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“Look,” I said, my voice sharp. “We both know what the deal is. You’re the prince of this particular mob, and I’m a girl who’s spent the last four years living on the streets. We don’t exactly have a lot in common, so let’s not pretend we do. In fact, we don’t have to do the whole fake friends thing at all. It looks like you have plenty of those with Felix and Grant already.”
 
Devon blinked, as if he was surprised by my surly tone. He probably was. I doubted anyone else talked to him like that. No one would dare to, since he was Claudia’s son.
 
“I know you don’t really want to be here,” he said. “And I don’t blame you. I don’t need a bodyguard, no matter what my mom thinks, and I know that she basically blackmailed you into this. But I’d like us to be friends, if we could.”
 
I snorted. “You are the son of the head of one of the most powerful Families in town. You don’t have friends, sweet prince. Not really. You have allies, enemies, and people who want you dead. Nothing more, nothing less. Especially not with me.”
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CHAPTER ONE
 
Bad things always come in threes.
 
Three strikes. Those three bears that Goldilocks ran into.
 
The three guards with swords who were chasing me right now.
 
“Come back here, you thief!” one of the guards bellowed, his voice booming across the dark rooftops.
 
I grinned and ran faster.
 
Thirty minutes ago, I had let myself into the lavishly furnished, but poorly protected, brownstone of a rich, Family-affiliated accountant who had bought a ruby necklace for his girlfriend—something his wife didn’t exactly appreciate.
 
So I had been dispatched to swipe said necklace on the angry wife’s orders and dime. It had been child’s play to climb up the drainpipe to the second floor of the brownstone, pick open a balcony door, and slip inside. I hadn’t even had to break into the office safe, because I discovered the necklace nestled in a black velvet box, the top open, sitting on the accountant’s desk. I’d admired the sparkle of the rubies before closing the lid and tucking the box into my long, sapphire-blue trench coat.
 
Then I had rifled through the rest of the desk to see what else I could steal.
 
I’d been mildly surprised and rather pleased to come across a pair of diamond cuff links tucked away in another box in one of the drawers. The diamonds weren’t as large and impressive as the rubies, but into my pockets they’d gone all the same, along with a gold fountain pen, a sterling silver letter opener, and a crystal paperweight.
 
Nothing that I hadn’t swiped dozens of times before in my seventeen years. In fact, this job had been easier than most of the recent ones Mo had sent me on.
 
You might say that I was a sort of modern-day Robin Hood, merrily stealing from the rich. Only I never, ever gave my loot away for free. There were only three people in this world that I cared about—me, myself, and I. Well, maybe four, if you caught me on a good day and I felt like including Mo. Either way, Mo could fend for himself, and mine was quite enough of a mouth to feed, as far as I was concerned.
 
Once I made sure all the loot was securely tucked away in my coat pockets, I scanned the rest of the office. But the vases and other knickknacks were too awkward and oddly shaped for me to carry away, the furniture far too large and heavy.
 
Satisfied with my haul, I decided to leave—the exact moment one of the guards stepped into the room to fetch the necklace for his boss.
 
He had yelled for his two buddies, they’d come crashing into the office, swords drawn, and I had beat a hasty retreat through a side door, up some stairs, and out onto the top of the brownstone before leaping onto the roof of the next house over . . . and the one after that . . . and the one after that . . .
 
Now, here I was, three minutes later, still racing across the rooftops of some of the nicer brownstones in Cloudburst Falls, West Virginia. The guards had been harder to shake than I’d expected, but I had a plan to take care of that.
 
I always had a plan.
 
I neared the edge of the roof and put on an extra burst of speed, preparing myself to leap onto the rooftop of the next house over. Lucky for me, the brownstones in this part of town were grouped closely together, with flat, square roofs, many of which featured gardens or even aviaries. This particular roof boasted both, and the roses fluttered as I raced past them, a few petals swirling up into the humid air, while the doves mournfully coo-coo-cooed about how I’d disturbed their sleep.
 
It was only a short gap between houses, maybe three feet, and I easily cleared it, my feet churning through the air before my sneakers scraped against solid stone again.
 
I staggered forward a few steps, my coat flapping around my legs. While I worked to regain my previous speed, I glanced over my shoulder. Even though it was after ten at night, and rain clouds cloaked the sky, I could see the three guards chasing me as clearly as if it were noon, thanks to my Talent for sight. They looked like normal humans, and I couldn’t tell if they were boring old mortals or more interesting magicks like me.
 
The guards didn’t seem to have any Talents, any obvious magic. Otherwise, lightning bolts, ice shards, or even balls of fire would have been streaking through the air towards me. Part of me sort of wished the guards were throwing magic at me. It would have made my escape easier.
 
Because I had another, rather unusual Talent of my own.
 
But it wasn’t meant to be, and the men jumped onto the roof behind me as I leaped onto the next one over—the last on this block.
 
I raced over to the far side of the roof. This brownstone butted up against a street, which meant that the next building over was more than a hundred feet away, much too far to make the jump. And since this was a private home, there wasn’t even a fire escape to climb down, just a rickety metal drainpipe loosely bolted onto the side of the brownstone.
 
But I already knew that from when I’d cased the neighborhood earlier this evening. In fact, it was the reason I’d run toward this building.
 
