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        Her secret could destroy a kingdom. His trust could cost her everything.

      

      

      Amaleigh never wanted to be a thief, but survival left her little choice. A single stolen dagger was supposed to buy her freedom. Instead, it exposed the truth hidden within her: the dragon she never knew existed. When her wings unfurl for the first time, she’s faced with an impossible choice—kill her best friend, Prince Gwilym, or become a pawn in her ruthless boss’s deadly schemes.

      Forced to flee, she abandons everything—including the one man she ever loved, and the only man she ever betrayed, Gwilym.

      Seven years later, Amaleigh is still running. World after world, she’s chased by guilt, grief, and the fire locked inside her soul. All she wants is to stop running, to find a place to belong. But her heart won’t let her forget the one man she left behind.

      Gwilym’s life is in danger, and the only person he trusts to save him had to flee for her life after refusing to assassinate him. But he can’t forget the bond they shared or the way she’s always made him feel whole. He knows Amaleigh is his only hope. To save his life and protect his kingdom, he must convince her to return to the place she’s sworn to forget.

      With time running out for Gwilym and his father, Amaleigh faces a perilous choice. Can she confront the haunted city that stole her family before palace intrigues claim her as their next victim? If she fails, she risks losing the chance to heal her past and open her heart.

      As danger closes in and their enemies grow bolder, Amaleigh and Gwilym are forced to confront the truth about their past and the undeniable connection that still burns between them. But love comes at a cost, and the secrets they keep could tear them apart—or heal the kingdom.

      
        
        For fans of slow-burn romance, heart-pounding adventure, and forbidden love, this fantasy romance will sweep you away!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For those who dare to soar.
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      Trees blurred into a wall of silver as she ran through the forest. Her legs burned and each breath was fire through her lungs. She couldn’t stop. Just a little farther and she’d reach the cliffs where even the most agile tracker dogs couldn’t follow. The beasts’ snarls were closer now, maybe fifty feet away. The cliff twice that distance.

      Amaleigh pushed harder, fighting through exhaustion to find the last bit of strength she’d need. What an idiot to choose today, of all days, to steal from the palace.

      She hadn’t intended to, had sworn that she never would, but that dagger had called to her, and she, fool that she was, answered.

      It would’ve been much simpler to steal a heavy purse from one of the nobles strutting along the boulevard like a gilfern displaying his magnificent feathers.

      Rot it all, but she knew why she’d stolen that specific dagger with its gold hilt and sparkling jewels. Not for bragging rights. Not for any sort of glory. Not for personal wealth. She’d stolen it to barter her freedom.

      If she could unshackle herself from Antonio’s suffocating grip… Even the thought of being free from him gave her a boost of energy and she sped faster toward an uncertain destiny. Perhaps then Gwilym—she stopped herself from imagining a future she knew could never happen. She and Gwilym might be best friends, but that didn’t negate the fact that he was a prince and she an orphaned thief. Friends was all they could ever be, no matter how much she wished for more.

      A pinch twisted her gut and she swallowed a lump of shame. What would Gwilym think of her now? He’d trusted her. Surely, he would understand this was too important. He had to realize that without the dagger her life was forfeit. Somehow, he would find a way to forgive her.

      She was grasping at hope, more so now than ever before in her miserable life. Despite their differences, or perhaps because of them, they’d accepted each other, flaws and all. But she’d never tested their friendship by stealing from his father. Until today.

      “Blood and poxes!” Pain ricocheted across her scalp where a branch tore a clump of hair from its roots. She kept moving, head lowered. Almost there. Can’t stop. She couldn’t let thoughts of Gwilym sway her resolve. Especially when those thoughts made her heart warm and face flush.

      Damn fool of a woman! They might be just friends, but that didn’t prevent her from appreciating the muscular lines of his body or the way the light would catch in his eyes, making them shine like rare sapphires.

      Oh, bless, she was losing her mind. Or she had a death wish. This was not the time to daydream about the prince’s eyes. The dogs’ baying was close. Too close. The hounds were almost upon her, the trackers not far behind.

      Mooning over the prince had distracted her and now there wasn’t time to adjust her speed and climb down the bluff. She’d have to jump and pray she missed the crags. Gods willing, she’d land in the treetops. It was a wish borne of desperation, and all she had left at the moment.

      With a last surge, Amaleigh leapt from the cliff. Fly or die, she thought, and thrust her arms out. Given the choice, she’d rather not die this day.

      Wind rushed past, smoothing her crimson hair off her face. She closed her eyes and basked in the sun’s warmth, allowing a rare moment of serenity. Far below, the hounds prowled the empty cliff, their noses snuffling the ground. A lone beast sniffed the air and whined. The trackers’ calls reached her ears and a cheeky grin lifted her lips. She’d outwitted them yet again.

