
		
			[image: Front Cover]

		

	
		
			[image: Title Page]

		

	
		
			Thank you for purchasing this eBook.

        	At Sourcebooks we believe one thing:

            BOOKS CHANGE LIVES.

            We would love to invite you to receive exclusive rewards. Sign up now for VIP savings, bonus content, early access to new ideas we're developing, and sneak peeks at our hottest titles!

            Happy reading!

            SIGN UP NOW!

		

	
		
			Copyright © 2017 by Linsey Miller

			Cover and internal design © 2017, 2018 by Sourcebooks, Inc.

			Internal design by Travis Hasenour/Sourcebooks, Inc.

			Cover art by Sasha Vinogradova

			Cover image © Axel Bueckert/EyeEm/Getty Images

			Sourcebooks and the colophon are registered trademarks of Sourcebooks, Inc.

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems—except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews—without permission in writing from its publisher, Sourcebooks, Inc.

			The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author.

			Published by Sourcebooks Fire, an imprint of Sourcebooks, Inc.

			P.O. Box 4410, Naperville, Illinois 60567-4410

			(630) 961-3900

			Fax: (630) 961-2168

			sourcebooks.com

			The Library of Congress has cataloged the hardcover edition as follows:

			Names: Miller, Linsey, author.

			Title: Mask of shadows / Linsey Miller.

			Description: Naperville, Illinois : Sourcebooks Fire, [2017] | Summary: The genderfluid thief Sal Leon enters a competition to become a replacement member of the Left Hand--a quartet of the Queen’s personal assassins--but must first survive the training and the contests while putting the reason for auditioning into motion--revenge.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2016050928 | (alk. paper)

			Subjects:  | CYAC: Gender identity--Fiction.

			Classification: LCC PZ7.1.M582 Mas 2017

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2016050928

		

	
		
			Contents

			Front Cover

			Title Page

			Copyright

			One

			Two

			Three

			Four

			Five

			Six

			Seven

			Eight

			Nine

			Ten

			Eleven

			Twelve

			Thirteen

			Fourteen

			Fifteen

			Sixteen

			Seventeen

			Eighteen

			Nineteen

			Twenty

			Twenty-One

			Twenty-Two

			Twenty-Three

			Twenty-Four

			Twenty-Five

			Twenty-Six

			Twenty-Seven

			Twenty-Eight

			Twenty-Nine

			Thirty

			Thirty-One

			Thirty-Two

			Thirty-Three

			Thirty-Four

			Thirty-Five

			Thirty-Six

			Thirty-Seven

			Thirty-Eight

			Thirty-Nine

			Forty

			Forty-One

			Forty-Two

			Forty-Three

			Forty-Four

			Forty-Five

			Forty-Six

			Forty-Seven

			Forty-Eight

			Forty-Nine

			Acknowledgments

			About the Author

			A Sneak Peek at Ruin of Stars

			One

			Two

			Back Cover

		

	
		
			To my father.

			It’s not a picture book about a figure-skating alligator like we planned, but I think you would’ve liked this one.

		

	
		
			One

			The thick, briny scent of sweat-soaked leather seeped through my cloth mask. A guarded carriage rattled down the road upwind of me. I leaned out of my tree and caught a flicker of light from a carriage lamp. The carriage’s blue paint shone, gilded and mud-splattered.

			I groaned. “Nobles.”

			The branches beneath me creaked as footsteps scraped along the bark. I flipped a knife into my palm. The sentence for robbing nobles was hanging.

			But only if they caught you.

			“Lords, Sal! Where you at?” Rath burst through the leaves and tripped over my perch.

			“Point of hiding is to stay hid.” I shoved him backward and yanked his mask down over his face. “What do you want?”

			Rath tapped my nose with his baton. “You up to robbing Erlends?”

			Erlends were stiff and cold as the lands they ruled and merciless as death. They’d hold a picnic at the gallows.

			I tightened the knots at the back of my mask. “You up to keeping quiet?”

			Rath slapped a hand over his mouth and nodded toward the carriage below us. I crept along my branch far as I dared, eyeing the coach’s window. If I had no shoulders, I’d fit through easy.

			“This’ll be fun.” I shook my head.

			This would hurt.

			“Fun-fun?” Rath rubbed the stump where his little finger had been. “Or ‘you miss and we all get hanged’ fun?”

			“Fun.”

			Rath huffed, scrambling out of my tree. His footsteps whispered over the deadfall, and a long, low bird whistle echoed between the trees. One call, one carriage, and one shot at meeting our quota.

			Horses clomped over the dirt, carrying the soldiers closer to our nets hidden in the trees. Ten mounted and armored guards circled the coach. They looked right and left, but they never glanced up. I exhaled and tightened my grip on the branch. The carriage rolled beneath me.

			We dropped the nets. The soldiers howled, spears and arms tangling in the lines, and the driver jerked the coach to a stop. Rath whistled.

			I flung myself from the tree. My boots tore through the carriage’s curtain and took out a passenger with a sharp heel to the head. My shoulders scraped both sides of the window frame as I slid into the carriage. I waved my knife.

			“Your money or your lives?” I asked, twisting round to the noble.

