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      Five soldiers stand guard around the wagon.

      I watch them from the alcove of the masonry shop entrance, forming my plan. One fellow’s nearly dead asleep on his feet, jerking awake every few seconds when he starts to nod off. Two are arguing over who won the last training exercise they competed in, while another seems more concerned with watching the stars than the streets.

      Only the fifth member peers alertly down the block, squinting into the inky night whenever he hears something suspicious.

      I’ll have to take him out first.

      Two night-lamps illuminate my targets perfectly. Their fluttering flames splash shadows onto the group whenever a gust of wind passes through, the burst of movement reminding me of dirty, thrown-out laundry water as it splatters random bits of darkness over their gleaming, metal uniforms.

      The breeze works against me, though. Its chilly fingers cut through my cowl as if I’m not even wearing one. I had to go with the half cloak tonight so my arms and legs would be free for running—or fighting; whatever the case may be—and all the thin material does is hide my face and shoulders. It’s not ideal, but I’ll make do.

      My muscles bunch as I prepare to move. But just as I’m about to launch myself forward with my fingers wrapping around both sheathed hip daggers, a cacophony of yelling erupts from behind me.

      All five guards pull their swords, their attention immediately diverted in my direction. I duck backward, pressing my spine flush against the masonry’s stone wall.

      Mortar crumbles away, raining around me, and I grimace. But thankfully, it’s not as noisy as the inebriated louts who’re approaching. From the path they’re taking, they must’ve just left the tavern and are now heading toward the brothel. Two of them stumble into view.

      Arms wrapped around each other, the pair press their heads together and sway tipsily as they belt out—I squint and tip my head to hear the slurring words better. But is that… The Janek Vow of Fealty?

      
        
        
        Timoth the Great, Timoth the First,

        Created Granheim, and then he burst

        From his own land to steal away brides

        And plant his descendants, he thus confides.

        Ten fair wives bore ten fair young

        Who formed the Ten Tribes of which it is sung:

        Vahine, the island to guard our dear sea.

        Himari, the cold, and Bronwen, the free.

        Anubis of heat and magic of old.

        And Freya, the warrior, mighty and bold.

        Sharma for sunshine, Kalliope for rain.

        Emilio keeps history and Caihong the slain,

        But Janek was first and rules them all.

        We are of Janek; to him we stand tall.

        Janek the Noble, Janek the Fine.

        United, we link all of Granheim.

        Despite how we act or where we may roam,

        Our honor’s to Janek, this land we call home.

      

      

      

      Snorting under my breath, I shake my head at their odd choice of ditties, and my lips quirk up at the corners as they pass right by where I’m hiding, close enough that I can swing out my boot and trip them if I so choose.

      I do not.

      Instead, I use their happy little reverie as a handy distraction. Creeping out of the alcove, I keep to the shadows and slink right past everyone.

      All five guards have descended on the drunks, abandoning the wagon and commanding them to halt. Three soldiers hold them at swordpoint. One searches them for weapons. And the last peppers them with questions, demanding to know what they’re doing here at this time of night.

      Before my unknowing accomplices can even remember their own names to answer the guards, I’ve made my way to the side of the wagon.

      A tarp covers the top, concealing the contents inside, while enough rope to hog-tie the entire kingdom secures it in place. I gnash my teeth, annoyed by the extra work, even as my fingers fly, loosening knot after knot. After knot.

      Thankfully, the drunkards are a talkative pair. “What’s all the fuss about? We ain’t done nothing wrong.”

      I get enough bindings unfastened to silently ease the canvas off one corner while they’re explaining to the guards that they’re merely attempting to make their way to Bogami’s. Just as I suspected.

      “Don’t you two idiots know there’s a curfew out tonight?” the chief guard demands.

      Scratching his head in confusion, one of the drunks turns to his friend. “There is?”

      While his buddy shrugs, the guard snaps, “Yes! There is. No treading on the market square after dark.”

      “Well, why not?”

      Because they wanted to keep this safe. My breath catches as I peer into the wagon. Moonlight from above glints across the surface of one of the many, many swords before me, making the metal shimmer with a taunting kind of wave.

      I shake my head in disbelief. This is a lot of damn blades. There are easily hundreds, maybe thousands. Enough to supply an entire army. And… Tonight’s job just grew three times more perilous. Something that would’ve been nice to know before I’d accepted it.

      “Because the prince commands it,” the guard is snapping at the drunks, which reminds me I need to hurry.

      I glance their way as I pull my light wand from my pocket. Honestly, I have no idea what the stick is actually called, but it produces enough power that I’ve dubbed it my light wand. The strange thing’s saved my life on more than one occasion; it needed to be called something. It probably deserves a proper name. Maybe Natasha. Or Talia. Something fierce and beautiful. But I can’t seem to settle on the perfect one yet, so for now, it’s just the light wand.

      Extending Wandy—ugh, no, definitely not Wandy—I lift my other hand, palm up, because that seems to help direct the magic it contains, and I close my eyes, concentrating on what I want the swords to do.

      A crackling sensation rushes through my arms. My ears ring, and my nose burns as fullness crowds my skull. Then my fingertips tingle and grow warm, letting me know it’s working. Suddenly, a jolt passes through my chest, knocking my balance askew.

      I shift a step to the side to catch myself and open my lashes. A metallic tang fills my mouth, and I push the back of my hand across the top of my lip, smearing blood as it drips from my nose. Shaking my head to clear the dizziness, I grip the sideboard and rise onto my toes to peer at the wooden floorboards.

      The swords lie in a pile at the bottom of the wagon bed, less than a tenth of the size they were moments before.

      Pocketing the light wand, I pull a kerchief free and snap it open before straining my arm to reach down—and I mean, really straining because I’m way too short for this portion of the mission. I swallow the miniature pile with my cloth-covered palm, and once I have a handful, I jerk the tiny blades up and tuck them into the depths of my cloak.

      I’m just peeking back into the wagon to make sure I didn’t miss any when a voice booms, “Hey! You there.”

      My head snaps up. Busted.

      The two drunks are toddling off in the direction of the brothel, released from their interrogation, and the five guards now stare at me, their swords lifted to full attention.

      I freeze, my boots still perched on their tiptoes.

      “Get away from that wagon, boy.”

      Boy? Glad my hood’s up, and they have no clue who I really am, I drop back onto my heels and slowly inch in reverse.

      “Why?” I ask, pitching my voice low to match the whole boy persona they’ve created for me. “What’s supposed to be in there?”

      “Never you mind. Come here,” the main guard demands. “What’re you doing out after curfew?”

      Instead of dutifully loping forward, I slink another step back. “Curfew? What’s a curfew?”

      One of the guards spits his disgust onto the cobblestones and mutters, “Filthy street rat. Get him.”

