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It was past midnight when Jistan Oriando opened the door to his room and peered out into the dark hallway. Luckily, he’d been able to convince his guards he didn’t need them to stand outside his room all night, so the corridor was currently empty and silent. They were posted around the next corner though, just in case he needed them.

But what he needed was for all of them to keep out of his way.

He pulled the hood of his cloak over his close-cut hair and darted out of the room, the black cape billowing out behind him. A few torches always remained lit along this hallway, and their flickering flames made shadows dance along the navy-blue carpet. Because of pyromancer magic, these fires would burn for days before they needed to be lit again.

After passing by two other doors, he stopped at the next one, hesitating. He longed to go inside this bedroom, wake her if she was sleeping, and ask her to accompany him. He even raised his hand as if to reach for the doorknob, his heart throbbing.

But then he dropped his hand back to his side. This task was already dangerous enough with just himself to watch out for; it would be way too risky if she came. And of course, they couldn’t be seen together, although there was less chance of that now than in the daytime.

Jistan moved away from the door to resist temptation and kept striding down the hallway, his steps making no sound. He’d worn the right attire for this outing: boots that didn’t have jangling buckles and dark clothing. He also didn’t have a long sheath hanging from his belt. A sword would’ve been too cumbersome, too obvious to hide. So he only carried a small dagger at his side. And mana regeneration potions, in case he needed to use more magic than he intended.

Speaking of which, he began prepping his inner mana as he reached the end of the hall. He thrust out his hands as he rounded the corner, blasting his chronomancer magic at the four guards standing at intervals down the next corridor. The three men and one woman all became still, unblinking, as if they were decorations, just like the real statues along the walls.

They would only stay frozen for a couple minutes since he didn’t use the full force of his ability, but that was all the time he needed to disappear. The first waves of lightheadedness swam through his head from his mana usage, but it wasn’t unbearable, so he had plenty left.

He strode forward, glancing behind him to make sure the coast was still clear. No one usually came into his room to check on him at night, but just in case, he’d told Tivon, his advisor, to tell people Jistan had a headache and had taken a sleep tonic, so he couldn’t be disturbed.

He especially didn’t want his so-called fiancée to try coming into his bed again. She’d tried to do so at least three times in the last week, and the thought of allowing her to spend the night with him made him shudder and gag.

He’d rather have the girl he truly loved keep him company. His cheeks heated at the thought of kissing her, caressing her...and then he scolded himself.

Focus on the task at hand so you don’t get caught.

He reached the staircase leading towards the back of the palace, the one mostly used by servants, and hurried down it. He had a close call at the bottom when he nearly ran into a maid with a pile of fresh bedsheets in her hands. Luckily, she was looking down when he froze her, so she never saw him as he slipped past.

I have no idea why my father has servants doing laundry in the middle of the night. Surely they can skip the night shifts and only work during the day. They probably aren’t paid enough for their services either.

Jistan was ashamed he’d never thought much about the lives of servants before. But now everything was different.

He stopped midway down the next hall, just a few feet from the kitchen entrance. It was here that he ducked behind a stone statue of the Goddess, a place where he used to hide when he was little. Which was how he once found the secret passageway on the other side of a massive tapestry hanging on the wall. Too bad he didn’t have his usual company this time, his childhood friend and the girl he eventually fell in love with.

He pushed against a wall panel to find the opening that was so small he had to crawl inside it, and it was pitch-dark once he closed the panel behind him. This passage used to be easier to navigate when he was eight years old. Now his head brushed the ceiling here as he crawled, dust collecting on his hair and clothing as he went. It had been a while since he’d been down here, so he had to brush a few cobwebs out of his way too.

He crawled for about a dozen yards until he saw slivers of light at the end, where he pushed aside shrubs to come out the side of a hill, right outside the back palace wall. From here, there was only a two-foot-wide ledge of rock until a sheer drop to a dry ravine, which eventually led out to the Devvy River glittering in the distance.

Now that he thought about it, it had not been safe coming this way as a kid, but he’d been fearless back then. Still a little now too, since he was planning to defy his father, the emperor.

He picked his way down the slope with only the moonlight to guide him. Wind rustled the grasses and crickets chirped in the night, but otherwise he only heard the sound of his own heavy breathing.

He kept his hood pulled low as he reached the street, even though no one was really out at this hour. Sneaking out of the palace alone when there were people out here who wanted the Prince of Casland dead was probably not the smartest idea. But better him than anyone he trusted with this secret rendezvous. He could protect himself anyway.

When he reached the end of one lane, he ducked inside an abandoned inn. The dining room smelled of mold and stale beer, with a couple of broken or overturned chairs scattered throughout. The place was mostly dark, with some moonlight filtering in through boarded-up windows, meaning he couldn’t see the black shapes and shadows that well.

So when one of them moved, the figure came at him so unexpectedly fast that for a single heartbeat, he thought he was imagining it. His words got stuck in his throat before he could cry out, and he panicked, wondering if someone had followed him. If anyone loyal to his father had found out he was out here to meet with rebels...

He tried to freeze the figure with his magic, but his mana suddenly vanished, leaving his insides feeling cold and empty. He was so surprised that he didn’t reach for his weapon, and then the unknown person, who apparently had the power to unmance, pressed him back into the nearest wall, pointing a sword at his midsection.

