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            1
Balthazar

         
         Of all the times I’d been arrested, this was the only time I’d gotten pinched on purpose. I reminded myself of this in a vain
            attempt to keep my spirits up, as I squinted around the dank underbelly of the Cothis City Code Hall. I picked at my ale-soaked
            trousers, trying to ignore the way the heat from too many bodies made sweat trickle down my back.
         

         
         Kai’s head lolled my way as he shifted on the bench. He exhaled a dainty snore sending a puff of day-old breath straight into
            my face. I turned away, eyes watering, and stifled the urge to hit him. Kai was my oldest friend, and one hell of a fighter
            in a tough spot, but the damn fool could be careless as sin. Great Below, what kind of self-respecting criminal fell asleep
            mid-job? Especially as strange a job as this one was shaping up to be.
         

         
         Our patron had ordered us to get arrested on this day and by this precinct. It was Kai’s bright idea to start the bar fight,
            and once that thought filled his empty head, he went at it like a raging bull. I ran a hand over my whiskers. At least no
            one had been injured. Well, permanently.
         

         
         I felt a mirthless kind of smile hitch my lips as I looked past the dozen sleeping bodies of my fellow inmates, past the brown mud-brick walls etched with the Codes of Law up to the ceiling. There was no artificial light in the cell, for the obvious reason that drunk criminals plus fire equals one big bloody mess. The only illumination came from a shaft of moonlight shining through a metal grate in the ceiling on the far end of the room. 

         
         Ostensibly it was there for ventilation, but the almost-summer air was so soupy breathing it in felt like drowning. While
            the air might have been a touch fresher beneath the grate, the laws of general assholery prevented anyone from sitting beneath
            it: namely that every few hours some jackal-cursed idiot up above would stop there to take a piss.
         

         
         Through the grate’s metal bars, I could just make out the Great Spear shining mockingly in the sky. By the height of the constellation,
            I knew it was well after midnight. Which meant I’d been in this hole for seven fucking hours. I closed my eyes, letting my
            head thud against the wall, and cursed the patron in every language I knew.
         

         
         It was his damn fault I was here wasting valuable time that could have been spent planning. Instead I was stuck in a jail
            cell, waiting for some legendary fixer. A woman who could kill the empress in front of the whole court and get away with it.
            A demon who could bend the nature of the world—if you were the kind of idiot who believed such talk.
         

         
         And I wasn’t . . . Usually.

         
         Urgh. It was almost insulting. My crew, the Talion, was young, but we were more than capable of stealing some old statue from
            the governor. Given the personal history we had with the rat, we probably would have done the job for free. Well. Most of
            us, anyway. But the patron had his own ideas, his own very specific time line, and this one annoying caveat: either the Queen
            of Days joined the crew, or the job was off.
         

         
         I sneered as the words rattled around my skull. Queen of Days. The name practically screamed incompetence. And not the kind of incompetence that the real professionals rolled their eyes at and tolerated, because what’s one more kid playing in the sandbox to them? It’s the kind that gets a person knifed and tossed in the nearest canal. 

         
         Except . . .

         
         Except that the stupid nickname aside, the woman got results. She single-handedly robbed the Sala Antiquities Museum three
            months ago. And last year she breached the Bastion to bust out four men. And the Bastion was in the middle of the godsdamned
            ocean, an island guarded by a fleet of patrol ships from both the water and the air. She’d have had to scale nearly seven
            hundred feet of sheer cliff to even reach the prison. And that was after the twenty-some-mile swim across open and unforgiving
            ocean.
         

         
         She was good. Damn good. And her insistence that we meet in a jail cell could only mean she was connected to the codekeepers.
            Well connected too. But who was she? Where did she come from? No one knew.
         

         
         When my family still ruled Cothis, there hadn’t been a single whisper about her. Five years later, I returned home to find
            people speaking of her in hushed, almost reverent tones. Lunacy.
         

         
         But it was the kind of lunacy I could use. The kind that wouldn’t only get me out of this cell but secure the biggest score
            anyone in this cursed kingdom had ever heard of.
         

         
         I opened my eyes, staring at the closed cell door, straining my ears for the sound of footsteps. According to the patron,
            the Queen of Days would be in these jails tonight. All I had to do was wait, and she would find me.
         

         
         He’d been characteristically sketchy on the details—one of the many reasons my crew didn’t like working for him. But the way
            he’d arranged all this didn’t really matter to me. Afterall a payoff this big was worth the petty indignity of jumping through
            the old man’s hoops. Anyway, he probably had a codie or three on his payroll, too.
         

         
         I shook my head mirthlessly. The Empress’s codekeepers were supposed to be righteous and true. As upright and just as the Codes of Law handed down to us poor mortals by the god Enkaara so many eons ago. Bullshit. Here in Cothis, many, many miles from the capital and the empress, the codekeepers were hardly better than any other street gang. Just better funded. 

         
         Still, I would have given anything to have a codie on the take. Anything to get out of this cell and into some dry clothes.
            The agony of staring at nothing but a closed door was making me itch. I stretched my neck from one side to the other, coaxing
            a few satisfied cracks from my spine. The pops were so loud, I almost missed the sound of the door shivering against its hinges.
         

         
         I turned waiting to hear a key scrape against the lock.

         
         Nothing.

         
         “What the . . .”

         
         I shook my head. I must be more tired than I—

         
         My thoughts collided with a wall of silence. A silence that crept out from the darkness beneath the door on a whisper of frigid
            air that scoured the cell. Impossible. Cothis was never cold. But goose bumps pimpled my skin. My heart beat too loud in my
            ears as all sound retreated outside. And inside . . . Kai stopped snoring. The men around me went still. Not a single murmur.
            Not even a breath.
         

         
         A metal tang electrified the air. There was something primal about it. Like the scent of spilled blood or rotting flesh. It
            was a smell that should have been identifiable. But what should have been careened face-first into the floor as the hairs
            on the back of my neck rose in mute horror. Because someone—something—was behind me.
         

         
         Slowly, like dread had filled my joints with sand, I turned.

         
         A figure stood at the far end of the cell. I couldn’t make out its—no, her—face, but I got the impression of a tall, slight woman. She leaned against the back wall, watching. Assessing. After a moment
            that stretched into hours, she straightened and stepped into the shaft of light.
         

         
         Moonlight flashed against the planes of her silver mask. Black mesh screened the eyeholes, transforming her face into a floating silver skull. More black fabric covered her body, from her hood to the tips of her black leather boots. But it did nothing to soften her figure as she moved. Looking like a collection of sharp angles, she prowled forward, stepping silently around the sleeping men. 

         
         She stopped two precise feet from my knees, tilted her head to one side. “Balthazar Vadalen?”

         
         All moisture evaporated from my tongue at the sibilant sound of my name on her lips. I nodded.

         
         “You wish to obtain my services?”

         
         I managed another nod, the small movement enough to shake words lose in my brain. “What did you do to them?”

         
         It seemed to take her a moment to understand the question, for she paused before looking down at the people around her. Had
            she only just realized they were there? “They sleep.”
         

         
         “Yes, but how?” My eyes narrowed when she failed to reply. “I need to know that my friend will be all right. Did you use some
            kind of gas?”
         

         
         “Your friend is in no danger. He sleeps. When our business is concluded, he will wake.”

         
         “Well that’s me comforted,” I grumbled, trying not to breathe too deeply lest whatever she used on the others start to affect
            me. And I was sure she’d used something. I was the only person sitting upright—everyone else was either slumped over, like
            Kai, or laying on the floor. I’d spent enough time with Zee to know that some gases crept low to the ground. Couldn’t remember
            why, but that wasn’t important.
         

