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For Jack, 
my wonderfully untreacherous co-conspirator.




Content Warning
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AN EXCERPT FROM THE SALTAN BESTIARY, AMENDED IN THE YEAR 1501 OF THE ALCHEMY AGE:

THE 
ASCIRAN ARCHIVE 
OF SPRITES


Native to Ascira, sprites are small, airborne creatures with natural lifespans of two to three years. They exist in five seasonal subspecies. Active sprites drift low in the sky, near the ground, in order to feed and reproduce. Outside of their active period, they ascend above the clouds to hibernate.

Folktales claim the Serpent King created sprites to replace the sun when he retreated underground: small echoes of the brilliance he loved but could not endure.

Magic

Sprites’ weather-altering abilities vary by subspecies. Larger sprite clusters amplify their magical influence.

Sprites also possess the ability to induce a brief, euphoric sensation in people as a defensive mechanism. Like their weather-changing abilities, this effect is only noticeable in large doses, or when sprites are present in significant numbers.

Appearance

To the naked eye, sprites appear as bright, near-blinding entities due to their protective, crystalline shells, which are capable of shifting colours. Subspecies are nearly indistinguishable without protective eyewear. Inside their shells, sprites are reported to have long, thin bodies, six legs and two wings.

Sprite subspecies

Tear Sprite

Natural colour: Silver.

Appearance: Sharp, slender shells. Often semi-transparent. When a cluster of tear sprites pass through the clouds, they look like a veil.

Weather-affecting ability: Can induce rain, snow, winds, cool temperatures, and, when in high concentrations, lightning.

Active during: Steeling Season.

Posy Sprite

Natural colour: Pink.

Appearance: Long, thin shells and pointed wings.

Weather-affecting ability: Can induce warmth, sunshine and balmy breezes. Have been known to cause increased flora growth, and can summon local wildlife.

Active during: Molten Season.

Cotton Sprite

Natural colour: Yellow.

Appearance: Near-spherical shells. Travel together in tight clusters that resemble honeycomb.

Weather-affecting ability: Can induce heat, part clouds and, when in vast numbers, cause tropical storms.

Active during: Cinder Season.

Silk Sprite

Natural colour: Sapphire.

Appearance: Wispy, spectral-like shells.

Weather-affecting ability: Typically maintain fair and pleasant weather. Often herald a change in season. Can cause slight breezes, mild temperatures and wilting leaves.

Active during: Sheathing Season.

Carousel Sprite

Natural colour: Changes annually.

Appearance: Hazy, varying appearances. Particularly bright, reflective shells. Fly in tight clusters, like a blanket, that migrate across the sky once each year.

Weather-affecting ability: Seem to possess weaker weather abilities than other subspecies, however, they can cause considerable euphoria in people who stand beneath their annual migration.

Active during: One day per year, during the Sheathing Season.







Part One
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Year 1 of the Alchemy Age

To the darling of Dresva, Krista Fische,

So much has transpired since we scattered across the isles of Salta and I claimed Ascira. This isle breathes magic: sprites glimmer through the sky like broken stained glass. Yet, know that if you ever called for me, I would flee this place without hesitation. Ascira may be my home, but it is not my heart. That belongs to your sharp tongue and sharper mind, your inventions, your guarded smiles.

For now, peace reigns over Salta’s isles, across your serpents, my sprites and the other alchemists’ fanged fire and ice. The Serpent King allows us to govern his land. But peace feels like a thread pulled taut, don’t you think? If it snaps, who would the Serpent King blame? What would become of Salta if his favour ever faltered, and gods and alchemists warred?

These aren’t the musings that keep me awake. Those are of you. If you haven’t already burnt this amongst your kindling, know this: I adore you, Krista, more than sprites and gods and magic.

Forever at your mercy,

Celian Flint






Chapter One: Inna
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Year 1510 of the Alchemy Age

Beneath charcoal clouds, sprites glowed a merciless sapphire, turning the shadows Inna crept through into a spotlight. Stealth was a lost cause as she tiptoed across tide-lashed docks in pink platforms. The shoes weren’t made for sneaking, but her mother’s rushed orders hadn’t left her with time to change.

The silk sprites summoned a lukewarm breeze, lifting Inna’s hair and swinging nearby bracket lanterns. Wooden piers creaked and battled the masculine voices up ahead. Illyre’s city lights and tourist crowds were distant memories out here amongst the small, discreet boats of poachers, smugglers, fishers. Inna had long since passed the sturdier, registered boats; decadent tourist ships painted silver and plum, her mother’s crest splashed across each stern.

Inna blinked through the salt mist and hurried towards the bobbing ship at the pier’s end. She wasn’t worried about being spotted. Anyone sailing this late wasn’t interested in ferrying guests around Ascira’s glittering skirts, watching sprites flit by while sipping from champagne flutes. They were here because they’d rather risk sea-monster-infested oceans than declare their goods on legal airships.

Even if Inna’s mother hadn’t described the ship she was to seek out, the smell soon gave it away: sharp and saccharine, like boiled sweets, contrasting the docks’ rusted iron and wet timber.

Inna bit down on her tongue, steeling her spine. Sprites’ odour was strongest when they were hungry. She’d have to be careful to keep any captured sprites locked away.

Behind Inna, a tall shadow sniffed. ‘How many sprites do they have down there? It smells like someone drowned in honey.’

‘Hush.’ Inna paused at the boat’s edge, turning to Celesse, her back-up for tonight’s assignment. ‘Adelia said there’s only two poachers. It should be a quick retrieval.’

Inna ignored Celesse’s arched brow and reached into the satchel at her waist. She retrieved a slim glass vial, glowing dandelion-yellow with a liquid dose of sprite magic. With a too-tight grip, she uncorked the vial and lifted it to her lips.

The magic trickled down her throat like warm syrup. It fizzled through her limbs, pressing beneath her skin, eager to be expelled. She hoped to not have to use the warm weather magic: one stray spark could shatter a jar and free the sprites. The siphoned magic would only last a few minutes, anyway. Just long enough to offer back-up in case the poachers caused trouble.

Inna reached inside her satchel for a second vial – her uncle always ensured she had a steady supply – and offered it to Celesse. She held it pinched between her nails so Celesse’s touch wouldn’t brush hers. But Celesse merely kept her brow raised and offered a minute shake of her head, leaving Inna’s arm outstretched.

‘It’s a small ship,’ Celesse cautioned. ‘The last thing we need is me sneezing sunshine and breaking out a starved sprite.’

A soft current – unrelated to the magic – hummed beneath Inna’s skin: the petty satisfaction of wielding what Celesse couldn’t. Despite whatever else her mother thought of her, Inna knew, at least when it came to shaping magic, she could do what was needed.

Inna slid over the boat’s lip. ‘Suit yourself. Keep watch up here.’