      For one perfect moment, she gazed across the land to the palace sitting in the center of Eidyn like a multifaceted jewel in a rather ornate crown. She clearly saw the gardens and lawns of the palace, the turrets where she and Gwilym had played when they were younger. Radiating out from the palace were the districts of Eidyn, all carefully monitored by the king’s guards. The university sat solemnly to the east as if a sullen child not allowed to join the adults at the dinner table. To the west was the elite district, and to the south, the harbor where Amaleigh dreamed of one day sailing to new adventures.

      The hounds bayed and brought her back to the reality she now faced. There would be no sailing away just yet. First, she had to lose the trackers. A giggle bubbled from her belly as she watched their irate faces grow smaller the higher she rose.

      Her breath caught.

      She should be plummeting to the trees, not lifting into the air. A strange little thrill of excitement ran through her terror.

      She reached for the satchel slung across her torso and found…nothing. She twisted her body to better see, and her blood turned to ice, chilling her insides. Gone were her scrawny arms, replaced with sturdy legs covered in glittering scales. Not quite blue, not altogether green…more like the color of an abalone shell she’d found on the beach when she was little. The memory pinched her heart. That was before, when everything was good and food a given.

      Amaleigh gasped at the long talons protruding from her feet. Or were they hands? Paws? She flinched and a wing swung forward, blocking the sun. A thin membrane stretched between bones and a vicious-looking claw stuck up from the top. What the pox was happening?

      Scales. Wings. Talons.

      Flippin’ barnacleballs, she was a dragon. A dragon! Great, just bloody great. How the hell did dragons fly?

      She flapped her wings and propelled herself backward, toward the trees. The more she fought to fly up, the quicker she went down. Try as she might, she couldn’t right herself, and her panicked flailing only sped the descent.

      The trackers’ cries faded as she fell. It was impossible to know whether they saw her, but how could they not? A clear, sunny summer day would do fuck all to hide a dragon. Unless the sun was in their eyes. She clung to that mad thought like the hope-starved cretin she was.

      Stealing the dagger already came with a death sentence. If she was found to be a dragon, the punishment was worse, so much worse.

      As the ground rushed to meet her, she finally accepted her fate. The gods had deserted her. Again.

      Gwilym. She threw the thought to the wind. Please forgive me.
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      Men shouted in the hall outside the sitting room where Prince Gwilym sprawled with his legs over the arm of a rather comfortable sofa. He sat up, the book he was reading slid to the floor with a thud.

      Gwilym, please forgive me.

      Amaleigh. He pressed the pads of his fingertips to his temple, sure he’d imagined his friend speaking in his mind. They’d grown close over the years, but never had he heard her when she wasn’t in the same room.

      Guards rushed past the open door and Gwilym rose to follow them. They barged into the king’s private study, more of a conference room with one large oval table in the center and a dozen chairs set at equal intervals around it. At the head of the table, his face a thunderstorm, his rigid body leaning over the gleaming mahogany tabletop, was Gwilym’s father. Rage brewed in King Heshen’s features. Strong arms rested on knuckles that ground into the wood surface.

      Gwilym slowed his steps. He’d not seen his father in a state such as this since the Purge.

      “Son, come in.” Heshen beckoned his son forward and Gwilym obediently went to his side.

      “There’s been an incident.” His father breathed out, his nostrils flaring with his anger. “Someone snuck into the palace and stole one of my daggers.”

      Gwilym hid his confusion. His father had dozens of weapons, daggers, swords, bows with arrows tipped with iron. Why a single dagger would cause such ire was beyond him. He looked to the guards and other high-ranking nobles in the room. Their ashen faces and solemn expressions corroborated his father’s claims.

      “Who would do such a thing? The palace is well guarded.”

      His father straightened and faced him with a look that could flay a pig. “I was hoping you could tell me.”

      “Me? I had nothing to do with—” he lifted his hands in a supplication, “whatever this is.”

      The king’s stern glare made Gwilym’s insides pinch and shrivel, but he kept his expression blank. He honestly had no idea what his father was hinting at, but he knew that look—understood it was not to be questioned.

      “You have a, ah, female friend you entertain at the palace, do you not?” His father kept his tone casual, but there was meaning behind the words. Meaning Gwilym didn’t comprehend.

      “A female friend?” He rubbed his temples. There wasn’t a woman in his life. Never had been. There had only ever been Amaleigh.

      The truth hit him in the solar plexus hard enough he nearly wheezed as if actually punched.

      “Erma comes by sometimes.” Gwilym said the name he’d insisted Amaleigh use at the palace more than a decade and half earlier. It was to keep her safe, to hide her identity, and now…he wasn’t sure why he used it when he knew the king most likely had her real name written on a death warrant somewhere in this very room.

      “And where does Erma live?”

      Gwilym shrugged and spoke the truth. “I don’t know.” Impulsively, he added, “She’s a student at the university.” The last part was pure fabrication. Protecting her was built into the very fabric of his being.

