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All she wanted was one glimpse of him.

This won’t take long. The others can wait for me.

Shai wasn’t supposed to be here, but just because she had a job to do shouldn’t mean she had to miss everything. If she were honest, though, the festivities weren’t the reason she’d come. She wanted to see his familiar features, the smile that could light his entire face, showing his dimples. A hollow ache clawed in her stomach at the thought of seeing him again.

Nearly half the town lined both sides of the cobblestone road before her, cheering and clapping. She wasn’t surprised to see the crowds smaller this year, as many didn’t think this was a time for celebration. Some people even got arrested by guards after trying to throw rotten food at the wagons in the procession.

Shai would’ve been right along with them if it weren’t for one particular person in the parade.

She let the black headscarf covering her face slip down and around her neck, then adjusted her black curls around her shoulders. Today, the women were in all manner of fancy clothing and scarves, so Shai blended right in with her scarf, gray tunic, and black pants. She looked like one of them, but she wasn’t.

Out of habit, her fingers caressed the worn wooden hilt of the small blade tucked into her pants, its steel weight cool against her hip. She’d nicknamed the knife Nahya, and it wasn’t much to look at since it was only about the size of her hand. The other members of her gang were always telling her she needed a bigger weapon while on a job, but Nahya reminded Shai where she came from and the struggle she was never going back to.

Her heart beat in time with the drummers’ bongos as the parade passed by in front of her. A massive navy-and-gold wagon pulled by eight white stallions came behind the drums, guards in leather and chainmail walking alongside it. It was what Shai was waiting for.

The sun warmed her face as she leaned forward, sweat rolling down her chest. He would be near her location soon and then...

“Shai!” a voice called behind her.

She winced, then turned as her friend, or more like accomplice, caught up to her. The ebony-skinned girl also wore a headscarf covering her face, her brown eyes squinting through the folds of fabric. A few of her black braids were visible, framing the sides of her face.

“What are you doing?” asked Qiara. “You’re supposed to be on scout duty! We have to be in position when the others arrive.”

“This won’t take long, Q,” Shai said, turning back to the parade. “I just want one look.”

Her friend groaned. “You can’t skip being one of those sappy-eyed girls this time? You do this every year and you never catch his eye, just like the hundreds of other ladies here.”

But Qiara didn’t know that Shai shared a past with him, something that no one else here did.

The horses were trotting by in front of Shai now, their hooves clopping loudly against the stones, so she ignored her friend. Her heart flipped as the wagon and those on it came into view.

Several nobles of the court rode on the wagon, dressed in their finest clothing of dashikis, scarves, and pants, despite the heat. Most of them threw sweet candy and bags of cookies into the crowd while children scooped them up, laughing and scrambling along the ground. Everyone else waved and cheered as the first royal wagon rumbled past, some of its wheels squeaking. Behind it would come the wagon on which the emperor sat, but Shai only cared about who sat on this first one.

The other young women around Shai waved flirtatiously at the boy sitting in a high seat on the wagon. Prince Jistan Oriando grinned broadly, dimples in his bronze cheeks, a white gloved hand waving as he looked left and right at the citizens on both sides of the street. He wore a dashing uniform of navy and gold with a kente-patterned cloth draped diagonally over his torso.

Girls squealed and beamed as the prince’s eyes swept over them. One even fainted, and the women nearby had to fan her. Shai rolled her eyes. Qiara kept glancing at their surroundings, ever the wary one.

Shai waved at the prince too, but it was a normal wave, not the flirtatious one of the other females. When he came right in front of her, he looked down and met her gaze, his waving hand freezing as his smile faltered.

A giddy feeling fluttered in Shai’s chest as she dared to hope. Oh my, does he remember me? Can he actually see me among these other females? 

Qiara grabbed her arm, snapping her out of her daydream. “Shai, we have to go now if you don’t want to face the wrath of the others!”

“Alright! Lead the way,” Shai said. She turned away from Prince Jistan’s gaze and squeezed through the hordes of people as Qiara made a path. After a few seconds, Shai took one more look back toward the royal wagon.

The prince still stared after her.

Her heart soared. Then again, maybe it was all in her imagination, just her wanting it to be true. She sighed and faced forward again, pulling up her scarf to conceal her face once more. She needed to focus on the job, not on someone she would never get close to again. The past was gone. Prince Jistan had a whole new life, and so did she. Of course he didn’t remember her. And if he did, he wouldn’t want to if he knew what she was.

She inhaled through her nose, then exhaled out of her mouth to channel her inner mana in preparation for the job. She let thoughts of Jistan drift to the back of her mind as she had been doing for the past seven years.

She and Qiara reached the back of the jubilee crowds and darted through alleyways between clay buildings. Shadows fell over them and made the air cooler, but sweat still soaked the armpits of Shai’s shirt.

The sky was as clear and blue as it could be for Pact Day, the sun beaming down unhindered by clouds. The capital city of Valizea had its own set of meteoromancers, or meteoros, those who specialized in weather magic. They controlled the atmosphere from their high tower outside the city, sometimes bringing rain for the plants, sometimes bringing wind for sailboats. Every holiday, they made sure to leave the skies clear of rain and storms. Although during the summer, Shai thought it would be nice if they left a cloud or two in the sky to give everyone a break from the relentless sun.

The two girls stopped behind a squat structure, peering across at the Grand Treasury. The white marble building was only defended by two guards from the outside, but they weren’t the main obstacle. Shai and her crew would also have to get past the magical wards sealing the doors, powerful ones that were impossible to open by normal means.

“Are you sure you’re ready for a job this big?” Qiara asked.

Shai’s stomach churned. “I suppose.”

“It’s just like when we snuck into that nobleman’s house last week,” Qiara said. “You used your magic without one hitch that day.”

“Yeah, but not against the RDP,” Shai pointed out. Criminals caught by the Royal Defense Patrol ended up in either the dungeon or at the guillotine.

Her fingers shook as she touched Nahya again. I’m only doing this for us, Mama. For that better life we’re always talking about.