So I dipped my hands into my pockets, sorting through the items there—the necklace box, the other loot I’d swiped, my phone, several quarters, half of a dark chocolate candy bar that I’d been eating earlier while I was watching the accountant’s house. Finally, my fingers closed over two pieces of soft, supple metal, and I yanked out a pair of dull silver mesh gloves, which I pulled onto my hands.
 
The guards easily made the leap. Well, really, for them, it was more like a hop, given their long legs. I turned to face them. The guards grinned and slowed down when they realized I’d run out of rooftops.
 
One of the guards stepped forward. His green eyes glittered like a tree troll’s in the semidarkness, and his black hair was cropped so close to his head that it looked like he was wearing a shadow for a skull cap.
 
“Give us the necklace, and we’ll let you live,” he growled. “Otherwise . . .”
 
He swung his sword in a vicious arc, right at my shoulder level.
 
“Off with my head?” I murmured. “How cliché.”
 
He shrugged.
 
My hand dropped to my waist and the sword that was belted there. I considered sliding the weapon free of its black leather scabbard, raising it into an attack position, and charging forward, but I decided not to. No way was I going to the extra trouble of fighting three guards, not for the pittance that Mo was paying me.
 
“Come on,” he rumbled. “I don’t like carving up little girls, but I’ve done it before.”
 
I didn’t think he was being overly insulting with the little girl crack, since he looked to be at least fifty.
 
So I sighed and slumped my shoulders, as though I were beaten. Then I reached into my coat pocket, drew out the black velvet box, and held it up where the leader could see it. His eyes weren’t as good as mine—few people’s eyes were—but he recognized the box.
 
“This necklace?”
 
He nodded, stepped forward, and held out his hand.
 
I grinned and tucked the box back into my pocket. “On second thought, I think I’ll hang on to it. Later, fellas.”
 
I hopped onto the ledge of the roof, took hold of the drainpipe, and stepped off into the night air.
 
The wet metal slid through my fingers like greased lightning. It would have laid the flesh of my palms open to the bone if I hadn’t been wearing my gloves. The wind whipped through my black hair, pulling pieces of it free from my ponytail, and I let out a small, happy laugh at the sheer, thrilling rush of plummeting toward the earth. At the last moment, I gripped the drainpipe much tighter, until the screech-screech-screech of metal rang in my ears. But the motion slowed my descent and even caused a bit of smoke to waft up from my gloves.
 
Five seconds later, my sneakers touched the sidewalk. I let go of the drainpipe, stepped back, and looked up.
 
The guards were hanging over the side of the roof, staring at me with gaping mouths. One of them lurched toward the drainpipe, as if to follow me, but in his rush, he ended up ripping the top part of the metal completely away from the brownstone. The rest of the drainpipe broke free from the wall and clattered to the ground, causing a few rusty sparks to shoot through the air. Looked like he was a magick after all, one with a Talent for strength. Chagrined, that guard turned to face the leader and held out the length of pipe.
 
The leader slapped him upside the head with the hilt of his sword. The second guard dropped out of sight, probably knocked unconscious by the hard blow. Apparently, the leader had also had a strength Talent. The third guard eyed the sidewalk, like he was thinking about leaping over the ledge, but the roof was more than sixty feet above the pavement. There was no way he could survive that high a fall, not unless he had some sort of healing Talent. Even then, it would be a big risk to take and not worth the pain of the broken bones. The guard knew it, too, and backed away from the ledge, which was exactly what I’d been counting on.
 
When he realized they weren’t going to catch me, the leader screamed out his rage and brandished his sword in the air, but that was all he could do.
 
I gave him a mock salute, then slid my hands into my coat pockets and strolled down the sidewalk, whistling a soft, cheery tune.
 
Nothing that I hadn’t done before.
 
 

 
 
Despite the late hour, the cobblestone streets of Cloudburst Falls were not deserted.
 
Far from it.
 
Lights blazed in the shops, hotels, and restaurants, the golden glows banishing the worst of the shadows in the surrounding alleys, if not the things that lived in them. Mortals and magicks of all shapes, sizes, ages, and ethnicities flowed up and down the sidewalks and into the storefronts, all of which were decorated with castles, swords, and other magic-themed art. In one diner, customers ate at a counter, while winged pixies barely six inches tall flitted through the air, steaming plates of meat loaf and mashed potatoes balanced on their tiny heads.
 
The customers all looked like normal humans, but it was still easy to tell the magicks from the mortals. The magicks were focused on their cheeseburgers, shakes, and fries, while the mortals let their food get cold, too busy gaping at the pixies zipping all around them to nosh on their tuna melts, grilled cheeses, and club sandwiches. Rubes, most magicks derisively called the mortals, and with good reason.
 
I stopped at a crosswalk, watching the traffic. Cars with out-of-state license plates and tour buses, mostly, with a few magicks on bicycles pedaling by, using their Talents for strength or speed to easily or quickly churn their legs and pull the cutesy carriages full of canoodling couples along behind them. A sign planted in a flowerbed in the median featured a carving of a white castle. Words in a fancy script on the sign claimed that Cloudburst Falls was “the most magical place in America,” a tourist town where “fairy tales are real.”
 
I snorted. Yeah, fairy tales were real here all right—including the monsters that went along with them. Monsters that were fe-fi-fo-fum hungry for all the blood and bones they could sink their teeth and claws into, mortal, magick, or otherwise.
 