			“Money.” The noble was barely older than me and half a head shorter, but she squared her slim shoulders and glared at me over wire-rimmed spectacles. She nodded to the unconscious servant I’d kicked aside. “For her too.”

			I swallowed my usual command of “hush and drop your knives” and nodded. “Deal—jewelry, money, and all manner of fancy things in your lap.”

			Finally, someone smart enough to know they weren’t winning this fight.

			She yanked the rings from her fingers. I rid the servant of her purse with one hand and held my knife to the noble with the other. Clever as she seemed, I didn’t trust a noble not to plant a hatpin in my back. She cleared her throat.

			“Problem, Erlend?” I glanced at her.

			“No.” She stared at my knife. “And you may call me ‘my lady’ or nothing at all.”

			I grinned and bowed. How Erlend of her—better than screaming and fighting though. “Of course, my lady.”

			She shifted. Her jewelry was a puddle of silver in her lap, with her purse half-closed over crumpled paper. She’d laced her fingers together to hide her trembling.

			“You missed one.” I lifted a small locket from her neck, doing my best not to scare her. Wasn’t like I enjoyed scaring people, especially not the ones being smart when I robbed them. Being efficient got the same results as being mean. “And I’m not going to stab you unless you stab me first.”

			“You’re robbing me at knifepoint.” She jerked away. A sneer twisted her pleasant face into the Erlend expression I knew so well. “It’s not valuable.”

			“It’s got real rubies.” I turned it over. Twisted-copper rose petals with inlaid ruby slivers adorned the front of the locket. I snapped open the clasp. Two portraits were glued inside—one of a child with chubby cheeks and the other of a woman veiled in blue who shared this lady’s long nose. I slid my knife into the sheath on my belt and dropped the necklace. “Take it off.”

			Her hands flew to her throat. “It’s not valuable.”

			“Shush. I’m not going to take it, but you need to hide it.”

			Wouldn’t do for Rath to bust in and find the lady with jewels still around her neck. He’d laugh at me for days and take the necklace.

			She fumbled with the clasp and hissed when her hair tangled in the chain.

			“Quiet! Hold still.” A dark curl was knotted around the thin chain. I tugged it free, inhaling a deep breath of her rosewater perfume and stumbling over my words. “My boss finds out I let you keep this, he’ll take my hand.”

			“I’ll try to keep your mercy out of the warrant description.” She smiled. Barely. “But thank you.”

			First time anyone thanked me for robbing them. She was frightfully pretty too, with her dark curls and confident chin, standing up to me without fighting. Talking someone down took nerve and smarts.

			She pulled away and her warm scent went with her.

			“Hide it. Sorry I mucked up your hair.” I gestured to the curls behind her ears. Lusting after Erlends would get me nowhere but dead.

			“Well, I am being robbed.” She slipped the locket up her sleeve into a hidden pocket and patted down her hair. “You’re young for a road agent and nicer than the stories I’ve heard.”

			“And you’re young for a member of the queen’s court. Bet that pissed off all your old Erlend friends.” I held up her silver ring stamped with Our Queen’s entwined lightning bolts. She couldn’t have been more than a year older than me. “You piss them off too much and they might send you out here with too few guards and refuse to pay your ransom.”

			I’d not put it past those warlords to turn on their own for profit.

			A scream ripped through the window as the scuffle outside pitched into shouts and clashing swords, and the lady lurched away from me.

			“Sorry—not kidnapping you. Only joking.” I pocketed her ring and bowed. “Apologies for scaring you, my lady.”

			She wrinkled her nose. “Not for the robbery?”

			“Only for scaring you.” I whistled once—I was done, time to go—and nudged the servant with my toe. “And for kicking her. Tell her I’m sorry for that.”

			“And the robbery?” She didn’t even flinch, just lifted her chin.

			“Lords, girl, and the robbery. You harass everyone?” I twisted round, memorizing the line of her jaw, the fall of hair over her light-brown cheeks, and the smear of freckles along her nose. Least I’d have one bright light among my list of bad, bloody memories.

			“Only the ones robbing me.” She smiled, lips closed and eyes narrowed. “You’re not one of those who’ve been kidnapping, are you?”

			“No, they’re vicious as cottonmouths and running the southern roads. Stay clear of there.” I gestured at her, waiting for Rath’s answering whistle. “But tell them I was mean. For my warrant.”

			Those fools kidnapping nobles would steer clear of our roads if they thought we were meaner than them.

			“Terrifying,” she said with a mock gasp. “A giant, monstrous beast with knives and a mask as hideous as their manners. It’ll save my guards their egos.”

			I opened my mouth to make her take back the manners jab when the carriage door flew open. Rath ripped the top hinge clear off.

			“More guards,” he hollered, shaking his head and flinging blood across the carriage.

			Fast as he’d appeared, he’d vanished into the trees. Outside the carriage, soldiers and thieves flailed in the darkness, a tangle of limbs and blades. I glanced at the lady.

			“You want that warrant, then you have to escape.” She shoved me out the door. “Go.”

			I leapt out of the coach and into the night, her image scorched into my mind.

		

	
		
			Two

			“Road patrols swapped routes.” Rath tore through the underbrush, stolen spears slung across his shoulder and bouncing on his back. “I nicked their reins, but they might follow. Most loyal guards I’ve ever seen.”