         
         I filed the thought—and the hope that Zee could re-create the compound from the traces on our clothes—for later. We were here
            for business after all. “So, here’s the deal, I need you to—”
         

         
         She made a sharp cutting motion with one hand. “Not here. Come.” She turned away, gliding to the door.

         
         I knew the door was locked. Great Below, I’d seen a half dozen men try to break it down, the others egging them on with equal parts hilarity and hope. But somehow I wasn’t surprised to see the handle yield beneath her gloved hand. The door slid open on silent hinges, like they obeyed this woman with bated breath and quiet terror. 

         
         She floated through the door, her presence tugging at me like I was no more than a dog on a leash. The indignity made me bridle,
            and I let it bloom into anger. I was tired and bored and not paying attention. She wasn’t a demon, just a clever woman who’d
            probably turned the sewer grate into a trapdoor. I’d assumed she had contacts in the Code Hall. Here was the proof.
         

         
         I shook my head and pulled myself up, feeling more relaxed—more in control—than I had since I’d gotten arrested. But . . .
            the idea of leaving Kai behind still made me pause. If the meeting went south, I might need backup to get out of here. Then
            again, Kai’s idea of help wasn’t always that helpful, I thought, catching a whiff of my damp clothes. Silently promising to
            return, I smiled at my still-sleeping friend and walked out of the cell.
         

         
         The guard station outside was a perfect circle of slimy gray stone with a half dozen closed doors studding its thick walls
            at even intervals. A rusted iron chandelier with three tiers of lit candles hung over a wide wooden table. Cards and food
            and half-empty tankards were abandoned on the table’s scarred surface. No guards, though. Only the woman.
         

         
         An unaccountable desire to laugh welled up my throat as she sat at the center of the table. For all that she was dressed like
            a burglar, she held herself with the dignified air of a noble. With folded hands she looked like she was waiting for a not
            particularly important meeting to begin. Shaking my head, I took the seat opposite hers.
         

         
         Something akin to a companionable silence spread out between us, and in the light of the chandelier, I studied her mask. It was truly a masterpiece. Unlike the featureless oval of many a masquerade mask, this was precisely molded to glide over high cheekbones, a long, slightly upturned nose and angular jaw. The metal was etched with intricate scrollwork that accentuated the wide catlike eyes, and the mask’s full lips were painted in black lacquer. They tilted up at one corner in the slightest hint of a smile. But the impenetrable fabric hiding her eyes soured the tableau. 

         
         She brushed an invisible something from her sleeve and placed her gloved palms flat on the table. “So. Balthazar.”

         
         “Please, call me Bal,” I said, leaning back in my chair, my stomach clenching as it’s uneven legs wobbled.

         
         She inclined her head. “Bal. Why does the Talion require my services?”

         
         I felt a muscle in my jaw tick. “To be honest, we don’t.”

         
         “Then why are you here?”

         
         “Because my patron—the man who commissioned this job—insisted you join the crew.”

         
         She didn’t speak for a long minute. “And why does your patron require my presence?”

         
         It was the same question I’d asked before taking the job. The answer still made no sense. “He says that you’re to be the ‘weapon
            of last resort.’”
         

         
         “Ah. I see.”

         
         I believed her. Something about the way she said it, the way her posture incrementally relaxed, made it clear that this answer
            made sense to her. Damn, did I want to ask her why, but the question would have to wait. My eyes swept the chamber, half sure
            that some codie would waltz in any second now. She might have them in her pocket, but I sure as hell didn’t. Time wasn’t on
            my side; I wasn’t going to let my ignorance be another advantage she could use.
         

         
         “And your patron is sure this is the job he wishes to hire me for?”

         
         “He was pretty damn sure,” I said, frowning. “Why?”

         
         “There are several conditions to my employment. Two of them are that I will not work for the same person twice. Nor will I
            accept contracts lasting more than seven days.”
         

         
         Suddenly the jumped-up name made sense. “So that’s where the title comes from? Queen of Days?”

         
         “Partially. Yes.”

         
         The stilted way she spoke reminded me of an old elocution tutor I once had. She’d been a stuck-up old broad who came from
            the corporal punishment school of education. It was a real effort not to roll my eyes. “Well, the time frame won’t be an issue.
            As for your other condition? The patron insisted on your presence, so I’m assuming he’s aware that this is his one shot to
            use you.”
         

         
         “And you?”

         
         “What about me?”

         
         “Are you sure that you require my presence?”

         
         I rolled a few replies around in my mouth before settling on, “Yeah. I’m sure. That good enough for you?”

         
         She graced me with a shallow nod. “What is the job?”

         
         I sniffed. “In two days, the restoration of the Cothis temple will be complete,” I said, not bothering to hide my distaste.

         
         Each island in the Kingdom of Ashaar had a temple dedicated to their city’s patron god. Every few generations, the old one
            was knocked down and a new one was built in its place, supposedly in veneration of the god’s glory. Nonsense, really. It was
            just a way to employ the faceless masses, keep them off the streets and overworked so they didn’t have time to dream of better
            lives.
         

         
         “During the opening ceremony, Governor Paasch will consecrate a new idol to the god Karanis. We’ve been hired to steal the
            idol during the ceremony, but before it’s consecrated.”
         

         
         Her back straightened vertebra by vertebra before stilling completely. It was the kind of readiness that hummed. Like she
            was the human equivalent of a wire slipped over an unguarded throat.
         

         
         I smirked, enjoying the feeling of her surprise, and flashed my most feral smile. The plan was as daring as it got, not that my crew couldn’t handle the challenge. And if I was being honest, the brazenness was part of the allure. Governor Paasch had ruined our lives. He deserved what was coming. 

         
         “Who set the terms for this job?” she asked, her voice rough. “You? Or your patron?”

         
         I frowned, thinking it was obvious: the man who paid me. “My patron.”

         
         “Why? Why steal the idol during the ceremony? Why not before?”

         
         The front two legs of my chair hit the floor with a thud. It wasn’t like these weren’t good questions. They were the exact ones I’d asked. But the way she was asking them, the intensity with which her voice echoed off the room’s rounded walls, put me on edge.
         

         
         “According to my patron, the idol won’t be finished until right before the consecration. Would it be easier to steal beforehand,
            yes. But he’s not interested in an unfinished idol. He wants the real deal. And he doesn’t want to wait until after the ceremony.”
         

         
         “Does it not seem unnecessarily dangerous?”

         
         Of course it was dangerous. Crazy dangerous. And yeah, I’d have rather waited until after the ceremony, but, “He’s not paying
            us for easy.”
         

         
         “I wish to meet him.”

         
         I exhaled a hard laugh. “He thought you might.”

         
         “And?”

         
         “He said you can come with me to deliver the idol after the ceremony. He won’t meet you before.”

         
         “I see.”

         
         “Clearly,” I grumbled. “So, are you joining us?”

         
         She sighed, though the mask muffled the sound, transforming it into the papery rustle of moths in flight. She clasped her
            hands, elbows braced on the table. Her pointer fingers were pressed against her black lips. “I shall.”
         

         
         “Good. We’ll cut you in on the take. Five percent for three days of work sound good?” I smiled innocently, ready for the outraged exclamation that would surely follow this measly offer. 

         
         “I do not require money.”

         
         I felt my brows rise. “Then what do you require?”

         
         “Tell me the names of your companions.”

         
         “It’s a small crew,” I began, rolling with the change of subject even though it made me want to hit something. I had a feeling
            nothing would be easy with this woman and a spiteful part of me wanted to refuse. The money, Bal. Just think of the money. “You saw my man Kai in the cell,” I said, nodding toward the open door.
         

