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      It was almost time.

      The final night, the crescendo, the climax. The other charlatans would be turning up the fires, pouring out the charm, increasing the danger, the difficulty, the disbelief. I had to remain stoic. Isolated, yet approachable. Alluring, yet aloof. They didn’t need to know what I could see, yet I appealed to them, like a whispering siren. A craving. An urge. An itch.

      There was only one I needed to satisfy tonight.

      I shivered as night rose around me. The air thinned, laced with a refreshing chill as the last of the sun’s color bleached from the sky. One by one, fairy lights popped to life. Green, amber, purple, silver, all small fiery splotches of color suspended from spindly wires looping between the stalls. A gentle breeze rumpled the cloth in front of me, evoking the small tinkling of bells that hung weighted at the edges of my table.

      The gentle twang of a harp filtered through the calm night. A few isolated notes of a violin chased after it, attempting to warm the pre-magical atmosphere. The wooden sign suspended above my stall creaked in the breeze.

      A low whistle snagged my attention. I placed the tarot deck upon the velvet cloth and brushed the deep hood from my face, allowing a glimpse of the stall across the aisle to the left. The candy man grinned, dimples puckering his cheeks. I didn’t know his name, nor age—somewhere in his mid-twenties surely, but the high-waisted tan trousers and star-studded suspenders made him appear twice that age. Or perhaps transported in time from a century ago.

      I wasn’t doing anything to subvert the stereotype either. Black cloak with scarlet trimmed hood. Sleeves that dripped down past my hands allowing only a flash of red nail polish and multiple silver rings to emerge as I tapped confidently upon the chosen card, eager to bestow my knowledge of the future upon the lucky client.

      Candyman ran his hand around the gold-rimmed edge of the floss machine. Cotton candy swirled around his finger, interlacing like a fat pink chrysalis. He slowly brought his finger to his lips, maintaining eye contact, sucking the chrysalis into his mouth. I knew what he would taste like later. Sugar and caramel and a hint of rum—kept in a not-so-secret bottle under his stall. I swear that when I looked away, he would dab himself with the candy floss like sticky cologne, knowing that it would make me kiss him harder, that it would entice my tongue to caress his skin, my teeth to nip in all the right places.

      Though tonight, there would be no fun for either of us.

      I let the hood fall back across my face. The music picked up, a thrum of excitement charging the air from a crowd of people I couldn’t yet see. If I was successful, there would be no time to lose myself amongst the bags of sugar, the mounds of sweets, the warm, roving hands of Candyman. If she came and it worked, I would have to dissolve into the dawn, putting as much distance between myself and the Collectors as possible.

      Sweat prickled my palms, threatening to slide down my skin and pool upon the velvet tablecloth. I forced my breathing to deepen, my lungs to expand past the point of recoil.

      From under the peak of my hood, I caught sight of the first eager footsteps rushing the aisle. The grass lay trampled, blades permanently bowed from the weight of passersby this past week. Yet, for the last six days, she had not come.

      She must tonight.

      My heart ticked like a bomb, speeding toward the deadline. Sixty days it had taken me to find this one. She was reclusive, a shadow. I didn’t know what she’d done, but I wasn’t surprised they’d ordered me to track her down. Her bounty was impressive. If I could be as stealthy as her, we’d both disappear into the ether, no tracts, no guilt, transformed into legacy.

      Candyman handed a large paper bag stuffed with toffees to a small girl. He bent over the stall, deftly flicking the top cube into the air and snapped his teeth shut around it. He winked as the girl giggled, her mother affectionately patting her braided hair.

      So that is what he would taste of later. Cinders and treacle. I swallowed, holding his gaze which had floated not-so-innocently to mine until he turned to the next customer, a broad grin lapping at his cheeks.

      The music hung thick now in the air, twined with shouts and laughter. From my right, the swoosh of a lit torch rippled a wave of heat toward me. Marianne didn’t only eat fire, she commanded it, molding it into shapes like smoke rings from a cigar. Some of the magic here was real, parlor tricks, really. Just enough to make people part with their money, but not enough to be arrested.

      Sweat trickled down my spine. At least now I could blame it on the heat in the air.

      Once the first rush of visitors subsided—those who instinctively knew where they wanted to go or were dragged by small children—the timid arrived next. These were innocents, virgins to the fayre. They’d come for a specific reason. Perhaps to catch the eye of one of the performers, eagerly hoping to be chosen as a volunteer to levitate ten feet into the air before being caught by the toned biceps of the magician. His shirt sleeves rolled up, winding ink crisscrossing his flesh.

      On more than one occasion I’d seen his tattoos morph into the mirror image of the person he wanted to tempt backstage. How could one resist when your face was clearly visible etched permanently upon his body? It was fate of course, and so one did not resist.

      My first client was here. It wasn’t who I needed to see, but I doubted I’d be lucky enough to escape so early. She was a young woman of nineteen or twenty. Her cheeks were flushed, and she gripped the arm of a young man, tugging him toward me. She would never have ventured this far by herself, and yet, the eagerness in her eyes told me I was who she’d come to see.

      Shame I was a fraud.

