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  Before we begin…


Let me take this chance to say thank you for picking up this book. As an independent author, it means the world to me that you want to follow Ada on her journey. That said, Reborn in Ash contains adult and dark themes, including some graphic violence. To be sure this book is right for you, please read the content warnings available at https://thellian.com/reborn-in-ash

This novel is written in British English, and no generative AI has been used for any part, including the cover. Generative AI not only harms the environment, but it was built on the theft of my fellow authors’ work. Creativity has been, and always will be, inherently human.
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  Map with Descriptions


The combination of eBooks and read-aloud or screen readers gives those with visual impairments another way to partake in the love of fiction. However, maps are often overlooked when it comes to image descriptions. Both of this book’s maps are included again below with accompanying descriptions. I have gone into a level of detail I feel is appropriate, however if you would like more information, please contact me via ask@thellian.com . 
For most eReaders, pinch-style gestures should allow you to zoom in on the maps. You may need to long press or double tap the image first.


<skip descriptions>
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A map of Askar, the last habitable region of Thellian.
The area of land shown is wide with a sea to the north, The Frozen North, and an ocean to the south, The Endless Ocean. To the west is The Unending Desert, and to the east beyond a wide river is The Dragon Waste.
Taking up around a third of the core landmass is Loka in the west, a country shaped like a wide incisor curving down to the southeast. Loka extends further to the south than other countries, coming to about three-quarters of the way down the map. On the southwest coast of Loka is the capital, nestled between a bay with a curved island filling it and an enormous rhinoceros-shaped lake. To the southwest of Loka are scattered islands. The southeastern tip of Loka has a lake partially surrounded by marshland that extends to the ocean. The northwest and southeast of Loka are deserts, while the north is predominantly occupied by a jungle. West of the jungle is a large lake shaped like an upside-down droplet. Across the lake, east to west, is an arching land bridge.
Loka borders Rin in the east, separated by mountains on the southern stretch and a wide river running to the north. The river has treacherous rapids its full length.
The top half of the map’s central area is The Rin Empire, an area of mountains, forests, and rivers. The empire’s original land is in the northeast of the middle kingdoms, bordering the northern sea. In the middle of the northern coastline, the land pushes north with towering cliffs. At the tip of this area is the Rinnite capital. South of there is a lake, and south again is a Y-shaped mountain range. Southeast of there is another mountain range that marks part of Rin’s border with Yriah. Much of eastern Rin is covered by forests.
A huge forest in western Rin was formerly the nation of Belmennos. There is a lake in the middle of the forest, and within it is an island with a single tree. The Belmennian capital is on the southern edge of this lake. It borders The Endless Ocean in the south, where there is a large marsh. In the east, a river borders Karna and Yriah. The river is formed from four sources, three of which join close together, making the river look like a crooked dead tree leaning to the east. I sometimes non-canonically call it The Hydra.
In the very centre of Rin is a small area that was formally the nation of Karna. It has two small forests, some hills, and a lake. The Karnan capital is central, east of the lake.
South of the eastern half of the middle kingdoms is a country called Yriah. It stretches from a river border with Belmennos and Karna in the northwest, towards the ocean in the southeast. It has a large coastline, running southeast from Belmennos, northeast, then north up to Rin. On its southernmost stretch of coastline is a large marsh with a river flowing into it from the north that looks like a rat’s tail. Yriah borders Rin in the north, separated by mountains and a river (one of the four sources mentioned earlier). Yriah’s capital is just south of the river. South of the capital are forests and mountains.
In the ocean to the east of Yriah and southern Rin is an area of jagged, half-submerged mountains.
On the eastern side of Askar, between Rin and The Dragon Waste, is Asorea. It is the shortest land area, being half the height of Rin. It is separated from Rin by a large mountain range and a forest on its western border. On Asorea’s eastern border is a very wide river that stretches from a waterfall near The Frozen North to a waterfall leading into The Endless Ocean. Another river runs north to south the full height of Asorea, splitting the nation in two. East of the river, the north and south coastlines both have large marshes. Much of Asorea’s eastern half is covered by a forest, which has a river running through it northwest to southeast. Halfway down Asorea, between the forest and the central river, are three enormous canyons like jagged rips. In the north, between Asorea’s northern marsh and the eastern forest, a land bridge runs up into The Frozen North, which is unnaturally straight.
The coastline from the southern point of Loka runs north, then curves east beneath Belmennos and southeast in Yriah. In this area between the three countries is a large island like a pointed oval with a much smaller island to its east. Clouds hover over the islands.
In the far eastern part of the map, The Dragon Waste runs from level with the north of Asorea down to level with the tip of Loka, curving eastwards off the map. Its west is an area of barren land, shown with dead trees and a dragon skeleton. In the east, it has a long mountain range running north to south, with a volcano just visible in the southeast.
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A map of Eastern Askar, showing eastern Rin in the west and Asorea in the east, as well as a small section of northern Yriah to the south of Rin.
Rin and Asorea are separated in the centre of the map by a border running north to south, mostly made up of a mountain range called the Fangs of Ashra, as well as a forest north of those called The King’s Wood. Dividing the forest east to west is a wide road called The King’s Road. At the eastern end of the King’s Road is Varran, Asorea’s capital. A large river flows through Varran, running from The Orrilan Sea on the north coast all the way to the ocean on the south coast. The River Cassagor has large forts at either end: Fort Nara in the north and Ryken in the south.
North of Ryken, a quarter of the way along the River Cassagor, is Elbamir, which has a large mountain to its west with a towering waterfall. North along the river from Elbamir, halfway to the capital, is Hogalt. On the south coast of Asorea, west of Ryken and nestled beside the Fangs of Ashra mountains, is Felgen.
In the very southeast of Asorea is Veskh, a town with Sorren’s Marsh to its west, the Abastian Forest to its north, and the very wide River Daenar to its east. North of the river, separated from Asorea by cliffs, is Lake Wolken, which is big enough to be a sea. Between the Abastian forest and the central part of the River Cassagor are three huge canyons like jagged rips, as if a god-like creature gouged the land with its claws.
On the border between Asorea and Rin, at the western end of The King’s Road and The King’s Wood, is Dire Hold. A road from Dire Hold curves southwest into Rin around the Fangs of Ashra and then south, leading to a forked river, The Serpent’s Tongue, and a town just over the river called Velbes. A short way north of the river, the road is joined by another that heads west to Lake Tolzye and the town of Holzinsi on the lake’s northern shore. The road continues west and a little north to Berchen, a town nestled between Lake Genviok to the south and the Dragon Spine mountains to the west. Between Berchen and Dire Hold is the Hunnadel Forest.