Another person nearby struck a match and lit a lantern, holding it up so Jistan could see her face. He reeled in some of his terror, but not all.

“Yazrene,” he choked out, his heart still pounding. Then he looked to the person holding the blade to his torso and saw the same blond hair and white skin, only this woman was younger with shorter hair, since they were sisters. “Uh...Bekka?”

“Oh, so you do remember me,” Bekka said with a growl.

Of course, she was the only other unmancer he knew. He swallowed and glanced down at the sword. “I-I don’t understand. Why are you pointing a weapon at me?”

“As if you don’t know.”

“I’m no longer your enemy. We’re on the same team!”

“Are we?”

Yazrene placed a hand on her sister’s wrist, making her lower the sword. “Remember our mission. We need him.”

Bekka grunted, then sheathed the sword into her belt. As Jistan started to relax though, Bekka’s fist came at him, snapping his head sideways from the blow. Pain bloomed from his jaw, and he tasted blood.

“That’s for what you did to me and my people last moon,” Bekka hissed.

“What I—?” Jistan was confused, until he remembered. “Oh.”

“‘Oh’. Is that all you have to say?” She rolled up the sleeve on her right arm, thrusting it out so he could see the ugly scar trailing from the inside of her elbow, nearly to her wrist. “This cut was so deep the flesh had to be sewn back together. And some of my comrades lost fingers!”

The prince winced from pain and guilt as he touched his bloodied lip. He hadn’t wanted to torture anyone, but because of his father...no. It had been Jistan’s fingers on the knife handle. He could’ve made a different choice, but chose not to. “I-I’m sorry I did that to you. I thought you and the others were Zanteon soldiers trying to stop us from stealing the Obsidian Chest. I didn’t know you all were...” he trailed off.

Bekka cocked her head. “What? Rebels? If you’d known the truth, what would you have done to us then?”

He remained quiet. Only a few weeks ago, he had been unwavering in his loyalty to his father and the Casland throne. So it would’ve been his duty to order the execution of captured rebels. He might’ve even done it himself.

“I didn’t know then what I know now,” he said. “I’m not willing to follow my father’s orders so easily anymore. He plotted my downfall by making me head of the Royal Defense Patrol and sending me to steal from another emperor to ruin any chance at peace with that country. Also, my mother used to be a rebel, and I idolized her.”

“And because of her,” Yazrene interjected, her eyes narrowed, “and the fact that we need you to rule this country in place of your father, are the reasons I’m not letting my sister cut off some of your fingers.”

“Again, I am sorry about that. I’m not the same person I used to be.”

“See, that’s the part I’m not completely convinced of,” Bekka said, crossing her arms.

Jistan stared incredulously. “Seriously?” He gestured at their surroundings. “Have I not proven myself by sneaking out of the palace to meet with rebels behind my father’s back? I’m even planning a heist against him, for Goddess’ sake!”

“Still doesn’t mean you’ll be a better emperor than him. A lot of the Inverted Insurgents feel the same way.”

“So what does this mean?” He had gone to great lengths to get in contact with this rebel group, and his plans wouldn’t work without them. He couldn’t trust enough of his own soldiers to follow his lead and go against Emperor Akeil. “Are you not going to help me?”

Yazrene glanced at Bekka, then gave Jistan a sympathetic look. “Well...the insurgents refuse to help. But I will still assist you, along with Dario. Whatever you need from us, just let us know when it’s time to carry out your plan.”

The prince scoffed. “I’ll need more than two of you.”

“That’s too bad,” Bekka said. “We’re not risking our necks for an untrustworthy prince. You’ll have to find more mancers on your own.”

He huffed in frustration. “Fine, I haven’t finished formulating a plan anyway.” He turned to Yazrene. “I’ll let you know what I come up with.” This had just become a lot more difficult. Maybe impossible.

“Your father plans on marching an army to the other countries, right?” Yazrene asked. “If you have to bring the chest along, wouldn’t it be easier to make our move then, away from the palace?”

“Maybe,” he said. “I have more knowledge of the inner workings of the palace though, and my father would never expect anyone to have the audacity to steal it right from under his nose. So I’ll take all those things into consideration.”

Yazrene nodded, glancing over at her sister, who had paced a few feet away. “In the meantime, our people will continue working in towns around Alyrria, recruiting members to our cause and helping those in need, as we’ve been doing.”

She and Jistan discussed a few more reports of current events happening in and around Casland, and then the prince got ready to leave, lifting his hood back over his head. Luckily, Bekka hadn’t hit him too hard with her unmancing magic, so he already felt his mana access returning. That was good, because he needed his magic to get past the guards again as he snuck back into the palace.

“It might be too risky for us to send messages back and forth by way of that boy, Lary,” Yazrene said. “Maybe we should start meeting here once a week at the same time so we don’t have to risk trying to communicate.”

Jistan nodded. He was concerned about the life of his steward as well, because consorting with rebels would be considered treason and punishable by death. “That might be a good idea. I always send Lary out on errands in the city, but someone could be watching.” Especially after what Lary did to Jistan’s fiancée, which still brought a smile to the prince’s face when he thought about it. “We’ll meet here again next time, but we’ll switch the location after that, just in case.”

Yazrene nodded, then clasped his shoulder. “Stay safe, Your Highness. You’re playing a dangerous game.”

