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PROLOGUE


E
ver since I was a kid, I was told Angels were the avatars of all that was good in the universe.


Creatures of supernatural beauty, imbued with inhuman purity and dedicated to protecting the weak. They were supposed to fight evil and bring light to the darkness. In other words, heroes.


They got the beauty part right. But I was ten years old when I learned the rest was complete bullshit.


I don't know how my father knew they were coming. Maybe it was a change in the air, maybe he heard the galloping of horses on the wind — all I know is, he dropped his fork in the middle of dinner and ordered me and my Mom to hide.


"Hold onto this," he told me, shoving his 'good-luck charm' into my hands. It was a ruby the color of blood and the size of a robin's egg — something he'd pulled from the mines where he worked less than a fortnight ago. "Don't let go of it, no matter what you do."


I tried to give it back, because he was scared and I'd never seen my dad scared. I started to tell him he needed the good luck more than I did, but my mom dragged me down the hall before I could. Our house was small, but we had a hatch to a root cellar, and she rushed us down the steep rickety stairs and ushered me to the cabinet Dad had built last winter.


"Stay in here and don't come out," she whispered, guiding me in.


Even when I was ten, I was tall, so curling up wasn't great. Still, I didn't argue with my Mom. I never did, when she looked that serious.


"We'll come get you when it's safe." Checking that I was secure, she retreated quickly. I heard the sound of glass breaking as she looked back up the stairs, my father's yell.


"Mom — wait!" I grabbed her hand, chin wobbling. I didn't want her to know I was scared, though. It's strange the things you remember. Being brave felt so, so important just then, so much so that I let my Mom go back up those stairs. Why didn't I fight more? Why didn't I try and force her to stay inside the cabinet with me?


She cupped my cheek, planted a final kiss on my forehead, and then closed the cabinet door. She hadn't left me with a lamp, so it was pitch black. I pulled the gem out of my pocket and clutched it to my chest, so tight it bit into my palm. A faint reddish glow filled the cabinet — the glow of magic, Dad had said. He said that's why it was good luck. Right then, I really hoped he was right.


My legs were so damn cramped, pressed into my chest the way some of the kids at school tried to do when I got into fights. I eased open the door, telling myself I could close it back fast and hide if I needed to. That's when I heard the yelling, drifting down between the gaps of the wooden floor.


"We have ways to make you talk, Derek," a harsh voice bit out. A crash sounded, and I heard a scream — my Mom, sounding even more upset this time. "Tell us where you hid it, now, or we'll hurt her again!"


"Oh, please," a voice cooed., It sent chills down my spine — but at the same time, I felt a hot rush in my blood that I wouldn't fully understand until I was older. "Pain isn't always the most effective way. Why don't you let me take the husband upstairs? Ten minutes of pleasure and he'll be begging me to take the gem off his hands."


"We don't have ten minutes," another voice said. This one felt older, harder. It didn't sound angry at all, yet something about it scared me worse than the rest. "Hurry up."


It was the first time I'd heard angels speaking, though I wouldn't know what they were until it was too late.


There was another sharp slapping sound, followed by a whimper from my Mom. It must have broken something in Dad, because that's when he started begging.


"Please, I don't know what you're talking about." His voice didn't sound normal. He sounded like he was surrounded by monsters. I considered praying. Only now I realize how fucking ironic that was.


The first woman — the one who'd said she had ways to make Dad talk — growled. "Don't bother lying to us, cur. Your fellow miners told us all about the pretty little gem you found, and how you took it home."


"Please," he begged. "I don't have it! I sold it for food. To a traveling merchant — "


He sounded just like he was telling the truth, but they knew he was lying. Now, I figure they were probably using truth magic to make sure, but I didn't understand that back then. I was just a little kid. I didn't know shit, except my parents were in trouble.


"Enough." That was the scary lady again. The Queen of the Monsters, I thought, even giving her a title. My knees wobbled when she spoke. "Jezrielle, I've had enough of this. We won't find it here. Filth like this would pawn the gem for a few pieces of silver without hesitation."


"So what do we do with them?" Jezrielle sounded like she was pouting.


For a brief moment, the world hung in the balance. Just go away, I prayed, clutching the gem with all my might. I begged it, if it had ever been magic or had any magic inside of it, to make these strange women leave my parents be. Please just go away, I thought. It was the closest thing to a prayer I'd ever made.


"Kill them," the leader said. "Have fun with it if you want, but no one can know we were here. Make it look like demons."


Fora while, there was screaming, and that was bad. Then the screaming stopped — and in its own way, that was even worse. I just sat there, tears streaming silently down my face while those monsters murdered my parents. I should have run up there — even though I know now I would've just Joined them in death.


Instead I clutched that blood red gem, the way my father told me, still holding it long after the women left.


It lasted for what felt like hours. In that darkness, the rough edges of the gem cutting into my palms, I swore that I'd get revenge on those monsters. I whispered it over and over into that gem, and when they were finally gone I opened the door and went back upstairs.


Blood covered the steps — it had literally soaked down into the cellar. They'd done what the woman wanted — made it look like demons had done it. Covered it up real nice and neat, so the rest of the town wouldn't know the difference.


But they didn't fool me.


Sitting on top of the kitchen table, covered in my father and mother's blood, was an ash gray feather gilded in silver. No pillow in the world would have been stuffed with feathers like that, no matter how much it cost. Those feathers only came from one place in the world.


My fingers shook as I picked it up, the truth plain as day in front of me.


The monsters were angels. And from the looks of this feather, not just angels.


The legendary Fallen Angels.


I swore revenge on them that day. I didn't care if it took my entire life, I was going to find out which Fallen Angels killed my parents — and then I'd take everything from them. Make them hurt the way they'd hurt me.


l only had a single name to start with.


But one name was enough.


Jezrielle.


Chapter 1


Eight Years Later


I
 was halfway back to the Street of Silver when I realized I was being followed.


It was a good tail, I have to admit. Took a couple of blocks before I realized I kept seeing the same man behind me at every intersection — a tallish fellow in black robes. If 1 hadn't just pulled off a successful job, with the item I was supposed to take to Arnoz still in my pocket, I might never even have noticed he was there. But I always got nervous and antsy when I was done with one of Amoz's jobs — and considering what I was carrying in my robes that evening, I had even more reason to be wary than usual.


Normally I would have just booked it, trusting my feet and my knowledge of the streets to lose the man. But tonight was the Feast of St. Catherine, an annual festival to honor the Archangels. During a celebration like this, the winding streets of Kharbrouth were even more full of people than usual, packed standing-room only in places like plaque in a eunuch's arteries. Running would be hard — which the tail almost certainly had taken into account. Damn.


I didn't celebrate the Feast, for obvious reasons. Honestly, fuck the Angels. But if the alternative was finding out what this black-robed man wanted from me, I supposed I could have a little fun.


I waded into the nearby throng, where a crowd had gathered around a stall selling ale and sweet breaded treats. Risking a quick glance backwards at the black-robed


I was halfway back to the Street of Silver when I realized pursuer, I pretended to lose my footing and staggered into a man who was even further into his cups than most of the revelers, grabbing him by the shoulders.


"Whoa! Sorry about that, good sir!" I plastered a wide grin on my face, patting him down through his robes under the guise of making sure he was all right.


An angry expression cut through the man's drunkenness. "You impudent whelp," he growled, his words carrying a distinct slur. "Watch where you're going..."


"My apologies," I said, the very picture of contrition. "I swear, Bellin's ale gets stronger every year. Here, your next round is on me. For your trouble."


I flipped the man a silver piece, more than enough to buy him a few more rounds. With change to spare. His eyes widened at the sudden tum of good fortune.


It wasn't money lost, not by a long shot.


"Angels bless you, son!" He tucked the coin furtively into his pocket, glancing around as if on the lookout for thieves. "It's so rare to run into a young man with class these days! Care to share a drink with me?"


I shook my head. Then I saluted him with two fingers, slipping back into the crowd and tapping the brand-new coin purse I'd just looted. Even in a situation like this, I couldn't help myself. Besides, I might need a quick bribe to put some distance between me and the tail. The guards near the Palace of Love were always more than eager to accept.


Men who've taken leave of their senses are the easiest marks of all, I told myself. One of Amoz's first lessons, when he'd begun training me in the way of the streets. Even in my head, I heard the words in his gruff, fatherly voice. Some of them do it in drink, others in their lust for a beautiful young woman. For some, it's the lure of a deal that's too good to be true — even though they know it cannot be so. Once they lose their senses, my boy, you can fleece them to your heart's content...


A harsh lesson, to be sure. But Amoz's teachings often were.


Again, I spotted the figure trailing me. The crowd hadn't deterred him a bit — he moved in a specific pattern, keeping it up the whole way through the throng. Sneaking a glance behind me, I upgraded my own view of his threat level. This wasn't some enforcer from one of the other city gangs, trying to settle a score with Arnoz through one of his lackeys. He moved through the crowd like any other reveler, but always straying closer and closer to me. A man on a mission.


This person meant serious business.


All right, asshole, time for you to get lost. I had an appointment to keep, and Amoz didn't like to be kept waiting.


Pocketing the stolen coin purse, I picked up my pace, shoving my hands in my pockets and looking around as if admiring the gold-flecked paper lanterns hanging from the nearby buildings. Each of these lanterns were filled with tiny scraps of paper, prayers written by the locals to be offered up to the archangels.


I knew better than anyone the angels didn't answer prayers. These people's time would be better served praying the angels never even noticed they existed. Way better to keep a low profile.


For most people, anyway, I thought, tapping the bundle in my pocket. Soon enough the angels were going to get to know me, personally. But first, I had to shake this tail — and get to Arnoz.


So while the tail no doubt thought I'd been captivated by the lantern's beauty, admiring the pretty lights like just another sucker, I waited. As the crowd ebbed just enough to give me some space, I ducked past a kebab stand, bending low as I dipped into a nearby alley. The gap in between the two buildings was one of my favorite hiding spots, bathed in shadow so deep you'd never know it was there if you weren't looking for it.


The temperature dropped as I stepped into the darkness. I fancied I could hear a cry from behind me as the man realized I'd disappeared, but maybe I'd just imagined it. Hopefully he'd take the hint, realize his prey was onto him, and melt away into the crowd. I'd had more than enough excitement this evening.


Suddenly the alley was bathed in light. For a moment I tensed, thinking the man had cast a spell to flush me out — then I remembered what time it was. Almost midnight, which meant the Sultan's fireworks display had just started. Even better.


The crowd surged outside of the alley, everyone wanting to get a good seat for the show. I crouched in the darkest part of the shadows, behind a dumpster shared by each of the food merchants on this block, waiting to see the black-robed man get swept past me in the rush. The smells of a dozen different cuisines hit my nostrils as I hid, making my mouth water. It was early enough in the night that none of the food had spoiled, and for a moment I was tempted to go back to my old street urchin days and grab a bite of something.


Fuck that, I told myself, watching the mouth of the alley. You're not some starving orphan anymore, Vance. When you give this tail the slip, you can buy dinner like everyone else. You never need to humiliate yourself like that again. What would Amoz think?


Surely this black-robed bastard had to pass by at any moment, right? The lanterns outside the alley bathed the entrance in light, making the contours of the narrow side lane practically invisible. The crowd flowed like a river's rapids, everyone crowding over each other in their haste to get to the fireworks. He had to give up. It was hopeless.


Then I saw him, standing like a boulder in the flow. Scanning the street with a look on his face like he knew someone had pulled a fast one on him, and as soon as he figured out how, he was going to be pissed.


Who the hell was he? What gang was he with? I studied his face but it was completely unremarkable. None of the other thieving guilds in Kharbrouth wore outfits like his. Normally street toughs wore their uniforms like preening peacocks, showing off their insignias and their gang colors proudly. This man's simple black robes meant he was either unaffiliated, or someone had hired him incognito.


I wasn't sure which option was worse.


Of course, my own guild eschewed such frippery. Amoz's troops carried a more permanent marker — a tattoo on their forearm. I had it too, a sigil of a viper wrapping around an hourglass, with only a few drops of sand left to fall before time ran out. The sign of the Sandvipers.


Amoz claimed our logo with its 'time runs out' motif was a boast — that our order was most dangerous when cornered and close to death. I figured he'd just cheaped out on the sand. Either way, that had never been my personal style. I preferred to over-plan, have backups to ensure you get out before death knows you're close.


Tonight, this man certainly seemed to be Death's ambassador.


I slipped deeper into the shadows, keeping my eyes on the tail. Suddenly the thing I most wanted not to happen occurred: his shaded gaze met mine. There was no way he could see me — not through the lights of the lanterns and the shadows of the alleyway — yet he gave a start and headed in my direction as if there were no crowd at all around us,


Magic sight, I thought, my stomach sinking. Right, that's my cue to get the fuck out of here.


I turned and bolted down the alley, foregoing stealth in favor of distance. Behind me the man roared in pursuit, his robes flashing around his legs as he tried his best to give chase, Those robes were so dark that he melted into the shadows, nearly invisible.


He was fast. But I was faster — and I had an advantage he didn't.


These were my streets.


I knew every back alley of Kharbrouth like the lines in my palm. This city flowed through my veins like my heart's blood. I grew up here, lived starving and penniless on its streets before Amoz took me in and gave me a chance to rise in the ranks of his enterprise. I'd grown up on these streets, took my first woman and spilled my first blood here. Even a skilled pursuer like this man had no chance to catch me.


The alleyway split in two further back, forming side paths to two of the city's largest avenues. I knew the man would check both, trying to see which way I'd run — but he wouldn't look up. At the place where the backstreets joined I grabbed hold of a window sill and launched myself up the wall, trusting my reflexes to find another hand hold before momentum carried me back to the ground. My feet found a missing brick in the wall, dug in, and used that to go even higher.


From there, I was able to reach the broken metal pipe that passed as a gutter for the nearest building's roof. Hand over hand, I shimmied up the pipe, not thinking about the rusted out holes. I'd been cut by them enough times as a child, and had the scars to prove it.


As I climbed I glanced back over my shoulder, trying to spy the tail. He hadn't emerged into the intersection yet, which meant he was still searching the shadows for me. Good. Let him search.


Up on the roof, I had an amazing view of the city. Kharbrouth might have been a mean, vicious place from street level, but up here it gleamed like a jewel. These rooftops had been a romantic place for me to bring a date on many a night, the sight of the grand palace lit up in the distance inflaming the passions of many a young maiden in my company. It was even brighter than usual for the Feast tonight, its golden domes gleaming like something out of a fairy tale.


Of course the Vizier made sure that the Eye of the Gods was lit up.


Imagine a diamond larger than a man. Larger than ten men — so weighty that you'd need a team of slaves and a sledge to transport it. Such a jewel adorned the topmost tower of the Sultan's palace. Legend said it was the actual eye of a God, given to the first rulers of the land so that He could watch over them for all time.


As far as I was concerned, it was just a very big, very shiny rock.


Like every good thief, the sight of the Eye of the Gods sent a frisson of desire through me. It was said the person who managed to take that gem would be richer than the Sultan himself. Countless young thieves had tried, staking their reputation on climbing that tower and being named the greatest thief in the land.


Their bodies were burned to cinders, disintegrating before they even hit the ground. The light of the Gods was strong enough to be used as a weapon, as anyone foolish enough to try the climb learned to their peril. It had even been used for the city's defense, though not in living memory.


Tonight, the diamond's lights covered the entire sky and the sand dunes outside of the city walls in prisms. On nights like this, the priests would direct lights using mirrors from each of the palace's towers towards the diamond at the highest peak. It made for a pleasing complement to the Sultan's fireworks display on a Feast night, as well.


Yeah, there's not a payment high enough that would make me willing to try stealing that rock, I thought with a grin, staring at the massive gem. But maybe one day...


I chuckled. Arnoz would have said I was old enough to know better, but young enough to still dare — it was one of his favorite phrases where I was concerned. Still, the Eye of the Gods was a thought for another night.


Rather than dwell on it I scanned the crowd below, looking for the strange man. The crowd filed in towards the central square like a flowing river, but this time there were no inconvenient boulders looking around for a missing thief. I nodded and jogged across the roof, jumping with my arms spread across the alley. I landed on the next rooftop in a crouch, moans of erotic frenzy reaching my ears. Just beneath this ceiling lay a brothel, and apparently the fireworks display had also engendered a different type of excitement in some of the citizens. I slipped by without a sound, the noises of lust masking my footfalls.


My own personal wraith was the other phrase Arnoz liked to use when talking about me. The people who owed him never saw me coming, and I was the master of this city's passage ways. On a night like tonight, I truly did feel a little bit like a mythic creature, bounding across the city rooftops.


Two more buildings and I tumed away from the palace, heading towards the Sandvipers's headquarters. Even from this distance, I could see a light in the upper window of the building — Arnoz still at work, burning the midnight oil. Waiting for me to hand over the merchandise from my latest job — 


That's when my tail leapt from a taller building, his black robe billowing out around him. If he hadn't been out for blood, I'd have complimented him on the dramatic entrance.


"I was wondering when we'd see each other again," I quipped, seeming to scratch at my neck. In truth, I was touching the leather strap that I'd hung my dad's good luck gem on. It'd become a habit whenever I was in danger: touch it once for luck then take off like a bat out of the underworld. So far, it had always worked.


"She requires your presence." The man's voice was hollow, like someone else was speaking through him. A shiver went down my back at the sound.


I shrugged. "If this is about a woman, my good man, then I'm most definitely interested. Ladies love me." I jerked a thumb over my shoulder back the way I'd came. "Is it Irina from the Orchid's Den again? Both of us know I was so good she promised me she wouldn't charge — "


At the last word I shot to the side, trying to swivel around the strange man. It was a move that had served me countless times on the ball court, so much so that I'd sometimes been accused of cheating by my opponents. But this time, it didn't work. Instead, the man shimmered in a way that made my eyes hurt, and within the space of a blink he'd crossed the space I'd just opened up between us. Both of us stood by the edge of the building, barely enough space to keep from falling.


Not just magic sight, I thought, staring down from the roof. A fall from this height would break bones, but probably not kill me. Against a magician, I might have to risk it.


"Enough of this." Again, that weird hollow voice. Something in my chest heated and my hand went to the gem. The man's eyes followed the movement, a slow smile spreading his lips, revealing rotten teeth.


"Dental hygiene, dude," I said. "Irina would charge you double for teeth like that."


He lunged and I dodged, stepping out of his reach with ease. He whirled around faster than I'd have expected, but I was always one heartbeat ahead of my foes. Especially after touching my good-luck gem. It's how I stayed alive these last eight years as I trained and learned everything I could about the Fallen Angels. Nothing would stop me from getting my revenge on them — certainly not some black-robed magician who could use a good set of wooden teeth.


He lashed out again with a right hook, forcing me to pull my head back. I waved my arms for balance, right on the edge of the building, then hooked my right foot around the back of his knee, yanking hard to try and throw him over the edge instead.


He staggered, but kept upright, centering himself as I danced out of the way.


Gods, a fight like this was better than getting high on poppy milk.


Each time he swung, I wasn't there. And each passing moment, it pissed him off even more. When he growled, I knew it was time to switch tactics.


He charged forward like a bull, losing his temper completely. This time his punches were wild, driven by rage more than anything. Instead of avoiding them, I stepped into his attack. The world slowed down around me as I ducked between his blows, savoring the wide-eyed look of shock on his face. I caught his wrist, twisting his arm as I delivered a punch to the ribs before sending him sprawling onto the rooftop.


"I should have expected," the man growled, rising to his feet like a snake. "Heathen!"


Expected what? I thought, throwing myself into another attack. He continued raving like a madman as he lunged forward, forcing me to throw myself into a slide across the tiles of the roof. I nearly lost my balance, but popped up just behind him and delivered two quick punches into his kidneys. No matter what happened after a blow like that, he'd be pissing blood for a week.


The man fell to the ground, groaning. I rolled him over, patting his cheek patronizingly as I searched him for a weapon or some sign of what gang he belonged to. He tried to jerk out of my grip, but a yelp of pain stopped him. I'd hurt him bad enough to keep him on the ground.


Spying the glint of gold, I reached for his throat. He wore a golden amulet around his neck — not the cheap gilded stuff the whores wore but real gold. It had been molded into the shape of a topless, goat-headed woman, presumably the goddess this magician worshiped. I didn't recognize it, but maybe the fence down on the Street of Silver would.


"Nice rack," I said, yanking the pendant off of his neck and pocketing it. "Good luck with the pissing."


Then I ran, leaping up to the building he'd come from. I grabbed the ledge with my finger tips, hauling myself up. I bolted across it, a grin wide on my face as the fireworks show lit up the moonless sky around me. It almost felt like the whole of Kharbrouth celebrated along with me.


Then a grunt sent me skidding to a stop. I turned, my jaw dropping before the unbelievable sight of the black-robed man giving pursuit. I'd known stronger men who needed help walking for a day after a beating like that, yet he'd shrugged it off like it was nothing.


More magic, I thought, gritting my teeth as a firework in the shape of the Sultan's saintly face exploded above the palace. Whatever god or goddess I pissed off to deserve this, I'm sorry, all right!?


I changed course. Instead of leaping to the next building I ran along the narrow boards the locals had set between the rooftops — a kind of 'high street' used by young lovers and the merchants who sold medicines door-to-door. The wood clattered and shook beneath my steps, but the boards remained steady. The noise below covered any sounds we made, hiding the chase from the onlookers on the streets beneath us.


The black-robed man kept pace, then to my shock began gaining on me across the rooftops. It wouldn't be long before he caught up and started using even more of his foul magic on me.


I could have made it to Amoz's window, but I wouldn't have brought this snake to my boss's den for all the coin in the Sultan's treasury. Instead, I changed direction, heading for the nearest guard tower. Not that they'd do shit for me, of course, but that wasn't really the point.


Right at the edge of the next roof I threw myself into the air, the black-robed man hot on my heels. He launched himself into open space right behind me, anticipating my jump to where the guards lounged. He'd be on top of me then, with backup to boot. I'd be dead for sure.


But I wasn't going to land on the guard tower.


Instead, I hit the edge of the roof with my toes and pretended to slip, losing my balance.


Halfway down, I smashed into the fancy canvas awning above the second story of the guard's balcony. I'd been pulled in for petty crimes enough times to know right where it was, and that it would break my fall. It stretched, slowing down my descent, then tore into two halves, startling the two guards taking a smoke break into grabbing their weapons.


By the time they had them I was already on the iron fencing next to the tower, leaping towards the flagpole.


The black-robed man hadn't been fast enough to stop himself from finishing the jump. He landed on the guard tower's roof — right in the middle of the main bulk of the guards, almost all of whom had come up to watch the fireworks.


In an instant, I heard the sound of a dozen swords being drawn. "Halt! Intruder! Don't take another step!"


Have fun explaining yourself to them, goat man, I thought, diving into the crowd. The two guards I'd startled tried to follow, but the city square was packed fuller than full — and by now, their fellows were calling for them to provide back up against the intruder. They gave up the chase easily, snorting and spitting before heading back into the tower.


The fireworks had nearly reached their crescendo as I pushed my way through the throng. Revelers packed in from all quarters of the city — someone had even set up a dance square. Young couples writhed in the heat, cutting a rug beneath an exploding sky. I felt a pang of jealousy that I hadn't managed to snag a date that night — then I remembered my mission.


Besides, I didn't celebrate the Feast. The angels could all go to the underworld as far as I was concerned. Maybe soon I'd get the chance to send a few of them there.