      I dart in one direction, but a guard leaps into my path. So I zigzag the other way, only for another to flank my other side. And that’s where I jar to a halt, surrounded.

      “Easy there,” I caution, drawing my daggers from each hip holster. “I don’t want no trouble.”

      The men on either side of me snarl but wisely keep their distance, while another strolls forward unconcerned. “Oh, you’ve got trouble,” he reports. “What’re you doing, snooping around these parts?”

      I shrug, trying to keep track of the last two uniforms and gnashing my teeth in frustration as one leaves my field of vision. He’s probably creeping in from behind. “Just curious as to what’s so important it takes five armed soldiers to protect.”

      The guard in front of me opens his mouth to answer, but the last soldier who’s moved to the wagon says, “Sergeant,” in a high, panicked voice. “Sergeant, they’re gone. They’re all gone.”

      The sergeant glances over, confused. “What?”

      I take that moment to strike, jabbing my blade at the hand of the guard on my right—the stargazer—and forcing him to drop his sword. He shrieks in pain and grabs his wounded appendage as I rush past him down the block.

      “That boy’s stolen the swords,” I hear the sergeant roar. “Catch him.”

      Their boots cause a racket as they scramble after me. Clearly loyal to the crown, the full moon follows me doggedly, revealing my every move to my pursuers as I whip around the corner of the guardhouse.

      They’re faster on foot and larger than me. It doesn’t take long for the first one to catch up. I can feel in my bones that he’s about to leap and tackle me, so I pull up short, shifting to the side, and I duck my head low.

      He sails past with a curse because he can’t stop his momentum. I help him along by springing up to plant the flat of my boot on his backside and give him an added push that causes him to go sprawling face-first to the ground.

      With no time to celebrate that victory, I whirl with a gasp and draw up my daggers, crossing them in front of my face just as a sword swings toward me. My second attacker’s blade gets caught between the two of mine, and I take that moment to kick forward, nailing him right between the legs.

      He drops with a howl of agony just as a third reaches me. I parry, ducking and dancing out of his reach with every swing he delivers. Oxygen chugs from my lungs, and my arms burn. I’m quickly running out of energy. But I keep going, blocking his attack, and getting in a swipe every few seconds to slice open an annoying cut on his arm.

      I manage to nick him twice by the time another guard arrives. They double-team me, and I block them both until one gets in a slash that comes close enough to catch my hood. Too close. I duck to the side, barely fast enough to evade injury, but one of my daggers is knocked from my grip.

      “Enough!” I growl, whipping my wand from my pocket. It’s already glowing and primed to assist.

      The moment I jerk it up protectively in front of me, the men draw back in surprise. They blink, momentarily too startled to move. I’m still wearing a half-mask that covers the upper portion of my face, and my hood’s lifted, but they know exactly who I am.

      “The Flare,” one breathes in awe.

      I bow mockingly. “In the flesh.”

      The others stagger to their feet from their recent defeats until all five soldiers are forming a leery half-circle around me. No one’s brave enough to strike first now.

      “And while it’s been a pleasure,” I add. “I’ve no time for autographs tonight, fellas. Sorry.”

      Before they can react, I fling up the wand and hold it over my head, squeezing my eyes shut. The power comes quickly, shuddering through my brain with so much force that it has me sucking in a surprised breath of pain while light explodes behind my closed eyelids. My knees go weak, and I begin to wilt to the side before I catch myself.

      I open my eyes, blinking away the fuzziness to see into the dark. All five guards lie on the ground, stunned blind. Two are curled in the fetal position, sobbing; one’s crawling around and patting the ground, searching for his sword; one screams and begs for me to give his vision back as he wipes his eyes; and the last is just lying there, passed out cold.

      Using the sleeve of my cowl to mop up more blood, I dash to retrieve my fallen dagger from the ground, then race away, not daring to wait until the strobe light wears off and the soldiers can see again.
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      “You’re late.”

      Winded from my trek through the market square, around the temple, and past the graveyard where the forest begins, I slow to a stop when I find two men lounging against the side of the lumber mill. One is picking under his fingernails with a knife, appearing bored.

      “Got held up,” I answer breathlessly as I rest my hands on my knees.

      Scoffing, my brother puts his knife away and folds his arms over his chest as his eyebrows lift in reprimand. “Yeah, I could tell you were busy, what with the little light show you just put on. It lit up the whole damn village.”

      “Couldn’t be helped,” I tell him as I scowl at our surroundings. Our meeting spot’s an awful one. I never would’ve picked it myself. We have the forest to our west and north, where any number of people are probably lying in wait to attack us. The graveyard sits to the northeast, hosting headstones, tombs, and mausoleums—enough to hide a whole army. Then there’s the mill yard itself, where heaping piles of logs from every type of timber imaginable scatter their way across the ground, providing miniature forts for anyone who’d like to pounce on us to crouch behind.

      Plus, the half a dozen torchlights jammed into posts every few arshins apart reveal our presence to all of these unknown threats perfectly. But I don’t say a word about the danger it poses. If we get the information we’re seeking, it’ll be worth the risk. Instead, I eye the second man suspiciously.

      Hitching my chin toward the stranger, I say, “Who’s he?”

      “That’s Boris,” Dimitri answers, giving me a look as if I should already know this. “Our contact.”

      I scowl at Boris, then my brother. “You never said he’d be here.”

      Dimitri snorts. “He has to be here. They wouldn’t trust us enough to meet without him.”

      Whoever they are is still a mystery to us, which is another something I’m not a fan of. Suffice to say, I’m liking this entire night less and less. Especially when Boris pushes away from the building and approaches. He circles me slowly, inspecting my hood, mask, and leathers as if I’m something he can purchase.

      “So this is her, huh?” he asks Dimitri. “The Flare?”

      “You told him—?” I send my brother an outraged glance, but he merely winks at me.

      “Yep,” he boasts to Boris, looking proud. “She’s Yuri’s finest. You can ask him yourself.”

      As I narrow my eyes at him for exposing me even further, Boris scoffs, clearly not convinced, and he finishes his lewd once over, pausing back in front of me.

      Turning over a toothpick between his teeth, he lifts his gaze to mine and finally addresses me directly, “So did you get them or what?”

      I glance at my brother. “He’s talking to me. Why is he talking to me?”

      Dimitri lifts one shoulder. “I don’t know. I guess he likes to talk.”

      “Does he like to get his tongue cut out for asking stupid questions?”

      Eyebrows lifting, Boris whistles and steps closer. “Feisty,” he murmurs in approval. “I like it.”

      I roll my eyes.

      Dimitri motions toward the sky. “Question. If Yuri didn’t see your little light performance for himself, he’s going to hear about it soon enough.”

