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  Ashes & Alibis

For B, C, & D—the loves of my life.

-Ash Whitaker



By Any Other Name

To Robert B.—For all your help. With everything.

-Debbie Lynn



Clever

For those who believe that kindness is magic—don’t let the darkness diminish your spellwork.

-Hana Maren Godfrey



All That Glitters Is Not Gold

To those who’ve fought in the face of darkness, may the sun always kiss your cheeks.

-Charlie Morgan



Code RED

For those looking up at glass ceilings, and for those who are shattering them.

-C. P. Ashton









  
  Content Advisories

These are not your typical bedtime fairy tales. Each story deals with content that some readers may choose to avoid. We encourage you to make the best decision for your personal enjoyment, whether that means reviewing the following advisories or skipping ahead to avoid potential spoilers. 


Ashes & Alibis
sexual harassment
death of a loved one
suicide, off page

By Any Other Name
(none)

Clever
physical and mental abuse by a parent 
magical subjugation
mention of child marriage 
witch burning, off page
death of a parent, off page 

All That Glitters Is Not Gold
deception
blood, gore, violence
death of a loved one, on- and off-page

Code RED
bioterrorism and quarantine
sexual harassment, divorce, cheating, manipulation
mention of alcohol abuse, off page
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Ember and her family aren’t villains, just thieves with questionable morals and a talent for survival. Bound by the debts her late father left behind, they’ve made a life out of clever disguises, quick hands, and near misses. 
When a mysterious noble offers Ember a job too tempting to refuse—attend the Royal Ball and pick a pocket—it sounds like the score she’s been waiting for. Not only is it a chance to buy freedom for her and her family, but to strike back at the man who’s shown them nothing but cruelty for years.
For Ember, it’s no longer just about the job.
It’s about getting even.
Ashes & Alibis is a “Cinderella” inspired retelling where the women are all a little wicked.