         
         “Kai? Ah, no. What are their full names?”

         
         “Malakai Fanoak, though you’ll call him Kai unless you want to start a fight.”

         
         She nodded once. “Who else?”

         
         “Zeelaya Agodzi, she’s my cousin, and her husband, Edik Agodzi.” When she didn’t speak, I bared my teeth in a small smile.
            “That’s it. Like I said, it’s a small crew.”
         

         
         She watched me for several long moments, saying nothing. Eventually her hands parted in a small impatient gesture. “And? Who
            else?”
         

         
         “I told you—”

         
         My words banked as the candles in the chandelier waned. Water pebbled and dripped from the ceiling. Dragged out of earth and
            stone like the slow breaking of a dam. Tiny teardrops plinked on the table between us as if they were the steady thrum of
            a clock running out. The walls around me seemed to constrict, squeezing. Squeezing.

         
         She knew. She knew about Mira.

         
         Impossible. She wasn’t really part of the crew. I never let her do anything riskier than open doors or be a lookout. Never
            anything dangerous. She wasn’t part of the crew. My vision flickered as an invisible finger scraped the inside of my skull.
         

         
         What the hell was happening to me?

         
         “Who. Else.”

         
         My lips twitched, moving of their own accord, ready to surrender the name of the one person in this world I’d give anything to protect. I bit down hard, tasting blood in my mouth. 

         
         Had the patron told her about Mira? That old bastard—he knew I did everything I could to keep her on the sidelines. Anger
            raced up my spine, and for one wild moment, I almost walked back into the cell and closed the door behind me.
         

         
         Then I remembered the payday. Remembered all the good that money could do; the life I could give Mira if we succeeded. But
            only if the Queen of Days joined the crew. Only if we actually pulled this off.
         

         
         Through gritted teeth I said, “Miraveena Vadalen.”

         
         “Your wife?”

         
         “My sister,” I spat. “And if you think you deserve one cent of her cut, you’re crazier than you look.”

         
         “I told you; I do not want your money.”

         
         I smacked my hand to the table, glorying in the pain that danced up my arm. “Then what do you want?”

         
         “Time.”

         
         I blinked. “You want time?”

         
         “Yes. A month, to be exact.”

         
         “You want a month of our time? And what do you expect us to do in that month?”

         
         “Ah. You misunderstand. I do not mean that I want a month of your service. I want a month of your life. Thirty days you would
            have lived, which you will now surrender to me.”
         

         
         The Queen of Days demands thirty days. It was like the first draft of a shitty nursery rhyme, I thought with a slight laugh. “You’re joking.”
         

         
         She had to be joking. But she wasn’t. She was utterly, deadly serious.

         
         “If you agree to work with me, you agree to die thirty days sooner than Creation intended.”

         
         She was insane. Utterly cracked. No one could just lop off a month of a person’s life. She was no better than some dockside oracle claiming to read the future from a line on my hand and the gold in my pocket. I shook my head, struggling to dislodge a sense of total disbelief. What was she? Why would the patron insist on her participation? It was . . . 

         
         A good deal.

         
         No wonder she had a reputation for doing crazy, impossible things. She was impossibly crazy, so risking her life was obviously
            no great hardship. It almost wasn’t fair, negotiating with a deranged person. But Cothis wasn’t built on fairness. If all
            she wanted was an impossible-to-keep promise, the more money for the rest of the crew.
         

         
         For Mira.

         
         Wasn’t an empty promise worth the life I could give my sister? My family?

         
         I shrugged. “All right. Fine. A month of my life.”

         
         She tilted her head to the side. “I think there has been another misunderstanding. Apologies. Ashaarite is not my native tongue,
            and I find it both cumbersome and imprecise. It is not only thirty days of your life which I require, but Kai’s, Zeelaya’s,
            Edik’s, and Miraveena’s as well.”
         

         
         “Not Mira.” The words sprang from my lips, splattering desperation on the walls. Hatred rushed through me, twisting and churning.
            This—this thing—wasn’t getting anywhere near my little sister.
         

         
         She studied me quietly for some moments longer. “All right. Would you like to take on her debt, or prorate it among the rest
            of your companions?”
         

         
         “I’ll take it,” I said without hesitation.

         
         “Very well.” She extended a gloved hand. “Are we agreed?”

         
         I stared at her hand. Surely she couldn’t mean for me to . . .

         
         “I have to agree now? For all of them?”
         

         
         “Yes. You are the leader of the Talion, after all. And my terms are, in my own opinion, rather unusual. No doubt they will be happy to acquiesce to our agreement if it means more money for them in the end.” 

         
         “No doubt.” I sneered as I said the words. The woman didn’t know the first thing about my crew. I might lead them, but I didn’t
            make decisions for them. Or . . . I didn’t used to.
         

         
         Until this job.

         
         Edik and Zee were still pissed I’d taken it without talking to them first—and for keeping the patron’s identity a secret.
            Kai was too, if I was being honest. He just didn’t want to admit to being angry with me. But Edik was convinced that this
            job was dead reckless. And when he and Zee found out who the patron really was?
         

         
         Shit.

         
         The woman before me wasn’t the only one who wanted to have a few words with the old man. He had a knack for sending us into
            the worst kind of danger, which was exactly why I didn’t tell anyone he was involved.
         

         
         I looked past her still-outstretched hand, struggling to find some kind of purchase. But all I saw was the plain stone walls
            of a jail cell.
         

         
         “Will the codekeepers be helping us?” I asked, the idea hitting me with sudden hope. “Can you at least make sure they look
            the other way?”
         

         
         If she could ensure their cooperation, or at the very least, their indifference, it would go a long way with my crew.

         
         She paused, seeming to consider my question. “No,” she said finally, shattering all hope. “Not unless you wish to sacrifice
            more time.”
         

         
         “Look, Catsuit, I can’t sacrifice their time as it is.”

         
         “Ah. I see.” Her hand dropped. “Then our business is concluded.”

         
         She rose, and the light seemed to dim with her. The light and my future.

         
         Mira’s future.

         
         If this woman left, so did the job. The payday. Any chance I had at getting Mira into a good school and getting her a home—not just a ratty ship cabin, but a real home—would be gone. 

         
         The ghosts of my parents’ voices slid through my mind. Their final desperate words begging me to take care of her. Of all
            of them.
         

         
         “Wait.” My voice was soft, cracking with my resolve. But it was enough to make this demon of a woman pause.

         
         And turn back to me.

         
         Get your shit together, Bal. There’s no such thing as demons. Or magic. Just crazy-ass women in costumes.

         
         “Fine. I’ll do it. I agree to your terms.”

         
         When her hand rose again, I didn’t hesitate. I took it, grimacing, as a mosquito bit the back of my neck like a bad omen of
            things to come. “So what should I call you? Your Majesty Queen of Days?”
         

         
         I felt her body shake through the shared link of our joined hands and realized she was laughing. “Tassiel.”

         
         “Tassiel?” The name rang against something in the deep recesses of my mind.

         
         “Or Tass,” she said, “as you seem to prefer diminutives.”

         
         “Tass it is,” I replied, though my preferences clearly counted for shit today.
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         I shot a kick at Kai’s legs, and he jolted awake so hard he almost fell off the bench.

         
         “Great Below, man,” he grumbled, pushing his long brown hair out of his eyes. “What was that for?”

         
         “Get up. It’s time to go.”

         
         “But the woman hasn’t even shown up yet,” he said through a yawn.

         
         I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, she has. We met, agreed to terms, and now we’re leaving.”