South of the lake near Berchen is a town called Valdor, and south of that is a hilly area called The Contested Lands. South of The Contested Lands, across a river, is Midah, the capital of Yriah. Northeast of Midah are the Leviathan’s Tail mountains. Northeast of those, stretching up to Lake Tolzye, is the sizeable Strillodor Forest. East of the forest near the estuary of The Serpent’s Tail is the town of Dannas. Across the river and along the coast to the northeast is Zulakar. In the ocean to the south between Dannas and Zulakar is an area of jagged partially-submerged mountains called The Fallen Sea.
At the bottom of the map, south of the Leviathan’s Tail, is Lake Enzilus. Southwest of the lake is Dunnador. In the very northwest of the map, northwest of the Dragon Spine mountains, is an unlabelled lake with a town south of it called Kavharis.






  
  For Nanna Pat.
Thank you for always believing in me.



And in memory of Odin,
The rabbit whose stubbornness granted us 12 years of his company. May you and Bera be reunited in your next lives.








  
  Chapter one
Unforgiveable


An ageing floorboard creaked as Ada stepped closer to the small knife she’d hidden behind the shop’s counter. She’d never killed before, but her customer was coming dangerously close to discovering her secret. The man, whose name she didn’t care to remember, was an old friend of her father. He rolled a ruby pendant between his fingers and peered closer. Too close. Ada pushed out her extra sense and touched it to his chest, checking for any change in his pulse. Calm, for now. That sense was the only good thing to happen to her since the ash plague. A gift she alone possessed. 
“It’s richly coloured for a garnet,” the man said. Ada sensed his pulse quicken, but she couldn’t tell whether it was from excitement or suspicion.
With a smile fixed on her face, Ada set her hand on the knife’s hilt. “My former supplier tried to pass that garnet off as a ruby so he could charge more. Fortunately, I’m as honest as my father was.”
Ada hated invoking her father’s memory as part of a lie. He’d been a good man, and his reputation as a skilled jeweller had ensured both his daughters lived an easy life, before the ash fell. His legacy allowed Ada to remain unwed, and she would do whatever it took to keep the shop open. Even use her father’s name to sway customers.
The man set a weighty purse on the counter. “I believe this is a more accurate reflection of the piece’s value. The setting isn’t up to your father’s standards.”
Ada released the knife and peered into the purse. Barely two-thirds of what she’d asked. She would have to use guilt. “I was, after all, only seventeen when the ash plague took my family. But if this is all you can spend on your wife’s gift, I’ll have to accept.”
The man cleared his throat. “No price is too high for my Celia, even in these times.” He set some silvers beside the purse. Two more than Ada’s original offer.
“If she has need of more jewellery, do visit again.”
As the man left, Ada was genuine in her silent wish for him to escape the notice of thieves. The last thing she needed was anyone scrutinising that necklace. The man had been right to question if it was a garnet. She’d rather have sold it for its true worth, but she could hardly have admitted it was a ruby. Its former owner kept calling on any lady in possession of new jewellery, if the rumour mill was to be believed. Eavesdropping on servants at the market had never let Ada down before.
If only she’d done more than change the setting from gold to silver. She could have altered the cut or split the gem for earrings, then she might have got away with selling it as a ruby. Unfortunately, she’d been in a rush. She was running out of time to gather the coin she needed.
As if to rub that fact in, her landlord’s lackey approached the shop. Tomas shoved the door open, almost smashing its small panes as it crashed against a display stand. He strode in with his usual swagger, one hand on the hilt of his sword, the other grasping his belt buckle. Ada seethed at his presence, but she kept her hand far away from the hidden knife. Fighting him wouldn’t end well for her.
“What do you want?” Ada said.
“Saw your customer leave, didn’t I. Clutching his pocket. I assume you’ve made a sale.”
Ada scowled. “Only a garnet necklace.”
“Should be more than enough to cover what’s left of this week’s fee.”
Ada bristled. Her father’s lease on the shop and attached house had passed to her, with added clauses she’d had no power to fight. She was still paying off the damage looters had caused during the riots near two years ago.
“How many more instalments are there?” Ada asked, fully aware it was eight. She wanted to see if Tomas thought her a fool.
“Should be finished by the time the lease comes due. Two months, Ada. You better have the coin ready.”
“I’ll have it.” She tossed her customer’s coin purse at Tomas, aiming for his head. He snatched it from the air and weighed it in his hand before adding it to a large pouch hanging from his belt. The clink of coins betrayed that she wasn’t his first victim that day.
“Be sure you have it all. Don’t want to end up on the streets, do you.” He looked her up and down, eyes lingering on her flat chest. “At least you wouldn’t have to worry about your virtue.” He chuckled to himself as he left, as if he found himself remarkably clever. If he were, he’d have known the men who prowled dark alleys didn’t care what a woman looked like, only what she had beneath her skirts. Ada locked the door, which failed to shut out the chill Tomas had brought into her shop.
After packing away her few display items, Ada replaced them with cheap decoys. Without them, looters would ransack the entire building like they had during the riots. She’d rather deal with Tomas demanding payment for repairs than have looters find her secrets.
Going through to the house, Ada fetched three keys from their hiding places and went to the storage room where she slept. There, she shoved a box off the basement hatch and used each key in the trio of locks. After lighting the lanterns below, Ada shut the way behind her, eager to return to her most important work.
She plucked a pale sapphire necklace from a box of recent additions and got to work prying it from its setting, which had unusually long prongs. It didn’t take long to discover why. A great score marred the back of the sapphire. Ada tossed it onto the workbench and lifted her eyes to the ceiling. She’d hoped to pass it off as blue topaz, which wasn’t worth the time it would take to cut the sapphire into smaller gems. Damn the elite. They’d grown crafty with hiding their jewellery, but she never imagined they would damage their precious finery to catch her.
Despite the loss, that particular night’s work hadn’t been about the jewellery, though the pieces were a welcome bonus. Ada unrolled her sketch of the manor’s layout and studied her notes about the patrols of her true target – an identical manor higher up Haranor Hill. Her heart beat faster. It was time to take revenge against the man responsible for her life of crime.
Tamir Alzahar. Ada would never forget that name. His flowing signature adorned the contract shown to her by the owner of Felgen’s mine. A contract that superseded the one Ada should have inherited. She’d had no chance of arguing against it. Tamir was a wealthy merchant who spent much of his time in the capital, and his contract bore the seal of Asorea’s king.