I grabbed an abandoned cloak off a stone bench, throwing it over my shoulders as I took a hat from a man too focused on his food. His cries of protest were lost in the crowd. Finally, I swept by one of the market stalls selling angel feather masks and slipped it on over my face, pulling the hat down tight.


I was certain the guards would have stopped the black-robed man by now. Almost certain. Yet just in case, I needed to blend in a little bit longer. A lifted mug of ale, and I was ready.


I staggered into the dancing, tossing my head back and laughing as I hooked my arms in with the circle of dancers. The dance was simple enough, owing to the amount of alcohol flowing through the bloodstreams of the participants, and I let the dancers on either side of me guide me back and forth as I scanned the rooftops.


There. Holy shit, he'd shrugged off an entire guard tower. Who was this guy?


He looked pissed off, but luckily he wasn't looking at me. He was watching as more guards spilled from the tower, searching for him. And presumably me, as well, unless the two taking a smoke break had kept their mouths shut.


Another explosive set of fireworks went off, lighting up the entire sky. The entire crowd looked up, so me scanning the rooftops went unnoticed. This time, the entire sky looked as if it had been set ablaze. The black-robed man finally turned away, in a serious huff as he abandoned the search. Within moments he was gone, and I heaved a sigh of relief.


I remained dancing for a good long while. There was always the chance the black-robed man had merely retreated a bit, decided to wait in the shadows. Guards ran past, and all the dancers cheered them, raising their mugs and asking the archangels to bless them. All except for me, of course. As far as I was concerned, the archangels could handle their own blessings.


As the fireworks ended and the crowd began to disperse, I took stock of my situation. The coin purse in my robes was quite the pick up for an evening's thievery, but the goat-head amulet outweighed it by a massive margin. It might even have been worth more than the treasure I was handing over to Arnoz tonight — assuming I was bold enough to pawn such a prize, that is. Who knew what kind of trouble showing this amulet around town might bring me?


I'll have to ask Arnoz, I told myself. He'll probably know. He might even know a fence who'll take it off my hands without screwing me over too bad.


I needed some answers. Who was that man — and who was this woman he wanted me to speak with? Whoever she was, I was certain she meant nothing good.


As I moved to head down a nearby alley, one of the dancing girls with whom I'd shared a step broke from the pack, making her way over to me. Her wispy silk robes were skintight, so sheer that every curve of her body could be seen beneath. She had a seductive sway, her hips and bust built like a fertility goddess's statue.


"Kind stranger," she said, giggling as she took my hand. "Where are you going? The night is young — Innana's rituals are to begin soon. Here I was looking for a partner who looked suitable, and the gods have dropped one right in my lap..."


Ah. Innana was the local fertility goddess. So this dancing girl's proportions were actually an act of worship, or something like that.


"Madame," I said, flashing a grin, "on any other night, I would gladly accompany you wherever you wished to go. Unfortunately, I have business to attend to."


Hurt filled the dancing girl's eyes — but only for a moment. Clearly, she took my words not as an ending to our conversation but a challenge. She nibbled her bottom lip, her fingers tightening against my wrist.


"Oh really?" she cooed, her voice sweeter than any girl the Orchid ever employed. "Are you soooo certain you must go?"


I gasped. Without an ounce of shame, she'd slid my hand between her thighs. What my fingers caressed felt as if it had been shaved only moments before. Her mound dripped with Juice, proving the flushed look on her face was from more than the exertion of the dance.


"If you can't come to the ritual," she whimpered, glancing at the nearby alley, "then take me in there. You can have me bare — I'll even drop to my knees and ready you with my mouth, stranger. Trust me, the way I do it feels like an act of worship..."


God damn. There was a time when an opportunity like this would have knocked all the sense out of my head. And if it were truly any other night besides this one, I'd have trysted with a beauty like this until dawn.


But I was already late for my meeting with Amoz. And I needed to ask him about the strange man and his goat goddess.


"Truly, I must go," I told her, giving her a kiss. "But trust when I say I will regret it for the rest of my life."


Now the hurt in her eyes was genuine. Her brows deepened into fury as she realized this was no passing joke I was making — I truly intended to turn her down.


"Who are you to tell me I'm not good enough?" she growled. Tears welled in the corners of her eyes. I got the distinct impression a beauty like her had never been told 'no' before — at least not in the matter of sex.


Well, I thought, there's one way to fix this...


Sighing, I pulled up my sleeve. Her eyes widened like saucers at the sight of the tattoo on my am. "I'm a Sandviper," I growled, making my voice fierce. "The Wraith."


The dancing girl took a step backwards, trembling with fear. Yet it seemed she wanted me all the more for the danger.


"You...you had best be on your way," she muttered, looking back and forth as she realized the street had emptied around her. "I'll not sully one of Innana's rituals with a thief and an assassin...!"


I turned away and slipped into an alley, beginning the climb back to the rooftops. When I tumed around a few moments later, the dancing girl was gone.


Damn it, Vance, I told myself as I climbed. Only you could screw up a sure thing like that, brother. Arnoz better appreciate the sacrifices I'm making tonight...


Amoz's headquarters on the Street of Silver awaited.


Strange man or no, I had a job to complete.


Chapter 2


M
ost of Amoz's lackeys went through the front door. If anyone else had dared slip into his personal office through his window in the middle of the night, they'd have found six inches of steel buried in their jugular.


Not me, though. With me, Arnoz wouldn't expect it any other way.


The man who'd become a surrogate father to me had grown accustomed to my ways. Hell, even heading to my room after this meeting, I'd slip back out the window and climb across the building like a spider rather than let the rest of the Sandvipers know I'd returned.


All in a night's work to maintain the Wraith's mysterious nature, I thought, climbing through the narrow window. They wouldn't see me come, and they wouldn't see me go.


Amoz's office was the exact opposite of what one would expect from the simple, blocky building it camouflaged. In short, it looked expensive as fuck. The walls were a polished mahogany he'd ordered from a far-off jungle kingdom, exactly the same style and shade as that which adorned the solarium in the Sultan's palace. He'd seen it once and decided he wanted the exact same. Bookshelves held real books as well as ledgers of accounts, the shelves etched with sigils and runes to keep them protected from spells. Amoz had a mage hidden up his sleeve, protected her well enough that even I hadn't met her. Or if I had, I'd no idea who she was. Perhaps she was one of the servants in disguise — Amoz enjoyed subterfuge like that.


For Arnoz to keep his ledgers right out in the open, she had to be good, at least.


Thick rugs covered the floor, imported from the country down by the coast known for their weavers. Hell, even his oil lamps didn't stink of fish oil or turpine. Amoz could afford pure oil that wouldn't stink up the place. His desk rivaled that of the Sultan's advisors — another idea he'd picked up on his last visit to the palace — and I sank into the plush leather chair behind it with a grin, hands behind my head.


"You've got some balls," a good-natured voice said from the shadows, "No one else who works for me would dare sit their ass in my chair while I wasn't there."


"Of course they wouldn't," I agreed, tipping the chair back. "That's why I'm your favorite."


Amoz strode into the room, a drink in his hand. He glared at me, his nostrils flaring like a bull's. "You know why I allow you to do that, boy?"


Was this a joke? He seemed angry. "Because I'm the best thief you've got?" I asked, reaching into my pocket. Hopefully the successful mission would improve his mood. What had happened while I was away?


Amoz leaned in close, his expression unwavering. "Because one of these days, one of my enemies will put a booby trap in that chair. And instead of me, it'll be your young, impudent ass who goes boom!"


Just like that, his angry look evaporated — replaced with a wide grin. Amoz was joking with me. "Welcome back, boy. Did you bring what I asked you to?"


I grinned, satisfied that Amoz wasn't truly upset with me. He was right, though. I knew when to push boundaries, and since the original job went well, I knew he'd let it slide. And, since I did have the balls to sit there, he knew it'd gone well too.


Amoz might have gained a bit of a stomach over the last few years as he moved up in Kharbrouth society, but only an idiot could have thought that meant he'd gone soft. The man, dressed in fine linen robes embroidered in extravagant greens and silvers, walked over to the sideboard he kept his decanters at and poured out a second generous glass of liquor, topping up his own at the same time. He walked over, raising an eyebrow at me and I levered myself out of his chair before reaching for the whiskey.


He pulled back the tumbler and asked, "The ring?"


With a smirk, I pulled out the item I'd been charged with retrieving and set it on the desk. He handed me the whiskey and sat, taking a long drink of the amber liquid.


"Report."


I wandered to the other side of the desk, sipping at the liquor. Goddamn, I appreciated being his favorite. For one thing, Arnoz never gave me the cheap shit.


"He put up a fight, of course." I explained. Arnoz nodded as if he'd expected no less. "But other than a broken nose, I kept it clean. Told him if he could come up with the rest of the money he owes you, plus interest, you'd consider returning the ring."


Amoz reached out to pick up the ring. The band was solid gold, with a ruby the size of my pinky nail jutting out from the front. But in his thick fingers, it looked tiny. He stared at it before leaning back, pocketing it. He tumed his attention to me, a frown deepening the lines on his forehead, and suddenly I knew I wasn't going to like what he was about to say.


More work, I thought. Urgent.


"You ever consider settling down with a woman, son?" Amoz always did this — I think it would have comforted him to see me with a bunch of children clinging to my legs. He'd never had kids of his own — he was a widower, having lost his wife years ago. From the little I remembered of her, Amoz had thought the world of her. "Most men your age have a wife."


"Most men my age don't beat people up for jewelry, Amoz," I said, taking another sip of my drink. "I've had plenty of girls. They tend to get upset when you sneak out in the middle of the night to run 'errands', though."


"Oh, I Know," he said, a strange look in his eyes. Getting nostalgic, he was. "I climbed the ladder, too, back in the day. Jessa used to tease me about the dirt and blood on my robes..."


Jessa. That had been his wife's name. Well, everyone in our world had lost someone. Didn't mean we bonded over it with drunken tears around a campfire.


I knocked back the rest of the whiskey, smiling insolently. "Arnoz, think about the ramifications to the economy. If I took a bride, the Orchid's Den would have to shut down."


He snorted. "One day you're going to meet the right lady. And when you do, you're going to start thinking about moving up in the world."


Oh great, I thought. Here we go. The sales pitch.


I'd been working for Arnoz for a long time. I liked the work — and Amoz liked me. Thought of me as the son he never had, to tell you the truth. He clearly wanted to groom me to be his successor — which I couldn't blame him for, considering I was ten times the man of anyone else who worked for him. He'd been pestering me for a while about 'settling down', finding a wife and moving into a management role in the Sandvipers, like him.


In another lifetime, I would've taken him up on it. It would have been a nice life. If only I could get over my desire for revenge...


My hand strayed to the special gem in my shirt, and as if from a great distance, I heard my mother's scream.


No. I didn't want to rule a criminal empire. My job was a means to an end — and that end was Jezrielle.


I couldn't say all that to Arnoz, though. He'd just start in on another lecture. So instead, I shook my head. "I like brothels. We both get what we need with no other expectations. My plans don't involve a woman nagging at me to be home all the time, and kids screaming at all hours of the day."


Though, the idea of some gorgeous woman — her stomach swollen with my seed — could get my cock stirring. The girls at the Orchid's Den took special herbs to keep the seed they took from quickening within their wombs: Arnoz owned half the city's trade in the plant that made it possible.


Yet there was this one girl, a wild little blonde named Disiri who looked young enough to be my sister, whose specialty was begging the men she took to bed to make her pregnant. The first time she'd locked her legs behind me mid-fuck and begged oh-so-sweetly to bear my heirs, I nearly forgot the whole encounter was merely fantasy.


Something inside of me — something more primal than the reflexes that took over during a fight — wanted to breed an eager woman. Or women?


Because in my fantasies, it was always more than one. Two, or even three women — a whole harem of them — who wanted to spend the rest of their lives with me. Who wanted to bear my children, take care of my home — give me a true family. A real life...


For a moment, my hand shook around the now-empty glass. Thoughts for other men, Vance, I chided myself. Not for you. You walk a different path.


I did. And most of the time, that was enough.


Amoz cleared his throat, signaling he considered the matter closed...for now. As he gathered his thoughts, I wandered to the bookshelf, studying the sigils.


Who is your secret mage, Arnoz? I wondered. I knew it was a woman, he'd let that much drop. Maybe she was pretty enough he kept her locked up in his rooms. Or, I thought with a snicker, so ugly he feared others would make fun of him for employing her.


"Speaking of your plans," Amoz said, turning to me, "I've got another job for you."


"Oh?" I set the empty tumbler on the shelf, the magic tingling against my skin. I tried to pick it up and found the tingles tuned to sharp pain.


Interesting.


I could put something beyond the wards, but couldn't pick it up again. A very specific spell provided that kind of protection — and powerful.


Curious.


"I'm tired right now, Amoz. In fact, speaking of women, I turned down one extremely eager young filly in order to be here tonight..."


I mentally calculated when the soonest I'd be ready fora new job. Depending on the complexity, I'd need a minimum of two days. Really only one, but I did promise Irina I would bring her some flowers from the market. And there was Disiri. And that girl from the square?


Gods, I realized. It's been a while since I've lain with a woman, hasn't it? It was still early enough I could go find a woman more than eager to spread her legs for me.


Maybe if I made it back to the square in time, that pretty young dancer would still be lounging around trying to find a man to fill the Vance-shaped hole in her heart. I could definitely see myself spending a few hours with my cock between her pretty lips — either set worked for me.


"Tonight," Arnoz said grumpily.


I blinked, tuming towards my boss. "Tonight? You know that's not how I work."


He arched an eyebrow. "You work how I say you do." His voice was hard enough to make my teeth grit. I watched him take a slow sip, his eyes holding mine. "Plus, you want this job. Trust me."


I crossed my arms over my chest, disbelieving. "All I want tonight is another drink, a girl or two in my bed, and twelve hours of sleep. You know my routine when I'm done with a Job like this, Amoz..."


He nodded. He'd clearly expected this. "It's important," he said, using that strange mix of fatherly tone and 'boss of the family' voice he always took with me. "Do this for me tonight, do this right, and you could find yourself with something you've wanted for a very long time, boy."


My heart skipped a beat. "And that is?"


He held my gaze. "An in with Jezrielle's personal guard."


There we go, I thought, grinning from ear to ear. Fucking finally.


I could have jumped for joy at Amoz's offer. I knew Jezrielle was the power behind the Sultan of Kharbrouth, of course — I'd discovered that years ago, almost as soon as I'd arrived as an orphan on its streets.


And ever since I arrived, I'd been looking for a way in to meet her. To get close enough to slit that bitch's throat for what she did to my parents.


But to say that Jezrielle's security was tight was to say the Eye of God was 'larger than normal'. Believe me, I'd tried more times than I could count. There were no holes in her patrols, no breaks in the magical wards which protected her quarters.


For all I knew, her guards were no longer human but enchanted zombies, functionally immortal. They'd never changed in all the time I've watched them — and they never seemed to rest.


Jezrielle was the most difficult assassination target in the entire kingdom. I'd done everything I could to convince Amoz to sneak me onto her personal guard, but the man remained resolute. His conviction that I was meant for better things than revenge never wavered.


Until tonight, apparently.


"How?"


"I'll tell you after you do tonight's job."


I frowned, shifting my weight, and finally took one of the seats in front of his desk. He wouldn't tell me ahead of time — which meant I probably wouldn't like his methods. But that hardly mattered.


I'd have crawled on my belly through broken glass from the Southern Gate all the way to the Sultan's Palace if it meant getting a shot at Jezrielle.


"Fine," I said, suppressing my excitement. "What's this oh-so-important job?"


Amoz opened a drawer and pulled out a piece of parchment. On it was a detailed illustration of a bracelet, covered in expensive-looking jewels. At the sight of it, I whistled low through my teeth. "That looks like it's worth a pretty penny," I said.


"You don't know the half of it." Amoz tapped the illustration with a thick finger. "This was given to the Sultan by the Kingdom of Sarbia. They're negotiating for one of their princesses to become the Sultan's next wife. They've offered him this as a down payment, and his Vizier has gracefully accepted the gift on his behalf." He grunted. "Take a good look, Vance. You might have to pick it out of a whole pile of fancy pieces — I want you to know this jewelry like the back of your hand."


Nodding, I picked up the parchment, studying it. It was made up of eight delicate looking chains of gold with, if the illustration was accurate, what looked like jade and tiger-eye gems laced between every few links.


"Impressive," I said, deciding to take a guess. "Is it magical?"


Amoz snorted. "Does a whore tell you you're the biggest she's ever had? Of course it's magical. Supposedly it's one of the Sarb's great relics, with the power to both extend the wearer's life and protect them from harm." A chuckle escaped from Amoz's throat. "So of course, rather than keep it for himself, the Sultan's given the gift he just got from his wife-to-be to his newest, prettiest wife. Call it a consolation prize. Sorry honey, I'm trading you in for a younger model."


"Which one?" I didn't pay much attention, but the Sultan had to have six or seven wives at this point. I needed to Know which, so I'd Know where to break in.


"Serena. She's the most recent, and the youngest."


I suppressed a shudder. At the very least, the Sultan only married women who had legally come of age. But it still turned my stomach to think of that man, well over eighty at this point, fucking a girl who was barely older than Disiri.


Now that Amoz named her, I vaguely remembered having seen this Serena — I caught a glimpse of her a year ago when she'd been brought to the palace. An utterly gorgeous beauty, the sort of woman who deserved more than a decrepit old goat drooling all over her.


The thought of a goat reminded me of my rooftop pursuer, and I dropped the paper back to the desk. "Why isn't he wearing it? The man's certainly getting up there in years."


Satisfied that I'd memorized the piece's appearance, Amoz returned it to the desk drawer with a shrug. "That doesn't matter. But I have a buyer all lined up — one who'll pay a considerable amount to get his hands on that bracelet. You sneak into the palace and get it for me, I'll get you that spot in Jezrielle's guards. Guarding her fucking bedchamber, even."


My knee bounced as I stared out the still open window. The palace was visible from here, the Eye of God still lit up and casting its supposed holy light out over the city.


l reached into my pocket, tossing the golden amulet onto the desk. Arnoz leaned forward, curious.


"I had a tail tonight," I explained, inclining my head towards it. "One who knew a bit of magic."


Amoz frowned. "Magic?"


"Nothing I couldn't handle," I assured the man. The last thing I wanted was for him to decide he should send someone else on a job this important. "I took this necklace off him before I left. You don't recognize it, do you? Maybe one of the gangs?"


Amoz picked it up, eyebrows pinched. I watched him closely, and if I hadn't, I wouldn't have seen the briefest flash of something, before he locked it down. It only flickered for a moment, but it made the hair stand up on the back of my neck.


Amoz was afraid.


"No," Amoz answered. "But I can put out feelers. What did he want?"


Why is he lying? I wondered. I should have wondered a whole lot more about it, in point of fact — but the possibility of gaining a spot on Jezrielle's guard tantalized me too greatly. I debated telling him the things the man had said to me, but kept my lips closed.


"Must have been the ring," I said with a smirk. "I didn't exactly have the time for a deep, one-on-one conversation with the man. I was too busy beating his ass."


Amoz's shoulders relaxed. Was he glad?


"Good," he said, forcing out a chuckle. "Very good, boy. No one messes with the Sandvipers." He met my eyes, all evidence of his true thoughts buried away. "Now, you need to get ready." He glanced at an ornate sand clock on the wall, molded in the shape of a coiled viper.


Most of the sand had already flowed into the bottom, leaving very little left on the top.


"If you want to get that bracelet and be back by dawn, you'll need to leave in a half hour. That's when the buyer is coming to pick it up."


I held back a sigh but levered myself up and out of the chair. I swiped the goat headed goddess amulet back and tucked it in my robes, not entirely sure why I hadn't told Amoz to keep it and fence it for me.


Maybe I'll ask someone else about it, I thought. See what Amoz isn't telling me.


"A quick change of clothes and I'll be good to go," I promised, heading towards the door Amoz had come in through.


With dawn only a few hours away and the palace guard likely to be doubled after the trouble on the rooftops, I'd have to use the front door like everyone else this time.


A black mark against the Wraith, I thought, grimacing, but if it got me into Jezrielle's guard I could afford it.


Hell, I'd torch my whole legend to get a shot at her. Every moment counted.


As I came around to open the door, Arnoz clapped me on the shoulder. His fingers squeezed tight, as if he wanted to assure himself I was truly there.


"Get this done, son," he said in a whisper. He only called me son when he was either drunk or feeling very, very in my debt. "Bring me that bracelet, and you'll get what you've been looking for. Justice for your parents."


He sounded so confident. Yet that wariness was back in his eyes — the same expression he'd made at the sight of that goat medallion. What wasn't I seeing? I nodded, biting my tongue for the moment. As I left his office, one thought seared my mind:


Fuck justice.


I wanted vengeance.


Chapter 3


F
ireworks no longer exploded amongst the stars as I made my way towards the palace. The Eye of the Gods was still lit up, however, shining its light across the city and out into the desert sands beyond. It would shine until dawn, when the festival of St. Catherine would officially end.


Judging by the height of the sliver of moon, I had less than four hours before then. Four hours to pull off a job I'd just been handed, with zero preparation.


I touched the gem at my heart. Tonight, I would need every bit of luck it could offer. Tonight, I had to be the Wraith.


"Protect me," I whispered, touching my finger to the surface of the gem for good luck. For a moment, the gem seemed to warm beneath my touch. It lasted less than a heartbeat's time, so brief that I couldn't quite tell if it had truly responded to me. Yet I felt it.


It was the Wraith, not Vance, who made his way stealthily across the rooftops. Despite Amoz's reassurances, I kept my eyes open for any cloaked figures following me. The goat headed woman on the amulet in my robes filled my stomach with unease.


It might have been my imagination, but I could have sworn another of those strange, warm pulses came from my gem.


Slipping from shadow to shadow, I found myself at the massive palace walls. These were whitewashed, and built with such fine craftsmanship there wasn't a single foothold to find on the smooth walls surrounding the entire royal grounds.


The only way in, even for supplies, was through the massive gate in the wall facing the city. It was illuminated by torches and heavily guarded.


Four soldiers stood at the base of the gate, with even more stationed on the wall at the top. Guards would be patrolling the wall all night long, both on the ground and on the battlements in pairs.


Every one of them would be warded against magic, equipped with a crossbow, and carrying the curved scimitar that was the Palace Guard's signature weapon.


Luckily for me, this wasn't this first job I've had that required getting past the wall.


It was impossible to go underneath it, despite the number of people who'd died trying. The sewers were dug too deep, and if you happened to make it to the spring the palace had been built on top of, it wouldn't be guards you needed to worry about.


A hell-spawned creature lived in that water.


Thick tentacles with pitch black hooks on the end. Skin the color of burnt oranges and hellfire. The mouth making up the entirety of its head, rows upon rows upon rows of teeth spiraling down into its neck. The palace servants told stories about it, and most of them would rather bathe the Sultan's harem girls' feet with their hair than go down into the sewer for a minute.


Amoz believed it pure fear mongering and gossip, of course. Old wives' tales, meant to hold thieves at bay.


I wasn't so sure.


Especially when, according to said gossip, sometimes the Sultan would send traitors down there for judgement. People who needed to be killed quietly.


The tale I'd heard from these servants was thus: the Sultan's inner guard would pump water up from the spring, filling the room's floor without ever descending to the lower level, where narrow platforms rotated around the circular room. These platforms were kept moving by the magic of the Eye of the Gods, in perpetual motion as long as the mirrors shined.