      I gestured silently to the bench in front. She sat carefully, scooping her long skirt beneath her, the bells tinkling seductively as she rustled the tablecloth. The man stood behind, one hand on her shoulder. The sinews popped from his hand; his fingers almost clawed, but he stopped short of releasing that pressure onto the bare skin of her neck.

      I riffled the tarot cards in my hand. The deck was pristine, the pattern on the back that of a simple silver skull upon black, the kind you could purchase anywhere. The satin cloth and silver ribbon binding them also looked new, like I’d exchanged them for a handful of pennies a week ago when the fayre opened.

      A trained eye would see the con, could smell the treachery a mile away. I could scrunch the deck, bend the edges and yet wasn’t this whole place one large trick? A parallel realm an ordinary being could wander into for only seven nights per year and be transported into a land of magic and fun and frivolity. One where they could step out of their ordinary, meagre lives and succumb to their dreams. Or so the proprietors would have you believe.

      “Are you sure, my dear?” The man’s face stretched tight. His mouth was obscured beneath a manicured moustache. “We have talked about your disposition toward the supernatural at length. Have you forgotten?”

      I flattened my palm and raised my hand toward him. My nails wanted to extend, the gift coursing through my bloodstream like poison.

      “Oh yes, honey,” she answered. “It’s only a bit of fun. I won’t take any of it to heart, I promise.” Her mouth curved downwards as she spoke, her dark eyes beseeching.

      They all wanted the same reading from me this week, will I marry the crown prince? No one was so bold as to outright say it, but it was written in the singe of heat on their cheeks, in the coil of hair they twined nervously around a finger. But not this one. She needed something else.

      The man tutted and fumbled in his waistcoat for coins. He withdrew two coppers and dropped them into my open palm, returning the pounds and gideons that were ostentatiously brandished amongst them back to the pocket.

      I nodded, tipping the coins into my cloak and returned my hand to the tarot. I tapped the skull on the uppermost card as my thigh knocked against the table leg, silently cracking a vial of incense. The perfume seeped out, infusing the air with a faint shimmer. The young woman’s eyes widened, her chin lifting as she inhaled deeply.

      “That’s my nana’s smell,” she whispered. “Roses.”

      The man above her said nothing, everything he wanted to utter explained in the twitch of his mouth and the tightening of his hand upon her shoulder. If she wasn’t so enraptured by the aura, she would be able to feel the bruises pooling beneath his fingertips, blemishing the smooth skin beneath.

      I turned the first card over. The Grim Reaper. It was my favorite to start with. Everyone knew someone who had died or was dying. That was life.

      “You have lost someone whose wisdom meant a lot to you.” The crack in my voice was not intentional. I needed to get a grip on my emotions.

      Another pulse ricocheted through my veins as the magic struggled to escape.

      She inhaled sharply. Her hand pressed to her breast, but not over her heart. Her fingers rested on a gold brooch shaped like a butterfly pinned to her green dress.

      I turned the next card face up revealing two entwined skeletons with empty sockets gazing at one another, bony arms encircling barren ribcages. The Lovers.

      Her face faltered. She stared at the card, her knuckles blanching as she gripped the brooch.

      “You see,” the man interrupted, pulling her back from the table, “it’s us. Now, let’s go.”

      I turned over the next card, pushing it in front of the others and toward her. A man dangled upside down from a spiral pillar, his legs entangled with a serpent, a crown of thorns encircling his head.

      “What’s that one?” He lowered his head, squinting at the table.

      “The Hanged Man.”

      He choked, jerking backward. He grabbed the woman’s shoulder again to half-drag her from her seat. “Come on, we’re leaving.”

      When he released her and turned to straighten his waistcoat, I slipped the final card across the table. The woman took it, glancing quickly at the picture and the inscription before slipping it back face down.

      “You know what she would have said,” I whispered. “Because that’s what you believe as well. Trust your instincts.”

      She swallowed, her eyes wide, cheeks drained of color. She bestowed a small smile upon the man as she delicately took his arm, as if suddenly repulsed by the thought of touching even his clothing. As they walked away, she turned back to me and nodded. My chest tightened as my breath paused on the inhale. Good. No one should be trapped by another.

      I reined in my emotions, crushing them beneath years of well-trained lies. The air thinned again as the cool breeze drained the incense.

      Perhaps there would be time to linger when the fayre closed, and the patrons had departed. We could all finally be ourselves. I did love toffee, probably more than the small caramel droplets Candyman kept in a bowl for melting. Maybe tonight I would line the small candies down his chest, arranging them like stars, before using my tongue to trace swirls and patterns and galaxies as they melted from his body heat...

      There she was.

      Everything stopped. The dragon of fire Marianne shot into the air paused, a great tongue of jade flame cauterized from its mouth. The jaunty spring from the bow of the violin froze on the strings. The clouds of pink candy floss strangled the white stick.

      Then the breath whooshed from my lungs, adrenaline igniting my body as the world revolved once again.

      She was here.

      I’d studied every inch of the small portrait I had been given when assigned this task. Ingrained the details onto the corrugations of my mind while traveling through wood and dale, skirting cities and plowing through barren countryside.