  
  This damn wig was starting to itch. I could feel the sweat collecting under it from the midday heat and had to resist the urge to scratch at my head. Or better yet, rip the thing off. An impulse that was becoming difficult to ignore as I waited for my target to leave her endless lunch. 
Ms. Lilia Hartwick was the daughter of a wealthy merchant, the kind of girl who never once worried about the price of anything. Her chosen restaurant was a high-class establishment that required its clientele be draped in fine silks and a noble surname. Needless to say, I’d never set foot inside. 
“Hold it together, Ember,” I muttered under my breath, shoving down my growing frustration and reminding myself why I was here. Why I hoped the wait would be worthwhile. Through the tall window, I caught sight of Lilia laughing, wine glass in hand as she indulged in her second bottle with a friend. Her necklace alone would cover three months rent, but I wasn’t leaving with just that. If she was tipsy, even better. I smiled for the first time that day. This was going to be fun.
I was sitting on a bench across from the restaurant. Book in hand, posture relaxed, just a woman passing time. The nearby coachman hadn’t spared me a single glance as he tended to his horse. Like me, he was no doubt waiting on a wealthy noble, though I imagined for very different reasons. A subtle tingle sparked in my fingers, a signal I was following a target. The thrill of the plan. The timing. The dance of it all lighting my body up, a rush as natural to me as breathing at this point. 
Still, there was no accounting for the itchy wig, the strands sticking to my face and hiding my long, golden hair beneath. I needed it to conceal my identity and, if that didn’t do it, the unfashionable hat I wore would. Several seasons old and frayed at the edges, its wide brim covered the majority of my face. It was the kind of choice that would draw the eye. Women in this neighborhood, like Lilia and her companion currently lounging across the street, would notice the fashion misstep. Meanwhile my hands, sheathed in plain gloves, would go unnoticed.
The restaurant’s bubblegum pink exterior shimmered in the mid-afternoon sun, one in a tidy row of brightly colored shops and cafés. The whole upscale street reminded me of the gems I so often sought. Each store like a stone nestled neatly in its place, I saw amethyst in the deep violet of the tea shop, emerald in the soft green glow of that adorable gown store, and bright ruby in the sparkle of the bakery. 
With summer in full bloom, the shops of the Jewel were bursting with flowers, creating a scene straight out of the fairy tale books I loved to read as a child. Lilac and wisteria vines cascaded with vivid blossoms, while roses and jasmine spilled from every windowsill, weaving a tapestry of color and fragrance that drifted on the breeze.
Even when I wasn’t working, I was drawn here, to the sights and smells. They tugged at a secret, beautiful place in my heart. A place I reserved for my mother. She would have adored this place of color and light, a place where flowers grew wild.
I remembered her in the garden during much of my childhood, golden hair braided down her back, sun hat shielding her delicate face as she knelt in the dirt. She walked through the garden naming each bloom as if they were old friends, voice bright with joy. We strolled barefoot together, hand in hand, brushing past blossoms in a world only we knew. My chest tightened at the memory, at the familiar ache of her loss. 
I forced it down, shoving the pain aside to focus on my task. The girl I’d once been, my mother’s little Emberlynn, was gone. That chapter of my family’s story had not ended well. After my father remarried, everything had gone to hell.
I sighed through my nose and shook the memories from my limbs. In the haze of the past, I’d lost sight of Lilia. My eyes swept over the restaurant, finding her table empty, and my heart skipped a beat. 
“Shit,” I muttered, already in motion, stepping up from the shadowed bench into the bright sun.
During the past five years, I’d learned a lot about stealing. Chief among them was timing. You had to meet your mark on your terms or not at all. And although it would break my mother’s heart to know I now schemed and stole and lied with ease, my circumstances had left no choice. The price of safety from my family’s past involved a few of Lilia Hartwick’s valuables. 
I heard her laugh, loud and uninhibited, before I saw her. Thankfully only a few steps from the restaurant’s front doors, her gloved hand intertwined through her friend’s arm. Good, I thought, gauging where I could intercept her before she met her carriage. I was barely off track, my painful visit to the past not throwing me off by much.
I kept my eyes on Lilia and her companion as I crossed the street with deliberate calm, the book tucked into the crook of my elbow. A lady didn’t run, and an innocent lady? Why, she never did more than meander gracefully through the world. 
I stifled my snort at the thought. I was no innocent lady.
The two women strolled across the cobbled walk, lost in chatter. I trailed behind, taking in the small details of the pair. Lilia’s auburn curls were pulled back, leaving her neck, with its sparkling jewels, blessedly bare. Her pink silk dress seemed to glow against her skin. The other woman was just as striking, with her long blonde hair, so similar to mine, tumbling down her back in gentle waves, complementing her blue gown. The color would suit me, if I ever had cause to wear it.  
“I cannot wait. Only three more days!” Lilia exclaimed, swaying slightly as pink bloomed across her cheeks. She was well on her way to nap and a blurry recollection of the afternoon, which suited my needs just fine. The words prince and castle drifted past me as I closed the gap between us. Just as they turned to enter Lilia’s polished wood carriage, they collided into me.
The small, unstylish old lady.
My fall wasn’t entirely staged. As I hit the ground, a sharp pain jolted through my elbow while my book slid down the walkway, aided on its journey with a little push from me.
By the time my body stopped moving, I was already richer. A silk coin purse, neatly lifted in the stumble, tucked in the pocket of my gown.