While I waited for the light to change, I raised my gaze to Cloudburst Mountain, the rugged peak that loomed over the city. White clouds cloaked the top of the mountain, the thick fog made out of mist that continually drifted up from the dozens of waterfalls tumbling down the sides. The mist wrapped around the peak like whipped cream on top of a sundae, but the mountain, the falls, and the sweeping views from the top were what the tourists came here to see.
 
Along with the monsters.
 
Several different tour companies hauled folks into the surrounding forests and up the mountain so they could observe monsters in their natural habitats, sort of like the Southern version of an African safari. Those who were a little less outdoorsy and adventurous could stay in town, where they could safely ooh and ahh over monsters in parks, petting zoos, and the like, as well as enjoy Cloudburst Falls’ overall kitschy, renaissance-faire theme.
 
Below the cloud line, mansions made out of white, gray, and black stone sprawled across the mountain ridges, the silver lights inside twinkling like stars. During the day, I would have been able to see the flags decorated with symbols that topped the towers in the lavish compounds, but the distant flags were only indistinct blobs in the night sky. The colors and crests represented the Families, or mobs, that made up the power structure here, at least among many of the magicks.
 
But there were two Families that stood above all the others—the Sinclairs and the Draconis. Their mansions were the biggest, the most impressive, and the highest ones up on the mountain, with the Sinclairs on the west side and the Draconis on the eastern slope. All the other Families were below them, literally.
 
And me too. Although I had as little respect for the Sinclairs and the Draconis, and their constant feuding, as I did for everything else. You couldn’t do the sorts of jobs that I did and follow the rules, much less care about who you pissed off by breaking them.
 
But I preferred to keep a low profile, for all sorts of reasons, and that meant not stealing from the Families. At least, not from any of their more prominent members. Although their hired hands, like the accountant I’d robbed tonight, were fair game.
 
Steering clear of the Families was the only real rule I followed. Besides, there were plenty of rich people here in the city to rob, not to mention all the tourists who didn’t even realize their wallets, cameras, and phones were missing until they got back to their hotels.
 
Mo went up the mountain sometimes, though, peddling his many ill-gotten goods to whatever Family would let him sidle in through their doors. My fingers curled around the box in my pocket. I wondered who he would sell the ruby necklace to. Probably some rich Family schmuck looking for a present for someone—or a bribe.
 
The light changed, and I crossed the street, putting all thoughts of the Sinclairs, Draconis, and other Families out of my mind.
 
The farther west I walked, the lighter the street and foot traffic got, and the less shiny, polished, and magical everything appeared to be. The bustling businesses disappeared, replaced by dilapidated row houses. Calling this the bad part of town would have been a kindness, since matchsticks glued together would have been more substantial than most of the buildings. Almost every home I passed featured broken concrete steps, sagging wooden porches, and roofs with gaping holes, like something had come along and taken bites out of the dull, weathered tin.
 
Maybe something had.
 
In addition to mortals and magicks, monsters made up the third, albeit smallest, part of the population, and they weren’t uncommon in this part of town. All of the rundown homes, deserted businesses, and abandoned warehouses made great places for something to curl up and lie in wait for lost tourists to wander by.
 
I was the only person on the street, and I drew my sword, my blue eyes flicking left and right, peering into the shadows that had crept up to the edge of the sidewalk, thanks to the busted-out streetlights. The pools and patches of blackness didn’t bother me, though, not with my Talent for sight. I could see everything around me as clear as day, no matter how dark it actually was.
 
Like everything else, magic mostly fell into three categories—strength, speed, and senses, which included sight, smell, sound, taste, and touch. The majority of Talents were some variation on those three areas, whether it was the ability to lift a car with one hand, move faster than a snake striking, or hear a coin hit the ground from a hundred feet away. And, as if all that wasn’t enough, some folks could even conjure up their magic and hold balls of fire, lightning bolts, or poisonous clouds in the palms of their hands so that everyone could see and feel their power—and potentially be hurt by it.
 
There were three levels of power—minor, moderate, and major—depending on how strong you were in your magic and how many different things you could do with it. Most folks fell into the minor and moderate categories, but some Talents were automatically considered major because they were so rare, or powerful, or both.
 
Really, though, all us magicks were circus freaks more than anything else, able to do amazing things with our bodies. Strong women, fast men, people who could twist their limbs into impossible positions, create illusions with a wave of their hands, or change their appearance just by thinking about it. But with monsters in the mix, instead of lions and tigers. Oh my.
 
Sight was a common Talent, along with all the other enhanced senses, but it was one of the more useful ones. Certainly better than smell. The foul reek of the garbage bags heaped at the corner made my nose crinkle with disgust. I could only imagine how much worse the stench would be if it were magically amplified.
 
I left the row houses behind and stepped onto a gray cobblestone bridge that arched over the Bloodiron River. Three Xs had been carved into a stone set into the short column that fronted the right side of the bridge. A clear warning. There be a monster here.
 
I paused in the middle of the bridge, just before I would cross over to the far side, looked over the edge, and listened, but I didn’t see or hear anything except the soft ripple and rush of the river below. No metal clanking on the stones, no claws crabbing over the rocks in my direction, no monster licking its chops in anticipation of sinking its teeth into me. Either the lochness who lived under the bridge was cruising down the river like the black, oversize octopus it resembled or it was already chowing down on its dinner for the night.
 