Thanks to looting during the riots and losing the rights to the mine’s gems, Ada had run out of jewellery to sell, leaving her finances in ruin. Shadows curse Tamir for ruining the last thing she had of her family. Though she hadn’t faced their rooms since their deaths, she couldn’t bear to part with the house. All her memories of her sister were tied to that building. The two years left on the lease had seemed like plenty of time to raise funds to renew it. Yet working the fields paid a pittance, despite the extortionate cost of food, and she’d never had an interest in the tedious skills society expected women to have, like embroidery or dressmaking. Her options as a woman had been far too limited, and she would never marry. Not when she’d be expected to bear children.
Ada glanced at her father’s sword where it leaned beside the stairs. It was a tatty old thing, a relic of her father’s time as a travelling merchant. He’d forbidden Ada to train with weapons regardless of her interest. Even learning jewellery crafting from him had been like cutting a diamond with silk. Still, that sword had set her on the path to survival and revenge.
Ada traced a finger across her sketch of the manor, coming to a stop over the room most likely to be the private study. Her original plan to get inside as a guard had failed, yet she would succeed now. Months of planning would see to that. Tamir was in Felgen after a long absence. Finally, she would get her revenge, and hopefully the coin she needed for the lease.
Eager to get moving, Ada went to a chest by the back wall and dug out two packs. Inside were Ada’s two other identities – the foolish youth who longed to work as a mercenary, and the most wanted thief in Felgen. She stripped, bound her chest flatter, and dressed as the scrawny boy who looked barely of age – sixteen rather than Ada’s true nineteen years. Adam had yet to find work guarding the homes of Felgen’s elite, ruining her original plan to access Tamir’s home. But some real mercenaries had taken pity on Adam and trained him with a blade. The skills had proved a valuable defence for the thief, before her extra sense had emerged.
Bringing the other pack with her, Ada grabbed her father’s sword and left the basement, locking it behind her and hiding the keys. She strapped on the sword belt and donned an old leather coat she’d originally found with the sword. Worn though it was, it kept out autumn’s chill well enough. Adding a final touch, Ada pulled her light brown hair into a low tail, then shouldered her thieving pack and made for the high-walled rear garden.
At the back of the garden, past thriving weeds, Ada paused by the gate. She couldn’t risk anyone seeing her leave as Adam, and she didn’t trust the lack of noise coming from the alleyway. When she’d first turned to thievery, she’d almost been spotted by an old man sleeping behind some rotting crates. But that was before her strange ability had developed.
Eyes closed, Ada pushed her awareness out from herself. She’d first noticed the ability a year before, when she’d misjudged the oil levels in the basement lanterns. She’d reached out to find the wall, only to sense it first. It was a little like touch, because as her ability grew stronger, Ada began to feel the shape and texture of whatever her sense brushed against. Now, as she pushed that sense through the gate, she recognised it not only as wood but oak.
Ada spread her awareness along the alleyway, sensing a spark of life like a flame to the right. All living creatures carried one, but this flame was too small to belong to a human. Ada tossed a stone over the wall, and the creature fled. When nothing else stirred, she slipped out into the night, risking the quieter streets until she was beyond her neighbourhood.
It was a long walk from her home on the western side of Felgen to Haranor Hill in the east. Eventually, the hill’s silhouette blotted out the stars in the moonless sky. Rising from the ground like the fin on a fish’s back, the hill ended in a towering cliff on its western edge, overlooking Lake Kalantane. Such a beautiful view meant the wealthiest elites lived at the top, and Tamir Alzahar was the wealthiest of them all. He had to be if he could afford to move to Asorea by ship from Loka far to the west. Only a fool would make the journey by land. The Rin Empire was busy trying to swallow its neighbouring countries while chaos left by the ash plague still remained. The middle continent was no place for a wealthy traveller. Guards drew the wrong kind of attention, and Tamir’s manor was the most heavily guarded of all.
Haranor Hill was steep enough that the elite used carriages to reach the peak. Ada didn’t have that luxury. She would have to climb. Rather than take the main road, where she risked crossing paths with her clients, Ada made for a switchback path halfway along the hill’s northern side. Enough mercenaries used the path to warrant it having a checkpoint of its own, but Ada had no trouble getting through. She’d long ago learnt that friendly conversation could get you most things, as much as she found it tedious.
Out of sight of the checkpoint, Ada pushed through undergrowth to reach the sheer hillside and tied her thieving pack to a rope she’d disguised as a vine. Once it was secure, she continued up the path.
“Still trying to get a night shift?” a guard said as Ada approached the checkpoint. It was Jaxon, who’d snapped up her story that Adam was an orphan looking for work. It was hardly a lie, beyond the name.
“I may as well keep trying. Never know when someone’ll be off sick. Maybe then I can drop the backbreaking farm work.”
“You’ll have no work if you keel over from lack of sleep. I can talk to some mercenaries I know. Might let you take a shift for them.”
Curse his kind nature. The only mercenary work in town was guarding the rich, which didn’t pay enough to cover the lease renewal. “They’ve done enough already, training me and all. I won’t take their coin.”
“Fair enough. Good luck.”
Ada nodded farewell and braced herself for the climb. At the first switchback, she hauled up her pack, and from there on, she kept her extra sense spread to keep watch ahead and behind. She had a fair range, more than enough to give her time to toss her pack into the bushes. Fortunately, she met no one on the way up.
At the top of the hillside, Ada rested her burning legs before carrying on. A short way along the clifftop path, she entered a small copse that pressed against a garden wall. Towards the back was an abandoned badger sett, which Ada used to stash her gear. She sometimes left her thief pack there and went up to The First Ray to train or eavesdrop on mercenaries who drank at the tavern after their shifts. This night, however, she had all the information she needed.
Ada swapped her white shirt for a black one, her brown leather coat for a dark one with a hood, and her sword belt for one bearing twin butchers knives. She was strapping the ends of their makeshift sheathes to her thighs when torchlight flickered across the trees and stopped. A guard stood just beyond the treeline, staring in Ada’s direction.
Without pause, Ada dropped to the ground, letting her hood fall over her face as she shoved her father’s sword hilt-first into the badger sett. Not daring to look up, she focused on her extra sense. It reached the guard, but it was a stretch. She couldn’t make out more than his shape. Was he still looking at her? Shadows curse her for not covering the sword sooner. It wasn’t the first time it had given her away. Last time, a quick change of coats and shouting at a guard for interrupting her taking a piss had saved her. If this was the same guard, it wouldn’t work twice.
Ada barely breathed, fearing the slightest rustle of a leaf might draw the guard closer. Time flowed like tar. All Ada could tell from her extra sense was that the guard’s arms moved. Then, the sound of water on leaves reached her. When the stream eventually stopped, the guard moved on.