I groaned, clutching my arm in obvious pain. Standing over me, Lilia let out a startled gasp. “Oh, Fates! Are you all right?” she asked, words pinched high in surprise. She bent toward me, her brown eyes scanning my body, and, I noted with satisfaction, lingering on my hat. 
Her companion stood a few steps behind, concern knitting the space between her brows. 
“Just the clumsiness of an old lady,” I let my voice shake. “Would you be so kind… my book…?” I pointed toward where it lay, feigning helplessness. 
Lilia turned and gestured quickly to her friend, “Maribelle, the book.” 
Maribelle’s slippered feet whispered across the stones as she went in the opposite direction. Good manners made such lovely little weaknesses. 
Reaching out a red laced hand, Lilia clasped my own. Her touch was warm and unguarded as she helped me to my feet. I leaned into her, fingers unclasping the necklace at her long throat before I gripped her shoulder. After steadying myself, I released my hold, slipping the necklace up my sleeve with a grateful sigh. 
My second mark, done.
“Bless you sweet girls for helping an old lady,” I gushed, voice dripping with the honeyed warmth of a doting grandmother. “The world needs more like you two.” Maribelle returned with my book, and I gave her a lingering, motherly pat. My fingers brushed her wrist, settling on the bracelet she wore.
That was the final piece.
Lilia and Maribelle beamed, flattered, glowing under the praise. I knew they would remember their moment of charity, their goodness on display and acknowledged. I imagined they’d recall their heroism as they charmed some nobleman. I, however, would remember our interaction differently. With my act completed, it was time to get the hell away from these two. With a small wave goodbye, I hobbled away, head bowed and back bent. 
I slipped into the mouth of an alley, hidden from view, and finally let it hit me. Five minutes at most, a small part of their day really, but a crucial step toward my freedom. 
The smile came fast, unrestrained and real as I closed my eyes and sighed. I allowed myself to feel it. A rush of warmth blossomed in my chest and spilled into my limbs, relief and triumph flooding through me in a brief, exhilarating wave. This is what winning meant to me now. Not glory or applause, just the sheer, private bliss of survival. 
But the moment couldn’t last. It never did.
Time to go.
I loosened the ties at my waist, fingers moving with practiced ease. The outer layer of my skirt slid free, and with a well rehearsed flip, I turned the fabric inside out revealing the rough cotton underneath. I re-tied the laces, first at my neck, then at my waist. It was now a faded green apron. 
I took off my hat and tucked the book inside, then shoved the wig in next, groaning in relief to be free of it. With the wig gone, my braid tumbled down my back. The hat’s ribbons were already knotted and I silently thanked my stepsister Lark for thinking ahead. Slinging them over my shoulder, I carried my new bag, slightly misshapen but passable enough that no one would look twice. Precisely the point.  
A sheen of sweat, now cooling in the breeze, still clung to my neck. I ran my fingers through it, using the wetness to smudge the cosmetics on the lower part of my face. What had once been carefully applied wrinkles now looked like dirt and exhaustion, merely grime from long hours of hard work.
In less than a minute, the clumsy old crone was gone. My transformation to sweat stained laundress, invisible among the dozens in this district, was complete.
The side streets were empty of wealthy merchants and silk-clad ladies. Their stately pace had given way to the bustle of laborers and servants navigating the narrow streets that bisected the city of Aurelia. The farther I walked from the wealthy Jewel District, the uglier the world started to look. The scent of flowers no longer drifted through the air, replaced by the smell of sweat and debauchery. There were more sins than souls crammed into the run-down row houses and sagging apartments. My eyes scanned alleys and shadowed doorways, a habit ingrained in every street rat who knew how quickly this city turned cruel. 
I slipped a hand in my pocket, reassured by the dagger I kept on me at all times. Its familiar weight was soothing, a silent warning against another thief’s stupidity. With my jeweled cargo in tow, I preferred to make it home without a fight.
Keeping my head down, I picked my way over the uneven red and brown cobbles, avoiding the drunk man sprawled across the walk. He muttered something I didn’t catch, and I didn’t care to hear. Whether he was after my pity or my time, I had none to spare.  
All of this, part of my familiar route to an area unlovingly referred to as the Heap. The area where the poorest and most downtrodden scratched and clawed out their lives in the shadow of Aurelia’s otherwise beautiful city. But no one asked questions here, and if you minded your own business and didn’t piss off the wrong people, you could survive.
It was my father’s fault we had ended up here ten years ago, because of the debts and reckless investments that came to light after he died. The banks had come first, taking my father’s house, the land with my mother’s gardens, and anything of value they could get their hands on. But after they took their cut, what was left behind was far worse. Debts owed to the kind of men who didn’t care that the debtor was buried. They wanted payment and looked to his widow and daughters to make it right. So we did. Year after year, we chipped away at what my father left us and stashed what we could for ourselves.
The familiar outline of our rowhouse came into view, the crumbling exterior a stark reminder of its former beauty. I couldn’t help but wonder, not for the first time, what it must have been like here before neglect and poverty created something altogether different. The façade, whose color must have once resembled fresh clotted cream, was streaked with weather stains and chipped in places, exposing the rough brick underneath. The tall sash windows were now covered in grime, missing panes replaced by boards long since bleached by the sun. Our neighboring houses had fared no better. Repairs required money, and families in the Heap had little to spare.