The Grand Treasury also happened to be on the same lane that led to the royal palace. Seeing the colossal tan-brown structure in the distance, on a high hill with its soaring towers, brought another longing ache to Shai’s chest.

Focus! her inner voice scolded.

“All you have to do is break the spells and we’ll do the hard part,” Qiara continued. “Just make sure you don’t bother my magic.”

“Make sure your magic doesn’t get in the way,” Shai said.

Qiara’s eyes twinkled as she smirked, then she looked to the buildings on either side of the treasury. “Where are the others? They should be here by now.”

Shai gasped as hands grabbed her shoulders from behind, throwing her backwards against the alley wall. A crude metal knife pressed through the fabric of her scarf and into her throat. The blade was searing hot, Shai’s first hint at whose hand held it before she looked up into his face.

“Is today the day I finally have an excuse to end your life?” hissed Edmun, one corner of his mouth raised in a sneer. He was one of those thieves confident enough to pull off heists without wearing a scarf over his dark brown face and small afro of hair. With crooked teeth and a crooked nose from getting in one too many brawls, Shai loved to joke it was why he was a crooked person too, but only behind his back.

The other four goons with Edmun stood around him, their headscarves ranging in different colors. Shai knew only two of them by name, but none were acquaintances. Friends were hard to find in a gang like The Cliq.

“You’re going to kill me because I’m two minutes late?” Shai snapped, hoping he couldn’t hear the thundering of her heart. She should be used to this. Threats were part of everyday life in this gang.

“Because you tried to escape your duty to us,” he growled, his cigar-smelling breath washing over her.

“Ed, come on,” Qiara said, shoving his shoulder. “She’s here, isn’t she? She just got a little distracted.” Her eyes flicked over to meet Shai’s briefly.

“You sure that’s all it was, Q? Maybe she was running away until you caught her.” Ed used his pyromancer magic to heat the blade a few more degrees. Shai grimaced, knowing it was going to leave a burn mark, which was probably Ed’s intention.

She focused her mana and used her own magic to cancel out his. The blade cooled rapidly.

Ed’s smirk grew wider. “That little trick of yours is the only reason you’ve survived this long.” He finally took the dagger away and sheathed it in his belt. “We all know how valuable you are to Madame Kalyssah.”

Shai started breathing easily again as she stepped away from the wall. Ed had always been jealous of her magic. Sometimes she wished she could give it to him so she wouldn’t have to stay with The Cliq. Then again, without her magic, she would’ve been dead a long time ago.

“And our leader would kill you if you killed our most powerful mancer,” Qiara added, erasing Ed’s sneer.

“Yeah, yeah, let’s just get on with the job.” Ed signaled for all of them to move toward the treasury building. “And our two latecomers can take the lead.”

Shai and Qiara traded exasperated looks before strolling ahead of the others, heading out into the open toward the treasury. No one else was on the road they crossed; most of the town’s citizens were still attending the parade. And security was always lax on Pact Day, which was why Madame Kalyssah ordered them to complete the job today.

Qiara raised one of her hands as bolts of white lightning circled around it, and Shai took a deep breath, preparing her own mana. The familiar buzz of it through her veins was both comforting and a cause of anxiety. Her power was the only reason why her gang was bold enough, or mad enough, to attempt this by going right through the front door.

The guards spotted them instantly, one of their hands flying to the swords on their belts, their other hand raising to fire a magical spell. Their palms began to glow, so they were both lightmancers.

Qiara was an electromancer, and she had prepared her mana faster. Lightning shot from her hand and struck the guard on the right, making him spasm as he toppled to the ground.

The other guard was able to fire off a spell. An orb of bright light large enough to incinerate both Qiara and Shai hurtled toward them.

Shai raised her hand and twisted it, closing her fingers into a fist as she did. The orb vanished as her magic undid the guard’s.

The guard’s eyes widened, and as he began unsheathing his sword, Ed darted forward and slashed his blade across the guard’s throat. The guard gurgled his last breath as blood streamed down his neck in a red waterfall. He collapsed in seconds.

Shai turned her head away, biting her tongue. Killing didn’t seem necessary, but she’d learned a long time ago these bandits didn’t care much for her opinions.

Ed stared at the entrance to the treasury, pursing his lips at the black double doors. They were also made of marble, with treasure chest symbols painted in gold on each of them. He turned to give Shai an appraising look, hands on his hips. “You’re up, unmancer.”

Shai frowned and focused her mana sight on the magical wards, studying the glowing rune symbols. They were powerful all right, some of the most powerful she’d encountered.

“This will take a minute.” She raised her hands and made twisting motions in the air as though turning invisible doorknobs. Each ward gave way as she broke the magical locks, a wave of lightheadedness surging through her. She was used to using a lot of mana at one time, so she shook off the feeling.

Finally, she swept her hands to the side as though pushing a barrier out of the way. “Done. It’s open.”

Ed pushed through the double doors with ease, the rest of the posse following behind him. Qiara and Shai came last.

They walked into an empty hallway, their footsteps echoing on a gray stone floor. The walls were made of white and black marble, so shiny their reflections could be seen in them. Tall steel doors ran the entire length of the corridor, standing imposing like giant sentinels. Above, enchanted panels known as helio light filled the treasury with sun magic, giving everything a bright glow.

They followed Ed’s lead, stopping in front of one of the doors.

“Third vault on the right,” Ed said. “This should be it. How long will it take to disable the wards on this one, Shai?”

She stepped forward, studying the door for several seconds, then cringed. “There’s an invisible wall blocking access to the vault, plus several wards sealing it shut. So probably five minutes. Maybe more.”

“Get started then. We’ll be on the lookout. The guards patrolling these halls are due to show up soon.”

He and the others spread out around Shai as she started breaking spells on the vault. Some were hard to give, and she had to use more power and complicated hand gestures as she worked. She’d been at it for maybe two minutes when there was a shout at the end of the hall. Two guards rushed toward them, their hands outstretched, while another guard ran back the way he’d come.