“So are we all. Be careful as well.” He glanced over at Bekka, who threw a glare right back at him. “You too...and I’m sorry, again.” He left the inn then, checking to make sure the lane was clear before he started back toward his palace home.

As he went, he touched his cut lip again. His jaw was probably bruised too. Ugh, that unmancer sure can hit rather hard. Now I’ll have to explain this injury tomorrow.

Although when he got back into the palace, that was the least of his worries. Because after slipping past the guards again, thinking he was in the clear after his secret outing, he found his fiancée waiting outside his bedroom door, casually leaning against the wall with her brown hair cascading over one shoulder.

There was no way his time magic could get him out of this one.

Aladia Vizini’s green eyes narrowed to slits upon seeing him as she straightened her petite frame, a deep scowl on her olive face. “And where, in Goddess’ name, have you been?”
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Shai tugged on the sleeves of her long ivory tunic, the silky material soft against her medium-brown skin. She had tried to put on an outfit that displayed the perfect balance of high class and strength, so she hoped it was good enough for the upcoming meeting. The fabric of the tunic split in the front below her waist, stopping at her knees, revealing black hose underneath. She also wore long black boots and a black belt over the tunic.

Walking over to the vanity in her room, she studied the various jars of cosmetics. She’d already put some color on her cheeks and lips, and she didn’t want to overdo it. Maybe she should put some more oil on her hair to make it shine.

However, she found herself opening the drawer in the vanity and pulling out her small knife, nicknamed Nahya. She didn’t need it for protection anymore these days, but she felt like it brought her luck. It helped her win a duel a few weeks ago against a ruthless bandit from her old gang, The Cliq.

She rubbed Nahya’s worn wooden hilt, glad to be free of that lethal gang and the people there. She had survived. And hopefully she never had to go back, now that she was living in the palace again.

Only she wasn’t so sure she was any safer, with all she knew about Emperor Akeil now.

She didn’t need Nahya today, but it made her feel calmer just holding it for a moment.

There was a knock on her bedroom door then, and she quickly stuffed the knife back into the drawer, pushing it closed before calling, “You may come in.”

The door opened, and she turned, expecting it to be her friend, Qiara, or maybe a maid, coming to see if she needed assistance. But no, the person who entered her room made her eyes widen, even as her heart skipped a beat.

Jistan locked her bedroom door behind him after darting in, then turned to her.

“What are you doing here?” she hissed.

“I just came to see if ‘Lady Shaielle Breannon’ was ready for me to escort her to Emperor Akeil’s throne room,” he said, strolling casually over to her.

“But you didn’t come by the hidden passageway! If anyone saw—” the rest of her words were swallowed into his mouth as his lips covered hers. She closed her eyes and leaned into his warm body, pleasant flutters in her stomach.

Goddess, she wondered if she’d ever get used to this feeling. Giddiness. Like floating on clouds.

When he pulled away from her, his head still leaning down, one corner of his lip quirked, a dimple forming in his bronze cheek. “Does this mean you’re not happy to see me?”

She couldn’t help smiling too. “I am. I’m always happy to see you. But you’re promised to another woman, remember?”

He frowned, stepping back with a groan. “Don’t remind me.”

“Jistan. You know we can’t be seen together.”

“It’s only temporary. Until we can find a way to...overthrow my father. Then I can be with whoever I want. I can be with you.” He stepped closer again, taking her hands in his.

She wondered why he sometimes hesitated when talking about defying his father. Like he still wasn’t used to the idea. Or worse, like he were reconsidering it. Before she could comment on it, she noticed a cut on his lip, which also looked a little swollen.

She touched the injury. “What happened? Did someone hit you?”

“Yes. During my secret outing last night.” He rubbed his jaw, which also appeared a little bruised now that she was looking closely.

“You were going to meet the rebels, how did you get into a fight?”

“I...ran into someone who is not very happy with the monarchy at the moment. A drunk someone.” He winced, glancing away from her as if remembering the moment.

She sighed. “You should be more careful. What did Yazrene say?”

“It wasn’t just Yazrene there. Her sister, Bekka, is in town too.”

“Ah.” Shai remembered the other unmancer, and how they’d battled each other. Shai was still a bit peeved that she lost that match, but in the end, Bekka gave them crucial information that led to Shai and Jistan joining the Inverted Insurgents. “And how is she?”

“She’s still...feisty.” He rubbed his jaw. “And apparently she has convinced the other rebels that I can’t be fully trusted yet. So only Yazrene and Dario will help us with our mission.” He glanced at the door as if expecting someone to be listening in on them.

Shai’s eyebrows came together. “Seriously? Don’t they know how dangerous it is for that object to remain in Emperor Akeil’s possession?”

“I guess they don’t think it’s important enough to help with. Or they think I can round up a crew on my own.”

“I guess we did succeed in the last heist with only a crew of seven mancers.” Eight, if she counted the infiltrator, who was also her enemy and the former second-in-command of The Cliq. But Edmun, Ed for short, had only come in at the end after they’d already retrieved their prize from the lethal labyrinth hidden underground.

Jistan rubbed his forehead and turned his back to her. “Yeah, but we didn’t get away unnoticed from Emperor Varo, barely making it out alive from his palace. This time I have to deceive my own father, without letting him know I’m the one who betrayed him. If he finds out about my treachery...I’m not sure what he’ll do.”