I climbed the crumbling steps, ignoring the wrought iron rail that wobbled precariously. Reaching into the pocket of my apron, I pulled out my key. The door was solid oak and reinforced with steel bands, the only new addition to the house’s weathered exterior. Standing in stark contrast to the decay around it, I knew it could withstand a battering ram and had been worth every damn crown. Between that and the reinforced lower windows, we slept better at night knowing they helped protect our home. The Heap’s nightmares would have a harder time clawing their way inside. 
I braced myself for the impending inquisition and unlocked the door.
Inside, the grandeur of the house was similarly faded. The high ceilings, once adorned with intricately painted patterns, were dulled and cobweb-covered. The wooden floors creaked underfoot, and you had to know which boards to avoid if you wanted to move quietly up the stairs. I skipped the first floor entirely, heading instead to the place that felt like home, the second floor.
Standing at the top of the stairs, leaning on the faded wooden bannister, stood Raven. Tall and lithe, my older stepsister looked regal, even in her worn leggings and tunic. Her corset, cinched to emphasize her slender waist, concealed at least three small daggers that I knew of, likely more. Once, in a seedy pub, she’d coolly threatened to strangle a man with the leather ties of that very corset. I’d laughed so hard that ale shot out of my nose, a memory she still teased me about. 
As I drew closer, her features were no longer wrapped in shadow. Dark brown hair cascaded over her shoulders in loose waves, framing her delicate face. High cheek bones and a full mouth gave her a sultry type of beauty. Her gaze swept over me, lingering on the elbow I cradled before locking onto my face.  
“Just a bruise, Mother Hen.” I grinned. 
“How was the grab?” she asked, ignoring my attempt to rile her. “Two marks?”
“No,” I said, reaching the top of the stairs beside her, savoring the momentary suspense before adding, “three.” My grin widened as the word landed.
Raven’s brows shifted, her otherwise stoic face revealing no other sign of shock. It was impossible to rattle her, though I tried almost every day.
“Lady Greed is a needy bitch, Em,” she warned beneath the calm. 
“’Twas not greed, Dear Sister,” I replied, pressing a hand to my chest in mock offense. “Though I am touched by your concern. Merely a lucky opportunity I chose not to squander.” I handed over my precious cargo.
Raven tilted her head, amber eyes locking onto mine, weighing my words. Sister or not, my pulse quickened. It was instinct, like facing a predator. 
She gave the smallest nod.
I let out a quiet, relieved breath. 
She smiled, white teeth on display as if to say, I saw that. 
“Shut up,” I mumbled before turning to walk down the hall. 
“She’s going to kill you,” she called after me.
I froze mid-step and glanced over my shoulder. “You think?”
“You might truly have done it this time. And with what you took, it’s not something even I could save you from.”
“Thanks for the warning,” I replied, starting again toward the washroom. “I’m going to get cleaned up.”
“You should fold your costume and hang the wig this time,” she said in a whisper that was far too amused. She held up the misshapen bag. “It might be the only thing that saves you from her.” 
I snorted. “Relax. It won’t be that bad.”
But I knew the truth. I might very well get my ass kicked, and I might just deserve it. 
The thought had barely settled when something launched out of the shadows and slammed into me. I hit the floor hard, hands shooting out to catch myself. The wood scraped against my palms, but at least my face was spared. Air rushed from my lungs and I cursed myself for not paying attention. I just hadn’t expected vengeance to come so soon.
“Did you take my book again Em?” hissed the specter crouched on my back. My younger stepsister’s voice had lost its usual singsong melody, replaced by a growl. 
“Ach, Lark,” I wheezed, cheek mashed against the floorboards. “That actually hurt, devil woman. I’ve already fallen once today.”
“Where is it?” she demanded, each word clipped, sharp like the knives she carried. Her long chestnut braid trailed over my face, and I had to spit out several strands before I spoke.
“Raven has it,” I grumbled and, without warning, I twisted my hip and threw her off. She fell in a small heap among her ruffled skirts, a little gasp of surprise escaping her mouth. Satisfied at the sight of her, I turned over. “In the hat.” I waved vaguely down the hall.
Lark untangled herself and stood in one motion. “It better not be scuffed from your little distraction bit. The walkway is so brutal on the leather.”
I was already halfway to the washroom, my whispered confession trailing behind me, “I may have accidentally skid it across the—”
“WHAAA—”
“For Fate’s sake, girls stop that fighting,” came an exasperated voice from the sitting room just ahead. My stepmother. “Ember, come in here please.” I looked wistfully down the hall, imagining sinking in the hot bath and washing off the cosmetics and sweat. 
As if reading my thoughts, my stepmother continued, teasing, “Nice long baths are for girls who follow the rules, which you did not.” Lark and Raven snickered behind me. “Come sit, love.”
I looked at the two of them over my shoulder, the glee evident on their faces. A shiver worked its way up my spine. Lark had gotten too close without me noticing. I should’ve heard her. I always did.
And then I remembered Raven. Her warning. That sly smile. She’d distracted me on purpose. Set me up.
Assholes.
A laugh burst from me. “Assholes!” I whispered in their direction.  
The answering laughter, one low and rich, the other bright and wild, echoed from behind me as I entered the sitting room. I’d have to get them back. 
My stepmother was standing just inside, a warm smile on her face. In middle age, Rosalind was beautiful. I could see both Lark and Raven in her high cheekbones and the dusting of freckles on her fair skin. Her rich brown hair was swept up neatly, a few rebellious strands loose from work. Despite the long, thin scar that marred the side of her face, she carried herself with a confidence I hoped one day to achieve. 
She walked toward me and brushed a strand of hair from my face, her touch loving. “The makeup is perfect. Lark really outdid herself this time.” Affection colored her tone. 