She crept across the deck, hands gliding over the worn railing, breath shallow. Light glowed from a narrow staircase leading to a cabin. The poachers’ laughter cut through the hush, floating up from below deck. Inna crouched behind a stack of crates and peered between slats of rotted wood. The magic in her veins encouraged her to move faster, warming her muscles against the evening chill.

At the bottom of the deck’s staircase, Inna spotted two sets of feet. In their shadows, three glimmering jars lined the floor. Tiny, shifting colours flickered within: sprites. Their wings pulsed, crystal shells clinking against the glass, searching for an escape.

How many poachers had died to seal them inside jars? To most, sprites were harmless, pretty things, capable only of dizzying lights and weak weather magic – until you stuffed them in cages and starved them. But to any underground buyers who knew the truth of sprite power? The thumb-sized weapons would fetch a hefty price.

These poachers were likely oblivious to the danger they’d trapped.

Inna’s heartbeat matched the rhythm of Celesse’s tapping foot. She steadied her breath, and raced down the staircase.

Inna rammed into the first poacher before he could turn towards her. The second, shorter poacher fumbled for a weapon as Inna ducked his flailing arms. She twisted his elbow until there was a sharp crack that sent his knife clattering to the floor. He yelped, eyes wide, as she lifted her own blade to his throat.

The poacher she’d thrown against the wall recovered quicker than expected, straightening to race for the stairs. She was tempted to fling her current captive to the floor – but a quick glance at his belt kept her still. The bastard had another two bottled sprites dangling from his leather belt. She couldn’t risk them breaking. Not without knowing how long it had been since they’d fed.

Inna opened her mouth to shout as a lean shadow flew down the steps, greeting the fleeing man with a swift kick to his torso.

‘Too slow,’ Celesse sighed, facing Inna. ‘I thought you were going to hover on the deck for a few more years.’

The taller man tumbled back from Celesse, coughing. His veined eyes darted between Inna and Celesse, eventually settling on Inna.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ he sneered. ‘Get off my ship!’

Inna tightened her grip on her struggling poacher. The fizzing magic in her veins pressed at the insides of her fingertips, begging to heat her blade.

She glared at Celesse. ‘I told you to stay on the docks.’

Celesse narrowed her dark eyes and shrugged, rustling her steel shirt. Soft, crimson chain mail danced across her entire body in a protective jumpsuit. ‘And I told you to move quicker this time. I’ve booked a seat at a card game in forty-five minutes.’

Inna swallowed a sour, too-familiar frustration. She removed her blade from the poacher’s throat and, slowly, spun him to face her. ‘Untie the sprite jars from your belt, please.’

At some point, Celesse had withdrawn her own blade to press against the second poacher’s chest. Though he scowled, Inna’s poacher – with sprites tied to him like glitter-bound grenades – watched her with wide-eyed fear. Good.

Trembling, her poacher reached down and unclasped a sprite vial from a carabiner at his waist. He unclipped the other and held the two caged, glowing sprites towards her. The warmth and sweat from his hands fogged the glass, dimming the sprites’ soft, changing colours. They eventually settled on a cherry-pink shade, likely their natural hue.

Celesse swore. ‘Are those posy sprites? I haven’t seen any for months.’ She turned to her pinned poacher. ‘How long have you had these little monsters trapped down here?’

Inna gnawed at the inside of her cheek. Posy sprites were usually only seen in the Molten Season, when the sky softened and warmth flowered across fields. Their season had ended months ago.

Inna pressed her blade back to her poacher’s throat. ‘Answer her.’

‘A few weeks?’ her poacher squeaked.

Guilt ghosted through Inna, easy to ignore. These two didn’t seem experienced. They’d probably heard rumours of sprites’ illegal value and taken their chances. Their accents were too sharp and clipped to be Asciran. They were likely from the nearby continent, Velande.

‘Place the sprites on the ground with the others, and we’ll let you sail off,’ Inna said. ‘You don’t want to be here any more than we want you here.’

Overhead, a dim lantern swung. The ocean lapped at the hull. The poacher beneath her blade glanced to Celesse, to his partner. His fingers twitched towards the thin lids keeping the sprites contained.

‘Don’t try anything.’ Inna pressed her knife deeper into the man’s throat, drawing a bead of blood just as sweat beaded down her back.

‘Release the sprites,’ the other poacher growled. ‘She just wants the damn things to sell for herself. We can at least make it harder for her.’

Inna grinned. ‘Want to test that theory? We don’t need any more posies for our supply this year. Go on. Open a vial.’

‘Inna,’ Celesse warned, inching back, towards the staircase.

The poachers exchanged frowns. Inna understood their confusion. To the world, sprites were harmless, floating baubles. Their siphoned magic could offer people no more than a few minutes of weather-infused party tricks. Through as many industries as they could sink their claws into, her family had ensured that sprites seemed a fickle tourist attraction. Not a magical, murderous gold mine.

‘You’ve had those sprites in vials for weeks, right?’ Inna asked. ‘They’ll die before you can smuggle them into Velande. Hand them over, and maybe I can find you something better to sell for us.’

Inna extended a hand, towards her poacher’s caged sprites. The pink creatures pressed against the glass, as if reaching for her, for the magic humming through her. Slowly, carefully, she cupped the jars and—

A sharp creak sounded. Then, hurried footsteps.

A new figure flashed through the narrow cabin space, hurtling towards Inna.

She cursed and ducked in the same breath, releasing her trembling poacher. The new figure had too much momentum for the small space and collided with the opposite wall. A rusted weapon glinted in her grip.

Inna raised her knife and turned towards her attacker, a dark-browed woman with an impressive scowl. She must have been stowed away in the head of the ship. Steel whistled towards Inna’s ribs and she jumped back. She felt Celesse move behind her, keeping one poacher subdued.

‘You didn’t even check the rest of the ship?’ Celesse snapped.

Inna ignored Celesse and pivoted, catching her new opponent by the wrist. The woman twisted, her arm shooting out to press her knife to Inna’s neck. Breath short, Inna summoned forth the sprite magic in her veins, willing the golden warmth into the woman’s white-knuckled grip around the knife. She bit down on her tongue and pushed, wringing every drop of magic from that measly vial, focusing on the poacher’s grip against her neck.

A moment later, the poacher hissed, flinching back as her hand glowed blister-red. Inna drove her shoulder into the poacher’s ribs before knocking the heated weapon to the floor. The woman gasped, bending over. Inna felt a moment’s triumph before new hands gripped her neck from behind.

Lurching, Inna stomped down on her second attacker’s foot and shoved him into a wall as the last of the magic fizzled from her blood. Both poachers wheezed, and as the man behind her fell, so did a vial.

Inna heard glass shatter half a second before sprite light lit the cabin, colour scattering like stars.