         
         Hurt flashed across Kai’s face. “What? You met without me?”

         
         “If you wanted to be in on the meeting, Kai, you shouldn’t have fallen asleep.” I smacked his arm to let him know I wasn’t
            mad and nodded to the door. “You want to meet her, or would you rather rot in here for a few more hours?”
         

         
         Kai shrugged but dragged himself up and followed me into the still-silent guardroom. I heard him suck in a breath when his
            gaze landed on Tass. His steps stuttered, but I pulled him forward. “Tass, this is Kai. Kai, Tass.”
         

         
         The pair regarded each other for a moment; Kai with his mouth hanging open and Tass with an air of mild curiosity. She looked from me to Kai and back again. “You are kin.” 

         
         I smirked as Kai’s momentary surprise washed away, instantly replaced with a cocky grin. “Not officially,” he said, laughing.
            “Though Bal and I can pass for brothers, he’s the last hope of the Vadalen line. I’m just the bastard.”
         

         
         “In every sense of the word,” I said, something in me easing at the way Kai’s devil-may-care attitude righted the world around
            me. The precinct underbelly no longer seemed so daunting. Nor Tass so alien. I could almost pretend this was nothing more
            than another long and drunken night filled with speculation about which of my illustrious line fathered Kai. 
         

         
         Though it could have been any of my uncles or older cousins, my money was on my father. Kai’s mother worked in our house,
            after all, and in truth we could pass for twins. We both had the tall frames, wide shoulders, and slightly hooked noses of the Vadalen men.
         

         
         The only striking difference between us was that Kai wore his dark hair long and unkempt, where mine was shorter, the tips
            brushing my collar. It was a concession to our long-suffering cousin, Zeelaya. Switching names to pull pranks on Zee had been
            one of our favorite youthful pastimes.
         

         
         “Ah, there you are, my beauty.” Kai crowed in triumph as he spotted a crate of confiscated clothing beside our cell. He snatched
            his vest—robin’s-egg blue with gold piping—from the top of the pile. Kai shrugged into it before diving back into the crate
            for his sash—unmistakable in the gloom by its dark purple dye and vermillion tassels.
         

         
         Made me want to laugh every time I saw him. Though hip-length vests and waist sashes were what passed for fashion in Ashaar,
            Kai was the only criminal I knew who took to the trend with such rarified zeal. Kai tossed a navy-blue sash at me before looking
            around the guard station with his lips turned down in disdain.
         

         
         “Well, how are we busting out of this place? Makes me itch, being down here.”

         
         I shot Tass a look as I pulled on my vest, fingers going instinctively to the pocket where I’d left a necklace. One with a
            pendant of an eye hammered into wafer-thin steel like the icon of a forgotten god—the symbol of the Talion gang. I smiled
            at the words etched onto the edges: let chaos reign. A motto. An oath.
         

         
         “Are we going the way you came?” I asked, motioning back to the cell. I had to admit, I really wanted to see the trapdoor
            she’d rigged up.
         

         
         “No,” she said, sounding slightly confused. “Come this way.” Tass turned on her heel and crossed the room toward one of the
            closed doors. Stopped. She angled her silver face over her shoulder, and I could have sworn I caught the faintest whiff of
            jasmine. “Your silence will be appreciated.”
         

         
         “Hold up,” I said, digging my proverbial heels into the ground. “It’s gonna take a lot more than silence to sneak through
            the precinct. Where’s your exit?”
         

         
         “The front door,” she replied as if that wasn’t the surest way to get us all shot.

         
         Kai took a half step back. “You know what, I was pretty comfortable back in the cell. I’m just going to—”

         
         “How do you expect to walk out the front door?” I asked, clamping a staying hand on Kai’s shoulder. “We’ll be seen.”

         
         “I assure you, you will not. If you remain silent,” she said, an edge entering her voice for the first time. But it wasn’t hubris. It wasn’t the unearned swagger of someone
            with terminal overconfidence.
         

         
         This was the flat certainty of a professional at work. All those rumors about her circled back to me. Not just of her breaching
            the Bastion and robbing the museum, but a hundred other impossible-to-believe acts of insanity pulled off not just here in
            Cothis, but all over Ashaar.
         

         
         This woman, whoever she was, was good. Damn good. And if I could manage to shove my pride aside for half a minute, I might just admit she was better than me and my crew. Maybe even learn a thing or two. 

         
         So I ignored the incredulous look Kai was giving me and gestured for her to continue. She opened the door as if locks didn’t
            exist and led us down a narrow, poorly lit hall. Branching corridors echoed with angry voices, but that was to be expected
            in a jail. No guards though. And that wasn’t just odd. It was telling. No matter what Tass claimed, she had to be paying off
            someone in the precinct.
         

         
         Was the whole place empty? Had all the codies up and decided to go on a smoke break? Was that how Tass expected to get us
            out the front door?
         

         
         The answer came sooner than I’d have liked. Following her through the Code Hall’s catacomb-like basement, we reached a very
            familiar set of stairs. Stairs I knew would lead into the bullpen. A space that—judging by the sounds of murmured conversations
            and shuffling paper—was very much not empty. I gestured upward, giving her an eloquent look of “What the fuck?”
         

         
         Tass just held a finger to her lips and very slowly pressed her palm to my chest. Warmth passed through her gloved fingers,
            sinking into my skin for the space of two heartbeats. Like I was a horse that needed calming, I thought sourly, her botanical
            perfume wafting into my face as she turned away.
         

         
         But damn it if it didn’t work. I was calmer. Steadier. And ready to see what this fixer was capable of. Steeling myself for
            a fight, I followed.
         

         
         As we went up, I caught a glimpse of a sturdy iron chandelier, fully lit despite the lateness of the hour. But there was something strange about the light. It was almost too bright, too prismatic. It seemed to catch the edges of my vision and blur. I shook my head, willing the tiredness out of my eyes, but to no avail. The light still shimmered at the corners of my eyes. But I didn’t need clear sight to make out the two dozen codekeepers scattered through the room. 

         
         Kai stiffened, reaching for weapons that weren’t there. He opened his mouth, but I shook my head before he could speak. In
            the middle of the office, in plain view of so many codies, Tass’s request for silence suddenly seemed of deathly importance.
            As if our silence could stop all these people from spotting us.
         

         
         And they would, because it must have been the quietest night shift on record—three whole people were giving statements to
            inspectors, so I understood why they were too busy to notice us. But the rest? No paperwork could be so engrossing that they
            didn’t see us walk by.
         

         
         Yet walk we did. We followed her steps, up past two desks, right two more, then back three. Left. Right. Forward. Back. Like
            the office was a labyrinth only she could see, and one wrong step would lead to ruin. Or at least a swift kick in the ass
            before we got dragged back to lockup. Who is she? Who is she that she can lead two criminals through the Code Hall without anyone trying to stop us?

         
         My skin crawled at the feeling of being surrounded by so many codies, but not one looked at us. Their eyes just slid right
            past Kai and I, hit Tass, and immediately turned down like a rodent playing dead beneath a falcon’s shadow. Every. Single.
            One.
         

         
         I counted them as we passed: twenty beat codies, six secretaries, a desk sergeant, and four inspectors. A million questions
            churned in my mind, but my tongue was glued to the roof of my mouth.
         

         
         Tass’s pace didn’t increase as she meandered toward the exit. Slowly. So damn slowly. The doors loomed, like in a dream where
            everything was both close and entirely out of reach. I hated those dreams. Nightmares of uncontrolled fate. My gaze rose to
            the pale granite wall above the exit, and I found a frail sort of refuge in the familiar words. There, etched in fading black
            paint, was the Code of Enkaara as given to humanity by the Creator.
         