I leaned into her hand, meeting the brown eyes that held nothing but love. I had called her Mother since I was nine, two years after she married my father. I still remembered the tears in her eyes the first time the word left my lips, she said it was an honor. Yet it was she who’d honored me, and at twenty-two, I could see the history of her unwavering love.
These wild and brave women were my family, not by blood but by bond. They had buoyed me in a life that would have otherwise drowned me. Mother always said we fit together like we were always meant to be. She called me her spring, said I reminded her of that first bloom after winter’s chill with my golden hair and sky blue eyes. Raven, her winter, was sharp and enduring. Lark, her summer, was fierce and bright and warm. We were the seasons of her life. But then she was our autumn, deep and comforting. 
“Come sit.” She moved to one of the patchwork velvet armchairs. I joined her, choosing to sink into the blue sofa across from her. The sitting room, like everything in the house, still carried echoes of elegance. Faded emerald wallpaper curled at the edges, and the wooden floor bore the scars of countless footsteps. Yet this room was our safe place, where we read by the fire and laughed. Where we shared tea and secrets, where the sunset shimmered in through the windows, bathing us in golden light. The first floor was a shield against the world, the place where we greeted visitors, which was a rarity in the Heap. People here didn’t do parties. Not the kind our family used to throw, with wine and dancing and tables full of food. There wasn’t enough to go around. Weddings were quiet affairs, funerals somber and lean.  
My gaze flicked to the doorway as Raven and Lark joined us. Lark’s green eyes met mine, sparkling with joy, a wide smile on her face. 
“Tell me I’ll have more things to laugh about with you two,” said Raven, voice filled with amusement. She sat in the armchair next to Mother and removed a dagger from the sheath at her ankle. Picking a whetstone up off the table, she began the rhythmic work of sharpening the blade. “I mean, you’re the one who decided to steal from our little book hoarding dragon over there.” She smirked, gesturing toward Lark with the tip of her dagger.
Lark and I locked eyes, assessing. I arched my brow in question. Was she going to spring onto the couch for round two? She grinned, a familiar blend of sweet and wolfish. Maybe. 
We both spoke at once, voices overlapping. “I’m sorry.”
“The book’s not scuffed, which saved you, but admit it, I got you,” Lark said with a grin. I tapped the cushion next to me, offering her a seat. 
“Yes you did,” I muttered. She flopped down beside me on the sofa, book in hand, bumping into me playfully. I let out an exaggerated huff, needling her with my sharp elbow, which I counted as a win. “But my quick thinking saved my face.”
“Here,” she said as she handed me a small glass jar. I blinked at it, brows pinching in question. “For your elbow,” she clarified. “You’re okay, yeah?”
“Yes,” I said. “Our information was right as usual,” I added, directing my words to Mother. “Lilia had a soft spot for a little old granny.” I unscrewed the jar, the smell of lavender and eucalyptus drifting up to meet me. I rubbed the salve gently onto my elbow. “She was quick to help and didn’t ask questions.”
“Her grandmother is a special person in her life,” Mother murmured. “Lilia reads to her every week.” She sat with perfect posture, hands neatly folded in her lap. Lady Rosalind Trevion had been born and raised a noble, and even after all the years of poverty, the habits stuck. Of the three of us, Lark followed those manners most often. I sat up straight when required, mostly when I was working. Raven rarely did, her stubborn hatred for the rich making it physically impossible, I think. 
“It was easy,” I said, glancing at Mother nervously.  
“I’m glad,” she replied, meeting my eyes, “but it would have been best to wait for someone. A runner, a distraction, someone watching your back.” She didn’t need to raise her voice to communicate her frustration. It rang clear. “We work best together, Emberlynn.” 
And there she was. The other side of our mother. The one cultivated by her wealthy family but honed and sharpened by the Heap. Stern. Edged. Her warm face now hewn of stone, her scar more pronounced. 
Raven whistled low through her teeth. Our birth names—Ravenna, Emberlynn, Larabelle—were rarely used, echoes of the girls we once were. Pulled out only when we were in trouble. Those names were such soft, delicate things, and those girls didn’t belong here. Not in the slums. By some unspoken agreement, the three of us never used them with each other. The day we moved into this house, we killed that part of us and became someone new. Because once we discovered the kind of monsters that prowled these streets, we grew teeth of our own and there was no going back.  
I held my mother’s gaze, refusing to wilt even though I wanted to. “I get it,” I said, measuring each word, “but I knew Lilia was having lunch with a friend. She would dress well. Raven and Lark both had work. But I planned and scouted with Raven last night. I was quick and careful. In and out in scarcely five minutes. In seven, I was someone new. Disguised with—”
“Geraldine,” Lark interrupted. She was trying to spare me Mother’s wrath and the impending lecture. I shot her a grateful look. I could have kissed her. 
Mother’s brow pinched, her eyes leaving my face. I breathed a sigh of relief. All things considered, I’d gotten off easy, even though I had broken one of her cardinal rules. Stick close. Meant to keep us from death or the City Watch’s cells, they were family lore at this point. Some families memorized prayers to the Fates, but we recited Mother’s wisdom. Eyes sharp. Hands swift. Leave shadows, not handprints. 
“Geraldine? What are you on about, Lark?” Mother asked.
“She named the wig Geraldine,” supplied Raven. Her mouth pinched, and I knew she was holding in a laugh.
“Oh, Lark, another silly—” sighed Mother, exasperated by our neverending antics.
“It is silly, isn’t it?” said Lark dreamily. “But it’s so fun.” 
I cut in before the lecture could resume. “I’ll be careful,” I said and meant it. While I wasn’t stupid enough to believe I’d always get away, I was good. Damn good. “I won’t go alone if I don’t have to.”