Shai wasn’t sure either. Jistan was the emperor’s only son, so he was supposed to inherit the throne. But if he was found to be a traitor, Akeil would find some way to stop that, of course. But would he only imprison his son? Or have him executed? And who would he choose to rule the country next? Someone equally or even more cruel and power-hungry than Akeil himself? That couldn’t happen.

“Maybe that’s why he wants you to marry soon,” Shai said, narrowing her eyes at the thought of Aladia. “She may be the one he chooses to rule the country in your stead.”

Jistan scoffed. “Hard to believe my egotistical father would hand the throne over to a woman, but better than a traitor, I assume. Speaking of my loathed fiancée, Aladia caught me sneaking back to my room last night.”

Shai cringed. “How did you explain yourself?”

“I told her I was seeking female company at a brothel.” He grinned. “That really infuriated her, that I’d rather seek out courtesans over having her in my bed. It will be my reason anytime I’m caught out at night.” He looked off to the side. “I’ll probably need to start staying out longer to make it seem more believable.”

Shai nodded. “It’s a good lie. Even if I don’t like that you’re pretending to be with other females.” She hadn’t really thought much about Jistan’s past sexual encounters. Had he ever been with anyone in that way? The thought made her cheeks flush.

He brushed a strand of hair away from her face. “You are the only one I want. You don’t have to worry about anyone else.” His face darkened. “Certainly not Aladia. And if my father is considering her as his replacement, Casland is doomed. She would just be more of the same, since she’s just like him. So I can’t be implicated in this. We have to do this right.”

“I know, we will.” Shai grabbed his hand. “And right now, if we don’t want your father to get suspicious of us, we better head to the throne room.”

“Right.” He ran a hand down the front of his kente-patterned tunic and inspected her from head to toe. “Are you ready?”

“I believe so.” Her stomach churned. This would be her first time coming face to face with the man in almost eight years. She didn’t think she looked anything like the young child she had been, so he probably wouldn’t remember her.

Hopefully.

Jistan glanced down at their clasped hands, probably wishing just like she did that they could walk out like this. She’d just have to imagine the feel of his hand in hers to comfort her and keep her calm.

She reluctantly pulled away and gestured to her outfit. “Do you think I’ll meet the emperor’s approval?”

He nodded, grinning. “You’ll meet any man’s approval.”

She smiled, tucking her curls behind her ears. He still made her blush, even weeks after they first confessed their love to each other.

He finally snapped out of his trance as he cleared his throat and unlocked the bedroom door, holding it open. “Shall we?”

She took a deep breath. “Let’s get this over with.”

They both walked out of the room, and he held his arm out to her. She grabbed it and tried not to hold on too tight as he escorted her down the hall.

While they walked toward the staircase, he said, “I will do all the talking. You just have to answer if he questions you. And don’t forget to curtsy.” He paused. “You do remember how to curtsy?”

She rolled her eyes. “Of course. I haven’t done it in so long though. There’s not much need for it on the streets of Valizea.”

“I imagine there wouldn’t be. But being homeless or part of The Cliq is no longer your life. I’ll make sure of that.” He rested a hand on hers.

After descending the stairs, guards immediately fell into step behind them, their presence hard to miss as their chainmail and swords rattled with their movements. Jistan usually tried to keep them off his tail as much as possible, but ever since coming back here, they rarely let him go anywhere without them. Akeil claimed it was for protection since peace in Casland was becoming less stable, but Shai figured he was trying to keep an eye on his son. The emperor didn’t seem suspicious of Jistan working with rebels, but he probably didn’t want to take any chances.

Despite not having visited the throne room in so many years, Shai remembered where it was without Jistan having to guide her. She walked purposefully in the right direction, although her hand trembled a bit on his arm.

A couple of servants and noble guests passed them on the way. Jistan bid them good afternoon, but continued walking when some of them looked as if they wanted to chat longer. Curious eyes wanted to know who Shai was, but she didn’t look at them, keeping her head held high. Everyone would know who she was soon enough.

The hallway leading to the throne room was more lavish than most, with massive tapestries displaying intricate images and golden statues of birds lining the walls. Birds were a common theme in Casland since its crest was an image of a bluebird with an S-shaped vine behind it. So it was no surprise that the large mahogany doors of the throne room displayed carvings of vines and birds. The sun shone through the nearby windows, highlighting every indent and curve in the wood.

“Exquisite work,” Shai said as the guards opened the doors. “These doors were smooth last time I was here. It must’ve taken a lot of mana for a xylomancer to design them.”

“Yes,” Jistan said. “It did. And I’m glad you noticed. My father hardly gave it a glance after it was done last year. It crushed the xylomancer’s spirits, but I made sure he was paid handsomely.”

Shai smiled at him. Another way Jistan differed from his father. The rebels were wrong in thinking the prince might turn out like Emperor Akeil. They had to be.

They walked into the throne room, onto a black-and-gold rug that ran from the doors to the lone seat upon a dais against the back wall. Usually, rooms like this were extravagantly decorated in gold and jewels, but this one seemed to exude power, with its sturdy stone walls and black curtains draped around the windows. Even the throne was only a stone chair covered with the nicknames and faces of former Casland emperors sculpted into it, such as Mountain Peak Kyrilus, a geomancer who was rumored to have had such powerful earth magic that he raised a mountain, one now named after him.