As a final cruel joke, the gossipers whispered that the person subjected to such punishment was given a single hope: should they make it to the base of the pillar in the center, they'd find the key to their freedom.


Of course, no one had.


Enough, Vance, I told myself. If you're not careful, you'll end up finding out whether the gossip is real all for yourself.


I couldn't go down — which, of course, only left up. But without handholds?


Just then, a pair of guards passed across my section of the palace wall, I knew I had three minutes to cross the fifty foot gap to one of the watchtowers and slip down the other side. In three minutes, the new guards would reach the tower on the wall and a new patrol would head the way the first came, examining the wall with fresh eyes.


The palace guards worked like clockwork.


Time to slip between their gears.


I retrieved the crossbow from my waist. It was small, no longer than my forearm, and the rope it carried looked like black spider silk. I'd bought it from some traveling circus performers — and despite the size, the bolt would carry the rope a hundred feet and the rope itself could hold a man twice my weight. The troupe's tightrope walker made good use of such a device as a backup.


It'd cost a damn lot of money, but it was worth every coin.


I slowed my breathing, loading the crossbolt.


Slow is smooth.


I aimed for the rectangular window, eyes darting to the guards.


Smooth is fast.


I pulled the trigger and the bolt shot through the sky, silent and swift.


A gust of wind snatched at my hair as the powerful bolt slammed into the wall instead of through the window. The hook mechanism released as it fell to the ground, making enough sound to alert the guards. Shit.


A yell rose across the wall, and I knew I was finished.


The gem warmed, my vision went hazy, and I blinked.


I hadn't fired the bolt yet. I swore I had, but I still held the fully-loaded crossbow. The shot will miss, I thought, recoiling from the strange vision. Unless I move it here...


I adjusted my aim, more to the left, a little higher than I had planned, and pulled the trigger.


The wind rose just as it had in my mind, knocking the bolt off its intended course. Undaunted, the bolt sailed through the air and into the window — a perfect shot. If I hadn't adjusted my aim, it'd have slammed into the wall. Just like I'd seen,


I had no time to think about it. I'd have sworn I missed the shot — hit the wall and fucked up the whole job — yet somehow I hadn't. Thanks to that strange vision. Which didn't feel like a vision at all.


I pulled the rope slack back, feeling the seconds tick by with every tug. Finally I felt resistance, and I tugged harder. When it didn't budge, I put my weight behind it, pulling as hard as I could. It didn't move. Good.


I had less than a minute to secure the line on my end and get across the clearing.


Along with being lightweight and strong, the member of the circus troupe who developed this device had added a clever little mechanism to each end. Securing it to the roof, I hooked my legs around the rope and pulled myself across the gap.


Slow is smooth. Smooth is fast.


I wouldn't look down or check for guards. Any hesitation now would be fatal. I trusted my knowledge and kept putting one hand over the other, sliding across the rope until I felt the smooth stone of the wall.


Gripping the window sill with two hands, I rolled up and backwards into the tower. The moment my feet touched the floor, I released the hooking mechanism of the bolt.


Blessing that tightrope walker, I closed the hooks and snapped the line three times. On the third time, I braced myself as the line slackened for a split second and then the line was sailing across the sky, end flapping in the night sky as it recoiled into the bolt.


Sliding the rope bolt back into its holster along my thigh, I moved to the other side of the palace wall.


There were too many guards to risk racing along the wall to the pretty new wife's tower. But fortunately for me, the palace architects were too confident in the royal guards.


The outside of the palace wall may have been smooth as polished granite, but the inside? Anything but. The average thief might not have been able to scale it, but I wasn't average.


I was the Wraith.


I moved down it, my thin black shoes letting me feel every minuscule foothold, my fingers practically digging into the stone itself.


I landed on the manicured lawn with a whisper, staying crouched as I glided towards a pavilion, blending into the shadows. I couldn't stop the smile of satisfaction as the guards passed me right on time without nary a suspicion.


The guards had grown complacent within the palace grounds. No one had made a try for the Eye of the Gods in over two years, and you'd have to have a death wish to attempt it tonight when it was lit up.


I moved, slipping behind the patrolling guards, my footfalls in step with theirs. By the time one of them sensed anything and looked behind him, I'd already slipped into the shadow of the tower I needed to infiltrate.


Serena lived at the top, kept far away from the eyes and hands of other men in the palace. She wouldn't be released from her royal prison of luxury until she was with child.


The sultan was a paranoid son of a bitch when it came to his offspring. Suppose I couldn't blame him, though.


After a moment's searching, I found the plain servant entrance door leading into the cellar of the tower. No one had even bothered to lock the damn thing.


Hopefully the poor bastard who forgot wouldn't be executed after they realize that the bracelet had been stolen. Still, their mistake saved me the time of picking it.


Crossing the cellar, ignoring the expensive wines, linens, and other household items that'd fetch a pretty coin, I made my way to the main stairwell.


When I heard no one, I started to climb the spiral Staircase, my footsteps absolutely silent. A door opened ahead, loud footsteps echoing towards me. I leapt, kicking off the wall in a quiet woosh, and held myself against the high ceiling, feet on one wall, hands flat against the other.


Sure a narrow staircase was preferred when soldiers were invading and you had to defend the woman at the top. But it also meant someone as tall and strong as me could stretch across it and stay hidden long enough for the tired laundry maid to pass under completely unaware.


She grumbled to herself as she passed, muttering something about the princess' linens. I barely held back laughter as she descended.


When she was gone, I waited another ten heartbeats before letting myself drop to the stairs and continue my journey upwards.


I was near the top and needed to find a window. No doubt Serena's door would be guarded, so I'd need to scale the outside from one window to hers.


Every room this high had windows, since again the architects naively thought no one would attempt to enter through them so high above ground.


I pressed my ear to the smooth wood of a door, and hearing nothing I eased it open.


Only to interrupt four guards sharing a bottle of wine. One of them saw me, his eyes widening in shock as he reached for his sword — 


I blinked. And found myself back on the stairwell, hand reaching for the wooden door's knob. I snatched it away, frowning, and reached for the gem at my chest.


That's twice now I've had a vision, I thought, my heart pounding like a kettle drum. What the fuck is going on?


Now I didn't enter the room. If the guards were in there — and considering the vision I'd had before, there was no doubt in my mind they were just behind the door — it meant they weren't at their stations. Giving me an opening to climb.


I was proven right moments later as I slipped out and around the antechamber. Serena's window lay just ahead, open a crack to let in the sweet breeze of the desert night. A large open balcony stretched beneath it, a perfect viewing platform to watch the Eye of the Gods.


This would be easier if she were down there, I thought, climbing over. I wonder what's going on tonight? Perhaps those guards locked her in — or maybe she has more sense than I'd have thought and keeps to herself.


No lamps lit Serena's room. My feet touched down on plush carpet as I slipped through the window, the Eye of the Gods providing the only light. In here, it provided poor illumination, indeed.


This was where Amoz said the bracelet was kept. Most likely, it would be hidden in Serena's jewelry box — or, possibly, on her person. I would tear it off her gorgeous body if I had to, but I'd prefer not to wake the princess.


She might be the only innocent one here, I thought, pausing to notice the sleeping form beneath the covers of the massive four-post bed. Moonlight spilled over the sheets, just enough light to make the woman beneath look like a vision were she to pull those covers back.


I'd rather not darken her night if I could help it.


And yet, Serena was said to be gorgeous. Surely a woman like that, trapped inside this tower all alone for so long, would be nearly overcome by now with certain primal urges.


So overcome that if some rakish thief were to pull back her blankets, putting hands that were smooth and young rather than wrinkled and gray all over her fine young body, surely she would yield with more eagerness than any whore in the city.


This poor girl, so sweet and fertile, with no other means of relief than her own fingers.


Take her, a dark little voice whispered in the back of my brain. You could even fill her tight young pussy with your seed. Perhaps this wife's first child will belong to you, and not the Sultan. Isn't that what you want, Vance? To fuck and breed sweet little sluts like Serena?


I shook my head. What the hell was that? Such an urge had never overcome me before. Tonight truly was a night for firsts.


Dismissing the wicked thought, then adjusting myself and promising to spend some time at the Orchid's Den later, I made my way to the vanity. Jewelry dripped from stands, the faint light twinkling off of rubies, emeralds, sapphires, diamonds.


There was gold and silver and copper, and even delicate black obsidian bands.


There was easily enough wealth in front of me to feed the entire lower city for a year. Disgust filled me.


I ignored all of it. Only one piece called out to me — and besides, I needed to get a fucking move on. Wary of any potential magical enchantments, I eased open drawers, peering in and looking for the bracelet from Amoz's illustration.


When I found nothing, I went back through each drawer, feeling the backs of them. Still nothing.


Serena shifted, and I froze, waiting for her to settle again.


It was only when I ran my fingers under the flat of the vanity top that I felt a mechanism. Pressing it, a hidden drawer popped open with a tick. Easing it open, the only thing in it was a thin blue velvet box no larger than my palm.


Inside was the bracelet. I pulled it out, pinching it carefully between two fingers, and dropped it into the pouch in my robes designed to dampen magic. It was where I always put my spoils from one of Amoz's jobs — just in case. It fit perfectly, as if it had been made specifically to caress that piece of jewelry.


I grabbed a bracelet tucked into the back of one of the stands to replace the one I'd stolen. That's when I noticed it. The bracelet had rested on black silk, but in the center was a design embroidered in matte black.


It was the same goat headed priestess. What the hell?


More rustling behind me reminded me I did not have the time to dawdle over the symbol. I'd have to tell Arnoz about it. I could take the hidden box with me as well, but it's absence would mean my theft would be discovered all the sooner.


Instead I closed the hidden drawer and eased around the room, as quietly as possible. I made no noise, none at all — yet Serena shifted beneath her blankets, sitting up with a muffled cry.


Perhaps she'd awoken from a dream. She was cloaked in the shadows of her bed drapes, her form hidden by the silken sheets that caressed her body.


I could knock her out — I knew how to do it without leaving a mark. But the idea of hurting an innocent woman disgusted me.


Or, I realized, giving in to those dark urges just a bit, I could be nice about it.


"Princess Serena." Her name rolled off of my tongue, my voice low. I knew the pleasure girls at the Orchid were paid for their interest, but I knew how to use my voice to make panties melt.


She stilled, her profile disappearing as she turned towards me.


"I've seen your beauty from afar," I continued, prowling closer. Maybe I wouldn't need to go to the Orchid after all. "I have come to worship you, fair maiden. I promise, tonight will be the best night of your life."


"You're damn right it will."


I froze. That was not a fucking woman's voice.


My long years of training and survival on the streets was all that saved me. I threw my body to the side before I'd even thought about it, narrowly avoiding the dagger thrust towards me. The silver blade shone in the light cast by the Eye of the Gods.


Wait — 


The light disappeared.


A man stood before the window, clad in dark robes. Another filled the doorway, blocking the light from the stairs leading below.


Fuck. Time to fight.


I reached behind my lower back, drawing the two daggers sheathed there. They were the length of my forearm, two sided — one smooth and the other serrated. Unlike a lot of other well known thieves and assassins, I'd never bothered with fancy hilts or jewel encrusted blades.


These blades delivered death as dark as silent as I was. These were the Wraith's blades.


The man from the bed rose, the other one moving in as more light poured in from the now fully open doorway.


No wonder I'd mistaken the man in the bed for Serena. He could have been an acrobat with his lean and narrow form. In the darkness, it was easy to mistake his small stature as feminine, especially with the shoulder length hair.


There was nothing feminine about the hawkish scarred face half illuminated by the light, though.


I eased into a fighting position, my blades steady in my hands.


The tiny one would be fast. The one from the door would be slow but strong.


Lucky for me I was both, and even better — I was smart.


The bulky man's face was still hidden in shadow, but when he adjusted his grip on his knife, his arm caught the light. What I saw there made me freeze, drove my plans for the fight right out of my head.


A tattoo of a snake wrapped around an hourglass. The emblem of the Sandvipers.


I didn't put up my daggers, but I raised my hands, holding them with the thumb as my fingers extended in supplication.


"Guys, I think there's been a mistake," I said, voice low. It wouldn't do for any of the guards in the tower to hear and come looking. As I removed the bracelet from my pocket, holding it up in the dim light, I nodded to the man's tattoo and pulled up my sleeve, exposing an identical mark on my own arm.


"I'm a Sandviper, too. The Wraith. Arnoz sent me to get the bracelet — he must have forgotten to recall you." I frowned, thinking. "How did you get past all those guards?"


The acrobat slid forward, his feet not leaving the floor. "We're not here for the bracelet, boy."


Confusion snapped through me. What the hell were they there for then? Was this one of Amoz's loyalty tests? No, I was long past those days. Were they even working for Amoz? Perhaps they were former Sandvipers, striking out on their own. Shit, Arnoz wouldn't be happy if his lackies were taking on other bosses' jobs.


I decided to hedge my bets. "I've already got the bracelet," I explained, glancing at the window. "You let me climb down without incident, and I won't tell Arnoz I saw some of his Sandvipers working for someone else."


There. A reasonable offer, I thought.


The big one snickered. "Amoz the one who sent us here, Vance," he said, shaking his head. "You just couldn't let Jezrielle go, could you?"


My stomach dropped straight through the tower and into the ground stories below. "What does she have to do with this?"


The acrobat and the big guy shared a look. "I've said too much," the big guy growled, reaching into his robes. "It's time you retire, Vance."


Like hell I will. Retirement from the Sandvipers only meant one thing. Death.


The acrobat struck again and I dropped, rolling over my shoulder only to come up into a swing from a meaty arm. The blade didn't strike, but his forearm slammed into my stomach and sent me off balance.


The bracelet landed on the carpet, slipping from my fingers. I left it there — it no longer mattered. Arnoz had never really expected me to steal it.


I recovered in time to catch the acrobat's blade between both of mine, kicking him in the chest. He fell back against the vanity, jewelry rattling from the impact. He launched himself at me and the fight really began.


I'd fought two opponents before, but I had to admit the fact that Arnoz wanted me dead threw me off.


What a shit fucking night. I should've gone home with the dancing girl.


I sliced the big man's forearm, shallow enough to hurt but not enough to do real damage. He howled in rage, his voice echoing around the room. Great. Let him get the guards in here, too.


He charged at me again, too pissed off to think. I sidestepped, kicking the back of his thigh as he passed, sending him stumbling to the floor.


I didn't see the acrobat's strike coming until I felt the blade bury itself in my chest right next to my good luck gem.


Heat burst through, pain and shock making me look at the snarling smiling man with stupidity. The heat was an inferno, about to burn through my flesh.


The world shifted and I was sidestepping the big man again, kicking the back of his thigh. I ducked, the acrobat's strike to my chest missing, and I fell backwards, scrambling out of the way.


"What the fuck?" I said, hand and dagger going to my chest. There was no injury, but I could still feel the burn like I was sitting in front of a campfire. It was concentrated where I'd been stabbed, as if I'd got a firm massage from one of Madame Orchid's girls.


The acrobat must have thought I'd been talking to him as he sneered. The big man got up, his expression letting me know that it'd take more than a few rounds at a tavern to settle our differences.


"Amoz tried to help you, pup," the big man growled. "He wanted you to be the boss someday."


"You wouldn't let him," the acrobat agreed, stalking closer. I scrambled to my feet, leaping over the massive bed to put it between us. I needed to get the fuck out of there. They were between me and the door now. I'd have to fight my way through them or — I needed more time.


"Boys, if this is about a job offer," I said, wanting to hear the whole story before I killed these men, "you know I'm the hardest working thief Amoz has."


"You got an agenda, boy," the acrobat answered. "Never can trust someone with one. They ain't loyal to the boss. You won't stop going after Jezrielle. Even if he ordered you too, you'd keep at it."


My blood ran cold.


"She killed my parents," I spat at the men. Surely that counted for something, right?


The pair of them just shrugged. "Business is business," the big one grunted. "Killing Jezrielle's very bad for business, Vance. Cause a lot of trouble, and lose a lot of money."


Amoz had promised to help me. That doing this job would get me closer to the Fallen Angel.


Lies. All lies.


I snorted through my nose. I should fucking know better than to ever trust anyone — even the man who'd taken me in and trained me. He'd been using me, exploiting my gifts. This whole time.


"So this was a whole set up?" I moved slowly around the room. They stayed between me and the door, but that was fine. I wasn't planning on going through it. Where the fuck were those guards?


"The job's real enough," the big one said. "But it's a twofer. Take care of you, pull the bracelet off your dead body. Leave you behind so the guards can say they 'stopped a threat on the princess's life.' Gets heat off the boss's neck — everybody wins."


"Except for you," the acrobat added, his lips pursed in a sneer.


I'd process that information later, when I was somewhere safer. I'd have to be fast. My fingers strayed towards the gem hanging from my neck. If you've ever been magic, I thought, remembering those strange visions, then I need your help right now.


"Well," I drawled as I straightened, sheathing my blades and easing onto the balls of my feet. A subtle flick of my wrists had thin knives sliding into my palms. "I've always been a stubborn bastard. I don't think I'll be retiring anytime soon. And I'm damn sure getting my revenge on Jezrielle!"


I snapped my arms forward, blades released. They found their mark — one in each of the big man's eyeballs. He screamed, reaching for his face but he fell to his knees, dead, before he could.


Instead of drawing my blades, I unhooked the crossbow, jamming the rope bolt into it. The acrobat launched himself at me and I ducked, having to focus on yanking back the bowstring mechanism.


Fire raced across my back as his blade gouged me, but I didn't stop to worry about it. I rose, shoulder checking him into the window that had been behind me. His weight shattered it, but to my dismay he didn't do me the favor of falling through.


He didn't even slow as he launched himself into the air in a complicated move that definitely meant he'd been an acrobat at some point.


I rolled out of the way, gritting my teeth as glass shards cut into my skin. The burning heat in my chest had lessened, and something told me my good luck charm was all used up for the moment.


It seemed the acrobat knew I was out of luck and out of options. Shards of glass cut into my arms, sending hot streaks of blood across my skin, slicking my grip on the crossbow.


Still, if I was going to die, I wouldn't let this fucker kill me.


I smirked, throwing every ounce of cockiness I could into it. I raised the crossbow and the acrobat hesitated, his eyes growing wary.


"I think I might actually miss Amoz," I said. "But I definitely won't miss your ugly face."


His eyes went wide as I spun on my heel and leapt onto the shattered window sill. The glass cut through my thin black shoes and if I survived this, walking would be a bitch — let alone finding someone who could make me another set of custom shoes without Arnoz getting word. I didn't let the pain stop me.


I leapt out into the open air, the stars shining like glitter in an ink black velvet sky.


I pulled the trigger, the bolt flying towards the palace wall, my hope flying with it.


Something flew by my ear as I fell, a split second before pain exploded through my back. The acrobat had throwing knives.


Heat scorched my chest as I felt suspended in the air. My good luck charm had slipped from under my shirt, the pouch with the bracelet hanging closer to my skin. Except that wasn't right.


Was I dying? I had to be, because otherwise — why would my good luck charm be rising, burning bright enough to rival the Eye?


Guards were yelling now, finally roused from their posts. Their cries reached me as if I sat at the bottom of a deep, dark well. I knew, somehow, that the acrobat was fleeing.


Three guards stood on the balcony, aiming crossbows at my heart — but it was like they were moving through sand. I saw everything around me, slowing to a standstill — even me in the air between the tower and the palace wall.


And then everything returned to normal, the crossbows releasing a hail of bolts with twangs.


The gem flashed and I was ripped into darkness.


Chapter 4


A
s the strange light from the gem washed over me, I was staring at a whole new world. I came to rest on a platform floating in space, a pale green glow surrounding me. Endless space stretched out in all directions, though the floor beneath my feet was the simple tile pattern that marked the entrance hall of the Sultan's palace.


I'm dead, I told myself, believing it to be true. Even if I'd somehow avoided the crossbow bolts from the guards, there was no way I'd survived a fall from the height I'd toppled. Serena's room had been at the top of the tallest tower in the palace — any man who plummeted such a distance would die.


Yet I did not feel dead. When my hands went to my chest, they found nothing but smooth, unbroken skin and the gem dangling from my neck. It glowed with the same strange, pale aura this entire place floated in, as if it were made from the same material as the world itself.


Where was I?


As I thought it, the platform beneath my feet moved. The aura faded, revealing itself to be great green clouds of an unknown vapor, and my heart jumped into my throat. Surely I had to be dead, for this was a world unlike any a mortal man had ever laid eyes on.


My platform floated across an ocean of sand.


Like the true ocean, it never stayed still for long. Dunes of sand churned far beneath my feet, rising and falling in tidal waves as the tiny platform sailed through the air. As I crossed it, I passed by great waterfalls of the stuff, falling from the pale green sky like sheets of rain.


"I should have stayed at home tonight," I muttered, a little amazed to have the power of speech in this place. "Arnoz, you bastard. How could you betray me...!"


I understood the reasons for his betrayal. That made it sting all the more. I never would have given up on getting revenge on Jezrielle — even if Arnoz had made me his successor, I would've run the Sandvipers into the ground if it meant I'd have a chance to kill her.


That was my right, dammit! Arnoz hadn't been there. He hadn't had to cower in a closet, listening to his father and mother be slain by a bunch of cackling monsters with the faces of beautiful women.


Suddenly I was back there.


The aura around me crackled, and my platform floated not over a sea of dunes but through a dank, dark cellar. It slowed, and I saw the ancient wooden wardrobe, open a crack. A small child cried inside, his sobs torn from deep in his breast.


It's me, I realized. The night my parents died.


"Enough," a smooth female voice said. Even with decades between me and the day I heard that voice, it sent a chill down my back. "Jezrielle, I've had enough of this. We won't find it here. Filth like this would pawn the gem for a few pieces of silver without hesitation."


The Queen of the Monsters, I thought, remembering the nickname I'd given this woman in my terror. Who was she? The identities of the other four Fallen Angels eluded me, no matter what methods I used to try and gain the information.


I'd been hoping to wring it out of Jezrielle before I killed her — she was the only one who's name I'd heard.


Back then, I'd been a boy. I'd heard with a boy's ears. As a man, could I hear more?


I wasn't given the chance. Even as the screams began upstairs, the walls of the room fell away. It was like I'd been inside a box, suspended in space, and now the tiny platform soared high above the ground, floating over the city of Kharbrouth.


As the platform dipped lower, I saw a tiny figure leaping from rooftop to rooftop, laughing. I realized I recognized this scene.


"Come back here, you thieving whelp!" It was the local fishmonger — I'd stolen a particularly choice cut of smoked salmon from his stall. As I recalled, I hadn't eaten in two days, so the fish had tasted like the greatest thing that had ever passed my lips. The man looked silly, with his greasy skin and his white beard, but the knife in his hands was sure and sharp.


Still, the tiny boy who'd been me was far ahead. He jumped from one roof to another, landing in a crouch with a laugh at the poor old fishmonger.


I was kind of a jerk back then, I thought, not realizing I was if anything an even bigger jerk now.


The fishmonger, seeing the distance he'd need to jump to chase the boy, swore several times and stomped away. Emboldened, the ten-year-old Vance climbed onto the lip of the roof, sticking out his tongue and countering with several rude remarks of his own.