Once the torchlight faded, Ada added the rest of her mercenary gear to the badger sett and hurried on before the guard could return. Ada shook her hands, trying to ease her tension. Though it gave her a headache, she pushed her extra sense further and hid behind bushes the moment she sensed a human-sized life flame. As the guards passed, Ada studied their flames, still curious how everyone’s was subtly different. Most guards gave a sense of nettles or thorns. A few brought to her mind the sound of a blade running across a whetstone. She took more care around those guards.
The walk to the top of Haranor Hill seemed endless, making Ada glad she’d targeted homes nearer her cache while developing her skills. She’d been afraid during her first break-in, and guilt had churned into a storm that clouded her focus. The guilt had fled the moment Ada saw a kitchen full of food left to rot after a party. The fear remained until she’d realised she was good at this line of work, even before she’d gained her extra sense.
When Ada finally reached the rear wall of Tamir Alzahar’s garden, she sent her sense over it, unable to press it through stone the way she could wood. As she’d expected, there were several life flames – guards patrolling the most obvious entry point. Their routes hadn’t changed, which bolstered Ada’s confidence as she took a small road up the side of the property. The manor’s side of the road was clear of plants, while the town council had let bushes grow beside the wall around their grounds. The plants allowed Ada to hide from the road’s single guard, who often lifted his gaze to the stars. He only worked once a week, which was why Ada had chosen that night.
Passing the stargazing guard with ease, Ada quickly reached the manor’s goods gate. Beside it, a single metal pin jutted from the wall. One pin was all Ada needed. She pressed her back to the wall and sent her sense over to locate the two guards beyond, while her eyes watched for Stargazer. Everything hinged on their patrols aligning, which only happened a few times an hour.
Torchlight grew closer, marking Stargazer’s approach as the two guards beyond the wall passed each other. One went to check inside a shed past the goods gate, and the other disappeared around the corner of the manor. They would soon return. Ada set her boot on the metal pin and scaled the wall, grinning as she swung over the top.






  
  Chapter two
Kindred


Fallen leaves swallowed the thud as Ada landed within the manor grounds. She crouched beside the wall, eyes confirming what she’d sensed of the guards. Pleased her sense was as reliable as ever, she dashed to the manor through a scattering of trees and began her climb up a trellis. She kept her sense spread below to check for guards, leaving her eyes to pierce the darkness and guide her hands to the trellis between winding stems of wisteria. 
Hidden just shy of the window, Ada pushed some of her sense inside the room to check for life flames. There were none. She pulled a small knife from her boot and moved up to slip it between the window and the jamb. The latch refused to yield. Ada wiggled the knife. She wasn’t going to let months of planning go to waste.
Sensing the guards below approach, Ada hit the knife’s hilt with the palm of her other hand. The latch gave. She eased the window open and slipped inside, closing the way behind her a moment before the guards passed the trellis. That had been too close for Ada’s liking. But what lay before her was more than worth the risk.
Tamir Alzahar’s study. As much as Ada despised the man, she had to admit the display of his Lokan heritage was impressive. In place of paintings, tapestries adorned the walls, so brightly coloured many Asoreans would have considered them garish even before the ash plague drove them into poverty. Ada didn’t care what colour they were. All she saw were potential hiding places for documents Tamir didn’t want to see the light of day.
Before Ada dared move, she pushed her awareness through the study door. Six bright life flames waited outside, evenly spread and not moving. Six guards. Tamir must have left something incredibly valuable in the study.
Quiet as the leaves falling outside, Ada crept to the desk, deciding to check obvious places first. Most of the elite seemed to believe guards were enough to protect their belongings. Tamir clearly wasn’t amongst them. Gems lay scattered across the desk. Ada didn’t need her extra sense to tell her they were coloured glass. She left them untouched and checked the top drawer.
The drawer slid open, which didn’t bode well. Tamir would have locked away anything important. Ada leafed through the paperwork anyway, quickly reading each sheet. Many were letters inviting Tamir to dine. Apparently, the king’s pet Lokan was popular with the elite, even so far from the capital.
Beneath the pile, Ada found a leather-bound journal. Her pulse quickened. Perhaps Tamir had hidden a logbook in plain sight. Yet as she flicked through the pages, it took all her willpower not to toss the journal across the room. It was a diary, every entry a self-pitying recollection of Tamir’s life in Loka, painted with the grief of losing his husband and children. Did he think he was the only person who lost loved ones to the ash plague? In truth, near a third of Asorea’s population had died, the ash having fallen thickest there.
Ada tried to stop reading. Dredging up grief while trespassing was a stupid idea. And yet, morbid curiosity kept her eyes moving across the pages. She didn’t stop until she came to an entry that twisted in her gut like a knife, too much a reminder of how she’d cared for Elizabeth alone after the ash plague took their parents. Ada snapped the journal closed, but not before her traitorous eyes read Tamir’s belief that caring for his boys had prolonged their suffering.
So what if he’d experienced the same as she had with Elizabeth? It didn’t change the fact he stole her contract on the mine and left her to starve. She shoved the journal back into the drawer, refusing to feel an ounce of pity for him. She wouldn’t stop at finding something to ruin his reputation. She would steal enough to cover the chunk of coin she was missing for her lease. Losing her home after everything else was too much to bear.
Ada set her hand on the desk to help her focus on sending her sense through the wood. The remaining drawers were empty, and she found no hidden compartments like on the desks of other wealthy men. Clearly Tamir wanted to make her life more difficult. She put her hand on the wooden panelling to sense behind the tapestries, yet no hollows hid there.
Gritting her teeth, Ada stared at a woven rug covered in bright bolts of lightning. Surely not. She pulled the rug aside and spotted a floorboard not flush with the others. She should have pushed her sense through the fabric the moment she arrived. Expecting another decoy, Ada pried up the loose board. The large space below held only a small purse containing as much silver as Tomas had taken earlier. It was enough for a few weeks of food, which would satisfy most thieves. But Ada wasn’t like most thieves.
As Ada set the rug back as it had been, part of her mind nagged at her, reminding her it was foolish to keep searching. She’d stayed too long already, and dawn was fast approaching. Except, now that she was there, she couldn’t let go. One purse of silver wasn’t enough to hurt Tamir.
