and listen. Workers carrying various vases or foods pass me without a second glance. I can hear the clinking of table settings, footsteps throughout the house, and the low voices of head servants commanding their inferiors, but not Ashlynn.

      I walk to the dining room door. Four maids are preparing the table. I keep walking and reach the ballroom. Several servants are scrubbing the floor while others dust and arrange seating near the walls. There’s no sign of Ashlynn.

      Either the servants’ quarters or her bedroom, then, getting dressed and done up for the night. I turn to walk back to the stairs and bump my chest awkwardly into an outstretched hand reaching for my shoulder.

      Ashlynn pulls her hand back and laughs. “Isabel! We keep bumping into each other.”

      “Ashlynn!” I cover my mouth with one hand and glance at the servants working nearby. “Or, rather—my apologies, miss.” I curtsey.

      Ashlynn’s lips purse like she’s fighting a smile. She leans forward and lowers her voice. “Follow me.”

      I follow her up the family staircase. I half expect another tryst in the closet, but she keeps walking farther down the hall. She opens a door to the right and steps inside, keeping it open for me. I join her, and she closes the door.

      We stand in a large room with stone walls and wooden flooring covered by a massive blue-and-red rug. Tapestries with the Ephraxa family crest and scenes of a man turning into a swan and a woman battling a dragon hang on the walls. A large fireplace on the right warms the room and provides most of the light, with a narrow window on the far wall letting in some sunlight. Straight ahead stands a small table and chairs carved from dark, gleaming wood. To the left is a large bed, with rich-blue curtains tied back to each of the four corner posts under the wooden upper panel.

      Ashlynn walks to one of the two chairs and falls into the seat. She gestures to the empty chair. “Go on, sit down.”

      I do as instructed, clasping my hands together in my lap.

      “I’ll admit, I’m surprised to see you here today, Isabel.” I think I detect a note of suspicion under the bright, charismatic curiosity in her voice. “I wasn’t expecting to see you again.”

      “I can leave,” I say quickly. “I did not mean to disrupt anything.”

      She leans forward and takes my wrist, pulling my hand up to the table so she can hold it. “Of course not. The house may be busy but pay that no mind.” She waves her free hand in the air to dismiss my concerns. Her voice lowers. “I am happy to see you.” There’s a softness in her voice, her eyes. I think she means it.

      I smile. “Actually, I came here looking for you.”

      Her eyes brighten. Her smile grows wider. “Lucky I found you, then! What can I do for you?”

      I never did practice that blush spell, but apparently, I won’t need it today. I can feel my cheeks warm. “I just…wanted to see you again.”

      Her eyelids lower, and her lips purse in a suggestive look. “I see. Couldn’t get your mind off me, could you? I have been told I am truly unforgettable.” She glances at the bed. “I have an event to attend tonight, but that’s not for several hours.” She looks back at me. Her gaze is piercing. “I have time for some fun, especially with you.”

      I feel heat in my chest and bite my lip.

      Ashlynn stands. She tugs on my hand to pull me from my chair then rotates our hands to weave her fingers between mine. Her free hand wraps around my waist and pulls me closer to her. Her body feels warm and solid against my hips, waist, chest.

      She leans in until our foreheads are nearly touching. “Did you really miss me that much, Isabel?” she asks. There’s that change in her voice again—deeper, gentler, without the airs or accents of a performing hostess.

      I nod, and it’s barely a lie. Though I hadn’t thought of Ashlynn’s lips since our parting two days ago, they’re all I can think about now. So soft, so warm, so close…

      She closes the gap between us. Her kiss is as soft and sweet as I expect. We push back and forth against each other’s lips as each of us tries to claim dominance. It’s a fierce, funny dance. She captures my bottom lip between her teeth. She wins. My legs weaken. A soft moan escapes my throat.

      She steps back, releasing me. I lay one hand on the table for support as my balance suddenly wavers. She walks to the door and twists the lock with a solid click.

      “We needn’t be quiet here,” she says. She walks back to me, a glint in her eye. “We have all the privacy we need.”

      I remove my bag and set it on the ground. She places her hands on my waist and turns me, directing my back toward the bed. My feet stumble at the unexpected move, but her grip keeps me upright. I regain my footing. She wraps one hand around to the small of my back and places the other on my shoulder then pushes me backward until my hips hit the bed. Her pressure on my shoulder remains, and I obey, letting myself fall back against the thick, silky duvet.

      She leans forward, hovering over me to press a kiss on my lips. Then she kneels to remove my shoes and stockings, setting them aside on the floor. She runs her hands up my legs, her arms pushing my skirt and underskirt up as she stands. The feelings of chilly air and her delicate touch on my skin make me shiver.

      “Are you cold?” she asks.

      “A little,” I admit.

      She leans forward and presses a kiss to my cheek. I feel her breath against my ear as she whispers, “I’ll warm you up soon enough.”
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      Ashlynn’s hands continue gliding up the sides of my body. I sit up to let her pull my dress over my head, and I shiver again, cold and exposed on the bed. I keep my eyes up, looking at Ashlynn, not looking anywhere near my disguised skin.

      She kisses my collarbone gently before standing up and removing her own shoes, stockings, and dress. My eyes trace the gentle slope of her brown silhouette, from a set of wide shoulders to a soft waist to beautiful, wide hips.

      She walks forward and lifts my legs up onto the bed. I scoot backward to lie down normally. She joins me on the bed then straddles me, her knees on either side of my hips. One hand supports her weight. She runs the other through my hair.

      “You’re a beautiful woman, Isabel,” she murmurs.

      I want to say something. Ashlynn’s lips press soft kisses along my neck. Suddenly words escape me. I came here for something, for a reason—and yet—and yet—her mouth moves down my body to my breasts and I can think of nothing but the shudders through my veins.

      She shifts so she lies next to me. She takes my hands. With one, her fingers interlace with mine. With the other, she guides my hand to her thigh.

      “Touch me,” she whispers. “Please.” Her voice is low and needy.

      I need information, but that can wait. This soft, beautiful, alluring woman beside me begs me to touch her, and I want only to obey.

      I run my fingers up her leg to her sex. Her legs fall apart, giving me better access, and I circle one fingertip over her clit. She groans. Her eyes fall shut. I move slowly at first and feel her growing warm and wet in response.

      I slide one finger inside her. Her breath jumps. A half-smile graces her face, her eyes still closed. I slide another finger inside and begin to move my hand rhythmically, the way I know I like it. Her insides clench my hand.

      I lean forward and capture her lips. She kisses me back, a clumsy, distracted movement before her head falls back against a pillow. My hand moves faster, my fingers curled. I place my thumb against her clit, not breaking my rhythm, and she gasps. Her free hand grabs the duvet while the other squeezes my hand in a painfully tight grip. I smile. I love this moment, the moment when a lover’s guard washes away, completely when all the power and trust lie entirely in my hands.

      My hand goes faster, faster, and I apply a bit more pressure. Her breathing quickens. She gasps in and out, each breath getting raspier, and then she mumbles, “Oh—oh—right there, yes—yes—oh!” Her back arches and her inner muscles clench in release. After a few seconds, her entire body relaxes against the bed. She releases her grip on my hand.

      I pull my other hand away and wipe it against the duvet. She can have it washed, I’m sure. Most likely, she has a spare cover or two. Her family can certainly afford it.

      Ashlynn’s eyes flutter open. She smiles at me. I smile back. She gestures for me to lie beside her, so I do. A thin layer of sweat clings to her hot skin. I press our naked bodies close for warmth, tucking my head against her shoulder and wrapping my arm around her waist.

      “That was lovely,” she murmurs, her face half-buried in my hair.

      “You’re lovely,” I say.

      She giggles.

      We lie together in silence for a while. I feel an odd sort of comfort here with her, a sense of familiarity I haven’t felt in years, except with Kanoni. It’s been so long since someone new felt so…safe.

      It’s a dangerous feeling to indulge.

      I sit up and prop my head against my hand. “Ashlynn.”

      “Yes?”

      “What is the event tonight for?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Another of Father’s business affairs. It’s a gala focused on entertainment and socializing, officially, but I’m sure there’s some important trade deal or secret agreement involved underneath the façade.”

      I try to steer the conversation toward something useful. “You don’t like the family business?”

      She scoffs. “There’s nothing to like. Trust me.”

      “What about—” your brother, I want to ask, but she cuts me off.

      “Let’s not talk about business or Father.” She shifts on the bed to face me. “Tell me about you.”

      A laughable request. “There’s not much to say.” I can’t share personal details on any assignment. In a situation like this, I try to keep my stories simple and at least truth-adjacent. Makes them easier to remember.

      “Why are you in Swyndale? Do you live in the area?”

      “No, I’m traveling.”

      “What for?”

      “It’s tourist season.” Not a truthful answer, but not a lie.

      “Where are you from? Do you travel a lot?”

      “I have seen more places than most girls my age.”

      Her eyes brighten. She grins. “Tell me about them! I’ve always wanted to travel, but Father will only take me on his business journeys.” She rolls her eyes. “All we see on those trips are dusty roads and his pompous friends.”

      “I’ve seen most of Beldale,” I say honestly. I probably shouldn’t share much, but I want to give her something. The thought of cutting off her genuine interest feels too harsh. You’re getting soft, I think. I keep talking anyway. “I’ve been to Sahil, too.”

      “What’s that like? Is it terribly hot?”

      I laugh. “Not if you dress like the locals. They have fabrics much better suited to desert and jungle heat.”

      “Is it true the food makes your tongue burn? Father buys imported spices, but they don’t seem anything like the stories I’ve heard. I’ve always wondered if maybe the traders are swindling him or if the spices lose the heat over time.”

      I shake my head. “That’s a rumor. I don’t know how it started.” I smile. “The food is good, though.”

      She watches me with a peaceful half-smile. “Sahil. Wow. And you’ve explored all of Beldale? Really?”

      “Probably not every part of the country, but most of it.”

      “Swyndale is said to have ‘all the best that Beldale can offer.’” She sounds skeptical repeating the common line.

      “The best company, at least,” I say and poke her waist.

      She giggles and pushes my hand away. “Stop, I’m ticklish.”

      I raise one eyebrow. “Oh?” I brush my fingers against her waist.

      She laughs and shoves my shoulder. “Don’t!”

      “Okay, okay.” I hold up my hand to show I’ll stop. She watches warily as I set it against her hip.

      “Listen,” she says. “This party tonight. It’s mostly for show, but Father still knows how to put on a spectacle. It probably will have some amazing food, at least.” She pauses. “I’d like you to come. With me. If you want.”

      I hesitate before responding. My plan was already to attend the event, of course, but with a different face and name, blending into the crowd. Being the date of a family member could bring unnecessary attention and interfere with the assignment…or it could be exactly the cover I need. That’s what I tell myself as I nod. “I’d like that.”

      A radiant smile lights her face. “Perfect!” She sits up and runs her fingers through her hair. “I need to get ready for tonight.” She glances at my clothes on the floor. Her next words are spoken slowly, carefully, most likely in fear of giving offense. “Do you have something suitable to wear tonight?”

      “Yes, don’t worry about that.”

      “Are you sure?” She pauses, her lips pursed. “I don’t mean to imply anything, but I can give you—”

      I hold up one hand and smile. “I have the perfect dress.”

      “Oooh.” She raises one eyebrow. “I can’t wait to see it.” She stands and picks up our clothes, tossing me my stockings and dresses. “For now, you’ll have to leave.”

      We each get dressed. I retrieve my bag. As I walk to the door, Ashlynn grabs my elbow. She pulls me in for a quick kiss.

      “See you tonight, Isabel.”