"I must have just learned those," I snickered, watching. "Those workers at the docks knew every curse known to man, and a few new ones — "


I gasped just as the boy did. The young Vance, overconfident with his victory, slipped. His foot gave out over the deep alleyway, his tiny body plunging to the concrete steps below.


There was a flash. Young Vance stood a step away from the ledge.


He glanced down at his feet, surprised, then took off bolting in the other direction. I hardly even remembered that day or any memory I had of a strange vision that kept me from falling had faded. Yet it wasn't a vision.


Something else had saved me that day. What?


As if the lesson had been imparted, the platform moved on.


It coursed through a score of adventures. I saw brigands target me with a knife, only for the blow to snap back and miss. Crossbow bolts that struck my chest, only to miss moments later and hit a wall. I even saw the battle in Serena's tower, where the strange vision had saved my life only a few moments ago.


"What is this?" I found myself yelling. "Is this all the gem? What is it!? Why did those fucking Fallen Angels want it so badly? They were willing to kill my parents for this thing."


The wind around me quieted. The world fell away, revealing an endless expanse of pale green sky and several waterfalls of the quiet, endlessly flowing sand. The platform floated as if on a gentle breeze, coming to rest on a wider platform with the same tile pattern.


Standing there, waiting for me with her arms outstretched, was a woman. And what a woman.


Exquisite silks sheathed her tall, beautiful body, covering her from head to toe. Even if one were to take the best aspects of each of the Sultan's wives and combine them into one woman, her beauty wouldn't compare to the creature in front of me.


Long dark hair cascaded down her back in a tight ponytail, reaching all the way down to her shapely ass. Though her breasts were completely covered by the tight silk, every curve of them stayed visible — even her hard nipples, poking through as if desperate for my tongue.


Deep violet eyes peered at me with love and devotion as the platform stilled. The woman's face was not visible — a veil of rich, purple silk hung before her face. Only her eyes could be seen.


"Vance," she purred, like a woman welcoming her lover home from battle. "Long have I desired to meet you, young man — yet I had hoped it would be under better circumstances than this."


This could be no ordinary woman. This was a goddess made flesh.


I fell to my knees before her.


"I'm dead, aren't I?" I asked, gazing up into her eyes. "I've died, and now I will never get revenge."


Although I could see none of her facial features through the veil, I got the distinct impression she was smiling. "You are not dead," she assured me. "Not yet, in any case. Rise, Vance. There is much I need to explain to you."


I got to my feet, faintly trembling. Despite the shock of the fall and the thrill of battle, I found my thoughts enraptured by the woman before me. Her voice was that of a middle-aged matron, which caused me to estimate her age as a decade or so more than mine. Yet even Disiri couldn't boast a body so fine.


"Who are you?" I asked.


Her violet eyes filled with sympathy. "I am the spirit that resides inside of your gem," she said, gesturing towards the jewel hanging around my neck. It laid on the outside of my shirt, as if it had always been there. "My true name might be a little difficult for you to pronounce. You can call me Madame Hourglass."


"Madame Hourglass," I repeated, stricken through by her beauty. "Like Father Time?"


"Something like that," she said, giggling. "I'm certain you've noticed by now, if you hadn't before, that I've been protecting you for along while. Blows that should have killed you, arrows that should have pierced your heart...I've erased them. Turned back the clock, and given you a second chance to correct your mistakes."


I nodded mutely. "That was you? The visions?"


"They're not visions," Madame Hourglass confided. "They were me. Unfortunately, I couldn't save you from the Sultan's palace tonight in the ordinary way — you''d burned too much of my magic. Between the envoy of the Black Goat and the Sandvipers sent to kill you, there was no way for me to get you out of there without revealing myself." She did a little twirl. "So I revealed myself at last."


I had about a thousand questions after that statement. But one stuck in my head. "The Black Goat?"


Her eyes grew hard. "A very powerful enemy," she whispered. "The Fallen Angels — they're in league with the Black Goat. The night they killed your parents, the Black Goat was after me. They'd heard your father had the gem, and they wanted it very, very badly."


I thought back over the events of that night. "If you can turn back the clock," I said, tears filling my eyes, "then why couldn't you save them?"


Her eyes filled with hurt. "Me, against five Fallen Angels? Perhaps now I could put up a fight, Vance. But back then, I'd only just been pulled from the earth. My powers were weak. If I'd tried to step in, all that would have been accomplished is that the Angels would have found your hiding place. You'd have been killed, along with your parents."


Irritation filled me. Her explanation made sense, yet I found it unsatisfying. I didn't truly blame her. I blamed myself.


"So why am I here then?" I asked, gesturing around the flat, blank platform. "Don't get me wrong, Madame Hourglass — I'm glad you saved my bacon all those times. I'd be dead if it wasn't for you. It's just....just — "


She came forward then. Her arms embraced me, pulling me to her chest. Lust warred with the desire to mourn within me, and she squeezed me tighter.


"I've watched you since you were a boy," Madame Hourglass whispered. "I know your heart is true, Vance — even as you tread a world that is so, so false. I know your heart's desires, as if they were my own. And if you truly desire it, I will give you the power to make them come true."


I stood back from her, my hands on her shoulders. For a moment a mad impulse seized me to take the veil and rip it from her face, exposing the features beneath.


Maybe Madame Hourglass felt it too, as she took my hands in hers. The look in her eyes softened. Already I found it amazing how she could be so expressive with so much of her face hidden.


"How can you help me?" I asked.


Madame Hourglass met my gaze. "By giving you power," she said simply. "Up until now, I've merely nudged the flow of time in ways that would help you. I can do more. I can give you the power to grasp those strands yourself. Alter your fate and get revenge against the Fallen Angels."


It sounded too good to be true. The power that Madame Hourglass wielded had saved me more times than I could count. I understood that now. If such a power could belong to me, then I wanted it.


More than that, I wanted to live. I'd just added another name to the list of people who owed me: Arnoz. He thought I was dead now, and would never see me coming.


"I can see in your eyes that you do want this," Madame Hourglass whispered. "But the path of revenge will be long and arduous. It involves sacrifice, Vance. Wielding this power will not be easy — although gaining it will be extremely fun for both you and me. You may find yourself doing things you'd never thought you'd do in order to bring the Fallen Angels down and slay the Black Goat."


I didn't give a shit about this Black Goat — other than the fact that one of their priests or whatever had tried to kill me. But I did want the Fallen Angels. And I'd do just about anything to take a crack at them.


I remembered what Arnoz had told me. Settle down. Make a family. Take a steady job with him, get power, respect and wealth.


Not having those things was a sacrifice.


A sacrifice I was willing to make.


"If you know me as well as you claim to, then you already know my answer," I told Madame Hourglass, staring deep into her violet eyes. Her veil billowed around her chin, as if blown on an invisible wind. "I want the power. I want revenge."


She nodded solemnly. "I know," she said. Then she clapped her hands, and we were no longer on the platform.


Instead, the two of us sat in a suite that could have adorned the top of any of the Sultan's towers. Rich tapestries hung from the walls, framing a carpet so thick my toes sank deep into it. An enormous bed, bigger than king sized, dominated the luxurious bedroom.


"What...what is this?" I asked, looking around.


"I told you," Madame Hourglass purred. "Gaining the power will be a great deal of fun. Get on the bed."


For a moment, my brain refused to process it. "You mean...you and me!?"


"Why not?" Madame Hourglass ran a hand down her side. "You've been staring at me from the moment you arrived in my world, young man. I don't need to be a goddess to know I excite you. And it's been a long, long time since I've spread my legs for a man."


Holy shit. I'd turned down that dancing girl — and ended up with a goddess.


"This will make me powerful?" I asked, glancing at the bed. "By you and I having sex?"


"It won't just be sex," she said, her voice smoke and lust. "It's a divine ritual. I'll be passing a piece of my power to you — a small piece, to be sure — and when you awaken in the real world, you'll be able to use it." She folded her arms beneath her breasts. "That is, if you're man enough to take me."


Oh hell no. She wasn't going to say a thing like that about me.


"Madame," I grunted, approximating the tone I'd used with the dancing girl earlier, "tonight is going to be the best night of your life. And there's nothing small about my piece, if you know what I mean."


She giggled. "Of course I know. I've watched you grow into a man, Vance. And what a man you are."


With that, she came forward, disrobing me so swiftly I couldn't be sure she hadn't tom my clothes off. Her nails raked my chest, finding the evidence of dozens of scars.


"So many close calls," she purred, her violet eyes flashing with lust. "So many times I only just saved you."


"You're my guardian angel," I grunted, my hands going to her ass. A part of me still expected Madame Hourglass to stop me — yet as my fingers gripped her cheeks, she let out a groan and arched her tits in my face.


"Young man, I am no angel," Madame Hourglass said huskily. "There's certainly nothing angelic about what I want to do to you."


That was good. I'd had my fill of Angels for one lifetime.


I leaned forward to kiss her, but her finger pressed on my lips. "Ah, ah," she said in a naughty tone. "No peeking."


"What if I promise to keep my eyes closed?" I asked. I was intrigued by what she might be hiding under there. And if kissing were off the table, well — that certainly meant anything else she could do with her no-doubt soft lips couldn't happen.


Madame Hourglass shook her head. "Don't worry, young man," she said, pushing me down onto the bed. "Once you feel what's between my legs, you won't even miss the rest. Now lay back and enjoy this — I've been wanting to do this for you for so long."


Had she, now? I couldn't deny that there was something almost maternal about the way Madame Hourglass spoke to me. Yet as her fingers tugged at her sides, the silk covering her body dissolving like cobwebs before a maid's broom, I had to admit there wasn't a single motherly thing about her gorgeous body. Madame Hourglass was drop dead sexy — so much so that if I weren't already dead, my heart might have stopped at the sight of her.


She pushed me down onto the bed and straddled me with her thick thighs, her tits in my face. "Suck them," she begged, offering one to me. "Please, Vance — do everything you want to do to them."


Fuck. I couldn't hold back any longer — and truthfully, I no longer wanted to. Whatever this was: my death, a meeting with divinity, an opportunity for power — the only thing I could think of as I took hold of Madame Hourglass's incredible tits was how badly I wanted to fuck her. My mouth found one diamond hard nipple and sucked it, pride filling me at the moan that spilled from her lips. She arched her back, her thighs trembling around me as my cheeks hollowed around her breast.


"Yes, oh fuck yes, baby!" Madame Hourglass ground her pussy against me, juice dripping onto my cock as she wrapped her fingers around my base. "Oh I need you inside me! I need to feel you in my pussy right now!"


Madame Hourglass climbed on top of me, straddling my cock with her long, sexy legs. Naked, save for the veil around her face, she was the most jaw-droppingly attractive woman I'd ever seen. My cock stood at attention for her, so hard that it hurt. With a start, I realized my own clothes had vanished at the same time as her's: she'd undressed me with a magic spell. Or perhaps it was just a side-effect of the way this strange place worked.


"Is this how you want me?" Madame Hourglass's veil hung just beneath my chin, her gorgeous body completely on display. "You want me on top of you, riding your cock, Vance? Is that how you'd like to take me for the very first time?"


The first? A voice whispered in the back of my head. We're going to do this more than once? To think I'd have multiple encounters with such a goddess...I was a lucky man, indeed!


Madame Hourglass whimpered like the neediest whore in the kingdom as the head of my cock nestled in her folds. The tip pushed gently into her, stretching her soft, silky walls as she held herself at the brink.


"Are you ready, baby?" Her violet eyes flashed with pure lust. "I can't wait any longer — I can feel that big, hard cock poking into me. I need to ride it — I want to feel every inch of you inside me, bare and throbbing as you spill your load deep in my cunt!"


That did it. I lost control; grabbing Madame Hourglass's ass with both hands, I thrust upward into her as hard as I could. She felt me tense and dropped, impaling herself onto me with one smooth stroke. She groaned with relief as she slid down it, burying my prick inside of her to the hilt. Her back arched like a bow, her tits thrust in my face as I cried out with a pleasure unlike any I'd ever known.


In my life, I'd been blessed to be with many women. The allure and danger of sharing a bed with the Wraith had drawn many women, some of them noble, into my arms. On more than a few occasions, I'd cultivated relationships with the girls in the Orchid's Den as well — some of whom no longer required me to pay them. So before Madame Hourglass wrapped her snug, warm walls around my cock for the first time, I thought I understood the female form. I thought I understood sex.


I understood nothing. Because nothing in my life had ever compared to this.


Her walls gripped me tight as she rode me, her thighs clenched around my own as her ass bounced up and down. Madame Hourglass's violet eyes rolled back in her head as she slammed her hips down on me, taking me so deep I could barely hold back. Holy fuck she was tight! It felt like her soft, ridged walls were made for me — so perfect that every motion within her threw sparks of pleasure.


"Unnngh, gawd yes," the goddess panted, burying her face against my shoulder. Through the fabric I felt what appeared to be the ordinary contours of a nose and mouth, though who could tell for sure? "You're even bigger than I expected, Vance! Can you feel how big you are inside me? You're stretching my walls all around that big, thick dick!"


This was insane. None of this could be real — least of all the incredible goddess riding me with such skill. So, my brain overheating with bliss, I decided to relax and enjoy whatever this was. The decision made me bold.


My hands came down — thwap! — on Madame Hourglass's ass. She groaned in mingled pain and pleasure, rocking so far back on her heels that my cock nearly left her snug entrance.


"There we go," I growled, giving her the same smug grin I'd given the goat-robed man after I'd dispatched him. "That's so much better. You like it when I do that, don't you, slut?"


If the goddess had a problem with being called slut, she certainly didn't show it. In my experience, women enjoyed that sort of thing once they were far enough along in the bedroom. Even the shyest woman had a slut hidden deep inside — and Madame Hourglass was anything but shy.


"Mmmh hmm," Madame Hourglass groaned. Her hips lost their rhythm; her walls clamped around me like a vise as she ground herself down on me, trying to get me as deep into her pussy as she could. A moment later she tossed her head back and screamed with bliss, her forehead and tits flushing crimson. Taking control had sent her over the edge.


The walls of her pussy clamped around me tightly as she came, milking me so hard I didn't think I'd be able to hold back much longer. Were this an encounter in a noblewoman's bedroom or a tryst with a young socialite behind the Sultan's palace, I'd have tried to put on a better show — but Madame Hourglass could feel my need. She didn't want me to hold back, and truly, I didn't want to, either.


She buried her veiled face against my chest as she came down from her peak. Everything between her legs grew even tighter and wetter after her orgasm, so that every thrust inside of her was sweeter than honey.


"I know you want to come," she panted, fixing those violet eyes on me. They bored deep into my soul, as if she were trying to see right through me. I would have been worried if I hadn't been hornier than I'd ever been in my entire life. "You need it, Vance. Don't hold back, baby! I've seen your dreams... Know you've gone to bed fantasizing about a moment like this for so many nights, your fist wrapped around your prick...ah, make it a reality, baby! Pump me full, give me every drop of that hot cum!" When I didn't explode immediately, a sly look entered her eyes. "Don't I deserve it, Vance? Aren't I a good little whore for you?"


If this was death, then I'd certainly gone to heaven. Madame Hourglass's pussy was a blur around my cock, gripping me oh so tight, while her big tits swayed right in my face, offered for my mouth or hands. I buried my face in them as I thrust harder, going right to the peak. With another woman I would have been afraid to leave bruises, but not with her. Not with a goddess.


Feeling bolder than ever before, I took a handful of Madame Hourglass's hair in my fist. For a moment she stiffened, fearing unveiling, but when it became clear I had no intention of revealing her face, she relaxed and let me tug to my heart's content.


"Make me come," I commanded her, tugging her face so that she was looking right at me. "Earn that load, you gorgeous goddess whore...!"


She picked up the pace, giving me every inch of her flawless interior. Her tight, primed channel ached for me, clenching and quivering around me with every thrust, and I knew I was done. I couldn't hold back any longer.


"I'm going to come," I gasped, gripping her hips with both hands and jack-hammering upwards into her. "Fuck, I'm going to come! I'm going to shoot!"


The strangest thing happened. As the pleasure built, a pressure behind my eyes matched it. The world swam as the bliss coursing through my veins hit the point of no return, becoming unbearable. I screamed like a man tortured, every ounce of energy in my body devoted to burying myself as deep inside of Madame Hourglass's pussy as possible. I knew that logically there was no way I could get such a creature pregnant, but something deep and primal inside of me screamed to breed this woman. No man had ever worked harder to fill a womb.


Fireworks exploded behind my eyes. The pleasure leapt upward, then leapt again, hitting a level I'd never experienced before. The bliss filled me like a goblet with too much wine poured into it, spilling everywhere. My cock jerked against Madame Hourglass's walls as I shot, pumping thick ropes of liquid lava deep into her tight, spasming channel. A ragged cry from behind her veil and the pressure of her nails against my shoulders told me she'd come a second time, the feeling of my balls draining inside of her sending her over the edge.


Something popped inside of my brain. The pleasure ebbed, but the strange dizzy feeling refused to fade. As sweat broke out all over my body, I pushed my face between Madame Hourglass's tits, letting her embrace me. She rocked back on her heels, pulling me to a sitting position and squeezing me tight. Her hands rubbed at my back, as if she'd known it was going to happen.


"There you go," she whimpered, more maternal than ever as the last few bursts of my seed shot into her eager pussy. She slowed her pace, the muscles of her cunt milking me completely dry as she held me tight. Tears streamed down my face, and for the life of me I couldn't understand why. "It's alright, Vance. Everything Is alright..."


When I finally found the strength to speak, I pulled back and shook my head. "What did you just do to me?"


I swore Madame Hourglass was smirking behind her veil. "I've just given you a taste of my power, young man. A small taste, to be sure — but something that will aid you immensely in your quest for revenge."


I had a thousand questions — and yet, it felt like I didn't really need her to answer them. Knowledge bubbled in the back of my brain, inchoate and vague yet somehow there. It was like knowing how to ride a bike — useless unless you were on one, but a part of your memory all the same.


The world around me began to dissolve. The bedroom and its finery fell away, replaced with more of that strange mist. I clung tightly to Madame Hourglass's naked body, afraid of falling into that ocean of sand.


"What have you done!?" I demanded. My cock remained inside her, gently throbbing against her g-spot. The place where we met lay coated in a mixture of mine and her juices. "What happened to the bedroom?"


"You need to return," Madame Hourglass said, her veil brushing against my forehead. Had she just given me a kiss through it? "Someone's found your body. They believe you dead — and if you don't get up soon, you will be." My awareness sharpened. "That was so wonderful," I said, meaning it. It had been the best sex of my life. "Will I...will I see you again?"


"Every time you look at your gem," she told me, her eyes crinkling with mirth. "Don't worry, Vance, I'm always looking out for you. Now, please, try not to die again. Bringing someone back to life is so much harder the second time around"


I opened my mouth to say something pithy — and the world inside the gem shattered. Darkness covered my senses, and I was gone.


Chapter 5


I
 woke laying in a gutter, covered in filth.


My head ached as if I'd drunk Amoz''s entire storeroom of whiskey, and I smelled like an entire caravan of camels had used me as a latrine. For a few long moments, I couldn't remember where I was or how I'd gotten there. I must have had some night, I thought, staring up at the sky. And it's not even over yet.


Only a small sliver of sky could be seen between the rooftops surrounding the alley. From the position of the moon, there was an hour or two before dawn — it was the strange hour of poets, madmen and working girls traveling back from their shifts in the District of Low Candles. The hour where the most murders happened in Kharbrouth.


The mention of murder snapped me back to my senses. I tried to sit up, and found I couldn't. Memories rushed in, and I recalled falling from a tower in the Sultan's palace. I should be dead. Why wasn't I?


A shadow fell over my face. Fingers reached beneath my shirt, and found the gem hanging around my neck. A small, triumphant female cry echoed through the alley.


As the intruder reached for the gem, I found the strength to grab her wrist. A dark-haired woman stared down at me, her eyes as wide as saucers.


"Gods!" she cried, taking a quick step backwards. She wore the dark robes of a thief, loose around the legs to allow for long strides and tight around the bust. Her long hair was tied in a ponytail behind her back, the locks lustrous and shimmering. High cheekbones framed a face too pretty for Madame Orchid's, but without the perfection required to be one of the Sultan's courtesans,


I couldn't help categorizing people in this way — Arnoz instilled such an ethic in me. Spend enough time in a criminal organization, and you start seeing everyone in terms of assets and liabilities.


Arnoz, I thought, a bitter wave cresting in my stomach. That son of a flea-infested goat betrayed me.


I'd half-expected the thief to run when she realized I wasn't dead, yet she stood there staring at me. Perhaps she expected me to keel over at any moment: I certainly must have looked awful.


"Madame," I croaked, a little surprised to find myself capable of speech. "If you could help me out of this gutter, you would have my everlasting gratitude."


The woman cocked her head to the side. A chill went through me at the sight of her eyes — they were a deep violet shade, almost a twin to Madame Hourglass's. Now what did that mean? Or did it mean anything at all?


"I thought you were dead," the woman muttered, staring down at me. As if I were the one who'd somehow offended her, by tricking her into looting me. "By the Eye, you certainly looked it."


A weak laugh escaped my lips. "I believe I was," I said, extending a hand. "If you would?"


She stared at me a moment longer, then shrugged. Her hand clasped mine, lifting me from the gutter. The woman had quite a strong grip for such a slight beauty — not to mention the hands of a thief. Her fingers felt simultaneously rough and smooth, the cultured hands of one who used their digits nimbly and to make money.


As I did my best to brush the dirt off my clothes, the woman looked me up and down. I could tell that even with the filth, she liked what she saw. Though she certainly wasn't the type of woman to admit that easily.


"Who did you piss off to end up here?" she asked, curiosity in her tone. "Sasha Seven-Fingers?"


I knew the name — a local enforcer, small potatoes compared to the Sandvipers. I shook my head. "I was betrayed by my employer," I said, feeling no need to lie. My sleeve was torn, so I rolled it up to display the tattoo on my forearm. "A man named Amoz."


Her eyes went wide with fright. I could tell she recognized the viper coiled around the hourglass — as anyone who traveled within the underworld of Kharbrouth would. So she is a thief, I thought, more interested in this girl all the time. Not a very good one if she's looting corpses in an alleyway. Or maybe she has some other reason to be here?


"Well," the woman said, tuming away quickly. "I've certainly done my due diligence, stranger. Best of luck getting out of the city alive!"


She backed up rapidly, her violet eyes flashing in the dark of the alleyway. It took an effort of will not to chuckle. She couldn't be more frightened if I'd burst into flames, I thought.


"I'm not a stranger," I told her, favoring her with the sexy smirk that had charmed so many of the city's noble daughters. Even with my slovenly, half-dead appearance, it caused her to slow down and reevaluate. "My name is Vance. There are some in this city who know me as 'The Wraith'."


Now something akin to awe shone in her eyes. She knew that name — which meant she was even more a creature of the underworld than I anticipated. I might have use for this woman. "All the more reason we part ways," the woman tried to say.


I shook my head. "I've told you my name — what's yours?" With a bit of a start, I realized I'd already begun sizing this woman up. Her nimble fingers, the way she carried herself — all these qualities spoke to her experience and skill as a thief. Something inside of me sensed I might need a woman with her expertise — and soon. A plan to strike Amoz already beginning to take form.


Also, she was hot. Really hot. And when you come back from the dead, even when your resurrection was achieved by pleasuring a Goddess in her pocket universe, it makes a man feel like he needs to live a little.