      As I closed in and navigated the labyrinthine streets of this town, I imagined every conceivable change of hair color, added wrinkles or frown lines, each blend of fabric she could opt to wear. I had questioned the baker, the tailor, the midwife, all in a roundabout, casual tone, painting an amicable smile on my face while secretly probing their answers for the minutiae.

      Dully, she was as expected. Mid-forties, brown hair streaked with gray, thick glasses perched upon a straight nose. Her clothes were average—well-pressed, but clean. She hid her wealth in the diamond necklace that peeked out of her frilled collar and the pointed shoes inlaid with golden thread and satin bindings which serpentined up her ankles.

      What had she done? And, more importantly to whom? Maybe it was better not knowing. Then I was just doing a social service—for a hefty fee. The chase had been fun, the funneling of the hunt heart-pounding. But the kill? I may not be directly slitting her throat, but I was handing over the knife. My stomach flipped, the sweat beading upon my palms.

      I flicked the top card at her. It fluttered on the breeze, dying at her feet.

      She stooped to pick it up, turning toward me with a cock of her head as she considered what I could deign to offer her. I raised my face, allowing the color from the fairy lights to fall upon me as the hood lifted, unmasking the shadows. I gestured toward the empty bench.

      Don’t run. Don’t flee. I don’t want to have to chase you.

      She moved closer, a smirk stretching her lips. “That was a silly little trick.” Her voice stretched, the sarcasm snagging the attention of passersby. “Is this my likeness?” She twirled the Death card in her fingers.

      “A warning,” I said.

      She didn’t believe in the power of the deck, for her fortunes were not told in fables and fairytales. She would sit just to prove a point. To prove how ridiculous this was.

      The crowd grew steadily around her, magnetized by her scorn.

      My heart hammered and my mouth dried. The hood flapped back over my face as she settled herself, elbows planted upon the velvet cloth, the bells cackling wildly with the movement.

      Don’t leave.

      Don’t hate me.

      “I don’t need a fortune read,” she said. “What else do you have?”

      I pulled the tarot toward me and positioned them perfectly square at the edge of the table. I held out my palm hoping she wouldn’t notice the sheen of congealing sweat.

      She extracted a dainty coin purse from the depths of her outfit and handed over one copper. “You can have more if these fine folk are impressed.” She waved her hand, inviting the hovering people closer.

      A small throng had gathered. It wasn’t surprising. She was well known, respected, and feared. It had been difficult getting anyone to talk about her, to reveal even the smallest morsel of information. Once they sniffed where the conversation was going, they rapidly scurried away. Being tantalizingly close for such a long time had been half the fun. They were as curious as I was about the woman underneath.

      I reached under the table and pulled up a velvet-draped divider. It was a foot high and the same width with an ebony cloth attached. She watched me intently as I reached across and gently lowered her left arm. I moved it to the side, palm down, fingers splayed. I slid the board along the table and into the crook of her arm, arranging the cloth over her left shoulder so she seemed to melt seamlessly into the fabric.

      Next, I flopped out a doll’s arm. Stuffed, pink and plump, perfectly proportioned to her own body size. I slid the severed end under the cloth, positioning the hand and unpainted nails exactly like her real one.

      Candyman’s eyes lingered on mine through the packed bodies as they jostled for a better vantage point, but the flirtation had gone. His brow furrowed, a fleeting look of worry marring his features until my view of him was engulfed by the crowd again.

      If this went wrong, I would need access to all his hidden rum. Gorging on sugar and drinking myself into a stupor would be a good swan song for my life thus far.

      I tugged the two strands of silver ribbon out from under the tarot. I ran each length along the fake arm and her real one simultaneously. Her brow furrowed, a small crinkle of disgust burrowing into the skin above her nose.

      “Do you feel this?” I asked.

      She huffed, her eyes darting to those closest before answering, “Of course I do.”

      I stopped stroking her real arm but continued to slide the ribbon up the doll’s arm. “And now?”

      She scoffed again. “Yes.”

      A small murmur arose from those watching. The woman stilled, her blue eyes narrowing on me.

      I nodded. “Very well.”

      Returning the ribbons to the corner of the table, I scooped up a handful of fire jacks from an alcove underneath. Marianne had kindly lent me a few dozen at the beginning of the fayre, in return for a doctored reading of ill omens when her ex-wife visited.

      I cracked one of the jacks between my fingers, tossing it quickly into the air as a small ball of white-hot fire cracked into life. It hovered for a split second before sizzling into ash and drifting toward the table. I shifted in my seat, pressing my thigh into the table leg where another aroma waited. This would release the charred scent of burning flesh, raising the air temperature by a few degrees with it.

      I took another jack between my fingers and squeezed, dropping it quickly onto the doll’s arm. As it landed, I cracked the vial with my leg, the noise lost amongst the woman’s shriek.

      She gaped at the fake arm and the charred circle marring its pink wrist. The crowd tittered. Whispers of, “Did you really feel that?” and “She’s part of the act.” I waited until they quieted and took another jack to her real arm. She couldn’t see over the screen, hadn’t even noticed my arm move to the side as she stared transfixed at the black stain on the doll’s arm.