      I feel a pang of guilt at this entire charade. I’m only here to kill your brother. I push the thought away. I’ve done hundreds of assignments before. This is no different.

      “See you tonight.”

      I leave the room and walk down the stairs, ignoring the turmoil in my stomach. I have a job to do. Ashlynn will not get in my way.
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      I leave the building and retrieve the bag with my gown inside then walk farther into the Ephraxa estate woods. The trees seem quiet and undisturbed. This is as decent a place as any to hide and prepare.

      I remove my outer dress and lay it aside. The soft, forest-green formal gown slips easily over my head. I tug the skirt down and adjust the seams until the fitted waist and sleeves are arranged properly.

      The hair will be the tricky part. I can change the color, texture, or length my hair appears with a disguise spell, but the illusion of a hairstyle is much weaker and harder to maintain. I’ll need to put my hair up for tonight. At least I have plenty of practice.

      I run my fingers through my hair to untangle any knots, part the strands and braid each side, then twist each braid up. Two sharpened hairpins slide carefully into place. This would be much faster and easier with a mirror, but that’s not an option. Once I’m finished, I pat the hair to check for any strange bumps or loose strands. It feels right.

      My normal dress tucks easily into the grain bag, which I return to the bush. I walk to the edge of the woods and look up at the sky. It’s about five o’clock. The first guests will likely arrive before six, but I’ll want to blend in more. I’ll wait.

      I cast my invisibility spell. It’s tiring to maintain but worth the cover for now. I crouch between the trees, keeping out of sight while watching the entrance road while the sun sets. Servants light the multicolored flames of street lanterns and send white light sparks into the orbs attached to the front of the Ephraxa estate. These steady, enchanted flames, maintained by magic embedded in the orbs and lanterns, are the only sources of light by the time the first carriages arrive.

      I count five carriages before stepping out of the tree line. Still invisible, I walk through the front door and to the powder room. There’s someone inside, but they leave quickly. Once I’m alone, I drop my invisibility spell and walk to the ballroom.

      Guests of varying appearances fill the room with richly colored suits and dresses that display their wealth. I scan their faces. A middle-aged woman with pale wrinkles eats something from a tray. A bored young man with perfect dark skin sips his drink. I don’t see anyone from the Ephraxa family. Am I looking for Ashlynn or Asher? I’m not sure.

      Focus, Runa!

      A hand grabs my arm and pulls me from the room. I almost trip on the rug in the hallway. Ashlynn drags me into the library, past two guests to an empty corner behind the shelves.

      “Ashlynn! What are you doing?”

      She grins. “Take a guess.” She presses a quick kiss to my mouth. “You look amazing, Isabel.”

      It takes me a minute to take in her appearance. Her shining black hair tumbles in loose curls over one shoulder, with the other side pinned up by a simple black comb, barely visible. She wears a sleek, black hose and a rich-green, pleated silk tunic trimmed with black fur. A fitted white doublet underneath her top accentuates her strong shoulders and hugs the outline of her arms. A thin leather belt keeps the tunic pleats in place and defines her waistline.

      “We match!” she says, looking down at my green dress. “What are the odds?”

      “Surprising,” I agree.

      “I don’t have long. Father wants me to make a formal appearance. I wanted a minute with you, first.”

      She wraps her arm around my waist and pulls me in for another kiss. “Have you had a chance to taste the food?”

      Talk about the brother, I think. “Not yet,” I say.

      “It’s wonderful. Father’s staffers have outdone themselves. Makes me wonder what new, faraway delegate we have here tonight.” She pauses. “I’d rather not know, actually. I’m sure he’ll want to introduce us.”

      Her remarks about her father catch my attention. I think back to the family records and how the contact never mentioned the sister. Why would she be left out like that if Mr. Ephraxa wanted her involved? Perhaps she was never formally excluded from the business. Maybe her disdain for the job is public enough that she isn’t considered a threat? Something’s not adding up.

      “Isabel? Is something the matter?”

      I blink back into focus. Ashlynn’s dark gaze is staring at me. “I’m sorry. My mind drifted for a moment.”

      “Allow me to drift with you, then.” She leans in and kisses me.

      I kiss back, relishing the feel of her lips. After this evening, I’ll likely never see her again. I want to make the most of this last kiss.

      A loud voice echoes through the library, breaking our moment. “Aaaash!”

      Ashlynn steps back and groans. She runs a hand over her hair and smooths the front of her tunic.

      “Ash!” the voice calls again. They sound young.

      “Just a moment,” Ashlynn calls back. She looks at me apologetically. “I’m sorry. Father must have sent her for me. I’ve got to go.” She gives me a quick kiss on the cheek. “I’ll see you after the speeches?”

      Before I can answer, the owner of the voice finds us behind the shelves. “Ash, Father needs you. It’s time.” The speaker is a young girl, about twelve or thirteen years old, with dark braids pinned back around her light brown face. She wears a simple dress of ruby-red fabric. Her dark eyes are like tiny copies of Ashlynn’s.

      Ashlynn steps away from me, putting a respectable distance between us. “I gathered. Is he horribly bothered?”

      The child shrugs. “Does it matter?”

      Ashlynn smirks. “No.” She gestures to me. “Carwen, this is Isabel Rue, my guest. Isabel, this is my sister, Carwen.” She gives a sharp look to the child. “Be nice.”

      Sister?

      “Okay.” Carwen looks at me with curious eyes, her attention already moved on from her task.

      “See you soon,” Ashlynn says. She exits the library, leaving me alone with this child.

      Her sister?

      That can’t be right.

      Sister? There were only two children listed in the Ephraxa family records. Asher—the heir—and one sibling. Another child would make sense if born after the last census, but that was only three years ago. This girl is clearly over the age of ten.

      “Isabel. How did you meet Ash?”

      “I’m traveling in Swyndale. We bumped into each other.” I scan the child’s dark hair, brown skin, dark eyes. Perhaps I’ve gotten my families mixed up. Maybe this girl—and Ashlynn—are first cousins to the target. Maybe.

      Carwen’s thick eyebrows go up. “Did they go into the city alone? We’re not supposed to do that.”

      “Who?”

      She blinks at me like I’ve asked something obvious. “Um. Ash.” She tilts her head. “Are you okay?”

      I shake my head. I don’t know what’s happening here, but it doesn’t matter. The evening is passing fast. I need to find the mark and get him alone before my window of opportunity closes.

      “Carwen. That’s your name, right?”

      She nods.

      “Carwen, I need to get to the ballroom. Care to join me?” I offer my arm.

      Her posture straightens. She smiles. “Of course.” She curtseys to me before taking my arm.

      We walk to the ballroom. The Ephraxa father stands at the head of the room with a few well-dressed guests, presumably his friends or business partners. I recognize Ashlynn in her green tunic standing next to him, but no sign of her brother—or cousin?

      My eyes linger on Ashlynn. Something’s off. Her posture is stiffer, her stance wider. I can’t tell from this distance, but something about her face has changed. Her hair—

      I take in a sharp breath. My mouth goes dry. My throat feels tight. A sick feeling weighs heavy in my stomach as Ashlynn turns and my suspicion is confirmed.

      Ash, Carwen called her. Ashlynn has short hair now, somehow, and there’s something different about her jawline, and—Ash. Ashlynn. Asher. They’re the same person. I’ve been sleeping with the mark.

      I have to kill Ashlynn.
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      The room still buzzes with noise. Guests are talking, eating, dancing. Nothing worth notice has happened tonight yet. Except to me.

      Ashlynn. Or Ash. Beautiful, flirtatious Ash, who made me blush and asked about my travels. Playful, friendly Ash, who has a ticklish waist and hates the family business. The charming hostess Ash, who wants to see me later tonight.

      At least getting the target alone won’t be a problem.

      I feel sick. I’ve slept with a mark before, but never like this. Never without knowing what I was getting into. Never with feelings involved.

      “Careful!” Carwen’s grip on my arm tightens. I look at her, suddenly reminded of her presence. She stares at me with panic.

      The room sways. I’ve lost my balance. My legs feel like jelly.

      I force myself to stand up straight. I try to clear my head, but I can’t. The girl, focus on the girl. I blink the blurriness from my eyes and focus on Carwen. I swallow hard and clear my throat. “I’m so sorry. I think I’m a bit faint. I’ll go get something to eat.”

      She looks relieved at my explanation. “I’ll go with you.”

      “There’s no need for that. I’ll be fine.” I probably should eat something, but more importantly, I need time alone. Time to process. Time to plan.

      Carwen’s grip on my arm doesn’t relax. “You’re not well. I won’t leave you to fend for yourself. What if you fall? Ash would never forgive me.”

      The mention of her sister—brother—sibling—distracts me from any chance to respond. Carwen begins walking toward the dining room, and I am pulled along.

      “Mother used to have fainting spells too, you know,” she says as we walk. “Father was not sympathetic at all. That’s one of the reasons she left.”

      We reach the dining room. I move to walk to the table, but Carwen guides me to a seat by the wall. “You sit. I’ll bring you food.”

      Taking a minute off my feet is a good idea. I sit on an embroidered chair while the child fetches one of the servants nearby. I suppose she’s used to ordering them about, having grown up in this house. I remember that life. It’s a pleasant, pampered existence in some ways, but not all.

      Carwen sits in a chair next to me. We watch as the servant puts together a plate for me.

      “We wanted to go with her, you know,” Carwen says. It takes me a moment to realize she’s talking about her mother again. “Father wouldn’t allow it. Ash is the heir, so they couldn’t leave, and I didn’t want to leave Ash. Mother said I could stay, for Ash’s sake, but I could always go live with her if I change my mind.”

      The servant brings me my plate and a goblet of wine. I nibble on a savory tart.

      Carwen continues, “Sometimes I think I will go, but then I still can’t leave Ash. Especially now.” She pauses. “I remember Mother, but it’s been so long, I’m not sure I’d know how to be around her. She’s different from Father, from Ash.” Her voice goes quiet. “Ash and I are all we’ve got, these days. They’ve got me, and I’ve got them.”

      I swallow the last of the tart and drink some wine to clear my throat. Finally, I feel up to speaking again. “So, Ash…they’re your…”

      “Sibling,” she says. She tilts her head and looks up at me with that piercing gaze so much like Ashlynn’s. “You didn’t know?”

      “I’m a bit lost,” I admit. I chew a small bite of meat. I’m not sure what it is, but it’s sweet with a honey glaze.

      “Some days Ash is a boy, and some days they’re a girl. Sometimes Asher, sometimes Ashlynn. I call them Ash all the time. It’s easier.”

      I swallow another bite of meat before speaking. “They’ve only ever been Ashlynn around me.”

      “They haven’t known you long. Right? Maybe you happened to only meet them on girl days.”

      “Your Father is introducing them as Asher, though. Does that make today a boy day?”

      Carwen’s nose wrinkles. “That’s a little different. Ash is just Asher in the business. Father’s…particular about these things. Ash decided to go along with it today.” She shrugs. “I don’t get involved. Father says Ash is the heir and I’m too young, and I’m happy to keep it that way.”

      I wish I’d known all this earlier. I wish Ash and I had discussed more of their family or the business. I wish I’d handled this entire assignment differently.

      I wish I didn’t have to go through tonight.

      I finish my last bite of meat and the rest of the wine. “I’m feeling better now, Carwen,” I say. “I should return to the ballroom.”

      She looks disappointed, casting a longing gaze at the spread of food on the table. I seize on the opportunity.

      “You don’t have to join me,” I say. “I promise, I can be left alone for five minutes. I think you ought to enjoy some of this food yourself.”

      She stares at the pastries on the table before deciding. “Okay. If you promise you’re all better.”

      I nod. “Feeling wonderfully myself again,” I lie.