      When he says nothing else, I shake my head, feigning confusion. “Was there a question in there?”

      He sighs impatiently. “He’s going to know you’re on a job he didn’t give you. What’ll he say about you going rogue on him?”

      I lift an unconcerned shoulder and sniff. “Yuri doesn’t care if I do a little freelance on the side. Besides, this bounty wouldn’t interest him.”

      My boss likes to acquire rare and interesting antiquities. He has no use for common, everyday weapons of war.

      Tipping his head curiously, Dimitri wonders, “What did you steal, anyway?”

      “Swords,” I answer flippantly. “Hundreds of them.”

      “Swords?” Dimitri pushes away from the wall, suddenly on full alert. “Someone’s building a militia?” Gaze jerking to Boris in question, he swears under his breath. “Are we talking about the Army of the Unrest here?”

      Boris lifts his hands, claiming innocence. “You said you needed someone who could get you information about anything. And these guys have the biggest network of spies around.”

      Letting out a low whistle, my brother begins to shake his head adamantly. “So we’re waiting to meet the Dux right now? Is that what I’m hearing?”

      “Probably just one of his representatives,” Boris confirms.

      I scoff, thinking that figures. The elusive leader of the kingdom’s rebellion wouldn’t bother. He’s far too busy growing his following, gaining momentum, and keeping his identity concealed to risk attending dodgy assignations like this. He seems to be succeeding remarkably well in his pursuits, though. Ever since the king was kidnapped and imprisoned and the prince took over running the kingdom, the Dux’s band of rebels has gotten increasingly braver.

      “Amara.” Dimitri spins toward me with fresh urgency. “This is treason.”

      I sigh. “We knew we were committing treason the moment we agreed to steal whatever those soldiers were guarding in that wagon.”

      Weapons or apples, it was still the prince’s property I’d promised to take. Both were affronts against the crown.

      “But this seems heftier than your average, run-of-the-mill treason,” he insists. “We’d be arming the rebellion.”

      “Hey!” Back straightening with indignation, Boris demands, “What’ve you got against the Army of the Unrest?”

      “Absolutely nothing,” Dimitri swears quickly, lifting both hands to avoid a confrontation. “I wish them all the best. Honest. I just don’t want anything to do with their treasonous pursuits…that could get me killed.”

      Widening his stance as if preparing for a brawl, Boris slowly draws his sword. “What are you? Some kind of loyalist?”

      “Hey!” One of my daggers is immediately in my palm. “No one pulls steel on my brother. Not ever.”

      Boris only snorts. “He’s not your brother. You’re nothing but a bunch of heathen orphans.”

      With an affronted gasp, Dimitri clutches his chest and claims, “Rude.”

      I thrust my dagger snug against Boris’s throat and relieve him of his sword before he realizes I’ve moved. “Take. That. Back.”

      “Damn! Okay, alright,” Boris blathers, lifting his hands in surrender. My blade shifts against his flesh as he gives a nervous swallow. “I concede. He’s your brother. Whatever.”

      I lower the dagger, then shove him away. “And don’t forget it.”

      Wiping at his neck, he checks his fingers for blood and grumbles something unpleasant under his breath before picking his sword up from the ground where I’d tossed it. Dusting it clean, he glances up. “Just so you know, the Army of the Unrest won’t deal with no bleeding-heart loyalists, no matter what your relation is to each other.”

      “I just stole a whole shipment of weapons from the stupid prince,” I seethe, growing even less of a fan of Boris than I already wasn’t. “We’re not loyalists.”

      Not that we’re rebel lovers either. The king, the Dux, the prince. It makes no difference to me which one gains control of Janek at the end of the day. I’ll still be a low-life footer from Pithany who was born in the Bogami Brothel and then cast off at the orphanage like dirty refuse. I’ll still have to scrap and fight and thieve for the rest of my life to keep my family fed and secure.

      I’ve no interest in their silly squabble for a shiny crown. Sounds like rich-people problems to me.

      “You keep saying you have these swords,” Boris sneers. “But I’ve yet to see hide nor hair of them. Just where are you stashing them, anyway? In your corset?”

      When he makes the erroneous decision to reach for my chest in jest, my daggers make another appearance. But this time, I press the blade just below his beltline and against a part of his anatomy I’m fairly certain he doesn’t want damaged. He squeaks out his fear, and immediately lifts his hands respectfully away from me.

      “What makes you think you have the right to touch me?” I ask in all seriousness.

      “My mistake.” Closing his eyes tight, he begs, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I didn’t⁠—”

      Dimitri punches him in the jaw, and Boris slumps to the ground, out cold.

      I look up at my brother, who lifts beseeching eyebrows and begs, “Can we go now?”

      Sending him a look of pure umbrage, I smack him in the arm as hard as I can.

      “Oww.” Shying his shoulder away from me, he rubs it, grumbling, “What did you do that for?”

      “Really?” I demand. My arms flail in censure. “You have no idea, huh? So it can’t possibly be for telling him my name? Or that I’m the Flare? And that I work for Yuri, huh? Dammit, Dim. Now, the whole blasted rebellion’s going to know. You might as well have given him the address to the orphanage and handed him the blade to kill me.”

      “Oh, don’t be so dramatic. We can trust Boris.”

      Pointing to the unconscious oaf on the ground, I cry, “Says the guy who just knocked him out for his shifty behavior.”

      “Okay, fine,” Dimitri grouses. “I messed up, alright? My bad. Now, can we go home?”

      I grind my teeth. “Not until we meet with the rebels.”

      “Amara,” he whines as I pull my kerchief from the pocket of my hood. “I’d really prefer to wake up tomorrow alive.”

      “Will you just trust me?” Scanning the mill yard, I search for the most concealed spot in the whole awful area. “I won’t let anything happen to you. Because I’m not going to go around and give complete strangers information about you that could get you thrown in jail or murdered.”

      There aren’t a lot of options in this doomed setting, so I settle for ducking between a pile of oak and cedar logs.

      “Wow,” Dimitri drones dryly. “You’re just not going to let me live that down, are you?”

      “You outed my identity literally thirty seconds ago.”

      He opens his mouth to argue back, only to pause and then shrug. “Fair point.”

      Rolling my eyes, I set the kerchief on the ground and carefully unfold the sides to reveal the tiny pile of swords in the center.

      Dimitri kneels next to me and coos, “Holy moons, they’re adorable. They look like a handful of metal toothpicks. With guards, grips, pommels, and everything.”

      I snicker and pull my light wand free. “Just don’t try to clean your teeth with any of them. You’d probably cut out half your mouth.” Squinting, I lean closer and notice a whittled piece of smooth wood on the ground nearby. “Actually, I think that one is a toothpick.” Probably the one that went flying from Boris’s mouth when Dimi knocked him out.