      His father motioned to a guard who ran out of the room with two others following.

      “Your friend stole a valuable object from me this afternoon. When I find this Erma, trust that she will not live to see the sunrise. No one steals from me.”

      Gwilym’s frow creased with disbelief. “I can’t believe she’d steal from the palace. Steal from you. Are you absolutely certain it’s her?”

      “We’ll find out soon enough. My inquisitors are very good at their job.”

      Amaleigh had promised him a thousand times she’d never steal from him or the palace. If she did take the dagger, she must’ve had a good reason for it. One that put her life in danger. All he could think about was getting word to her that the king was looking for her, but anything he did from this moment forward would be watched and analyzed.

      Besides, he honestly didn’t know how to reach her. She always came to him, never the other way around. No matter how many times he’d begged, she insisted on keeping her life separate from his, for his own safety.

      Gwilym sat heavily upon a chair, his expression one of resignation. He knew his father well enough to know not to question his motives. Not yet. As long as Amaleigh wasn’t caught, there was still hope.
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      A jab to Amaleigh’s ribs brought her fully awake. Well, mostly awake. Another poke and she gritted her teeth. If they hit her again, she’d show the urchin she wasn’t to be messed with.

      Jab. Poke, poke.

      In one swift movement, she grabbed the stick and rolled with it clutched to her chest, then used it to propel herself upright. She blinked into the bright sun, startled and confused. The alleys she once called home were always in shadow. A lone figure stood before her, much taller than the street rats who made a game of annoying her.

      She jutted the staff at the stranger. “What do you want?”

      The more she blinked, the better he came into focus. Tallish, but then, most everyone was taller than her. Not old, but older, perhaps in his mid-forties. Chestnut hair, grey eyes. Handsome. Damn fine handsome. A fleeting half-forgotten memory of his face pushed against her skull, and then was gone before she could snatch it fully. Not one of Antonio’s men, nor a merchant she recognized. His clothing suggested money, but not wealth.

      “Who are you?”

      “So many questions.” His gaze flicked behind her, and a shadow passed over his features. “We should go. They lost your scent, but if the wind changes, it won’t be long before they suss out your location. Come on.”

      He turned before she had a chance to argue. For a brief moment, she followed his gaze and the morning crashed into her thoughts. She clutched at her bag, and cool relief flowed from her forehead to her toes. The dagger was there, snugged against the bottom of the satchel.

      She looked at her hands, at the staff she held, and her skin. No wings. No talons. No glittering scales. She’d hallucinated. Had to be. The leap from the cliff had made her brain misfire. Or maybe it was the fall. She’d dreamt the dragon. Yes, that was it.

      “We don’t have all day.” The mysterious man stood several paces from her, an eyebrow raised. “Unless you’d rather spend the night in the castle dungeons.”

      As a matter of fact, she would not. With as much speed as she could muster without appearing to rush, she caught up to him and handed him the staff. He hadn’t tried to take it back when she’d jabbed him with it, which she found odd and disconcerting. Now, he took it with a curious glint in his eyes, as if he found her actions surprising.

      “You have questions, but now is not the time for a chat.” Again, his gaze flicked to the cliff and his pace increased. “This way.”

      He led them off the path and through tightly packed trees. Amaleigh was slight and he was not, yet somehow, he managed to squeeze through openings that caused her difficulty.

      “Are you a mage?” The question came unbidden, and she bit her lip to keep from blurting anything else that might get her killed.

      Again, the raised eyebrow, but this time he wore a smirk. “Are you?”

      She was nobody. An orphan without a home, family, or purpose. “I’m a thief.”

      “Of course you are.”

      The tone of his words—the half-mocking way he said everything—made her want to smack him with his stupid staff that she’d foolishly given back to him. She could always stab him with the dagger.

      “Wait.” He put a finger to his lips and cocked his head. A crooked smile lifted his right cheek. “Oh, you’ve vexed them good this time. They’re looking for a body, but they’ll be sorely disappointed. Well done, girl.”

      The compliment sounded sincere, but she’d learned long ago to never trust kind words.

      “Do I know you?” She peered closer, but still didn’t recognize him. Even so, a slight buzzing at the back of her head said they might’ve been acquainted once.

      “Later. This way.” He stepped around a huge trunk, and she ran into his back when he stopped suddenly. “Rather clumsy for a thief.”

      Rude. Why was she even following him? She could outwit the trackers without his assistance. She was about to leave when his movement stopped her cold. Not just her body, but her breath, and worryingly, her heart. Just for two blips, but she felt it and held her chest. Impossible came to mind, but then, that word was on her lips often that day.

      He whispered words that tickled her attention. Words from long past that burned through memories and emotions she’d buried ages ago. His right hand stretched forward to touch the old tree’s trunk, and a shimmering door appeared in the bark.

      Too stunned to scream or cry or run, Amaleigh almost pissed herself.