      Freed of my little shadow, I walk quickly back to the ballroom. The guests and music are hushed now. Whatever speeches were being made must be finishing. All attention is on Ash, who wears a closed-lip smile for the crowd. The room fills with polite applause.

      Ash’s father steps forward. “Now, players,” he says with a booming voice. “Do give us your all!”

      A group of musicians resumes their performance at the end of the room. The crowd clears the floor to make space for those who want to dance.

      Ash glances around the room. Their dark eyes land on me, and they smile. Ash holds out their hand to invite me to dance.

      This is it. My opportunity. I know the deadly dance of my profession well. Every assignment has a single, perfect moment when I can slip in and out, do the deed unnoticed. Sometimes I must orchestrate that moment, but tonight it is being handed to me. It’s now or never.

      Ash and I meet at the edge of the dance floor. They take one of my hands and guide the other to their shoulder. Their free hand rests on my waist.

      I swallow my discomfort and smile. I am a professional. I’ve done this before. I have made my commitment, and I always follow through.
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      Our steps are graceful, each of us taking our place in the partnered dance of the new Beldalish waltz.

      “Ashlynn?”

      “Yes, Isabel?”

      “That’s not your only name.”

      Ash smiles. “No.” They raise one eyebrow, almost like a challenge. “Is that a problem?”

      “It does feel like something one shares before sharing a bed.”

      “Ah.” They shrug. “It didn’t come up.” They give me a conspiratorial look. “We didn’t spend much time talking.”

      I can’t help but smile. “No, we didn’t,” I agree.

      The dance carries us across the floor. My skirt flows and twists around my legs gracefully. Ash keeps their posture straight, their movements fluid as they lead through the dance.

      “Should I call you Ash or Ashlynn, then?”

      “Whatever you’d like. Carwen calls me Ash. It’s easier for her. Consistency is important for children, you know, so we’ve lived like this all her life.”

      Ash’s hand supports my waist as they lower me in a dip in time with the music. I bend back and then return to standing, not missing a beat.

      “I go by Ashlynn on some days and Asher on others,” they continue. “I suppose if I had friends, they’d call me Ash, but the only people I see are Carwen and Father. And the staff,” they add, “but Father doesn’t like us fraternizing with servants.”

      “Am I your friend, then?”

      “Are you?” Their dark eyes probe mine.

      My stomach lurches. Do they know? Have I been found out? It’s been years since I’ve slipped up on an assignment, but this one has already gotten messy. I never made the connection between Asher and Ashlynn—is there something else I missed?

      But then Ash’s expression softens, and they smile. The deeper, gentler voice they use to convey sincerity is back. “Yes, Isabel. We can be friends. You may call me Ash.”

      I offer the shy smile of the flustered tourist I’d forgotten I’m playing. At least the flustered part doesn’t take much acting tonight. This has all gone so wrong.

      There’s still time to make it right.

      “It’s such a lovely night out,” I say. “Is there a balcony or garden where we could walk?”

      They lean in close, our noses nearly touching. They smirk. “Are you trying to get me alone?”

      I lower my voice to a pretend whisper. “Is it working?”

      “Wonderfully.” They stand back and release our dancing form to offer their arm. I take it.

      Ash leads me out of the ballroom and down the main hallway. We reach a part of the house I haven’t seen before. A set of large double doors opens out into a spacious garden. The well-groomed grounds are protected from sight or intrusion by tall, stone walls wrapped around the entire space.

      “This is beautiful,” I say. “Why didn’t you show me this before?”

      “We’ve only met twice, Isabel. I’m sure we still have plenty to learn about each other.”

      You can’t imagine how right you are.

      “Shall we walk?” I ask.

      “Lead the way.”

      A gravel path leads straight out into the center of the garden, where a decorative stone fountain sprays arcs of water down into two overflowing basins. The gravel branches off into several paths from there, divided by hedges of varying heights. Posts with enchanted glass light orbs stand at intervals in the garden, casting a faint white glow over the space. Flowering bushes are placed strategically with red, yellow, blue, and purple blooms to add color. They are thin and beginning to wilt now, but in spring and summer, they must be glorious.

      “Let’s take this way,” I say, gesturing to the path hidden between the tallest hedges, near the back of the garden. The thick shrubbery stretches at least a foot above both of us. We’ll be completely hidden from sight.

      We walk along the path until we’re about halfway down.

      “Wait,” I say. I stop and give a gentle tug on Ash’s arm.

      They stop and turn to face me.

      “I have a confession.”

      Ash tilts their head, the dark curls on their forehead falling to one side. “What is it?”

      The moment of truth has arrived. I feel still, almost numb. This will be simple. This is what I do. “I’ll be leaving town tomorrow,” I say, adding a small pout. “I won’t be seeing you again after tonight.”

      They step closer and take my hands. “That’s a shame. You can’t extend your journey?”

      I look down and scuff the toe of my leather shoe against the loose gravel. “I’m afraid not.” I look up at them. “I’m sorry.”

      They smile softly. “We’ll have to make the most of tonight, then.”

      “I must be gone within the hour. My carriage leaves tonight.”

      Ash hesitates. The disappointment is evident in their voice when they speak again. “I’m glad we had today, at least.”

      I smile softly. “Me too,” I say, and I mean it.

      “Can I kiss you goodbye?”

      I nod. “Yes.”

      I close my eyes. I take a deep breath in. I feel my energy center and buzz in my chest. As I exhale, I direct the energy with my breath up to my lips. They tingles as the energy transfers.

      When Ash’s mouth meets mine, I part my lips. I probe their mouth with my tongue, and it opens. Our mouths form a seal. I picture myself breathing in, slow and deep, through my lips, but instead of my lungs pulling in air, it is my energy that collects and pulls in Ash’s breath. I pull away their life spirit.

      I wrap my arms around Ash’s back and pull them close. They press harder into the kiss, not yet realizing what I’ve done.

      It takes only a moment to feel the change. Ash tries to break the kiss, but their lips won’t move. Their hands reach up to my shoulders to push away, but my grip around their waist will not break. Ash quits fighting quickly as their consciousness slowly fades. I feel the weight of their body going limp in my arms.

      I close my mouth, sealing their breath of life between my lips as the kiss is broken. I shift my legs to lower Ash gently to the ground.

      It’s not over yet. Ash’s eyelids flutter. Their eyes jump from me to the sky to the ground beside them. Like every target, Ash is weak and confused. One hand reaches to their throat as their mouth opens and shuts, trying to catch a breath that will never come.

      I place a hand gently against their temple. I want to comfort them, but I can’t speak. I can’t break the spell until it’s finished.

      Ash’s dark gaze locks on me. In their eyes, I see no confusion, not even anger, but pain. Clear realization, followed only by sadness. It feels like a stab in my gut, but I don’t look away. I owe them this, at least. An honest, wordless exchange between us before they die.

      Their lips move again. They’re mouthing something, a word. I watch carefully.

      Carwen, Ash tries to say. Please.

      An unexpected lump swells in my throat. That girl is what, twelve? Fourteen at the very most. The same age I was—but she’ll have her father. Her mother is out there, somewhere, too. She’ll survive.

      The child’s earnest, simple chatter returns to my mind anyway. Ash and I are all we’ve got. They’ve got me, and I’ve got them.

      I can’t help it. I have to look away.
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      It is the one promise I have never broken. No matter how vile, no matter how deserved, I will never let a target die alone.

      And yet, I still look away from Ash’s dying gaze. My stomach turns. I hate myself for this.

      The girl will be fine, I think. She has her parents. She has her house. She isn’t me. I wish I could say all this to Ash. I wish I could tell them that their sister will be okay, that everything will be alright after tonight.

      I wish I could believe that were true.

      Ash grabs my wrist. I turn, startled. A target this close to death shouldn’t have the energy left to move. Ash stares at me, dark eyes relentless, and mouths the word again. Carwen.

      Are they asking me to take care of the girl? To spare them for her sake? Or—do they think Carwen is next? Do they really believe I would do this to an innocent child?

      Ash doesn’t know me. They don’t know that I wouldn’t hurt Carwen. Kill the entire family in their own home. Others would do it, I know. Others did it to me.

      I take Ash’s hand and squeeze it tight, trying to convey my promise through my grip. Of course, I won’t hurt her. Of course, she will be safe. I don’t know how else to reassure them.

      The lump in my throat thickens. I can barely breathe. Any moment now, I will breathe easier, and Ash will never breathe again.

      Ash. The beautiful lover who lay with me in bed. The curious heir who wants to see the world. The charming friend who giggles behind doors and can dance a perfect waltz.

      Ash, the only person in the world the little girl inside has to count on. To love her.

      Ash, who called me their friend.

      I know the moment I’ve lost. Whether it’s for Ash or Carwen or both or neither, I don’t know, but I lean down and press my open lips against Ash’s. I expel my energy, exhaling into their mouth, returning their breath and life spirit.

      I sit back. Ash gasps and sputters, coughing and gulping in air.

      When they’ve caught their breath, Ash stares at me. “Lady Moirai,” they whisper, their voice hoarse. “The kiss of death.”

      I don’t say anything. I don’t have to. For the second time under that name, I have failed my mission. I have let down my guard, my cover.

      I have no idea what comes next.

      “Why didn’t you kill me?” Ash asks.

      How can they ask that? How can they not know? But then—I don’t even know. Was it for Ash’s sake that I spared them, the charmer with such potential for friendship and love that I couldn’t bear to kill? Did I do it for Carwen, to protect a child from the pain that brought me to this point in my own life? Or was this choice entirely for my own sake, a response to old feelings buried in my past?

      I don’t know. I don’t know why I changed my mind. I don’t know why I let Ash live. I don’t know why I’m still kneeling here, risking everything, with my assignment failed and my cover blown.

      We stare at each other, silent, equally stunned.

      “Asher?” an unfamiliar voice calls from the house.

      The moment is broken. I need to leave. My reputation—my assignment—my cover—it’s all over. I need to get out of here immediately.

      I turn and run to the end of the path, away from the house. I reach down and grab the hem of my skirt then twist and tie it up around my thighs, giving my legs a better range of motion. I close my eyes and take a deep breath, trying to center my energy, but all I feel are frayed sparks, like pins and needles skittering through my body.

      I don’t have enough in me to cast an invisibility spell.

      I’ll have to move fast. I scan the wall. It’s hard to see in the light of the lamps, but I find the best spots for handholds and begin to climb. The wall is well-made, too smooth. My foot slips. My knee scrapes against the stone. I bite my lip to stifle any sound. I find my footing again and continue to climb.

      The person will have found Ash by now. Why aren’t they shouting? Why isn’t anyone searching for me?

      I reach the top of the wall. I can feel the trickle of blood down the front of my leg, but I don’t look yet. No time. I need to get to safety first.

      A jump from the top of this wall will be risky but not impossible. I decide to take it. I crouch on the top of the wall before leaping off.

      I land against a thick layer of dead leaves. Thank the gods for autumn. A stick scrapes the palm of one hand, but I stand and run into the woods.

      My plain dress and bag are right where I left them. I run farther into the estate woods. I stop to untie my skirt and strip out of the formal dress then tug the other dress quickly over my head and stuff the luxury green fabric into the grain bag. A quick check of my leg shows the scrape is shallow. It stings, but it doesn’t need immediate attention.

      I pull the strap of the leather bag over my head and sling the grain bag over my shoulder. I pause at the tree line to check for any servants or alarmed guests. No one but the bored guards.

      I leave the cover of the trees and run.
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      My heart lurches. Sparrow. I can never go back to her wearing this face again, not now. I’ll have to start all over again. New face. New name. Should I even try to re-establish that connection? This is the second identity I’ve befriended their family with. Maybe it’s time to move on, find a different town. I’m sure there are plenty of nice people in Amesgate willing to share their fireplace a few nights.