The emperor who currently sat on the throne had accomplished no special feat to earn his own nickname yet, but he was a young forty years old, so he still had time. Men in the Oriando family line usually lived to be eighty or more; provided they didn’t perish in battle. Shai didn’t wish death on the emperor, but she did want him to no longer rule Casland.

Akeil Oriando sat upright as his son and Shai approached the dais. Today the emperor wore a navy-blue doublet with gold stitching and buttons, his official royal colors. It almost seemed too tight over his massive abdomen. His kente headpiece sat low, close to dark brown eyes that studied the two who stopped in front of him with an intense gaze.

Jistan gave his father a little bow as Shai dipped into a low curtsy, holding the long tail of her tunic. The prince nodded at her in approval, and she smiled at him. Her heart didn’t pound so hard with nervousness since she had the one she loved by her side.

The emperor said, “So, son, you are here to introduce me to the one you would like to hire as a security advisor?”

“Yes, Father,” Jistan said, standing tall. “As you may recall, a powerful unmancer was part of the heist team I formed two moons ago to retrieve the Obsidian Chest. And this is her, Shaielle Breannon.” He placed his hand on her shoulder. Shai almost wanted to laugh at how formal Jistan sounded now. She rarely heard him speak this way.

“Yes, I’ve heard a lot about how skilled she is,” Akeil said, sliding to the edge of his throne. “When she was imprisoned in our dungeon after a heist, she escaped her cell in only a few days. How extraordinary, considering how many magical wards are placed on those.” He lifted his chin. “But her criminal past is a concern, especially since she belonged to a gang that stole from me and my people for years.”

Shai tensed, and Jistan shifted uncomfortably.

“Father, please. An unmancer with her level of power is...well, beyond rare. Maybe the first of her kind. It would be a waste not to use her to her full potential. And I’ve signed a pardon forgiving all of her former misdeeds after she so willingly served our kingdom. She’s also willing to take the oath to join the RDP permanently.”

“I see.” Akeil sat back, his plump hands grasping the arms of his chair. “At least her thieving experience has proven useful. And the Treasurer was rambling on about her before this meeting, giving her a glowing recommendation. Her knowledge of runes and how to strengthen wards is impressive.”

Jistan nodded. “She’s already given us great ideas on how to improve the security of our Royal Vault, to make it impossible for an unmancer like her to undo the magical runes warding it. She could be a valuable asset in many other ways as well.”

Akeil huffed, directing his steely gaze at Shai. She almost felt like it was burning a hole in her skin. “I’d like to hear from you. Are you up to the task of being a security advisor?”

Shai bowed her head, keeping her gaze on the floor. “I am.”

“And what of your gang?”

“I have left The Cliq, Your Majesty,” Shai said.

“Just like that, hm?”

“The leader of The Cliq has been caught. Madame Kalyssah is imprisoned here, beneath these floors.”

“Doesn’t mean her gang has just dispersed. Although I do think you should be rewarded for proving yourself loyal by helping bring the chest to me.”

Shai clenched a fist behind her back. If she’d had her way, he wouldn’t have ever laid eyes on the chest. “I was happy to help.”

“Of course.” Then he squinted at her, frowning. “For some reason, you look familiar...”

Shai looked to Jistan in panic, and the prince quickly said, “Yes, I think she looks similar to one of the highborn ladies we had dinner with a few days ago.”

“Maybe, although I’m sure that woman dressed significantly better.” Akeil looked Shai’s outfit up and down, his nose wrinkled in distaste.

“I’m not a noble. I’m just a simple commoner,” Shai said, her tone just shy of sounding like a retort. Too late, she remembered Jistan told her not to speak out of turn.

Emperor Akeil narrowed his eyes, and Jistan intervened by saying, “We really need someone with her expertise to strengthen the wards around the Obsidian Chest. Maybe that should be her first assignment?”

Shai held her breath. This was their way to get close to the chest, find out how they could steal it and take it away from here. If this didn’t work...

The emperor sat back in his chair, appearing to consider. Finally, he shook his head, and Shai’s stomach dropped.

“I already have someone in charge of the Obsidian Chest’s security. Instead, I have another way to put this former thief to use.” A smirk slowly spread over his face, and now Shai’s heart plummeted to join her stomach, even before she heard Akeil’s absurd task for her:

“I want you to hunt down the remaining members of The Cliq and have them imprisoned. I want you to destroy that gang once and for all.”
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Jistan’s eyes widened, even as he tried to hide his shock and horror at his father’s suggestion. Next to him, Shai sucked in her breath, so he could imagine she was feeling the same way, only twice as bad.

“Protecting the chest and ending the Crossover War with the other countries surely take precedence over bringing down a bunch of bandits,” Jistan told his father.

“On the contrary, son,” Akeil said, sitting forward in his throne, a vein in his forehead twitching. “That gaggle of leeches who steal from my kingdom caused us to lose resources, which hinders our efforts to end the war. And since Valizeans have been getting restless, this could be a way to earn back the faith of our people by getting rid of a gang that regularly terrorizes and kills them. So, that is your mission, Shaielle Breannon. Find the rest of the gang, get together a force of the RDP, and crush them. That is your first official task as an RDP security advisor.”

Jistan opened his mouth to argue, although he wasn’t sure what else he could say to stop this absurdity. However, Shai bowed her head and said, “I appreciate the opportunity, Your Majesty. I will see what I can do about The Cliq.”

“Good. Don’t disappoint me.”