The woman looked up and down the alleyway as if she expected Amoz's goons to descend upon her at any moment. "Myrah," she blurted, brushing a lock of brunette hair out of her face. I didn't recognize the name — but then again, I didn't know every thief in the city. Just most of them. "Look, I'm not trying to mean. I'm glad you aren't dead, Vance — I was just thinking as I reached for that gem of yours what a waste it was to kill such a fine young man at your age."


"At my age?" My grin spread wider. "You're younger than me, Myrah."


Spots of color rose to her cheeks. Yes, this girl was exactly what I needed. "I'm not getting involved with Sandviper business. I've got enough enemies of my own."


I wondered who they were. "I'm not asking you to," I said, stretching my arms and legs. It felt good just to be alive. "All I want, Myrah, is for you to guide me to the nearest inn or tavern and let me buy you a drink."


One of her eyebrows shot all the way to her hairline. This clearly wasn't what she'd expected me to say. "You want a drink?"


I glanced down at my clothes. "Obviously, I need a safe place to spend the night. And some new clothes. A tavern would be the best place to do those things, wouldn't you think? Particularly one where they don't ask too many questions — the kind where a beautiful young thief would be recognized as a frequent customer."


It was a guess — but a good one. Thieves like Myrah frequently used the cheaper, greasier taverns in Kharbrouth as a base of operations. When the local guards came knocking, it helped immensely to have a locked door between yourself and them — not to mention a proprietor who'd tell them to come back with a warrant. Myrah's eyes filled with recognition, and I knew I'd struck home.


"There's a place a few blocks from here — the Unplucked Gem." She glanced towards the entrance of the alleyway. No passerby crossed the street — it wasn't the hour for a casual stroll. "I know the owner — an older woman named Leticia. She might be willing to hide you for a bit. Assuming you have the coin?"


I reached into my robes. Arrows had tom several gashes in my clothing, but the pocket where I kept my walking around money hadn't been touched. Another of Madame Hourglass''s blessings, I supposed. Assuming she was real, that is.


"I have money," I assured the girl. "How would you like to be my guest tonight, Myrah? I may have to lie low for a bit, and such things are much more pleasant with company."


That brought a laugh from the girl, a true one. I liked it immensely, and made a mental note to make her laugh more often. "This is certainly the oddest way a man has ever propositioned me," she muttered, shaking her head with a mischievous look.


"Oh please," I said, stepping past her. "If you want to get into my pants, you're going to need to at least buy me a drink or two, first."


Her jaw dropped. "You are a very strange man, Vance."


"You have no idea how strange," I said with a laugh. "I have a hell of a story to tell you, Myrah. One that will certainly be worth the price of a few pints of ale."


Chapter 6


T
he Unplucked Gem was exactly as Myrah had made it sound: a greasy, dimly lit place for unscrupulous ruffians. I loved it from the moment I walked in the door. True to its name, a motif of the Eye of God hung over the entrance, carved from glass that caught torchlight in the street and turned it into a sparkling aura.


At this late hour (or early, depending on how you looked at it), very few patrons remained in the common room. A handful of men snoozed beneath the long tables, having drunk themselves into a stupor. Those who remained upright did not look as if they wished to be disturbed. The only thing resembling a friendly face was the matronly, tired-looking woman standing behind the bar, polishing a glass. She perked up at the sight of Myrah and I.


"Myrah," the bartender said, frowning with concern at me. "I thought you were going to comb the streets, girl. Why are you bringing vagrants into my bar? You're in enough trouble already, you don't need any more of it."


Trouble? I wondered, giving Myrah a sideways glance. What kind of trouble?


Myrah ignored me. "This man needs a safe place to spend the night," she explained. "He also owes me a drink or two."


This had to be Leticia — the bar's proprietress. She had a kind face, though age and the stresses of running a tavern such as this one had taken its toll on her, as taverns are wont to do. Long blonde hair ran down her back, tied into a utilitarian ponytail that could have been the twin of Myrah's.


"A drink?" Leticia's eyes narrowed. "I don't open tabs for new customers. Especially ones who look like they've been cleaning out an abattoir with their face."


Ouch! The remark stung. "Nor should you," I said, stacking two gold coins on the bartop. To her credit, Leticia's surprise showed for only a moment — she quickly secreted the gold in a box beneath the bar, moving with the speed of a street magician. "I'm more than willing to pay. I'll also need some clean clothes."


"And a bath," Myrah added, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. "Two baths, actually. I'm not about to share with Va-"


"With this gentleman," I said, not wanting my name to be spoken aloud. "Which is only right, of course. You and I have only just met — to bathe together would be quite the scandal."


Leticia looked as if she knew all about scandal. And having now realized I wasn't some street urchin who'd received Myrah's charity, she leaned forward and squinted. "Why do I feel like I know you?" she asked, putting down the glass she'd been cleaning.


"You most assuredly don't," I told her quickly. "I have no name. I merely wish to rent a room for you for the night — and to have my face forgotten as soon as I go upstairs."


I wasn't stupid. The moment Arnoz found out his attempt to assassinate me had failed, he'd mobilize the Sandvipers against me. Father figure or no, Arnoz never mixed his personal feelings with business. He'd feel no worse about killing me than plucking a hair in his beard that had grown too long.


"Easily done," Leticia said with a strange look. "I'll have one of my barmaids clear you a room. It'll be ready shortly. You want the drinks here, or upstairs?"


I looked around the nearly-empty room. No one had gotten up and bolted when they saw me, which meant I hadn't been recognized. Honestly, it would probably be well after sunrise when Amoz finally discovered what had happened at the Vizier's Tower. "We'll drink now," I said, nodding.


Leticia poured us two dark ales, shoving them across the table. Then she leaned over to Myrah. "I don't know what you're playing at," she said, her eyes narrowing, "but you'd better not sully the Unplucked Gem with blood, missy."


"Wouldn't dream of it," Myrah said, sipping her ale with a smile. "Let us know when the room is ready. And the baths."


Myrah led me to a dimly lit booth in a comer of the common room. A few tables away, a young man who'd gotten far too drunk snuffled in his sleep and flipped onto his stomach, groaning.


"It's not much for company," she said by way of explanation, "but the Gem's a nice little place. Leticia keeps her mouth shut, too, so don't worry about that."


I nodded. "A nice place for thieves and cutpurses, you mean."


Myrah gave me a sharp look. "Yes. Just like you."


I took a sip of my ale. I didn't want to get too drunk, but I also needed to feel alive after everything that had happened. Considering I'd come back from the dead tonight, I considered the warm, flat drink the finest alcohol I'd ever tasted.


"So tell me something," I said, casting my gaze around the room. Leticia went in the back, yelling something to a barmaid, and a few moments later a girl barely my age in skirts ran upstairs, clearly having been woken from a nap. "Why is Leticia angrier at you than me?"


Myrah's look of wide-eyed innocence would have melted the heart of one of the Sultan's priests. I'd chosen the right girl to hitch my post to, indeed. Or she'd been chosen for me — which was a disquieting thought. "What makes you think she's mad at me? You're the one who looks like he's been rolling around a hog's den."


I took another sip of ale. "Exactly. She should have screamed at me to get out of her establishment the moment she saw me. Yet she only had angry words for you. As if she's not terribly surprised to see you sitting in this booth with a man who appears to be a vagrant."


There were entire paragraphs in Myrah's shrug. "You have coin," she said simply. "Innkeepers are well-disposed to look the other way when the glitter of gold and silver presents itself. Everyone has their price — and you paid it. Drink up."


I did — but I refused to let my gaze stray from hers. "What's about to happen, Myrah?"


Her expression hardened. "Other than you testing my patience some more, you mean?"


I shook my head, slowly. "Are you with Amoz?"


Something changed in her eyes. Those violet orbs showed fear, Myrah's bottom lip trembling at the look on my face. She tried to hide it with an especially big swallow of the ale, but I'd already seen.


Myrah glanced at me, then at the door. Within the space of a blink, she bolted from the booth, scooting sideways like a trained dancer. She was already at the door, if she made it to the street, I'd loose her forever — 


Blink. My hand came down on her wrist at the same moment she tried to move.


"You're hurting me," Myrah said, though she didn't sound like she was in pain. Rather, she couldn't figure out how I'd moved faster than her.


"Don't lie to me," I said, my voice going low and savage. I can transform into the Wraith whenever necessary. "Are you an insurance policy, little girl? A saving throw to make sure I don't escape the Sandvipers?"


She writhed in my grip, trying to catch Leticia's attention. But Leticia had already headed into the back, busy ordering her lazy staff around. "I don't work for the Sandvipers," she snarled, her violet eyes flashing. "I'd never even heard of Amoz before tonight — "


"Then what," I growled, "are you so afraid of? What are you trying to run from?"


"I'm not running," Myrah protested.


Now it was my turn to raise my eyebrows. "Oh? You rescue a young man, you let him buy you drinks and a room at a disreputable inn, and now you're looking around as if expecting an axe to fall on your head at any moment." Something clicked in my head. "Is the trap upstairs? Is that it? Are you one of those women who seduce men, then hire a cutpurse to rob them and dispose of the body?"


Myrah looked honestly outraged. "I may be a thief," she growled, "but I am not a whore!"


"Then what?" I shot back, my grip tightening on her wrist. "What's your game, Myrah? Or am I supposed to believe you're helping me out of the goodness of your heart?"


She opened her mouth to say something else — more denials, no doubt — when someone kicked the front door of the tavern wide open. The man under the table stirred, flipped onto his back and fell asleep as a half-dozen men in red leather armor advanced into the common room, wicked-looking daggers at their sides.


For a moment I tensed, expecting them to attack me. Then I realized all of them were staring at Myrah.


Her gaze traveled to them, despair filling her beautiful face. "Vance," she whispered. "I need your help."


Chapter 7


"W
ell, well," the lead thug said, brandishing a club as he walked across the common room. "There's the little thief. Expected you to make a run for it..."


Myrah's eyes met my own, filled with desperate need. Wonderful, I thought. I'd expected her to try and trap me. Instead, I'd walked right into her mess.


"You have two sentences to tell me what's going on," I whispered through gritted teeth, "and why I should help you."


She didn't hesitate.


"I stole the Vizier's golden stag from under his nose, without realizing he was about to present it at a party." Myrah's expression as she confessed the crime was the exact opposite of remorseful. "Help me take these assholes out, and I'll give you half of what it fetches on the black market."


The gold stag? My eyes widened as I realized what she'd meant. It wasn't as audacious as stealing the Eye of God, but it was pretty close.


"The gold stag?" I asked in disbelief. "You mean the one blessed by a fucking fertility goddess, with the power to turn his depraved little parties into orgies? That stag?"


"Oh, I doubt it really does that," Myrah said with a snort. "That's just the excuse they all use." Her hand tightened on my wrist. "Will you help me or not?"


The men began to advance, two of them with angry sneers on their faces, swords out.


"Take this outside!" Leticia barked. The men didn't listen — they cared little for her cries.


"Please, Vance?" Myrah batted her long, dark eyelashes like a practiced courtesan. "You're my only hope!"


Damn it all, I thought. I truly was a sucker for a pretty girl. Besides, I wanted to try out the new power Madam Hourglass had given me. If it truly existed, that was...


Just then, the gem hummed against my chest. Almost as if it were encouraging me to take up Myrah's cause. Fine, I thought, readying myself for battle. Let's see what I can do...


"Stay back," I growled. At those two simple words, fear shone on the thug's faces. It took very little to tum me into The Wraith, the shadowy assassin who cast fear in sensible men. Myrah gave me a curt nod, let go of my wrist and squeezed back against the booth.


Energy thrummed through me as I stepped into the center of the room. To put it bluntly, it felt fucking awesome. I shouldn't feel this great after almost dying, I thought, but here I am! I grinned as I slid a dagger from my boot, idly grabbing an empty beer bottle abandoned on a table as a back-up weapon.


"The lady asked you to take this outside," I said, twirling the blade in my palm. No gems or precious jewels adorned its hilt, the way most thieves and cutpurses liked to show off. I didn't want gems on my knives. These were designed for one purpose and one purpose only — to kill. As a result, the two daggers I carried on my person been perfectly crafted for my hands. They'd cost a mint, and were absolutely worth it.


"Our business isn't with you," the first one said, glaring at me with a stare he was, no doubt, used to people quailing under. "The Vizier has plans for the little thief."


The look in his eye made it clear what the Vizier wanted to do, and that the guards might take a few tastes of their own. A sour feeling tumed my stomach, reacting to the sick looks in their eyes.


Don't get me wrong, I'm all about getting your dick wet. But call me old fashioned. I preferred my women begging for me to keep going — not pleading for me to stop. These men, however, looked as if they preferred it much the opposite way. Jackals.


"So you aren't going to leave?" I shifted my weight, sliding my feet apart enough to balance my weight. "You're going to make this hard?"


"That pretty cunt is what's making us hard," he snarled. "The Vizier wants her, street rat — and what the Vizier wants, the Vizier gets."


I smirked. It wasn't the same look I'd given the dancing girl or even Myrah when I knew they liked what they saw. It was one that meant I was about to fuck someone up and it only took a second for the guard to realize it.


He lunged, but I was faster. Holy fuck I was fast! How was he moving so slow...


The gem warmed against my skin, as if Madam Hourglass was thrilled. I could feel her power entering me, the way it had always done in times of trouble. Only this time, it did it with my full awareness. I could control the power — mold it the way I wanted, use it to augment my fighting skills.


These bastards didn't realize it, but they'd given me a perfect opportunity to practice my new powers.


The guard's sword raised an inch in the time I'd taken the two steps to cross the distance to where he stood. My dagger sliced across his throat like a butcher separating a cut of meat, gouging through his artery. Instead of the bright spray of blood I expected, a trickling fan soared through the air in slow motion. The man's eyes widened, comprehension dawning too late to save him.


I stopped, hand still raised at neck height, and the guard fell to his knees, time returning to its normal speed.


Oh wow, I thought, looking down at the thug I'd just felled. That was intense...


The other guards jumped back, disbelief on their faces. It was as if I'd teleported to a new location. I could see the wheels turning behind their eyes: was this magic? Had they just thrown themselves into a fight with a mage?


"Holy shit." It was Myrah's voice, a low whimper from somewhere behind me. A glance over my shoulder confirmed her face had gone flushed, and I could see her nipples pressing through her thin shirt. Her pupils were the size of dinner plates, her face like a devoted fan watching their favorite sports team at the sight of the carnage I'd just created.


By the Gods, I think I just made her wet, I realized. So she likes having a big, tough protector, huh? I think I can give her a bit more of that.


By the time I killed these guards, I bet she'd be on the verge of cumming. The gem thrummed against my chest again, as if confirming it. Well, Madame Hourglass certainly was no cockblock! If she wanted to help me get laid while she showed me how to use my powers, I was all for it.


While I stood there fantasizing, the remaining guards finally broke through their stupor. They charged, the gem warming against me as if warning me of an imminent attack.


Suddenly everything stopped.


Angry expressions froze on the guard's faces, making them look like statues. Behind the counter, Letitica held a broom mid-wave, trying to get them to stop. I could feel the heat rolling in slow motion off Myrah's body as her pussy boiled over at the sight of brutal violence to protect her.


Even the first guard, whose blood pooled in a still puddle at my feet, was frozen solid.


Whatever Madam Hourglass gave me, I realized two things about it at that moment. First: when I moved, the world slowed down. When I stopped?


So did the world.


Which meant I could plan my strikes like a damn fortune teller of death,


Fuck. Yes.


The gem agreed, pulsing against me like one of the pleasure devices in the Sultan's harem. It wanted this. Myrah wanted it. And so did I.


The death smirk graced my face again as I took a moment to plan. With the world frozen around me, I had all the time I needed. There were a total of seven other guards: three close to me, two standing at the bar to silence Letitica, and two at the door. The two by the door were presumably there to keep Myrah from escaping, so they'd be the last to react.


Slow is smooth, I thought, remembering my trick with the crossbow. And smooth is fast.


I still heard those words in Amoz's voice, the fucking bastard. He'd get his soon, I promised.


Fueled by the power of the gem, I moved. The guard saw me coming as I readjusted my bloody dagger, throwing all his weight into a parry. He was more successful in getting his sword up than the first man, and looked pleased with his maneuver as I approached.


It didn't matter. The world slowed, my face stretching with glee as the guard and the two men behind him froze in mid-charge. They were weak as kittens before me; totally helpless.


An idea seized me. Rather than strike instantly, I dodged the guard's sword strike (it moved as slowly as molasses) and buried my dagger hilt-deep into his shoulder.


Before he even had time to cry out, I twisted him around and thrust him into the point of the next guard's sword. The gem let go for a moment, returning us to normal speed just in time for me to see the results.


His shoulder spurted with blood — and then the sword burst through his chest. He looked like a donkey who'd come face to face with a crocodile at the river bank. The guard who'd killed him yanked his sword back in horror as the other charged me, moving too quick to notice.


Leticia was going to charge me extra for the blood, no doubt.


I sidestepped the man's jab, swinging the bottle up and smashing it against his head. The bottom broke off as the neck shattered, pieces of dark brown glass flying in the air. Time slowed as the shattered bits filled the air, as if the gem had already begun anticipating my next use of the power.


Grabbing a piece of the broken bottle more splintered than most, I pulled it away from the rest of the shattering shards and rammed it deep into the charging guard's eye.


Holy shit, I thought, watching him fall. If this was just a taste of Madam Hourglass's power, what else could she give me? This shit made me fucking invincible!


Spinning around, time returned to normal again just in time for me to slide up behind the remaining guard. He stared at his blood-soaked blade in horror, his gazed fixed on the comrade he's just run through thanks to my time shenanigans. Why the shock? Had the poor man never killed someone before?


Tough shit, I thought. I had, and I was damn good at it. Probably for the best he didn't have time to get any more experience.


I wrapped my arms around his chest and, smirking right at Myrah, I slit the man's throat.


Shit, she was practically panting, leaning on the table, watching me with those wide eyes. She met my gaze, her mouth open in an 'o' of surprise and lust, and I winked at her in a promise.


A thick hand pulled me around and I dropped the guard, whirling to face my new opponent. The two guards from the bar had charged me, pissed off and shocked that I'd dispatched four of them already. Their minds hadn't yet squared the four dead men at my feet with the totally outnumbered young man with a dagger.


Leticia was nowhere to be seen. I was glad she didn't have to watch the rest.


The drunk passed out a few tables over snored loudly, shifting, but didn't bother waking up.


These guards were good, but swords as long as theirs were useless in close quarters. Even without my powers, I might have been able to hold my own — but I had no intention of relinquishing the power.


Light thrummed in my veins as the gem activated against my chest. The charging guards slowed, though not quite as much as before — the power must have its limits. Even Madame Hourglass could only hold back the sands of time for a short while.


No matter. Even this bit of an extra edge made my victory absolute.


Twisting and contorting, I dodged their strikes, striking out in unseen blows to tear their throats out. Blood sprayed all over the tables, soaking a helpless drunk beneath witha dying man's heart's blood.


I wasn't just the Wraith now. I was a mother fucking god of death!


With one foot, I leapt off an empty chair, reveling in my glory, and flipped backwards up over the other guard. As I reached the apex of the flip, he'd only been able to look up at me with those shit filled eyes. I grabbed a fist full of his hair, yanking his head backwards, bending his body like a catapult, and slammed the knife down between his eyes as my feet touched the blood soaked floor.


I'd have to fork over quite a lot of coin to stay in Leticia's good graces. This much blood couldn't be good for business.


As the guard's lifeless body sunk to the ground, I spun on my heel to face the two guards who'd remained at the door.


I cocked my head, raising an eyebrow as one of the guards pissed himself. But to his credit, he didn't run — even if his sword shook in the air like an excited dog's tail as he pointed it at me.


"Let's make a deal" I said, flipping the dagger end over end. It used to be something I'd do when I needed to settle my nerves before a fight. Now it was a useful intimidation tool.


The guards eyed each other warily.


"What do you propose?" The one with clean pants asked.


Another idea formed. I pulled out the medallion of the goat headed goddess from my pocket, and showed it to them.


"Tell the Vizier that a man in black robes with this medallion killed Myrah and dumped her body in the river with the crocs. Say he took the stag and killed the rest of your guards."


"He'll kill us if we don't come back with the girl," the piss-scented one said — yet he was already lowering his sword.


I shrugged. "He might," I agreed. "But he'll kill you later. Stay here, and I'll kill you right now."


"No deal," the clean one said, charging towards me.


I slowed time and twisted to the side they way I'd done on the soccer court as a boy, coming up behind him. I wrenched back his wrist, snapping it and stealing the sword all in the same move. I let time return to its normal speed and, looking at the pale guard I now stood behind — his only remaining companion in my grip — killed the man with his own sword,


Kicking the body to the floor, I let the sword stay there, blood pooling under his warm body.


I raised an eyebrow in question. "Same offer?"


The guard nodded, his soft jowls shaking.


"What are you?" he whispered in fear.


I leaned forward. "I am the face of death. The one who is coming for the Fallen Angels and their allies." The man squeaked and, shit, what was that smell — was he shitting himself, too? "Tell everyone you meet. I want the Angels to know death is coming."


I don't know why that last part slipped from my lips. Warning Jezrielle in advance was a foolish move — but my bravado couldn't be denied. Besides, Myrah looked even more turned on now.


The man nodded frantically. "I'll tell the Vizier. Black Goats! She's dead!" He fled into the street, swallowed up by darkness. I gave him a friendly wave, though he never looked back.


Turning back to face the carnage inside, I had to admit I was damn impressed with myself.


I'd taken on a group before, but eight of the Vizier's own guards? Even on my best of days, I would have only taken enough down to high tail it out of there.


But now? With this power?


I laughed. I probably looked like a fucking maniac. I was covered in dirt, clothes tom to shit, and blood splattered, standing in the middle of seven bodies, so bloody it was like Leticia had decided to change the color scheme.


My eyes met Myrah's.


Sheathing the dagger, I marched over to her, stepping on the bodies in my way, the blood squelching under my shoes.


The girl practically crawled over the table to get to me, kneeling at the edge as I pulled her hard against my chest.


She was panting, breathless, her pupils so dilated with desire I knew she'd do anything I asked at that moment.


"Vance, that was — " she bit her lower lip, fighting back a moan.


"You like seeing me kick ass, babe?" I asked, nipping at her throat. Her hands went to my shoulder, grabbing hard. I didn't need to know the answer — I could see it in her eyes — but I wanted to hear her say it.


"You were so hot," she sighed, arching into me. Fuck, her nipples were rock hard! I couldn't resist cupping one through the thin fabric, pinching it a bit. She shuddered against me. "How did you do that?"


I pulled back. "Come upstairs with me. I'll show you mine if you show me yours."


In a move that proved her acrobatic skills as a thief, she wrapped her legs around my waist as I grabbed her tight ass, hauling her up off the table. She moaned into my ear as she shameless ground her pussy against my dick.


"We need a door with a good lock," she said before tugging at my ear with her lip. "I don't want any interruptions tonight."


Chapter 8


N
othing on Earth felt better than the woman in my arms. But the cast-iron tub in the washroom of the Unplucked Gem, filled to the brim with steaming water, was a close second.


After my misadventure downstairs, I wanted nothing more than to carry Myrah to the nearest bed, rip her clothing off with my teeth, and have my filthy way with her for the rest of the night. Unfortunately, one problem stood in my way: I was filthy. And not in the good way.