“I love you,” Mother said, her voice gentle but firm. She held my gaze for another tense moment. “I won’t have you arrested or hurt for being foolish.”
Relief loosened something in my chest, and I knew the worst of the storm had passed. I thanked all Seven Fates for my sister. I shifted the conversation. Outlining the interaction with Lilia and the subsequent take, the quiet precision of my wardrobe change. Lark beamed as I told her how well the hat worked, as both distraction and bag, her idea entirely. 
Raven placed my prize on the chipped wooden table between us. The bracelet, necklace, and money pouch were worth more crowns than most people saw in a year. They looked obscene, gleaming against the scarred wood. But I felt it then, the shift in the room. A ripple of something wordless.
Hope.
We were one step closer to paying off the debt that had cost us our old life. The debt that chained us to one of the Heap’s most dangerous cutthroats, Lord Jasper Wickham, our final creditor. Owing him was the knife point on which our lives balanced, every choice threatening to cut us down. More dangerous than gathering intel on our targets through Raven and Mother, more than the disguises Lark wove, or the grabs I executed, was the constant, unrelenting weight of what we owed Wickham. He would take his payment too, whether in coin or flesh. I had to force my eyes not to drift to Mother’s face at the thought, at the damage he was capable of inflicting. Every time I thought about him, fury, hot and jagged, unfurled in my chest. It made my fingers itch for a blade. We never spoke of the scar Wickham had given our mother after a missed payment. Or how, the very next day, I had stolen my first coin purse. Sloppy and desperate, but enough for that month’s debts.
Lark masked her anger behind easy smiles, but it simmered beneath the surface, ready to erupt the moment his name was mentioned. Raven’s rage, however, was colder and sharper than even mine, a blade that never lost its honed edge. She would be the one to deliver our revenge. After he grabbed her ass at eighteen and suggested another way that she might settle that month’s debt, I knew she was biding her time. She’d be the blade in the dark. 
Mother scrubbed her hands raw in the laundries at the Glass Palace and the homes of wealthy nobles just to keep us fed and Wickham appeased. What had started as survival had become something more, a constant source of gossip. That gave us our marks. Little thefts, little victories. Jewelry, antiques, and once, to Lark’s horror and our unending joy, a rare book we were forced to sell. 
No matter what, every month, we paid. But we kept our thefts a secret or Wickham would demand his cut, or worse, that we work for him. Too much money, and he’d ask questions. I tried that once, and he’d demanded to know where the extra money had come from. My courier job couldn’t explain it, so I lied and said someone dropped it. It was a balance, paying him slightly more than we had to each month, but never enough to make him pry. One day, though, we’d be free of him. 
Mother stood then, smoothing her yellow skirts, the only sign of nerves she ever showed. “Better not delay the inevitable,” she said. “Let’s get this over with.”
And just like that, the fragile joy was gone. Popped like a soap bubble. 
Raven’s gaze met mine, concern etched on her face. “I’ll do it,” she said, though she’d made the delivery last month and Wickham’s advances toward her had grown bolder, more predatory. 
“No,” Lark and I snapped together. 
“We take turns. It’s mine,” Lark declared. “Now, here, put my book on the shelf.” She handed me her book. “And hang Geraldine, or I’ll cut your hair in your sleep,” she tossed over her shoulder as she followed after Mother.
“Well you heard the witch, better get on it,” Raven said, unfazed by Lark’s threat. She jerked her chin toward the hallway, then leaned back in her chair, resuming her work with the whetstone. 
With an exaggerated sigh and a muttered curse at my sisters, I scooped up the book and hauled myself off the sofa. The weight of Lark and Mother’s departure hung heavy. We wouldn’t rest until they returned. 
As I headed toward Lark’s room, I flipped through the pages of the book she guarded so fiercely. Maybe I’d finally read the story, see what drew her in. I’d only ever read a few of the naughty parts.
I froze.
My breath hitched in my throat. Something slipped from between the pages and floated to the floor. Something I knew with absolute certainty hadn’t been there this morning. 
Ivory paper. Thick. Expensive. 
I bent over and picked it up with steady hands. Hand-cut and inked with swirling, decorative writing, it was an invitation. To the upcoming Royal Ball. From seedy taverns to the finest shops, it had been the talk of the kingdom for weeks.  
But it wasn’t just the invitation that made my blood run cold. It was the quick, hasty writing on the back.
I could use your skills. 
Midnight, tonight.
Pier 7 warehouse.
My throat went dry. Someone had seen me.
All that planning this morning, gone to hell. Short of being hauled off by the Watch, this was the worst thing that could’ve happened. Whoever left that note had used my fall as their own distraction. Clever. Dangerously so.
Panic clawed at my chest, and the air felt heavy, too hard to breathe. A hot wave of fear and shame tangled together, threatening to consume me. Did I just bring danger to our doorstep with my carelessness? 
Three breaths, that’s what I needed, what I’d always done when my chest felt tight. 
One. 
Two.
Three.
Bit by bit, the panic ebbed. The tightness loosened its grip until I was clear-eyed and ready. Certain. I’d been in tight spots before. I could get out of this, I just needed a plan. 
A floorboard creaked behind me. Raven. She’d heard me stop; of course she had. I didn’t need to look to feel her watching, waiting. 
I shifted the paper and saw more writing. 
PS I won’t bite.
A dry, humorless laugh escaped me. Arrogant bastard. Definitely a man. Cocky too. That, I could work with. He might not bite, but he’d soon learn I had teeth.
I met Raven’s worried gaze, and my heart hardened in resolve. Midnight then. I’d go, but not alone. 
And sure as hell not unarmed. 