Ada checked every bookshelf and box for hidden documents or coin. She even checked the chairs. There was nothing. Perhaps the guards were another trick to focus a thief on the study instead of Tamir’s bedroom. He was a fool if he kept anything valuable where he slept. People had been murdered in their beds during the riots, all to find enough coin for a loaf of bread. The food supply hadn’t fully recovered. Only those the ash touched had fallen victim to the plague, disproportionately affecting the working class. Few survived, so there simply weren’t enough people to work the fields. Most of the elite had escaped the ash, keeping indoors as they did, and they were hardly going to give up their comfort to help the common folk. Desperation still drove people to attack others for coin.
As the sky outside began to turn grey, Ada decided to put the silver back and return another night to check other rooms. She was straightening the rug when the mantel caught her eye. Something felt off about the shadowy firebox. The elite had enough wealth that they could waste it on fuelling fires to stave off autumn’s chill, so why was there no ash? No scent of smoke lingered in the room either. She ran a finger across the firebox, and not a spec of soot came away. Tamir hadn’t lit a fire there all season.
Butterflies fluttered around Ada’s stomach as she ran her hands along the mantel’s leafy vine pattern. It was made of marble, so she couldn’t use her sense to check for hidden compartments, and she found no seams or buttons to press. She ducked into the firebox, but there was nothing at the back either. What an idiot she was to get her hopes up. Hand on the lip of the opening, Ada eased her way out. She stopped halfway. Her fingers had slipped too far into the back of the fireplace surround.
Ada rushed back into the firebox and reached into the hollowed-out marble, grinning as she found a small chest. She set it on the hearth and broke the lock with her knife, all too aware she was racing the sun. There were no documents inside. Ada didn’t care. The chest contained so much gold she might have wept. There was enough to renew her lease and for her to live comfortably for a year or frugally for many more. She might even be able to buy gems from a legitimate source.
Ada untied a large pouch from her belt and eased the coins in, careful not to let them clink loudly enough to reach the guards through the study’s thick door. When she reached in to scoop out the last coins, her breath caught. The chest had a false bottom. She didn’t recognise the small pieces of material she sensed in the secret compartment, but they were shaped like gems. Perhaps they came from Loka, too rare in Asorea for her to have sensed before. Selling them would be risky, yet if Tamir had gone to such lengths to hide them, losing them would hurt him. Ada lifted the false bottom with her knife.
Inside the hollow, barely visible in the light creeping through the window, lay gems akin to poorly cut emeralds, some of their facets rough and unpolished. Except to Ada’s extra sense, they were nothing like emeralds. She picked one up to get a better look. The moment she touched it, something tugged on her extra sense, as if the gem tried to draw her focus. She leaned into the feeling, and her sense slipped beneath the surface where something reached back, urging her to–
“Morning, Syd Alzahar,” said a voice outside the door.
Time had run out. Unable to cover her tracks, Ada stuffed as many of the strange gems into her pouch as would fit, tied it to her belt, and crept across the room, pulling her hood low. She was halfway to the window when the door’s lock snicked open.
Something crossed the room and wrapped around Ada, like the touch of a breeze. But it wasn’t Ada’s skin that felt it. It was her extra sense. A sense she’d thought she alone possessed. Yet someone else used the same now to examine her. The door crashed open.
“Who in Storm’s name are you?” a dark-skinned man said, his accent thick with rich Lokan tones. Tamir.
Ada’s hands edged towards the long knives at her waist. The six guards at Tamir’s back made her reconsider resorting to violence. She ran for the window and was halfway down the trellis by the time several sets of heavy thuds rushed across the study. Worried she was about to fall foul of a throwing knife, Ada glanced up, keeping her face in the shadow of her hood. The man staring down at her was Tamir himself.
Tamir was younger than Ada had expected, probably in his thirties. His dark eyes narrowed, then that breeze that wasn’t a breeze wrapped around Ada again. Unnerved by the touch, she hurried down the trellis and made for the wall, dodging around one of the guards on patrol.
“Stop,” Tamir called. “I need to know who you are.”
Did he think thieves would turn around and reveal their identity simply because he asked? The absurdity of his question scared Ada more than the two guards sprinting after her.
At the wall, Ada pulled herself into a tree and dropped down on the other side. The wall cut off Tamir’s extra sense, and Ada could finally breathe easy as she fled along the road, passing Stargazer with ease.
Ada’s mind raced. Tamir had the same ability as her. Would he know where it came from or how else to use it? But she could never let him know who she was. He was wealthy, and she was the scum of Felgen, one of the poor folk turned feral. Lying low might not be enough this time. As the pouch bounced against her leg, she had a horrible feeling that whatever the gems were, Tamir Alzahar would do everything in his power to get them back.






  
  Chapter three
Mask Upon Mask


The First Ray was as rowdy as ever when Ada arrived. She hadn’t returned home after changing into her mercenary gear, choosing instead to stash the gold and head uphill with one of the silver coins she kept in the badger sett for emergencies. If Tamir had raised the alarm, Felgen would be swarming with guards, but no one had seen her face. The safest place was with mercenaries who knew her. Or rather, knew Adam. 
Though it wasn’t long past dawn, the tavern was full. Another woman Ada’s age might have found all the muscular young men captivating, but the urges Ada had felt around the time she’d come of age vanished after the ash plague. Sex led to children, and Ada never wanted to lose a child the way…
She shook her head and held the silver coin high. “Drinks are on me, you curs.”
A cheer went up, and a hulking man named Logan caught Ada in a headlock, while his pal Ralph plucked the coin from her hand. “You didn’t think all that advice were free, did you?” He laughed and released her, then raised his voice. “Young Adam’s finally earnt a silver. You, wench, get him mead and a meal. Night shifts are hell.”
Ada yawned to stop herself scowling at Logan for calling the barmaid a wench. Even after all the time she’d spent in the tavern, it still irritated her. As did the way Logan rested his arm on her head. It was his way of teasing her about her height. Were she really a sixteen-year-old lad, people would consider her short. For a woman, she was average.
As it turned out, Logan and Ralph had come off a night shift too. Ada ate and drank with them the entire morning, but at midday, she claimed she needed to go home and sleep. It wasn’t a lie, and no one from Tamir’s estate had found her. It seemed a safe time to leave.
On her way back down the hill, Ada returned to her cache and added the pouch of coins and gems to her thieving pack before heading for the wending cliff path. Again, she tied her pack to the fake vine and lowered it to the ground before continuing. She stopped at the checkpoint, surprised to find Jaxon was still there.
“Working a double?” Ada asked.
“No one’s allowed to change shifts. Haven’t you heard the news?”
“Bit busy celebrating my first pay as a mercenary.”
Jaxon grinned and clapped her on the shoulder. “I knew someone would see your worth. And there’ll be plenty more work after tonight. Someone robbed the Lokan’s place.”