As the serving girl closed the door behind her, giggling all the while, I disrobed and sank into the bath. The water nearly scalded at the touch; so hot that a hiss of mingled pain and pleasure escaped my lips as my ass hit the bottom. My weight caused the waterline to rise, droplets spilling over the huge tub's silvery lip. I lay back with a sigh, closed my eyes and tilted my head back, basking in the sensation.


It felt like ages since the last time I'd had a good soak. I liked to be clean, which put me in opposition with my coworkers at times. I swear, it felt like some of the Sandvipers actually took pride in being dirty, sweaty cutpurses and bandits...


I'm not a Sandviper any longer, I thought, glancing down at the tattoo on my arm. My gaze strayed to the gem around my neck, glowing faintly where the bottom tip touched the surface of the water. I almost wish I'd left one of those men downstairs alive. If they'd seen my tattoo, they could have reported what I'd done to Amoz. That rat would be in all kinds of trouble...


I could have. But then, they'd be on my trail as well — and I wouldn't have this night to spend with Myrah.


As if she'd been waiting for me to think that exact thought, the door separating the men's bathing quarters from the women's opened. Myrah entered, a thick plume of steam billowing behind her as she shut the door. The beautiful thief wore nothing but a towel, cinched just above her cleavage. Another one of Letitica's plush towels wrapped around her head, forming a turban-like helmet for her still-wet hair.


"I was surprised to learn the baths were segregated," I said as the brunette walked to the lip of the tub. "You wouldn't think propriety would be near the top of the list of considerations in a place this seedy..."


Myrah frowned. "Leticia has a good heart, despite all appearances to the contrary." She gave me a sharp look. "Do you?"


I laughed. "I wasn't aware it was my heart you were interested in, little girl. I thought something else drew the bulk of your thoughts..."


Grinning, I took Myrah's hand and slid it beneath the water. She didn't resist, and her eyes stayed on me the entire time. What her fingers found between my legs throbbed with need, so big that her eyes widened at the touch.


No matter how many times I saw that reaction from a woman, it never failed to thrill me. The spots of color rising to Myrah's cheeks, the way her shoulders rose and fell rapidly as her fingers brushed the most sensitive region of my body...suddenly I became certain she would toss the towel aside at any moment and climb in with me. She wanted me


Her hand left the water. She rubbed it dry on the side of her robe, then pulled a chair up next to the bath.


"Very nice," she said, unable even in her haughtiness to stop herself from giving me the compliment. "But before we go any further, Vance, there are things I need to know."


My eyes narrowed. "You saw what I did downstairs. You didn't particularly feel the need to interrogate me after that display of power."


A flush rose to Myrah's cheeks. "You're right. But I think you're after something a little bit more than a casual fling, aren't you? Or am I just a pretty face to you, Vance?"


"Dear, you're far more than that," I said, grinning. "Take off that towel and I'll gladly list your many good qualities..."


Myrah rolled her eyes. Then she reached for the knot in the front of her towel and unlaced it, the plush fabric falling from her body.


My eyes nearly popped out of my head. Even in her dark street clothes it had been clear Myrah was an absolute knockout. Now, standing naked before me, she looked the equal of any harem girl in the sultan's palace. Her skin beaded with moisture from the bath, dark droplets covering her high breasts and the smooth valley between her legs. Only a thin strip of hair fringed her glistening folds, so pink and inviting that a lesser man would have given into the urge to bury his face between her legs.


Myrah stared deep into my eyes, her face unreadable. Then triumph lit up her features. "I knew it!"


Confusion filled me. "Knew what?" I said, trying and failing to tear my eyes away from her. "That I want you?"


"That you want me for more than this," she hissed, her hand sliding back into the water. Her lips pursed in a wicked moue as her fingers wrapped around my shaft, stroking it back to full hardness. "What's your real game, Vance? What are you hiding from me?"


A lesser man would have lost control. Honestly, most of the frequent customers I passed in the halls of the Orchid's Den would have spilled their seed already, helpless before the sight of Myrah's nudity and the friction of her fingers. I grit my teeth and held on.


"All I'm hiding is how hard and deep I want to fuck you," I gasped, reaching around and giving her pert bottom a smack. "Get in this tub, little girl. I'm going to make tonight the best night of your life..."


Her hand stilled around my cock. "The truth," she hissed, the word coming out like a lioness's growl. "What do you want from me, Vance?"


Both of our bodies ached for release. Yet I could tell, with the kind of certainty that only came from long experience with the female sex, that Myrah had the kind of control that wouldn't let her slip over the edge until she got what she wanted. She wanted to know why I'd become so enchanted with her? Fine.


"I want your help," I said, matching her growl with one of my own. "In getting revenge."


Her violet eyes flashed, and I knew I'd said exactly what she expected. "Against Arnoz," she said, the words coming out fringed with desire. "The man who betrayed you. You want me to help you kill him..."


I shook my head. I don't think I'd ever seen a woman so shocked. "Not him, There's someone who deserves it even more."


Myrah stared down at me, one knee in the bath. Her fingers found that sensitive spot on the underside of my crown and pushed it, like the button that would release all my endorphins at once. More than anything, I wanted to grab her, pull her into the bath and pound her until her questions were replaced by screams of pleasure. And while I knew that would make for a very fun night, I'd become fully aware that if I did do that, our relationship would end after the one-night stand.


No, I truly needed Myrah. My revenge plot wasn't a one-man job.


Myrah laughed bitterly. "He left you for dead, Vance. I saw you in that gutter. Who could possibly deserve a killing more than that?"


For a moment, I hesitated to tell her. Then the word spilled from my lips.


"Jezrielle."


I'd been wrong. This was the most shocked a woman could possibly look.


"The sultan's mistress!?" Myrah tossed back her head and laughed, the towel turban nearly falling from around her hair. "His courtesan?"


"Yes?"


Myrah's eyes filled with mirth. I could tell she thought this was a joke. "What did she do? Give you a lousy blowjob a few years back? Turn you down for a date?"


My gaze hardened. The fingers I'd had on her ass dug in deeper, bringing a yelp from her throat.


"She killed my parents," I said, the words falling like stones from my lips. "Her and the rest of those bitches they call the Fallen Angels..."


Myrah's eyes went as wide as saucers. For a moment, I was certain she was about to climb out of the bath, put her towel back on, and run for the hills. Who wouldn't, after hearing the man she'd decided to spend the night with planned to assassinate the most powerful women in the world? I sensed my chances at getting laid blowing away like a desert wind.


Great, Vance, I thought, already chiding myself for my stupidity. You couldn't just keep your mouth shut and enjoy the girl, could you? It's always the same. The dancer. The girls. You just can't ENJOY things — 


Myrah stood up — and shook her hair out of the towel. She looked almost girlish as she settled into the bath across from me, her big violet eyes alight with sympathy and interest. The water came up to the tops of her breasts, leaving the tips of her soaking wet hair floating in front of them.


"Tell me everything," she said, pursing her lips. "Please."


Fool that I am, I did.


I didn't intend to. Surely what I had meant to come out of my mouth was some joke, something witty and disarming to change the subject and get the two of us down to a hot, primal fuck. Yet instead, the whole sordid tale came spilling out of me. I told Myrah things I'd never said to another soul, save for Arnoz. How the Fallen Angels had slaughtered my parents, seeking a treasure they'd given to me. How I'd spent my life working my way up the criminal ladder in Kharbrouth, building the legend of the Wraith as I waited for the day of my revenge. I told her about my betrayal by Arnoz, and the fall from the tower. I even mentioned Madame Hourglass, though I could tell Myrah didn't quite believe that part of the story yet.


I couldn't blame her — I found it hard to believe as well.


By the time I finished, she was staring at me in a way no woman ever had before. Her hand came down on my shoulder, and she scooted across the tub to snuggle up against me. The feeling of skin on skin nearly brought me to tears.


"Have you ever told anyone that story before?" she asked, her eyes telling me she already knew the answer. "You haven't right?"


I shook my head. "Even Arnoz didn't know everything. I don't know why I just poured my heart out to a stranger, Myrah — but I did. I think the spirit in the gem chose you to find me. She trusts you, strange at that may be."


"What — trusting a thief?" Myrah's lips twisted. "That must have been a heavy burden to carry for so long, Vance. You've had to shoulder so much, all alone, with no one to help..."


As she spoke, elongating the words, her hands played at my chest. Then they went lower, and I groaned.


"You really think you can bring Jezrielle down?" Myrah asked, and now the naughtiness was back in her face a hundredfold. "That you can take down all of the Fallen Angels? You know that would change the world, right?"


My hand slipped down between her thighs. What I found there was even hotter and wetter than the water from the bath. "After what you saw downstairs," I growled against her neck, "how could you possibly doubt me — ?"


Myrah kissed me. For a moment our lips met, pursed closed as they pressed together, then hers opened and her tongue slid into my mouth. She moved as if she'd been struck by lightning — I felt the muscles of her back and legs tense, even more of her body pressing against mine as she opened like a flower.


I could restrain myself no longer. Both of my hands grabbed her round, thick ass, lifting her into my lap. She straddled my thighs with her long, smooth legs, her breasts swaying in my face as I pressed the head of my cock into her eager folds. I ran the head up and down a few times until I felt the throbbing nub of her clit, teasing it mercilessly.


Myrah screamed. She writhed in my arms, sending water splashing to either side of the tub. "Oh, you bastard — !"


The word cut off in a scream of pleasure. I grabbed her hips with both hands and thrust upwards as hard as I could, impaling her in one smooth stroke. Her tight, wet walls wrapped around me like a second skin, so warm and tight that I couldn't help but moan. I buried my face between her tits, my grip tightening as I bottomed out inside of her. I fit Myrah's pussy like it had been made for me, the head of my cock hitting her g-spot like a bell.


"Oh, Vance," Myrah groaned. "You were such a monster downstairs! You tore those men apart like a fucking animal!"


"I'm going to do the same to you, little girl," I promised, nibbling at her earlobe. "You've never had it as rough as I'm going to give it to you!"


After a boast like that, there was no way I could deliver Myrah anything except the champion fuck of all fucks. To do anything else would have been to disappoint, and the Wraith never disappoints.


I locked eyes with Myrah as I thrust deep into her core, testing her this way and that. She responded to every movement like a practiced whore, riding me skillfully as I hammered my rod deep inside of her. This girl knows how to treat a man, I thought deliriously, sparks flying up and down my shaft. Gods, but she's dangerous...


As if she'd read my thoughts, Myrah bore down harder and slid her tongue into my ear. For a few moments I cried out, blind with pleasure, then words accompanied my thrusts.


"You want me to join you," Myrah teased wickedly, riding me back for all she was worth. "Is that it, Vance? Is this your idea of recruitment? You're trying to build a posse to take down Jezrielle?"


"It's not...a one-man job," I gasped, thrusting upwards as hard as I could. I felt Myrah's inner muscles clenching around me madly, knew her body had to be right on the brink. Yet neither of us would dare hit the peak first. This truly was a competition, of a sort, and I fully intended to be the victor.


"One disgraced assassin against the most powerful group in the world," Myrah gasped, playing with her breasts as I fucked her. "You must really need my help. Ungh, taste me, Vance, taste it...!"


She offered me her left breast, and I came to it greedily. Her nipple tasted like salt and sweat, both of which I eagerly licked from her mound. The brunette arched her back and whimpered, her sensitive tits pebbling from the stimulation. Suddenly her hips swirled around me harder, losing their rhythm. I knew she was right there!


"The fact that you're fucking gorgeous doesn't hurt," I grinned from between her tits. "Or that you fuck like one of the Sultan's thoroughbreds..."


Her thighs clenched around me. She'd hit the point of no return, yet she was desperate to bring me down with her. "I do, don't I? Doesn't that tight, wet pussy feel so good around your cock, Vance? Don't all those soft, silky ridges just make you want to shoot your load? Don't you just want to bury yourself as deep as you can inside of me and fill me...full of hot...cum...oh fuck oh my gawwwwad!"


I laughed with triumph as Myrah came. Her eyes rolled back in her head, only the whites showing as her tight pussy boiled over. The legs wrapped around me shook uncontrollably as she rode out her pleasure, the walls of her tight cunt gripping like a fist around my cock as she shuddered and moaned my name.


"Vance! Oh fuck, Vance...!"


I grabbed her and flipped her around. Myrah seemed only slightly surprised to find herself facing the edge of the tub — I got the impression that as long as my cock stayed inside of her, she was down for whatever I could come up with. Her ass just broke the surface of the water, the curve more beautiful than any painting hanging in the Sultan's gallery. I plunged into her from behind, her tits bouncing up and down over the rim of the tub as I fucked her hard.


"That's better," I growled, putting a hand on the back of her neck. "I prefer to be in control when I come, Myrah. I like to use a woman to her fullest potential!"


Myrah laughed. Her hips slammed back on me, her long fingers grabbing the tub so hard they tumed white. The leverage let me fuck her even deeper, filling her all the way to her core. "Is that what you want from me, Vance? My potential?"


Her ass protruded from the water just enough for me to slap it. I did so, grinning as her face erupted with mingled pain and pleasure. "I want many things from you, Myrah. Chief among them is to spill myself deep inside this tight, heavenly pussy...!"


A strange look flickered over the thief's face. "I'm fertile," she warned, riding me even harder as she said it. "I don't take the herbs your whores use to prevent their natural processes, Vance. Are you willing to risk that just to paint my insides?"


My answer was immediate and unequivocal. "Yes," I grunted, my hips slamming forward. "Yes!"


Myrah's features went slack for a moment. "Fuck, that's so hot," she panted. "Oh fuck, Vance, I think I'm gonna cum again! You're gonna make me cum!"


As her second orgasm cascaded through her perfect young body, I kissed Myrah deep. "Join me," I told her, the words coming out somewhere between a plea and a command. "Help me get my revenge!"


As Myrah came down from her peak, she went into full-on tease mode. "And what will you give me?" she asked, reaching into the water and giving my balls a gentle squeeze as I pumped inside of her. The pressure nearly made me shoot right then and there!


"Fame," I growled, savaging her as hard as I could. "Renown. Gold. And more of this...!"


Myrah laughed, pressing her body against me. She squeezed her legs together, making everything between her thighs even hotter and tighter than before, and I knew I was done.


"I want something else," she gasped, pointing out the window. Out in the night, the outline of the sign marking this establishment as the Unplucked Gem could just barely be seen. "I want that!"


"This inn?" I asked, spanking her again. "I'll give you whatever tavern you want, Myrah..."


She shook her head. "I want the Eye! The Eye of God! Promise it to me, Vance, and I'll be anything you want me to be! Your partner! Your confidant! Your whore! You know how much I love this cock, baby — I'll never say no! I want you to fill me with it every night! Just please, please, I want it so bad!"


The Eye of God!? Many a thief had lost their life trying to claim that prize. I didn't have the faintest idea how I'd steal the thing — it seemed even more insane than my quest to kill Jezrielle and the other Angels. Yet the words came easily to my lips, spilling forth in a primal growl as I hit my peak:


"Yes! I'll steal you the Eye, Myrah! Then I'm going to fuck you on top of it...!"


She ground her walls around me, screaming with bliss. "Pump me full!" Myrah begged, grabbing me tight with her ankles. "Put all that cum inside of me, Vance — leave my pussy dripping with that cream...!"


I roared, fireworks exploding behind my eyes as I came. My cock jerked against Myrah's walls once, twice, then erupted with thick ropes of liquid lava. Myrah reacted immediately, slowing down and grinding her hips on me as deep as she could, burying my cock all the way to her core. The greatest feeling in the world coursed through my body as I shot, relief and bliss and triumph all at once. I'd made Myrah mine tonight, on a level deeper and more primal than most relationships. Somehow I knew in that moment that she was in this until the end. Although she might joke and play around with the idea of leaving for years to irritate me, she'd never actually do it. Not after my confession — and not after the hottest sex of our lives.


Afterwards, everything in the tub grew slow and languid. Myrah snuggled up against me in the cooling water, struggling to keep her heavy-lidded eyes open. A yawn spilled from her lips.


"That was wonderful," the thief admitted. "So wonderful that I'm actually considering signing up for this damn fool crusade of yours..."


I smiled. If that was the fiction she needed to tell herself to believe she had a choice in this, that was fine with me. As far as I was concerned, our fates were sealed.


"After all," she teased, "a man who can slow down time should be able to keep a woman safe and sound. Speaking of which, what happens now?"


"Now," I said, lifting Myrah gently from the tub, "you and I go to sleep. Then we do this again in the morning."


A faint smile tugged at her lips. "No, dummy. I mean with the plan."


"Oh. Tomorrow, I'm going to see Arnoz."


"The man who tried to have you killed? Bold move, Vance — points for style, surely. You're really going to kill him?"


I carried Myrah to the bed and, still dripping, climbed beneath the tangled sheets with her. As she snuggled against me, drowsing, I shook my head.


"Why would I kill him?" I said, giving Myrah's ass a squeeze. "In fact, I have a little business proposition for him..."


Chapter 9


D
espite getting little sleep, I was up and walking through the Streets of Silver towards the Sandviper's den. I could have taken a less direct route, slipping over the rooftops like I was used to, but something about the idea felt wrong. Before the betrayal, I'd slip into Amoz's office the way I had thousands of times over the years — only this time, I'd have my blade at his throat without any of his guards knowing.


He'd never see me coming.


This time, though, I wanted him to know I was coming. Thanks to Leticia's services, paid for with the rest of my money (as I'd suspected, she charged me for the blood), I was outfitted in my new style. Arnoz always told me that images have power, that clothes can make a man.


Today I planned to feed his own lesson right back to him.


Despite the morning sun's growing heat, I stalked down the middle of the street in my black sleeveless tunic and trousers. My shoes had been a lost cause. I'd make do with the knee high boots the tavern keeper had found me until I could order another custom pair. I'd purchased a new dagger, as well, replacing the one I'd lost in the fight. It didn't feel as perfect as the custom one, of course, but it was well oiled and glinted nicely in the sun.


Early morning market shoppers and the stall keepers shied away from me as I approached. I'd made sure to look like the Wraith I was known as. When I was three streets away from the headquarters, I grabbed a grubby street urchin from out of the shadows where she'd hidden. She looked up at me with dark brown eyes, her face streaked with dust. Tears threatened to fall from her eyes at the sight of me.


Let's see what we can do about that, I thought.


"I need you to do something for me," I said, crouching down to look her in the eye. A few more children watched from the alley behind her. They were all as rail thin, dirty, and dressed in ragged clothes as she was. "If you do, then you and your friends can go to the Unplucked Gem and get a good meal in you. If you stick around after, I might have more work for you."


She eyed me warily, still saying nothing.


"Can you talk?"


She nodded, but when I stared she finally whispered, "Yes."


"Good." I rose. "You know where the Sandvipers stay?" At her nod, I continued. "All I want you to do is run there now and tell the guards that Death is coming." I jerked my chin forward. "Go on. Then right back to the Unplucked Gem. Tell the keeper you're with the man dressed in black. She'll know me."


The girl took off, five other children on her heels. They kicked up a small dust storm as they raced ahead of me to announce my arrival.


I followed at a slower pace. Arnoz tried to have me killed because he thought I'd put my revenge above the gang. Well, I couldn't fault him for thinking that — after all, it was true. But once he learned I was still alive, and on my way, he'd expect me to gut him like a fish. I was tempted, and I might once I had everything I needed, but until then, I'd have the viper on a leash, dangling above a fire pit.


The kids were nowhere in sight once I turned down the street, but from the Sandvipers spilling out of the front doors in a hurry, my message had been received. I reached inside my shirt, pulling the gem out long enough to press a kiss to it. It briefly flashed, and I tucked it back in.


One of the men recognized me, lowering the blade in confusion. "Vance?" he called.


"Morning Scrada," I greeted, hand resting on the top of the dagger I'd belted at my waist. "I see my message arrived."


He snorted. "Didn't know what to make of a pack of street kids warning us about death, but Arnoz sure did run upstairs in a hurry." He jerked his head to the rest of the guards. "Come on and help us out. Whoever's coming won't know what hit 'um with you beside us!"


It took a moment for me to understand. Scrada didn't think I was Death — he believed I'd come to help him out. Oh dear.


"You mistake me," I said, clucking my tongue. "I understand. Arnoz probably didn't make his kill order public. But I'm not a Sandviper anymore. Not after he tried to put me in the ground."


Scrada looked at me with a stupid expression of confusion. He'd never been more than a strongarm for the Sandvipers, never had enough brains to move up. The others, however, shifted restlessly as they realized I was who they were supposed to protect Amoz from. I could take most of them on a good day, but now? Now I'd flood the street in their blood.


I nodded up towards the window I suspected Arnoz watched the street from. "I've got business with him, not any of you. If you step aside, I won't kill you. Stay and protect that camel-fucking bastard, and I'll have no choice." A beat passed. "You've got five seconds to decide."


A couple of Amoz's men backed away, but most remained right where they stood. Scrada raised his sword again, shaking his head with disappointment. "We can't, Vance. You know that, son."


He actually sounded sorry. I'd make his death quick, then.


I took a deep breath, rolling my weight onto the balls of my feet. "Well, then, time to play."


We charged each other. Three paces from colliding, I sent the time magic outwards, slowing the world around me to a crawl. I passed Scrada first, slamming my dagger behind his ear to the hilt. He'd be dead before he hit the ground with relatively little pain. A quick death, for a man who felt bad about fighting me.


The others wouldn't get such mercy.


A glide over the sandy street had me passing another guard, this one gazing stupidly towards where I'd been. I flipped the dagger, changing my grip, and brought the blade down in the soft flesh where his neck met his shoulder, ripping a fist size tear in the flesh. No healer would be able to close a wound like that in time — he'd bleed out slowly, and painfully.


I hoped Amoz saw it. I'm not a religious man, but right then I prayed he was sitting up at the top-floor window, shitting his pants.


One after another, I delivered death within what amounted, for my enemies, a split second. By the time I was reached the doors to headquarters, Scrada had only begun to topple over.


The rest of the world caught up with me, and time returned to its normal speed. The bodies of the Sandvipers fell to the street, dead or bleeding out before they'd even had a chance to realize it. I looked up at the window again and grinned before pushing open the double doors.


Other Sandvipers lined the hall, their swords raised, but they looked terrified. They knew how long I'd been out there. I'd killed over a dozen of their fellow Vipers within the span of a coughing fit, and I didn't have a hair out of place or a bead of sweat on my forehead.


"I'll tell you what I told them," I tilted my head towards the open doors. "My business is with Amoz, not you. Let me pass, and I won't have any need to kill you."


Again, a handful of them looked over my shoulders to the street. Then, almost in unison, they lowered their swords.


I pursed my lips, nodding. "Good choice," I said. I made my way towards the stairs, the men parting around me. I took the two flights of stairs to the top floor where Amoz's office and private rooms were.


The two men stationed outside of it didn't take my offer.


As I kicked in the door, their bloody bodies had just begun to topple into Amoz office. It was a cool effect, and it stained the plush carpet he'd always been so damned proud about. Never let it be said the Wraith doesn't know how to make an entrance...


The man himself stood behind his desk, shoulders squared and a blade in his hand. I nodded towards it witha laugh. "Amoz. Man, when was the last time you actually had to use that?"


He glanced down at the dagger, his face souring. He knew he was as good as dead.


I strolled in, ignoring the man who'd tried to have me killed less than twenty-four hours ago. After I'd just finished a job for him, no less. Rude! At the sideboard, I poured myself a generous glass of whiskey, the dagger in my other hand still dripping vermilion from the tip of the blade.