      Magic of all kinds was forbidden. Illegal. Just being near this man would bring certain death if the trackers saw her. Not since the Purge had anyone practiced magic.

      Not since the Purge had there been dragons in Eidyn.

      An uncomfortable prickling covered her skin, and her fingers twitched toward the dagger. Words circled in her mind, like lullabies learned as a baby. Her lips moved, but she didn’t speak the dreadful syllables.

      Visions accompanied the lyrical sentences. A warm hearth, a strand of crimson hair similar in shade to hers, the face of a young boy laughing at something. Love buttressed against the walls she’d built around her heart, surging forth with frightening force. In a blink, the images were gone, leaving her reeling from the powerful emotions they evoked.

      Questions swirled in her mind. Who were they? Where were they? What did it mean?

      “If you want answers, follow me.” The stranger held out his hand toward the doorway in the tree trunk.

      It might be a trap. Lure her into a magical cell where she’d rot the rest of her life. No thanks. When she didn’t move, the man’s eyes softened and his grin slipped.

      “They won’t stop until you’re dead. It isn’t some daft trinket you stole, not this time.”

      He moved aside and motioned her forward, through the tree.

      Something in his eyes made her believe she could trust him, but also lurking in the grey depths was a frantic sort of desperation. She didn’t know him. Couldn’t trust him. She hadn’t survived this long by blindly trusting strangers. Especially those who possessed magic. Her mind screamed to run, but her legs wouldn’t budge. She gripped the bottom of the sturdy canvas bag and closed her eyes. He somehow knew about the dagger. Maybe he looked in her bag while she was knocked out. If so, then it was more than passing strange he didn’t steal it.

      “You have no idea what you’ve taken, do you?”

      She blinked and stared at him, uncomprehending. Of course she bloody well knew what she stole. She’d risked everything to get the damned thing. She sure as flox wasn’t going to let him or anyone else take it from her. Or lead her straight to the palace dungeons. Despite his kind-sounding words, there were only two people in this world she could count on, and he wasn’t one of them.

      A bark sounded to her right, startling her into action. Her legs pumped and chest heaved with the effort. The stranger called after her as she bolted through the trees. He might’ve even said her name. His face swirled through her thoughts as she ran up a fallen tree trunk and leapt to a branch. Familiar, yet not. She scrambled to pull herself up and climbed higher until she reached a branch that would allow her to jump to the next tree.

      Just a few more leaps and she felt certain the dogs couldn’t follow her scent. She landed on the ground with a jarring thud and darted between two huge boulders to a hidden cave. Her legs churned like wagon wheels as she ran, never stopping to look back. Too afraid of what she might see.
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      By the time Amaleigh emerged from the secret entrance tucked behind the old gate house, merchants were closing their shop windows in preparation for the celebrations. Gods, but she hated this day. For her, there was nothing to celebrate.

      Her stomach gave a vicious pinch, reminding her that her last meal had been far too long ago. She pressed a fist against her abdomen and strode down the street with cautious optimism.

      She’d outrun the trackers this time, but the stranger’s words haunted her. As far as she could tell, there wasn’t anything special about the dagger. It had been in an unlocked case with other weapons. She’d taken it for the jewels embedded in the hilt and planned to toss the blade once she removed the gems. Her hand snaked to the bottom of her bag, and she pushed against the weight of the dagger. It had a nice heft to it. Perhaps she could sell the blade to a blacksmith for scrap. That might afford her a proper meal. The gems would buy her freedom.

      On the way home, she swung by her favorite bakery and swiped a loaf of day-old bread from the shelf. It wasn’t so much stealing as taking what the baker always left for her. Two doors down, she picked up a hunk of cheese. The merchants on this street were as close to family as she’d ever get. She’d grown up racing beneath their windows and been scolded by each one of them in turn. They were her uncles, aunts, and cousins. But they could never be her mami or papi, nor would they ever replace her brother.

      Not that she had many memories of them—just the occasional image of smiling faces at the seashore. Always there, never anywhere else. Unless the vision she’d had earlier was of them. She’d never seen them in a warm home, or heard lullabies, now that she thought about it. The voice she’d heard was soft and feminine, perhaps her mother. Amaleigh tried to recapture the sense of belonging she’d felt, the feeling of being where she was loved, where she was safe, but it eluded her.

      With a firm shake of her head, she dispelled the encroaching sadness that always came with recollections of her family. Instead of seeking the memories, she refortified the walls around her heart until a cool indifference flowed over her. She wouldn’t allow herself to wallow in self-pity, not tonight. Instead, she’d force herself once again to forget that horrible night fifteen years earlier when she was three and her whole world burned.

      Bruno the butcher waved her over and gave her a thick roll of hard sausage. “Best stay put, dear. The guard’s been out thick as flies on honey.” His gaze went to her bag. “Word is, someone robbed the king right beneath his sniveling nose.”