      I pick it up and fling it away from the mini swords. “Can you just imagine enlarging that with the rest?”

      Snorting, my brother nudges my elbow, only to pause and frown at my arm before grasping it and turning it over to reveal a dark smear of drying blood on my sleeve. “You sure you have enough juice left to do this? I can only imagine how much that strobe light drained you.”

      Licking my dry lips and fighting off the pitch roiling through my stomach, I mumble, “I’ll be fine,” and I shove a handful of blonde hair out of my face that’s come free of my braid before glancing at him. “If this gets Mikhail back, it’ll be worth it.”

      Sufficiently reminded of why we’re risking everything, Dimitri gives me a nod, letting me continue. “Just make sure you can still fight our way out of here if need be.”

      “Shh,” I hiss, closing my eyes. “I need to concentrate.”

      “Right. Sorry.”

      Hardening my jaw, I lift the wand and clear my mind, thinking about nothing but what I want to happen to the toothpick swords.

      At first, not a single thing changes. I’m afraid I’ve used up everything I have in me. But I’m unwilling to accept defeat. I can’t give up.

      For Mikhail.

      Imagining his silky mop of black hair, dark eyes, and mischievous grin, I clench my teeth, straining until the veins in my neck pull taut. The pressure in my brain intensifies. Then, it rushes through me in a blast, knocking me physically backward.

      “Whoa.” Dimitri catches me from behind, his arms wrapping around me snugly as he keeps me from landing on my backside in the dirt.

      Dizziness assails me. My muscles go slack, and my vision darkens at the corners. I’m a scant breath away from passing out cold when my brother jostles me, hissing, “Hey. You okay? Amara?”

      “Yeah,” I slur, straightening away from him and blinking until I can see right again. “I’m fine. All good.”

      We push our way back to our feet and peer down at the swords.

      “Stars,” Dimitri murmurs in amazement. “That’s a lot of damn swords.”

      I nod and stick my thumbnail between my teeth, chewing nervously as I hope tonight doesn’t lead straight to our demise.

      When a sharp whistle pierces the air, followed by two short ones, my head pops up.

      “What is that?” Dimitri demands.

      “Some kind of signal.” Grasping his arm, I yank him behind me. “They’re probably trying to contact Boris for an all clear.”

      Dimitri glances over my shoulder at the passed-out oaf on the ground and grimaces. “Oops.”

      Hearing the scuffle of footsteps, I back my brother protectively into a pile of lumber and order, “Stay.”

      He grabs hold of my cowl, not arguing, and straightens my hood to make sure it’s still concealing my identity. As if that matters at this point.

      The whistle repeats, but this time, it’s one short, one long, and one short. I have a feeling they’re telling Boris that they’re coming in armed and ready for trouble since he didn’t answer. I scan the rows of logs, flexing my fingers in preparation to grab my daggers when I see shadows shift, stealthily creeping closer. There are dozens of them.  If they want to get hostile, we’re doomed.
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      Dimitri notices the added company a few seconds after I do, and when he does, he sucks in a harsh breath, tightening his grip on my cloak.

      “Steady,” I murmur, letting him know I will protect him at all costs. “I’ve got this.”

      “Is it too late to admit how much I regret refusing to take that weapons training from you now?” he asks, making me smile in amusement.

      “Little bit,” I answer as someone finally steps into the open and approaches boldly.

      He’s a peacock of a man: black hair gelled and styled fashionably, and dark overcoat pressed without a wrinkle in sight, the hem swishing smartly around his ankles. The white of his undershirt is so brilliant it nearly glows in the moonlight. And his leather pants are scuff-free, tucked into the brightest set of scarlet boots I think I’ve ever seen.

      Nudging one of Boris’s limp legs with the toe of his ridiculously red boots, he asks, “What happened to him?”

      “Boris needs to learn how to play nicer with others,” I answer, earning a sharp glance.

      The peacock lifts one immaculately sculpted eyebrow. “Is that so?”

      I shrug. “He’ll be fine.”

      On the ground, Boris groans and stirs, supporting my claim.

      The newcomer tilts his head as he studies me, and behind him, the shadows of his men swarm eerily, like writhing snakes, as they close in. “What’s with the mask?” he wonders.

      I scoff and counter, “What’s with the boots?”

      The peacock glances down at his feet as if offended that I didn’t praise them for their flamboyant opulence. When he looks up again, he seems irritated. “Where’s the product we hired you to acquire?”

      Keeping eye contact, I tip my head toward the swords. He spins and peers between the piles of oak and cedar, only to suck in a surprised breath.

      “I’ll be damned. You actually did it.”

      “Of course, I did. We made a deal, didn’t we?” Silently, I beg, please confirm that Boris made the deal for us. But Red Boots confirms nothing.

      Around us, the shadows step into the light, becoming human. Dimitri whimpers in distress while dozens of men creep in to have their own look, making sounds of astonishment as they behold the swords.

      The peacock whirls around. “But you unloaded them from the wagon. Why would you do that?”

      “I was told to get the contents,” I say carefully. “Not the wagon itself.”

      Motioning savagely, he demands, “How the hell are we supposed to move this many swords by foot in one night?”

      “I did it with no issues,” I can’t help but taunt.

      He scowls back. “We need that blasted wagon.”

      Shaking my head, I say, “Not my problem. If you wanted the wagon too, you should’ve been more specific.”

      “How did you even—saints alive.” Muttering under his breath, he sweeps a hand through his perfectly styled hair, barely making it move because of all the greased products holding it in place. Pointing to his people, he barks orders, and the dozens rush forward to gather armfuls.

      He seems to have completely forgotten that I’m still present, so I grind my teeth and snap, “Excuse me. Still here.”

      Peacock glances over, none too pleased. “What?”

      “I upheld my end of the deal,” I say with lifted eyebrows. “You have your product. Now, where’s my payment?”

      His gaze sweeps over me with demeaning interest, snickering when he comes to the worn holes in the knees of my leathers.

      “Of course, my lady,” he murmurs with mocking sarcasm before producing a bulging pouch from his cloak. “Here you go.”

      He tosses it at me, and I catch the bag against my chest, which causes the contents inside to jingle. Like coins.

      Glaring, I demand, “What is this?”

      The peacock sniffs. “What’s it sound like, love? It’s payment for services rendered.”

      “No.” I throw the money back at him with force, making him scramble to catch it before it breaks his nose. “My payment is information. The deal was for you to locate the whereabouts of my brother.”

      “Yes, well…” He shrugs, not seeming to care about the details of our arrangement. “We’ve heard nothing. Console yourself with some extra change.”

      He tosses the money pouch back at me, and I catch it in one hand with a growl.