Two ravenous sprites burst free.

‘Shit!’ Celesse screamed, scampering back, abandoning her dazed poacher.

The freed sprites flew to the centre of the cabin and the two standing poachers paused their attacks. Inna lunged in front of Celesse. Old, reflexive fear moved Inna’s limbs, keeping Celesse safe, and the sprites quickly chose the standing poachers as their prey.

The female poacher sucked in a sharp, startled breath as a sprite darted towards her.

Her mistake was opening her mouth.

The sprite shifted from pink to gold to crimson before dulling itself, like heat off stone, hiding behind illusion magic, bending light around its form. Dread crept down Inna’s spine. She knew what would come next.

The sprite slipped inside the poacher’s open mouth and down her throat.

The woman coughed. The other sprite hid itself, too, though this monster didn’t bother with an orifice, diving towards the shorter poacher’s left arm, the vein at his elbow’s crook. Almost too fast to follow, the sprite punched through skin and burrowed deep inside the poacher’s blood.

‘Where did they . . .’ the female poacher began, before a cough wracked her body. Blood trickled from her nose, reaching her upper lip before she crumpled to the ground.

‘Farrah?’ The younger, shorter poacher stepped towards his fallen colleague, oblivious to the blood trickling down his own arm – and then, from his nose.

Farrah’s fingers twitched, scarlet pooling from her fingernails. The young poacher managed another wobbly step before his knees gave way. His brown, bleeding eyes locked on Inna as he slumped beside Farrah.

Almost a minute passed in silence. The two poachers lay sprawled with the third curled, trembling, in a corner, when the sprites finally reappeared. Farrah jerked. A gargle escaped her throat. Blood bubbled from her lips, spilling down her chin, as the sprite – brighter, rounder – slid free. The other sprite, now a merry yellow, shot out of the younger poacher’s chest cavity and joined its friend in the air. One drifted leisurely towards Inna, its tiny body pulsing. Newly fed, it was near blinding to look at, even with the tinted, protective contacts Inna wore.

Inna felt Celesse stiffen as the sprite neared. It shifted to a bright orange, slow and sated.

‘You’re safe,’ Inna said to Celesse. ‘They’ve eaten their fill.’

Inna lifted a hand, pointer finger extended. The sprite hesitated, then landed on Inna’s finger, delicate as gossamer. So long as Inna wore the pendant around her neck, thrumming with a dozen sprites’ worth of magic, no sprite would attack her. It was an invaluable trinket, marking her as kin in the sprites’ eyes.

Celesse huffed. ‘Can you put it back in a cage, please?’

‘Fine.’ Inna nodded towards the remaining poacher. ‘Restrain him.’

The remaining poacher fought Celesse’s grip for an impressive few seconds before she knotted rope around his wrists.

‘What . . . What did you do to them?’ the man spat.

Slowly, Inna reached into her silver satchel and retrieved a small, empty vial. She lifted the vial and let its subtle glimmer reflect through the air, mimicking the sprites’ light.

She popped the lid open and shook it. Both sprites drifted towards the new cage, shedding petal-like crystals.

They inspected the bottle, tempted by curiosity; tiny stars caught in the wrong orbit.

Into the vial, out of the ship, Inna repeated to herself, a mantra. Another mission completed. Another step closer to what she needed, beyond her mother’s absurd tests.

Inna pressed down on the vial’s base, activating a small vacuum. Both sprites flew inside and Inna clicked the lid shut.

Triumph, a small, momentary rush not unlike the magic she’d drank, brushed through her. Neither Celesse’s jabs nor Adelia’s expectations could take this victory away. Missions like this gave her a shape, a worth in a world already drowning in magical importance.

Celesse ran a hand through her sleek ponytail. ‘You could’ve tried harder to stop the murder bugs getting out of the jars.’

‘And you could’ve shot them down if you were that scared.’

Celesse worked security for Inna’s family most nights. The guard could hold her own in a fight. Even so, the real reason Inna kept her on missions – despite their prickly romantic history – was that Celesse was the best shot Inna had ever seen. Inna could see Celesse’s slinger – a mechanical slingshot rifle – tucked at her hip, surely loaded with pearls, ready to strike down any rogue sprites.

Ignoring Celesse’s glare, Inna pulled out her tele-comm. Thumbing the digital screen, she texted their address to the head of her mother’s clean-up crew. Pocketing the device, Inna bent to retrieve the other caged sprites along the ground and tucked them inside her satchel.

‘What are we to do with him?’ Celesse thrust a thumb towards the cowering poacher.

Before Inna could respond, a cool breeze descended the stairs, heralding a new presence. Her stomach lifted as a short figure glided towards the centre of the blood-soaked cabin.

Her mother didn’t look at her, not at first. Instead, Adelia Pallo dipped her chin towards the remaining poacher. His breath hitched as he met Adelia’s gaze. Fresh fear lit his features like a struck match.

Finally, Adelia’s blue eyes turned to Inna, and the massacre at her feet.

‘Sloppy,’ Adelia noted, the single word plunging and twisting a knife into Inna’s gut.

Adelia’s black heels clicked as she strode towards the still-breathing poacher, and yanked him up by his dark hair. The man – likely still dazed from Celesse’s strikes – barely fought her grip.

Inna swallowed a lump, pulse drumming.

‘Do we keep him alive for information and risk him escaping, running his mouth about sprite appetites?’ Adelia’s pale eyes turned to steel. ‘Or do we kill him and lose potential knowledge?’

‘Keep him alive,’ Inna said, forcing her voice to stay flat, even. ‘We can keep him hidden.’

She’d found the poachers, hadn’t she? She’d recovered the sprites. She’d remained exactly what her mother had required.

Adelia paused. Trembling, the man tried to rise from his knees. He managed one foot beneath him when Adelia – faster than any sprite, Alchemist or god – retrieved the rusted blade from the ground, and slashed the man’s throat.

Inna didn’t flinch. She wouldn’t. But she couldn’t help her stomach’s churning as the poacher slumped beside his fallen friends. Blood seeped from his neck as he stilled.

Whether by steel or sprite, their deaths were on Inna’s hands. They were far from the first.

She shoved her knife – her sister’s old knife – back in her satchel and, just for a moment, a quick flicker, the ghost of Erika appeared beside the poachers, her body strewn, bleeding, broken.

Adelia wiped her blade on her silver trousers. ‘Wrong answer.’

Inna’s fists clenched. Her mother had told her there were two poachers on the ship, not three. But she held her tongue; she had a better chance of surviving an argument with Salta’s serpent god.

As Adelia turned back towards the stairs, she said, ‘You did well, Celesse.’

Celesse’s chest puffed, and Inna fought a sneer. Then, back to Inna, Adelia instructed, ‘Get these poachers to the nearest coroner on payroll. We don’t need curious sailors searching their bodies and seeing crystallized organs.’