			“You get much off them?” I stopped and turned an ear to the forest behind us. Nothing coming.

			Even if the guards chased us, they’d pass out from heat sickness. I could barely stand the humid air in trousers and a shirt. Armor was sweaty torture.

			“Not enough.” He skidded through mud at the edge of a lake and jumped onto a rock, leaving a track straight into the water. He leapt from stone to stone along the water’s edge. “Think having only eight fingers is acceptable?”

			Grell da Sousa—our gang leader who ran every street fight, robbery, and gambling house in the district of Kursk—took Rath’s little finger when we were nine. Rath had only skimmed enough for room and board, but that day, we’d dropped below quota. We hadn’t missed quota since.

			“Who needs fingers?” I ripped off my mask, timing each breath with my strides. Breathing through linen was like gasping underwater. “I lifted some pearls and gems. Should be enough to cover us. Let’s go.”

			Rath veered right back onto the bank.

			I followed. I had to. Grell had sucked me into this profession when I was eight. He gave me the option of either paying him a tribute or losing a finger for every coin I stole in his district. Eight-year-old me liked my fingers. Rath and I worked together, saving wisely and rigging bets liberally, but I’d no sooner trust him to guard my back as Grell. Least Grell was upfront about clipping fingers.

			Grell had lost his own finger in a fight, learned from it, and saw no wrong in teaching us how to live by breaking us down piece by piece.

			I slipped my hand into the lady’s purse and pulled out her small silver ring. The band scraped over my busted knuckles, but it was prettier than anything I’d ever owned.

			“You’re dawdling.” Rath turned to me, now running backward. A tree loomed over his shoulders. “Losing focus in your old age?”

			“Sharper and younger than you still.” I studied the crest on the ring. Running and robbery went hand in hand, and I could outrun Rath with my eyes closed. “Mind yourself.”

			“Always do.”

			He smacked into the tree.

			Rath was a terrible thief. He wanted a real licensed shop with customers and as little fencing as possible, but he’d never make enough to buy his way into the merchant class running under Grell. He’d never make enough without me either, and he couldn’t double-cross me because of it. Grell let us keep enough to get by and took enough to keep us crawling back to him. I’d set my sights on cheaper dreams.

			Buying my way into the military.

			I hefted the purse from my belt, tugged Rath out of his tangle with the tree, and slowed our pace. Rath peered over my shoulder into the purse.

			Igna’s shiny new silver coins and Erlend’s useless old gold clinked around next to a piece of paper. After Our Queen Ignasi ended the civil war between Erlend and Alona, she combined the two nations into Igna and created a new set of currencies. It was meant to unite us or some such nonsense, but I kept finding Erlend gold in Erlend pockets. They couldn’t let go of the past.

			“Skimming?” Rath elbowed me. “Not like you.”

			“I’m not reckless.” I held up the piece of paper, hiding my fingers behind it as I lifted the ring and squeezed it over an old broken knuckle. “And I like my fingers intact.”

			“Excuse you.” Rath touched the last three fingers of his uninjured hand to his lips, thumb and forefinger curled against his palm. “I’m recklessly ambitious, and who needs fingers?”

			“An ambitious ass.” I unfolded the paper and grinned. “Praying to the Triad won’t grow that finger back.”

			Rath scowled and made the motion again, exaggerating the move. “What’s that?”

			“Poster.” Emblazoned across the top were branches of lightning striking the green tree of Erlend over the blue waves of Alona. The Alonian words beneath were repeated in Erlenian, and both were useless to me. “What’s it say?”

			I could read a handful of words—names and numbers mostly—but Grell preferred to have us totally at his mercy.

			“Auditions.” Rath traced the Alonian and squinted. He was from the southern coast of Alona, and it showed in the bronze hues of his dark skin and the gray flecks in his black eyes—salted eyes, he called them. “Our Queen of the Eastern Spires and Lady of Lightning requires a new Opal for her Left Hand. Auditions are open to those who receive an invitation or individuals displaying appropriate skill and determination.”

			Opal was dead then. I picked up our pace. Our Queen’s Left Hand was her collection of assassins and personal guards named for the rings she wore—Ruby, Emerald, Opal, and Amethyst.

			They belonged to her and did as she pleased, killing those who threatened her rule. Like the Erlend holdouts, the ones holed away up north who’d started the civil war with Alona. They’d used their territory, Nacea, as a distraction to save themselves when the war went rotten. Now Nacea—my country and my people—was dead and gone. It would take me years to get into the military so I could hunt down the Erlend lords responsible, but if I auditioned, I’d have a way into the palace. They’d be mine now.

			They’d no right to live while Nacea stood razed and empty. Rodolfo da Abreu, the mage who’d done what we’d all dreamed of and murdered the Erlends who’d created the shadows, had the right idea: kill them and make sure they couldn’t stir up trouble again.

			Of course, he’d ended up dead but so had the Erlend mages fueling the war. I could finish what he’d started and avenge Nacea in one fell swoop.

			Six days till the audition. I smacked Rath’s shoulder. “Read it to me again—the invitation part.”