      “Not a problem. I hate this night, anyway. The whole thing sickens me.” Celebrating mass murder wasn’t her idea of a good time.

      “Shhh, now. If they hear you sayin’ that, you’ll find yourself in the dungeons. Get along now.” He turned back to his shop with a wave.

      He was right. If she was overheard speaking against the king, they’d throw her down the darkest hole and forget she existed. Not even Gwilym could help her then. If she was caught with the dagger, she wouldn’t make it as far as the hole. Once again, she wondered whether her friend would be angry with her. She placed a hand over her heart and felt the steady beats. An image of Gwilym grinning in that way he did when he was proud of her accomplishment came to her, and she exhaled the stress she’d been holding. It might’ve been wishful thinking, but imagining him like this was far better than the alternative. She didn’t care whether she pissed off the king or Antonio, but Gwilym…well, that was another story.

      Antonio. Fuck. She’d have to deal with her controlling boss at some point. Any other time, she would’ve gone to him right away, but it was too dangerous tonight. She’d take the dagger to him in the morning, when the guard wasn’t so heavy. Maybe she’d get lucky, and Antonio would have a whopper of a hangover. It would certainly help with her negotiations.

      He’d tell her how she owed him her life, how he’d taken her in after she was orphaned, how he was like a father to her. All stories she’d heard before, and all stories that made her sick to her stomach. No child deserved a man like Antonio in their life. He’d broken her more times than she cared to remember, but it was her own fierce will that had taken all his abuse and used it to survive the streets.

      She might be a thief, but it wasn’t for her own profit. If she had her way, she’d give everything she stole back to the people. The king taxed the working class and kept them in poverty while he dined on mutton and pheasant every night. He drank the finest wines while her friends made do with sour cider pressed from last season’s rotten apples.

      The only person worse than the king, in her opinion, was Antonio. King of the slums, he ran his gang of urchins with more military precision than the king his army. What she pilfered from the wealthy went into Antonio’s coffers, but she made sure part of her score found its way back to the common folk. It wasn’t as if she cheated Antonio, exactly, she just didn’t tell him about everything she stole. It was a difficult life balanced between survival and utter ruin.

      Antonio might’ve kept Amaleigh alive after the Purge stole her family, but there were many times she wished he’d let her die.

      She checked the street and surrounding area before she snuck into her building and clambered up the stairs that led to the tiny attic room she called home. It wasn’t much, but it kept her dry and out of the alleys. It had taken her a week to bugger up the courage to tell Antonio she had her own place. He liked to keep his gang close, where he could control their every move. She’d rather risk the king’s dungeon than live in the alleys again. She was at an age where she couldn’t hide her curves, and there were too many men who saw her as an easy target for their lustful desires. Why pay a whore when they could take her for free? Fuck that.

      It meant constant moving, which was exhausting physically and mentally. A place of her own afforded her a tiny modicum of safety, but even that was far more than the sewers and alleys gave. Besides, all the time she’d spent sneaking through the palace showed her how the other half lived. Unlike most of the urchins who ruled the underbelly of the streets, Amaleigh dreamed of a better life away from the grime and piss and vomit.

      Fireworks lit up the sky outside her tiny window, and with each bang, she flinched as if struck with a leather strap. Flickering rainbows chased the shadows out of her shabby room. She sat with her back to the window and turned the dagger over in her hand. Rubies, sapphires, diamonds, opals, and emeralds covered the hilt. A serpentine blade ended with a vicious-looking hooked curve.

      She ran a finger over the flat part of the blade and shivered. Whether ceremonial or used for fighting, this dagger knew death. Ancient power thrummed from the iron to her skin. A comforting calm washed over her like a loved one’s embrace.

      Another boom shook the rafters, and she swallowed a cry. The celebrations were a revolting reminder of the Purge that had taken a good portion of the city’s inhabitants. King Heshen liked to remind his subjects it was done out of charity, that he had to purge Eidyn of the dragons and mages for their own safety. She might never know the truth of why he slaughtered those with magic, other than to rid the kingdom of people who had abilities he himself did not. Maybe he was afraid of magic. Or he was afraid of mages. But why, she’d never understand. For hundreds of centuries the palace always had mages at court as advisers. And a few lucky rulers even had dragon mages—men and women called Aerlghots who had a dragon soul and could shift into the magnificent beasts. They were once considered a high honor for a monarch, as their mere presence elevated that ruler’s prestige.

      Whatever changed, it had nearly destroyed Eidyn. For three days and nights, the city burned while Heshen and his army went house by house, murdering anyone—including children—who showed signs of having magic. And now, they celebrated the Purge with fireworks and feasts. Such a disgusting insult. Fifteen years of lies and corruption to cover up genocide.