I thought about crossing the rest of the bridge without paying the usual toll, but it was better not to chance it. Besides, it was the polite thing to do. My mom had been big on that. On paying the tolls, following the old traditions, and giving every creature—mortal, magick, and monster—the respect it deserved. Especially the ones that could eat you in one gulp.
 
So I dug through my pockets and retrieved three quarters. I placed the coins on a worn, smooth stone, also marked with three Xs, set in the middle of the right side of the bridge.
 
Pretty cheap, if you asked me, especially given the insanely high prices the tourists and we locals paid for everything in town. I could have given the monster the crumpled, five-dollar bill in my pocket, but this lochness preferred change for some reason. Maybe because the coins were so shiny, glimmering like perfect silver circles. Although I had no idea what the creature could possibly do with quarters. Maybe the lochness took the change to some hidden lair, made a nest out of the coins, and slept in the middle of them, like dragons with gold, gems, and other treasures in those old fairy tales.
 
The lochness wasn’t the only monster in town, and each kind required different forms of tribute to let you pass by safely. Small things mostly, like a lock of hair or a drop of blood or even a candy bar. That last one was for the tree trolls. Apparently, they loved their sugary snacks. But if some quarters or a chocolate bar kept something from attacking, killing, and eating me, then it was worth the effort to be nice and play along with the monsters.
 
My toll paid, I turned and walked down the far side of the bridge—
 
Clink. Clink. Clink.
 
My steps faltered, but I tightened my grip on my sword and resisted the urge to look over my shoulder for a glimpse of whatever had snatched my coins off the center stone.
 
Sometimes, Talent or not, it was better not to see things.

 



CHAPTER TWO
 
Ten minutes later, I turned off the street and sidled up to a brick building that took up an entire block. A faded sign planted in the lawn read CLOUDBURST FALLS LIBRARY—WESTERN BRANCH. No fancy castle adorned this sign, just a simple stack of splintered books. Like everything else in the neighborhood, the sign and the library were both a little worse for wear.
 
I slid my sword back into its scabbard, then reached up and pulled a pair of chopsticks out of my former ponytail. They looked like two thin, black-lacquered sticks, the sort women wear in their hair; however, a quick twist of the wood revealed the lock picks hidden inside.
 
I used the picks to open one of the side doors and slipped into the building. The interior was dark, but that didn’t bother me. Even if I hadn’t had my sight, I still would have been able to navigate through the stacks. My mom used to bring me here every Saturday in the summer when I was a kid, and I’d long ago memorized every inch of the library, from the miniature chairs and tables in the children’s section to the graffiti carved into the wooden shelves that housed the young adult books to the checkout counter with its out-of-date computers.
 
I walked through the aisles until I came to a door that opened onto a storage room. It featured a shelf full of paper towels and cleaning supplies, along with boxes of old discarded books no longer in library circulation. I moved past the boxes to the back of the room, where another door was set into the wall.
 
I picked that one open as well, then shut and locked it behind me. By this point, I was so deep into the library that no light penetrated the interior, but there was nothing down here that could hurt me. So I walked through a short hallway filled with more boxes of unwanted books, down a set of stairs, and into the basement.
 
I pulled off my gloves, went to a table in the corner, and ran my fingers over the touch lamp Mo had given me when I’d first moved in here about four years ago. Soft white light filled the basement, revealing a mini-fridge, a couple of battered suitcases filled with clothes, another suitcase bristling with weapons, and a metal rack full of books, photos, and other mementos. A cot was also shoved into the corner, the blue flannel sheets hanging off the edge where I hadn’t bothered to make up the bed before I left this morning.
 
Home, sweet home.
 
I unbuckled the black leather belt and scabbard from around my waist and propped them and my sword next to the cot, then shrugged out of my coat and tossed it on top of the sheets. I pulled out my phone and texted Mo.
 
 

 
 
Got it. Home now.
 
 

 
 
The phone beeped less than a minute later, as if he’d been waiting up for me. I snorted. Waiting up to make sure I got what he wanted was more like it. He’d probably been using that stupid app of his to track my phone, making sure I was back at the library.
 
 

 
 
Good. See you tomorrow. *After* school!
 
 

 
 
I rolled my eyes. For some reason, Mo thought that the simple act of my going to school would somehow counteract my nightly life of looting and larceny. As if.
 
I plugged in my phone to let it charge. Then I plucked the black velvet box out of my coat pocket, cracked open the top, and fished out the necklace.
 
“Eat your heart out, Robin Hood,” I murmured. “Lila Merriweather strikes again.”
 
I admired the fiery flash of the rubies before holding the necklace up to a framed photo sitting on a table next to my cot. A woman with my same black hair and dark blue eyes stared back at me. My mom, Serena.
 
“It went just like I planned. You should have seen the looks on their faces. Those guards couldn’t believe that I got away from them.”
 
I paused, as if I were waiting for her to chime in, but my mom didn’t say anything. She died when I was thirteen, but I still talked to her photo sometimes. Yeah, I knew that it was stupid, but it made me feel a little better. Like she was watching over me from wherever she was. Like she wasn’t completely gone.
 
Like she hadn’t been brutally murdered.
 
I draped the necklace over the frame, making it look as if Mom was wearing the rubies, then moved around the basement, putting away my gear. I left all of my supplies in my coat, although I fished out the candy bar and finished eating it. I also grabbed some more quarters from a glass jar and slid them into one of the coat pockets, before folding the garment and the gloves and placing them in a suitcase by themselves.
 