			“Auditions for those with an invitation or appropriately displayed skills.” Rath stuffed the poster into my chest pocket. “Who you think got invitations?”

			“Young nobles and their friends,” I said without hesitation. “Keeps it fair if they think one of theirs is part of the Left Hand and will be for years to come.”

			I’d never killed anyone, but if Our Queen asked, how could I take issue? She ended the war and corralled the nobles. She was the only person keeping us safe from noble greed, and they courted assassination when they betrayed her—just like Rath and I knew we could hang for thieving.

			But I’d have to win to get close to nobles, and I’d never fought trained opponents in a straight bout.

			Surely, assassins didn’t fight fair.

			“There’s got to be more to it,” I said. The auditions were a closed event, and I’d never heard about what was involved. “If there wasn’t, any ass who wanted a title could audition. They must make you kill someone or something.”

			“The gentle way you say that sets my soul on edge.”

			I knocked him with my shoulder. “If you can feel your soul, then you need a physician.”

			“So do you.” Rath ripped through a tangle of vines and stumbled onto the path back to town. He’d have been the perfect fighter with broad shoulders and big muscles, but he winced at blood and took to numbers more than punches even after years of robbing coaches. “What would you even do? Rob them on your way to audition?”

			“Shows determination, doesn’t it?”

			“Determination to die.” He shuddered. “You never killed anyone, right? None of those soldiers out there rotting?”

			I sucked on my teeth. That was a bounty I didn’t need. I’d dreamed about killing nobles—kicking faceless Erlend lords till they knew deep in their bones why I’d come for them, till Nacea’s final screams were seared into their souls. But those were dreams.

			“What would it matter if I had?” I scraped my nail across the silver ring. Plenty of Erlend lords had made fortunes from the razing. Lords like Horatio del Seve, whose name I’d burned into my memory as soon as I’d heard he was selling off Nacean land. “Soldiers would kill us just as quick.”

			“But it would’ve been a fair fight—we’re thieves. It’s their job.”

			I scowled. “Nothing fair about fighting armored soldiers.”

			“You’re the sort for auditions.” He stomped after me, loud and breathy and full of useless opinions. He’d talked about the folks he’d like to have a shot at often enough. “Smashing people’s faces in for money.”

			“I already get paid to fight.” I rounded on him, grabbed his collar, and shoved him against a tree. “They know what they’re getting into. They sign up to fight—just like me. Don’t act like you don’t depend on me winning.”

			“I’m not killing people.” The spears rattled on his back.

			“Neither am I. You’re rigging bets while I’m winning fights.”

			“Fine.” He jabbed me in the ribs and darted around me. “Grell’s waiting. Come on.”

			We hit Tulen a while later, sweaty and shaky. The guards in Grell’s pocket let us into the city. I twisted the lady’s ring around my finger, glanced down the alley, and pulled it off. Rath was my only companion in the dark, and he was doubled over his knees trying to catch his breath. Our Queen had touched this ring, had pressed her seal into the silver. I’d only ever seen her from afar.

			I’d make a deal with The Lady. If I got the ring past Grell, I was clever enough to audition and serve Our Queen. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t recover in time to audition.

			I slipped my knife out of my sheath, slipped my shirt off my shoulder, and drew the tip across my upper arm. Blood welled over the blade, pain burning up my shoulder, and I wiped my knife clean on my sleeve. I pressed the ring against the skin above the cut and wrapped a stolen handkerchief around it. The ring stayed in place.

			A little pain, a pretty payoff.

			My blood to seal The Lady’s prayer.

			I wrapped it a few more times, enough to disguise the bulge but let the blood seep through and make it look real. No sign of the ring, a lot of blood, and Rath was still gasping over his boots. Perfect.

			The door to the Starved Hatter swung open and Grell shouted, “Check Rath twice.”

			Rath groaned and struggled to stand. Lorne, one of Grell’s chattier guards, lumbered out into the light. I leaned against the door.

			Even better—people trusted you if you remembered their name and their problems.

			“You’re working late.” I sucked on my waterskin while Lorne patted his way up Rath’s legs. “Thought you’d be suffering through another night with your kid.”

			“Cayet got the day shift.” Lorne unlaced Rath’s boots and yanked up his pants legs, knocking his way around Rath’s calves and hips for a while before sliding up to his chest and fluffing out his shirt. “Don’t think it matters—kid never wants to sleep when we do.”

			I rubbed my arm. Pins and needles crawled over my shoulder, but I nodded along like I understood. I couldn’t imagine a two-year-old being reasonable about sleeping.

			“What happened to you?” Lorne slapped Rath on the shoulder and pushed him out of the way.

			“Got stabbed.” I held out my bleeding arm and spread my legs, keeping my face neutral. Rath’s head jerked to me. I ignored him. He couldn’t lie to save his life. Blood kept guards away, and I knew Grell was listening. Drawing attention to a hiding spot wasn’t the brightest, but if I named it up front, he’d never think I had anything to hide. “Landed on some fancy, pointy hatpin in the coach.”

			“You keep it?” Lorne checked my pockets and shoes.

			“No. It was wood.”

			Lorne snorted. “Mouth open.”