         
         Even with my vision blurring at the edges and Tass’s perfume clogging my mind, I could have recited the code by heart. In my line of work, it was always useful to know the line of the law; when to toe it, and when to leap right on past. 

         
         The pressure in my chest finally eased as we made it through the doors, down the stairs, and into the never-sleeping streets
            of Cothis. I tipped my head back and gulped down a breath of muggy air before experience kicked in and put me back on guard.
            I did a quick scan of the streets around us, searching for anyone who might be watching. Only the Temple of Karanis stood
            guard tonight. A great monolithic blot against the night sky. I scowled at its alabaster walls and looked away.
         

         
         “Great Below, woman,” Kai exclaimed. “Just how many codies you got on the take?”

         
         “Codies?”

         
         “Yeah, codies.” Kai’s brows rose when this failed to illicit any kind of response from the woman. “Codekeepers.”

         
         Somehow she still seemed confused. “That’s why we had to meet you in the Code Hall, right? Meeting in the cells is one hell
            of a way to ensure good behavior.” And, you know, guaranteed that if a deal went south no one could follow her home and knife
            her in the back. “So you have to be working with at least a few codies.”
         

         
         “Oh. Yes . . . but also no.” Tass looked to me. “I shall see you in two days’ time.”

         
         “No. Hold up,” I said, catching her arm before she could walk away.

         
         She stiffened under my touch and turned. The air temperature plummeted. The sound of carriages, the incessant call of hawkers
            faded, eclipsed by the sound of my pulse. I dropped her arm and held up both hands. “Easy, Tass.”
         

         
         She regarded me for a moment. Her shoulders relaxed, muscles uncoiling, like she’d decided not to kill me.

         
         “Come with me,” I said as the specter of my sudden and colorful death receded. “Stay with my crew.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because in two days we’re going to be pulling off the most dangerous job anyone in this gods-cursed city has ever attempted. If we’re going to get away with it, we need to work as a team. We can’t do that if we don’t see you until the day of the job. Stay with us. Learn the plan. Get to know the crew, their strengths, and weaknesses.” I shrugged and ducked my head closer when she didn’t seem convinced. “They’ll need time to get used to you, too.” 

         
         “Not likely,” Kai muttered.

         
         I could’ve cuffed him, but Tass didn’t seem to mind. Eventually she nodded. “Very well. Where to?”

         
         The stars burned brighter with my relief. “I’ve secured lodging with an old friend.”

         
         Kai snorted at this, but thankfully refrained from comment. He and Shasheba had never gotten along and being forced to take
            her charity wasn’t sitting well with him. He would get over the indignity, but I doubt he’d ever count Shasheba as a friend,
            though admitting as much made my chest ache.
         

         
         “This way.” I led us down one side street and then another, winding away from the center of the city, with its Code Hall and
            mansions and that eyesore of a temple that shone unbearably bright in the moonlight. I scowled at the ground before forcing
            my head up and my shoulders back.
         

         
         This wasn’t the first time I’d walked away from the streets that had once been my home and the dreams that went with them.
            Though Zee and Kai had been back a few times, I’d always refused. Until now. All Father curse me, I wanted to hate this place.
            I wanted to hate this whole damn island, from the warm turquoise waters of its crisscrossing canals to the seedy underbelly
            of its many wharves. I couldn’t manage it. Even after five years of self-imposed exile, Cothis still had me on tenterhooks.
         

         
         “Bal?”

         
         The way Tass’s voice clung to the vowel, transforming my name into something new, made me smile. “Yeah?”

         
         “What is there between you and Governor Paasch?”

         
         Kai huffed an incredulous laugh. “Where are you from, woman?”

         
         Tass flicked the question away. “Someplace else.”

         
         “Must be far if you don’t know that story,” Kai muttered. “Bal’s father was the governor before Paasch. A whole line of Vadalen
            governor’s ruled Cothis for the past . . . I dunno, two centuries, I think.” Kai scratched his chin in thought, and then shrugged
            the effort away. “Doesn’t matter. Bal’s father, Zanek, was the rightful governor of Cothis. And he was a damn good one, too.
            It was him who took Paasch under his wing. Taught Paasch everything he knew, not realizing the power-grabbing prick was going
            to stab him in the back one day.”
         

         
         “What happened?” Tass asked, no doubt sensing that Kai was about to go off on a tangent.

         
         “The gods turned on us.” The words slipped out of my lips, darker and deeper than the night around us.

         
         Tass turned sharply to me. “What do you mean?”

         
         “He means that after a few years of bad weather, Paasch riled up every religious idiot in the city and convinced them that
            Zanek had fallen out of favor with the god Karanis. Pretty soon, the entire city was calling for Zanek to be sacrificed to
            appease Karanis. All because of a bit of rain,” Kai said, spitting to one side.
         

         
         “It wasn’t just ‘a bit of rain,’ Kai,” I snapped, drawing a worried glare from the bent man I was walking past. No doubt going
            home, I thought, as the scent of fresh orange juice wafted over from his battered handcart.
         

         
         I forced my voice down before I continued. “It was three years of the worst hurricanes this island has ever seen.”

         
         “And that was enough?” Tass asked.

         
         I snorted, watching a gondola filled with Karanis-knew-what float slowly by. “I think you fail to understand what a hurricane means to an island crisscrossed with canals.” I stopped at the crest of the next footbridge and pointed toward a line of brick row houses on the other side of the canal. “You see that line of discoloration just below the bottom window?” 

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “That water mark shows how high the flooding gets during the average rainy season.” I moved my finger up, past the top of
            the first story window, to the very lip of the second. “Three years running, the floodwaters got up to there. Hundreds of
            people died. Thousands lost everything they ever owned.”
         

         
         Tass seemed to consider this. “And this was a good reason to kill your father?”

         
         “No,” I said, my throat closing around the word. “There was no reason—good or otherwise—to kill my father. I’m saying that
            scared, desperate people will do anything they can to feel like they’re in control.”
         

         
         “What of the empress? How is it that Paasch convinced her to look the other way?”

         
         “The empress,” Kai muttered, bitter laugh filling the air. “Useless piece of—”

         
         “The empress had only ascended to the throne three days before the coup,” I said before Kai got us arrested again for criticizing
            our glorious leader.
         

         
         “And there were more pressing issues for her to attend to?”

         
         The dry disapproval in Tass’s voice was almost comforting. Almost.

         
         Because, no. No there couldn’t have been anything more important than Cothis descending into chaos.

         
         Not even a godsdamned coronation.

         
         “Arisha is a long way from Cothis.”

         
         Tass grunted in understanding. “So Paasch had your father killed. I take it the rain stopped.”

         
         “Yes.” The admission soured my tongue, and for a moment, I couldn’t speak. “But not before he had my mother and all my aunts and uncles killed. They would have gone for me and Zee and Mira, but we were still kids at the time.” 

         
         They did go for us, in fact, the memory of it still too raw to speak of. If it hadn’t been for a handful of loyal servants,
            we’d have all died too. Mira nearly did die when she and her minder got separated from the rest of us. Only the soft heart
            of a kind stranger had saved her life, leaving her at the back door of our family’s summer home before disappearing into the
            mayhem.
         

         
         “So this job is your revenge?”

         
         I looked down at the rippling, murky waters of the canal, and for a moment they were filled with blood. I shook my head. “Have
            you ever lost everything, Tass?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         It wasn’t the answer that threw me—a person didn’t go as crooked as we had for pasts filled with puppies and fucking rainbows.
            But the flatness in her voice made me pull up and stop. I looked at her, wishing she’d take the stupid mask off so I could
            see her face. See that she understood.
         