Like me, the garments were more than they appeared to be. The gloves were made from ironmesh, a thin, flexible metal. The coat was unique, too, comprised of spidersilk that had been stitched together, making it strong, durable, and lightweight. Best of all, spidersilk turned away all sorts of stains—dirt, grease, blood, grime—so it never needed to be washed.
 
And then there was the sword, the most valuable object I owned. It, too, was made out of a special metal—bloodiron. But instead of being the expected rusty red, the sword was a dull, flat black, bordering on gray, looking more like ashy wood than actual metal. Black blades, most folks called them, because of the color—and the terrible things they could do, especially to magicks and monsters.
 
Bloodiron was rare, and most weapons made out of the metal were carved with family crests and symbols, almost like cattle brands, to make the blades easily identifiable. Naturally, this made it harder to steal and sell the heirlooms on the black market. A five-pointed star had been cut into the center of the hilt of my sword, with other, smaller stars running down the hilt and then etched into the blade itself.
 
The sword, coat, and gloves were my most prized possessions, but not because of their magical properties or monetary value. I loved them because they’d belonged to my mom.
 
They had been the three tools she’d used the most. When I was a kid, we traveled from town to town, and Mom went from one job and one side of the country to the other and back again. Most of the time, she worked as a bodyguard, protecting rich folks from other rich folks who wanted them dead. Along the way, Mom taught me everything she knew about fighting, thieving, lock picking, and all the other skills I needed in order to survive. I’d wanted to be just like her as a kid.
 
Part of me still did.
 
My right hand trailed down the front of the coat, the spidersilk feeling as cool and smooth as a sheet of raindrops. The motion made a ring wink on my hand—a small sapphire shaped like a five-pointed star embedded in a thin silver band.
 
Something else that had belonged to my mom, one of the few things I had left of her. Most everything else was gone, either destroyed, stolen by looters, or pawned to pay for food, clothes, and other necessities.
 
I looked at the ring a moment longer, staring into the dark blue depths of the flashing sapphire, before dropping my hand and getting on with my chores.
 
It took me thirty minutes to haul enough water from the women’s restroom on the first floor down to the basement to fill an old metal washtub for a cold bath. The basement wasn’t exactly the warmest part of the library, and my teeth were chattering by the time I got out, dried off, and put on my pajamas.
 
Most nights, I would have gone back upstairs, grabbed an action movie out of the media center, and popped it into the TV in the children’s section. The Princess Bride, the entire James Bond series, the original Star Wars trilogy. I’d watched them all dozens of times and could quote them by heart. Silly, I know. But the free movies were one of my favorite parts about living in the library. I liked how everything always worked out okay in the movies, especially since I knew that I wasn’t likely to get my own happy ending.
 
But it was late, and I was tired, so I crawled into bed. I started to turn out the light, but I glanced over at the photo of my mom, her smile even brighter than the rubies draped around the silver frame.
 
“Good night, Mom,” I whispered.
 
Once again, I waited, but there was no response. And there never would be.
 
Sighing, I hit the lamp with my fingers, casting the basement into darkness. Then I curled into a tight ball on my cot, drew the sheets up to my chin, and tried to go to sleep, instead of thinking about how much I still missed her.
 
 

 
 
Unfortunately, rubies or not, thief or not, magick or not, I still had to get up and schlep to school the next morning.
 
I attended one of the regular rube public high schools, where no one knew who I was or anything about my illegal late-night errands. I doubted that anyone except the teachers even knew I existed. They, at least, had to grade my papers and put a face with the name. But the students ignored me, and I did the same to them. I didn’t need them. I didn’t need friends.
 
Even if I had bothered to make a couple, it wasn’t like I could bring them to my squatter’s home in the library to hang out, watch a TV that wasn’t even mine, and talk about cute guys. That would be a good way to get shipped back to foster care—or worse, put in juvie for trespassing, breaking and entering, stealing, and all the other bad things I’d done.
 
So I went to my classes, ate lunch by myself in the school library, and waited for the day to pass so I could get on with more important things—like taking the necklace to Mo and getting paid.
 
Finally, the three o’clock bell rang, signaling the end of the school day. At three-oh-one, I was out the front door. Since I didn’t feel like walking, I hopped onto one of the trolleys that crisscrossed town at all hours of the day and night. Not only was Cloudburst Falls “the most magical place in America,” but it was also a total tourist trap. Think a Southern version of Vegas, but with real magic and mobsters who wielded their Talents with brutal efficiency and deadly consequences. Folks came from all across the country, and the world, to buy cheap trinkets and cheaper T-shirts, eat fatty foods—like deep-fried fudge—and throw their money away inside the themed shops, restaurants, and casinos that lined the Midway.
 
Mostly, though, the tourists loved to dawdle on the sidewalks, lick their disgusting ice cream cones, and gawk at everything, even though they could see the exact same stuff back home if only they looked hard enough. Talented magicks were everywhere. Monsters, too.
 
But legend had it that Cloudburst Mountain itself was particularly magical, especially since so much bloodiron had been discovered and mined there. Some folks even claimed that the mountain emanated power, sort of like a giant magnet, which was why so many magicks and monsters made their homes in, near, on, and around it. Either way, the town officials had decided to play up the magic angle. Well, they and the Families. The Families got a cut of everything in this town, including all the cash the tourists left behind.
 