“Stop him!” Ed shouted. “He’s going for reinforcements!” He let loose a stream of fire, just as the guards started emitting orbs of light from their palms.

Qiara clapped her hands together, and a reverberating boom shot forward, temporarily stunning the two attacking guards, who cringed and held their hands to their ears. Qiara ran in between them, heading after the third guard.

Meanwhile, the others fired spells at the guards, who were ducking and firing back with their own magic. Shai continued working on the vault as the hallway lit up with flashes of light from the battle going on to her left.

After a minute, the two guards were down, unconscious or dead, Shai couldn’t tell which.

“Hurry it up, Shai!” Ed yelled, flexing his fingers.

“I’m trying!” she said, moving a little faster. She tried to keep her hands steady, despite their trembling. Only a couple more wards to go...

The front doors burst open, and a group of six guards sprinted toward them, shooting spells their way.

Ed cursed and ducked one spell, then stepped forward to use more of his pyromancer magic. The others with him started helping with their own magic, but all of their mana would be depleted soon if they kept using it so much.

Shai dodged a spell that slipped past her comrades, then went back to work, torn between working on the vault and helping them.

Ed decided for her. “We could use a little unmancing over here!”

Shai made one more gesture, and the last barrier came down. “Vault’s open!” She ran toward the guards then, flinging her hand out and closing her fingers into a fist. One guard’s magical orb evaporated, and he cried out in fury when no more magic formed from his hand.

Shai quickly did the same to the other guards, using both of her hands, leaving their magical energy incapacitated. One guard’s last fire spell came a little too close, its flame vanishing just as its heat brushed her face. She exhaled in relief.

Now the guards unsheathed their swords and rushed forward. Shai stepped back behind her companions. They knew more about close combat than she did.

Ed and the others started flinging knives. Meanwhile, Shai tugged on the handle of the vault and hurried inside it. Shelves of large jewels lined the walls inside the small chamber; rubies, emeralds, sapphires, and more twinkled in various colors.

On a clear podium in the center of the room sat a diamond the size of a child’s fist. Shai snatched it off a velvet pillow and tucked it into the pocket of her pants. She wondered if she should grab some others, but she didn’t have time. The important thing was that she got what they came for, and Madame Kalyssah would be happy.

She ran back out of the vault. “Got it!”

“Then run!” Ed shouted as several more guards streamed through the doors.

Shai’s chest clenched. There must’ve been a magical alarm she missed that they’d tripped when they entered the building. Where were all these guards coming from?

They turned and ran further into the treasury with the guards in close pursuit, their boots pounding the stone floor. Shai and the others rounded two corners, heading toward the back of the treasury. She hoped they could reach the back exit, or they were in major trouble.

In the middle of one hallway, the body of a guard lay sprawled on the floor, a blackened spot on the back of his uniform. They paused next to him, and Shai wondered what had happened to Qiara.

She didn’t have to wonder long before she heard the girl’s voice from a room next to them, “Quick! In here!”

Shai darted through the doorway first, into a room where cubbyholes lined the walls, filled with various scrolls. A desk stood in the middle with a chair, and she guessed this was where they kept a record of all the treasure in the building.

Qiara had climbed the back wall and opened a high window. “This leads to the roof. Hurry!” She darted through it.

Shai clambered up the cubbyholes and pulled herself through the window. Then she waited next to it as the rest of her companions came through one by one. Ed was last, and a guard came into the room behind him.

Shai flung out her hand again and cut off the lightning spell the guard had been preparing to fire. He didn’t slow though, running into the room with his sword held high. Ed slipped through the window as the guard’s sword sliced through the air where his feet had just been.

Now that everyone was safely out of the building, Shai ran along with them over the rooftop. They leaped from this building to the next, which was only a foot across. Shai easily leapt the distance with everyone else, then all she had to do was jump over parapets since the next few buildings were interconnected.

Her heart beat three times its normal speed as she went, panting through her fatigue and fear, her mask sticking to her sweaty face. She glanced behind her when they got to their fourth rooftop, and her stomach flopped.

The guards were still in pursuit.

She’d only been chased once before after a heist, but it had been by a woman with a pitchfork, not trained soldiers. As her chest grew tighter with every shallow breath, she wondered if they could really outrun these guards.

While crossing the parapet onto the fifth building’s roof, Qiara cried out as she tripped, skidding to a stop on the clay tiles. The others ran right past her as she struggled to get up.

Shai started to do the same, thinking Qiara would be right behind her, but the girl yelped and Shai stopped, turning to look back. Qiara grasped at her ankle, a pained expression on her face. And the guards were getting closer.

Cursing herself for not leaving like the others, Shai ran back to Qiara’s side. When one of the guards fired an orb toward them, Shai gestured harshly and undid the spell. Then she bent down and helped Qiara up, draping the girl’s arm around her neck. She tried to hurry her along as Qiara limped as fast as she could.

But then a trapdoor opened in the roof, and guards rushed out of it. Before Shai knew what was happening, one of them grabbed her, his strong hands holding hers tight behind her back.

“No!” she shouted, struggling. She glanced up and saw Ed and the others long gone, three roofs ahead. They had left her and Qiara behind.

Shai traded a hopeless look with her accomplice. Qiara had been subdued as well, and neither of them could make any gestures for a spell without use of their hands.

Curse Ed and the other Cliq members! Shai thought, leering after them as more guards surrounded her and Qiara.

But Ed and the others had forgotten one thing. Shai still had the jewel in her pocket—or she did, until a guard dug it out.

All of this had been for nothing. Now Shai’s fate was in the hands of the Royal Defense Patrol.
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That had to have been her, Jistan thought. The medium-brown skin, the hazel eyes, the button nose, the mole on her left cheek...

Seeing Shai at the parade brought back so many old memories. Which also made him think of the other person he lost.