      But console myself?

      Console myself!

      The sweetest, most energetic, and thoughtful thirteen-year-old boy I know is missing from my life, but this guy thinks money will make it feel better? Yeah, no. Console this, asshole.

      “That’s not good enough,” I slowly unleash a single dagger. “I want my brother back. Tonight.”

      “The way I hear it,” he taunts. “You don’t have an actual brother.” Then he cements the insult by hissing, “Brothel brat.”

      “Oh, you shouldn’t’ve said that,” Boris warns in a groggy voice from the ground.

      Leaping at the peacock, I grab him by the front of his cloak to hold him in place as I press my dagger to his throat. “So you’re saying you can’t uphold your end of the deal?”

      “I’m saying…” he grinds out, glaring bitterly.

      As his men stop what they’re doing, alerted to our altercation, Red Boots holds up his hand, silently ordering them to stand down, all the while keeping eye contact with me. Because the idiot thinks he can handle me by himself.

      Yeah, good luck with that.

      “No one’s talking about taking any orphan boy,” he says calmly—cautiously—as if addressing a wild animal.

      “Well now, that’s not good enough,” I seethe.

      When I press my blade harder against his windpipe, he flashes his teeth with a snarl. “I can’t get you information that isn’t out there to get.”

      “It has to be out there somewhere,” I argue. “Mikhail didn’t just disappear into thin air all on his own.”

      Red Boots shrugs. “Maybe he did. Maybe he ran away.” With a degrading sniff as he glances at my body, he adds, “Can’t rightly blame the boy if he was living with the likes of you.”

      I grind my molars. “What are you, some kind of court jester?” I shift my dagger just enough to nick flesh and make him jump. “I don’t like merrymen.”

      “We asked everyone,” he fumes. “No one’s heard anything.”

      “So I repeat, that’s not good enough.” Shoving him away from me, I demand, “Now, take me to the Dux. I want to speak to your boss personally.”

      He snorts, nonplussed by my threat as he wipes blood from his throat. “No one talks to the Dux.” And he makes a show of straightening his shirt and smoothing back his hair as his dozens of men go back to work, transporting weapons as if I hadn’t just threatened their boss.

      I lift one eyebrow. “Then I guess I’ll be keeping the swords.”

      He laughs, and his men laugh with him.

      I join in, chuckling along briefly, and Dimitri groans, leaning in to hiss, “Amara, please stars, don’t⁠—”

      Too late. When the next rebel reaches for an armful of stolen weapons, my laugh dies sharply as I flip my dagger at him and catch him right in the hand, embedding steel in flesh.

      He howls and grapples for the hilt of the blade, struggling to pull it free of tendon and bone.

      “What the hell?” the peacock explodes. “Don’t you care about the Army of the Unrest? We’re going to overthrow the throne, little girl, and make Janek the greatest kingdom there ever was. You’d do well not to get in the way of that.”

      I merely shrug. “If the Unrest can’t find my brother, then I have no use for it.” Smirking at him, I draw my light wand from my pocket. “Good luck with your little rebellion.”

      Spying the wand, a couple of men gasp, “It’s the Flare.” More of them back away warily, tripping into each other in their haste to retreat.

      Red Boots glances at them in confusion before turning back to me. “The Flare? What the fuck is the Flare?”

      Damn, I guess Boris hadn’t yet passed on that detail about me. Oh well, they were going to find out anyway. With a smirk, I answer, “Let me demonstrate.”

      I point my stick at the swords, ready to shrink them back to toothpicks, and the rebels scatter.

      Reacting to their fear, the peacock holds up his hands in alarm. “We’ve heard nothing about the boy, I swear.”

      I glare at him, still pointing at the swords. “And here, I thought your network of spies was supposed to be the greatest in the whole kingdom.”

      “It is,” he insists. “Which means he wasn’t taken by anyone of any consequence. This wasn’t an organized⁠—”

      The rest of his words are cut short by a gasp of agony as an arrow pierces him through the upper right side of his chest.
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      “Royal soldiers!” one of the rebels yells just as a dozen more arrows zip through the mill yard, a few of them finding purchase in Red Boot’s men.

      While they topple around us, I grab Dimitri and yank him toward the ground, hissing, “Get down.” I cover him with my body as all hell breaks loose.

      The number of voices shouting tells me way more than five soldiers are approaching. The guys I’ve just stolen from must’ve found reinforcements. Joy.

      War cries rise as the rebels charge with lifted swords. The clang of steel assures me that the two warring factions are too busy fighting each other to worry about a pair of nobody orphans caught in the crossfire.

      “Follow me,” I hiss, grabbing Dimitri’s hand to ensure he keeps up. I crouch-walk us past the peacock’s fallen body, where he’s clutching the arrow sticking from his bloody chest and trying not to die. Our gazes clash momentarily. He snarls as if this is all my fault.

      I send him a little salute and dart between two piles of wood. Dimitri and I shimmy through the narrow row, and we leave the stolen swords behind. I glance back long enough to watch Boris, who’s regained consciousness, roar to his feet, shouting, “Long live the Dux,” only for a soldier to immediately lop off his head.

      Welp. Guess we won’t be using him as a contact for information anymore. Spinning forward, I lurch toward the opening at the end of the logs, my goal the waiting forest just beyond. If we can make it to the trees, we’ll be home free.

      “This way.” Yanking Dimitri with me, I dart from the safety of the lumber fort. The darkness of the woods looms ahead.

      We’re almost there when a rebel stumbles from the foliage, aiming a broadsword at us. I pull up short, causing Dimitri to plow into me from behind.

      The rebel leers from a mouthful of missing teeth. “Now, where do you two think you’re going? You can’t just call the prince’s army down on us and then escape without a scratch?”

      Thankfully, he focuses his attention on my brother, assuming Dimitri’s the bigger threat.

      I make use of the diversion by saying, “Of course, we can.” And I dip low, swinging around to swipe his legs out from under him. Then, I render him unconscious with the heel of my boot to his head.

      Dimitri grabs my arm, and we don’t wait around to make sure the fellow’s out of commission. We take off through the trees until my brother hisses in pain.

      I spin, dagger at the ready, only to find him caught by a damn briar bush of all things.

      “Go,” he urges, waving me away as he tries to untangle the mess. “Save yourself.”

      Rolling my eyes, I mutter, “Don’t be ridiculous,” and I rush back to him.

      But even as I take my first step, an armed soldier bulldozes his way into the clearing. Catching sight of my brother, he lifts his sword.

      “No!” I cry.

      The soldier whirls toward me in surprise and lashes out. His blade catches me on the arm before I can fully duck out of its path. Bright, hot pain screams along my shoulder. Gritting my teeth, I slice with my dagger, catching him in the face. He curses in agony, blood seeping between his teeth, and I use the hilt of my blade to knock him the rest of the way unconscious.