I plopped down in an aisle seat on the trolley. The lady sitting by the window didn’t even glance at me. Instead, she raised her camera and snapped a photo of a food cart shaped like a miniature metal castle, as if she’d never seen a guy wearing a black cloak and matching cavalier hat, holding metal skewers full of hot dogs and roasting them with the flames shooting out of his fingertips.
 
I rolled my eyes. Tourist rubes were the worst. I thought about stealing her wallet, just on principle, but I decided against it. The twenty bucks that was probably inside wasn’t worth the hassle.
 
Thirty minutes later, the trolley stopped in front of one of the many squares that branched off the Midway, the main tourist drag in the center of town. While the tourists were grabbing their purses, cameras, and jumbo sodas, I was already striding down the aisle and stepping off the trolley.
 
The street ran by the front of the square, while shops and restaurants made up the other three sides, with several walkways in between the buildings leading back to the Midway or to the next square over. A park lay in the middle of the area, with leafy trees that provided a bit of shade from the mid-May heat. A gray stone fountain shaped like Cloudburst Mountain, complete with a waterfall on one side, gushed in the center of the park.
 
A bronze plaque stood next to the fountain, telling about the town’s history and how two local families—the Sinclairs and the Draconis—had started guiding folks up the mountain to see the falls and monsters. Some of those early tourists swore that drinking the water and breathing in the clouds of mist from the falls cured everything from baldness to stomachaches, and the views were so spectacular and the monsters so creepy that word got out, and more and more folks began flocking to the area. As a result, Cloudburst Falls was pretty much tourist-central all year-round now, although the summer months were the most crowded.
 
I snorted. The plaque failed to mention the real history of the town. Namely, that the Sinclairs and the Draconis had both been poor mountain families who ran moonshine during Prohibition before they realized they could make more money by luring tourists to town and showing them the scenery and monsters. Rumor had it that a Sinclair had opened up the first business in town, a shack selling fudge and other sweets to tourists at the base of the mountain. A Draconi had retaliated by setting up an ice cream cart. And so on and so forth, until the town had become what it was today, with the Sinclairs and the Draconis still fighting for control of everything. It was more Hatfields and McCoys, or Capulets and Montagues, than a fairy tale come true, but the town officials had prettied up the past, just like they had everything else.
 
I was skirting the fountain when a pack of girls stepped in front of me, laughing and talking. I rolled my eyes and pulled up short, but I still couldn’t help clipping the shoulder of the girl on the edge of the pack, one who looked around my age.
 
“Watch where you’re going,” she growled.
 
“Why don’t you watch where you’re going?” I snapped right back.
 
The girl stopped, then turned to face me. She was beautiful, with long golden hair, perfect porcelain skin, and dark blue eyes that glittered with anger. She was the only girl in the group not wearing a sundress, although her white shorts and cropped red top were still the best that money could buy.
 
So was the black blade belted to her waist.
 
Guns had long ago been banned in Cloudburst Falls for the simple reason that big, beefy, scary-looking guards carrying guns made the tourist rubes nervous. So the Sinclairs, Draconis, and other Families kept law and order with swords, daggers, and, you know, other sharp, pointed weapons. And the tourism officials had totally embraced the idea, claiming that the old-fashioned weapons added to the town’s magical atmosphere. Whatever.
 
Besides, a gun wouldn’t do you much good against someone with a speed Talent, who could dodge bullets like they were as big and slow as beach balls. A little more magic and a whole lot more skill was involved to keep out of the way of a sword’s edge for any length of time, especially if the person wielding the weapon knew what she was doing.
 
This girl looked like she knew exactly what to do with her sword. In fact, she was already rocking back and forth on her feet, ready to attack me at a moment’s notice, studying me as closely as I was her.
 
She took in my battered black backpack, sneakers, gray cargo pants, and faded blue T-shirt that had been washed and worn a dozen times too many before her gaze focused on my wrist. I knew what she was looking for. A cuff that would let her know which Family I belonged to, if any.
 
Like the one she was wearing.
 
A gold cuff wrapped around her right wrist, a snarling dragon stamped into the middle of the gleaming metal. Blond hair, black blade, gold cuff. Terrific. Out of all the girls in the square, out of all the ones in the entire town, I had to run into her.
 
I might not care much for the Families, but I recognized the dragon crest and the girl in front of me—Deah Draconi, daughter of Victor Draconi, head of the Draconi Family, the most powerful man in town.
 
“What did you say?” Deah demanded.
 
Her companions all wore the same gold cuffs stamped with the same Draconi dragon crest. The girls spread out, forming a semicircle behind Deah. Apparently, they didn’t want to get in her way should she decide to slice me in two with her sword, something she was exceptionally good at, if you believed the rumors.
 
I would have liked nothing more than to tell Deah Draconi exactly what I thought about her, and especially about her horrible father, but I forced myself to swallow my anger.
 
“Nothing.”
 
“Yeah.” She smirked. “That’s what I thought.”
 
Deah stared at me, her blue eyes bright with a clear challenge. Thinking that she was the alpha bitch here, she wanted me to lower my gaze and look away, but I lifted my chin and glared right back at her. Surprise flashed in her eyes, then wariness. She recognized an enemy when she saw one. Her hand dropped to her sword, her fingers curling around the hilt and hiding the intricate scrollwork and symbols from sight, as she considered me.
 