      [image: ]The roof was slick beneath me, the cool night breeze a gift after today’s heat. My leather-soled shoes were well worn, trusted tools I’d used for this exact task time and time again. The warehouses along the wharf all looked the same, making scouting simple. I’d been at it for an hour. Crouching low, I jumped from roof to roof, scanning the darkness surrounding Pier 7. Three circuits of the roof told me no one waited to ambush me and not a soul entered or left. The darkness might conceal movement, but the silence reassured me. No shuffled footsteps, no whispers, nothing but the lamps that lined the street, each offering small halos of light in the inky dark. My pulse was steady, but a sheen of sweat formed on my neck as instinct and doubt warred inside me.
The warehouse at Pier 7 stood just across the walkway, a perfect place for a secret meeting. The smarter choice was not to go into the building at all, to turn back. 
I couldn’t.
The uncertainty about this stranger gnawed at me, relentless, like a splinter burrowed under my skin. It pushed me forward despite the risks. Despite the warning in my head of meeting strangers in the dark. But I had to know, was it luck that our paths crossed today? What did he know about my family?
I had a rough plan, several actually, crafted in the hours since the invitation arrived. I didn’t like working for strangers, better to get out of it. If that wasn’t an option, I’d tolerate it for the right amount of money. There was also a small chance I was about to take a knife to the ribs, though that seemed unlikely. He could have done that in the alley while I’d changed. He needed me, and that gave me an edge. My fingers traced the rough clay tiles as I inched closer, keeping watch.
I heard them before I saw them, the light scuff of a boot over stone, voices slithering on the wind. Two men, hooded in black cloaks, walking and whispering. Their steps were in sync, strong and sure as they walked my way. The taller of the two looked up, scanning the surrounding buildings, and I sank further down, flattening myself against the roof. I was not as skilled as Raven at this game of shadows and stealth, but that was the reason I was out here and not her. She was needed elsewhere. The men entered the Pier 7 warehouse without hesitation, a sign they expected nothing to go wrong.
But still I waited. 
Minutes passed with nothing but the sounds of the lapping water against boat hulls and the creak of masts. I drew a deep breath, summoning the liar I always became before a job. That’s what this was, I reminded myself, just another target. I shuffled across the roof to start my climb down. I’d walk right through the front door, and if they thought me naïve and stupid, all the better. It was part one of my act, after all.
I shimmied down the drainpipe I’d climbed earlier, using the large iron rivets as hand holds. My skirts were bunched up around my waist, tied with small ribbons Lark had sewn into the hem. Climbing two stories in a dress hadn’t been my best decision, but I had no choice. They knew I was a woman, they’d expect the dress. What they wouldn’t expect were the daggers strapped to my thighs, ankles, and corset. I imagine it would be quite a shock to find out my hair, styled in a loose updo, was pinned in place with a hairpin sharp enough to slice through skin. And those were just the weapons I carried on me, not the only ones I’d brought.
I dropped to the ground and retrieved the black cloak I’d stashed hours earlier behind a stack of wooden crates. I smoothed my skirts before sweeping the hood high to obscure much of my face. Darkness meant he wanted anonymity as badly as I did. A noble, surely. It would explain how he saw me in the Jewel. Nobles were a pain, but at least they paid well, and most of them couldn’t throw a punch to save their life. All good things for me. 
I made no attempt to soften my footsteps as I crossed the threshold, announcing myself into the darkness. I’d scouted the warehouse hours earlier and knew the layout. Every instinct braced for what lay ahead, tension coiling tight beneath my skin. Alongside it thrummed the familiar thrill that came with a job. I might walk away with my own treasures tonight, maybe even a bit of leverage. First, I had to hear what this bastard wanted.
“Hello,” I called out timidly, letting a subtle quiver creep into my voice.
A lone lantern flickered in the warehouse’s depths, its glow pooling on a desk, a small beacon in the dark. Leaning against the desk was a tall figure, arms folded, ankles crossed with the casual ease of someone meeting a friend. That thought rang through me like a warning bell, almost stopping me from going farther. My eyes swept the shadows, searching for the unseen partner I knew lurked nearby. I took comfort that my daggers were all within reach.
No one came out this late, into this kind of isolated place to meet a stranger, and felt this comfortable. Not unless they were confident in their ability to defend themselves. He was dangerous. Smart, too, bringing someone to watch his back. This must be the author of my note. Both carried the same arrogance that made me clench my jaw.
“You came.” His words drifted from below the hood, voice low and rough, colored with surprise. “I wasn’t sure you would.” He gestured to a pair of empty chairs with a slow, deliberate sweep of his hand. “Please sit.”
I hesitated for a heartbeat, long enough for it to seem deliberate. The shadows obscured everything but the faint curve of his lips and the sharp line of his jaw beneath the hood.
“I promised I wouldn’t bite.” His voice dipped, teasing, like he was sharing a secret with me. And dammit, I could actually hear the smile in his words. My spine straightened before I remembered the role I was meant to play, and I walked toward the table, feigning unease. 
The room stretched around us, dim and cavernous. My eyes scanned the familiar jagged silhouette of the railed stairs that ran the length of the warehouse, often used by runners from the harbormaster’s office on the second floor. The office loomed just behind us, a perfect place for someone to hide. Nothing was out of place.
He stood a foot taller than me, cloak slung over one shoulder to reveal he was broad and well-built. His leather boots, scuffed from use, were the finest quality. A small gold ring sat on the pinky of his left hand, and I fought to keep my steps even. My heart lurched to my throat to see my assumptions were correct, the ring confirmation enough. Strange that he wore it on his left hand and not his right, likely to throw me off. Only nobles wore those rings, each engraved with a family crest. Stealing one sent you straight to the castle dungeons and King Leopold was a notoriously harsh bastard. Mother’s rule was to never touch a noble’s ring, yet another one I might just break.
My solitary footsteps cut through the silence as I closed the distance between us. 
I stumbled, cloak tangling at my feet. Strong hands caught me around the middle, just as I had hoped. Nobles and their compulsion to help was something I depended on often during my little performances, something I weaponized. This was no different. With his fine cloak and boots, I was depending on the rules he had been taught since birth. His grip was strong, steady, his body firm at my back. I swayed closer, grasping his hands for balance, a seemingly thoughtless gesture that let me brush my fingers against his ring. Our bodies were pressed together so closely, I could smell his deep, smoky vanilla scent, so rich and unexpected I had to resist the urge to inhale deeply. 
But this was exactly where I wanted him.
“I’m so sorry, sir.” I let the words tumble out in a desperate rush as I went still. “Thank you. It is difficult to see in the dark.”
He cleared his throat, awkward and uncertain, betraying his discomfort at how close we were, how intimately he was touching me. The noble class and their rigid sense of propriety was a constant source of ridicule. The Heap may be a lawless place, but it was free in ways the highborn could never understand, at least in public. As long as you were smart, you could have as much fun as you wanted. My sisters and I certainly did. One of us was always alert, or close enough but we had a lot of hazy nights pressed up against partners, nights we never regretted. His hands slid from my body, his touch lingering slightly. Then, with a deliberate step, he was gone, leaving me wrapped in the ghost of his heat and scent.