‘Already done.’ The clean-up crew would be here soon. Just a few of the coroners and funeral directors in charge of covering up sprite evidence. Most morgue and funeral staff worked with Adelia to conceal what sprites could do to bodies when they fed too deeply.

‘Get the captured sprites to your uncle at the club,’ Adelia murmured. ‘He’ll put them with the others.’

Then the Pallo monarch vanished, as quickly as she’d come. The feeling of a knife in Inna’s gut refused to subside.

Silence ebbed and flowed with the waves beneath their feet. Inna stepped over the fallen figures and towards Celesse. ‘Thanks for . . . not dying.’

Celesse saluted, humming to herself as she departed the ship. Her metallic perfume wafted past Inna. As well as her chainmail, Celesse wore the more common deterrent of Pallo employees: diluted sprite blood in the form of a fragrance.

Inna followed Celesse up the creaking stairs. She welcomed the smell of ocean salt. The ship cabin had been too small, too dark and compact for her liking.

They waited at the boat’s edge until the clean-up crew arrived, clad in black. Inna imagined an anchor inside her, drowning the poachers’ fear, the cramped cabin, the ravenous sprites, her mother’s rebuke. She drowned it all, and replaced it with a fanged smile.

In a stiff silence, Inna and Celesse stalked towards the glittering heart of her family’s empire.




Chapter Two: Rylan
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Rylan crept through gilded shadows, more phantom than flesh. Static purred within the walls and coloured sprites hovered below the ceiling. The club’s crowds made it easy to sneak through unnoticed. Still, he kept an illusion in place, hiding his features. Though eyes swept past him, glazed and disinterested, his stomach knotted. He fought the urge to duck his head and kept his face blank, expression and posture as important as any magic. Across a dozen cities, he’d perfected this illusion: a face made to charm and vanish. Attractive yet forgettable.

The Pallos wouldn’t know his name until he could stand above them with a knife.

Rylan studied every inch of their world. He tracked the security staff’s rotations, the way they moved through the club like clockwork. The guards who lingered in the corners, whispering to each other. His gaze lingered too often on dealers shouting for guests. Roulette tables, where the wheel was covered in a small glass bubble and the dealer released a sprite. Guests bet on which slot the creature would land on. Other dealers were tucked in darker corners, swallowing doses of sprite magic and cloaking cards with shifting illusions, forcing players to bet on which cards were real and which showed false suits. There were dice games where all players drank a vial of magic, summoning gusts to sway the dice as they rolled.

Rylan reached into his pocket for a weighted coin and ran it along his knuckles, the sensation grounding him amidst the chaos. He drew a deep breath and focused on his senses: the roaring guests, the chandeliers spilling prismatic light across the halls, the smells of tobacco and perfume. Steadied, he hurried away from a cloud of amethyst sprites and towards a quieter corridor. The room he needed to find was smaller, colder. Tucked behind a velvet rope near a staff hallway, a metallic sign read:

OPERATIONS

The Pallos had signalled their underbelly with a gold plaque. Of course it was something to flaunt, a gaudy challenge disguised as ornament.

Heat spread across his neck. He was so close.

His cheeks itched, and the magic concealing his features wavered. Though he’d noticed his illusions had grown stronger since he’d arrived on Ascira, surrounded by the sprite magic of which they were borne, he still needed concrete focus to hold the details steady. He breathed through his nose and slowed his pulse, before slipping beneath the red rope and inside a square security room.

The room glowed with at least twenty security screens, inlaid in a gleaming desk, all connected to club cameras. The back half of the room offered an easy darkness for Rylan to glide through. A silhouette – Marrick – sat hunched in a leather chair facing the flat screens.

Marrick had left the security office unlocked. Rylan had known he would. Still, it loosened some tension in his chest to see the guard slouched in the dim light, eyes drooping. He’d summoned no back-up, had sounded no warnings. Their deal held.

Rylan eased the door shut. ‘Ready for your next task?’

Marrick jerked upright. The whites of his brown eyes glowed brighter than any of the security screens.

‘Sparks,’ Marrick swore. ‘Was that necessary?’

‘You knew I was coming.’

Rylan had memorized plenty about the cherub-faced guard. Marrick Ames had climbed the Pallos’ security ranks almost accidentally, a piece that had found a home in the wrong puzzle through luck and well-connected relatives. Rylan was glad for it – and for the illegal debts he’d discovered in Marrick’s name. Debts for which Rylan could have Marrick imprisoned.

An old mantra Rylan had found scribbled across his father’s journals echoed through his mind:

Words the hilt, timing the blade.

Marrick’s lips thinned. ‘This is a terrible idea. You must know that. Even if I could get you restricted access, I’m just one of dozens hiding in these walls. They’ll have your head the second they find you.’

‘They won’t find me.’

‘You’re as human as the rest of us. You can’t survive—’

In one fluid movement, Rylan pulled his tourné knife from his pocket. He ghosted a careful finger over the blade’s curved length, letting Marrick see the old burn marks covering his hands.

‘You know why it’s curved?’ Rylan asked. ‘Because it slices perfectly across spherical objects. It’s durable, and well used.’

Perfect for peeling onions and trimming artichokes. While squatting in Velande’s warmer cities, Rylan had wasted plenty of hours in kitchens. The easy repetition and slow ritual of recipes helped focus his thoughts. But Marrick didn’t need those particular truths.

He flexed his hand and drew another iota of illusion magic from his imbued necklace, sending it towards his knife, sharpening it, making it glimmer copper, as if with blood.

Marrick’s face paled. ‘Blackmail isn’t enough for you? You need to threaten my life, too?’

Pity sank through Rylan and he peeled back the illusion from the knife. He had no desire to pull anyone other than the Pallos into his scheme. Just this once, Marrick would be an exception, and then Rylan vowed to never contact him after it was done.

When Rylan didn’t respond, Marrick gave a shaky sigh and swivelled towards the screens.

‘I-I can’t get you access to where you want to go,’ Marrick stuttered, ‘but I can give you directions and watch your back.’

‘Just be ready when I need you.’ He placed a light hand on Marrick’s shoulder. The guard winced.

‘You’ll be fine,’ Rylan murmured, hoping it wasn’t a lie. He knew exactly what would happen if the Pallos discovered Marrick’s betrayal.

Though, if Rylan succeeded tonight, their power would topple soon enough.

He’d played through tonight’s possibilities a thousand times. Sneaking through cities, collecting scraps of whispers about the Pallos. Finessing his control of illusions. Stealing into Ascira with false papers, courtesy of a councillor open to bribery. All to break into this forsaken club and make the Pallos pay for what they’d done so many years ago.

His grip tightened around the knife’s hilt. Old splinters dug into the skin beneath his fingernails. Tonight, nothing could go wrong.