      As he slumps to the forest floor, I look for my brother. He’s just ripped the last of his cloak from the thorns and pulled himself free.

      “Are you okay?” he demands, rushing forward to grab my elbow. “Did he get you? It looked like he got you.”

      “I’m fine,” I rasp, breathing hard. “Let’s go.”

      Dimitri nods and dives headfirst into the woods. I follow, letting him lead the way. He angles us toward home until the sound of fighting grows muffled and distant behind us, and nature swallows the noise with a serenade of crickets, owls, and bullfrogs.

      After a time, he slows his pace and reaches for a tree trunk to lean against. “Need a break,” he manages to pant between heaving breaths.

      I peer behind us, listening, but I don’t hear any pursuers. “I think we’re okay,” I finally decide.

      Dimitri nods and continues to catch his wind before he spits at the ground and wipes the back of his hand across his mouth. Near the base of the tree, a patch of blue forget-me-nots is blooming. My chest constricts as I remember Branko, the last and only being to ever give me a flower.

      Stars, I hate this forest. It reminds me too much of the young wolf I befriended within its woods, of the peace I got from sitting with him on moonlit nights and dreaming of a better future. Of how all that was destroyed in a single day when I got him killed.

      “Let’s go,” I mutter, striding past the stupid tree with the stupid, memorable flowers.

      “Uh, okay.” Confused by my abrupt demand, Dimitri pushes away from the tree and hurries to catch up. Once he reaches my side, he sends me a sidelong glance full of worry. “Please don’t tell me that’s typically how your nightly runs for Yuri go.”

      I lift one shoulder. “Okay, I won’t tell you, then.”

      “Moons,” he mutters, shaking his head savagely. “Tonight was dangerous, Amara. It was really, freaking dangerous. We could’ve died.”

      “I know.” Cringing, I shake my head. “I shouldn’t have let you come along.”

      “Me?” Gripping my arm, he halts our progress so he can swing me around to face him. Towering over me, he rails, “You shouldn’t have been there either. How can you go out and do that kind of thing night after night?”

      Rolling my eyes, I try to ease his nerves by saying, “It’s never gotten that dicey before.”

      “It should never get dicey for you at all. Because you never should’ve become a footer in the first place. You’re defying death every time you take a job for that…that criminal.”

      Yuri is a criminal. But a harmless one. He likes trinkets and baubles, and pretty ornaments. He never trades in people or weapons, though, nothing that could cost someone their livelihood. Out of all the felons in Pithany, he’s the safest to work for, and he pays the best, so he’s really not so awful.

      And it’s not as if he has me stealing something every night. Most of the time, I just deliver messages or transport legitimately gained items.

      Okay, fine. Fifty percent of the time, I transport legitimately gained items. Maybe thirty percent.

      But to my brother, I sniff. “Would you rather I take up a position at Bogami’s alongside you?”

      He started working at the brothel three months ago to help us gain more information about Mikhail’s disappearance, and as the only male harlot in the establishment, he’s already gained more popularity and customers than all the females there, much to their dismay.

      “Hey, I was able to secure Boris as a contact because I work there, wasn’t I?” he argues, offended.

      “And a fat lot of good that did,” I rail right back. “We’re no closer to finding our brother now than we were a month ago.”

      “Well, that’s just...” Dimitri wilts in defeat before mumbling, “You’re right. Dammit, Am.” He wearily wipes a hand over his face. “What’re we going to do? Do you think Miki’s even still alive?”

      I can’t accept any other possibility.

      “Of course, he’s alive. Evanni saw three shadowed figures take him. People don’t waste their time kidnapping someone for the sole purpose of killing them. They could’ve just killed him there at the orphanage instead of moving him elsewhere. He has to be alive.”

      Shaking his head as if the possibility of Mikhail’s survival is even worse, Dimitri murmurs, “Then, what do they want in exchange for him? He’s a nobody brothel brat orphan from Pithany. What could anyone possibly need from a thirteen-year-old boy who has no connections to anything?”

      My stomach twists because there’s no good answer to that question. It makes panic coat my flesh with cold, wet dread, wondering if my little brother’s in pain. Is he suffering? Being tortured? Hurt?

      He has to be scared. Is he asking why I haven’t saved him and brought him home yet?

      Shaking my head and unable to handle such thoughts, I hitch my chin in the direction of home. “Come on. We’re not going to find any answers standing out here in the dark, scratching our noses.”

      Dimitri sighs. “Yeah,” he mumbles and falls into step behind me as I take the lead. A moment later, he muses, “I mean, there’s worse things than working at Bogami’s. It makes decent money.”

      I send him a glance over my shoulder, and he immediately replies, “You’re right. You’d cut off the hand of the first guy who tried to touch you.”

      I chuckle in agreement.

      “There’s always scribe work at the library with Gaja, though,” he adds. “Or you could enter the monastery with Jannan.”

      I snort and use my remaining dagger to slice through a spider web that’s glistening in the moonlight as I clear a path for us. “Can you just imagine me becoming a Sister of Solitude?”

      Behind me, my brother laughs softly. “Yeah. You couldn’t remain meek or mild for five minutes.”

      I throw him a dirty gesture, and he laughs again. “Case in point.” Stepping up to walk at my side as soon as we reach a wider path that leads to the village’s upper bridge, he bumps his shoulder into mine and sighs. “Still doesn’t mean you had to become a footer.”

      I shrug. “It’s the only thing I’m any good at.”

      “Well, that’s a load of bull.” He lifts his eyebrows archly as he sends me a knowing glance. “If you weren’t so determined to stick around this miserable village and protect us, you could be anything you wanted. Hell, you could be…”

      When words fail him, I lift a curious eyebrow. “I could be what?”

      “I don’t know.” He struggles to come up with some awe-inspiring goal until he blurts, “You could be the queen of Janek if you so desired.”

      I snort just as the howl of a wolf pierces the night.

      My smile dies a quick death, and a prickle of awareness blankets my body as the old scar I have on my wrist seems to vibrate in response. I toggle my head back and forth to shake off the eerie vibes while my left hand goes to my right wrist to drag my thumb over the tingling bit of flesh. Branko gave me the bite mark when we were playing around and I told him I loved him.

      “Full moon,” my brother whispers next to me, crowding close. “All the Wilkołak are out tonight.”

      With a sigh, I shake my head. “I swear, Dimi…” Dropping my arm as the sensation in my scar dissipates, I bump my shoulder into his. “You and your stories. I suppose you think Dola will come out of hiding and bless us with her fortune, too, don’t you?”