Ada forced her brows up. “Hasn’t he got more guards than anyone? Who could get past them?”
“Probably someone from Elbamir. Far more wealth to guard up there, and they must think Felgen is easy pickings.”
Ada hoped that rumour would spread. “Any description? I can keep an eye out. Might catch the bastard too if there’s a reward.”
Jaxon’s expression turned serious. “Best you stay away from him. The Lokan’s set a high price on the thief’s head, and I hear he had knives instead of a sword. More like an assassin.”
“Knives? Gods, is he a butcher?” The knives had indeed once belonged to a butcher. Ada had acquired them while searching for scraps of meat after the riots. A shudder passed over her at the memory of finding the butcher’s corpse.
After assuring Jaxon she’d keep his advice in mind, Ada nodded a polite farewell and made for home. As usual after a theft, she skirted around the market district. It was a target for thieves, so Felgen’s duke kept it full of soldiers. Passing through it wasn’t worth the risk. She didn’t want to deal with all the smells from food stalls either.
Ada returned to the house by the back garden and hurried through the kitchen door. Safely inside, she let out a sigh of satisfaction. She’d done it. She’d really done it. Tamir had looked almost anguished when he’d stared down from the window. Whatever she’d taken was clearly worth a lot to him. Finally, she’d got her revenge.
So why did she feel hollow? She had a pouch of gold in her pack, enough to keep her home and return to the right side of the law. And yet, no swell of joy filled her chest. All she felt was the dark hole that had devoured every scrap of happiness since she watched her sister slowly succumb to the ash plague.
Shoving the numbness down, Ada headed for her room. In the hallway, she stopped and glanced at the stairs. A thick layer of dust coated each step. How long was it since she’d gone up them? After Elizabeth died in the room they’d shared, Ada hadn’t been able to sleep there. She’d slept on the floor at the foot of her parents’ bed for a time, but after turning to a life of crime, she couldn’t face the memory of them. Instead, she slept on a makeshift bed in the storage room.
After changing back into women’s clothes, Ada stashed her bulging pouch in the basement, fetched some jewellery, and went to open the shop. She only worked there in the afternoons, and not because of her second line of work. Customers were rare. Since the ash fell, few people could afford more than life’s basics. At least that meant she could rest her head on the counter and doze. It wasn’t as if she needed to make a sale today. As she expected, no one came. Not until it was time to close.
Ada tensed when she sensed Tomas’s life flame outside the door. Brute though he was, he never came more than once a day. She rushed to lock the door. Her fingers reached the key in the same moment he shoved the door open, sending her reeling backwards.
“Landlord’s sent word,” Tomas said, taking a few strides towards Ada. “Seems there’s need for more guards up on Haranor, and he needs to pay for that somehow. Lease will cost double.”
“Double? Where does he think I’ll get that kind of coin?”
Tomas shrugged. “Jewellery costs a pretty copper. I’m sure you’ll manage.”
“I barely managed to save the original amount. Two months isn’t enough time to double it.” The gold she’d stolen from Tamir wouldn’t cover the increase.
Tomas stepped closer. “Perhaps I can convince him to extend your deadline. For a few favours.”
“I refuse to owe you anything.” Ada backed away.
Tomas took one thudding step towards her after another until the counter pressed against her back. He stopped barely an inch from her, and his putrid breath washed over her. “If you weren’t so damn scrawny, I’d take payment in a good roll. But you look too much like a boy for me.” He leaned closer and sniffed. “Smell like a woman though.” He lowered his head and reached an arm around her, then backed away with a necklace in his hand. “This will be a fine gift for a real woman. I’ll be back when I need another.”
Ada held herself still as Tomas left. Of all her reasons to dress as a man, people like him were the biggest. If a brute like him decided to take something from her, she could do little to stop him. Not as Ada Renwick, who carried no weapon. Well, except for the knife in her boot. But if she harmed Tomas or complained to her landlord, she’d find herself on the street.
Once Ada was certain Tomas wouldn’t return, she stashed the good jewellery in the basement and went in search of a hot meal. She forced herself to eat one good meal a day now she could afford to, despite rarely having an appetite. A thief needed to be in good condition.
After eavesdropping on gossips at the market, Ada bought a steaming fish pastry and ate on her way home. Word had spread fast about her latest break-in, all descriptions claiming she was a young man. Regardless of the good news, her stomach complained before she’d eaten half of the pastry. She finished it anyway. Wasting food was unforgivable.
In the storeroom, Ada stripped off her boots and kirtle and threw herself into her makeshift bed. She quickly got up again and ran across the room to a bucket. The vomiting didn’t stop until her stomach was empty. It always happened when she ate at home but rarely when arriving home with a food in her belly. Not of late.
Reading Tamir’s bloody journal had dredged up memories of Elizabeth. Their father had died of the ash plague first, then their mother, leaving Ada to care for Elizabeth. She’d been ten years younger than Ada, just seven when the ash fell. Ada had cared for her as best she could, even force fed her to keep her body nourished. Elizabeth had sicked everything up. The sour stench of bile had permeated the house, and Ada could still smell it any time she tried to eat there.
After rinsing her mouth out and cleaning the bucket, Ada returned to bed. She bundled herself in the bedding, refusing to spend coin on coal for the bed warmer so early in the year. When she eventually warmed up, she still couldn’t sleep. Her extra sense kept drifting to the basement.
Too curious about what she’d stolen to sleep, Ada fetched a single gem from the basement and returned to her bed to study it. The gem had an irregular cut, and a few facets were rough and dull. The strangest thing was that it hadn’t grown cold in the basement. It was the same temperature as her skin.
As Ada focused on the gem, she again felt as though she could reach into a space beyond the facets. But it wasn’t an empty void. Something was there, like a pool she could slip into. Whatever was in that pool enticed her to reach for it. She closed her eyes and focused on it. Her extra sense slipped inside and–
A cold chill crept down Ada’s neck as a draught reached her. She wedged a blanket under the door, and this time when she returned to bed, sleep found her before she could think to search for the gem amongst her bedding.






  
  Chapter four
Temptation


Ada woke long before dawn, her eyes bleary and her body heavy, but sleep had abandoned her. Sitting up, she realised she clutched the strange gem. She was sure she hadn’t held it as she’d fallen asleep, yet it felt so right in her hand, she didn’t want to set it down. That unnerved her. Tamir would never stop trying to recover something so unique. 