With a grim smile thrown Marrick’s way, Rylan slid from the dim room, and into the heart of his enemy’s empire.




Chapter Three: Inna
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Inna’s pulse should have calmed once she stepped inside her family’s main club. Despite the too-loud music and too-bright lights, the familiarity usually eased her shoulders. She’d completed another mission, sprites safely tucked inside her satchel. She was another step closer to earning her family’s power: the resources she needed to help her sister’s ghost find peace. To ensure Erika’s killers never did.

But tonight, her spine stayed rigid. The club’s music and screeches only tightened her chest, and Adelia’s cutting verdict lingered in her ears: Sloppy.

Inna fixed the ruffles on her trousers – blush pink, her favourite colour – and turned to Celesse. The guard wasn’t usually one to dawdle.

Inna raised a brow. ‘Don’t you have a card game to get to?’

She rarely let herself be alone with Celesse. If Inna couldn’t remove her ex from missions, she could at least keep her at arm’s length in the club.

Whether shooting down sprites or guarding Inna’s back, Celesse was deadly. But when things weren’t life or death? Inna would prefer the company of starved sprites.

Celesse pinned Inna with blue-black eyes lined with sharp kohl, and Inna despised herself for still letting that stare steal her breath. ‘That’s the thanks I get for keeping the Pallo heiress alive tonight?’

Inna refused to flinch. The title still felt stolen, plucked from her sister. But after three years, she’d learnt to let it anchor her, too. It carved her a clear place in Ascira. For that, she brandished it like a weapon. Inna was no longer a sister, but she could drape her new role over that wound.

Even with her platforms, Inna had to look up to meet Celesse’s gaze. ‘Thank you, for earning your salary. Anything else?’

Celesse’s red lips curled up. Inna’s stare itched to drop to the guard’s mouth. ‘Adelia was right. You were sloppy. You should’ve checked the whole ship before attacking.’

‘What do you want me to say? You have your armour.’ Inna reached for the pendant around her neck, a glowing vial beneath her shirt’s fabric. ‘I have my own protection. The sprites had far easier meals in that cabin.’

She whispered that last sentiment, though it was unlikely anyone would hear them over the club’s havoc. Few knew the truth of sprite appetites. Even fewer would stay in Ascira if they did.

Celesse shifted closer, and Inna’s heart stuttered. ‘Your fumbles are harmless, until sprites decide to feast on something tastier.’

Celesse ran a delicate finger along the right side of Inna’s jaw, and Inna couldn’t bring herself to shift away. Too slowly, Celesse leant forward and ghosted a kiss over Inna’s cheek. Heat shivered down Inna’s spine.

‘Until next time,’ Celesse crooned, and turned, vanishing into the club’s crowd.

Inna’s heart restarted with a jolt. She rubbed the phantom kiss from her cheek. A year after Inna had ended their on-and-off attempts, and Celesse could still creep beneath Inna’s skin easier than any sprite.

When she’d broken up with Celesse, she hadn’t expected it to stick. Part of her had done it to shake a reaction from the guard – anger, betrayal, anything. But Celesse had simply smiled, and Adelia had instructed them to keep working, side by side.

Inna rifled through her satchel and yanked out foam earplugs. She thumbed them deep in her ears, numbing herself to the club’s chaos – and the memory of tonight’s fumble. She shook Adelia’s two-syllable criticism from her mind, though in this club, it was impossible to escape Adelia. Giant, framed portraits of Inna’s mother bedecked each room. Every bartender poured Adelia’s favourite vintages of wine. Small glasses of silk sprite magic were offered as samples by waitstaff, because silk magic was sapphire; Adelia’s favourite colour.

Inna sucked her teeth and marched in the opposite direction from Celesse, keeping her movements languid as cameras flashed. Eventually, her pulse slowed to a steady rhythm.

The Horizon Club was named for its unending lights and views, but Inna had always considered it more of a galaxy. A world of its own, with no beginning or end. From the outside, the grand, marble structure looked like any ordinary casino. It blended seamlessly into Illyre, Ascira’s south-west capital, with ever-blooming gardens and pale architecture.

But, inside, every room shimmered with sprites, floating carelessly below painted ceilings and steel-and-plum decor. Her family pumped a sedative – harmless to humans – through the club’s vents, keeping the creatures docile and unlikely to feed. Bartenders garnished cocktails and appetisers with euphoric sprite magic. Locals’ clothes sparkled with broken sprite crystals. Others wore scaled suits with long tailcoats to mimic the islands’ dead god, the Serpent King. Each hall – filled with card games and champagne fountains – swirled with patches of contradicting weather: weak sunshine and rain clouds summoned by guests indulging in magic samples. Overhead screens broadcasted lottery draws and phoenix races. Some guests shot down sprites with small, toy slingers, filling the rooms with sudden bursts of light and shattered crystals that people reached up to catch like confetti.

As a child, Inna had worshipped Ascira’s sprites with the same reverence as the Serpent King. The floating creatures had kept her company when Erika was off training with Adelia. She still felt occasional stabs of awe towards sprites, though that nostalgia was easily dowsed when she reminded herself of their appetites.

It was simpler to treat sprites like currency, commodities, when she remembered only the harm they could do.

Inna twisted the pendant at her neck, moving through the crowds, searching for – ah, there he was.

Fernan Pallo spotted her in the same moment, glass-blue eyes crinkling at the corners. His auburn hair – the deep red-purple of a bruised plum, the same as her natural hair – stood tousled, shaved at the sides. His jacket was the same red, over a black shirt, tie and trousers. A pin of the Pallo crest glimmered above his breast pocket: sharp, delicate wings curved around an ace card.

Inna skipped to her uncle’s side, weaving around plush chairs, billowing skirts and her favourite club statue: their island’s well-dressed founder, the Alchemist Celian Flint. When she’d been young, she’d imagined herself storming Salta at Flint’s side, stealing control from the Serpent King. They would tame monsters with wild inventions and discover the knowledge her own ancestors had stolen to siphon sprite magic.

Fernan squeezed Inna against his side with one arm. ‘Evening, diamond. What can I do for you?’

Warmth quickly eased the tightness within Inna’s ribs. She reached for the sprite vials in her satchel and passed them to her uncle.

Fernan inspected the vials and flashed her a grin. The easy pride in his eyes erased the echo of her mother’s admonishment. ‘Did they put up much of a fight?’

‘As much as usual.’

Fernan lifted his gaze to the sprites overhead. ‘Ever think the sprites in here would turn on us?’

‘Not unless we give them reason to.’

Across centuries, the sprites scattered through Pallo clubs had never caused trouble, serving only to enhance guests’ experiences. Perhaps they slipped inside the occasional mouth and nibbled at some organs, drank a little blood, but, if so, it was never enough to harm.