      “She will,” he claims emphatically, offended by my lack of trust in his legends. “You just wait and see. The Great Silver Poisoning might’ve wiped out every wolf-man alive at the time, but that was over twenty years ago, and this is Janek. Janek is the Wilkołak. I bet a new group of them’s already been born, and when they rise, Dola, the Mistress of Fate and Fortune, will show her face again, bringing justice and prosperity back to the land.”

      “Yeah, whatever.” I roll my eyes as if I don’t care, but my heart thumps hard in my chest as I remember a certain young white wolf who used to follow me around the woods, who saved me from bullies once and from freezing to death another time. He’d been my best friend and seemed smarter than any animal should be. Like, human smart. Wilkołak smart.

      Until I’d led him straight to his death.

      Chest clenching over the memory, I say, “The Wilkołak are dead, Dola’s abandoned us, and we’re on our own now, brother.”

      Alone to face the world by ourselves. Like we have since birth.

      Dimitri sighs dismally with a boggled shake of his head. “You honestly have no faith in anything, do you?”

      I know I shouldn’t argue with him. He’s an orphan who’s never had shit to rely on. I should let him continue to hang his hope on his silly beliefs, so he doesn’t give up on life entirely.

      But I can’t help myself from saying, “I just think the Wilkołak would’ve made themselves known if any were back. They were the most powerful beings in our kingdom. If one were still around, it would’ve challenged the throne for power by now. Especially now, while it’s at its weakest with King Radimir away.”

      Dimitri lifts one shoulder. “Who knows. Maybe one’s about to.”

      I squint at him in confusion before understanding dawns. “You mean the Dux?” With a snort, I shake my head to deny it. But then I shrug a moment later, murmuring, “Yeah. Maybe.”

      But it still has nothing to do with me or finding Mikhail.

      As if reading the trajectory of my thoughts, Dimitri groans heavily. “Dammit, Am. I actually thought we’d be bringing Miki home tonight. How stupid is that?”

      I can’t answer because I’d hoped for the same thing.

      The failure of not even gaining a lead on his whereabouts weighs heavily. As if sympathizing, fog begins to mist and slither around our ankles as we draw closer to the aqueduct. The scent of fresh, earthy water cloisters us. It makes me wish even harder that Mikhail were here. He loved that just-before-a-rain smell. He would sit at the open window of the attic and breathe it in as deeply as he could, then sigh with refreshed glee, claiming how he’d go out riding at that very moment if he only had a horse.

      He was so obsessed with horses.

      And why am I thinking about him in the past tense? He’s not dead.

      He’s not.

      I absolutely refuse to accept the idea.

      “Which group back there ended up gaining possession of those swords, do you think?” Dimitri asks, dragging me from my morose thoughts. “Soldiers or rebels?”

      I shrug. “Don’t know. Don’t care.”

      “Yeah.” Dimitri nods along with me until we reach the bridge.

      In the clearing over the water’s edge, the prison comes into view, where a torch burns from the top torrents of the watchtower.

      Pithany may be the filthiest, most corrupt village in all of Janek, but it holds the mightiest stronghold. Only the worst criminals are housed in our dungeon.

      And the orphanage sits a few blocks from its tall, gray outer walls.

      Instead of going left toward the prison, Dimitri and I hang a right after we cross the bridge. From there, we cut through a few private residences until we find ourselves outside the only home we’ve ever known. The Pithany House for Wayward Orphans.

      After scaling the fence surrounding the property, we dart toward an outbuilding and then peer around the corner. Laslo, tonight’s guard, whistles a tune under his breath as he rests his back against the whitewashed walls of the orphanage. With his feet crossed at the ankles, he snacks on an apple. He’s the youngest sentinel who keeps track of us. And probably the most clueless. I think a fleet of bears could stampede past him, and he wouldn’t notice.

      Knowing we could crawl right up the latticework to our window with no problem, I squeeze Dimitri’s arm and whisper, “You don’t have to. Not tonight.”

      It’s usually his job to distract said guard, so he’ll never know we snuck out in the first place.

      But Dimitri shakes his head and waggles his eyebrows at me. “Oh no. Distracting him will be my pleasure. Las just may be the best kisser I’ve ever met. Besides…” Leaning toward me, he adds seriously, “After defying death the way we just did, I need this.”

      I huff out a breath, smiling slightly at my brother’s pleading glance. “You’re too much,” I mutter, nudging him away by putting my hand on his face and pushing. “Go on then. Enjoy your guard.”

      “Oh, I will,” he assures and sends me a wink before smacking a quick kiss to my cheek. “Careful on the climb up.”

      “Promise,” I whisper and then watch as he sneaks in on the guard to approach Laslo from the opposite direction of where I’m hiding.

      “Hey, you,” he greets, playfully tipping off the sentinel’s headgear.

      Laslo comes away from the wall with a start, only to huff out a breath when he realizes it’s Dimitri. “What’re you doing out here?” he scolds softly, even as he reaches for my brother’s tunic and pulls him close. “There’s a curfew out tonight.”

      “Only on the market square,” Dimitri answers, touching the guard’s face with affection and stroking his cheek. “Besides, I saw you out here all alone, and I couldn’t stay away.”

      “Dim,” Laslo groans with achy need. “We can’t keep doing this. They’ll take my post if I’m discovered. They’ll⁠—”

      The rest of his protest is cut short with his own groan as Dimitri wraps a hand around the back of his neck and pulls him in for a long kiss.

      “Then, we best not be discovered,” Dimitri drawls a moment later. “Hmm?”

      The guard whimpers. “Why can I never say no to you?”

      “Good question. Maybe this has something to do with it.” And my brother kisses him again.

      I watch as their bodies meld into one when they step even closer, and I feel…

      I don’t know. I’m not jealous at all, but maybe…envious. Dimitri can so easily find passion, while I⁠—

      Well, I’ve never felt that way toward anyone, never found someone whose arms I’d want to go up in flames inside, never experienced even an inkling of interest for a guy in that regard.

      It’s whatever, though. No one in this village is worth my time, and all the men who’ve tried are disgusting lechers. I’d rather stay in the attic, looking after my siblings, than play house with any of them.

      Behind Laslo’s back, Dimitri waves me on, and I leap into action, streaking toward the latticework, then climbing, wincing as I go, until I reach the soffit just under our attic window.

      There, I heft myself onto the small roof and crawl to the dormer. After knocking three times, softly, I pull the glass up and swing one leg over the sill into the quiet room, only to swear and duck my body low as a dagger comes flying at me from the dark interior.
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      “What the hell?” I cry as I feel the air from the flying blade whoosh past my ear.

      Glancing up, I scowl at the duende creature dancing at the foot of Evanni’s bed who chatters his teeth at me in outrage.