      Not tonight. Tonight, I need to hide.

      I know where I need to go. I don’t know what I’ll do next, but one step at a time.

      I run through the wealthy district and the ordinary city streets. I run until my legs and lungs are aching, and every breath feels like it’s scraping my throat. Then I walk, keeping to the shadows in narrow alleys, weaving in an erratic, unexpected pattern through the city.

      I reach the seedy part of town. I don’t bother trying to change my disguise. I won’t have the energy to complete the spell. I could risk dropping my current disguise entirely. Being seen here as Isolde is fine. I won’t use this face again after tonight anyway. Being seen as Runa could cause irreversible damage.

      Along the back of the city wall, there’s a long line of cheap housing pressed against one another. I walk down the street as quickly as possible while scanning each door handle carefully. There. A tiny bit of golden-yellow thread is tied to the handle of one house. I open the door and step inside. I slide the heavy wooden bolt into place to block the door.

      I glance around. The house is barely that. It consists of a single room with a packed-dirt floor and no windows. A tiny fireplace against the back wall with a dangerously narrow chimney will release any smoke out onto the rest of this district, adding to the layers of literal and moral filth built up here. There are a few bits of wood in the fireplace, not yet lit. The only other items in the room are a cot made of straw and a small wooden table.

      I pull the knife from my leather bag and set both bags on the table. Kneeling by the fireplace, I remove a flat piece of wood and a skinny stick. I examine the stick. It’s not ideal, but smooth enough to work. I pull out the smallest, skinniest twigs from the fireplace and stack them together in a tiny kindling bundle, which I return to the hearth.

      With the knife, I carve a few notches into the flat wood. Then I steady that piece against the floor with my foot and place the tip of the stick in one notch. As quickly as I can, I place both palms against the top of the stick and rub them back and forth down the stick. I keep doing this, moving my hands to the top and twirling down the stick, over and over. A few splinters lodge in my palms, but I don’t slow down.

      A whisper of smoke trails up from the notch where the stick is lodged. I push myself to move faster, the stick twirling, twirling, twirling. My hands ache. The heat against my palms burns, but I keep going. Finally, the tip of the stick begins to glow.

      I place the glowing end of the stick into the little pile of twigs and blow gently. The tiny bundle begins to smoke, then a flame lights. I arrange the other pieces of wood to create a small fire. After a few minutes, light and warmth fill the back of the room.

      Next order of business: my leg. The fabric of my underdress is clinging to the sticky scrape on my knee. I grab my leather bag and sit on the edge of the cot. I lift the skirt of my overdress. The blood hasn’t seeped through that fabric. I examine the spot where the underdress is stuck. If I had herbs, or even some water, my best course of action would be to clean and rewrap the wound. For now, with nothing to treat the scrape and no clean bandages, I’ll leave it covered. I use my knife to slowly saw off a long strip of my underdress, keeping the stuck spot where it is. I wrap the ends of the newly cut piece under my knee and tie them in place.

      I look at my palms. They are red and sore, and a blister is forming on my left hand. Could’ve been worse.

      Now what? I should get rid of the dress. Too many people saw it tonight, and I have the money to replace it. But how? The fire and fireplace are both too small to burn the dress. I’d either suffocate the fire or burn the whole district down. I’ll keep it with me until an opportunity arises.

      Eventually, I’ll have to face the worst fact: I have failed. My assignment is incomplete. Ash’s guard will be up now. Even with a new face and name, it’s unlikely they’ll let a stranger anywhere near them in the next few days. I don’t have much time before the contact will come to collect. Considering the Ephraxa family’s importance and the size of the party, Monsieur Bolbec most likely already knows what I’ve done. He’ll have sent Gavin or another servant out to demand an explanation, and here I am waiting exactly where they’ll look.

      I should get out of here. The Bolbec family’s nobility and gentility won’t protect a hired assassin from the force of their less scrupulous thugs. If it comes to a physical fight, I don’t stand a chance. My energy is too low for my magic to be of use. I’m vulnerable. I need to leave, now.

      Where to go? I can figure that out later, once I’m outside Swyndale. What to do about my reputation? I can’t even think about that yet.

      I pack the knife away and collect my bags. Standing at the center of the room, I look at the fire. If I leave it burning, the smoke will confirm the Bolbec servants’ expectations and buy me at least a few minutes. But it could also burn down the entire row of housing if it’s not supervised.

      I won’t risk that. I set down the grain bag, twist my leather bag out of my way against my hip, and retrieve my knife. I kneel on the floor near the fire and dig. The dirt floor is packed tightly, but a little effort pulls up some large chunks. I can feel another blister forming on my hand. I toss the dirt on the fire.

      More digging. More dirt. The flame sputters around the clods. Finally, the flame goes out. Only hot embers remain. I dig up more dirt, pile it on the fire, and use the tip of my knife to shuffle and stir as best as I can. The heat radiating from the embers is stifling. I squint against it and hold my breath for as long as possible before stepping back, away from the heat.

      That will have to be good enough. I pack my knife in my bag. I’m reaching for the grain bag on the floor when I hear a knock at the door.

      The servants. They’ve found me. I’m doomed.
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      The knock sounds again. It’s strangely weak, quiet. Almost polite.

      “Hello?” a voice whispers outside the door.

      Ash? What in gods’ names are they doing here? Do they have a death wish? Or—is this a trap? Much more likely. There are probably a dozen city guards waiting behind them to jump the moment the door opens.

      It’s not the contact, yet I’m still doomed.

      “Isabel?” Ash whispers. “Or…Lady Moirai?”

      Oh no. I can’t have that name spoken aloud, even at night, even in this part of town. Especially in this part of town. I’ll risk death before I let my reputation and identity crumble completely.

      I take my knife from my bag. At least I’ll go down swinging. I remove the bolt from the door and step back.

      “Come in,” I say.

      The door swings open slowly. Ash’s long, black curls fall inside first, followed by a very cautious face. They stare at me.

      I wait for the guards to charge, but nothing happens. What are they doing? “Are you coming in or not?”

      “Oh. Sorry.” Ash steps inside. They’re not wearing the formal tunic and hose from the dance. Instead, they’re clothed in a very ill-fitting, plain-brown dress, with sleeves too tight and a waistline that sags with too much material.

      Ash pushes the door closed and stands with their back pressed against it. Their dark eyes dart between my face and my knife. Neither of us can see much, the only light coming from the dying red coals in the fireplace.

      I have no idea what’s happening, but I doubt the gentleperson alone is much of a threat. I turn the knife in my hand to a neutral position. “What are you doing here?”

      “I…I don’t know.” Their voice carries that low, simple sound I recognize. They’re not putting on a show or keeping up their guard.

      I shake my head. “Do you have a death wish? Is that it? Here for another kiss?” My voice is sharper than I intended. I don’t want to be cruel, but every minute I stand here with Ash puts the Bolbec servants closer to me. And if they find Ash here with me…oh no. “You’ve got to get out of here, now.”

      “I need to know.” They step forward and cross their arms. “I need to know why you didn’t kill me. And why you were supposed to.”

      I don’t see any reason not to answer. I’ve already ruined the night completely. Even with the two of us alone, I don’t have the energy for the kiss of death…and I don’t want to try. If I answer Ash’s questions, they’ll leave. What else is left for me to hide? “I was hired to bring down your father’s business. You’re the heir. It’s a package deal.”

      Ash nods, not seeming surprised. “Father’s next, I suppose.”

      This is a riskier conversation. I say nothing.

      They shrug. “It’s not an unexpected idea. Father is terrible. Plenty of people hate him. It’s just…for me to be targeted, too, and for it to be you…” They gesture at me. “I didn’t see it coming.”

      “This isn’t how it was supposed to go.”

      Ash chuckles. There’s an edge to the sound. “I’m sure.” They lock eyes with me. Their eyes look eerie in the dark room, the red glow of the embers reflecting off their pitch-black gaze. I can’t look away. “But why? Why did you let me go?”

      We stare at each other for a long, silent minute.

      “I don’t know,” I say finally.

      “I don’t believe that.”

      I swallow hard. “Carwen.” My voice is pinched when I speak, my throat dry. “You asked for Carwen.”

      “Yes.”

      “To spare you? Or to spare her?”

      “Gods!” They spit the word. “She’s a mark, too?”

      “No! No, I would never—I wasn’t sure what you thought.”

      “Not that. I wanted her to be safe, I suppose. For her to have me or at least to know what happened to me.”

      “Now she does.”

      “Not exactly.” They pause. “I didn’t tell anyone.”

      I can’t help myself. “How dense are you? Do you want to die?”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “How are you so confident? You don’t even know why I didn’t the first time.”

      “But you didn’t. You didn’t just spare me, either. You returned my breath. I didn’t know that was possible.”

      I did. “I answered your questions. What else do you want?”

      “So, it was my sister? Carwen is why you spared me?”

      Not entirely. “Yes.”

      “I see.” Ash sounds disappointed. They clear their throat. A hint of the performative Ephraxa tone is back when they speak again. “Is my father next, then? What is your plan?”

      I have no idea. “Why would I tell you?”

      “You’re not going to kill me, but you came to my house for a reason. Are you just going to leave? Give up? That doesn’t seem like you, Lady Moirai.”

      I hate the sound of my title in Ash’s mouth. Lady Moirai is a reputation, an idea, a bogeyman. It’s not me. But to Ash, that’s all I am now. “I don’t know,” I admit. “I’ll figure it out.”

      “I could help you.”

      “Why?”

      A knock on the door interrupts us with a deafening pound. This is undoubtedly the Bolbec crew.

      They’ve come to reckon with me. They’re going to kill Ash.
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      Ash darts forward and grabs my arm. I jump at the contact. They drag me into the back corner of the room.

      “I assume this guest isn’t welcome,” Ash whispers in my ear.

      “No!” I can’t protect myself in my current state, let alone Ash. My heart races. My stomach flips. We’re both going to die.

      “Quiet,” Ash says.

      I feel a strange ripple through my body. My skin tingles, starting where Ash’s hand touches my arm and spreading through my torso and legs. It’s been a long time since I felt the surge of someone else’s magic.

      The door bursts open. I stand silent, holding my breath. Ash’s grip is tight on my arm.

      Three men enter the room. Gavin isn’t among them. I’m not surprised—he was too jumpy for a job like this. Residual light from the streetlamps outside spills in through the open door.

      One man strides forward, his thick boots landing with heavy steps against the dirt floor. He glances at the fire before scanning the room. His eyes don’t even pause as his gaze drifts over us.

      “We missed her,” the second man says. His voice is scratchy.

      The third man draws a dagger. He pokes the side of the cot before cutting the thin, cheap bedding open to reveal the straw inside. He growls.

      The first man picks up the grain bag I left on the floor. He flips it over and dumps the green dress on the ground. “She was here.” He turns and looks back at the fireplace, where a single red ember still glows. “Recently.”

      “Careful,” the scratchy voice says. “Don’t know what tricks she’s got.”

      The third man grunts in agreement.

      “She can’t be far,” says the first man. “We’ll split up.” He picks up the green dress and stuffs it back in the grain bag. His fist tightens around it.

      The three stomp out the door and pull it shut behind them with a bang. They’re here for answers, not to be stealthy.

      I exhale shakily. I feel the tingling sensation recede over my skin as Ash releases their spell. They let go of my arm and stumble forward, breathing in and out deeply.

      “Are you okay?” A spell like that is rare and difficult to manage. I can handle it, but I had a better teacher than most—than anyone.

      Ash nods, leaning over to rest with their hands on their knees. “Give me a second,” they pant.