         
         “Then you should know that revenge isn’t something you take in the dark like a snack at midnight,” I said, nodding toward
            the line of half-drunk fools laughing as they waited their turn at the shaved ice stand. “It’s a plan made over years, all
            the more decadent for the labor it demands.
         

         
         “Is this job simply about the payday? Maybe for the rest of the crew. But not for me. Stealing the idol, ruining the consecration
            will make the city wonder if Karanis hasn’t abandoned Paasch. If the very god Paasch wielded like a blade against my family
            hasn’t seen him for what he is and cast him aside like trash.
         

         
         “What Paasch did to us, the lives he took . . . This job doesn’t even scratch the surface of what he deserves. The true revenge
            is coming. This job is just the appetizer.” I swallowed. Turned. “Come on. Shasheba’s probably waiting.”
         

         
         Someday, I swore to the cracked cobblestone streets, someday I will take my true revenge. This was only the first sliver of payback for the lives Paasch took from me and Mira and Zee. Shasheba, too. I made the thought a vow as the road narrowed around the mouth of the Middlemarch.
         

         
         That quarter of the city lay in the heart of the southern island. Like its name suggested, Middlemarch was once all marshland—a
            sacred space to my near-forgotten ancestors. So naturally, when the steady pace of progress demanded it, the marsh was drained.
            Hallowed ground be damned.
         

         
         Temples to the Ankaari, the race of our benevolent gods, were built here in half-hearted recompense. Garishly painted buildings
            dedicated to the kingdom’s many deities dotted the neighborhood. They squatted in between the morose-looking businesses whose
            facades had long since wilted, as the progress that demanded the marsh’s destruction flitted away with the strongest breeze.
         

         
         Not that it was the worst place in the city. Lamplighters still came at night, and if the roads were too narrow for carriages,
            they were still wide enough for the worshipful masses.
         

         
         Masses indeed, I thought with a mirthless smile. Men and women, even a few children—not all of them pickpockets—swarmed the neighborhood. Unusual most times of year, this week’s consecration made everything a matter
            of exception. Religious fervor gripped the city, ensuring that all of Middlemarch’s many temples were teeming with worshippers,
            from the great temple of Enkaara, the Father of all the worlds under heaven, and to each of his seven children. Though the
            patron god of Cothis was Karanis, I couldn’t honestly say that any more people swirled around his grand temple in the upper
            city than any of these temples here in the Middlemarch.
         

         
         I shook my head, shoving past the swaying, intoxicated fools wandering out of the temple of Zefira, goddess of air. It was
            easy to believe the goddess could make you fly when her acolytes laced their incense with opium. Made them easy targets for
            the thieves that swam through the worshippers, too.
         

         
         Child street gangs had staked out roadside plays to entice freshly befuddled believers, playacting all the creation myths of Ashaar, from the cataclysm that turned our once vast continent into an island chain, to the unending feud waging between the twin goddesses Nananthe and Ruekigal. The playacting was rough and wickedly crude, but people loved them. Laughed so hard they cried, even as tiny hands robbed them blind. 

         
         That Shasheba, a daughter of the highest echelons of Cothis society, could end up a priestess in Middlemarch was still something
            I had a hard time believing. Yet here she was. Her reputation was so ruined for having been promised to me, that this was
            her best option. Running the Temple of Nananthe, goddess of passion, love, fertility, and, oddly, war. The goddess should
            strike me down where I stood for having hurt Shasheba the way I had. Lucky me that gods didn’t actually, you know, exist.
         

         
         I felt a bitter smile twist my lips as the temple came into sight. The facade was pretty enough; orangey brick and red-trimmed
            windows. But the building had slanted over the years, leaning over the road like a drunkard in a slow fall. Little wonder
            the locals called it the Low Temple, considering it made as much money selling flesh as it did peddling fertility charms and
            midwifery services.
         

         
         The common room was still half full by the time I pushed through the slightly warped doors of the Low Temple. Patrons milled
            about the wide space, flirting with white-robed men and women; Shasheba’s acolytes, all but oblivious to our presence.
         

         
         It was late enough, by now anyway, that all the wealthy patrons had come and gone and the acolytes not currently entertaining
            were all crowded on a square couch sharing sweet-smelling tabbac from tiny sea glass pipes. Those sitting there did notice
            us and smiled as we entered—well, they smiled at Kai. He’d made quick friends with the acolytes during our weeklong stay in
            the attic. Rather too many friends in Shasheba’s judgment.
         

         
         “And that’s me off the clock,” Kai said, clapping my shoulder with a grin before swaggering off.

         
         As the acolytes made room on their couch for Kai’s bulk, I spotted a familiar mess of tightly curled hair wedged into one
            corner. My vision flashed red. “Hey,” I said, my voice coming out sharper than I’d intended. “What are you doing down here?”
         

         
         Mira turned, her dark eyes narrowing as she scowled. “What? I’m just sitting.”

         
         “Mira.” I paused, trying to clear some of the anger out of my voice. “You know you aren’t supposed to be down here alone at
            night.”
         

         
         Mira heaved a labored sigh and rolled her big eyes so hard they almost disappeared into her skull. At the ripe old age of
            twelve, Mira was sure she was all grown up. And if I was going to let her stay in what amounted to a brothel, then why shouldn’t
            she be allowed to look around? No matter how many times I told her it wasn’t appropriate and that it could be dangerous, the
            explanations just bounced right off her.
         

         
         I swallowed hard and searched the room, as if Zee would appear and back me up. My eyes skated past a long wall of empty birthing
            and treatment chambers, and up to the second- and third-floor balconies lined with bedrooms. But I couldn’t see my cousin
            sitting in any of the artfully arranged couches and brightly colored poufs, all low lit and overly perfumed. Damn it all.
         

         
         She and Edik said they’d keep an eye on Mira. Figures they’d let the promise slide. They wouldn’t even be on this damned island
            right now if they had another choice. But given how much shit they were slinging about the job being too reckless, I argued
            back—in my head—it couldn’t be as reckless as letting a twelve-year-old wander around this place alone. I felt my lips flatten
            into a thin line. “Where is Zee? She’s supposed to be watching you.”
         

         
         “Zeelaya and Edik went to sleep hours ago.”

         
         My eyes rose, following the frosty, feminine voice to where Shasheba watched me from the top of the stairs. Her light, lamp-like eyes were hard and filled with judgment. After an agonizing moment of scrutiny, she made her way down the stairs in a graceful sashay of full hips. A woman like that could drive a man to his knees with a single look, I thought. The urge to apologize (for the thousandth time this week) rose to my lips and I had to bite the inside of my cheek to quash it. Whatever Shasheba wanted from me, it wasn’t an apology. 

         
         “Don’t worry,” Shasheba said, planting herself in front of me with crossed arms clearly wanting to toss me out on my ass and
            relishing the thought. “Miraveena only came down after most of the worshippers were gone for the evening. And none but the
            acolytes were allowed near her.” Her perfect eyebrows rose to cutting points. “Do you really think I would put her in danger?”
            she murmured in an undertone, too soft for Mira to hear.
         

         
         “Thank you for—”

         
         “Don’t,” was her unamused reply. “Watch your sister, Bal. I’m not her mother.”

         
         “Sorry.” I winced the word, as her comment struck flesh. Shasheba wasn’t ashamed of her position, and in the ever-contradictory
            ladder of Ashaarite society, she hadn’t fallen all that far. But unlike Mira, Shasheba remembered my mother—well, remembered
            her prudish, noble aversion to earthy matters of the flesh. All Father save me, was I turning into my mother?
         