      Amaleigh wrapped the dagger inside her bag and tucked it under her straw mattress. It was late and too dark to work. In the morning, she’d remove the gems from the hilt. Flashes of red, green, and blue colored her room, followed by crackling. Memories threatened to overtake her, of a night where flames burned bright against the night sky, and the cries of her brother were heard above the shouts of her parents. She recalled being warm, too warm, and more frightened than she’d ever been before or since. Fire blocked her vision, but not the awful wails of terror. Then an ominous silence followed, and it was there memories of her family ended.

      She crawled beneath her thin blanket and pulled it over her head to block out the colorful fireworks reflected on her walls. If only blocking the sounds outside her window, and inside her mind, was equally as easy. With each whoop of celebration, she heard her parents’ deaths.
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      Fire raged through the house and she cried out, but no one answered. She was alone, frightened, and young. So very young. In the haze of flames, a face appeared—not human. The little girl recoiled from the scaled snout that stretched toward her, but there was nowhere to run. She was trapped. She would die.

      The dragon’s mouth opened to reveal fangs taller than her.

      “Amaleigh, step inside. I won’t hurt you.”

      “No.” She whimpered and cried out again, but only the roar of flames answered.

      “Come now, child. There’s no time.”

      Death awaited her, no matter the choice. Amaleigh stepped into the dragon’s maw.

      Bright sunlight momentarily blinded her when she sat upright, shaken from the nightmare. It had seemed so real. Her skin crackled as if singed by the blaze, and she rubbed her arms to rid herself of the unwelcome sensation. Bloody dreams. Every Purge, she had the same nightmare, but this time she actually took the final step beyond the dragon’s jaws.

      The harder she tried to recall details of the dream, the quicker they evaporated into smoke.

      “Curse it all.” She scrubbed her palms over her eyes and shook off the remnants of sleep. “I don’t have time to waste on illusions.”

      She crammed a chunk of bread and some cheese into her mouth. A quick peek out the window told her the rest of the city was still asleep. The sooner she took the gems to Antonio, the better. If everything went to plan, she’d have a full belly by sunset.

      An hour later, she threw her penknife across the room in a fit of rage. No matter what she tried, the stupid gems wouldn’t come free of their settings. She studied the dagger with renewed interest. It looked old, probably from the second age. The ornate hilt and swoop of the blade were foreign to her, but that didn’t mean much. She wasn’t an antiquarian who studied such things, and the only person she knew who did would turn her over to the king the moment he saw the dagger.

      Damn. If she couldn’t remove the gems, maybe Antonio would take the whole thing as payment. It was worth a shot and really, she didn’t have anything to lose by asking. Except her freedom.

      Reluctantly, she shoved the dagger back into the canvas bag and left her tiny room. As she made her way across town, she kept to the shadows to avoid being seen. Antonio lived in one of the wealthier districts, but not the wealthiest, a fact that irked him to no end. He might be king of the urchins, but he would never be an equal to Eidyn’s elite.

      As she made her way through the posh avenues, she practiced what she would say to convince him she’d earned her freedom. Everything rested on Antonio. She prayed he was in a generous mood.

      Fortunately for her, Antonio was nursing a major headache after a night of debauchery. Celebration night was one of the most lucrative for his urchins—plenty of drunk citizens with heavy coin purses begging to be snatched. She’d once been one of the select few who Antonio sent into the wealthy districts of Eidyn. That was before she moved into her attic. Since then, Antonio kept her at a distance, as if she’d personally insulted him by leaving the alleys.

      And that kept her weakened. He was slowly killing her, and he knew it. A deliberate move to starve her into coming back to the fold.

      Flox that.

      “Why you here so early?” Antonio’s greasy black hair hung in clumps over his pockmarked face. He’d been handsome once, but that was before he discovered a love of eirislip—a nasty green alcohol that was said to be brewed using dragon intestines. Considering dragons were slaughtered during the Purge, Amaleigh tried not to think how long they’d been using the same disgusting entrails.

      “I want to work out a trade.” She gripped the bag and stepped close enough she could see his bloodshot eyes. “This, for my freedom. No more thieving for you, no more constantly being watched, no more allegiance to your urchins. An amicable separation.”

      His guttural laugh went to the dark place of her self-confidence like a battering ram.

      “There’s nothing in this kingdom that could pay off your debt. I took you in when⁠—”

      “When I was a child. Yes, we all know the story of your benevolence. With everything you’ve had me do, I think I’ve more than earned my freedom.”

      “Why you talk like an elite? You always think you so much better’n the rest of us. We both know you ain’t got no more education than me.”

      That wasn’t true—Amaleigh had the education of a prince, thanks to Gwilym. But Antonio couldn’t know that. Her friendship with the prince was the only secret she’d managed to keep from her boss. And one she’d die protecting.

      “I must’ve picked up elite slang from the wealthy streets when you trusted me.” Amaleigh shrugged as if it mattered little to her how they spoke.