      I cracked another and rested it on her real hand. It ignited, a brief ripple of heat firing into the crowd. They drew back, some gasping, a few honks of nervous laughter, but the woman did not move.

      She frowned at me, then swiveled to assess the crowd. I reached out to tug on the fake arm. “Sit still please.” As if I’d pulled her physically, she turned back and settled. The crowd gasped again.

      I pushed the remaining jacks aside, willing the tremble in my fingers to cease and pointed toward an elderly lady to the right of the woman. She wore an elaborate jewel-spattered hat, braided with ribbons and flowers.

      “A pin, please.” She extracted one, a fine specimen, two inches long with a diamond head.

      I started on the woman’s real hand. Gently, the pin sunk into the flesh between her fingers, skewering her to the velvet table as if she were a butterfly. She made no sound, nor even flinched. The crowd was silent, sensing the finale, their eyes wide, muscles tensed as they hung on every little movement.

      I pulled the pin out slowly, a smear of blood coating the barb. Moving toward the fake arm, I gently prodded the flesh of the forearm. The woman jumped. I did it again, and she flinched. Hovering the pin just above the fake skin, my eyes locked with hers beneath the hood.

      My right hand crept toward her real arm, nails silently extending. Power coursed through my body, pooling with a tingle in my fingertips as I dragged my nails down her arm, the jagged ends biting into her flesh.

      She didn’t move an inch.

      I fought to stop an exhale of relief as the magic rushed out, my body yearning to lay limp as if exsanguinated.

      A young boy popped up beside the woman and crammed himself next to her on the bench. “What’s going on, Ma?” He shoved a pink and green swirled lollipop into his mouth and stared at the fake arm with my pin hovering over it, before peering past the barrier.

      My stomach twisted. She had a child?

      It was too late, but the real question was, would it have stopped me?

      I smoothed the blood away using the velvet tablecloth and tugged down her long sleeve. Unfolding the cloth from her shoulder, I returned the barrier beneath the table and lowered my head. The audience broke into applause.

      In a daze, the woman cautiously wound her arm in as if the nerves had all come loose. Coppers rained onto the table, bouncing off one another until the excited voices turned away to see what other wonders the fayre held.

      Midnight had barely struck, but I was done.

      When I pushed the remaining fire jacks toward the boy, he pocketed them gleefully. I waited until his mother had fully roused herself and shepherded the boy away before tugging down the wooden sign above my stall. Candyman was obscured again in the rush of customers who had left my performance, blocking my last view of him. I scooped up the coppers, left the tarot and other equipment, and headed toward the far end of the field.

      Once the grass began to tickle my knees and the colorful glow from the fayre had dimmed to an ashy firelight, I doubled over and retched.

      When there was nothing left in my stomach, I straightened, wiping my mouth on my sleeve. The woods bordering the field were thick and almost impenetrable, but I had scoped out my retreat already. Picking my feet high along a narrow game trail, I made for the other side, a distance of only a few miles if I stayed true.

      I didn’t know how much time I had before the Collectors came. They wouldn’t snatch the woman at the fayre, it would be too public. On her way home, perhaps? Maybe they had a shred of decency left and would wait until she’d tucked her child into bed, sparing him the eternal nightmares. It would be better to wake and find her vanished than the alternative.

      This, I knew firsthand.

      The wood pressed in around me, brambles snagging on my cloak and razor-thin spiderwebs caressing my face. Where were the night creatures? The hooting owl, the mouse rustling through the fallen leaves? Even the bats were not silhouetted against the dark clouds.

      I ignored the acid roiling in my stomach, the ever-deafening roar in my ears to turn back and spend the night in the warm embrace of Candyman. Safely tucked up amongst people and far away from the darkness that lurked everywhere else.

      A twig snapped like bone from just ahead.

      Is that why the animals had fled? The Collectors were already waiting?

      Crunch.

      I tried to submerge the screaming of my subconscious mind, the instinct for self-preservation and pushed through toward a small clearing.

      A figure emerged from the shadows on the other side.
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      “Take a seat, Tam.” The figure lowered her hood and waved a gloved hand toward the ground at her feet. “You look terrible. You’ve been working hard, yes?”

      I ground my teeth, cutting off the retort that bubbled back. I obeyed, settling myself along the bony spine of a fallen tree. “Why are you here? I’ve barely finished. You can’t possibly need me to go again?”

      I tried to force myself to focus, to keep my head clear for the incoming conversation. What I would give to be huddled up beneath Candyman’s stall right now. It would’ve been better had I failed, at least then she wouldn’t have an excuse to come for me so soon.

      Siobhan giggled in her trademark, tinkling laugh. Girlish, silly, innocent. It made men and women swoon at her feet, but I knew better. My handler always got her way. If I pushed back, she found a way to punish me. The targets kept growing more difficult to find. Almost impossible.

      She would make sure to suddenly appear when I'd reached my lowest—waist-deep in a peat moss bog with an assassin’s blade biting into my jugular or when a rival bounty hunter captured my prize seconds before I arrived. She'd present an ultimatum, try to coerce me into giving up and ceding myself to her.

