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I had to admit, he was a handsome thief.

Tall with wavy, brown hair, sun-kissed skin, and mysterious eyes. He moved lithely, his steps and grace as refined as a noble’s.

And yet... he was just a thief. Low class, sporting two-day stubble, dressed in battered trousers and coat, his once-white shirt yellowed from use.

I’d spotted him almost as soon as I entered the crowded market street, a city block reserved for brick and mortar stores and makeshift, less permanent stalls.

A shabby leather bag hung across his torso, gently swinging by his side as he strolled from stall to stall, one hand in his pocket, jiggling coins or probably scrap metal of some kind. He wanted to appear as if he had money to purchase goods, but I doubted it.

“What do you think of these, Bianca?” Talyssa, my beloved lady-help, asked from the side.

Her question buzzed in my ear, but I was too intent on the thief to pay her any mind.

“What now?” Talyssa asked in frustration. “Oh, him again?” she added as she spotted the rogue.

Talyssa had been with my family since I was twelve. Papa had brought her from one of the poorer areas of the city to be my companion after Mama died. Talyssa had also lost her mother, and after that, her father hadn’t known what to do with her.  Pawning her off to a city lord had been an easy way out. He was probably a drunk. I bet he was a drunk. Talyssa never talked about her life with him. It must have been hideous. She’d been fifteen at the time. Now, she was twenty-two and fond of disapproving of everything I did.

“Stop staring at him, Bianca.” Talyssa pulled on my arm and forced me to face the stall. “Look at these apples instead.” She picked up a bright red piece of fruit and pressed it into my hand.

I rolled my eyes. “Yes, a fine specimen,” I said, dropping the apple in Talyssa’s basket and glancing over my shoulder, wondering where the thief had gone.

My eyes roved around the different stalls. He wasn’t stealing jars of honey or strawberry jam from the old man across from us. He also seemed to have no interest in the potatoes or yams that flooded the burlap sacks in the next stall. He did, however, seem to have a sweet tooth.

I smirked. He had stopped by the baker’s kiosk and was eyeing the petite rhubarb tarts. Pointing, he asked something to the baker’s assistant, a young boy of around fifteen. The boy held five fingers up, the price of the tarts, which was clearly written on a small sign next to them.

The thief asked for the price of the rolls next, which everyone knew to be one Cheke. The young boy was polite, though, and turned to answer him. While he did so, the thief surreptitiously snatched two tarts and slipped them into his leather bag.

A little gasp escaped me. He’d been so quick, a sleight of hand that had probably taken him years to perfect.

“I was right!” I whispered in Talyssa’s ear as she paid the vendor for the apples. “He is a thief. He snatched two tarts.”

Talyssa whirled and pulled on the sleeve of my red dress. “Hush, Bianca. You don’t want to get involved. It’s nothing new, goes on every day, I’m sure.”

“But the poor assistant,” I protested. “He will be in trouble with his master when he doesn’t produce the exact amount of money for the goods he was supposed to sell.”

“Well,” Talyssa said, giving me a raised eyebrow, “if you’re so worried about it, why don’t you pay the boy for the stolen tarts?” She flipped a hand dismissively and moved on to the flower stall.

“That’s an idea,” I murmured to myself, hurrying toward the baker’s kiosk. I pushed past a few ladies and their helpers—my dress rustling as I walked—and caught up with the thief before he moved on to his next target.

“Excuse me,” I said, tapping him on the shoulder.

The thief’s head snapped back and, for an instant, he looked like he was going to run for his life. When he saw me, however, he seemed to relax.

“Yes, milady?” He smiled and inclined his head.

I was dazzled for a moment. Up close, he was more handsome than I’d realized. His smile was bright, and contrasted perfectly with his golden skin. His eyebrows were thick, black, and glossy. His jaw angular. And his lips... they were full and perfectly shaped.

His dark gaze traveled across my face, assessing me. As he regarded me, his smile deepened.

Something sparked between us. It was unmistakable.

Heat crept slowly up my neck, and in that instant, I was very glad for my tanned skin. It wasn’t as deep and rich as the thief’s—I didn’t spend as much time outside as he probably did—but it did well to cover untimely blushes. Something that made Talyssa very jealous. Her skin was white as porcelain and invariably gave her away when she was embarrassed.