When he got back to his room in the palace, he strode over to the black trunk in the corner and opened it, the stale smell of old clothes rising to greet him. He flung aside cloaks and tunics, the garments flying through the air and landing on the gold rug. Finally, he reached the folded bundle of ivory wool at the bottom of the trunk.

He gently lifted the small blanket out. The soft and fuzzy material was just the way he remembered it. He held onto the top corners and let it unravel to reveal the navy blue insignia knitted in the center, smiling as he remembered when his mother had given this to him.

“Is this for me?” five-year-old Jistan had asked as he climbed into her lap after she finished knitting the blanket.

“Um...yes, it is,” Mother had said, smiling sweetly at him. Her hair had been braided into an up-do, which accentuated her round, honey-brown face. But her amber eyes had been sad, and he remembered thinking she might cry.

He had looked at the blanket, his young mind thinking he’d figured out why she was sad. “You messed up the bird-and-vine symbol. But it’s okay. I can still use it.”

Mother had stroked a hand over his head. “I know. And when you get older, you’ll understand its true meaning.”

Now, Jistan stared at the blanket’s insignia, which was supposed to be the Casland crest, an image of a bluebird with an S-shaped vine behind it. But the S looked more like a Z, and the bird silhouette looked upside-down.

Still, he had treasured this blanket. And now that he’d recalled that memory, he wondered what his mother meant. Did the blanket have a special meaning? And why had she been so upset? This had been five years before she passed away, so she hadn’t been sick yet. Maybe he would never know what she’d meant.

He swallowed back his grief. The loss of his mother was also what led to the estrangement of his former friend, whom he saw during the parade today.

“Your Highness,” a voice said as someone entered his room.

Jistan started, dropping the blanket back in the trunk and turning toward the person. His advisor, Tivon, bowed low, then straightened. Tivon had been serving the prince for the past two years, fresh out of an academy for biomancers, those whose magical talent involved acquiring knowledge in many subjects. Jistan jokingly thought of them as walking libraries. Some people thought biomancers were weak, but he knew knowledge was power.

“Yes?” Jistan asked.

Tivon stepped closer, wringing his sand-brown hands, giving the mess on the floor a curious glance. “Sorry if I’m disturbing you. You wanted the latest report on the Crossover War?”

The prince sighed. “Is it more bad news?”

His advisor nodded. “It has increased in intensity. More civilians are getting caught in the crossfire as enemy soldiers pass through our villages.”

Jistan rubbed a hand across the top of his cropped hair. “Dammit! We haven’t had one day of peace since I became head of the RDP.”

“It is rather unfortunate, my prince.” Tivon cleared his throat, pulling out a scroll from the inside pocket of his doublet, which he unrolled and started to read from: “The worst of the fighting is still along the border of Zanteos. General Samut has scaled back some of his mancer forces, and it could mean he’s letting them replenish their mana for a stronger, more coordinated attack...”

Jistan nodded, but his mind wandered. He was still thinking about her, from the parade.

Her face appeared in his mind again. She hadn’t changed much except for becoming much more beautiful; her body curvier and her hair longer. There was no way she could’ve forgotten about him, of course, but how did she feel about him?

She hates me, he thought. That’s why she never came back. She hates what my family did to hers.

“Your Highness?” Tivon looked up from the parchment, blinking at the prince through locks of black hair that fell over his eyes.

Jistan shook his head to clear it. Even though he’d only been half-listening, he knew all his advisor had done was read from the scroll. “Right, thank you, Tivon. Let me see that report.”

He handed the parchment over, and Jistan scanned it, frowning.

“I think it’s time for me to take action and join our battle efforts,” the prince said. “I need a reason to hone my magic, anyway.” He flexed his fingers.

“But what will you do?” Tivon asked.

“I’m not sure yet. I just know I need out of this place. I need to prove to all the naysayers my father didn’t make a mistake by giving me control of the army.”

“Do you think Emperor Akeil will give you permission to leave the capital?”

“I don’t see why not. There’s only so much I can do as head of the RDP while sitting on my ass.” He rolled up the scroll. “Is he still in that meeting with the Royal Treasurer?”

“I believe it just concluded. Oh, and that reminds me of another report I received on my way here. Members of The Cliq are being escorted to our dungeon for breaking into the Grand Treasury earlier today, around the time of the Pact Day parade.”

Jistan’s eyebrows shot up. “In broad daylight? Those bandits are getting bolder. How many were apprehended?”

“Only two, unfortunately. They’re both females, and one had the Diamond Gem of Irisei in her pocket. Five other members escaped, but they didn’t steal anything.”

“Good. Let the dungeon guards know I would like to interrogate those women personally. I’ll see if they’ll tell me where their leader is.”

“You know they never talk.”

“Maybe the threat of decapitation will loosen their tongues.” Jistan approached his friend. “I shall go speak with my father now.”

Tivon bowed. “Let me know when you need anything else.”

The prince nodded as Tivon left the room. Jistan quickly cleaned up the mess he made, even though he could’ve let his young steward do it, then also left.

He walked down a corridor lined with tall windows on either side, allowing ample sunlight to filter in through the west-facing ones, bathing him in the evening glow. He was the only one in this part of the palace, his boot buckles jangling with every step he took on the carpeted navy floor.

Even though it was silent inside the palace, he could hear the noise going on outside the gates. From this height, he had an excellent view of the crowds below, dancing to drums and waving colorful kente banners. Ladies in midriff-bearing tops and feathered headpieces danced for onlookers, their bright colors standing out among the drab landscape around them.

Groups of mancers also entertained around the city: pyromancers who shot gouts of fire above their heads, making the flames swirl and writhe; aquamancers who formed shapes from water, the sunlight creating rainbows around them; and even heliomancers who used their sun magic to create sparkles of light, stars glimmering and spinning around the heads of onlookers.

Pact Day festivities would run long into the night. It was a celebration of the Quint Pact, marking the time when the continent of Alyrria was divided into five countries over a thousand years ago. Five emperors were elected to rule over each country, thus ending the worst of the Mancer War. And Casland, the country in the middle of the others, always had the largest jubilee of all.