			I stuck out my tongue and turned my head side to side. Lorne collected our purses and walked back to the Hatter, clapping Rath on the shoulder again and patting my uninjured arm. Rath and I glanced at each other. He hooked an arm around my shoulders.

			“Hatpin, was it?”

			I gritted my teeth. He was smart-mouthed as that noble lady. “Shut it.”

			Great. Now I needed dirt on him to keep us even.

		

	
		
			Three

			“Get up.” Rath, his breath reeking of day-old tea, shook me awake. “Breakfast.”

			I buried my face in my arms. A flickering, sweaty fire burned up my arm, and I cracked my eyes open. Rath, backlit and clutching a cup, elbowed me out of bed. I’d dreamed of storms.

			Better than my usual nightmares of creeping darkness, dripping with teeth and blood, but dread still clung to me like it did on those terrible nights.

			I snatched my good shirt from the floor, groping around the hem, and rubbed the ring with my thumb. It was safely out of my makeshift bandage and out of sight from prying eyes. Rath had cleaned my arm while I’d sewn the ring into my hidden shirt pocket. He’d laughed the whole time.

			“You still on about auditioning for Opal?”

			“I am, and I know how I’ll show my skill.” Bounties were plentiful, and I’d the perfect one to turn over as an invitation. Assassins dealt in death, didn’t they? “I need you to distract Grell’s guards.”

			“No. Lords, Sal.” He plopped down on the bed next to me, raking a hand through his dark hair. “He kills for looking at him wrong. Whatever you’re planning, he’ll kill you for it.”

			Not if I killed him first.

			“Might kill us all if the mood strikes him,” I said. Grell was responsible for a list of corpses longer than I was tall, and it grew as fast as the children who never had a chance. He killed for skimming, skipping, lying, or anything else that tickled his fancy. He was the one who started kidnapping nobles—I’d found out by accident, and he’d kill me if he knew. Grell and his partners would get us all dragged to the noose eventually.

			“He’s been running kidnappings on rich folks.”

			Rath tensed. “Nothing new.”

			“He cut a deal with some crew down south, but they’re killing their marks.” Rath would’ve run if he’d already heard. Hanging for thievery was one thing, but no one decent wanted to be associated with greedy killers. “Moment the wrong rich person dies, Grell won’t be able to pay off the guards. They’ll come for him, and he’ll turn us over to save himself.”

			Just like the old Erlend lords had. The Erlends had led the shadows through Nacea to slow them down and let the Erlend army escape while Nacea was slaughtered. My people were left as nothing more than stains on the earth where sharp, shapeless claws had flayed them apart. Grell would use us to slow the soldiers so he could escape. We’d all be dead and gone like Nacea.

			The only way to stop a slaughter was to stop those who started it, the ones who would do it again—like Our Queen had with the shadows, like Rodolfo da Abreu with their creators, and like I would with Grell and the Erlend lords who’d orchestrated Nacea’s ruin to save their own skins.

			Rath slumped, fingers gripping my hand. “He’ll get us all killed.”

			“No, he won’t. I’m turning him in.” His hand, at least, but Rath didn’t need to know that. Couldn’t risk him snitching on me either. “You run this place right—no killing and no ransoms—and I get my shot at Opal. Everybody in town already loves you. You ran circles around Grell when you were ten.”

			“You’ve never cared about being anybody but Sal.” He shook his head. “Opal has to kill people for no reason other than Our Queen’s say-so.”

			“That’s enough for me.” I twisted my head away so he wouldn’t see my flush. Our Queen was my hero, and rightly so because she’d sucked all the magic from the land. The shadows were nothing without it. Magic bound them to the earth, trapping them here long after their bodies were gone and their minds broken. The moment Our Queen rid this land of magic, the shadows fell apart. I owed her thousands of lives. My life. “She saved me. I’ll do anything she asks so long as it keeps her on the throne.”

			And I’d enjoy a few of the kills if they were the right ones.

			Rath had grown up too far south to see the shadows, but he went fidgety whenever we talked about them. Even their rumors bred a lifetime of fear—monsters quick as the wind and sharp as knives desperately trying to rebuild the bodies stolen from them. Their flayed victims still haunted my dreams.

			“It’ll be justice,” I said softly. Anyone who’d killed so many and could live with that, thinking they were fit to lead the people they’d sacrifice so quickly, didn’t have a place in this world. “Doesn’t mean I’ll torture them. Just kill them.”

			“Just kill them.” Rath laughed and made the sign of the Triad, hand lingering over his heart. “You even sleep last night?”

			“Napped a bit.”

			He sighed. “A distraction all you need?”

			“Enough for his guards to leave.” Grell always barricaded himself in his room and ran the numbers after a job came in. He never let his guards inside, but he stationed them at the door in the hallway. He’d be alone all day. “Long enough for me to get inside.”

			“Fine, but you owe me.” He dragged me off the bed and squeezed my shoulder. “Go. I’ll have them gone by the time you get there.”

			Lady bless him.

			The hallway outside Grell’s room was empty and silent by the time I got there. I rapped on the door. My chest ached with each deep, steadying breath, and I shifted. Something about what I was about to do writhed in my chest and tightened my throat. Grell had a bounty on his head—dead or alive. He had it coming.