Part of me wished she would draw her weapon. Because being a thief wasn’t the only thing I was good at, and I itched to show her that I was exactly the same sort of tough girl she was. Even if picking a fight with a Draconi was pretty close to suicide.
 
She smirked at me again. “Come on,” Deah said to her entourage. “This nobody isn’t worth dirtying up my clothes.”
 
She drove her shoulder into mine, making me stagger to one side, before walking past me. The other girls giggled, but Deah never even looked back as she sashayed away.
 
Of course she wouldn’t. I didn’t belong to a Family, so I was a nobody, just like she’d said.
 
I stood there, my cheeks burning, my body rigid, my hands clenched into fists. Part of me wanted to run after her, grab her shoulder, spin her around, and plant my fist in her face for what she’d done to me, for what her Family had done to mine—
 
A happy shriek of laughter from a little boy tossing pennies into the fountain snapped me out of my anger. I shook my head, banishing the treacherous thoughts. Letting my emotions get the best of me, especially when it came to the Draconis, would be a quick way to die, and I was far too sensible for such things.
 
At least, that’s what I told myself. Even if I did glare at Deah Draconi’s back until she and her friends left the square behind.

 



CHAPTER THREE
 
I pushed aside the rest of my anger and headed for the store that took up the entire back section of the square. A flashing blue neon sign over the entrance screamed THE RAZZLE DAZZLE in ten-foot-high letters surrounded by a cascade of stars. As an added touch, the white stars winked on and off, burning even brighter than the blue letters. Mo wasn’t exactly subtle when it came to his advertising—or greed.
 
I pushed through the double doors, causing a series of lochness bones to rattle together, and stepped inside. Despite its grand name and neon sign, the Razzle Dazzle was what most tourist rubes—what most everyone—would call a pawnshop. And that’s if they were being nice. Junk store was way more appropriate.
 
Glass cases filled the store, stretching from wall to wall and front to back, housing everything from jewelry to digital cameras to musical instruments. And that wasn’t counting the metal racks full of books that crouched in the corners, the rolled-up movie posters crammed into bins, or the fake and not-so-fake art prints and paintings that decorated the walls, along with stuffed tree troll and other monster heads.
 
All that and more could be found inside the Razzle Dazzle, as the tourists and other desperate folks pawned whatever they had for cash. These sad customers hoped for enough to buy just a few more casino chips or to pay their hotel bill for just one more night so they could strike it rich for sure the next day. Mo would pay or trade for anything he thought he could resell for more money later on, hence the odd mix of items. Still, I liked the cozy feel of the clutter. Mo had some real treasures hidden in here, and you never knew what you were going to find from one aisle, one case, one day, to the next.
 
But the good stuff—the genuine, quality jewelry and weapons—was in the back half of the store, housed in cases much sturdier than the simple glass they appeared to be made out of, with locks that you didn’t dare try to pick or bust open, unless you wanted a poison needle to shoot into your hand. Mo might happily send me out to steal stuff, but he didn’t like getting ripped off himself.
 
I walked down the main aisle all the way to the back of the shop, where a tall, muscular man with onyx skin and black hair shot through with silver threads sat on a stool behind a long counter filled with sparkling rings. The man’s elbows were down on the counter, and he was reading through an interior decorating magazine. He was always looking for new ways to make the merchandise more appealing to customers. He’d changed the paint on the walls three times so far this year. I wondered how long the current robin’s egg blue would last.
 
“Finally,” he growled, turning another page in his magazine. “I was wondering if you’d gotten lost, Lila.”
 
“Nice to see you, too, Mo.”
 
My snide tone got him to raise his black eyes to me. Mo Kaminsky might be a shady pawnbroker and fence, but he always dressed like one of the tourist rubes he was so happy to fleece. Today, he wore white linen pants and a blue Hawaiian shirt patterned with white hibiscus flowers. A white straw hat sat off to one side of the counter, and I knew that if I could see his feet, he’d be wearing white flip-flops. Mo took the idea of casual comfort to a whole new level. A small diamond signet ring flashed on his right hand, while a diamond-crusted watch glittered on his left wrist. Sadly, the gems were nicer than the ones in the cuff links I’d stolen last night.
 
Mo huffed, but he put his magazine aside and crooked his finger at me. His buffed, manicured nails gleamed almost as brightly as the diamonds he wore. “Okay, kid, show me the necklace and whatever else you swiped.”
 
“How do you know I took something else?”
 
He grinned. “Because you never miss an opportunity to put more cash into your pocket. Just like me.”
 
I unzipped my backpack, drew out the black velvet box, and set it on the counter, along with the cuff links and other items I’d stolen. Mo caressed the velvet before cracking open the top.
 
“Hello, ladies,” he crooned to the rubies. “Come to Papa.”
 
Mo picked up the necklace and examined each one of the rubies in turn, making sure they were the real deal and not well-done fakes. He had a minor Talent for sight, but he didn’t need it, not when it came to this. He’d been in the business a long time, and nothing got past him.
 
“Well done, Lila,” Mo said. “The necklace is in perfect condition. Did you have any problems snatching it?”
 
I shrugged. “Nothing I couldn’t handle.”
 
Mo nodded. He knew better than to ask questions about what happened on the jobs he sent me on, just as I knew better than to ask what would happen to the rubies now.
 
Mo put the necklace back into the box and snapped the lid shut. He examined the rest of the items I’d stolen, then moved over to the cash register, opened the drawer, and reached inside.
 