Even though everyone celebrated the end of one war from generations ago, there was strife along the borders of Casland in the present. It was called the Crossover War, since each country kept trying to cross over into each other’s territories. It was why some people were against celebrating Pact Day, as many of their loved ones were away fighting in what some thought was a pointless battle.

As Jistan walked, he lifted his wrist, checking the miniature sundial on it. The enchantment a heliomancer placed on it worked best in direct sunlight. The sundial told him it was the middle of the fifth afternoon hour, so he had about one hour before the Pact Day feast began. Where he would smile and talk business and politics to boring dignitaries—

Suddenly, darkness wrapped around him like the tendrils of a massive beast, leaving him unable to see a thing. His heart leapt into his throat, and he immediately unsheathed his sword. Good thing he always kept his weapon on him...but bad thing he’d insisted he didn’t need guards following him while in his own home.

“Who’s there?” he called, hating himself when his voice cracked. This cursed darkness was worse than real darkness. His eyes couldn’t adjust in this. It had to be magic.

He held out his sword, putting a window at his back so any attack could only come at his front. He wouldn’t even be able to freeze anyone with his chronomancer magic if he couldn’t see them.

A shuffle came from his left. He spun toward it, swinging his sword.

Then there came a giggle. “Is that any way to greet a lady?”

Jistan lowered his sword, his shoulders sagging in relief. “Lady Aladia! Is that you?”

She giggled—or more like cackled—again, and the tendrils of darkness dissipated, allowing the sunlight and palace to seep into Jistan’s vision again.

Aladia, a Lord’s daughter from the city of Lyndree, came into view too, her hands still absorbing the darkness. Her light brown hair fell straight past the shoulders of her petite frame, glistening against her olive skin. Today she wore a dress with black and yellow diamond patterns. She always wore the color black in some form, which represented her status as a darkmancer.

“Goddess of All,” Jistan cursed, sheathing his sword again. “Why catch me unaware like that?”

“Sorry, I wanted to surprise you by showing off my newest trick,” Aladia said, swaying her hips as she sidled up to him.

He swallowed. This girl always made him feel like she would pounce and start ripping his clothes off at any moment. She was never shy about letting him know that was exactly what she wanted to do to him one day.

“I didn’t know you’d learn to use your ability in such a way,” he said, running a hand down the front of his tunic. “I’m impressed.” Would’ve been more impressed if you hadn’t nearly given me a heart attack.

She smiled, batting her lashes. “Thank you, Your Highness. Anyway, I’m glad I found you. I wanted to see if you’d be willing to escort me to the dining hall for the Pact Day feast.”

He cleared his throat, his shirt suddenly feeling tight against his neck. “I would have loved to, but my father requires me to enter by his side.”

She sighed. “The emperor and his traditions. What a pity. You’ll save a dance for me after dinner, at least?”

“Of course. You’ll be the one I look forward to dancing with most.”

She grinned wider at that. “I look forward to it as well.” She winked, wiggling her fingers and creating shadows that danced around Jistan’s feet as she walked away. She could weave darkness into tangible, lethal weapons too. Darkmancers were some of the most powerful mancers in the country, which was why the Lord of Lyndree hoped Jistan would marry his daughter. But Aladia was much too intense for his tastes. He would prefer to keep her as an ally though, rather than an enemy.

At least she’s only here for a week, he thought, closing his eyes as he exhaled. He didn’t know if he could fend off her advances any longer than that.

Highborn ladies made him nervous. Especially since his father kept hounding him about marrying one soon. Jistan wrinkled his nose at the thought. He was more focused on his job at the moment. Marriage was the last thing he wanted.

After composing himself from the little scare he’d had, he continued down the hall and down the stairs to the first floor, approaching the door that led into the meeting hall. A guard of the Royal Defense Patrol stood outside it.

“Evening, Ordin,” Jistan greeted the tall, white-skinned man. He’d made it a point to learn the names of as many RDP soldiers as he could, hoping to earn their respect.

“My lord,” Ordin replied, bowing his head.

“Is my father done with his meeting?”

“The Treasurer is still inside, so I’m not sure. I could go ask if he’ll speak with you.”

“Thank you, I’d appreciate that.”

Ordin nodded and opened the door, walking inside. Jistan stayed out in the hallway, leaning against the wall. His father had taught him proper etiquette about never disturbing adults during important meetings. Although at the age of seventeen, Jistan himself was now considered an adult in the country of Casland.

Please, he prayed to the Goddess as he stared up at the high ceiling, let Father see the benefits of my leaving this place.

If he had to sit and listen to a bunch of lords arguing about trading prices and farming land one more time, he’d be tempted to throw himself from his bedroom tower.

He pushed away from the wall and straightened as the door opened again. Instead of Ordin, it was Father who walked out first, followed by four guards of the RDP, then finally Ordin came out to resume his position by the door.

Jistan bowed his head. “Father.”

The emperor, Akeil Oriando, peered at him with brown eyes under thick eyebrows. “Son. I heard you wish to speak with me. Come, let’s walk together.”

The guards fell in step a few feet behind them as Jistan and the emperor began strolling down the corridor. Jistan had no trouble keeping up with his father’s long strides; their tall height and bronze skin were the only traits they had in common. While Jistan had strong legs and a slightly muscled torso, his father had a considerable paunch. While Jistan barely had any hair on his head or face, Akeil had a full salt-and-pepper beard and shoulder-length black hair. His hair was always straightened by hairdressers so that his tall kente headpiece could sit atop it.

“You’ve changed since the parade,” Jistan noted as he inspected his father’s red and black doublet, pants, and boots.

“I must appear formidable in front of our allies,” the emperor responded. “That gold uniform was for display purposes in front of our people.” His lips pressed together as he regarded his son’s attire. “Are you wearing that to the feast?”

Jistan stared down at the black pants and sleeveless white tunic with a kente pattern he’d changed into. “Yes. Do you disapprove?”