      I’d not fallen prey to her yet, but I’d come close.

      Catching me now, seconds after I’d finished with my mark, when the blood still crusted my fingertips, should not have come as a surprise. The timing was perfectly executed on her part.

      “But my dear, you’ve been so successful, no?” She pushed a golden curl behind her ear, her latest color transformation designed to match today’s beauty standards. Once, she even modeled herself after me with snake-green eyes and wild brown hair. When that didn’t sway me, she shed that skin and moved on. She was ancient, of that I was certain. She hadn’t aged a month in the two decades I’d been bending to her will.

      At the moment she emulated the romantic women from oil paintings. Voluptuous, sensuous, cherubic. She pouted rouged lips, fluttering her lashes at me.

      “Your Collectors have been asking after you again. My dear Tam, I’m not sure how long I can keep them waiting. They must see you. They yearn for it. Can you not sense it?”

      I kept the disgust far from my face, the memories chained down in the furthest recess of my mind. “I try not to hang around. I have a job to do.”

      “Mhm, quite.” She tugged off the velvet gloves, biting the tips of her fingers one by one.

      I sank back against the shadows of the forest, wishing they’d engulf me too.

      She took her time, looking down at her polished nails, the color flickering from pink to green and back again. “If you really don’t want to be tied to them anymore, there is a way out. You only need to ask, my dear. Accept my invitation to join me. I’ve only offered this once in my lifetime, so you are honored, no?”

      “And what happened to them?” I already knew the answer. Her constant flitting in and out of my life, learning my habits, molding my personality came at a cost to her too. A weakness, just one. It was all the leverage I had, so I kept it close to my chest, but it was all I needed.

      “They were not as strong as you, my dear. You’re heartless, cold, manipulative, all the qualities I admire. Especially when that person is firmly under my control. Although, I do sometimes have my doubts. It is natural, I know. I was human once upon a time, but that’s why I check in on you so often.” She caressed her bare finger down my cheek. The touch was downy-soft, ticklish, sending warm chills snaking directly into my core.

      I leaned away from her. “I’m fine. No need to come again.”

      My stomach spasmed. Not now. Acid crept back into my throat, and I swallowed it down.

      “You’re not wavering on me, are you? My protégé suddenly spouting a conscience?” She tsked, sucking air between her straight teeth.

      The sound dragged me back to the fayre and the small boy sucking on the swirled lollipop. His messy hair flopped over his eyes as he glanced back and forth over the barrier between his mother’s hand and the doll. I shook the image away. It wasn’t like there hadn’t been people to witness before.

      No, not people, a child. Not much older than I was when...

      My stomach lurched. I forced my hand away from my belly and dug my nails into my palms. Why wouldn’t it settle?

      “No. It’s the adrenaline, that’s all,” I said.

      The come down always took a few days, especially when there were no outlets nearby—inns, ales, company. My thoughts idled back to Candyman. He could have made me forget everything by now.

      “Mhm.” She leaned over me, wafting lily of the valley perfume, and my eyes dropped to her breasts before I could stop myself. Blush heated my chest and painted my cheeks despite my best efforts. She was toxic, and I should have known better.

      She giggled again, covering her mouth with a delicate hand. “Well, my dear, as you are so keen to avoid distractions and return to work, I have come with a special assignment for you. A gift, if you will. For we all know, you are my favorite, yes?”

      I groaned before I could stop myself. Favoritism. The time between hunts had been steadily diminishing over the past few years. Every time I turned down her advances, she reappeared in my life faster than before.

      “Oh no,” she cooed. She lifted my chin, her fingers molding to my skin, leaving her mark. “You will love this one, I promise. I had to pull many, many strings to get this for you. In fact, if you fail, there is a whole queue of suitable candidates already waiting to take your place.” Her thumb circled under my jaw. “Shall we say six weeks to completion?”

      I swallowed. The ball of saliva audibly scratched its way down my dry throat. If she was giving me a time frame, she suspected it would take at least double that amount to succeed. She would be there hovering, salivating, just waiting for me to extend the deadline, the favors dangling from her outstretched hands like iron shackles.

      I managed to nod.

      “Superb, my dear.” She withdrew from my face, her scent embossed upon my hot skin. “Of course, you must remember that such an important bounty comes with immeasurably high stakes. You’ve already used up your one failure, leaving me with no wiggle room. If you don’t succeed, Goddess forbid, then you will be moved along in your role. Promoted, if you will.” She blinked at me; her round blue eyes entrancing. “Sounds wonderful, no?”

      No, it did not. It was a death sentence. For more than just me. I nodded, unable to force my lips to curve into a smile.

      “A little warning to go alongside all I have given you so far, my dear. They are clamping down on magic, more so now than ever before. The perpetrators are being rounded up so those with your gifts can be cherry-picked out of the barrel. Due to this, blood magic is becoming increasingly rare.”

      “What happens to them?” I’d heard rumors at the fayre of performers disappearing or suddenly retiring. The tricks had been toned down and the magic dulled but unease had cloaked the air.