      “Okay, but we’ve got to get moving. We don’t know if they’ll come back. If they do, you’re dead.” I pack the knife, still gripped in one hand, back into my bag.

      “I know.” They stand up. “I have a plan.”

      I hear a light, rhythmic tap on the door. My head snaps up. There’s no way Ash can hide us again like that.

      “Don’t worry,” Ash says, taking my wrist. “It’s mine.”

      They tug me to the door. I don’t resist. If Ash’s plan goes south, I can find my way out. At least they’ve got somewhere to start.

      A plain carriage stands outside, pulled by two horses. A single driver sits holding the reins.

      “Where did you get this?” I ask. The carriage is too simple for the Ephraxa family. The driver’s clothing is plain, too, and doesn’t resemble any of the servants’ uniforms at the house.

      “I didn’t lie,” Ash says, a note of humor in their voice. “I don’t have friends. I do have connections. Those always come in handy.”

      “Indeed.”

      Ash releases my wrist and opens the carriage door. They offer me their hand. “A step up, milady?”

      It’s strange to see their charming, flirtatious persona back in this setting. I chuckle. “Why not?”

      I take their hand and climb into the carriage. They take the seat across from me and pull the door shut. Once it latches, the carriage begins to move.

      “Where are we going?” I ask.

      “Listen.” Ash leans forward, their tone straightforward. “I’d rather not have my father die. He’s a terrible man, and he deserves to be knocked down several pegs. But death is too far.”

      I nod, impressed with their detached pragmatism. “That’s understandable.”

      “I know you’re unstoppable. Once the Lady Moirai takes up a fate, there’s no getting away.”

      Inside, I feel like squirming in my seat. Hearing Ash lay my life out so plainly feels wrong. On the outside, I simply straighten my back and nod again.

      “Yes. Father’s business is horrible. I would love to see him cut down.” Ash pauses for effect. “Therefore, my plan.”
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      Ash lays out their plan as the carriage sways beneath us. With their help, I can take down the family business without anyone getting hurt.

      The carriage takes us outside the walls of Swyndale, along a roundabout path, and back into Swyndale. We arrive at an eerily quiet Ephraxa estate under a still-dark sky.

      Ash swings the door open and jumps gracefully from the carriage. They turn and help me climb out. They know I’m not a fine lady or meek tourist who needs the assistance, but after the events of tonight, I’m tired enough to accept it. I wince as the fabric of Ash’s dress scrapes against my raw, blistered palms.

      Ash gives a few coins to the driver, who nods wordlessly and drives the carriage away.

      They lean in close to me. I feel my pulse leap for a moment, which is ridiculous. I don’t know why they affect me like this, especially after everything tonight.

      “Follow me,” they whisper.

      We walk around the back of the house, past the servants’ entrance and the wall where I scraped my knee. Ash leads me to a small wooden door set into the back of the garden wall.

      There was an exit out here? I smirk and shake my head. You’re getting sloppy, Runa. This would’ve made tonight—now last night, technically—so much easier.

      “What?”

      I look at Ash, who is watching me with curiosity. “I’m sorry?”

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Oh.” I shrug. “Would’ve been nice to know this was here a few hours ago.”

      They blink at me. Should I have lied about my thoughts? Bringing up my escape post attempted murder was the wrong move when Ash is standing here, helping me, less than a day later.

      They smile and quirk one eyebrow. “I suppose it would’ve been. But then I might not have caught up to you.”

      “True.” Would that have been better or worse than this outcome? I have yet to find out.

      Ash opens the door a crack and leans their head in. “The coast is clear.” They walk through and pull the door fully open, gesturing to the garden path behind them. “After you.”

      We sneak through the garden, into the back doors, across the ballroom. The quiet, empty rooms and halls feel eerie in this in-between time of not yet day, no longer night.

      We take the family staircase up to Ash’s room. They lock the door behind us. The fireplace is unlit. The room is pitch black. Ash lights an orb and sets it in a small, personal lantern on the table. It casts a red glow around the space.

      I stand in the middle of the room as Ash looks me up and down.

      “What?” I ask.

      “I do wish you’d kept the green gown.” They tilt their head. “We’ll have to improvise. Take off your dress, leave the underdress on.”

      I set my leather bag on the floor and do as they ask. Ash peels off the coarse, brown dress and gives it a good shake before folding it. They pull a plain linen bag from under their bed and tuck the dress inside then slide it back to its hiding place. I hand them my dress, which they fold up and hide as well.

      Ash stands and stares at me, their gaze suddenly intense. “Lady Moirai.”

      I hug my elbows together, feeling chilly. “I’d prefer you not use that name.”

      “I’d prefer that you hadn’t tried to kill me.”

      I nod. “Touché.”

      “I do need to call you something less renowned. You’re right. I assume Isabel isn’t your real name.”

      “No.”

      “But it will do.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I will call you Isabel for the rest of our time together, barring this once: Lady Moirai, will you swear not to harm me, as long as I live?”

      Ash must know a thing or two about my work. Swearing under this name is nothing to take lightly. I nod. “I swear.”

      “Nor my sister?”

      I drop my defensive stance in shock. “Ash! Gods, no! I would never lay a finger on her.”

      “You can’t blame me for being cautious. You did try to murder me.”

      “I have a strict rule about children. No exceptions. Ever.”

      We stare at each other for a moment before Ash nods. “Next step.” They walk to the wall by the bed. A thin cord of blue silk hangs within reach of the bed. They pull the cord and walk to the door.

      We wait. I take a seat in one of the chairs. Eventually, there’s a knock at the door.

      Ash unlocks the door and opens it just enough to talk to the servant outside.

      “I’m so sorry, miss,” the servant says. “I was not yet dressed.”

      “No need to worry, Amity. I assumed as much. I need a hot bath drawn in the bathing room, please. Enough water for two.”

      “Of course, miss.”

      “Oh, and can you bring some healing salve and clean bandages? My companion has had a bit of a scrape. Nothing too serious, but it could use a covering.”

      “Yes, miss. Shall I leave them by the bath?”

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      Ash closes the door and turns to me. “We’ll have to wait until the bath is drawn, but we should be able to clean up before the rest of the house wakes.” They sit in the chair across from me.

      “You want to bathe together?”

      “We’ve seen each other naked before.”

      I feel a flutter of nerves thinking of our behavior in this room. What is wrong with me? I clear my throat. “Of course. I…I thought things would have changed between us.”

      “You have sworn no harm, and beyond that, you gave me back my life. I’m not saying I want to hop back into bed together, but I know your reputation.” Ash pauses and looks down at their lap. Their voice is softer when they look up and ask, “Have you ever done that before? Returned a life?”

      “Once.” I clear my throat and look away. “The contact lied. There were children involved.” I look up. “I sent a clear message. It didn’t happen again.”

      “You knew about my sister, then. You just, what? Thought we weren’t close?”

      “I thought you were the sister. I was sent for Asher Ephraxa. I knew there was one sibling. I thought that was you.”

      Ash gives a half-smile. “Ah. You’re not the first to think that. I am a person of mystery to many.”

      “Carwen said you don’t get out much.”

      “I get out more than she realizes. There are risks involved. Besides being the much-desired Ephraxa heir, that invisibility spell is exhausting. And when Father finds out, it’s never good.” They pause with a shudder then brighten up. “Plus, there’s the cost of the carriage, swearing the servants to secrecy, and that terrible dress is uncomfortable. I had a pair of trousers that was marginally better, but they tore irreparably. It’s all quite the hassle.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “I suppose you can.” Ash gives me that look again, the piercing dark stare that feels both curious and all-seeing at once. It is unsettling, and yet I can’t look away. “You weren’t lying about the travel.”

      “No. I’ve been to many places.”

      “What about disguise? No one knows what the lady of fate looks like. How do you do it?”

      I shouldn’t be answering questions. I don’t know why I do it. This is dangerous, foolish, stupid. I’ve risked enough with this person already.

      I remove the hairpins from my hair and return them to my bag. Now that Ash knows I have these pins, they could use them as a weapon, but I don’t think they will. I undo my braids and run my fingers through to untangle any knots. I inhale.

      I don’t close my eyes. Instead, I study Ash’s long, dark hair. I see each wave and curl, notice how the red light of the lantern reflects on the glossy darkness. I imagine those locks around my Isolde—or Isabel, now—face, the dark hair contrasting sharply with my lighter skin. I feel the heaviness of the thick curls resting against my shoulders.

      I gather every bit of energy I have left inside, feel it humming weakly in my chest. It might not be enough to do anything. This might fizzle out. I want to try, anyway. I breathe out, pushing the air through my mouth, and direct the energy into this little change.

      It works. I feel the subtle change in weight against my shoulders, my neck. Ash’s eyebrows go up for a moment, then they nod.

      “Magic. I wondered.” Ash gestures to my face. “You can do that with everything, right? The face and all?”

      “Usually.” Stop talking. You shouldn’t be saying this. They don’t need to know. “But not right now. I’m drained.”

      “I know the feeling. I’ve only done the invisibility spell with another person a few times, and that was Carwen. She’s smaller than you.” They chuckle. “I could use a nap after tonight.”

      “I’m impressed.”

      They shrug. “I have a few tricks up my sleeve.”

      I shouldn’t be making any personal conversation but asking about Ash is safer than answering questions myself. “As long as we’re talking magic, the differences between Asher and Ashlynn—is that disguise magic? Appearance work?”

      They shake their head. “That’s different. Asher and Ashlynn are both me. Just different parts, different pieces. On some days, I’m Asher. On others, I’m Ashlynn. Sometimes I’m even a little of both. But I’m always me. I do have to put a little energy into switching when I’m forcing it, like at Father’s party, which I hate. It always feels strange. But most of the time, I look however I feel, whichever parts of myself I am in that moment. It just happens, naturally.”

      “I’ve heard of natural magic like that before, magic you don’t have to command or control. I’ve never met anyone who had it.”

      “My hair changed a lot as a child, but nothing else was noticeable until later. It was odd, at first, seeing how everyone reacted to me being Ashlynn one day and Asher the next. They adjusted, and now we’re all used to it.” They pause. “Except Father, but he’s a prick.”

      I laugh. Ash smiles. We sit in the quiet space for a while. It almost feels like tonight didn’t happen, like we’re still just two people sharing stolen moments in dark spaces.

      A knock at the door breaks the moment. Ash answers.

      “Your bath is ready, miss,” Amity says.

      “Thank you, Amity. We won’t be needing attendants. You can go.”

      Ash closes the door and turns to me. “Let’s go, Isabel. Bathing time.”
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      Ash checks the hallway before leading me to the bathing chambers at the other end of the hall. The stone room is divided into two segments by a partial wall. The first space has one chair, a sort of bench or shelf in the wall, and a few pegs on the wall. The second holds the large wooden tub, the canopy above it, a small wooden stand nearby, and room for an attendant. A dish of soap and a few sponges sit on the wooden stand, next to a small jar and pile of thin, white fabric. Two lanterns with white orbs light the first room, while a window lets in the first rays of pre-dawn light in the bathing room.

      Ash pulls the door shut behind us and locks it. They pull their underdress off over their head and hang it on a peg. I avoid looking at their body, a warming feeling flooding my chest.

      “Shall you go first, or should I?” Ash asks.

      “It is your bath.”

      “True. But then, you are the guest.”

      “Is that what I am now?”

      “You were always my guest, Miss Isabel. You have simply been a very unpredictable and poorly behaved one.” They smirk. “The water’s not staying hot for long. Either take off that dress or stand aside.”

      I pull off my underdress. I feel exposed. It’s not even your body they’re looking at, I remind myself. I keep my eyes off my body. I have no energy for magic left. If I look at myself, I’ll either drop the disguise spell or pass out completely. Either would make everything else I’ve done wrong this week pale in comparison.