The only reply he received was a grunt, and Jistan decided he would change into something more opulent after this talk.

“Are you here about the recent report on the Crossover War?” Akeil asked.

“Yes. The fighting is killing our people. I need to take action before it gets worse. We don’t want another devastating Mancer War.” That war had lasted for years, with over a hundred thousand casualties. Jistan would keep that from happening in this century, even if it took his last breath. “Father, if we can’t get the countries surrounding us under control, not only will the death toll be over that of the past war, but our country may even be conquered before this is over.”

Emperor Akeil huffed. “Nonsense. If anything, our forces will invade the other countries. As long as the other emperors continue fighting each other as well, we’re the stronger.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of. What if the other countries decide to ally with each other? Last week’s report contained speculations about a meeting between the emperors of Zanteos and Estovia. If that’s true, their combined armies may be enough to overwhelm ours.”

Akeil frowned deeper. “You’re right, we need to put a stop to it. Any suggestions on how to do that?”

Jistan tried not to beam like a kid with a sweet treat at the fact that his father wanted his opinion. “I need to visit the borders. I need to meet with generals and possibly broker peace deals.”

Akeil shook his head. “None of that is guaranteed to work any better than what the RDP is already doing. Your presence won’t make them win battles any faster.”

“Then what would you propose?” Hopefully something that lets me escape this place.

The emperor eyed a servant they passed—an herbimancer coaxing the vines of a hanging plant to grow—then put a hand on his son’s shoulder, guiding him around the next corner. He lowered his voice. “I have an idea, but it’s radical and risky. However, if you succeed, it could turn the tide of this war in our favor and end all strife.”

Jistan’s brows rose. “What would I have to do?”

“Well...” Akeil’s face shifted into a smirk, his eyes gleaming with mischief. The expression made Jistan’s stomach twist. “First, you’re going to need a team. A team of powerful mancers.”
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Shai did one last gesture with her hand, then collapsed onto the cold stone floor, her back against the brick wall. “Done.”

“Finally!” Qiara declared, sitting up on her cot. “All the wards around our cell are down?”

Shai nodded weakly. “For all the good it’ll do. We’re not trapped magically anymore, but there’s still the iron bars and the guards. And there’s magic inside the iron I can’t reach, which prevents us from firing any magic outside these bars.” She’d been working at the wards for three days, in between taking time to replenish her mana. The whole time, her friend had urged her to keep going, but Shai didn’t see the point.

“You’ve done enough,” Qiara told her. “Leave the rest to me.”

Shai glanced over at her through half-closed eyes. “I still don’t believe you can get us out of here.”

“You said you know a secret exit out of the palace, right?”

“Yeah, assuming we even make it out of the dungeon.”

Qiara slid sideways across the cot until she was closer to Shai. “You still haven’t explained how you know so much about this place.”

“You wouldn’t believe me.” Shai closed her eyes.

She was home, sort of. The home she grew up in with the prince. Only now, she was a prisoner. Imagine if Jistan knew she was here, assuming he remembered her.

Better that he doesn’t, she thought bitterly, opening her eyes and looking around the filthy prison.

Her fingers brushed against her side, but only met the waistband of her pants. She kept forgetting the guards had confiscated her knife, Nahya. The vulnerability of being without it unnerved her.

“Let’s make a deal,” Qiara said. “If I get us out of here safe and alive, you have to tell me your secret.”

Shai grinned. “Deal. Although if we make it out of here dead, my spirit will tell your spirit, ‘I told you so’.”

Qiara chuckled. Then she fell silent for a moment. “I can’t believe you came back for me on that roof. We’re known for leaving every person for themselves during a heist.”

“The Cliq is known for that. I’ve been with this gang for four years and I still don’t consider myself one of you.”

Her friend nodded, brushing dirt off the cot. “You’re different from the rest of us. You’ve never killed anyone. You’ve barely even injured anyone.”

“Aren’t you glad I’m different? If not, you would be in this cell alone.”

Qiara scoffed. “But I’d still be in a cell. My chances of escape are better now, though.” She placed a hand on Shai’s shoulder. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure, Q.” Shai got to her feet. She wasn’t tired physically, but her veins buzzed and she’d developed a throbbing headache from exhausting all her inner mana. She wouldn’t be unmancing again any time soon.

She walked to the iron bars standing between them and freedom, then turned back to her friend. “So what now?”

“Now, we wait for a guard to show up with the keys,” Qiara said, picking her nails.

“So you’ve somehow become a dreammancer, and you’re going to use your psychic powers to make him unlock the cell for us? All while getting past the barrier that prevents us from using magic outside these bars?”

“Just trust me.”

Shai sighed, shooing at a pesky fly. It smelled almost as bad here as it did in those stables she and her mother slept in for a whole moon once. The chamber pot in this cell hadn’t been changed since they were thrown in here, and they hadn’t been given fresh clothes either. Shai’s scarf hung pitifully around her neck now instead of over her face. Qiara had tied hers around her bad ankle, so now her braids trailed down her back.

Shai knew they had to make it out of here without causing a chase. Qiara wouldn’t be able to move fast, so running wasn’t an option. Good thing they would be crawling when they reached the hidden passageway.

I was a little kid last time I went through it, she thought. I hope I still fit.

Shai was stretching her body and Qiara was massaging her ankle when a distant clank echoed through the dungeon. A door creaked open, and footsteps came toward them.

Shai lowered her arms and glanced at her friend. Qiara started fiddling with her bodice, showing more of her cleavage.

You’re going to flirt with him? That’ll never work! Shai told Qiara with her eyes.

Watch, Qiara’s eyes said back.

Shai pressed her lips together and watched as a dark-skinned man in navy blue leather and chainmail emerged from the shadows, passing by a small window where an afternoon glow shone through the bars.

“Lunch,” the man grunted, placing the two trays in his hands on the floor and sliding them through the hole just wide enough for the food. It was Shai’s favorite type of dungeon food—gruel with a side of rock-hard toast. Better than the lumpy oatmeal she had this morning where she found a surprise inside—a dead beetle.