Then, as if it were any other day and I hadn't slaughtered over a dozen of his men in the last five minutes, I took a seat and propped my feet up on his desk. I had to hide my smirk behind the glass when he scowled at that, just as he always did.


"So?" I asked when he didn't answer. His brow furrowed and I pointed at his blade with my own.


He looked down at it, adjusting the grip. "You'd be surprised. I've drawn a lot more blood than you think, Vance."


I shrugged, and gestured for him to take a seat. When he hesitated, I let my hands fall to the side, the tumbler dangling loosely between my fingers, the dagger pointed towards the ground. "I'm not here to kill you, Arnoz."


He barked out a harsh, flat laugh. "Bullshit," he spat. "I tried to kill you."


I shook my head with a big smile. "Oh, believe me, I want to rip your smug fucking jaw right off of your skull. Just before I shove your own dick down your throat. But why would I kill a man whose help I need so badly? Especially when he'll do just about anything to make things right between us. Eh, Arnoz?"


Amoz adjusted his prodigious bulk in the chair, his sword over his lap as if he expected me to attack at any moment. "I see. What's your price, then?"


I took another drink, admiring the color of the whiskey, and let Amoz stew in his own sweat. He'd had me in the position before, waiting for the ax to drop, holding power over me as if at his word, I'd lose my life.


Doesn't feel good, does it? I thought.


When I'd dragged things out long enough, I met his gaze. "I know you have contacts to every major family, guild, or gang in this city, and even in others in the nation."


Amoz gave a barely perceptible nod. "Right, right. You want the in, don't you? Jezrielle's personal guard?"


"Oh, we're far past that," I said, leaning forward with a savage smirk. "Do the words Palace of Love mean anything to you, Amoz?"


A flat, lizard-like look entered his eyes. "It's where Jezrielle holds her monthly gala," he grumbled, looking around the room like a rat caught in a trap. "New debutants come out, girls audition for a seat in the Sultan's harem...that kind of thing."


I nodded. "I want an invite. And, I want you to get me seated at her personal table!"


There. I'd shown all my cards. What would the bastard do now?


Amoz stared at me. And then the son of a bitch laughed — a belly shaking bellow of a guffaw. I waited him out, expecting this type of response. His mirth finally lessened, but not before the man had to wipe tears from his eyes.


"Come on Vance, you're not stupid," he said, shaking his head. "Even if I could get you seated at that table, you'd never bring Jezrielle down. You've heard what she's done to the men in her orbit. That bitch would have you under her control before you got five paces from her pretty little throat, and she wouldn't even need to draw a blade to do it. She's a monster, Vance."


I rose, with the lethal grace of the Wraith. "You think I don't know that?" I asked, my voice as friendly as an open grave. "Me, of all people?"


To that, Amoz had no response.


I set the tumbler on the desk with a soft click, staring into those hard eyes that'd put me through hell. "Don't worry about what I plan to do once I'm in," I told him. He stayed frozen in his seat as I brought the dagger, now sticky with the blood of his subordinates, to the hollow under his thick throat. "Get me that invite, get me to that table, and I'll let you live... for now."


I pressed the dagger hard enough to draw a drop of blood.


"Do we have a deal?"


He batted the dagger away, fury scowled across his face. "Yes, we have a deal, you little shithead."


I strode to the window, opening in and slipping my leg through. I saluted Arnoz with the dagger.


"She's going to kill you." He sounded pleased about it.


"Then you won't have to worry about me sneaking in this window one of these nights, will you?" I paused, thinking for a moment. "Actually, I want one other thing, Arnoz."


He spit onto his carpet, his big shaggy eyebrows furrowed together. "What!?"


I grinned. "I want two invites. I may be bringing a friend."


As he tried to make sense of what I'd just told him, I slipped out of the window. Sheathing the dagger, I climbed to the rooftop and made my way through the city, his muttered curses at my back.


With a grin, I leapt to the next roof, making my way back to Myrah and the Unplucked Gem.


Chapter 10


A
s it turned out, the threat of a dagger in the night lit a fire under Amoz's ass.


After our meeting, I'd half-expected him to run for the hills, but the man came through. Not two days before the monthly ball, I received two official invitations to Jezrielle's ball at the Palace of Love, delivered through my new network of informants. Leticia hadn't been happy about me taking over the Unplucked Gem as my unofficial headquarters, but a bag of gold and the pitiful expressions of the kids softened the woman's heart.


The first thing I'd done after giving my demands to Arnoz was head to the coinhouse. I'd kept everything I'd saved over the years in several accounts there, which I rapidly emptied out and closed. Then I set myself up with new accounts on the other side of the city — ones Amoz and the Sandvipers couldn't touch.


I only deposited half of the money, though. I needed the other half for the ball's preparations. Myrah and I had to be in the proper fashions, after all. Just because we had invites didn't mean we could walk in looking like cutpurses — they'd turn us away from the gate, and my plan for revenge would be wasted.


So, money in hand, Myrah and I found a tailor who could keep their mouth shut. We'd spent the day trying on different outfits — well, mostly she spent the day trying out more and more scandalous dresses while I watched, modeling them for my pleasure. Myrah, as it tumed out, had quite the exhibitionist streak. She thrilled at the shocked looks on the salesgirl's face as she slid out of a dress, leaving her wearing nothing but a pair of black silky panties as she tried on anew gown for the ball.


And if I'd followed her into the fitting room after she decided on a delectable periwinkle blue dress that dipped low between her breasts and had slits up to her hip bones...well, no one could blame me. Like I said, Myrah enjoyed the attention. My attention. And from the pink cheeks of the tailor's assistant girl as we exited the fitting room, I think she enjoyed the music. When she gave Myrah an envious grin, I knew she definitely had.


If I'd thought her dress was sexy, then what she took me to buy next had me stiffening in my pants in a completely different way. She pulled me down a dark, narrow alley, through a plain wooden door with no sign above it. The front room was filled with jewelry — the kind jewelry meant to be worn instead of clothing, to adorn a courtesan or a harem girl in a powerful man's employ. My heart beat faster at the display, picturing Myrah's naked body covered in gold and diamonds.


But Myrah didn't stop to browse. She just waved at the shop girl, then slipped through the gauze covered doorway into another room. This jewelry was more substantial, still excellently crafted, yet for a darker purpose. And when Myrah slipped on a gold cuffs nearly the length of her forearm, she winked at me with even more naughtiness than she'd shown in the dressing room.


With a flick of her wrist, a blade shot out from the front, turning her forearm into the hilt of a wicked, hidden sword.


"A girl never leaves the house without a few tricks up her sleeves," she said, flashing a grin that was equal parts sexy and terrifying. "After all, I'm going to be meeting so many interesting new people. And killing at least one of them..."


Now we walked, arm in arm, through the gated entrance of Jezrielle's Palace of Love. The silky blue dress clung to Myrah's curves, her gorgeous legs on display and catching every man's attention. To my surprise, I noticed more than a few women staring, as well.


As for me, I wore a similar outfit to the rest of the men. An open black, brocaded vest hung down to my mid-thigh, showed off a body toned from years of racing across rooftops and fighting in the streets. My solid black pants hung loose enough to conceal the blades strapped to my thighs, but made it clear that I put the wealthy men around me to shame. They sat on their asses, having their women feed them delicacies, while others toiled for them, building their empires on the backs of slaves. I felt like a lion in a herd of sheep — and the stares from the mistresses of the other men in attendance made me feel about ten feet tall.


Of course, none of those gilded women had any idea how different I was than the rest of the men. I wasn't grotesquely wealthy, but Myrah had made sure I looked the part, with gold cuffs stretched across my biceps and jeweled rings on my fingers.


At first, I'd scowled at wearing so much jewelry. It felt somehow unmanly. That was until Myrah showed me the secrets hidden under the gems. Each one held enough nightshade poison to knock out an overgrown man for hours. All I'd have to do Is twist the gems and a small needle would appear and one prick would deliver the poison.


Fast, quiet, lethal. It'd be perfect if we needed to take out some unsuspecting guards.


Despite it's debauched reputation, The Palace of Love was a surprisingly tasteful piece of architecture. It almost rivaled the Sultan's palace — and could have, if the sultan wouldn't have been offended. As powerful as she was, even Jezrielle didn't risk pissing off the sultan too badly. Four stories of pristine white washed stone rose above us, large windows filled with stained glass. From the other side of the expansive garden between the front gate and the front door was a mosaic of bright colors, lit from within by massive oil lamps.


"Look," Myrah whispered, pressing her breasts against my arm as she pointed out the statues amongst the well maintained topiaries. My eyebrows rose. Jezrielle hadn't named her domain the Palace of Love for cherubs, hearts, and chocolates. No, these statutes were obscene — incredibly artistic and masterfully carved, but still openly, shamelessly pomographic. These weren't swooning women held by loving men. Instead, the statues depicted a much more... passionate interpretation. A statue of a woman on her knees before a very well endowed man, both of their faces sculpted in pleasure. Another statue showed a woman riding a man's face as she kissed a second woman in the midst of riding his cock. Some statues were only women pleasuring women. Others were women on their own, pleasuring themselves for the observer. There were even a few where a single woman was being used by multiple men. But my favorite? The one giving me the most ideas? The one where one man was surrounded by a harem of women, their sole attention on him as they pleasured him.


"I like that one," I whispered, nodding towards a statue with just one woman and man. It was as if he held her up against a wall, her legs hooked over his arms as his cock plunged into her, his head bent down to suck on her nipples as her mouth was open in a scream. My hand slid around to cup Myrah's ass, a casual reminder of my dominance over her. "I'll fuck you like that later."


She giggled, running her hand down my bare chest to cup my hardening cock. I repaid her tease by tweaking her nipple through the thin material of her dress. From the looks we received, it was clear the men wanted to be me, and the women wanted to be her. I winked at an older woman, fanning her face with a decorative fan as she devoured me with her eyes. Her husband didn't seem to notice, since he was too busy staring at Myrah's gorgeous tits.


And the fact that Myrah didn't even notice him as we walked by, her arm wrapped around my waist? Yeah, I was fucking swaggering as we reached the front doors and delivered our invitations to the major domo. Shortly after our introduction, we found ourselves escorted into the ballroom.


Stained glass windows covered the walls, their bright colors like something out of a schoolbook. But there was nothing child-like about the scenes they presented. Just like the statues, the windows displayed images of men and women pleasuring themselves — and each other.


"She really went all out, didn't she?" I asked, dropping my head close to Myrah. "I wonder if she needs to get laid. I've heard the Sultan's not exactly in the best shape to perform lately."


Myrah grinned, slapping my chest. "Well, it is the Palace of Love, Vance. Are you suggesting she's over-compensating?"


I didn't have a chance to reply. Just then, the room erupted in a round of applause, punctuated with catcalls and lewd suggestions. Speak of the devil, I thought, my gaze rising to the second-floor balcony. The woman we'd just been talking about had arrived — Jezrielle, the host of the evening's debauchery. She drank up the attention, beaming like a model.


Jezrielle was stunning. Wide hips, full breasts, a tiny waist, and legs for days. And her lips? They're the perfect shape to wrap around a man's shaft. If I didn't know how rotten and disgusting she was on the inside, I'd be like all these other fuckers: totally obsessed with her. As much as people had been drawn to Myrah and I together, their eyes held something more primal when they looked at Jezrielle. The woman felt like an object of worship — a goddess.


But me? I didn't want to fuck her. I wanted her head on a pike, after I split her from cunt to chin very, very slowly.


Every thought of sex went out of my mind as I thought back to that night. The gem warmed at my chest, as if Madam Hourglass wanted to speak, or to comfort me. But I ignored it. I didn't need the strange woman inside the gem to spur me on: my hate was pure. And among all the other jewelry Myrah had forced on me, the gem at my neck felt practically invisible tonight.


As the applause ebbed, our escort bid us continue through the ballroom. Above our heads, Jezrielle finished the speech I'd paid no fucking attention to. Tonight her outfit was nothing more than two strips of almost translucent red fabric falling from her shoulders over her breasts, gathering at her waist, held by a gold plated and gem encrusted belt. The fabric fluttered between her legs on an invisible wind, always at the point of revealing what lay between them yet holding back just before the point of revelation. Still, her every curve was on display. The crowd only half listened to her speech, striving to catch a glimpse of the nudity she teased them with.


We sat at her table, just as Arnoz had promised. A quick glance confirmed we were about three seats down from her seat, near the center of the largest banquet table.


The gentleman beside Myrah looked to be half in his cups already. "Good evening, dear lady," he said, his face flushed. The man was old enough to be Myrah's father, his face a mass of wrinkles. He probably owned half the city. "Is this your first time at one of the great Jezrielle's parties?"


The man had finished drinking her up and went to stroke her hip. Before his fingers reached her skin, my own hand came down on his.


"She's with me, friend," I growled, shooting him a glare that promised if he touched her, he'd lose the hand. "Look, but don't touch."


The man's eyes widened. It was probably the first time in his overlong life he'd been told no where a member of the opposite sex was concerned. "Fine," he huffed, tuming away and sticking his nose in the air. "Damn newcomers. Jezrielle's balls are supposed to be about sharing, not showing off..."


Perhaps. But unlike most of these men, I actually cared about my date. The thought of letting them lay their flabby hands on Myrah made my stomach tum. Focus, Vance, I told myself, waiting for the woman herself to appear. Don't stumble at the finish line. Tonight, Jezrielle dies...


Any moment now, I'd be close enough to strike. The thought of finally taking my first real step towards revenge after all these years made my heart skip a beat. I ached to see Jezrielle stretched across the table, blood streaming from her slender neck. It was good that she'd worn crimson robes tonight — they'd hide the blood.


As I thought it, a door near the back of the room opened. Instantly, a hush went through the crowd. I expected Jezrielle, and indeed it she strode towards the table.


But she'd brought a companion. None other than the Sultan himself.


Furious whispers started up as he waved to the guests and sat next to Jezrielle, giving her a long kiss on the lips. Clearly, these people had not expected their sovereign to be in attendance.


Myrah nudged me. "It's not like they were going to get to fuck Jezrielle anyway," she muttered. It was well known the Mistress of the Sultan never personally took part in activities at the Palace of Love. "But him being here spoils the fantasy. It puts a damper on the whole thing."


The seat on my other side was suddenly occupied by an elegant looking woman. A streak of gray cut through her blonde hair like new paint on a wall, the jewels around her fingers enough to feed every orphan in the city for a year.


"No one expected him tonight," she cooed, eager to spread gossip. "He hasn't been seen in over a week. The palace has been buzzing with rumors of his illness — they say the attack on his latest wife during the Angel's feast triggered it. I'd heard it was serious, but he looks perfectly fine. As do you, young man..."


She leaned forward, pressing her breasts against my arm and giving me a view straight down her top. Clearly she didn't hear Myrah's possessive growl. This newcomer didn't realize that sent more blood to my cock than this woman ever could,


"Thank you," I murmured, deepening my voice and giving the woman a wink. Then, before she could move to the next stage of her flirting, I turned around to accept a glass of wine from the table servant.


Jezrielle's servants wore little more than loincloths and scraps of fabric over their breasts. Already it seemed a few guests farther down the hall had indulged in the wine and started the festivities early, dragging the servants into their laps and enjoying them along with their dinner. Everyone knew the men and women Jezrielle employed for these parties were prostitutes as well as waiters and waitresses — little more than human party favors for the guests. Dimly, I hoped she hadn't taken anyone from the Orchid's Den. If anyone recognized me here, it could throw a wrench into my plans.


"You know," Myrah said, leaning into me as I laid my arm around her shoulders, teasing her bare skin with my fingers as I sipped at the wine. Damn, it was good. Say what you would about her, but Jezrielle didn't skimp. "If you don't like the food, you could always eat me."


I pressed a kiss to her temple. "Of course, darling. But this party is just an appetizer. Jezrielle is the main course — and you will be my celebratory dessert."


Spots of color rose to Myrah's cheeks. "I'm looking forward to it," she said, toasting me. "To revenge."


"Revenge."


Someone raised a toast to our hostess and I raised my glass a second time, plastering a fake smile on my face. Jezrielle's gaze slid down the table, and I stiffened, waiting for her to recognize me, but other than a brief perusal and a grin that suggested she'd be interested in letting me eat her too, she passed on, nodding to other guests she was more familiar with.


Undaunted by my brush off, the woman on my other side tried again to get my attention, reaching across my plate for some feta and olives. Myrah cut her steak with a viciousness. "If she doesn't stop shoving her breasts against you, I'm going to cut the saggy things off," she hissed under her breath.


"Relax," I said through gritted teeth. "She's only doing what they're supposed to do here."


"She can go do it somewhere else," Myrah said sharply. Then her expression softened. "I suppose I can't blame her, though. You're the hottest guy in here by far."


I laughed, taking another drink of the wine. I couldn't eat. Not with what I'd planned for so long finally within reach. The wine helped settle me though, even if it did nothing to chill the flames Myrah was inspiring. It didn't help either that all around us, more and more people were deciding to fuck. Fully half the servants in the banquet hall were either in someone's lap or underneath the table, servicing Jezrielle's guests. There was no point in dessert, since it'd be an orgy before the end of the main course.


I stared down the table at Jezrielle, but the woman made no move to either leave or join in. With every passing moment, it seemed more and more suspicious that Myrah and I hadn't joined in with the rest of the guests. Pretty soon it would start attracting her attention — and I didn't want that. Not yet.


Well, this woman is out, I thought, glancing at the older woman behind me. She'd finally given up and flagged down a handsome young waiter, who even now knelt before her with his face between her spread legs. I noted the woman hadn't worn panties to the engagement, and my cock throbbed against Myrah's thigh.


A little fooling around before murder? I wondered. Well, if it's needed to blend in, then...


I leaned over and pulled Myrah into my lap. "Have I ever told you how sexy you are when you're threatening violence?" I murmured against her neck, nipping at her skin with a canine. She shivered, tilting her head to give me more room.


Myrah understood my plan instantly. I loved that about her.


"No," she answered, bringing a rare piece of steak, dripping with juice, to her lips. I shifted, my cock swelling, as she wrapped her lips around her fork. When she'd swallowed it, she asked, "How sexy am I, Vance?"


I slipped my hand to her thigh, which she spread eagerly, letting me slip under the blue silk to her wet pussy. Fuck, she was soaked. Her eyes fluttered as I pressed two fingers in, filling her. My lips next to her ear, I fingered her, gliding easily in her tight, wet, heat. "When you threaten to make someone bleed, my cock gets hard." Her chest heaved, her breasts hardly staying in the dress. "When you growl at someone, and threaten to cut their saggy tits off, all I want to do — " I pumped my fingers faster, teasing her clit with my thumb, " — is lay you out on this table and fuck you until you scream. Would you like that, Myrah?" She was so close, the sweetest little moans falling from her lips. "Do you want me to fuck you in front of everyone here and fill you with my cum so they know exactly who you belong too?"


"Yessssssss," she hissed out, her pussy clamping down on my fingers as a climax washed over her. Before she could recover, I was shoving back from my chair, pulling her up. I needed my cock in her mouth, right now. She jumped up and we turned, only to halt in our tracks as Jezrielle stood in front of us, her eyes half-lidded and dragging down my body to take in my hard cock.


"My, what an appetizer," she said, her voice husky. "I don't think either of you have ever been invited to my table before." I didn't have time to panic or think of an excuse as she pressed up against me, her mouth finding mine. Then before I could even process that, she did the same to Myrah.


I had to admit, it was fucking hot watching them. All the hate I had in my heart for Jezrielle mixed up with how horny I was, and suddenly I really did want to fuck her. Almost as much as I wanted to see her dead. I wondered...


"We haven't been properly introduced," I said, pitching my voice low. Boldly, I reached out to tug on a strand of Jezrielle's hair.


I knew her rules--no one touched her without permission. But as her eyes widened, her mouth forming a shocked little 'o' of pleasure, I knew I'd hit a bulls-eye.


A young man like me wasn't one for following rules. Jezrielle came to these balls regularly, watching weak, simpering men get busy with her servants. But I was different.


She'd spent a long time waiting for a man who had the balls to dominate her. I could tell. That's what every powerful woman wanted, deep down. A man who looked her in the eye and said kneel.


And if she knelt in a private room, perhaps, close enough to the orgy for the sounds of pleasure to mask the screams...


"Maybe we could go somewhere more private, the three of us, and..." I looked down at her, my arousal at seeing her in that outfit warring with my disgust at knowing what a monster she was. Right now, I needed her to see nothing but need — for her to think I wanted to spread her thighs wide and fuck her. So when I met her gaze again, I was smirking. "Well. Get to know each other a bit more intimately."


Then, feeling bold, I pulled Jezrielle right into my lap.


I could have killed her right then and there — but it would have been the last thing I ever did. I had to remind myself that there were four more Fallen Angels out there, and if I killed myself bringing Jezrielle down, the others would skate. I felt her gasp, her thighs grinding against me as I took control. I knew instinctively no man had touched her like this in a very, very long time. They'd never dare.


"Besides," I growled against her ear. "Once we're behind a locked door, none of these people will see what a submissive little slut you really are. Isn't that right, Jezrielle?"


Myrah picked up on my plan, pressing against my side and putting a show. She whimpered like a practiced whore as she ran her hand down my abs, showing them off as she slid her fingers into my pants and began to stroke. Jezrielle might have provoked a conflict between my brain and my cock, but Myrah's fingers quickly resolved it.


"Don't feel ashamed. He brings it out in every woman," she said, stroking me and holding Jezrielle's wide eyes. "No one's ever fucked me like him, Jezrielle. You have to let him take control of you!"


Jezrielle's cheeks flushed with pink, her arousal plain. Myrah pulled her hand away just as Jezrielle reached for me, stroking me through my pants.


"My, my, my," she said, looking down at where she held me. The pants did nothing to hide my stiff cock. She met my eyes again. "I think I need to get to know you...at length. The two of you will come to my quarters at once!" It was a rare honor, and everyone in the hall knew it. Every eye in the place traveled to us as Jezrielle rose from the chair and took me by the hand. With Myrah in tow, we flanked the lady of the house as she slipped out of the ballroom. Nobody noticed we left — save for the Sultan, who raised a glass in toast.


Huh? I tried to catch the man's eye as we left the hall. He wasn't a man known for sharing, so this behavior was curious to say the least. Perhaps the normal rules of propriety were relaxed during these events?


That's what I chose to believe, at any rate. I should have been more on my guard — but my cock throbbed in Myrah's fingers, making hard to concentrate on anything but sex.


The hall was empty, Jezrielle dismissing her guards as she pulled us into a small room near the end of the hall. It's purpose was clearly for fucking. Plush chaise lounges, benches at the perfect height to bend someone over, thick, soft rugs to be gentle on the knees, and other furniture filled the room. A rack hung along one wall, with straps to tie down someone's wrists and ankles. If I could get Jezrielle into that, she'd be helpless...


A redhead slipped in after us, her head bowed. She risked a glance at me, meeting my eyes. When I raised an eyebrow, questioning her presence, she looked away, blushing. I needed her gone. I didn't want any witnesses to silence.


Plus, the young woman was hot enough that it'd be a shame to kill her.


Jezrielle must have wanted her gone too. She snapped her fingers at the woman. "I didn't send for a servant. What are you doing here?"


The servant woman bowed. "The Sultan sent me with this bottle of wine, my Goddess."