Felgen was no longer safe, which left two options. Abandon the gems somewhere Tamir would find them, or keep them and use the gold to start a new life in Elbamir. The former seemed the obvious choice, except the gem still tugged at her extra sense. Whatever it was, it responded to the ability she’d developed a year after the ash plague. Ada couldn’t deny that Tamir had the same ability. If he’d had all those gems, perhaps he knew why he and Ada had changed. A huge part of her longed to know. No, not longed. Demanded.
Prying the gem from her hand, Ada tucked it beneath her pillow and changed into her mercenary gear. As she put a single gold coin in her boot, she forced all thoughts of Tamir and his strange gems from her mind. No matter how much she wanted answers, she couldn’t risk going near him. He’d wrapped his extra sense around her long enough that he might recognise her life flame no matter her disguise. She would leave for Elbamir. But first, she needed to find out what the situation was there.
In the grey light before true dawn, Ada walked the quietest streets, eating an apple she’d hidden for emergencies. The pouch of gold meant she wouldn’t have to worry about affording food for a long time, unless leases in Elbamir were even more extortionate. Either way, she would have to exchange some gold for silver. Travelling to Elbamir as a woman would invite trouble, and a novice mercenary was hardly going to earn gold.
Ada was lost in her plans when she arrived at The First Ray and stumbled into Logan.
“You all right lad?” he said. “Ah, I’ve seen that look on many a face. You’ve got coin on your mind.”
Ada considered bolting for the door. “What do you mean?”
“I imagine you regret spending that silver yesterday. Don’t fret. Plenty of work now a thief managed to steal from the Lokan. All the elite are doubling their guard.”
Ralph sauntered over and clasped Logan’s shoulder. “Got us work for the rest of the day. Sorry lad, they only wanted two.”
“Take this,” Logan said, handing Ada a silver. “You look like you need something warm in your belly.” He gave Ada a firm pat on the back and followed Ralph out.
Part of Ada regretted never thanking them for all their help. They’d trained her without payment and treated her kindly, but she wouldn’t let herself miss them. She had no need of bonds that could hurt her.
Ada bought a bowl of meatless stew and a cheap bottle of mead, pocketing the coppers with a mind to ignore them. Having sicked up her last meal, she couldn’t help wolfing down the stew. She nursed the mead, however, wanting to keep a clear head so she could focus on conversations around her.
Despite the chaos she’d caused by stealing from Tamir, the life of elites continued as normal. One group of mercenaries discussed the job they were taking that evening – a grand party all the elite would attend. Including Tamir. With him out for the evening, his personal guard would be gone too. If she could get to his bedroom, perhaps she could find more journals. Ones that might explain her ability.
Ada shook her head. Her thieving gear was at home. More than that, returning was all risk with no guarantee of a reward. Her goal was to get information about Elbamir. She bought another bottle of mead, but in trying not to think about Tamir’s manor, she drank too fast and had to buy another so she wouldn’t be kicked out. An hour after the group of mercenaries left to work the party, Ada snatched up an abandoned cloak and headed down the main road.
It was dark when Ada reached Tamir’s manor, where a carriage waited at the main entrance. Ada put on the cloak, pulling the hood low, and ducked into the shadow of a bush. A minute later, a black man in bright clothes climbed into the carriage. Darkness obscured his face, but he had to be Tamir. The clothes reminded her of his wall hangings.
After the carriage pulled away, Ada pushed back her hood and strode along the side road, nodding her greeting to the patrolling guards. Tonight, she was just another mercenary returning home. Every chance she got, she sent her sense over the wall, but the manor grounds were swarming with guards. She made it the entire length of the road without finding a gap where she could enter.
Turning down the clifftop path, Ada had to admit she was being reckless, even by her standards. She strode along the path, determined to go home and pack. Her extra sense was over the wall before she could stop herself. She scoffed. That section of wall had always had the most guards. And yet, something was off.
Ada paused and focused fully on what lay beyond the wall. Where two guards had always patrolled, there was now one. Taking her time, Ada checked the rest of the way along the wall. Half of the guards were gone, likely relocated to the side of the house where she’d entered before. Ada grinned and went back the way she’d come.
Halfway to the side road was a group of large shrubs with enough space for Ada to squeeze behind. To her delight, the wall’s mortar had crumbled in places there, leaving gaps for her hands and feet. She climbed until she was just hidden beneath the tops of the shrubs, then closed her eyes and focused on her extra sense. She could spread it out like a net if she wanted, though that made everything lose clarity. Instead, she moved her extra sense about the grounds as she might a hand, exploring everything that wasn’t a well-manicured lawn.
Five guards patrolled further in, and one was nearby, following a line of densely packed plants that were tall and thin like reeds. They didn’t feel like the reeds growing on the shore of Lake Kalantane, and they were planted neatly on three sides of a rectangle, the fourth being the wall. In the middle of the longest side, opposite where Ada clung to the wall, was a gap. The area was laid out like an enclosed side garden, except she sensed no plants within. If she hid inside, she’d be able to sense further into the manor grounds.
Focused on the guard, Ada readied herself. Once they passed the gap, Ada pulled herself up and dropped onto a bench on the other side. She swore under her breath. The area was filled not with grass or soil but sand. It might have been easy to hide her footprints, except someone had made whorls and lines in the sand with a rake. How fortunate someone had added stones here and there, which were just large enough for her to step on.
The guard reached the wall and turned back along the bright green reed-like plants. Ada needed to leave. She stepped onto a stone instead, balancing on one foot. The guard turned the corner as Ada hopped to the next stone. Not trying to balance, she went straight to the next stone, then the next. The guard was almost at the gap. Ada leapt onto the last stone.
The stone tipped, throwing Ada off-balance. Swinging her arms did nothing, and she careened forwards, jumping onto a narrow strip of soil beyond the sand. The plant border rustled as she knocked into it.
The guard paused at the gap. If they stepped in, Ada had nowhere to hide. She twisted, ready to spring towards the wall. But the guard moved on, and Ada’s head spun with relief, or mead. She should have turned around the moment she saw the sand. Now that she’d come so far, she might as well watch and sense the guards to see if their patrols left a clear path to the manor.
Unable to see through the thick border, Ada eased the plants apart an inch, surprised at how flexible they were. The manor was further from the wall than where she’d entered before, well beyond the range of her extra sense, and an orangery blocked most of her view. Its walls were mostly glass, and inside, twisted clumps of thick vines climbed up ropes, from which hung lit lanterns. All she could make out past them was a cluster of furniture – a lounging chair, a desk, and a bookshelf. Her sense passed through the glass with ease, and she checked if any guards hid behind the plants or furniture. She sensed no life flames.