      I’d never met another who harbored blood magic like mine. Siobhan probably kept me far away from anything remotely resembling a comrade, afraid I’d ask questions. But there must be more to my skills than hunting and embedding the trackers.

      “Most are returned if found to harbor just cheap elemental magic or trickery. The others? Well, I hope you never have to find out. So the need for discretion, to keep our little operation fully staffed, is most important. And it’s not just in the North, though the walled town you’re heading to is one of the worst for concealment, second only to the queens’ territory.

      “You’re a dying breed, one that is being actively exterminated, and I would so hate to lose my little pet in such a manner. Don’t look so surprised, my love.” She pouted and fluttered her extended lashes, incorrectly reading my expression as fear and not curiosity. “There’s always something being coveted. It used to be seers, then mediums, and now it’s dark magic. Blood magic. It’s a tale as old as time.”

      As old as you are then. Thank the Goddess I said it in my head and not out loud. Although she knew what I was thinking. I could see it in the twitch of her lips.

      She closed the distance between us, but I didn’t pull back, refusing to cede my airspace. It was a narrow line, but she liked that I walked it.

      “Well, here you are.” She withdrew a small portrait from the pleated folds of her skirt, a trail of glitter impregnating the air behind it. “He will be easy to find, and the position is all set for you once you arrive. All you need to do is get in, be discreet, and I’ll find you when you’re done. So, really, you should try and look more grateful my dear, shouldn’t you?”

      She’d removed the only parts of the bounty I enjoyed. Given me a stationary target, well-known, impossible to miss. She’d completely eliminated the hunt and the chase, leaving me with only the kill. All I had to do was get in and get out without being noticed? A shiver wriggled down my spine. It would never be that easy.

      “What position am I taking?”

      “Oh no, no, no.” Her red lips split into a grin, her perfectly straight teeth too bright for the grim night. “That would be far too simple, don’t you think?” She placed a heavy coin purse on the fallen tree beside me and backed toward the far end of the clearing in the way she had come, and the way she knew I needed to go. “But you know where to find me if you need help, don’t you, my dear Tam? And of course, what I would just love in return.”

      She raised her palm and blew me a kiss. A puff of lily-sweet scent glided past my lips and coated my mouth. My stomach churned again.

      I looked down at the picture in my hand and my heart stuttered. I knew him. Even through the miserable gloom and the rough edges of the glitter, that face was unmistakable. Everyone in the country knew him—Prince Bellinor, the only child of the queens. He was supposedly perfect. Not just in looks, but with a soul of pure diamond. Humble, generous, and more ferociously guarded than the Goddess’s pearly gates.

      That’s why she’d given me six weeks. It would be six weeks spent dodging the gallows, wriggling my way out of a charge of high treason. If I were to be arrested, would Siobhan save me? She’d know about it, maybe even orchestrate it. Hidden amongst a distant stone circle, she'd wait for me to utter her name with my dying breath, begging her to save me.

      If that was her plan, she’d be waiting a long time.

      Although, she could equally just let me die, as punishment for every time I’d rejected her advances. She must have quite a tally going by now. Maybe she’d wait until I descended the brimstone ladder into Hell and snatch me from the very front of the ragged line of people and bind me to her in the nonexistent realm she’d inhabited for eternity. I shuddered. That would be worse than death.

      I pocketed the coin purse and threw the portrait into the woods.
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      The journey north took me three days on horseback. Siobhan had ruined my mood with her appearance and the long trek over empty moorlands ate into a huge chunk of my imposed time limit. If that wasn’t enough, I had to pay for a horse out of my earnings.

      The coin purse clinked in my pocket as the mare plodded up and down the dales. Twenty-five gideons, although a pretty generous sum, was already almost half gone. Five for the horse, five for food, a skin of water and hardy wool-lined clothing, then a further five for a myriad of small knives and a leather thigh holster. If I'd been attacked en route, they would have done me little good against the spears and sabers of the Moors people, but I felt safer knowing they were all strapped within easy reach and invisible to an onlooker.

      Mist rose amongst the brown gorse and purple heather like specters clutching at the ground, desperate not to be dragged up into the skies. Permafrost leeched into the soil, causing the heavy hoof falls of my mount to crack like ice. I stroked the soft brown fur of her neck, inhaling the sweet smell of hay from her mane.

      “We’ll stop for a rest soon, Siobhan.” I patted her gently. “I’ll get you the finest lodgings in the city.” I smiled to myself, content with my choice of name. I’d thought it amusing to imagine riding Siobhan until she collapsed, having her be unable to keep up with me. Me! But then I realized I actually quite enjoyed the horse’s company, her soft whinnies and faithful companionship. Also, she had stubbornly refused to get involved in any of my jokes, which was very sensible. Being trapped between a devil and a human when you were only a beast was a very unsafe place to be.

      Just as the cold finally penetrated my marrow, congealing the very essence of my core, the edge of the city arose from the mist. I wrapped my numb fingers around the worn leather reins and urged my horse toward the serpentine path leading up to the wall.

      From a distance, the wall looked like any other, a dull expanse of gray that bisected the countryside. Up close, it was magnificent.