Qiara stood, grimacing as she limped forward to the bars. “Thank you, fine sir. You’re looking dashing today in that uniform.”

“Quiet, thief,” the guard snapped, pushing a stray dreadlock of hair behind his ear. He shrugged off the straps of two water canteens from his shoulders and also slid them into the cell.

“It’s true! You’re just the type of man I like.” Qiara put her chest against the bars. “I see you even have markings on your neck.”

On one side of his neck, he had a bird-and-vine symbol, and on the other side, he had an image of a sword.

“Yeah, what’s it to you?” the guard snarled, but he was looking down at the girl’s chest now. He looked very young, probably a rookie RDP guard, and maybe his naiveté would be to their advantage.

“What do they mean? I’m just curious.”

“This one is the sigil of Casland and this is a sword to represent my status as part of the Royal Defense Patrol.”

Qiara flashed him a voluptuous look. “I think men of the RDP are so attractive. I even enjoyed the way the men who captured me had their arms around me.”

Shai gave a hard roll of her eyes since neither Qiara nor the guard were looking at her.

And the guard was not fooled. He sucked his teeth in disgust. “Your charms won’t work on me, girl.” He started to turn away.

“Wait!” Qiara called, reaching through the bars. “I...I miss male company. I just wanted to make conversation. I know you would never be interested in bedding someone like me.”

“That’s right,” the guard said, turning back to her and crossing his arms.

“Then just stay and chat for a while. I’m sure you get rather bored while doing your job. When I mentioned your markings, I remembered the time I got this one, right here.” She gestured to the marking of the Goddess on her left breast. “See? You can come closer for a better look. It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Qiara ran her fingers seductively over her breast, and Shai palmed her own face.

The guard seemed to be falling for it though. He took a couple steps toward their cell. “It is rather nice.”

Qiara giggled. “You can get closer. I won’t bite.”

The man obeyed, walking forward till his face almost touched the bars. “When did you get it?”

“A couple of years ago, at some artist’s stall. She had such bright, colorful dyes, so I asked if she could draw this on me. Want to touch it?”

Shai chanted in her mind: This is not going to work, this is not going to—

The guard started reaching through the iron bars of the cell...past the anti-magic barrier.

Qiara wrapped her fingers around his wrist and sent a jolt of electricity through his body. He convulsed, his eyes wide in terror, for about three heartbeats. When she released him, he sank to the floor, but not before her hand darted out and snatched the ring of keys from his belt.

Shai’s mouth still gaped as Qiara reached outside the cell, fumbling to get the key in the lock. Then with a click, the cell door opened.

Qiara smirked, twirling the key ring around her finger as she turned back to her stunned friend. “Electromancing has its uses too.” She opened the door wide. “Since you seem to know this place so well, I’ll follow your lead.”

Shai stepped over the guard, giving him a concerned look. “Is he dead?”

“No, just unconscious. But you know I have no problem killing.”

“I’m hoping that’ll change one day.” Shai hurried down the dungeon corridor, Qiara at her heels, limping along. “There’s still the guards at the dungeon exit to contend with.”

They went by other cells, whose prisoners catcalled to them as they hurried past. Shai had to remove more magical wards at the next door, but these weren’t nearly as complex as those around the cell, which was fortunate because she hadn’t replenished much mana yet. It took her five minutes to undo them, and it took Qiara only five heartbeats to dispatch the two guards waiting outside the door, using streaks of white lightning from her palms.

They went up two flights of stairs, then came out of another heavy iron door. It was warmer out here than in the damp, chilly dungeon. Shai stared down the hallway in front of them with its gray stone walls, candled sconces, blue carpet, and black statues. A wave of emotion rolled through her at the familiarity of it all, and she choked back a sob.

“Shai? Where to now?” Qiara asked, breaking her friend’s trance.

Shai turned left. “This way. But we have to be careful. Guards are probably patrolling—” She turned a corner and froze so suddenly that Qiara bumped into her. Shai stopped breathing as her heart did backflips in her chest.

Qiara gasped when she saw who stood in front of them. “The prince! Quick, run!” She instinctively reached for her hidden knives, but they’d been confiscated long ago. She then tried pulling at her friend, but Shai was rooted to the spot.

Prince Jistan stared at her open-mouthed. His amber eyes held hers prisoner as they stood only a few feet apart.

“Shai! We have to go! What’s wrong with you?” Qiara demanded, tugging the immovable girl.

Shai’s shock was their downfall. She couldn’t tell where they came from, but suddenly she and Qiara were ambushed by guards who grabbed them roughly from behind.

“It’s back to the dungeon for you girls,” a fair-skinned guard with salt-and-pepper hair said.

Shai barely registered anything going on around her as she continued her staring match with Jistan. It was when the guard spun her away that the daze was broken, and the hopelessness of her situation settled in.

“Wait!” cried Jistan, holding up a hand. “Who...who are these women?”

“The thieves from The Cliq,” the guard answered. “The ones who stole the Diamond Gem of Irisei.”

Shai winced, closing her eyes in shame. She’d never wanted the prince to know what she was.

“Both of them?” Jistan asked, the pitch of his voice rising in disbelief. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. Is there a reason why you’re so interested, Your Highness?” asked the salt-and-pepper-hair guard who seemed to be in charge. As he spoke, shackles were clanked onto the girls’ wrists. A shiver wracked Shai’s body as the cold metal touched her skin.

“I-I was only curious...do you care to explain how they escaped the dungeon?” The prince slid back into his composed manner as he raised an eyebrow at the lead guard.

The guard frowned, looking chagrined. “Well, they are rather powerful mancers. One of them is an electromancer, and the other is an unmancer.”

Jistan blinked. “Did I hear you correctly? An unmancer?”

“Yes, sir.”

The prince turned away, rubbing his chin in thought. Finally, he said, “I want both of these prisoners brought to my study. I need to have a word with them.”