“I, uh, yes. It’s no problem.” His voice wavered, uncertain.
I smiled, safe in the cloak’s hood, unable to help myself. I felt more in control now that he was off balance. I turned to face him, letting the silence grow.
“Thank you for meeting me,” he said at last.
“Yes, sir,” I replied, voice small and fragile. The awkward pause hung heavy. He was having doubts. I could feel it. 
He studied me, searching, then muttered as if to himself, “I may have been mistaken.”
“Oh?” I tilted my head, feigning curiosity. “About what, sir?”
He shifted uncomfortably, the scuff of his boot loud on the wood floor.
“You’re not what I expected.” His words tumbled through the air. “I’m… I’m sorry. You can go.”
“Yes, sir.” I dipped my head and spun away, stunned at how easy this had been to get out of. 
I hadn’t gone five feet though, before a low, throaty chuckle slid across my skin. I stopped.
“You almost did it again, damn you.” His voice cut through the air, sharp with something I couldn’t place. 
I turned to face him. If I couldn’t get out of this, fine, time to hear him out. I stood to my full height, spine straight, a citizen of the Heap once more. But, my little act had already served its purpose.
“The woman I saw today was confident. Strategic. An excellent thief… nice grab by the way.” He sighed, holding up his now ringless hand, staring at it as if the ring might reappear. Lifting that same hand to his mouth, his thumb skimmed his lower lip, drawing my eyes to the half-smile there. “I’m going to want that back by the way.” It was respect I heard now. 
I smirked, ignoring his request for the ring as I dipped into a mocking bow. “Why thank you, my lord.” I lingered on the title, making it clear I saw through his act too. My tone was light, almost teasing, though my pulse quickened. The real game was beginning. I looked into the shadow of his hood, where I knew his eyes were. “Took you long enough to notice. I was starting to wonder whether you were worth my time.” 
A quiet laugh, almost pleased. “I hope to be.”
“You followed me. Left a note in my book,” I said flatly. I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of my admiration. “Most men wouldn’t survive that.”
“I’m not most men.” Amusement laced his tone. “As for watching you, I couldn’t stop, you were magnificent.”
Something traitorous fluttered in my chest at the compliment. His admiration of my skill, not my looks, was a dangerous thing. So I quashed it. “What do you want?” 
“It’s simple enough.” His voice steadied, the playfulness gone. “I need you for a job.”
“You’ve seen me work one time. You’re rather trusting rather fast.”
“This isn’t about trust. It’s about necessity.” The simple, unguarded truth. I was an asset, which suited me just fine. Lines were clear in those situations, both of us using the other. “And I’ve seen you work more than once. This morning and just now.” He stepped forward with the deliberate calm of someone approaching a coiled snake. “Tonight. You became someone else, just like the old lady this morning. You played the part so well I started to doubt my own memory. I need that.” 
He reached into his cloak and pulled out a slim black envelope. The deep red of the Royal seal caught the dim light. He extended it toward me, but I didn’t take it. He’d yet to convince me this was worth my time. 
“What’s that?”
“Money for supplies and a clean invitation to the ball.” He tapped the seal, drawing my eyes. “Though I suspect you knew that already.” 
I gave a soft, incredulous laugh. “And what exactly do you want me to do once I’m inside? Dance with the prince? Steal the crown jewels?”
“Nothing quite so fun, I’m afraid,” he replied. “Though if you feel like dancing with the prince, you should. He’s obligated to attend, poor bastard. Another of his father’s schemes to marry him off.” He scoffed. “There’s a letter. Lord Atticus Thorne will have it on his person. I want it.”
I stilled.
Thorne. 
That name carried with it whispers of blackmail, of disappearances. Thorne was the worst kind of noble, hiding his evil deeds behind the mask of a saint. He was a usual topic of conversation in the Heap, equally admired and feared. He even scared men like Wickham. If this stranger wanted a letter from Thorne, it wasn’t just important. It was dangerous.
“Why not get someone closer?” I asked. “A servant. Hell, you could do it, you’re clearly skilled enough.”
He smiled wide, his white teeth glinting, “You think I’m good?” 
A scoff slipped out, despite the grin tugging at my mouth, he was good. 
Robbing Thorne of his little prize did have a certain appeal to it. I’d rather take from someone who deserved it, and Thorne certainly did. He was powerful, dangerous, yes, but I might just be able to use it to my advantage.    
“I have my own role at the ball that will keep me busy, and Thorne keeps his distance from me. He suspects I’m watching him.” He leaned closer. The dim light caught on a faded scar on his chin. “A servant doesn’t have your skills. The ability to read someone and use their expectations against them. When I saw you this morning, I knew you’d be able to do it.” 
I swallowed, my throat tight. “I know how to survive,” I said, and this time, the words weren’t a game I was playing. They were the truth, raw and bare. I don’t know why I gave them to him, but for some reason, they felt safe out here in the dark. 
“I believe that.” His voice softened, as if he saw the truth of my words. He offered the invitation again.
This time, I took it. The parchment was thick and expensive, the edges embossed in gold. Somehow, he had access to one of the most coveted pieces of paper in the kingdom. They’d been hand delivered to all guests. Had he stolen it? 
“There’s just one problem,” I murmured, turning the envelope over in my hands. “Thorne will remember my face after this. That’s not something I’m willing to risk. His wrath is the stuff of legends.”
His answer was immediate. “I happen to know the ball will be a masquerade.”
I raised a brow, impressed. “That hasn’t been announced yet.” 
He smiled, slow and self-satisfied.
“Arrogant,” I scoffed. “What’s even in the letter?” 
“If I knew, I wouldn’t be talking to you.” His tone turned grave. “I have my suspicions, but I need to see it. I know that it matters. He’ll be delivering his note to his contact at midnight. So, steal it before then.”
“And if I say no?” I asked, even though I already knew my answer. I was already working through the job, cataloguing the possibilities. My fingers twitched, the familiar thrill creeping into my blood. Stealing from Thorne would be dangerous, but he’d feel safe at the ball. His guard would be down, he’d be drinking. And with all that wealth on display? I smiled, this could be fun.  
He gave a one-shouldered shrug, like my answer didn’t matter. But it did. I saw it in the tightness of his jaw. This was somehow personal to him.
“Then I find someone less talented, and you walk away from an offer people don’t get twice.” This was it, the part where I saw what kind of status this man had. “Ten thousand crowns,” he said without pause. “Enough for your silence, and anything you’ve ever wanted.”
The number hit me like a punch to the chest. Ten thousand crowns. That kind of money could change everything, settle all our debts.
But freedom... real freedom? That was harder to buy.
Wickham wouldn’t just let us go. He’d started treating us, especially Raven, like possessions. Like he had some twisted claim. Getting free of him wouldn’t be as easy as disappearing with a bag of gold. He’d find some way to keep us close, so I’d have to find a way to cut ties permanently.  
I tapped the invitation against my palm, considering. “If you’ve got this much influence, can you get another one of these?”
He tilted his head, curious. “Do you have some lover you wish to impress?” he asked. “You’ll be too busy for romance.”
I ran my finger along the edge of the invitation, dipping my voice just enough to make him wonder. “Who says I can’t multitask?”
That earned me a smirk, like he wasn’t sure whether to laugh or test the theory. “I have no problem believing that.”
“Get Sir Jasper Wickham an invitation. Then we have a deal.” 
“The lowborn noble?” he asked, in disbelief. “You can do better.” 
I didn’t answer. 
He studied the shadow beneath my hood, like he was trying to read something written behind my silence, but it wasn’t a story he needed to hear. After a beat, he exhaled and nodded once.
“Done. I’ll have it delivered in the morning,” he
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