Jistan clenched his teeth, exhaling through his nose to calm himself. Then he remembered what his father had said. “You put someone else in charge of the Obsidian Chest’s security? Who?”

“That would be me,” said a deep, raspy voice, belonging to a wiry man who walked out of the door to the left of the throne. His skin was a deep, earthy brown, and he had twisting locs that cascaded down his back, black with silver strands.

It was Akeil’s advisor, a biomancer named Ryshad. Jistan considered his own advisor, Tivon, his best friend as well. But Ryshad was on a different level. He was ruthless, self-serving, and a hard-ass who never deviated from tradition and rules. Jistan had never liked the man.

The prince looked at his father. “Lord Ryshad has been assigned the task of overseeing the chest?”

“Yes,” Emperor Akeil replied. “He suggested it, and I agreed. We won’t have to worry about anyone taking the chest out from under us with him in charge.”

Jistan’s heart sank in dismay. He just kept being dealt setback after setback. The plan that had started to form in his head was going up in smoke.

“I am happy to take on this task,” Ryshad said, smirking at the prince as if secretly knowing he was ruining Jistan’s life. And enjoying every minute of it.

But Jistan wouldn’t show any of his inner turmoil to this man, or his father, as he nodded. “That is wise. A biomancer would know everything about securing a prized object.” And then, he had an idea that might help their mission. “Father, have you seen the power that the chest can bestow yet?”

“I have not.” Akeil tilted his head. “What a shame I may never be able to do so if I send the soldiers to march without me.”

“I agree. Many soldiers want to see what the chest can do after all this talk about it. I suggest we hold a demonstration in the courtyard tomorrow. And let everyone witness its power. Let rumors spread to other cities in Casland, and maybe even to other countries.”

The emperor flashed a pleased smile. “Excellent idea! You speak with a clever tongue, son. It will be time to move forward with our plans to end the Crossover War soon, and this will show everyone how we plan to do it.”

Ryshad’s eyes flashed with what seemed like hatred, or maybe jealousy, as he told Jistan, “Yes, marvelous for you to come up with such an audacious idea, my prince.”

Jistan didn’t know if the man was trying to insult him or not, but he flashed him a tight smile. “Thank you, my lord.”

“After the demonstration, we will meet to discuss next steps,” the emperor said, then eyed Shai again. “And I expect results within the fortnight for your assignment.”

Shai nodded. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

She and Jistan took their leave then, and they didn’t speak as the guards fell into step behind them again. Once they reached the staircase, Jistan told the guards he needed about fifteen minutes to change, then he’d meet them at the sparring room, where he would train some new RDP recruits. In reality though, he needed to hit something to let out his frustrations about all this.

When Jistan and Shai got upstairs, it wasn’t until they were in the empty hallway outside her bedroom that he cursed, and she released her breath, leaning against the wall near a landscape painting.

“I was so close to getting you near the Obsidian Chest,” Jistan fumed, pacing back and forth. “Damn that Ryshad for getting to my father with his idea first. So not only are most of the rebels unwilling to help, but we have no way of gaining access to the chest.” He shook his head, placing his hands on his hips and puffing out his cheeks. “And that isn’t even the worst part. How could my father put you in danger by sending you out to hunt down members of The Cliq?!”

Shai straightened. “I’ll admit, when he first suggested it, I was terrified at the thought of going back into the world of that gang. I thought I’d left it behind for good. But now that I think about it...it could be a good thing.”

Jistan stared at her incredulously. “How?”

“We need more people to help us with—” she mouthed the words, “the heist”, before continuing in a regular voice, “—so maybe some of the Cliq members would be willing to help.”

He quirked an eyebrow. “You want us to trust a bunch of thieves and killers with a mission like this?”

“Not all of them. Just the ones who are willing to follow their new leader.” She lifted her chin, squaring her shoulders.

Jistan blinked. “I hope you’re not saying what I think you’re saying.”

Her beautiful hazel eyes gleamed. “I won that duel against Ed, and it was for leadership of The Cliq. So they’re supposed to follow me.”

There were so many problems with her idea, he didn’t know where to begin. “Um, you said you didn’t want to be leader of that gang, you only dueled him so you could escape his clutches. And you’ve been absent from The Cliq so long that they must’ve found someone else to follow by now. They would never follow you, when you’re with me and they hate the monarchy!”

“I could try. What’s the worst they could do to me?”

“Kill you, perhaps? Yes, they would definitely kill you.”

“Not all of them are killers. And I would be doing this to save our country from your father’s tyranny. So I’m willing to take the risk. Isn’t that what RDP soldiers do?”

“Not—” he cut off, peering down the hallway, then walked close enough to her that their hands could brush against each other. “Not the soldier I love.”

Shai rolled her eyes. “You can’t give me preferential treatment. I can protect myself.”

“I know.” Shai was one of the strongest people he knew, which worried him. He didn’t want her to get in over her head. “If anything happens to you, it’ll be my fault.”

“No, it won’t. It’ll be your father’s.”

Jistan snorted. “Can’t argue with you there.”

“Jistan, I’ll be fine. I’m not doing it alone, of course. I’ll take Q with me. And I can get some help from another source.”

Jistan cocked his head. “You don’t mean...”