“How... can I help you, milady?” the thief asked once more when I didn’t answer, his voice sounded a bit less confident than before, as if he’d also felt the spark.

Straightening to my full height, I took a deep breath and commanded my emotions. This wasn’t the first handsome young man I’d ever encountered, and the ones I met at fancy balls every week were much cleaner and better dressed.

“I have a simple request,” I said, glad that my tone sounded firmer than his had.

“And what, pray tell, is milady’s request?” His voice was steady this time and accompanied by a wink so fast that I almost missed it. I paused, taken aback.

The gall of him!

How dare he wink at me? He was a thief, and I was a lady.

Jutting out my hip, I put out my closed fist. He stared at it and frowned.

“Take this,” I ordered, lifting my chin and setting my mouth into a thin line.

My stern posture worked. Immediately, he obeyed me, extending out a hand and placing it underneath mine.

I dropped ten Chekes on his large palm. “Pay the boy for the tarts you stole.”

For the most part, his face remained steady, but a slight twitch of his eyebrows gave away the fact that I had quite surprised him. He’d thought no one had seen him. He thought he was good at thieving, but I’d just proven otherwise.

His dark eyes dropped to the two black coins in his hand, then returned to my face. He stared into me and held my gaze, saying nothing. I stood my ground, but sitting in the middle of the market, exchanging an intense gaze with a thief was unbecoming of a lady.

“The boy is likely an apprentice, thief,” I said because the silence got the best of me. “And when he gets back, he’ll have to explain to his master why he’s short on change. It will, without a doubt, cost him his post, his livelihood.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “And you care about that?”

I narrowed my eyes back. I wasn’t stupid. This was a trick question. If I said I cared, he would condemn me for being better off than the boy. And if I said I didn’t care, he would probably smirk.

“I care not to have thieves wandering about Acedrex, my city. And I’m sure the White Queen and Black King don’t either,” I said.

Since no one dared defy the two powerful vampires, Acedrex’s monarchs kept the city safe and in immaculate order. In spite of the most unsavory aspects of their rule, we had peace—unlike other neighboring lands.

This market was on a white square of the city, therefore ruled by Queen Lovina and kept safe by her Sentries. The entire city was divided into sixty-four alternating black or white sections, like a chessboard, like the silly game our whole existence was modeled after. White sections were controlled by the Queen, and black ones by the King.

It had been so since the original vampire Queen and King had replaced human monarchs centuries ago. History taught us that there had been tremendous hate between them but, unable to defeat each other due to their perfectly matched strengths, they had played a game of chess to decide the best way to rule Acedrex, thus affecting the fate of generations to come.

The thief snorted. “If you’re worried about thieves, you should probably hold on tighter to your Chekes,” he said, pocketing the coins I’d given him.

I gasped. “You can’t do that.”

“Oh, gods!” Talyssa came running and immediately started pulling me away from the thief. “Get away from that person.”

The shoppers around us went quiet and turned curious stares in our direction, but I didn’t care. I would not let this thief take advantage of me.

Determined to unmask him once and for all, I yanked my arm out of Talyssa’s grip and, in my blind haste, knocked the shopping basket out of her grip, sending the fruits and purple dahlias crashing to the ground.

“Oh, dear!” she exclaimed, watching the apples roll all around her as her cheeks reddened. She leaned down and picked up the flowers, looking quite distraught.

“Oh my, this is terrible,” the thief said, snatching Talyssa’s basket off the ground. “Let me help.”

Before I managed to get my wits back, the thief picked up all the apples, returned them to the basket, and handed them back to Talyssa.

“Here you go, milady,” he said with a brilliant smile.

“Oh.” Talyssa pressed a hand to her bosom, a blush climbing from her chest all the way up to her face, making her redder still. “Thank you.” She batted her eyelashes.

Oh, please. I rolled my eyes. This was too much.

“Sentries!” I screamed.

The thief sighed. “You didn’t have to do that.”

I gave him a raised eyebrow.

“Sentries, a thief,” I screamed even louder this time.

“If we meet again,” he said, placing a hand on
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