			“In.” Grell’s rumbling voice rolled through the cracks in the door.

			Grell lounged at his desk in a haze of smoke. I clicked the door shut and locked it behind me. With his eye pressed to a jeweler’s scope and focused on a jasper ring, Grell didn’t notice. I edged forward and ducked my head, and he eventually glanced up at me. The bag of knucklebones on his desk rattled when he moved.

			Waiting was fine. We were nuisances, and he was gracious enough to see us. Grell loved power plays. Me playing along meant I wasn’t here to surprise him.

			I was starting to wonder if I should’ve gone with surprise instead but too late now.

			“What’s this about?” He hacked into a handkerchief. He’d been like me once—small, underfed, overworked—but he’d used the years of robberies and money to his advantage.

			His giant frame was all muscle and show. Street fighting had built his empire and his temper, but it ruined his left shoulder, right knee, and ribs. They’d snap with a good hit if the easy way failed.

			“Rath’s crossed you.” I pinched myself to keep my lies focused. “He’s going to try to buy his way out.”

			Grell lurched to his feet and leaned against his desk, towering over me with all his scars and muscles.

			“And you want what for ratting him out?” Grell spread his arms in the least welcoming embrace I’d ever seen. “Doesn’t breed confidence keeping you around.”

			“I don’t want to run with him anymore.” I fidgeted in fake fear and shuffled forward, pointing to the map of Kursk on the wall. Grell followed. “If he’s planning on splitting, he’ll muck us up. I’m not getting hanged because he’s thinking about leaving.”

			“One job.” Grell leaned over my shoulder, exhaled sweet blue smoke, and tapped the map with a crooked finger. “Then you go back to your lot, and I replace Rath.”

			“Thanks.” I yanked the pin with my name on it from the wall. It was heavy and thick, with a point sharp enough to pierce thin wood.

			“No reward for snitching.” He tore Rath’s pin from the wall and tossed it aside. “Get out.”

			I buried my pin in Grell’s neck. He flailed and clawed at his throat. I spun, my back hitting the wall. He reared, face pulled up in a wild, openmouthed sneer, and swung for my face. I caught it in the forearm and the hit shook my bones. His fingers curled around my arm.

			Shit.

			He flung me across the room. I skidded over his desk, knocking papers and jewels to the floor and cracking my head on the ink blotter. I blinked away the black and pulled my knees to my chest. Grell gurgled.

			Lady bless, I’d messed up. He’d a pin in his neck, wasn’t down, and was spitting angry. I yanked the knife from my boot.

			Grell threw himself at me. I rammed my heels into his chest.

			His ribs snapped.

			Grell smacked backward into the wall, blood oozing from under the hand clutched to his neck. I slid off the desk, floor rolling beneath me and pain aching at the back of my head. I gripped the desk and swallowed the bile in my throat. My ears rang.

			“I meant to be quick.” I slurred, my mind a step behind. “Sorry.”

			Grell’s red-rimmed eyes fluttered open. Spurts of blood painted the wall, and he blinked at me. His breathing was quick and frantic, chest too tight, and I knelt before him. He tightened the hand around his neck.

			“Nothing personal.” I stepped on his free arm, pinning it to the floor, and flipped my knife around. “But I need a hand.”

			Grell tried to tug at my bootlaces, fingers weak, and I pressed my palm to his chest. His heart thrummed beneath my hand as it struggled to keep up with the hole in his neck. I slipped my knife between his ribs, slick and easy. Grell gasped.

			His heart stopped.

			His hand fell.

			I eased away, bitterness stuck in the back of my throat. My knife clattered to the ground. Scattered gold and finger bones rolled around my feet as I pried Grell’s old sword from the wall behind his desk. My heart tried to beat its way out of my chest.

			I’d the appropriate skill.

			I took another breath, fingers catching up with my thoughts as I grasped the sword with both hands. I sliced the blade through Grell’s wrist. His bones snapped as easily as Rath’s, and the scrape of metal against him shuddered down my spine. The sword slipped from my trembling hands.

			He was only Grell.

			He wasn’t good, not even a little bit. He’d taken nine-year-old Rath’s finger with a laugh and a sharpened knife.

			Opal wouldn’t be bothered. Grell had to die, and I had to do it, like Opal with one of Our Queen’s marks. Wasn’t anything wrong with this.

			This burning weight writhing in my chest and bubbling up my throat had no place in Opal’s life.

			I coughed, heaved, and lost my breakfast in the corner. Up and out, no more of that. Nothing left to make me sick over killing Grell. He’d made his choices, and I’d made mine. I would be Opal.

			With Grell da Sousa’s hand heavy in mine, I fled.

		

	
		
			Four

			I left town soon as I was done scrubbing the blood from my tunic. I fit in well enough with the other dust-covered travelers on the wagon heading to Willowknot, the city next to the new palace, but I ran out of money after three days on the road. All I could do was pick at the dried blood under my nails.

			I wasn’t used to all that happened with Grell. I’d not been able to stand the sight of blood for years after the war. It was too wrong, too against everything I’d been taught as a kid. Just had to get familiar with it again.

			My home, Nacea, had been small, wedged between Erlend and Alona and ruled from afar by Erlend lords. A territory allowed to keep its queen and god in exchange for tribute.