She nodded. “I do. After all, she knows how to lead a gang.” Shai placed a hand on his arm. “Don’t worry about me. You work on playing your part as the dutiful son and faithful husband-to-be. And I’ll do my part by becoming leader of the most dangerous gang in Valizea.”

Jistan breathed a sigh. “Fine.” As soon as he agreed to turn against his father, he hadn’t considered how risky it would be, not just to himself, but to everyone he cared about. If he lost anyone during all of this, he wasn’t sure he could live with himself.

In the end, it might be safer just to follow his father’s plans. Although if he could save his people, and everyone else in Alyrria, it would all be worth it.

But only if they succeeded.
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Shai decided to go that night before she lost her nerve. She needed to speak to that ‘source’ she mentioned to Jistan earlier.

After dinner, she walked toward the part of the palace she remembered clearly from a few moons ago. Candled sconces flickered orange light across the gray stone walls, blue carpet, and black statues lining the hallway. Near the end of it, two guards stood on either side of a heavy iron door. Before, there had been no guards outside the dungeon, only inside. More security measures were put in place after her and Qiara’s breakout several moons ago.

Shai approached the guard to the right of the iron door and requested which prisoner she wished to speak to. The brawny, olive-skinned man didn’t seem too pleased about someone disturbing his boredom as he scowled down at her, his bushy eyebrows coming together. “Visiting time is over in half an hour.”

“I don’t need that long,” Shai assured him. “And since I am one of the RDP’s new security advisors, surely you will be able to handle this request? I’d hate to get Prince Jistan involved.” It was awkward acting like she had authority now. But she kind of did. And this would be good practice for when she asserted her leadership over The Cliq.

She still wasn’t sure she could though, especially not without one of those lethal gang members putting a knife in her.

The guard traded looks with his companion, then huffed through his nostrils, glowering at Shai like she was a roach he wanted to squash. “I will retrieve the prisoner for you, my Lady. Follow me.”

He opened the iron door and headed toward the narrow stone staircase that led down two flights, with Shai close behind. Their footsteps echoed as they descended, the light from above fading as they walked toward the dim glow of the torches below.

After reaching the lower level, they found more guards waiting, spaced out at regular intervals. There were more than before, plus there were more wards, including one that blocked magic usage in the entire dungeon, not just each separate cell like before. The ward pressed down on Shai’s magical sense like a thick blanket.

She and Qiara wouldn’t stand a chance of escaping this place on their own now, so hopefully they’d never end up back here. If they got caught for the treason they planned on committing, most likely they’d just be executed.

Grime covered the stone walls here, and barely any sunlight filtered in through the small barred windows. The foul stench of old piss and feces from prisoners’ chamber pots brought back horrible memories.

The guard leading Shai opened another door and instructed her to wait inside. She went in, and he closed the door behind her. This room was tiny, containing only a small wooden table with two rickety chairs across from each other. When she sat in the chair facing the door and placed her forearms down, the table rocked on uneven legs, thumping against the floor. She sighed, lifting her arms to allow the table to wobble back the way it was.

Her chest clenched at the thought of the upcoming visit. She had many things to talk about, not just The Cliq. Such as the side mission Jistan didn’t know Shai was working on.

It’s not that I’m hiding it from him...exactly, Shai always told herself whenever she felt guilty. It’s just that I’m verifying if it’s actually true, and then I’ll tell him. He didn’t need to worry about what happened in the past to his mother, Queen Nevira, right now. He had too much other stress in his life.

The door to the tiny room opened again after a few minutes, and the prisoner was marched inside, her shackles rattling. The guard forced her to sit in the chair opposite Shai.

Madame Kalyssah glared up at him as he told her he’d be right outside the room and to not make any attempts to escape. Then the guard looked at Shai and said, “You have fifteen minutes with the prisoner, my Lady.”

Shai nodded as he left. When she met Kalyssah’s gaze, the woman looked amused, and not at all surprised by her late-night visitor.

“So you’re a Lady now,” Kalyssah said, leaning back in her seat. “I think you’re the first street rat to rise to nobility in such a short frame of time. Other thieves must be so envious.”

Shai wasn’t sure if the woman was congratulating her or insulting her, so she ignored the statement as she studied her former boss.

Shai wasn’t used to seeing her like this. Madame Kalyssah used to always dress so lavishly and carry herself like royalty. Now her diaphanous skirts and black bodice were tattered and filthy, and she wore her orange scarf around her neck rather than her head. Her short auburn hair was disheveled, and her face makeup was smeared and nearly gone. Dirt patches marred her usually flawless pale skin.

“I would ask you how you’re doing,” Shai said, “but I can already guess the answer to that based on my previous stay here.”

The prisoner scowled. “This place stinks, and the food is atrocious. Can you believe I found two beetles inside my oatmeal this morning?”

Shai smirked. “That is unfortunate. I remember only finding one in mine.”

Kalyssah snorted. “So. Why are you here, my dear Shaielle?”

Straight to the point, then. “I need your help.”

“And why would I help you?”

“I thought you and I had come to a sort-of truce when Ed threw us in that cage together. Why are you being so hostile?”

The former gang leader narrowed her eyes. “Maybe because your beau is the one who threw me in here.”

“Can you blame him for that? He wanted to execute you, but I convinced him not to. You were the leader of the deadliest gang in Valizea. Do you know how many people The Cliq murdered?”

“Not as many as you would think. We did more stealing than killing.”