      I hang my dress on a peg and step into the bath. The hot water envelops my sore muscles. It stings my raw palms at first, but soon the heat soothes the pain.

      I sit on the larger sponge at the head of the bath and rest my feet on the small sponge at the other end. The water loosens the cloth stuck to my scraped knee. I carefully peel it away, feeling the edges with my fingers and averting my eyes. I massage the spot, letting the water pull away any stuck dirt.

      Ash enters the room. “I’ll wash you, then you can wash me.”

      I want to argue, but their suggestion would make keeping my gaze off my body much easier. I nod.

      Ash readies one of the dry sponges with the unscented soft soap and some water. “Lean forward,” they say. I obey, closing my eyes. The circular motions and firm pressure of the sponge on my back feel wonderfully relaxing. Ash scrubs my neck and down to my hips.

      They direct me in this way, like a child or puppet, as they wash my legs and then arms. They’re careful with my knee, though it barely hurts at all now.

      “What happened here?” they ask, looking at the palms of my hands. There’s genuine concern in their voice.

      “I had to start a fire,” I explain. “I’ll be fine.”

      Ash uses their fingers to wash each palm, rubbing gently with soap and water. Somehow the feeling both stings and soothes at once.

      Then it’s time for the torso. “Don’t read into this,” they say. They pause, a glimmer in their eye. “Or do.”

      Ash pulls the hair that still resembles theirs off my shoulders and tucks it behind my neck. They dip the sponge under the water before bringing it up to softly massage my chest. I don’t need washing there, but the feeling is soft and warm and comforting, and I keep my eyes closed and my mouth shut as I let myself sink into the feeling and release my tension into the water.

      When they’re done, Ash taps my shoulder. “You should rinse the hair.”

      I dip my head under and reach up to wash it, but Ash pushes my hands away. Ash says something, but I can’t hear them with my ears submerged. They massage my scalp and run their fingers down through my hair, sending tingles down my spine.

      When we’re done, I stand and squeeze the excess water from my hair. Ash gives me a hand for balance as I step out of the tub.

      “My turn!” they say brightly. I help them into the bath. “Ah, that’s nice.”

      I take a fresh sponge and some soap and wet the sponge. The water isn’t nearly as hot as it was for me, but it’s still comfortable. I start with Ash’s back. They lean back into my strokes, letting out a small moan.

      “Don’t get too comfortable,” I say.

      “It is my bath,” they reply. “As you said yourself. And you make a lovely bath attendant.”

      Why does Ash’s flirting make my body feel so weak and fluttery? This is juvenile. I try to maintain composure, but it’s difficult with my hands on their naked body and their eyes following me as I move around the side of the tub.

      “I think I liked your other hair better,” Ash says.

      “Oh?”

      “Yes, the red suited you. This black makes you look too pale.”

      I smile. “I created that look carefully. It was one of my favorites.”

      “Was?”

      “I’ll have to retire it after this trip. All things considered.”

      “Oh. Of course.” They fall silent.

      We finish quickly. The water is starting to get cold. I avoid spending more time than necessary on their torso. Ash doesn’t complain. The mood has shifted with the reminder of what we’re doing here today, of everything that happened last night.

      Just as Ash is climbing out of the tub, we hear a timid knock at the door.

      “Perfect timing,” Ash says. They unlock the door and hold out a hand. “Thank you, Amity.”

      Ash pulls a bundle of cloth inside and locks the door again. They set the stack of clothes on the bench in the first room.

      “Sit,” they say, gesturing to the chair. “Let me see your hands.”

      I sit. Ash brings the salve and bandages from the bath table and wraps each palm carefully. The salve has a strong herbal scent. I watch Ash’s wet hair fall in strands around their face as they work. Their fingers linger on mine a moment longer than necessary before moving to the scrape on my knee.

      Once Ash is done, they rinse their hands in the bathwater and shake them dry. Then they separate the clean clothes and hand a stack to me. “You can leave the torn underdress if you don’t mind. Amity will dispose of it. She won’t tell a soul.”

      We dress quickly. These clothes must belong to Ash. The fabric of the underdress is soft and pure white. The overdress is a pretty, light-blue color made of equally expensive, soft cloth. There’s a pattern of green and yellow embroidery decorating the neckline and hems.

      Ash wears a pair of dark-blue hose and a green tunic, of similar color to their formal one last night but a simpler cut and design. They look me up and down before nodding. “Lovely. I hoped it would fit.”

      We sneak back across the hall to their room, where a fire has been lit in the fireplace.

      “We’ve got a few hours until Father wakes. I’ve told Amity we’re not to be disturbed before then. We can get some sleep before he comes looking for me.” They glance at me. “We can sell the story better without the dress.”

      “What?”

      “A late-night after-party? A guest found in my bed?” They give me a suggestive look.

      “Oh.” I pull the overdress off.

      Ash removes their tunic and hose and arranges the clothes on the floor to look haphazardly discarded. They climb into bed in their underdress and untie the curtains on their side of the bed. I crouch and remove the colored scarf from my bag. I stand but hesitate.

      “Well?” Ash pulls back the covers in the space next to them. “Aren’t you coming?”

      If I’m going to keep up my disguise or do any magic today, I need sleep. But as much as I’ve shared already, Ash cannot see my true face. That’s one line I absolutely won’t cross.

      “Will you promise not to look at me?”

      “What?”

      I take a deep breath and clear my throat. “I can’t maintain the disguise in my sleep. And you can’t see my real face. It would be a great danger for you.” Far worse for me.

      “I won’t look, then.”

      “Promise me.”

      “I promise you, Isabel. I won’t look.”

      This is the biggest risk I’ll take with them yet, but I need energy. More than that, I need sleep. I wrap the scarf around my hair and climb into bed. After untying my side of the curtains, I pull the covers up to my chin then pull the scarf over my face. I hide my hands back under the sheets.

      “Good night, Isabel.”

      “Good night, Ash.”
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      We’re woken by a pounding at the door.

      “Asher!” a vaguely familiar voice booms. “It’s past one o’clock!” More pounding.

      I blink the grogginess from my eyes. Why is the room blue? Where am I? Then I remember. Ash. The house, the bedroom—their father at the door. How long have we slept? Five hours? Six?

      I close my eyes and breathe in deep. I gather my energy. It comes easily now, partway refreshed from sleeping. After such complete depletion yesterday, I’ll need more rest to be at full energy, but this is more than enough for a disguise.

      I picture the Isabel disguise and direct the energy. I sit up and unwrap the scarf from my head. The curtains on the other side of the bed are open. Ash is walking to the door. They’ve pulled on the hose, but not the tunic yet. Their hair is shorter again, their jaw sharper, like during their speech last night. I can see the shadow of a dark beard forming.

      “I’m coming, Father!” Ash unlocks and opens the door. “What do—”

      Mr. Ephraxa pushes past Ash into the room. His eyes land on me through the gap in the bed curtains. I pull the blankets back up to cover the underdress that he noticed.

      He turns to Ash. “What is this?”

      “Isabel, my father. Father, this is Isabel. She was at the party last night.”

      Mr. Ephraxa runs one hand over his face. “What is she doing in your bed at one in the afternoon?”

      Ash shrugs. “We fell asleep. I’m sure she’d prefer to have met you dressed.”

      “Is this where you’ve been all night? We searched everywhere for you!” His voice rises as he speaks. “You left your own party early to go off with this—this girl?”

      “I left your party early,” Ash says, tone calm but firm.

      Their father lets out a sharp sigh of frustration. “Just get dressed. I did have business to discuss, but our guest had to leave. He’ll return later. I expected better from you, Asher.”

      “If I’d known we had a meeting, I would have planned for it.”

      “You’re a grown adult, Asher, and an Ephraxa. You should plan better than to be asleep past noon on any day.”

      “Isabel and I would like to finish dressing, Father. Can we discuss this later?”

      “Oh, we certainly will.” He glances at me before turning and leaving the room. The door slams shut behind him.

      “Maybe I should’ve called you a lady,” Ash says. “Then at least he’d have had the decorum to greet you properly.”

      “I prefer being unremarkable. It’s easier to go unnoticed.”

      Ash hands me the blue dress from this morning. “Here. Get dressed, and we can scrounge up breakfast.”

      I pull on the dress while Ash puts on their tunic. We walk down the hall to the family staircase, and Ash takes my hand. I glance at them in surprise, but they’re not looking at me.

      We reach the kitchens. A large room, hot from the fires and stoves, is full of servants cleaning up the remains of a large, formal luncheon. Ash tugs me between the servants and approaches a tall, slender man.

      “Anything left, Francis?”

      “There were plates for you,” the man replies. “Nothing for the lady though, sir. Sorry.”

      Ash shrugs. “Whatever you’ve got will be fine. We can share.” They glance back at me with a grin. “Right, Isabel?”

      I nod and smile at Francis, playing the part of the shy tourist once again.

      “What are we having?” Ash asks.

      Francis produces three dishes. On one plate rests a small, roasted whole chicken. The second holds an onion and garlic mix, a large slice of bread, and a piece of cooked fish. The third dish is a thick apple mousse colored with dark spices—my favorite.

      “Wonderful,” Ash says. “Can we get a tray?”

      “Of course, sir.” Francis leaves the room and returns with a wooden tray. He moves the dishes to the tray. “Shall I bring it to the dining hall?”

      “No, I’ll take it.” Ash releases my hand and takes the tray. “Thank you very much.”

      “You’re welcome, sir.” He nods at Ash and smiles at me. “Enjoy.”

      I follow Ash back up the stairs to their room. They set the tray on the table. In the back corner of the room, a small vanity holds a pitcher and basin. I remove the bandages from my hands carefully. My palms are tender, but the scrapes have closed. The salve probably had magical properties added. We each wash our hands before taking a chair.

      “What catches your eye?” Ash asks.

      “I’ll eat whatever you don’t want.” I already took the first bath. It feels wrong to keep playing guest to someone I nearly killed last night. How is Ash so composed about it?

      “We can split the chicken,” they say. “I’m not fond of onions. You can have those. Do you want any fish?”

      “The chicken’s enough for me.”

      “I’ll have that, then. We can split the bread, too. I suppose we ought to eat the apple mush.” They give the dish a disdainful look. “It would be wasteful not to.”

      “You don’t like it?”

      “Boiled apples? What’s to like?”

      “There’s a lot more than boiled apples! There’s sweet honey, spices, almond milk. How can you not like it?”

      They chuckle and push the bowl to me. “I’ve had enough mushed apples for my lifetime. You can have it.”

      We start with the chicken, dividing the wings and legs and picking out the breast meat. It’s dry, but the flavor is good. The cooks here know their herbs. I take a bite of the vegetables, but they’ve gone cold. I swallow them down quickly.

      Ash eats the fish while I eat my bread with the apple mousse. The honey and almond milk make the dish sweet and creamy, while imported saffron contrasts the sweetness. It’s thick and chunky with apple bits and breadcrumbs. I savor every bite.

      When we’ve finished eating, it’s time for Ash’s plan.
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      I grab my leather bag before we slip out of Ash’s room and walk quietly to the office. The door is shut. Ash leans against the thick wood and listens.

      “I think he’s gone.” They shoo me away from the door. “Let me check.”

      I take several steps back, staying out of view as Ash opens the door.

      They turn to me. “All clear.”

      We both go inside then close the door. The room is lined with shelves on every wall. A large, sturdy desk sits centered in the back.

      “We need to work fast,” Ash says. “I’ll get the seal. You find the books.”

      “You don’t know where he keeps them?”

      “On one of the shelves.”