			Then Erlend and Alona went to war and called their mages to the front lines. Nacea didn’t deal in magic. The Lady, our godly Lady of Nacea, was not to be stolen from. She wasn’t human or flesh but magic in every form. Mages used her up, forced her into the old handwritten language of runes, and devoured her power.

			She devoured them right back—runes rotted their flesh and minds, leaving nothing but mindless souls.

			Shadows of the people they’d once been.

			The Erlend mages didn’t know, of course. They’d never pushed so far, tried so hard for innovation than during the war, but the damage was done. The perfect soldiers they’d tried to make couldn’t be called back. The shadows had no bodies and no minds, only broken souls, memories of a face, and an all-consuming need to get back their stolen flesh. They scoured the lands looking for themselves and flayed the skin off any they found.

			Erlend’s lords realized their mistake too late but not too late to save themselves and ruin Nacea.

			I dreamed of a family I couldn’t recognize in death, of neighbors’ faces stitched into a patchwork of skin. There’d been no help, no aid, and no memorials. We’d been forgotten.

			I would make Erlend remember.

			“Lady, help me.” I tilted my head to the sunny sky, looking to where The Lady’s stars would be tonight.

			There was no room for gods in a world of monsters and monstrous men, but tradition endured.

			“She’s helping herself.” My neighbor in the carriage waved a freshly calloused hand toward the horizon. He was new to hunger, clinging to the family crest around his neck that would fetch plenty if he sold it. Runes decorated his arms. An old out-of-work mage. “A shadow on Erlend’s rising sun.”

			An Erlend mage who thought I was speaking of Our Queen.

			I scowled. The wagon I was taking to Willowknot collected people at each turn, and my seat was more knees and elbows than wood. Grell’s hand, wrapped in three old sacks and perfumed linen, was wedged under my thighs. I’d no space to stretch and no patience for asses.

			“Did you see the shadows?” I asked. Our Queen’s palace was built over the ruins of the old mages’ keep on the defunct border between Erlend and Alona. They were one nation now and had no reason for the school with magic gone. She’d been Head Priestess of the Mind before the war. The other two head priests had created the shadows. She’d tried them as war criminals after Rodolfo was done with them, but the gallows were a faster death than they’d deserved.

			I liked Rodolfo’s methods more—a taste of their own treatment and no Erlends left who could spread the knowledge of shadow creation. He’d died to save us all from the threat of shadows ever returning.

			“Lies.” The old mage spat out of the carriage. “People afraid of their own damned shadows, afraid of going to war, afraid of protecting what we’d built. And look at the trash that rose from our ruin.”

			I clucked my tongue. Wooden spires loomed over the roofs and battlements, and sunlight sparkled in the stained glass windows circling the towers. Walls of glass dyed blue and gold glinted with each jerk of the wagon. The new Igna flag fluttered over every peak.

			“And look at the trash Our Queen hasn’t claimed,” I said as I lurched to my feet and yanked my bag from the floor, whacking him with Grell’s hand. “When will her Left Hand reach for you?”

			He paled. As the carriage came to a halt, I rushed away from him and laughed the rest of my walk to Willowknot.

			A collection of guards shuffled through travel papers and checked bags at the city gates. I unwound the linen from Grell’s hand. Might as well be upfront with it.

			The line of people scattered. Grell’s hand reeked, flowers and perfume barely clinging to his rotten fingers.

			“How do I declare this?” I asked, holding it up.

			“Drop it.” A guard, pink cheeks fading to pale green, leveled his spear at my chest. “Tell me your name.”

			“No, it’ll splatter. My name’s Sal.” I held my arms out as far as I could and flipped back my hood, dirty strands of black hair falling across my eyes. Should’ve sheared it again before I left. “It’s my invitation.”

			“Take a break, Hackett. They’re here for the Left Hand auditions.” Another guard nudged the spear away from me and prodded Grell’s hand with a gloved finger, chuckling the entire time. “You got an actual invitation or just the hand?”

			“Just the hand.” I shrugged. “Poster said invitation or proof of skill.”

			Grell’s warrant included a handprint taken when he’d been arrested a few years back, all his identifiable scars immortalized in ink on the posters. They even listed the tattoos around his knuckles.

			The too-small signet ring on his middle finger wasn’t on the posters, but he’d gotten it after the arrest and had never been able to slide it over his knuckle again. If the handprints and posters weren’t enough, it was.

			“Who’s this then?” the guard asked, shoving Hackett aside before he could vomit on our boots. “Most folks bring heads.”

			“Grell da Sousa from Kursk. I wasn’t going to travel for days with a rotting head, and his warrant description includes his hands.”

			“Gang leaders fetch a pretty pearl, but Ruby’s been rough with the uninvited this year. There’s more of you than usual, and they already got eight invitees. You got anything else?” He tossed a handkerchief to Hackett and rapped hard on the gate. “Another one for the auditions!”

			“Only knives and the hand.” I pulled on my old mask and yanked my hood back onto my head.

			The guard beckoned me through a short door in the gate, steps leading down into a well-worn tunnel beneath the city. No room for thieves and killers on the public streets of our new capital. “You travel light.”