      Stones of every size and shape, ranging from ebony to silver to gray were stacked baklava style like an expensive pastry that had been shipped from far overseas. Where there should be springy moss and signs of weathering, glittering facets of diamond sparkled, translucent and radiating light like the wall harbored its own lifeforce. A soul.

      I whistled and Siobhan the horse snorted her approval.

      We continued to the top of the path and halted at what I hoped was the gate. It looked like every other section of the wall, except for a small rectangular hole where a set of suspicious looking eyes peered out.

      “Three gideons to enter Prince Bellinor’s land.” A gloved hand appeared in the slot where the eyes had just been. The fingertips poked through the fabric, bitten nails and worn skin chafed to a shiny red.

      “Three?” I rarely ventured north. In fact, the last time I was here there was no wall, but it wasn’t three, that much I knew. Probably one, at most. The temples, seers, and blind faith in omens that increased with every footfall up the country usually had me scurrying back to the warm, free lands of the South. I’d falsely assumed their piety would have made them more hospitable to strangers. Maybe Siobhan had told them to up the fee, that they could keep the excess for themselves. She had sway everywhere.

      The hand remained, fingers twitching in impatience.

      “Fine.” I dug out the coins and returned the depressingly empty purse to my pocket.

      The hand was sucked back inside the dark hole, and the slow cranking of a lever began. The gate opened just enough to allow us through, then snapped shut. I dismounted and tried to take a step toward the gate person, but my thighs locked, fire sparking up my back. I grabbed onto the reins and stared at my useless legs.

      “Long ride?” The woman who operated the gates came forward and offered me a hand. With difficulty, I straightened. Every muscle in my body screamed hellfire, even my skin pulsed in irritation. “The chafing’s the worst, lass.”

      I grunted.

      “Usually, I advise travelers to avoid bathing for a few days but in your case, you may want to grit your teeth and brave it.” She wrinkled her nose.

      I grunted again.

      “Stables are a mile to the east alongside the wall. There is no riding within the city, mind. Taverns are everywhere so take your pick and the market will be setting up shortly.”

      I took a shaky step, the feeling returning to my extremities like knife blades. “Did I already pay you for all this information?”

      She laughed. “We set the toll depending on whether we like the look of the traveler or nae.”

      She pointed down the central street which shot straight as an arrow toward a large castle in the distance. Houses were crammed down either side like the parting of hair on a head, leaning toward each other over the road. Wooden signs flapped in the breeze and lines of dripping washing hung suspended between them.

      There was an unsettling familiarity about it. The street was the same, the shape of the houses, the faint freshness of the moors in the air, but since the prince had claimed this land and barricaded the inhabitants inside with his wall, the town I once knew had mutated. I felt it in the quiet lingering in the vacant side streets and in the moss infiltrating the seams of the houses.

      “Castle is down there. Prince already has a new lady of the court mind, so don’t get your hopes up.”

      “How often does he get new ones?”

      She shrugged. “There is some kind of curse on them poor women. A few have disappeared, some supposedly returned to their towns in the dead of night never to be heard from again.” She lowered her voice. “The last one was found in such a state, the body couldn’t be identified except for the tiara of rubies and diamonds impaled in her skull.”

      I grimaced. “A gift from the prince?”

      “Aye. The Goddess has her reasons.”

      Excellent. If he had faults after all, and the image spread throughout the rest of the kingdom about his generosity was fictitious, this would be a breeze. If he was being targeted for something he’d done by having his ladies of the court murdered, and the people were blaming the Goddess instead of him, there would be scope for blackmail. I could lure him out. How could he not be directly involved in something like that?

      “But you need to keep your eyes open, lass,” she continued. “There’s been other disappearances, all young women, rumored to harbor magic.”

      “What kind of magic?”

      She raised her brows, her hat jumping up her forehead. “Does it matter? All’s illegal up here. The prince is more lenient than most, although don’t let gossip like that travel down South to the queens.”

      “Are they linked? The prince’s murdered fiancées and the local women?”

      She shrugged. “If I knew that, lass, I’d have a pretty penny by now and be living out my life on the coast somewhere, not freezing out here manning the gate.”

      I gathered the reins under the horse’s chin and turned her toward the narrow path that ran alongside the stone wall, my mind brimming with information.

      “Before I go, did you set the high toll because you liked the look of me? Thought I was rich enough to pay?” I gave her my best smile, which unfortunately involved my cracked lips bleeding.

      She chuckled. “Aye, lassie. I thought you’d be able to pay, but I doubt it’s your own hard-earned money you're touting.” She eyed my old cloak and scuffed boots, raising her eyebrows again at the pristine flaxen pullover underneath. “That cashmere?”

      It was a little flashy, but if I was about to spend the winter in the North, I’d be damned if I had to wear only sheep’s wool.

      My smile widened. “Whore or criminal?”

      She patted me on the shoulder. “I have no preference. Both’ll find plenty of work up here.” She returned to a small three-legged stool by the gate and resumed her vigil of the moorland beyond.

      Good. I could play both roles easily.