         
         Guilt unfurled within me. Guilt, and more shame than I cared to acknowledge. My mother would have killed me for letting Mira
            come here, I thought, feeling my hands curl. My mother would have killed me for a lot of things I’d done over the past few
            years.
         

         
         Shasheba saw something in my face that made her nod in a satisfied way. Her expression softened incrementally, and I ventured a smile. Despite the years, and Shasheba’s undimmed anger at me for not taking her with me when I left Cothis, she could still read me like an open book. Her perfect nose wrinkled. “You stink,” she said, tossing her waist-length hair over her shoulder. “I hope you were successful in finding your . . . associate?” 

         
         I blinked. The entire evening had gone completely out of my mind, but Shasheba always had that effect on me. “Yeah.” I turned.
            “This is . . .”
         

         
         Tass’s hooded figure stood in the darkness by the door. The silent, alien menace I’d felt when she first appeared in my cell
            came rushing back. She took a step forward, but the shadows clung to her with greedy fingers, unwilling to yield her to the
            light.
         

         
         The merriment of the men and women behind me guttered. The lights flickered. One of the acolytes gasped. Shasheba retreated
            half a step back, and without thinking I grabbed her hand.
         

         
         “This is Tass,” I said with a forced brightness that sounded foreign to my ears. “Tass, this is Shasheba Tal, the high priestess
            of the Cothis Temple of Nananthe.”
         

         
         Shasheba had recovered herself enough to smile and drew her hand away from mine. “Welcome, Tass.”

         
         Tass nodded absently, but didn’t speak. Rather, she seemed to be looking at some point over Shasheba’s head. I followed Tass’s
            gaze past the still-entranced acolytes and scattered seating, to the opposite end of the long room.
         

         
         An altar to Nananthe stood in a candle-laden alcove and was topped with an almost human-size statue of the goddess. She sat
            on a golden throne and was clothed only in long, flowing hair. Her hands were raised, hiding most of her face. A face so beautiful,
            it was said, that it could drive mere mortals mad. Only her mouth was visible, carved into an inscrutable smile—a smile that
            reminded me all too much of Tass’s mask. I shivered.
         

         
         “I see you’ve noticed our shrine,” Shasheba said, her face and voice carefully guarded. “You are welcome to pray if you wish.”

         
         “Pray.” Tass repeated the word like she was rolling a strange piece of meat around in her mouth and wasn’t sure about the
            taste. “Is that why people come here?”
         

         
         “We encourage many forms of worship,” Shasheba said with a solicitous smile. “This is the Temple of Nananthe, after all.”

         
         “Is it?”

         
         I winced as Tass’s voice turned the question into an accusation.

         
         Shasheba’s face darkened. “Yes. It is.” She licked her lips, composing herself with practiced ease. “What did you say your
            name was?”
         

         
         “Bal gave you my proper form of address.”

         
         “Tass, yes, but no surname? I don’t mean to pry,” Shasheba said with a smile that implied the opposite. “But I do want to
            assure you that your privacy will always be respected within these walls. So there really is no need to hide your true self
            here. We encourage our worshippers to put down their fears and insecurities, and lay aside the masks they wear when they enter.
         

         
         “Not that your mask isn’t beautiful—it almost reminds me of something I saw while studying at the High Temple in Arisha.”

         
         Tass rounded on Shasheba, and although the strange woman didn’t step forward, she loomed. To her credit Shasheba didn’t look
            intimidated—not precisely—but she stopped rambling about the sanctity of her temple and the nonsense she learned in the capital.
            Tass had shut Shash up without saying a single word.
         

         
         It was a neat trick.

         
         Shasheba shot me an uncertain look, and I almost smiled simply for the joy in seeing her off-kilter . . . and looking to me
            for rescue. Instead, I cleared my throat. “There are cots set up for us in the attic if you’re tired—”
         

         
         “I do not require rest at this time.” Tass’s silver face turned toward mine. “I shall await further instruction at the shrine.”

         
         “Are you sure? We’re all going to sleep now. It’ll be morning before I meet with the others.”

         
         “That is acceptable.” Tass glided forward, cutting between Shasheba and me. Then she stopped. Turned to Shash. “Thank you
            for your hospitality.”
         

         
         Shasheba’s brows had drawn together. “You’re welcome,” she replied with a slightly hard note in her voice.

         
         If Tass noticed it, she clearly didn’t care. She crossed the room, ignoring the gaping acolytes. “Good night, Kai,” she said,
            nodding to the big man. “Miraveena.”
         

         
         My sister’s eyes, already big as saucers, nearly popped out of her head. She watched Tass walk to the shrine and kneel, back
            straight, palms open on her thighs.
         

         
         Silence followed Tass, an entranced tension that colored the air and constricted the walls. I blinked, and the spell was broken.
            “Mira,” I said, clapping my hands together so loud Mira flinched. “Time for bed.”
         

         
         Mira slid off the couch and made a beeline for the stairs with no foot-stomping or eye-rolling that such a command usually
            caused. I should have been relieved, but I saw fear in the stiffness in Mira’s shoulders. A fear of Tass. Mira wasn’t alone.
         

         
         Once more I wondered if I was doing the right thing by taking on this job. By bringing Tass into our fold.

         
         “Come on,” Shasheba said through white lips, sliding her hand in mine. I gaped when she pulled me up the stairs and down the
            low-lit hall. She stopped at the door to her own lavishly appointed bedroom. An involuntary shiver of suspicion crawled down
            my spine.
         

         
         “But Mira,” I began, cursing myself internally. “I should make sure she’s settled.”

         
         Shasheba’s brows rose, eyes filled with silent laughter. “Surely she knows the way by now. Or are you saying she still needs
            a bedtime story?”
         

         
         I grimaced at the thought. Mira would bite me if I tried putting her to bed. “No. You’re right.”

         
         “I know,” was the smug reply. She glided into her bedroom, eyes commanding me to heel, only to stop me with an open palm to
            my chest before I took two steps through the door. “Leave your boots there.” Her lips turned down in a delicate moue. “And
            your clothes.”
         

         
         My mind hummed in warning that I didn’t—couldn’t—heed. I simply did as I was told, crouching with a groan to work the knots out of my bootstraps before kicking them off. Shasheba had gone to the window, her footsteps muffled by a carpet covering the intricate blue and white floor tile. She leaned over a hammered-copper tub and twisted the taps until water streamed out in a steaming gush. 

         
         “What are you doing, Shash?”

         
         “Drawing a bath,” she said, her voice noticeably frosty. “I told you, you stink.”

         
         “All right.” I shook my head, swallowing the rest of my words before they could leave my lips. There had been whole years
            when I would have done anything Shasheba said only to spend more time in her glowing presence. But that was before. When I
            was still the future governor of Cothis and she was my soon-to-be bride. That life was gone. It died when I left Cothis in
            shame and blood, releasing her from our engagement in a vain attempt to save her reputation.
         

         
         It hadn’t worked. Shasheba hadn’t moved on and married some other man. She’d devoted herself to Nananthe, chosen a different
            path. But Shasheba hadn’t forgiven me. I knew it from the moment I knocked on the Low Temple’s door and found her looking
            up at me with ill-concealed contempt.
         

         
         In the week I’d been here, she hadn’t touched me, not even to shake my hand. Hadn’t even allowed herself to be caught alone
            with me long enough for me to apologize for leaving. Now there I was, in her bedroom. And she was drawing me a bath. And sure,
            listening to that niggling sense of suspicion would have been the smart move, but all I could think about was that this was
            it. A chance—my one chance to make things right.
         