      I scowl. “Very helpful.”

      “Less talking, more searching.”

      I start on the shelf nearest the desk, keeping clear of Ash’s hips and elbows as they rummage through drawers looking for the official Ephraxa family seal. I pull several books out before finding one with financial records. “I think I’ve found them.”

      “Get them out on the desk. Find the most recent.” Ash sets something on the desk with a clink. “I found the seal. Now we just need the money.”

      I pull record books from the shelves and stack them on the desk. I start with five. I have no idea how far back this business goes, but the books nearest the desk must be the most recent. It would make sense.

      I flip to a random page in one. It’s dated three years ago. I try a different book. The fourth one I try has dates from this year. The back has blank pages. I find the last page with records, the most recent entry is from yesterday. “Got it!”

      A noise outside in the hall gets our attention. I hold my breath, straining to listen, staring at the closed door. Ash is crouched in the corner, one hand wrapped around the lock on a large trunk. They stay perfectly still.

      Nothing else happens. Eventually, I exhale.

      “I found the book,” I whisper.

      “I think I’ve got the money. Just need to find the key.”

      “Was there one in the desk?”

      “No. I don’t think he’d keep it in here, honestly.”

      “Can we break the lock?”

      “Not without magic. I’m sure he has it reinforced physically and magically.”

      “Here, let me try it. You need to handle the books, anyway.”

      We trade places. Ash starts writing false numbers and accounts in the record book. I crouch by the trunk with its large, brass lock. Shouldn’t be too hard. I place my hand against the lock and close my eyes. I collect a little energy and send it through my fingertips, reaching out to feel the space. There’s a strong magical presence. I can’t even feel the physical dimensions of the lock. I’ll have to break the magic first then the brass pins.

      I breathe steadily in and out and send my energy back and forth between my hand and the lid of the trunk, weaving it through the lock. With each gentle surge, I get a better sense of the lock’s spell—its strength, its size, the tone of its energy. This isn’t a basic locksmith’s spell, but it’s not the fanciest one I’ve encountered. I redirect my energy into a targeted effort and push through on the second try. The energy of the locking spell snaps and dissipates.

      I take a moment to catch my breath. Easy as it was to break, feeling out that lock spell took more energy than I expected. I’ll have to conserve the rest until I can get a full night’s sleep. We shouldn’t need much magic after this, though, not if Ash’s plan is solid.

      I send energy through the lock again. It doesn’t take long for me to feel the pins and spaces of the brass and undo those. The lock falls open.

      I pull up the lid of the trunk. One box and two bags of golden coins sit inside, along with several documents. I leave the papers and coin box but put the pouches into my leather bag. It’s tight, but I make them fit.

      I join Ash at the desk. They have some loose parchment and an inkwell out, quill pen in hand.

      “How are the books coming?” I ask.

      “I finished. Go ahead and reshelve them. Working on the letters now.”

      I return the records to the bookshelf. Another noise comes from the hall. I freeze and look at the door, but Ash keeps writing.

      Another false alarm. Ash finishes writing several copies of a similar letter. Each contains instructions to the Ephraxa officers at several posts along prominent roads, changing the rules and tremendously lowering the fees for travelers.

      Ash folds each letter and seals it with the official Ephraxa seal. Like most noble and royal families, Mr. Ephraxa keeps an enchanted seal that only blood members of the family can use. That, of course, includes Ash.

      When Ash is done, they collect the letters in one hand and pocket the seal. Mr. Ephraxa won’t be able to undo the damage without it, not without significant delays. Ash neatens the desk and returns the writing instruments to their places.

      We glance out the door before we both exit. We’ve taken only two steps from the door when a stern voice stops us.

      “Hey! What were you two doing in there?”

      I look over. It’s the man I saw in the office with Mr. Ephraxa before. He’s scowling and striding toward us. I glance at Ash. They turn to run, but the man is too close. He grabs each of us by the arms.

      “What’s going on here?”
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      Ash doesn’t miss a beat. They smile. “Jean-Pierre! I didn’t know you were here.”

      The man doesn’t smile back. “That’s what happens when you miss luncheon…” He pauses, his eyes darting over Ash’s short hair, shadowed face, and fitted trousers. “Asher.”

      “I’m so sorry about that,” Ash says smoothly. “The party last night caught up with me.”

      He looks at me, and his frown deepens. “I see.” His eyes shift back to Ash. His grip on my arm tightens. “What were you doing in your father’s office?”

      “He asked me to get something for him. He was in a temper, honestly. You’d think I’d missed dinner with the Council. But you’re practically family, Jean-Pierre. You understand how it is.”

      The man’s sharp look at Ash doesn’t waver. “Oh? Why don’t you give it to me, then? I can bring it to your father, spare you the brunt of his wrath.”

      “I ought to do it,” Ash replies.

      The man’s nails bite into the skin of my arm. “As you said, I’m practically family. Your father trusts me.”

      This isn’t working. Even if Ash can talk their way out of this, we don’t have time. We need to get these letters out before Ash’s father finds out we’ve been in his office.

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath, clearing my mind. I relax my jaw, lower my shoulders, and connect my mind with what’s left of my energy. There’s not enough for what I’m about to do, but I have to try.

      I focus on the feeling of the man’s hand on my arm. I press the energy into that spot, push against the force of his life spirit in that space. Jean-Pierre, my mind whispers. Jean-Pierre. I feel my mind slipping in. I make the connection between my mind and his then open my eyes.

      His grip on my arm loosens. I know he can feel something’s wrong with his mind, but he shouldn’t have any idea what. This magic is rare, and dangerous—if you don’t know what you’re doing. I do.

      I place my hand on his, keeping it in contact with my arm. “Jean-Pierre,” I say, smiling softly.

      His eyes shift toward me, but his gaze is unfocused. What little resistance he may have put up inside snaps. I can feel his lack of control. He is an unusually easy target, a very weak spirit. Good. This might actually work.

      I release the man’s hand. His arms drop to his side. He continues staring blankly at me.

      “Jean-Pierre, let us go,” I say in a gentle voice. I can feel Ash’s eyes on me, but I focus entirely on Jean-Pierre. I need to maintain the connection. “Walk down the hall. Walk down the stairs. Leave this house. Do not return.”

      He turns and walks toward the staircase. I watch, keeping my gaze locked on him. While it won’t happen immediately, the magic will begin to fade the moment our connection is broken. I need to maintain my line of vision for as long as possible.

      The effort gets harder with every step he takes, as the distance between us widens. I can feel the energy draining from me. I walk after him, following him to the stairs and down. My legs feel like iron. My lungs struggle to inhale, exhale, inhale against the weight of my chest. Ash follows me down the stairs.

      From the cover of the stairwell, I watch Jean-Pierre cross the entry and exit the front door. The moment he leaves my sight, I feel the connection dissipate.

      I gasp in a breath. My limbs feel like water. I place a hand against the wall for balance, but it’s not enough. I fall back against the stairs.

      Ash leans over me. “Isabel, are you okay?” Their voice sounds far away. I feel like someone’s stuffed cotton in my ears.

      I don’t have the breath yet to answer. I blink up at them, but their face is blurry. The corners of my vision go dark. No. NO—

      My sight goes pitch black.
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      I wake in a dark room. I hear the muffled sounds of loud voices and clanging dishes through the wall. I blink a few times and look around.

      I’m lying down on the floor, the strap of my bag still wrapped over my shoulder. The floor is plain and wooden. The room is small. There are shelves along every wall, and a single closed door. Ash sits on the floor across from me. They’re leaning back against a shelf with their eyes closed.

      I realize what’s happened. I blacked out. I lost consciousness.

      I sit up, feeling a jolt of panic shoot through me. Ash saw me.

      Oh no.

      Everything that has gone wrong this week, everything I massively screwed up, none of that matters in comparison to this. Ash saw me. The real me. Even Kanoni hasn’t seen my real face.

      I need to keep calm. Think, Runa. Don’t panic. I’ll have to lie low for a while, keep my ears open. No number of disguises will be enough if my real face is out there.

      What are the odds Ash would tell someone my identity? I can’t say for sure. I can’t trust this person I’ve known for a few days and already failed to kill. But I can’t help feeling in my gut that maybe they’ll keep my secret.

      I could always kill them. I’m surprised this wasn’t my first thought. It looks like Ash is asleep. Even if they’re only resting, if I move quickly enough, I could get a lip-lock on. I could do it the old-fashioned way with my dagger. I don’t know how I’d get out of that mess, though. I hate working with weapons.

      Do I even have the energy for a kiss of death? How long have I been out? These are questions I don’t want to answer.

      I can’t do it. Even now, given a second opportunity and far more motive, I can’t kill Ash. I won’t.

      New plan. We need to get out of this room and get the letters to the outposts. I’ll get the money and a message to Monsieur Bolbec, paying him back and closing this assignment. Then I can leave Swyndale and Beldale behind for a long, long time. I’ll figure out what’s next once I’m out of the country.

      Ash stirs. I realize I haven’t put my disguise back on yet. It’s too late to prevent them from seeing, but I’ll still need a false face to leave the room. I take a deep breath.

      “You don’t need to do that,” Ash says calmly. They’re watching me with a neutral expression.

      I exhale normally. “Yes, I do.”

      “You should give yourself a minute to rest.” They pause. “Do you usually drain yourself like that?”

      I sigh and lie back down on the floor. “Of course not.”

      “You should be more careful.”

      “I know how to do my job.” My voice is sharper than I intended.

      “I just mean…” They shake their head and sigh. “You really worried me.”

      “Sorry.”

      We sit in silence. It feels like the space between us stretches wider with every moment. What should I say about my face? Should I even say anything? If I asked Ash to keep my secret, would they? If they said yes, would I believe them?

      “You’re ridiculously pale,” Ash says.

      I laugh. I can’t help it.

      Ash smiles. “Honestly. It’s like someone drained all the color from your body, even the hair.”

      “Plenty of people look like this where I’m from.” I say it without thinking then immediately press my fingers to my lips. Why do I keep letting things out like this around them? I must still be more exhausted than I realized. “How long was I out?”

      Ash shrugs. “A few hours. I carried you to the kitchens and found us a quiet closet.”

      “By yourself?”

      They smirk. “I’m stronger than I look.” Then they pause. “I suspected you wouldn’t want more people than necessary to see you.”

      Maybe I can trust them, after all. “Thank you.”

      Another long silence stretches between us. This time, I break it. I roll to lie on my side and look at Ash, still sitting against a shelf. They meet my gaze.

      “Why do you keep helping me?”

      They shake their head. “I don’t know.”

      I wait for them to say more. They don’t. Their dark eyes stare into mine, my real eyes, and I wonder what Ash thinks of me, of these pale-blue eyes they’re seeing and the person behind them. I know I nearly killed them. I know being seen is the worst thing I could do on an assignment. But it’s been so long since anyone saw my real face, looked into my real eyes.

      Now, with Ash staring at me, all I want is for them to keep seeing me, keep looking at me like that. At the moment I feel like a real, normal person. I want to keep this feeling forever.

      Then Ash looks away, and the moment ends. They don’t know me. I’m lucky they don’t recognize me. They don’t know where I’m from or what I’ve done or who I was a week ago. They’re still a stranger. I can’t let myself forget that.

      “We should go,” Ash says, standing. “If you’re ready.”

      I nod. I close my eyes and breathe into the Isabel face. Ash stands by the door waiting for me as I stand and brush off my dress.

      “Let’s go.”
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      Ash glances down the servants’ hall. We wait for two maids to pass before sneaking out of the servants’ entrance and darting into the woods. It’s difficult to see in the gray, post-sunset light, but we both manage not to trip or stumble.