Fernan slipped the vials inside his jacket. ‘I’ll add them to the latest stash for your mother to siphon. I’m sure she’ll be pleased enough.’

‘She was as pleased as she ever is.’ Inna glanced down to the blood speckling her pink trousers. ‘If she wanted a cleaner result, she should have told me about the mission in person. Not sent a tele-comm message two hours before her deadline.’

Fernan chuckled. ‘But you do have a knack for kidnapping the little monsters.’

‘I have a knack for a lot of things. If you and Mum would just let me—’

Fernan groaned, drawing looks from nearby patrons. ‘Don’t do this. Not so soon after the last lecture you gave me’ – Fernan counted on his fingers – ‘seven hours ago.’

Fernan began striding along the edge of the hall, and Inna hurried to keep pace. ‘You’d never have to hear another word if you’d just give me—’

‘Helping capture the assets that sustain our main income isn’t enough for you?’ Fernan pouted. ‘Poor little diamond, you have it so very hard.’

Inna’s temper begged to unfurl, as crimson as the sprites in the next hall. The Pallos had dozens of income streams, though their main business always involved sprites: selling bottled weather, crystalline trinkets sculpted from their shells, doses of giddy euphoria.

‘I just . . . want to do more. For her.’ Inna wasn’t entirely sure if she meant Adelia or Erika.

Adelia and Inna had never been close, but in some memories, there had been an ease between them. And then Adelia’s eldest had died, and those rare, easy moments had turned as rotten as untended fruit.

‘Trust me, she knows. But she’s too busy running an empire to write you an instruction manual for getting her attention.’ Fernan’s gaze snagged on something to their left. ‘Play a round of Silkfall with me. I’m leading security in the main hall tonight, but I have time for one game.’

Fernan didn’t give her a chance to refuse – not that she would have. These shared moments had grown few and fragile in recent years, and she always grasped at them like loose threads.

They strode towards an empty Silkfall station at the hall’s edge: a round table with two opposite chairs and a silver chalice at the table’s centre.

Fernan plucked a gold coin from his pocket and dropped it into a slot to the table’s right. A mechanism whirred, and an opaque cage lowered from the ceiling, directly over their table. The thin metal of the cage creaked from the silk sprites flying about inside.

Inna and Fernan sat across from each other, wearing mirroring smiles. To Inna’s left sat a small sapphire vial of silk sprite magic, and to her right a lever connected to the overhead cage.

Silkfall had always been one of Inna’s favourite games, mostly because it only required two players, and she could sequester Fernan all to herself for a few minutes.

Fernan drank his own vial of silk magic and curled his right hand around the lever across from Inna’s. ‘You first.’

Grinning, Inna drank her vial of magic. She relished the cool breeze that danced through her, weaving past her organs, around her bones, hurrying her blood. Focusing on the feel of that magic, she watched the overhead cage and pushed her lever.

A slot in the cage opened, and water – from the silk sprites – gushed out, towards the table’s chalice. She concentrated her magic towards the water, guiding it, ensuring it fell carefully into the cup, and quickly pulled the lever again to close the cage, lest she let too much water through. Whoever overflowed the chalice on their turn lost. It was a game of magic and timing, and luck, since neither knew how many sprites were inside the cage, or how much water they might produce.

As Fernan examined how much water already filled the cup, Inna examined him. She took in his carefully tousled hair, the fresh gleam of his brooch, the direction from which he’d been wandering when she’d first spotted him. Realization shot through her.

‘You just came from a board meeting, didn’t you?’

Fernan’s cheek twitched as he pushed his lever and pulled it back just as quickly. A few drops sputtered into the cup. ‘If I did, you know I couldn’t tell you anything about it.’

Inna took her next turn, the magic inside her already beginning to fizzle out. It was a weak dose; Adelia never offered anything stronger inside the clubs. Nothing capable of causing true damage.

Inna strained to catch a few errant droplets and redirect them inside the chalice. The cup was over two thirds full, now. ‘I’ll hear it all eventually. Wouldn’t you rather I hear it from someone I can trust?’

Fernan rolled his eyes. ‘It was nothing you haven’t heard before. Just the council whining about our market holds. The usual fear-mongering. We’re putting together a media team to spin it.’

‘Your plan is to tell everyone the council’s being dramatic?’

Fernan pushed and pulled his lever. A stronger current of water gushed out from the cage. His brow pinched as he concentrated, flexing his hands to guide the spraying water from the table and into the near-full cup. ‘They always are. Some councillors just seem to be stroking their own egos more than usual. They’re getting . . . restless.’

Inna blinked. Fernan didn’t seem concerned, but the council had accepted – if not respected – the Pallos for centuries. Her family had always had a handful of allies among the council. Nothing should have been prodigious enough to change that.

She knew there had been some unrest across Salta’s four isles over the past months, all because of one tech mogul who couldn’t protect his own secrets. Salta’s richest industrialist – Canen Cristo – had had his empire ripped apart, his illegal magic practices exposed to the world, courtesy of a few new, bold employees. He’d controlled more of Salta’s politics than any Saltan council had wanted to admit. In the aftermath, Salta’s councils seemed determined to disprove any instability by suppressing other illegal magic practices – like her family’s sprite trades: selling undiluted vials of magic.

Inna pushed and pulled her lever again, and the water almost reached the chalice’s lip. ‘Are you worried?’

‘The council just wants a show. Coming after us is a futile attempt to convince the world they’re in control.’

Fernan took his turn, and luck blessed him with another scarce few drops to guide into the cup.

‘Bring me to the next board meeting,’ Inna insisted. ‘I have ideas for how to keep the council—’

Fernan scoffed. ‘Don’t pretend you care for board politics. You only want to come to interrogate their knowledge of Erika’s death. I can tell you now: they know nothing.’

Inna swallowed.

Too many powerful people knew nothing.

It wasn’t a matter of finding the people who had kidnapped Inna and Erika three years ago. Who had tortured Erika for any secrets she was privy to. Who had been found and slaughtered by Adelia and Fernan, but not before a stray weapon buried itself in Erika’s stomach.

Adelia hadn’t left a single kidnapper alive. There had been no one to confess who had hired them. But Inna knew Adelia was hiding pieces of Erika’s death. Adelia had taunted her with the knowledge before, claiming Inna simply wasn’t ready for those harder truths.

Inna would prove her wrong, no matter the cost.

‘Your turn, diamond.’

Inna dug her nails into her palms. She tucked her anger, her self, back beneath her silk trappings, and pushed her lever.

Five droplets poured down from the cage, four too many. Inna gritted her teeth to help guide the water inside the cup. The water rippled, rising over the cup’s lip. She strained to hold it in place as Fernan reached for his own lever.