         
         “Shash, I want to—”

         
         She tutted, impatience flashing across her perfect face. “Apologize. Yes, you’ve mentioned a time or fifty. You really want
            to talk right now? Or are you going to take off your clothes?” Perched on the edge of the tub, she issued the challenge with glittering eyes and a poise I doubted the empress could match. 

         
         She wanted this to be a battle of wills?

         
         Fine, I thought, knowing Shasheba wouldn’t tell me what was on her mind until she was good and ready. After that. I shrugged
            and shucked off my clothes. Forcing my shoulders back, I resisted the urge to cover my vital bits as Shasheba surveyed me.
            In a blink of an eye, her expression flickered from cold to smoldering. She straightened, motioning me to the tub with an
            open hand. I crossed the room on slightly unsteady legs and hopped into the scalding water. Stretching forward, I shut off
            the taps before I sloshed any water on her beautiful Arishan carpets—an unforgivable offense, I was sure.
         

         
         I leaned back in the tub hoping the hot water would work some of the kinks out of my back. Shasheba retreated through the
            steam and sat with her back to me at her vanity. I couldn’t quite make out her face in the mirror, but her shoulders were
            high and tense as she took off her heavy gold earrings and her many glittering bangles.
         

         
         There was something comfortable about watching her wipe off her makeup and rub cream into her perfect skin. Painful too. A
            kind of homesickness, like looking into a life I should have lived.
         

         
         The thought—all thought—fled when she stood and unwrapped her red-and-orange-striped dress, until all she wore was a thin shift of the palest pink
            I’d ever seen. The whole world around me went still.
         

         
         A world that no longer included me—apparently, I thought, grimacing as a certain part of me very much stirred.

         
         The little voice in my head warning me to be on my guard faded. In the golden light of the gaslit lamps, with her honey-colored
            hair dancing along the small of her back, I was sure she was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. Unfortunately, my body
            was sure of it too.
         

         
         Heat flooded my abdomen and pooled there in a persistent strain. I considered trying to cover myself for half a second, but Shasheba knew the effect she had on me. She’d only laugh if I tried to hide my reaction, and I didn’t think I could take her mocking. Not now. 

         
         After a moment’s indecision, Shasheba approached the brass stand beside the tub. She pumped what smelled like soap into her
            hand from one of the delicate glass jars and moved to the floor behind me. Her long fingers dug into my shoulders, kneading
            away the stress. I closed my eyes in spite of myself, then forced my shoulders to relax. I suspected Shasheba was getting
            close to speaking. She had always hated exposing her vulnerability. And almost always hid her face when she felt uncomfortable.
            Probably why I still never trusted a hug.
         

         
         “Bal,” she said slower than a charmer soothing a snake. “What have you brought into my house?”

         
         I opened my eyes. “You mean Tass?”

         
         She tutted. “Yes, I mean Tass. What is she?”

         
         Shasheba was digging into one of my deeper knots, so I resisted the urge to shrug. “She’s the Queen of Days, whatever that
            means. You’ve heard the rumors.”
         

         
         “Yes. And what I’ve heard worries me.”

         
         My lips twitched. The Shasheba I’d known hadn’t been the religious type. Even though she was the high priestess here, I couldn’t
            quite swallow the idea of her truly believing in the gods. “You aren’t telling me you actually think she’s a demon?”
         

         
         Shasheba’s silence turned brittle, and the urge to break it, to hear her laugh, was overwhelming.

         
         “You’re not jealous, are you?”

         
         Shasheba shoved my shoulders down so hard my ass squealed against the bottom of the tub as I slipped under the water. I heaved
            up, ignoring the wave that crashed over the lip of the tub and pushed the hair out of my eyes. “Shasheba, I was joking.”
         

         
         She glared daggers into my face, arms coiled over her chest. “It’s not funny.”

         
         I snorted and flicked water in her face. Predictably, Shasheba lashed out, aiming a slap at my left cheek. Enough. I plucked her hand out of the air and yanked her into the tub. Shasheba yelped as soapy water soaked her fine silk shift.
            She growled, her knees knocking into the metal sides as she straddled me. Admittedly, this caused a different kind of difficulty,
            but at least she had no choice but to look me in the face.
         

         
         “What is wrong with you?” she snarled.

         
         “Oh, I imagine you’re about to tell me.”

         
         “This isn’t a joke, Bal. You’re playing with forces you don’t understand.”

         
         I looked her up and down, or I tried to, but my eyes snagged on the peaks of her breasts, fully visible and heaving through
            her sodden shift. “I know.”
         

         
         “Not me,” she said, jerking my chin up to her face. “Tass. She’s not . . .”
         

         
         “Normal?”

         
         “Of this world.”

         
         That caught my attention. I looked at Shasheba, really looked at her, at the tightness in her eyes and the pallor of her normally
            tan skin. “What do you mean?”
         

         
         She shook her head, looking away for a second. “If you’d asked me yesterday if I thought the Queen of Days was a demon, I’d
            have laughed at you and said she was just another too-clever criminal. But now that I’ve seen her? Spoken with her? Been close to her?” A frown pulled down the corners of her mouth. “I learned things at the High Temple, things about the creatures of
            the Nethersphere.”
         

         
         I scoffed. “Things about creepy, masked women?”

         
         “Laugh all you like; it proves you’ve always been a fool.”

         
         “Shasheba—”

         
         “No, Bal. Go ahead and think me a superstitious idiot. But ask yourself why your patron insisted she join your crew. Think. You’re about to steal the idol of Karanis. Not only that, but you’re going to do it on the very day we invite the god into the city, offering the idol as host to his spirit. Do you really think it’s coincidence that your patron wants a demon with you?” 

         
         I frowned, trying to parse her words but coming up short. “So you think Tass is supposed to . . . what?”

         
         “I think she’s supposed to help you all escape before the god kills you in front of the whole city.”

         
         In anyone else, such a display of naked fear would have made me pause. But seeing it in Shasheba’s face made my heart flip
            in perverse pleasure. “You’re worried about me.”
         

         
         Her eyes bulged in total exasperation. “Yes, I’m worried. I may be angry at you for leaving—an anger I fully intend to cling
            to for the rest of my life—but I don’t want to see you killed.”
         

         
         “You say the sweetest things.”

         
         “Shut up, I’m serious.”

         
         I clasped her shoulders, made her look at me. “I know you are, Shasheba. I know. But this job . . .”

         
         “I know, this job could bring back your lost fortune. Give Miraveena the life she deserves. You’ve told me already.” Shasheba’s
            voice was filled with so much bitterness it could’ve muddied the water between us.
         

         
         “Not just Mira,” I murmured, though it was suddenly hard to breathe. “You too.”

         
         She looked at me, her expression suspicious, haunted even. I forced myself to continue, braced myself. “I mean it, Shasheba.
            I was wrong to leave you here when I—”
         

         
         “Fled.”

         
         I winced but accepted the word for what it was. “Yes. I thought I was saving you, but I was wrong. I understand that now,
            and I’m sorry for it. But I can’t take it back. I can’t undo the past. The future, though? Come with me, Shasheba. After the
            job is done, come with me. We can see the world, together, just like we always talked about.” For a moment something hard
            flashed across her face. Greedy.
         

         
         But then I blinked, and it was gone.

         
         She was frowning now, her eyes were big and sparkling. Shy. “What? Fly around on that stupid airship with you?”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         “You’ve said this all before, Bal,” she said, her voice soft, catching her lower lip with her teeth. Nananthe save me, this
            woman drove me mad. “How do I know I can trust you?”
         

         
         My mouth went dry as the past came crashing down on my shoulders. “You don’t. No
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