“And now for your payment—”
 
“One thousand,” I interrupted him.
 
He raised his eyebrows. “We agreed on five hundred.”
 
“That was before I ran into the three guys guarding the house, the ones who chased me across several rooftops and threatened to chop off my head. One thousand.”
 
“Five-fifty.”
 
“One thousand.”
 
“Six hundred.”
 
“Eight hundred.”
 
“Seven.”
 
“Seven-fifty.”
 
“Done.”
 
“Done.”
 
We shook on it, but Mo still gave me a sour look.
 
“Serena never upped her prices on me like this,” he grumbled.
 
For some reason I never quite understood, Mo and my mom had been friends. Like, good friends, for as long as I could remember. She was the only person who’d ever been able to make him laugh or smile or talk about something other than money. In a way, Mo had almost been like her manager, since most of the bodyguard gigs she’d taken on had come through him and his connections. Mom had asked Mo to look out for me, and after her death, I’d started doing errands for him, minding the shop, picking a few customer pockets, taking sensitive packages here and there. Eventually, I’d moved up to bigger, tougher, and better-paying jobs. Now, I was Mo’s go-to girl.
 
“Well, my mom was nicer than I am,” I quipped.
 
“No argument here.” Mo gave me another sour look, but then his face softened. “I haven’t seen you in a few days, kid. How are things?”
 
I shrugged. “Same old, same old. School, work, more school, more work.”
 
“And the library?”
 
“Great,” I lied. “Just like having my own apartment.”
 
Mo opened his mouth to ask me another question, but I cut him off. I liked Mo, but I didn’t want or need him butting into my business. I could take care of myself. I’d been doing it for a long time now.
 
“Speaking of work, you got anything else for me?”
 
He hesitated. “Actually, I think we should cool it for a few weeks. I’ve been hearing some rumblings about trouble between the Families. I think it’s best if we lay low and wait to see how things shake out.”
 
Despite the fact that they already got a piece of everything in town, the Families were always fighting for more—more magic, more money, more power. So squabbles between them were common. And so were feuds among their own members. Most of the Family connections were based on blood ties, since that’s how the Sinclairs and Draconis had started out way back when. If you were kin, you were in, no matter how distantly related, rich, or powerful—or not—you might be. But today, all the Families accepted whoever might be useful, provided that you had enough magic, money, and power to buy your way into their good graces.
 
Still, there was one Family that stood above all the others—the Draconis.
 
They were the ones with the most magic, money, and power, and they were always ready, willing, and eager to grab more. Most of the feuds between the Families had started because of the Draconis, and the Draconis were the ones who ended them—usually in blood.
 
The Sinclairs were the only ones powerful enough to stand up to the Draconis, and even they had to pick and choose their battles or risk the other Family wiping them out.
 
“So who’s been stupid enough to piss off the Draconis now?” I asked, more curious than I should have been, than I wanted to be. “Is that what this is about?”
 
Mo shook his head. “Not exactly.”
 
“So what is it about, exactly?”
 
He shook his head again. I thought about pressing him for an answer but decided not to. It didn’t matter. Despite my run-in with Deah, I didn’t have anything to do with the Draconis or the other Families, and I preferred to keep it that way.
 
“Anyway,” Mo chirped, dipping his hand into the cash register and passing me some bills. “Here you go.”
 
I didn’t even have to count the bills to realize there were a few missing. “Nice try, but we agreed on seven-fifty. Not five hundred.”
 
He waved his hand. “Fine, fine. But I’ll have to go into the back to get the rest. It’s been a slow day.”
 
Mo grumbled about my robbing him as he pulled a key ring out of his pants pocket, flipped through the keys, and plugged one into a hole that was embedded in a door in the back wall. He cranked the key, and the door popped outward, swinging open. More glass cases featuring all sorts of goods lined the hallway on the other side before the area opened up into a crowded living room. Since the Razzle Dazzle was at the back of the square, Mo had some extra space that doubled as his home behind the storefront.
 
“Stay here. I’ll be back.”
 
I snorted. “As if I’m going to leave without the rest of my money. I’m sure you’d conveniently forget all about the extra cash you owe me the second I walk out the door.”
 
“Would I do something like that?” he asked in an indignant tone, puffing up his broad shoulders in protest.
 
“Absolutely.”
 
He grinned before disappearing. Sometimes, I thought he enjoyed haggling and trying to pull one over on me more than anything else. We had played this game ever since I was a kid trying to con him into buying me two ice cream cones instead of just one. Still, despite his grumblings, Mo had been good to me. He was the only one who’d really cared when my mom had died, and he was the only one who’d tried to help me after she was gone. I owed him for that.
 
Mo had just closed the door behind him when the lochness bones over the front door rattled, and a girl stepped inside the shop.
 
She was a brunette, prettier, taller, and older than me, with a long, lean body. She entered the shop and stood in the doorway, as if she expected someone to leap out from behind one of the glass cases and attack. Her brown gaze flicked over the store, analyzing everything inside, and she had a sword strapped to her waist. So she was protection then, a bodyguard dragged along for some rich kids’ shopping spree.
 
The girl stepped to one side of the door so that two guys could enter. The first guy was undeniably cute, with wavy black hair, bronze skin, and the kind of dark, soulful eyes that girls write poems about. He started wandering through the aisles, looking at everything and nothing in particular.
 
But it was the second guy who caught my eye.
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