      Siobhan, the horse, seemed quite content with her new lodgings as I passed over the reins—and the rest of my coin purse—to the groom before winding my way to the castle. I stuck to the main street knowing I’d get lost in the random crisscross of alleyways that made up the perimeter.

      The castle was monstrous. Like the wall, the stone was injected with glittering diamonds. The alcoves and speared turrets concealed toothy gargoyles, while long slits lined every side where arrowheads could be notched and poised ready to fly for an assailant.

      Guards flanked the towering main doors, sabers dangling from their belts, the hilts carved from translucent gemstones. The pair at the door said nothing as I approached. Both women had their dark hair severed from their faces, tight cheeks drawn into identical superior expressions. I had no doubt they would impale me the moment I raised my hand to knock.

      I continued walking the perimeter, eventually spotting the servant's entrance. Another guard had been posted here, closely scrutinizing the face of every person that scurried up to the small door.

      I slotted in behind a woman carrying a basket stuffed with bread. My fingers twitched and saliva pooled in my mouth as the aroma wafted over to me. Perhaps she’d let me have the parchment they were wrapped in? I would lick the condensation off, rolling the flavors around in my mouth as I savored every drop. My stomach growled audibly, and the woman rolled her eyes at me and moving the basket out of reach before returning her attention to the guard. He ushered her through, and I stepped to the front.

      “Business?” the guard barked.

      Yes, what a great question. “I have come...” What had Siobhan said I was doing? I can’t say to assassinate the prince, to infiltrate his private quarters and to upend the entire queendom. “To see about...a job.” That sounded right.

      The guard rested his hand upon the diamond hilt of his saber. His uniform was neatly pressed, all a rich, sapphire blue. It would probably make just about anyone look dashing and handsome. Who didn’t like a side of power with their latest exploit?

      He cleared his throat, and I returned my eyes to his face.

      “I have a job,” I said. “Here. To start, now.” Goddessdamnit what was wrong with me? I blamed Siobhan—the devil not the horse. She’d stolen my free time, forced me straight back into work when I needed to blow off steam and purge the previous hunt from my system.

      I wished Candyman was here for a few hours. He’d be packing up and traveling to the next location, collecting whichever women or oddities he came across on the way. Oh, what I’d do to be back there, left to my own devices, blown like a will-o'-the-wisp whichever way the wind gusted. It would definitely not be this far north.

      “Stay.” The guard held up his hand as if I were a dog.

      I started, snapping from my musings. I glared at him, cursing the thrill of submission that shot through me.

      He returned a few minutes later with a tall reedy woman. She wore a light blue pinafore with a classic white apron and matching cap. Surprisingly, her humble dress was complemented by a rather astonishing matching set of diamond-laced ruby earrings and necklace.

      “You are the new lady’s maid?” Her nose twitched as she inhaled my musty horse-sweat-countryside odor. “Tam?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Maid. Maid! If it wasn’t degrading enough to be bound into this awful contract and forced to do Siobhan’s bidding, now she’d sent me to clean up shit and tuck little rich girls into bed at night. Maybe I should just give myself to her now. Would it be worse?

      “You’re a little old for a maid, aren’t you?”

      “I am only twenty-eight. I think experienced is a better word.”

      Unimpressed, she continued scouring my body with her dark eyes as if she could magically clean me just by willing it. “Perhaps it is better this way.” She folded her arms and cocked her head.

      “Why is that, ma’am?”

      “You’re tough looking. Unapproachable.”

      I was, in truth, quite flattered and so remained quiet in case more compliments came along.

      “Also, forgettable. The prince won’t be interested in you, and the lady of the court won’t be jealous.”

      Was that still good? Technically, I did need to blend in and disappear, so yes, I’d accept that as well. I smiled and waited for the conclusion to her musings.

      “Are you armed?”

      “Armed? I’m a maid.” She held my stare, and my body wilted. Siobhan would love this woman. “Yes, I am.”

      “Good. Keep it hidden.”

      She turned and pushed open the small side door. I followed quickly, cataloging the locations of my knives as I scanned the corners, ceiling, doorways, and anywhere that looked remotely secretive.

      We passed through a bustling kitchen into an endless cramped corridor. As the kitchen doors swung shut behind us, life stilled, severing the illusion of a bustling, vibrant household. No people, no noise, just emptiness.

      Small passageways flitted off at irregular intervals and a dark hole sporadically appeared in the wall. The feeling of being watched clung to my body like a shadow, but when I turned my attention to it, trying to make a set of eyes appear in the gloom, nothing happened. My fingers twitched toward the knife at my thigh.

      “Your room is here, adjoined with the lady of the court.” She stopped outside a plain wooden door. “You have the lower area, and she has the upstairs suite. Inside, there are clothes and a bath, which you must take immediately.”

      I grunted my acceptance. I did stink.

      “If you need me, my room is next to the kitchens or you can ask for Matron, but there should be no questions, no trifling concerns, and no accidents. Your one job is to guard Lady Lilyanna.”

      “I’m her babysitter, not her bodyguard.”

      She ignored me. “Do not leave her side. Do not leave her alone for a moment and for Goddess’s sake,”—she
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