Fernan opened the cage wide, and a torrent of water was unleashed. Inna jerked out of her chair as icy water splashed up from the felt table, spraying her clothes. ‘You didn’t even try to close the cage!’

Her uncle merely laughed, still seated, indifferent to the water darkening his jacket. ‘That was worth the loss.’

She scowled at him, though it wavered, laughter trying to break through. When Fernan stood and the cage retreated into the ceiling, she moved to his side. ‘Do you think capturing sprites – completing every absurd mission she throws at me – will be enough to convince her—’

‘Leave it alone, diamond,’ he said, not unkindly, and shifted away from the table. ‘I need to start my rounds in the main hall. You can try again at our next training session. Go mingle with tonight’s VIPs. Or start hanging decorations for the upcoming party. Distract yourself.’

Inna huffed. Half-turned, Fernan tugged his ear. The familiar gesture – a silent question they’d surmised years ago – stitched warmth over her anger. She rolled her eyes and tugged her ear, too, signalling she was okay. Or, she would be.

With a smile, Fernan left for the main hall.

Inna tried to cling to that warmth as Fernan vanished, and she glanced around the space. The nearest sprite cloud shifted from turquoise to ruby, bathing the space in countless, nameless shades. Music echoed through speakers and crowds bellowed. The air thickened with perfume and cigarette smoke. Inna tried to narrow her senses, drowning out the Horizon, the people, the noises.

As the world blurred, a single figure came into focus across the room.

The tall, broad-shouldered silhouette slunk along the hall’s edges. Blond head ducked, the figure’s eyes stayed on the carpet, no interest spared for the raucous card dealers calling for fresh blood.

A man, if she had to guess. His simple black attire made him stand out from Ascira’s crowd, but that wasn’t what caught her eye. Fernan had trained her to spot sprite magic a mile away.

Hairs prickled against her neck as she spotted the faint ripples in the air around his face. Near-invisible, shimmering like sun rays.

Sprite illusions were an extension of their weather control, used to evade predators and slip within prey. She wasn’t sure what the man looked like beneath the illusion – but she was sure it wasn’t what everyone in the club could see, what the Horizon’s cameras would record.

Adrenaline woke her tired muscles. She smoothed her blond curls and tightened the cords of her satchel. How was he keeping the illusion so tightly controlled? Illusion magic was difficult to shape. Plenty of guests in the Horizon could buy small doses, able to cast illusions after ingesting the siphoned magic. But she’d never seen anyone maintain such a flawless, steady illusion for more than a few seconds without needing to drink another dose. Was she imagining it? Was it just a trick of the flickering light?

She should have called after Fernan. He’d kill her for doing this herself. And her mother . . . well, after Adelia was through with her, Inna wouldn’t have a hair on her head left for Fernan to touch.

But anger still simmered through her, at Adelia. Celesse. The council.

So Inna summoned a sugar-sweet smile, and glided after the figure.




Chapter Four: Rylan
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A glittering spotlight truly was the perfect hiding place for a thief.

Rylan would only draw more eyes if he clung to the club’s scarce shadows. Still, his heart hammered as he moved beneath the jewelled lights.

So far, Marrick’s directions had been flawless. Rylan moved through the Horizon as easily as any guest. Past a performance stage with a plum spotlight. Along a bustling dining hall. Beneath an arched ceiling painted with a diamond-and-emerald mural of the Serpent King. Tourists and locals crowded around games of knucklebones, cards, dice, even betting on broadcasted phoenix races. His fingers itched to pause at one of the glittering tables and throw his own coins into a game. Just a quick card shuffle, a clever bluff, and then on with his plan. For a few moments, the world could make sense: odds, risk, reward.

Rylan understood why people fed their worth into this place. On an island rigged against them, this was their chance at rebellion. Gambling offered the illusion that luck could be courted or deserved.

How was this club so decadent yet so hollow? Was this really all that lingered of the mighty Alchemists his parents had told him stories of? Trinkets and party tricks, captive sprites shimmering with a beauty far too magical to be humanely contained? What of the potions Celian Flint had brewed in legends? What of the Serpent King’s ability to shape fire into phoenixes, water into sea monsters? All that knowledge lost, abandoned for cheap spectacle and profit.

He swallowed his disgust and hurried down a quieter corridor. One, two – he entered the third door on his left, stalking through a smaller cigar room and out another exit. As he headed down a dimmer hall with fewer sprites, the Pallos’ glamorous veneer slowly receded, unable to hide the mould beneath.

An elderly man’s eyes flickered to Rylan’s before returning to the cards in his hands. Instinctively, Rylan reached up to feel the soft warmth of sprite magic cloaking his features. He still had plenty of strength left to feed his illusion. He simply had to find the Pallo Vault and get out. He’d figure out how to get inside the wretched thing later.

Tonight was the perfect moment to slip through the Pallos’ armour. From his scattered contacts, Rylan had heard that the Asciran Council was hoping to cover up any instability that Canen Cristo’s death had caused by pursuing other corrupt sectors. Hopefully, the Pallos would be distracted, defending themselves from the council, with no resources to waste on a forgettable thief slicing through their heart.

Down a buffet hall, through a cocktail lounge . . . Eventually, Rylan reached the locked door Marrick had described. Pulling a small tension wrench and pick from his pouch, he made quick work of the lock and hurried through the door. He found himself in a fluorescent hallway. The club’s music grew muffled. Concrete stairs spiralled down, into a blur.

A faint scuffing sound echoed along the stairs at his back, like rain hitting pavement. Rylan whipped around. He leant over the staircase’s metal railing and glanced up, between flights. There were no moving shadows, no hints of other souls. Had the sound come through the walls? Or was someone following him?

He checked his tele-comm; no messages from Marrick. The guard would notify him if anyone was trailing him. Sucking in a breath, Rylan flew down four more flights, stopping at another door. This one was unlocked.

Carefully, Rylan peered inside.

The club’s lower levels were lined with the same gaudy silver and purple, though empty of any sprites. Across the long, garage-like room, two guards stood before another entrance. The room was lined with at least a dozen other doors, though only one was guarded.

Rylan pulled out his tele-comm, thumbs blurring to type:

Now.

Rylan’s heart raced. Was he really just a few more doors away? Would the Serpent King really allow his years of planning to unfold so cleanly?

Less than a minute passed before the guard on the left’s tele-comm chirped. He glanced down at his device’s screen, frowned, then nudged his colleague.

The stoic pair exchanged a few murmurs, then hurried off through another door.

Marrick – however reluctantly – had provided a distraction. Rylan doubted he had long before the guards returned. He rushed towards the door previously guarded. Locked, of course, with more intricate bolts. He reached for his pouch and—

‘What are you doing?’ a light voice asked.

Rylan whirled. His hand automatically reached for his knife.