Ada heard the orangery door open, which was beyond her ability’s range. She took one look at the man who entered and withdrew her extra sense, wrapping it tight about herself. Although she’d only seen his face in the grey light of dawn before, there could be no doubt this man was Tamir Alzahar. Had he returned early, or had the carriage been another damn decoy? Fleeing would be wise, yet Ada wanted to know more about the person who shared her talent.
The dark skin of Tamir’s face was smooth and he’d had a husband and young children, so Ada was probably right about him being in his thirties. He had a short beard, neatly clipped to a point at his chin, and his black hair was braided in thin rows that zigzagged across his head like lightning. They trailed down to his shoulder blades, some of them decorated with golden cuffs.
Tamir’s clothes were quite a shock. They were brighter than his decoy’s, and though Ada had read that Lokan men wore robes, she’d assumed they were ceremonial. In Asorea, only the religious men of the Order of the Six wore robes. Tamir wore an orange one as bright as marigolds, which came down to his knees, and beneath it were loose trousers of the same colour. Covering some of the orange was a black coat designed to hang open at the front, which reached Tamir’s ankles. It was heavily embroidered with the same orange, forming clouds down the opening and lightning bolts at the cuffs. Tamir must have worshipped Storm, one of the Lokan gods of nature.
After taking his time to choose a book, Tamir went to the sofa and leaned against the sloped side, resting one leg on the cushions. Even his shoes were brightly coloured, matching his clothes with added hints of blue. Ada had never seen a man with footwear made of anything except leather, and the slippers rich ladies wore were silk. Tamir’s shoes were woven.
Her head full of mead, Ada edged her extra sense towards Tamir. She was a little beyond the glass when a strange sensation came over her. She could sense something beyond the edge of her ability, like reaching forwards in the dark and knowing her hand was about to touch something. Ada tugged her sense back, holding it close to herself. Tamir hadn’t simply been sitting there reading. He’d had his own sense alert around him. Ada’s pulse quickened.
Tamir glanced up from his book, right towards the sand garden. Then his sense was there, stopping an inch beyond the garden’s border. Even with her sense tight about herself, Ada could feel his beyond hers. She knew from their previous encounter he could reach further. Had he stopped because he’d felt her sense beyond his?
Ada’s heart thudded once, twice. Tamir lifted a hand for a servant. As he spoke to them, Ada readied to spring away at the first sign of guards approaching. Whatever Tamir said, he went back to reading, and no guards rushed across the garden. He hadn’t sensed her after all.
As Ada continued to watch Tamir, a plan sprang into her mind. She wanted knowledge, and he wanted the gems. Being the businessman he was, he might be willing to make an exchange. She watched him for a few more minutes, then made her way back across the stones and scaled the wall. Dropping behind the shrubs, she wondered how to make the exchange without being captured or identified. It was doable, but she couldn’t rush into it.
Ada stepped out from the shrubs and almost impaled her throat on the tip of a spear. She threw herself back against the wall, but the spear moved with her. Not seeing the spearman in the night’s shadows was forgivable, given he was dark-skinned and wore midnight blue robes. Not sensing him was beyond careless. She’d been caught up in her plan and forgotten she still had her sense wrapped tightly about herself.
Ada patted the spear’s shaft and swayed a little, letting her eyelids droop. “Can’t a man take a piss in peace?”
Someone dropped from the wall beside her. “I didn’t realise women relieved themselves against walls in Asorea.” It was Tamir, who moved to stand beside the spearman.
“Woman?” Ada said, drawing the word out into a slur. “Pull this thing back, would you? I’ve no idea how to use my sword. Swear it.”
The spearman laughed. “Tell me something I didn’t know. Even in moonlight, it’s obvious you don’t have the muscle of a swordsman. Enough for knives though, yes?”
Ada crossed her arms and planted her feet wide, the way she’d seen overconfident men do. Leaning in to acting drunk, she swayed forwards to test the spearman’s resolve. She had to jerk back to avoid stabbing herself on the unmoving spear.
“Set it down,” Tamir said. “She won’t outrun you.” He ran his eyes up and down Ada, but not in the hungry way of men. He was studying her, taking in every part, and it made her shudder. Then, his extra sense swirled around her. Ada tried not to react, holding her own sense so close it was like a second skin. Tamir’s brow furrowed.
“You’re a strange one,” he said.
“My thanks for the compliment,” Ada said. “You, on the other hand, are like every other wealthy man I’ve had the misfortune of meeting.”
“You realise I could have my man impale you at any moment.”
“Like I said, you’re the same as everyone else with too much coin.”
“And you are like every other thief. But those gems weren’t like others. Return what you took, and I won’t hand you over to the guards. Several of my neighbours are keen to meet you.”
Ada clenched her fists, knowing what she’d face as soon as the prison guards realised she was a woman. Corruption was a plague of its own, and Ada would rather the spearman ran her through than turn her in. If Tamir was threatening her with such a heinous fate, what would he do if she admitted to her abilities? They were akin to magic, and while he was wealthy enough to escape punishment for such heresy, she would be put to death if the Order of the Six learnt about her. She was an idiot to consider trading the gems for knowledge. It would have got her killed.
“Whatever you think I have, I don’t,” Ada said. “I’m just a mercenary.”
“A mercenary who can’t wield a sword? You mistake me for a fool.”
“I have my uses. I could help you get back what was taken. Gems, was it?”
The corner of Tamir’s mouth curved up a fraction. “Are you curious about them? You won’t be able to sell them to a jeweller, although I think you already knew that.”
“Sounds like they hold other value to you. The thief could ransom them back for a small fortune.”
“You could, and I’d pay it.”
Ada had to stop her mouth falling open. What kind of idiot would tell a thief he’d pay for what they stole when he already had the advantage? A cunning idiot. Ada didn’t believe a word he said. He’d do whatever it took to get those gems back, and she was only alive because he didn’t know where she lived.
“Look, thief,” Tamir continued. “I understand the years since the plague have been hard on some. I won’t judge you for the path you’ve chosen after weathering this disaster so young.”
“How could anyone as wealthy as you understand what the rest of us went through? Do you have any idea how expensive food is? Fine, yes, I steal so I can eat. But don’t you dare claim to care. I’d have been fine if you hadn’t stolen–” She caught herself before she mentioned the mine, but the pity in Tamir’s eyes told her she’d already said too much.
“So that was it,” Tamir said. “For the greater good, I took over contracts on Felgen’s mine. However, I gave orders regarding compensation. Did your father not receive his?”
“My father is dead, you cur.” Ada blinked away angry tears. She wouldn’t let someone like him see her cry.
Tamir waved a hand to the spearman, who backed away. “Go, child. I will
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