Panic rose in Shai’s chest. What was he going to have done to them? If he was anything like his father, it would end in bloodshed.

The lead guard looked taken aback. “Are you sure, my lord? I know you wanted to interrogate them, but surely you wish to do so in a more secure location after we’ve—”

“Do not question me, or my father will hear of it. I want them in my study, now.” His voice was so commanding, so different from the tone Shai remembered.

“Yes, Your Highness.” The lead guard bowed his head, then motioned for his men to take the prisoners away. Qiara cursed when they forced her to take quicker steps on her bad ankle.

As they were marched past the prince, Shai kept her eyes down, unwilling to meet his again. She wasn’t sure she’d like the expression on his face now that he knew about her.

They went down long corridors and rounded three different corners, the shackle chains rattling as they went. Several memories flooded Shai’s mind as they paraded past certain rooms.

There’s the doors leading to the library where Jistan and I learned how to read and write from a scholar...there’s the parlor where we once broke an expensive vase while playing...there’s the room where Jistan’s mother, the late Queen of Casland, used to practice her harp...

Shai’s chest clenched. The queen’s untimely death was what set Shai and her mother’s lives in a downward spiral. It led to their banishment from the palace.

They finally entered a sparsely decorated room with a massive portrait of Jistan hanging over a hearth. A couple of armchairs were in front of the fireplace, where embers burned low to keep the room from getting too warm. Lit braziers provided flickering light since there were no windows here, and a mahogany desk stood on one side of the room, strewn with parchments. The guards marched the prisoners to stand in front of it.

As the friends stood together, the guards lingering behind them, Qiara leaned over and hissed, “All of that work escaping for nothing! And all because of your girly obsession with the prince’s good looks!”

Shai whirled on her. “That’s not what it was about!”

“Then what was it about? It’s like he turned you into a sculpture.”

“Prince Jistan is a chronomancer, remember? He can freeze time, so we never would’ve escaped.”

“That’s bullshit and you know it. He was distracted and you could’ve undone his magic!”

“I didn’t have enough mana for that.”

“You could have tried!” Qiara gritted her teeth. “If he orders us executed, I’m going to strangle you before the noose does!”

Despite everything, Shai grinned. “Then I’ll have to tell you my secret as a ghost after all.” But the prince wouldn’t order her death. Would he? He seemed to recognize her.

Qiara narrowed her eyes at her friend as the door behind them opened and the prince entered the room. Shai tensed, her eyes falling to the floor.

Jistan came around, his boot buckles jangling, and leaned against the edge of his desk. He folded his arms in front of him, studying the two girls, especially Shai. Finally, he glanced at the guards and barked, “Leave us.”

The guards traded looks, then one said, “Is that wise, Your Highness?”

“They’re shackled, so they can’t use their magic. And I have mine if they get unruly.”

The guards hesitated another heartbeat, then marched out of the room. Shai held her breath, wondering if Jistan was about to yell at them.

As soon as the door closed again, the prince’s woodsy scent was suddenly in Shai’s nostrils, and then his arms wrapped around her in an embrace.

Qiara’s jaw almost detached from her skull as it fell open. Even Shai’s brain took a moment to catch up as she blinked several times, but she had to admit she loved the feel of the prince’s warmth against her body.

“I can’t believe you’re here!” Jistan said. Then, as if he hadn’t been in control of his body and now he was back to himself, he pulled away from her, looking just as bewildered. “Sorry. I...I thought I’d never see you again, Shaielle.”

She smiled at him, her cheeks heated. This close, she could study every line and curve of his face, every blemish and imperfection, although there weren’t many. He’d lost his baby fat since she last saw him, and he had a new scar above his eyebrow. Because he was older, practically a man now, another new feature was the stubble growing from his jaw. She imagined how prickly it would feel if she reached out and touched it...which of course, she couldn’t do. She shouldn’t even be thinking like that.

“You know each other?” Qiara cried, staring back and forth between them, until her eyes stayed on Shai. “You never told me you were acquainted with the Prince of Casland!”

“I’m not,” Shai said, staring at Jistan. “But we were friends a long time ago. When we were kids.”

Jistan nodded. “She used to live here. Her mother was my mother’s handmaiden, so we played together when we were little. And when we were ten, Shai and her mother...” He met Shai’s eyes, then looked away. “They left.”

We were forced to leave, Shai thought with gritted teeth. Her old hatred for Emperor Akeil flared.

The prince focused on her again. “You’re part of The Cliq now?” His voice was incredulous.

Shame replaced Shai’s fury as she grimaced. “Madame Kalyssah, the leader of The Cliq, helped me and my mother when we were at our lowest. She took us in and gave us a home.”

“And in return you just had to become a thief and steal valuables for her?”

Shai narrowed her eyes, her initial trance at seeing him completely broken. She didn’t like this air of superiority about him. He always treated her as an equal when they were younger. She stood taller as she remembered she was speaking to a royal, not her childhood friend. “What is to be the punishment for our crime? Back to the dungeon, or to the gallows?”

“We’ve done away with the gallows, we’ve switched to the guillotine. Chopping off heads is much more effective.” Jistan kept his expression impassive, but his eyes contained a hint of mirth.

Shai stared back at him, not amused by his joke.

“R-right, I should get to the reason why I brought both of you here,” he continued, rubbing the back of his neck. “My guards tell me one of you is an unmancer?”

“Yes, I am,” Shai replied.

“You’re the unmancer?”

“You don’t have to look so shocked.”

“That’s not...what I mean is, that’s perfect! And you must be the electromancer,” he said, regarding Qiara.

“Yes,” the girl answered. “The name’s Qiara; my friends call me Q.”

“Very well. Q, Shai, I have a proposition for you. I would be willing to pardon both of you for all the crimes you’ve ever committed.”

Shai and Qiara traded looks of disbelief, then the former asked, “And what do you want from us in return?”

Jistan smiled. “I want you to do what you’ve been doing. I want you to help me pull off a heist.”
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