The woman apparently still considered herself one of them if she was using the term ‘we’. “It doesn’t matter now. I need to find them. The Cliq’s lair has been cleared out, and they’ve all scattered since you were captured.”

Kalyssah frowned. “You expect me to help you turn them in to your prince so they can face punishment too? There’s no way—”

“I need them to help me steal the Obsidian Chest from Emperor Akeil!” Shai hissed, lowering her voice so the guards couldn’t overhear. She flashed a look at the door anyway, glad it was made of thick iron.

Kalyssah’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re planning to steal from the monarchy?”

“Jistan’s part of the monarchy too, and he’s the one leading this operation.” She leaned over the table further, despite its rocking, and Kalyssah did the same as Shai spoke in a hushed tone. “You’re right about the emperor wanting me to hunt down the rest of The Cliq. But I don’t want to turn them in because I would never help that man. Besides, if everything works out the way we want, Jistan will become the new ruler of Casland, and he has agreed to pardon any thieves who help our cause.”

“Assuming he can take down his father,” Kalyssah muttered. “But I do like the idea. Emperor Akeil has caused so much suffering, which is why many people in this city turn to a life of crime. Most of them are just desperate, not ruthless.”

Shai nodded. “No one understands that more than me and my mother.” That was how they became part of The Cliq. “So will you help?”

Kalyssah’s thin lips pressed together as she stared off to the side. “This will be dangerous and next to impossible. But if there’s a chance of overthrowing Emperor Akeil, I’m sure many of my bandits would be willing to help. And what about that rebel group?”

“They’re working with us too, in their own way.” Shai still didn’t understand why the insurgents weren’t being as helpful as they were before, and where these new doubts about Jistan came from. Maybe she’d get a chance to speak to one of them soon and find out more.

The former Cliq leader sat back again, tapping her fingers against the table as she thought. “The one who may be most willing to follow you is the third founding member of The Cliq. In the beginning, it was just her, me, and Ed.” Kalyssah’s gaze darkened. “I still can’t believe Ed betrayed me and tried to take over my gang.”

“Last time we saw him, he was fleeing after losing leadership of The Cliq to me. Some of those bandits witnessed that, so I doubt all of The Cliq were willing to follow him after word spread. They’re probably still loyal to you.”

“Or you.”

Shai made a face at that. She never wanted to be the leader of a gang of thieves, but if it would save Casland and possibly all of Alyrria, she’d be willing to try. “So the third founding member of The Cliq is...?”

“A good friend of mine. Feya Rumon. She was always in charge of coming up with The Cliq’s rules, like how anyone could challenge the leader for ownership of The Cliq. She will see you as the rightful leader. And she’ll hate Ed if she heard what he did to me. Try looking for her around the shoemaker’s shop on Market Square Lane. We always conducted business behind that building because no one thought to look for crime there. Most criminals work near taverns or abandoned buildings.”

Shai nodded. “I remember Feya. She’s fierce, but fair.”

“Yes. Some members of The Cliq might still be reluctant to follow you unless they know I approve of you taking over. So I will share with you the location of my secret stash of treasure, one outside of the lair. It should help you gain their trust.”

“Thank you, Madame Kalyssah.”

The woman smiled wryly. “Just Kalyssah now. I’m not madame or leader of anything.”

Shai nodded, then stared down at her fidgeting fingers.

“There’s something else you want to ask me?” Kalyssah prompted.

“Yes. I’m trying to find out more about Queen Nevira’s death.”

“Ah. Have you still not told Jistan what you know?”

Shai cleared her throat, fidgeting harder. “No. But I plan to, after I find out more.”

“Well. From what I’ve heard, keeping secrets from him almost didn’t end well the first time, did it? Doesn’t seem like a smart idea to do it again.”

Shai glared. “Do you have any more information or not?”

“I told you, I don’t remember the name of the man I sold the poison to. And we don’t even know if he used it to poison the queen, or whether he was doing it under Emperor Akeil’s orders.”

“That’s why I’m looking into it. You said the man was an advisor close to the emperor. I saw one the other day, and his name is Ryshad.” Shai described him.

Kalyssah put a hand to her chin, which made the chain of her shackles rattle. “It was over seven years ago, but yes, that description seems to fit. I remember him well because I rarely deal in assassinations. But the man offered a nice treasure haul I couldn’t refuse.”

Shai rolled her eyes. Even though she no longer hated the former leader of The Cliq—especially after the woman saved her life when Ed tried to come after Shai at the end of the duel—she still disapproved of Kalyssah’s greedy, cold-hearted nature.

“And what about the person who gave you the poison? Do you remember them?”

“Yes, but I’m sure he must’ve fled or been killed by now.” She went on to give the information she remembered anyway.

Shai asked a few more questions about the type of poison and the place it came from. Kalyssah also explained where to find her treasure. Then Shai called for the guard, telling him she was done with the prisoner.

As the guard grabbed Kalyssah’s arm and started to lead her out, the woman turned back to impart a few last words. “Beware, Shaielle. The players in the game are much more experienced and powerful than you. You might want to think about what you stand to lose before you proceed.”

Shai gulped, nodding once before the guard continued out the door with his prisoner.

Kalyssah’s cryptic words were because of the guard, who may have thought they were talking about a game of cards or dice.

And Shai would be gambling in the coming weeks. But unfortunately, she’d be putting a lot more than gold at risk.
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