      Antonio shifted in the huge chair he liked to use for meetings because he believed it made him intimidating, but Amaleigh saw past the façade. He was an old man slowly dying from his addictions, clinging to every last scrap of control he could. She would’ve killed him years ago if she thought she could get away with it, but he still had men loyal to him who would’ve hunted her far better than the king’s trackers. And they wouldn’t have stopped at throwing her into a dank cellar to die.

      “You come here to insult me, girl? I trust thems who steal what I tells them to steal. You ain’t earned shit.” His pasty skin glowed translucent beneath the flicker of candlelight.

      This wasn’t going well. She went down to one knee and extended the tattered canvas. “Maybe this will change your mind.” She couldn’t bring herself to apologize or agree with him, even though that’s what he wanted.

      He eyed her a moment before beckoning one of his flunkies to take the bag from her. A rather revolting fellow whom Amaleigh had previous altercations with leered at her as he grabbed the satchel. A canker sore near his mouth oozed, and she suppressed the disgust that made her want to look away. If she could kill them all, she would, but she wasn’t a murderer. A thief, yes, but never a killer.

      Gerzer peeked inside the canvas bag before handing it to Antonio with a shrug. The king of urchins glared at Amaleigh, as if not trusting what he might find inside. After a tense few moments, he lifted the flap. His jaw clenched and eyes widened, then narrowed, all in the space of a heartbeat. By the flared nostrils and slight tremor of his hand, she sensed his apprehension, or fear, of the dagger. Antonio shoved the bag at Gerzer and flicked his hand toward Amaleigh.

      Head cocked in question, Gerzer held out the satchel.

      “You trying to get me killed?” Antonio’s voice lowered in a stern rebuke. “Take that away and don’t yous ever bring it near me again.”

      “It’s just a dagger,” Gerzer argued, then clapped his mouth shut.

      “Just a dagger.” Antonio stood and smacked his flunky across the side of his head. “You’re too stupid to know any better.”

      Amaleigh stood quietly, happy that Gerzer had said the words she’d been thinking and that she’d had the wherewithal to keep silent.

      “If you won’t accept the dagger as payment, what can I do to buy my freedom?” Desperation clung to her words, and she struggled to keep from letting her disappointment show. Weakness would be punished.

      Antonio settled onto his chair and wiped his palms down the front of his legs. He knew she wouldn’t prostitute herself, but by the way he was licking his lips, she feared that would be the answer.

      “Fifty thousand gold feathers. You bring me that much, and your service to me will end.”

      Gerzer’s mouth gaped, as did Amaleigh’s.

      “You and I both know that dagger is worth four times as much.” Antonio’s voice softened. “Haven’t I always looked out for you, Amaleigh? Took you in, gave you a home and a purpose. This is how you can repay my kindness. Besides, you should have no problem getting the money. I’ll give you two moonturns. That should be plenty of time.” He sat back with a wicked grin. “If you don’t get me the money by that time, you’ll forfeit any claim to independence and will serve me in whatever capacity I see fit for the rest of your life.”

      The change in his tone to concerned father figure sent chills down her spine. If Gerzer noticed, he didn’t show it, but Amaleigh heard the elite speak Antonio pretended to hate so much. Everything with him was an act, even his slum slang. She saw the truth of how he’d risen to king of the urchins, and it wasn’t from his kindnesses.

      Sickness churned in her belly, and she fought to keep from being ill right there. Two months. She had to sell the dagger quickly. How? Who? Her mind spun with a few answers and settled on the only option that made sense. Danteneux. If he couldn’t sell the dagger, she’d join his crew and sail far from the stinking city.

      “And don’t yous think of leaving Eidyn. I have spies in every kingdom. I’ll find you, and you won’t like your punishment.” He rubbed his hands together and nodded to Gerzer. “But I’s will.”

      Gerzer’s laugh wheezed from his congested lungs, and he spat a glob of something foul on the floor at her feet.

      She swallowed hard and curled her nails into the soft skin of her palms.

      “Fine. Fifty thousand gold feathers for my freedom. Consider it done.” She pivoted and strode from the room without being dismissed. Several gasps followed her, but she didn’t look back.

      She could feel Antonio’s stare upon her back and knew the punishment he was planning was far worse than she could ever imagine. Prostituting herself would’ve been preferable to what he’d demand of her. She couldn’t let that happen. Whatever it took, she had to buy her freedom from Antonio.
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      Danteneux had never let Amaleigh down in the past. With any luck, her favorite unscrupulous captain would be in port and they could work out a deal. Knowing she’d be followed, and not really caring, she practically ran back to her attic and crammed her only gown, cloak, and gloves into the bag on top of the dagger.

      Getting to the dock would take a little more care, and subterfuge. She spotted two of Antonio’s urchins loitering across the street from her building and had to stop herself from waving at them. Instead, she slipped into the alley and took several more cramped walkways before turning onto busier streets, hoping to lose them in the crowd. By the time she circled back toward the harbor, she’d managed to lose both urchins several blocks over. It gave her a moment to relax, but not fully. Those two would be replaced by even more soon enough. She’d have to conduct her business quickly to keep Antonio from knowing her plans.