A girl about his age stood before him, rocking on her heels. Her hands were clasped at her front, no weapon in sight. Even for Asciran fashion, she wore one of the loudest costumes he’d ever seen: a matching top and trousers of bright, ruffled pink. Dark brown eyes peered up at him, an easy smile dimpling her cheeks, her heart-shaped face framed by oddly damp, blond curls with auburn roots. The mixed colours made Rylan think of blood seeping into champagne.

There was something familiar about her, tickling the back of his mind. Had this girl come through one of the other doors? Would she call for help? Had the guards sent her?

‘Are you trying to get through the door?’ the girl asked. She peered over his shoulder. ‘It looks locked.’

‘I didn’t think anyone was meant to be down here.’

The words slipped out of their own accord, equal admission and threat. What was he meant to do? Knock her unconscious? What if she was just a lost tourist? The guards would be back any second—

‘My boss sent me down here to grab a case of wine for his high rollers.’ She pointed to the door behind him. ‘Were you sent to grab something, too?’

The girl reached into the silver satchel at her waist and retrieved a ring of keys. Rylan’s mouth dried.

‘Yes,’ he breathed.

Alchemists – he could hear the guards’ nearing steps. His pocket chirped with messages – presumably from Marrick – but it would draw too much attention for him to check the device. Without looking, he silenced the tele-comm and attempted to match her smile.

He must have succeeded, because her smile grew, and she glided past him. She slid a thick key inside the complex deadbolt and slid the door open. With her back turned, Rylan summoned his magic, tightening the illusion around his face, hiding the scar that Adelia Pallo had given him so many years ago. She’d likely scarred him to recognize him, if he ever attempted anything as foolish as this.

A faint blush tinged the girl’s cheeks as she turned back and gestured him through. ‘What do you need? I can show you the way.’

Rylan slipped through. The girl closed the door as he heard the guards re-enter the garage.

He let out a hard breath.

The girl frowned. ‘Are you okay?’

‘I’m great. Can I walk you to the wine cellar?’

If he could just make her leave, he could sneak inside the records room alone. He’d find a map of the Pallo Vault, have Marrick distract the guards again, and slip out. He could still salvage his plan.

The girl waved. ‘I can help you find whatever you’re after. I’m new to working at the club. I’m sure my boss expects me to take a while.’

Guilt flared through him. She’d played no part in the Pallos’ bloody empire. But if he told her what he was after he’d have no choice but to ensure she never told anyone what she’d seen.

He ran sweaty fingers through his disguised hair. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Iris.’

‘I just need to retrieve something from the records room. I’m sure I’ll find it quick enough.’ His words were harsher than he’d intended, but better he offend her than implicate her.

Her cheeks merely split in a wide, startling grin, and he swore the expression curved the air in the room, wrapping around her. Her warmth slipped past his guard more than he’d have liked.

‘The records hall is about as restricted as this place gets,’ she said. Tulle layers rippled behind her as she walked, ignoring his dismissal. ‘What do you need?’

‘Security just wants some blueprints to train the newbies. I can find my own—’

‘They forgot to give you a key?’

He attempted a sheepish shrug. ‘I’m one of the newbies.’

His voice was shaky and the lie so clear. But she didn’t halt her skips across the carpet.

When she paused at a door and withdrew her keys again, Rylan still couldn’t decide if he’d had the almightiest stroke of luck or poor timing. He wouldn’t even need to pick the records room’s lock.

If Iris tried to alert the guards, he had a clear view of the available exits, and Marrick’s distractions were a click away. He could still make this work. He had to.

Iris unlocked the door and swept it open. He swallowed a lump, and glided through.

The records room was exactly as he’d imagined, a hidden vault in its own right. Shadows curled around dusty shelves and towering cabinets. Light trickled down from a dim bulb, casting ghostly reflections across a central table scattered with crisp papers.

Triumph flared through him. ‘Thank you, Iris. Are you sure I can’t walk you to the wine c—’

The door slammed behind him, a deafening echo. Rylan spun. Iris stood with her hands pressed against the door. Her smile vanished, lips pursing.

She pulled an elastic from her wrist and tied up her hair. Rylan shuffled back. The hairs on his neck rose.

‘What are you trying to steal?’ Iris asked. ‘You got so close.’

Sweat trickled down his neck. No. ‘Who are you?’

Something new and unnameable carved her features. Cold and sharp. Hungry.

She bowed. ‘Inna Pallo. Trust me – the pleasure’s all mine.’




Chapter Five: Rylan
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Rylan’s heart thundered. So many years of painstaking patience, tending to a brittle rage, had led to tonight. Years. Yet he’d let himself be foiled by one of the very people he’d fantasized about ending.

Vision tilting, he scanned her frame again. How hadn’t he recognized her? He’d researched every member of the Pallo family: the monarch, the brother, and the daughter. He’d even done his homework on the dead heiress.

Inna Pallo looked nothing like the pictures he’d seen. She’d dyed her hair, and her eyes weren’t the glass-blue he’d seen in photos, but instead near-black. Was she wearing contacts? Her doe-eyed smiles and absurd Asciran costume hid any hint of Pallo bloodthirst.

She shifted towards him. He backed away until he was pressed against a table, a corner digging into his hip, adrenaline dulling any pain. He’d been moments away – all he’d had to do was search the room and find the right blueprints. But he doubted she’d allow him that time.

The temptation to end her here and now flooded him. It would ruin the remaining dregs of his plan, but a Pallo stood before him, unguarded, alone. He might never have a chance like this again.

‘I saw you pull out a lock-pick kit. I’ve never seen one like it.’ She tilted her head. ‘Lower your illusion.’

Shock slithered down his back. He shouldn’t have been surprised that the Pallos knew how to spot sprite magic. They had their own uses for the magic, too. For a heartbeat, he longed to lower her defences with a monstrous illusion, revealing the extent of his necklace’s magic. But better she thought him only capable of party tricks.

‘Move out of the way.’ His illusion still held, his identity shrouded. He could still get what he wanted – if he escaped. ‘Illusions are the least of your worries right now.’

Inna Pallo laughed at him.

Shit. Shit. He swallowed down his rabid pulse. He still had Marrick ready to assist. She had no clue what he was after inside the vault. He just needed to get out of this damned room. He could figure out the vault’s location later.

He lunged forward, hoping to grab her wrist and haul her from the door. She sidestepped quicker than he’d expected, though he caught his footing and reached for her again. This time, he grabbed her upper arm – just as she used her other to reach onto the table for an ancient lamp.

And broke it over his head.

Rylan stumbled sideways, pain flaring through his skull and down his neck.

‘What were you after?’ Inna repeated.

He gritted his teeth and gripped the table. ‘You’re going to regret that.’

‘I look forward to it. You said you were after blueprints. Of the club?’

Rylan blinked, fighting for consciousness. He’d under-estimated her. Every article he’d read had written her off
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