      “Do you have the letters?” I ask.

      “I sent them while you were out.”

      “You left me alone?” The feeling of betrayal in my gut stings. I try to push down the panic and keep from yelling, but I’m not sure it’s working.

      “I locked the closet first. I have keys to almost everywhere in the house. You were perfectly safe, Isabel. Nobody saw you. Trust me.”

      Can I trust them? I have to. If Ash is lying, I deserve it, especially after what I almost did to them.

      I shake the thought away. I need to focus on the assignment, not the confusing feelings this person keeps bringing up. “Do you still have the seal?”

      “Yes.” Ash pulls it from their pocket. “You should take it.”

      “I can’t use it.”

      “Obviously. But you can get it far away from Father. It will take the craftsman forever to make a new one.”

      I nod and accept the seal, dropping it in my bag. Something inside catches my eye. It’s the wooden toy I bought for Sparrow. My stomach twists. I’ll never be able to get it to her now.

      “Isabel?”

      I look up. Ash is watching me with concern. “I’m fine.”

      They don’t look convinced, but they move on. “One other thing. You’re paid for your assignments in advance, correct?”

      “Yes.” Why does that matter?

      “Our plan will work, I’m certain. But…well, your client might not be happy to see me still alive.”

      I take their hands in mine. “Ash, I won’t let anything happen to you. I’m going to contact the client—”

      “That’s not what I’m worried about. I can take care of myself.” They pause, shifting their weight. The autumn leaves crunch beneath their feet. “Those men who came to the house last night…”

      Me? I tried to kill Ash and… “You’re worried about me?”

      The showy, flirtatious grin Ash wore at our first meeting returns. “You are awfully cute.”

      “This isn’t even my real face.”

      “I know.” They drop the flirty grin, replacing it with a genuine half-smile. “I like the real one better.” They sound almost…shy.

      “Ash, I’m really sorry I…I’m sorry for everything.”

      “I’m not.” They chuckle. “I could do without the almost dying part. The rest wasn’t so bad.”

      I smile. “I hope not.”

      Ash reaches up and touches a strand of my hair. “I had fun with you. I wish I could know more about you, Isabel.” Their dark eyes meet mine. In this forest at night, their eyes look black as ink. I feel warmth flooding my chest. “Like your real name.”

      “I can’t,” I whisper.

      “I know.” They take a step forward, closing the distance between us. “I’ll miss you.”

      “I’ll miss you, too.”

      It hits me that I will never see this person again. I feel a lump in my throat and blink back the heat in my eyes. I almost never see a lover again once an assignment ends. I know how my job works. That’s the nature of my life.

      Why does this feel so different?

      Ash moves their free hand to the back of my neck and closes their eyes, leaning their forehead against mine. “Goodbye, Isabel.” The hand holding mine gives a gentle squeeze.

      “Goodbye,” I choke out.

      “Don’t kill me,” they whisper, their tone joking, before pressing their lips to mine.

      I wrap a hand around their back and lean into the kiss. Ash drops my hand to wrap an arm around my waist. I do the same. We hold each other as close as we can.

      When we break the kiss to catch our breath, we don’t let go. I stay still, hugging their warm body close, as long as I can.

      But I have to leave. I step away. Ash releases me.

      “Goodbye,” I say again, before turning and walking deeper into the woods.

      I don’t look back.
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      I don’t have the energy for an invisibility spell. I take the long way around the back of the Ephraxa estate through the woods. I try to step lightly, but the leaves still crunch under my steps. Thankfully, there are no groundskeepers out today.

      Before leaving the wealthy district, I walk to the Bolbec estate. It’s dark enough now that no one can see me if I stay away from the streetlamps. The Bolbec estate is smaller than the Ephraxas’, and they don’t have extensive woods, but they do have a lovely fountain surrounded by carefully groomed shrubbery. I kneel by one of the bushes and use my dagger to bury the money from Ash’s father’s office.

      I walk through the main square of the city. The smell of food lingers from the day’s market, sending a rumble through my stomach. I wish I’d brought some food from the Ephraxa kitchens. I have a long walk ahead.

      After exiting the city, I cast a light orb in my hand. I walk down the road on foot for about an hour before turning off the path. To anyone else, I probably look like a lost tourist gone mad, but I know exactly where I’m headed.

      Another hour of walking brings me to the edge of a forest. Unlike the Ephraxa woods or the trees by Stonehaven, this is real wilderness. I keep my eyes on the ground, careful of where I step next, which slows me down. Eventually, my destination comes into view.

      Next to a thin creek stands a crude wooden structure. It’s not a room or house, lacking a fourth wall or a proper door, but with the thick fabric draped over the open side, it serves as a shelter.

      With my free hand, I pull back the flap and step inside. There is no furniture in this lean-to I built last year, but I store my supplies in organized piles on the ground, which I keep clear of debris. The place is cleaner than usual since I tidied it before arriving in Swyndale last week.

      I pick up an empty lantern and transfer my orb inside. This lantern doesn’t have the magical properties to maintain an orb, but my light should still run for several minutes before dying out.

      I tie the door flap up out of my way while I get ready for sleep. I wash my hands and face in the creek. The bare ground in my shelter isn’t an inviting bed, but at least my bag gives me something to prop up my head. I put the door flap back down and let the lantern go out naturally as I fall asleep.

      I wake late the next morning then tie back the door flap and splash some water on my face. I arrange my bag and check over the things in the shelter to make sure I’m ready to leave. All that’s left is to get a message to my client.

      From my bag, I pull out some paper, a quill, and ink. A glass jar in my supplies here contains several bird feathers I’ve collected and cleaned for storage. I select a sleek black one with blue markings and set it aside.

      On the paper, I write a message to Monsieur Bolbec:

      Monsieur,

      As you are aware, the Ephraxa heir lives. I have taken measures to ensure the family business will not be a thorn in your or the people’s sides any longer. You will find the entirety of your payment returned under the shrubbery beside the lovely fountain on your estate.

      I will not be returning for another Ephraxa assignment. If I find that any member of the Ephraxa family has been harmed, you will feel the full effects of my displeasure.

      Do not tempt fate.

      Lady Moirai

      I set the message aside for the ink to dry. While I wait, I pick up the feather. I pin it between my thumb and forefinger of both hands and close my eyes. I breathe steadily, gather my energy, and begin the chant silently in my mind.

      Feather mine, I ask of thee

      A message sent, with effortless speed.

      To only my chosen reader’s eyes

      Reveal my words, feather mine.

      I repeat the chant twice, out loud this time, channeling my energy into the feather and feeling it hum faintly with the newly imbued magic. I open my eyes and lay the feather carefully in my lap.

      Once the ink is dry, I roll the paper message up into a tight scroll. Keeping it rolled up between two fingers, I thread the feather through the hole. I close my eyes again and send energy into the tiny bundle. I visualize the face of my recipient, Monsieur Bolbec, an aging man whose functions I’ve attended on previous missions in the city.

      Fly with haste, and fly with ease

      To Monsieur Bolbec, on this breeze.

      I take a deep breath, pulling in as much air as my lungs can hold. As I open my eyes, I blow a long and slow exhale through narrowed lips onto the message in my hand. I can feel it tugging at my fingertips now that the spell is complete.

      It’s a bit tricky to work with only one hand, but I manage to pull the door flap back down while keeping a grip on the enchanted message. I leave my shelter and walk to the edge of the forest. It’s easier in the daylight. As soon as I’m out of the trees, I release my grip on the message bundle. With a warm hum between my fingers, it disappears into the air. I have enough experience with this spell to know it will reach Monsieur Bolbec without trouble.

      I walk to the road and follow that to the nearest outpost. Ash’s letters have been received. The fee for a ride to the next outpost is almost nothing.

      For two weeks, I ride from post to post, stopping at inns each night. I change my face every time to prevent my disguised forms from being tracked, keep my hair wrapped in my plain scarf, and leave before anyone else has risen for the day.

      When I reach the border at Sahil, I pay for a borrowed horse and a set of clothes in the local style. I stay one night at the border. The next day, I pull on a simple undershirt and plain trousers, over which I wrap a large, colorfully patterned cloth in a dress shape. I secure the mavazi with an equally bright cloth belt tied around the waist. I roll the clothes from Beldale and secure them on the back of the horse with my leather bag.

      It takes another week, stopping at inns and paying for overnight stable use, to reach the capital. The city of Kuta Nyeupe lies sprawled across hundreds of thousands of acres, farther than the eye can see from any point in the city. It is less traveled than Swyndale, being at a less strategic point in the trade routes, but it is still known beyond Sahil’s borders for the towering, gleaming white walls of the palace and surrounding buildings.

      I ride slowly through the wide, packed dirt streets of the busy city until I reach the guards outside the palace. I dismount my horse and approach a guard.

      “State your business,” the woman says.

      “Please tell the queen her lady Mila has returned.”

      The guard nods curtly and walks to the palace doors, where she relays my news to a messenger. The servant walks through the open stone structure of the entryway and disappears behind the interior doors. We wait several minutes until the messenger returns with three people following.

      At the back of the group stands a young woman in a simple mavazi with a demure expression. Her dark hair is braided into dozens of strands, curled up tightly in a large bun centered above her dark-brown face. In front of her walks a ten-year-old girl, skinny arms sticking out of a bright, yellow mavazi in contrast to her dark skin, next to a young woman. She carries herself with perfect posture in a regal, purple mavazi, with heavy gold jewelry around her dark neck and arms.

      The young queen smiles, holding her arms out wide as the group meets me in the front courtyard. “Mila!”

      I greet her with an embrace. “Your Majesty.”

      “Mila!” The little girl runs ahead of the queen and wraps her arms around me in a tight squeeze.

      “Oh!” I laugh as I catch my balance. “Hello, Nia.”

      “Did you bring me anything?”

      “Nia, you know Mila doesn’t bring gifts,” the queen says.

      “Actually…” I look back at my horse, still standing at the gate. Nia releases me and follows me to the horse. I remove my leather bag then slide the strap over my shoulder. I reach inside and pull out the wooden toy from the marketplace, ignoring the twinge in my gut at the reminder of who I’ve lost in Beldale. “This isn’t a new habit, okay? This is something I happened to find in the market one day. I suppose it can be yours now.”

      Nia nods as I hand her the little bird. “Thank you!”

      We walk back to the queen.

      “We should let Mila rest now, Nia.” The queen takes my hand. “Let’s go inside.”

      “Yes.” Nia looks up at me. “We can play tomorrow?”

      “Of course.”

      Nia runs ahead of the rest of us, letting the wooden interior door fall shut behind her. The queen’s lady’s maid falls in step behind us as we enter the palace.

      “Your journey went well, I hope?” the queen asks.

      “Yes.” I don’t offer details, and she doesn’t ask. We both understand that the less she knows of my life, the better.

      Her voice is melodic and calm, as always. “I’ve missed you while you were away.”

      “I thought of you often, Kanoni. Actually…” I reach inside my bag and fish out the colored scarf. “I bought this while I was gone. It made me think of you.”

      She smiles. “Keep it, then. Let it keep reminding you to come home to me.”

      “It’s good to be back.”

      She places her hand on my arm. We pause in the hall, and she leans toward me. I lean down to meet her for a sweet, gentle kiss.

      We continue walking. The items in my bag have shifted. Something is poking uncomfortably into my hip with each step. I open the bag to find the problem and notice the Ephraxa family seal. Ash. My heart sinks.

      I’ll never see them again.

      Kanoni’s voice pulls me from my thoughts. We’re standing outside my room. “I’ll let you get settled. We’ll have a quiet family dinner tonight. I know you prefer the quiet.” She presses a soft kiss against my cheek. “Welcome home, dear.”
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