      The dock was quiet as she approached. Nothing to be worried about, but it kept her on edge all the same. To her relief, the Sundancer sat moored in the harbor. At this time of the day, and after a raucous night, the captain wouldn’t be on his ship—he was most likely in one of the whorehouses on the next street.

      A burly man with coarse black hair and sunburnt skin sat on a rickety chair outside the front door of one, his gaze firmly set on her. Probably a spy. In her business, it paid to be paranoid.

      Amaleigh scurried into a doorway where she would see Dante coming or going from either his ship or one of the whorehouses but kept her out of direct sight of the burly man. She positioned herself toward the front of the doorway, using shadows to hide her presence. It didn’t take long before Dante ambled down the road, looking as if he’d been ridden hard and put away wet. He waved to the doorman, who raised a hand in return, a wide smile breaking across his features.

      She slipped further into the doorway and waited until Dante was close enough he would hear her whisper. “Got a minute?”

      Dante glanced up, a frown making deep creases in his forehead. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “I’ve got a business proposition for you.”

      He tucked in his shirt and raked his hands through his hair in an attempt to tame the mess. After a quick glance to the doorman, he leaned against the wall near where she hid. “What’s so damn important you had to interrupt my morning?”

      “Seems to me your business was already concluded.” She shifted the bag to her right hip. “Have you heard about anything being stolen from the palace?”

      Dante shook his head. “Can’t say that I have, but then, I’ve been busy.”

      “When do you sail again?”

      He looked toward the horizon and then to his ship. “On the early tide, in about two hours’ time.”

      Amaleigh stepped to the back of the doorway, where they’d be sheltered from passersby and prying eyes. “I’d like you to sell this, far from Eidyn. Take your usual commission, of course.”

      He sidled beside her, his height crowding the small space. She opened the flap of her bag to show him the dagger, and he whistled through his teeth.

      “You stole that? From the palace?” A callused hand rubbed his chin. “That’s worth a king’s ransom. Why the whole piece? It would be easier to shift without the steel.”

      “I tried. The gems won’t budge.”

      Dante moved so that his back was to the street and held the dagger in his hands. He ran a thumb across the blade, whistling again. “It’s a beauty. I might be tempted to keep it for myself.”

      “I need fifty thousand for it. I don’t care who ends up with the thing.” If Dante wanted it, fine. Coins were coins. It didn’t matter where they came from, as long as they bought her freedom.

      He tucked the dagger beneath his shirt and pulled her into a hug, surprising her.

      “The hell you doing?” Her muffled protest was lost in his embrace.

      “In case anyone’s watching. Let them get an eyeful of something besides a trade.” He lifted her face to his and kissed her hard.

      His firm lips locked onto hers in what many a lady would consider a passionate kiss, but only brought about feelings of spite in her. How very dare he! Sputtered curses were silenced by his fierce hold, and despite her squirming, didn’t deter him one bit. His hands stroked her grimy hair and his body moved rhythmically against hers. He was a handsome man, and in a different situation, she might’ve enjoyed the attention, but the fact he’d been with another woman not more than half an hour earlier made her already delicate stomach churn.

      At last he pulled away and gazed at her adoringly. “Make it look like you’re upset I’m leaving. Sell the lie. Tears might be nice.”

      She snorted. “Sorry, I don’t cry.”

      “Fake it.”

      “Fine.” She screwed her face into the best heartbreak she could. Dante didn’t laugh, but his snicker didn’t give her confidence.

      “Good enough.” His lips brushed her forehead and for a moment, it felt like real affection. “You sure I can’t convince you to be part of my crew?”

      “And have you slobbering on me every day? No thanks.” No way could she tell him Antonio would kill her if she tried to run. She trusted Dante with the dagger, but not her life.

      “Tis a pity, lass.” He turned with a last wave. When he stepped from the doorway to the street, he adjusted his breeches as if he’d had a last shag before sailing. Sell the lie. What a rogue.

      She watched him go, her emotions skittering like dice thrown across the pavement. At the gangplank, he paused, half-turned, then shook his head and strode to the ship. Amaleigh waited until he was out of sight, then wiped dry eyes as if she were crying. It wouldn’t convince anyone, she knew, but she felt a need to play along with Dante’s charade. In a way, he did hold her life in his hands. That dagger was the beginning of a new life for her. She wouldn’t allow herself to breathe just yet, but the prospect of living without the constant fear of Antonio’s whims controlling her every waking moment was enticing.

      Finally, she could dare to dream of the life she wanted. Could dare to believe she would become more than an urchin and a thief. Could dare to think that maybe, just maybe, she deserved to love and be loved in return.

      Perhaps even by a prince.
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