      “Of course, it’s just me,” I say, ripping off my mask to show him my face.

      When he makes another irritable sound, I roll my eyes and pocket the mask before climbing the rest of the way inside.

      “Who else did you think it was? I tapped three times like I said I always would.”

      Alejo waves his arms in distress and then disappears in a blink, leaving nothing but an overly large, green cap bobbling on the mattress where he was standing. A skitter inside the walls tells me he’s returned to his own quarters.

      “Freaking nuisance,” I mutter and shake my head in exasperation.

      Alejo’s intentions are pure; I know that. But still. He’s a duende, and they just…

      Well, he probably can’t even count high enough to know if I knocked three times or ten. And his brand of caregiving isn’t always…caring. Dimitri’s down a pinky toe from Alejo trying to clip his toenails once, and I was lost in the woods for a week when he took me out to teach me survival skills.

      He used to play pranks and hide my toys when I was young, then turn around and braid my hair; make me cry one minute, only to sneak me pudding the next.

      There are plenty of pros and cons to having him around. But getting rid of him isn’t even up for discussion. I doubt any of us brothel brats would’ve survived past infancy without him. He’s ours. So we’re keeping him.

      I don’t know how he came to be here, though. He originated from the kingdom of Emilio, and it’s against the common code to allow a foreign istoda—aka, a magical creature—within our borders. If any of the guards outside discover him dwelling inside our walls, they won’t just send him back to Emilio. They’ll kill him.

      Checking on my eleven-year-old sister as she continues to sleep, I lift the bottom of her blanket to make sure she still has all ten of her toes, and then I drop it back into place. My heavy sigh of relief fills the room as I trudge to my own mattress, where I plop down to gaze at the empty cots surrounding us.

      Six sit abandoned, along with one crib. Jannan moved out to join the Sisters of Solitude at the monastery a little over a year ago, and Gaja’s been safely tucked away in the scribe quarters behind the library for nearly a month now, plus Dimitri’s currently occupied elsewhere. But the rest of them...

      Oskar disappeared first, a dozen years ago. Then, Halina was taken four years after that. Poor Pavel hadn’t even learned to walk when he went missing. I was thirteen then. But it’s only been nine months since we lost Mikhail. I should’ve been old enough to stop his abduction. I should’ve been able to keep him safe.

      Why hadn’t I prevented it?

      And who keeps stealing my family?

      Gritting my teeth, I ease off my cloak and hiss out a breath as I scowl at the blood soaking the sleeve of my tunic. The soldier in the woods got me better than I thought.

      “Bastard,” I mumble to the nonpresent man.

      It takes forever to peel back the ruined sleeve and examine the full extent of the damage because the wound has dried enough that the material sticks to it.

      As the scab breaks free and starts bleeding again, I hurry to gather some rags and a bowl of water to clean the area as best I can. But the cut is on the back side of my upper arm, and when I try to take a needle and thread to it, I can barely reach the area, much less see what I’m doing.

      “Come on, come on,” I mutter encouragingly to myself to just stab some flesh already. “You’ve got this.”

      I need to finish before Dimitri arrives and can spot blood. I swear, he makes such a big deal every time I get a little banged up.

      When Alejo pops into existence right in front of me, I squeak in alarm, then close my eyes and breathe out a calming breath.

      He chatters at me until I groan and hold out the needle to let him take over. “Okay, okay, fine. Knock yourself out.”

      Pacified, he clucks his tongue, then rips off the sleeve from my tunic without remorse. I stare straight ahead and let him work, cleaning the area better than I apparently had.

      “I lost another dagger tonight,” I tell him because he always seems to have an endless supply of them stored away somewhere to replenish mine.

      The duende makes a grumpy, chattering sound before holding up his hand, where a new dagger appears.

      “Thanks,” I murmur and take it, sliding it into the empty sheath on my thigh as he grips my wrist in his hairy hand and turns my arm until he can see the cut clearly in the moonlight.

      I lift my face toward the open window, moaning quietly as he makes the first puncture. It has my stomach pitching, but I manage to keep myself together.

      Trying to think of anything but the repeated pricking and pulling sensation, I lift a helpless hand. “And we didn’t learn anything new about Mikhail.”

      Alejo growls in disappointment.

      I swallow, wishing I weren’t such a failure. “I’m sorry.” I squeeze my eyes shut briefly and force myself not to cry.

      Alejo begins to wrap my arm with a bandage, letting me know he’s done with the painful part. He may not make the neatest stitch, but he’s fast. I watch him tuck the tail end into the rest of the bandage. Then, he surprises the heck out of me by pulling me into a generous hug.

      Choking out a quick sob, I clench my teeth, and my nose twitches against his hair that tickles my cheek. The musty odor of old house wafts off him as I swear, “We’ll find him. If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll find him.”

      The two-foot-tall creature pulls back to cup my face in his surprisingly soft palms. The look in his eyes tells me it’s okay. He still loves me. And I feel a tear spill down my cheek.

      “I promise,” I tell him. “I won’t give up until he’s found.”

      Alejo merely nods before he disappears again. I sigh wearily, take a moment to pull myself together, and then clean my mess, hiding away all signs of blood.

      After changing out of my leathers, I tug on a threadbare nightgown and crawl under the covers. I leave the window open so my brother can get inside later, after he’s done distracting Laslo. A light breeze flows in through the gap, stirring my hair, and I listen to the wail of a wolf’s howl in the distance as I stare at the full moon until my vision goes fuzzy.

      I don’t want to fall asleep. I know I’ll just dream of my failures, of Mikhail and the others. And right on cue, the moment my unconscious thoughts take over, I hear my brother’s distressed cry.

      “Amara. Help! Help me. Amara!”

      Tonight, we’re in the woods, probably because Dimitri and I just nearly lost our lives there.

      In the dream, I’m still wearing my night rail. The hem’s damp from leaves slapping at my ankles as I dash through the foliage. Brambles tangle around my legs, slowing me down. But I keep going, barefoot, trying to reach my brother.

      “Amara!” Mikhail’s voice sobs. It grows farther away instead of closer. “Help me.”

      “I’m coming.” I rush into a clearing, only for an ominous growl to pull me up short. Breathing hard, I inch a step in reverse. A pair of glowing blue eyes blink open from the darkness in front of me. I whimper, trying to control my panic when a paw steps into the moonlight. A wolf emerges, and it’s not Branko. His fur is all black, not snow white like my old friend’s, and he’s mammoth, as tall as I am.

      In full predatory mode with his sights set on me, the dark wolf prowls forward, his teeth flashing with menace. I spin away to flee, only to gasp awake as the temple bell tolls.

      I lurch upright, gripping my chest and breathing hard. Morning light pours through the glass of the now-closed attic window
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