			I’d given up everything else. It would’ve only dragged me down.

		

	
		
			Five

			Ruby’s face was a beacon of red among the black-clothed auditioners. His mask glowed in the sunlight and cast flickers of red across the ground. He’d no visible eyes or nose, only a single smiling slit that split his cheeks from ear to ear. The gap was dark with metal mesh.

			I knew there were eyeholes—he had to see somehow—but when his eyeless face turned to me, I shuddered.

			“Name?” The metal muffled his voice. He was dressed in pale off-whites. Thick tan leggings covered his powerful legs, and his knee-length tunic, slit up to his hips, was sleeveless and fitted. The muscles in his arms tensed with each gesture.

			“Sal.” I lowered Grell’s hand.

			He tipped my hood back with one long scarred finger. No armor and no weapons. If not for the mask, I’d not have thought him Ruby. “Aliases?”

			“Sal.”

			“Nicknames?” I swore I heard him laugh behind his mask.

			“Sal.”

			“Grell da Sousa—an interesting bounty.” He plucked Grell’s hand from my fingertips and held it up. A nail tumbled from the green-veined flesh. “How’d you kill him? You couldn’t have gotten his hand without killing the man.”

			I winced. The crowd behind Ruby tried to catch a glimpse of me, and I shuffled so Ruby blocked their view. “Pin in the neck and knife in the ribs. It was quick.”

			The crowd was getting fidgety, and I was too with their eyes on me. They were all thick and tall with well-fed muscles and shiny new clothes. A few sported worn leather bracers and empty quivers. I’d nothing but two knives.

			“Your knife work was sloppy.”

			“I used a sword. A dull one. Pulled it off the wall in Grell’s office. Didn’t want to ruin my knives.” I sucked in a breath and steadied my voice when Ruby huffed in response. “I’ll get better with practice.”

			“Lovely.” Ruby flung Grell’s hand aside and pointed toward the soldier who’d led me here. “Practice on him.”

			I lunged. The soldier only had time to widen his eyes and raise his fists. I thrust my foot into his crotch. He gasped and crumbled.

			Worked on everyone.

			I clutched his collar and pulled him to his knees. He was a soldier. He’d signed up to die for Our Queen and this was his service. I slid behind him, one foot on his pants to hold him down, and pinned his shoulders between my knees. I needed to be Opal, and he needed to die. I gripped either side of his head.

			“Nothing personal.” I blinked away the image of his face.

			“Stop.” Ruby pressed a hand to the top of the soldier’s head. “Let him go.”

			I dropped him. He scrambled away and vanished into the crowd watching the auditioners. Ruby tilted my chin up, his mockery of a face grinning down at me.

			I hadn’t heard Ruby move. Hadn’t seen him.

			“Join the others.” He pulled a small black mask from his pocket, the sort one wore to the gallows that went over your head like a hood—thin and black with a sliver of a mouth and wide eyeholes. A pure white “23” as big as the mask was stitched across the face. “You’re Twenty-Three now. No more Sal.”

			“Thank you.” I pulled the mask from his hands, fingers shaking.

			One step closer to Opal, to the Erlends, to cleansing the hunger for revenge from my blood.

			Ruby huffed and waved me away. The auditioners all stared—Five raked me over with pale eyes, Fifteen rolled his massive shoulders back, and Thirteen, hooded gaze focused on my hands, showed off the old jagged runes etched into her arm. I held back a shudder.

			No one spoke. We snuck silent, less-than-secret glances at each other while Ruby paced across the gate. Most auditioners were taller than me. Fifteen was the tallest, and Seventeen was the widest. Three was stoop-shouldered and slouching, all wiry muscles, but her belt had worn spots for knife sheathes. Twenty-One’s long nose tented his mask.

			Auditioners One through Eight must’ve been the invited—their masks were slightly better, their stances slightly looser, and most of them seemed my age or close enough.

			Great.

			The tunnel gate creaked open. Hackett, the soldier I’d made sick, peered around the crack. A brawny arm hooked through the opening above his head and forced the gate open. Ruby stilled.

			“Name?” Ruby’s voice was the perfect mixture of bored and cutting.

			“Victor dal Graf,” the newcomer said. He was a street fighter—I knew his type—with scarred, swollen knuckles and a crooked nose.

			Two and Four snorted, and a few others I couldn’t see laughed. Killers with information were dangerous people.

			“Aliases?” Ruby circled Victor. “Nicknames?”

			“Snap Bone,” said Victor. He looked strong enough to snap my thigh. “I fight down in Kursk.”

			I’d never heard of him.

			“Undoubtedly.” He waved Hackett forward. “Victor, kill him.”

			Hackett backtracked.

			“Kill him?” Victor’s eyebrows bunched together. “What’s he done?”

			Ruby nodded and held out his hand. “Thank you, Victor, but that will be all.”

			Ruby waved Victor to the gate. Hackett clapped Victor on the back while another, with one arm and enough height to reach, whispered in Victor’s ear. The gate shut behind them in a puff of dust.

			“So.” Ruby spread his arms wide in welcome, scars from years of sword work and fighting black in the sunlight, and laughed. “It begins with twenty-three.”
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