Goddess? Gods, Jezrielle didn't think too highly of herself, did she?


Indeed, the servant presented a bottle and three wine flutes. Jezrielle rolled her eyes at the sight. "Fine, set them on the table," she instructed — then pointed at me. "He will pour the drinks for us."


"Yes, my Goddess." The woman seemed to hesitate before leaving the room, looking at me with a strange expression as she slipped out of the door.


"Now," Jezrielle purred, "how about that drink?" She released me and tugged Myrah with her to one of the chaise lounges, sitting with her and pulling one of Myrah's legs over her's, her long nails scraping the skin just where a major vein was. Did she know our plan? Was the position a threat? I didn't react as I popped the cork and poured three glasses of the bubbly red alcohol, then brought it over to her and Myrah.


"To new friends," Jezrielle toasted. "And one very fun night."


Myrah and I murmured an agreement, sipping the sparkling red wine.


If the wine with dinner was good, this was heavenly. Decadent and rich and... my blood warmed and my cock hardened even more. Myrah moaned, and Jezrielle laughed. "It's from my private winery," she said, lifting her glass to Myrah's and encouraging her to drink more. "Laced with an aphrodisiac drug, of course. Designed to make your body so much more sensitive and needy. A few sips and your man will be at attention for hours..."


I drank down the glass, unable to resist. The air in the room felt warm as soup, and I longed to strip off my clothes. Jezrielle turned her eyes on me, beckoning towards me with one hand as she set the glass down. I stepped up to her, the magic wine making my cock ache, but not even that could make me forget what I was really excited for.


A few more minutes and it'd be time to rip this bitch's head from her neck. But first, I was going to hate-fuck her like there was no tomorrow.


"Darling," she purred to Myrah, whose eyes had fallen closed. They opened again, her pupils blown wide, and Myrah looked at me like she was ready to eat me. "Shall you introduce me to your lover?"


Myrah didn't hesitate as I stepped between Jezrielle's spread legs. Myrah unlaced my pants, releasing my aching cock, and pumped me. I groaned, letting myself enjoy this. Why not? It's not every day you get a blow job and the revenge you'd planned for years at the same time. She wrapped her lips around me, working me expertly like the wine had turned her into my perfect little slut.


Another man might have been shocked by Jezrielle's transformation to in-control goddess to needy little whore. Not me. I understood that both lay within every woman, and one like Jezrielle could flip between both extremes like the flicking of a switch. Right now, I wanted her to be so submissive it hurt.


I knew it was time. Jezrielle was enjoying the show, and now she needed to take part. I reached forward, grabbing her chin and running my finger over her lower lip, tugging it down.


"Suck my cock," I ordered her. The 'goddess' raised a perfectly arched eyebrow, offense and lust warring on her face.


"I've killed men for less than what you've just done," she purred, lifting her chin. I caught her gaze and held it, unwilling to back down. Just be more alpha, I thought, my cock throbbing between Myrah's lips. Make her realize how badly she needs you...


She grinned and pulled Myrah away from me. I shuddered, letting her think it was pleasure and not revulsion as she wrapped her hands around my cock. Pleasure coursed through me like nothing I'd ever felt before. Jezrielle had been right — the wine enhanced every sensation, leaving me gasping with bliss.


"If you think my fingers feel nice," Jezrielle purred, "wait until you feel my mouth. By the time you finish down my throat, stranger, you'll be like all the rest — a desperate, eager slave for your goddess. Tonight I'm going to break you — you and your little whore, too!"


I looked at Myrah, who winked and moved around Jezrielle, pulling her hair away from her neck like a lover. She wrapped her hands around Jezrielle's arms, and she moaned. Clearly, Jezrielle liked to be restrained.


Jezrielle leaned forward and wrapped her lips around my swollen crown. She felt warmer and tighter than Myrah's mouth, her eager tongue lapping up my precum as she took me deep. I groaned, thrusting my hips forward, the head of my cock hitting the back of her throat.


Jezrielle had no gag reflex. Absolutely none. It almost made me sad I was about to kill her.


I tried to remember the awful things this woman had done. She was a monster, a demon, a creature that deserved nothing but death...yet the things she did to my cock blew my fucking mind. It's the wine, I tried to tell myself. It's making me want her — turning my lust all the way up to eleven. It's not really me...


Yet the hungry look in Jezrielle's eyes excited me even further. Soon I was full-on fucking her face, filling her throat with my hard meat. Jezrielle's eyes rolled back in her head, moaning with bliss as I used her in a way no man ever dared. A thin trail of drool trickled from her lips as Myrah held her arms behind her back, keeping her from adding them to the pleasure. Or so she thought.


Jezrielle lay just beneath me, naked and exposed. Did I want to cum? Or did I want to kill her?


Suddenly her mouth left mine with a wet little pop, making the choice easy.


"Such a hard young man," Jezrielle purred, her voice filled with pleasure. "And so forceful! Yes, I believe you when you say no one's ever fucked you like him before, young lady. And yet..."


I tensed. And yet what?


"And yet I sense there's something else you want to do to me," Jezrielle gasped, spreading her legs. Her shining slit was on display — she wore no panties, of course — and her sex glistened with juice. If she wasn't restrained, she'd have had her fingers there, I knew. "I know what you really, really want, young man!"


No you don't, I thought, reaching behind my back. With my other free hand I fisted the hair at her nape, even as I pulled a dagger from the secret slit in the fabric. Jezrielle's eyes were glazed, her lips swollen. No woman had ever looked more turned on, more utterly ready to be fucked!


"Beg me for it," Jezrielle said, her eyes dancing wickedly. Clearly this was an act she'd done many times. This first step would open me to her powers, the wine weakening my resolve. By the time we finished, both Myrah and I would be the submissives — bound to the will of our new 'goddess'. "Beg me to let you do the thing you really want to do!"


I stared down at her, the corner of my mouth curling in a smirk. "Fine. Please."


"Please, goddess," Jezrielle said, laughing.


"Please, Goddess," I repeated. Suddenly my lust went cold. In that moment, I felt nothing at all.


"Please what?" Jezrielle teased. I knew the answer she expected — please fuck me. Her lips already formed the response, the first step that would break me.


"Please, Goddess," I said, my fingers tensing around the knife. "Please die."


Her eyes went wide with horror as I slit her throat, the dagger sharp enough to cut through tendons and sinew. Myrah pulled away as I ripped at Jezrielle's head, cutting at her bleeding, spluttering neck again to sever the spine. Myrah pushed the body to the side, letting it fall on the ground as I looked into the dead eyes of the woman I'd hated for years.


I felt nothing. Nothing other than good fucking riddance.


I'd done it. One down, four to go. Revenge.


A slow clapping began behind me. It was like a spell broke over the room. I whirled and Myrah scrambled to my side, the soft ring of metal on metal letting me know she'd activated her blade. The Sultan leaned against the closed door, still clapping slowly. I dropped Jezrielle's head and did up my pants with one hand, not putting away my dagger. I hadn't planned on killing the Sultan, but if I had to? I would. He was just as toxic as the rest of them.


"I had a feeling something like this might happen," the Sultan said, his voice hale and hearty. Not the voice of a sick old man at all. "For Arnoz to finally take me up on his standing invite after all these years, and send guests in his stead? Quite...curious."


I shared a look with Myrah. "What do you mean?"


The sultan grinned, and it was strange on his face — too sultry for his aged features. Then he waved his fingers and bled away...into Jezrielle.


"No," I whispered, my voice filled with horror. I looked down to the head at my feet. It was some other woman, plain and unremarkable. Her body was garbed in the same outfit, but there was one notable difference. She had a tattoo of the goat headed goddess on her chest, clearly visible under the blood.


"Because I'm so merciful," the real Jezrielle said, "and because even with the beheading, that was one hot show — I'll give you two a headstart from the guards. How does thirty seconds sound?"


Myrah didn't hesitate. She grabbed my arm, tugging me back towards the window in the wall. I tried to rip away from her, to fight the real Jezrielle. I reached for the gem at my chest, preparing to activate my time powers. A few seconds was all I needed. Jezrielle didn't know it, but her head start was about to seal her doom.


Just as I felt for the magic, the woman opened her mouth in a grim parody of shock.


"Oops!" Jezrielle said, snapping her fingers. "Turns out I lied!"


Alarm bells rang through the entire palace. The roars of lust in the banquet hall turned to frightened screams, guards spilling into every corridor.


If I was by myself, I might have stayed and gone down fighting. But then I'd have been dead — and Jezrielle would kill Myrah, on top of everything else.


Damn it!


"This isn't over!" I roared, racing for the small chamber's window. It was distressingly high above the ground, but the Wraith could find a way.


"I'm sure it's not," the real Jezrielle purred, looking me up and down. "I look forward to flaying your skin from your bones, young man. You and your little companion..."


Guards poured into the room behind Jezrielle, shielding her and preparing to attack. With a grunt of frustration I turned, and together with Myrah, I leapt from the window.


Jezrielle's laughter followed us all the way down.


Chapter 11


"F
uck!"


I slammed the Unplucked Gem's door open, startling the few patrons (expect for the perpetually passed out drunk in the corner — seriously, did he just sleep there?) Myrah was on my heels, looking over her shoulder to make sure we'd really evaded capture. We'd raced through the city, dodging city guards and more black robed, goat fucking priests. They'd been thick as flies in the streets, and I'd had to rely on several shortcuts to give them the slip. My powers to slow time hadn't done me much good. They were fantastic in fights, but


Leticia glowered at us, sending us a pointed glare towards the children I'd collected. The youths huddled together in a booth, busy stuffing their faces with whatever Leticia's cook had decided on for the menu that night.


"They've heard worse," I growled. Still, I bit my tongue to prevent spewing the rest of the profanity laced ranting bubbling inside me. Instead I threw myself into one of the bar-stools, Myrah slipping in beside me, flashing me with the entire length of her sexy leg. Even that bit of a tease wasn't enough to pierce my irritation.


Leticia poured me an ale without even asking and I glared into the dark liquid as I tumed the night's events over my head, trying to see what I could have missed.


How had I been so blind? Of course Jezrielle employed a decoy — but the thought that she'd bring one to the Palace of Love had seemed beyond the pale. And if she masqueraded as the Sultan, did that mean his illness was real? Perhaps Jezrielle had poisoned him, ruling in his stead. The more I thought about it, the more obvious it became, until I was kicking myself.


Myrah rubbed my back and shared a concerned look with Leticia. With as few words as possible, she updated our tavern keeper on our unsuccessful mission. The older woman's frown grew deeper with every sentence.


"You'd better leave town," she said after Myrah finished. She pressed her hands flat on the bartop, staring at me seriously. "I mean it, Vance. I don't care if you're the Wraith. You came after Jezrielle — and you failed to take her down. The Sultan's Mistress! A Fallen Angel! The Sultan's putting a price on your head as we speak. Everyone will be after you."


My knuckles tumed white as I gripped the glass. "No," I growled. Leticia's eyebrow raised and I lowered my voice to a growl. "Not until I have that bitch's head on a pike. You have no idea what she's done to me..."


The door opened and I caught a flash of red hair underneath the raised hood of a cloak. A woman, since no man was that petite. Even under the cloak, I could see the curves. She stilled in the doorway and then slipped towards one of the unoccupied booths, her side to us.


"Vance..." Myrah said, her voice low and suspicious.


"I know," I said, and knocked back the entire pint before slamming down the glass. I shoved off the bar, the stool screeching against the wooden floors. Myrah had recognized the danger, as well. I marched over to the newcomer, who shied away. I grabbed her shoulder and ripped back the hood, mouth open to demand who the fuck she was when I recognized her.


"You," I snarled. It was the same servant who'd brought us wine.


I hauled her up, and Myrah rushed over, her clever blade out and ready to stab. The children stilled, watching with wide eyes, and the few patrons who were sober enough to realize what was going on downed their ale and made a quick exit.


"If this gets bloody," Leticia yelled, retreating behind the bar, "you're cleaning it up dammit. Last time was enough."


"What are you doing here?" I growled, yanking the redhead up against me. I ignored how soft she felt, her curves pressing in all the right places against my hard body. My cock, traitor that it was, sprang to life in my pants, reminding me how it'd been left wanting earlier. "Did she send you?"


The redhead shook her head, her curls bouncing around her shoulders. She bit her plump lower lip, her eyes wide with fright. "No! I swear."


"Then why are you here?" Myrah asked, bringing the tip of her blade under the woman's chin. "More than that, how are you here? Even the guards couldn't track us back to this bar." Her blade drew a drop of blood. "Answer me, or I'll turn you into a very pretty sack of meat..."


I smirked at my lover. "Have I ever told you how hot it is to see you threatening someone else?" Oh yeah. My cock was definitely coming back to life.


Myrah rolled her eyes, but her cheeks were pink. I turned my glare back onto the woman in my arms. She wasn't looking at me anymore, but between us, where she definitely felt my length against her stomach and... oh, yeah, she liked it. Not that I would have expected any less from a servant in the Palace of Love, of course. Legend said those women were trained for years in how to give pleasure.


The thought made my mind come alive with wicked possibilities. And since I'd been so cruelly denied with Jezrielle, well...


"I have an idea," I said, jerking my head towards the stairs.


Myrah tilted her head, but with a press of a finger, the blade retreated into her forearm cuff. "What? You want us to torture her upstairs." She looked as if she understood. "I get it. Not in front of the kids."


"I was thinking of a different kind of torture," growled, pressing my hips against the newcomer. A gasp spilled from her lips, and I knew I was on the right track. "Your boss taught me a fun new lesson, little girl. You're going to tell us everything, or you won't get what you want."


Before she could realize what I was about to do, I threw her over my shoulder, her round ass next to my face and her ample breasts pressing into my back. I couldn't resist. I spanked her, hard, savoring the sound of the half-offended, half-aroused whimper that escaped her throat. My hand stung from hitting her so hard, but it had been worth it. I could feel her nipples pressing against my back. Still in motion, I grabbed Myrah's hand and hauled her up the stairs towards our room.


"You still have that rope, right?" I asked, winking at her. At her vicious grin, I pulled her up against me, claiming her mouth at the top of the stairs.


It wasn't a nice kiss. I was fucking pissed and horny and she submitted, opening herself for me as my tongue slid into her throat. When I pulled away, Myrah's eyes were blown wide with desire, her lips swollen with need.


"I want you to tie her up to the bed, naked. Then you're going to help me wring everything she knows out of her." My every word dripped with command. Fuck, who was I right now? "When we're done, I'm going to bend you over her and fuck that sweet pussy of yours until you scream my name."


Myrah let out the sweetest moan, and the woman groaned — either in excitement or fear. Either way, I was about to have my answers.


And fuck out my anger at the same time.


Chapter 12


T
his time, there was no question of taking a bath first. Myrah and I were both keyed up from our adventure in the Palace of Love, and with Jezrielle's special wine still sloshing around in our bellies, every action and gesture was charged with erotic potential.


Well, not Jezrielle's wine, technically. But the effects remained the same.


Either way, I felt as high as a kite as I carried the redhead into our private quarters. A quick toss landed her on her back on our king sized bed, and my hands at her shoulders kept her from running away. "Get the rope," I growled at Myrah, rougher than I'd intended.


That was okay. Tonight, Myrah loved rough. I could see the manic gleam in her eyes as she fished the coil of thick hemp from beneath the bed, and knew that if I were to look into a mirror, the same expression would be on my face as well. Jezrielle's drug sang in our veins, all the more powerful for us being denied release within the palace.


Damn that woman! That clever bitch! Not only had she taken over the Sultan's duties, ruling all of Kharbrouth in his stead, she'd cleverly rigged a decoy to take her place at her orgy in the Palace of Love. For a brief, shining moment I thought I'd taken my revenge — only to discovered I'd murdered a court prostitute, made up to look like the 'goddess' of the banquet.


I needed to know how I could keep such a thing from happening twice. And I needed release.


So it was doubly bad for the poor redhead to be here. Myrah's nimble fingers worked with a thief's skill, tying the redhead to the bedposts. Her robes were simple but silky, made of the same rich, enticing fabric as the servants in the Palace of Love. Like theirs, hers were likely designed for easy access.


"I'll start things off simple," I said, fighting off the urge to take my cock out and start stroking it. The drug in Jezrielle's wine grew even stronger — it must be one of the sort that reached its peak an hour or two after ingestion. I felt like little more than a beast. "What's your name?"


"I need your help," the young woman panted. "It's why I followed you — "


"Wrong answer," I growled. My hand gripped the front of the redhead's robes, ripping a section of them away. Now she lay topless, her gorgeous pale breasts revealed to us. Chestnut colored nipples topped each orb, stiffening rapidly in the sultry night air.


Myrah curled up next to the girl, her own robes discarded. My woman wore nothing but the jewelry she'd put on beneath her fancy clothes, and she looked finer than any of the Sultan's jewels. She arched her back like a cat, her smooth, unbroken skin pressed against the plush blankets as she slid next to the redhead's restrained form.


"You should answer his questions," Myrah sighed, sliding her hand between the redhead's legs. "The sooner you tell him what he wants to know, the sooner we can start having fun!"


Something inside the redhead broke. "My name is Natalia," she panted, her cheeks flushing even redder than her hair. Such hair was quite the rarity among the citizens of Kharbrouth. It made me desire her even more. "None of this is necessary! I came to you of my own free will!"


"Sure," I growled, watching Myrah work. The redhead strained fruitlessly against her bonds, her pussy squelching as Myrah dug deep. Natalia's protests turned to moans of pleasure, the room filling with the feral tang of horny pussy. "Likely you're another one of Jezrielle's plants. Here to fuck us, then stick a knife between my ribs."


An angry look filled Natalia's face. "I would never," she growled, struggling to raise her head. "I hate that bitch! You saw me, didn't you? Before you started pleasuring each other in front of Jezrielle!"


"I saw you,"I conceded, unlacing my breeches. My cock had grown stiff as an iron girder, throbbing with need. "That tells me nothing."


Natalia was tenacious — I had to give her that. Even as she whined and mewled beneath Myrah's fingers, she tried her best to give back as good as she got. "I was there to kill her," Natalia whimpered, her thighs clenching around Myrah's fingers. "Poison in her wine...that stupid aphrodisiac she loves so much!"


"The wine we drank!?" My eyebrows shot to my hairline. "I have to say, little girl, you're not exactly defending yourself very well here..."


"Let's fuck her," Myrah groaned, grinding her pussy against the bed. "Then kill her!"


The suggestion set my bloodstream afire. I knew Myrah would normally never suggest a thing, even as bloodthirsty as she could be. The drug pushed at her, corrupting her the way Jezrielle had wanted to do to her and me. Belatedly, I realized there was only one way to break the spell. We'd have to fuck our way out of it.


"My woman is growing increasingly impatient to do you harm," I said with a smug grin. "You'd better start talking quick, Natalia. I have half a mind to let her go at you with a couple of her Knives."


As I said it, Myrah flicked the switch on her hidden blade. The narrow metal schlicked out from between her fingers, like a rude gesture. At the sight of it, Natalia's eyes widened like saucers,


"Okay! Sheesh, don't hurt me! I was just starting to get kind of hot!"


Something burned in my eyes. "You like this, don't you? Being tied up, subjected to perversions? You like knowing that we can do whatever we want to you..."


Natalia shuddered with lust. "Yes," she admitted, the word tearing itself from her throat. "I'm very submissive. Most Mesmers are."


The word took me aback. "Mesmer? What's that?"


Now it was Natalia's turn to grin like a cat with a bowl full of cream. "A Mesmer is exactly what Jezrielle is. A type of magician they won't tell you about in any of the schools. Mostly because the Mesmers have commanded them to forget their breed exists."


Myrah and I locked eyes. At least a little bit of the heat inside of us must have evaporated with the revelation, because Myrah no longer looked like she wanted to gut Natalia like a fish. She still wanted to fuck her, though, clearly. To be fair, I did too.


"I've been in the criminal underworld for over a decade," I told Natalia, my tone warning her, "and I've never heard the term Mesmer before. Do you know who I am, by the way?"


Natalia shook her head. "Wait — I think I do. You're the one they call the Wraith, aren't you? You have those eyes...and that gem..."


"My name is Vance," I said with a smirk. "This is Myrah — my woman. And now that we're done with the preliminaries, I think we should play a little game."


Next to me, Myrah grinned. The brunette removed her fingers from Natalia's aching pussy, leaving her groaning in frustration. I could feel Natalia's need like a living thing, coursing through her veins. Was this one of Madame Hourglass's powers, or something Jezrielle's wine had done to me?


Either way, I didn't mind. I reached for the gem at my chest — and time slowed to a stop.


Myrah and Natalia looked like the erotic statues in the Palace of Love. If Jezrielle had tried to make an exhibit out of them, she might have called it Desire and Frustration — each girl seemed to inhabit her quality exactly. I was about to turn both on their heads.


With a slow movement that only slightly touched the sands of time, I reached down to Natalia's swollen, needy pussy. Just enough time had elapsed for her eyes to widen with shock, registering the fact that I moved much faster than an ordinary human being.


Then, staring down at her like a beast, I began to finger her.


From the number of times I ended up doing this to my women in the future, I can tell you this — they enjoy this treatment very, very much. My fingers swirled around Natalia's clit, time slowing to a crawl as I built up a friction far beyond anything normal sex could provide. At the same time, it happened too fast to allow Natalia the traditional 'climbing the peak' sensation everyone felt on their way to an orgasm.


I rubbed and I rubbed, my grin widening. Two fingers slid into Natalia's slit, then three, pressing this way and that against her folds. All in all it added up to hundreds of swirls and dozens of presses against her g-spot — all within the span of a single heartbeat.


I held that power and arousal for an endless, stopped moment, watching Natalia's eyes crawl upwards into her head like snails.


Then time resumed, and she shattered.


Her cry echoed off the suite's walls as an explosive orgasm tore through her body. Her pussy boiled over, a flood of juice coating the sheets as she moaned and writhed against her bonds like a woman crazed. I'd never seen a woman feel such pleasure before — it looked unbearable, almost akin to torture. Natalia looked like a lobotomy patient, all her sense gone with drool trickling down her chin as her body shuddered again and again, multiple orgasms rolling over her in the space normally reserved for one.


As she came down from her peak, Myrah turned and stared at me with naked awe. "I want you to do that to me!" she begged.


I grinned. Then I did.


Now two women writhed on the bed, a halo of afterglow surrounding them. I became acutely aware that I hadn't gotten my pleasure yet — and that my own powers wouldn't let me affect myself in the same way. What would it feel like to jerk myself off hundreds of times within a single second, then feel all that pleasure at once? Looking down at them, I felt a bit jealous.


Then I tumed my attention back to the interrogation.


As I quickly discovered, bringing Natalia off this way filled her with pleasure but provided no relief. It all happened too quickly for the mind to comprehend — as a result, none of the chemicals that told the brain the body was satiated ever released. Natalia was like a starving woman placed before a banquet, yet no bite of food would do anything to slake her hunger. Instead, it only increased it.


Natalia lost the power of speech around orgasm number six. Her tongue lolled from her mouth, everything beneath her waist a sticky, sweaty mess. Her clit throbbed like a second heartbeat, still unsatisfied despite so many climaxes.


"Why did you want to kill Jezrielle?" I asked, tugging Natalia's head up by the hair. Next to her, Myrah writhed with her own time-altered orgasm, trembling like a leaf. "Answer me!"


Natalia's eyes cleared. "M...my brother," she whispered, hate entering her eyes. "She killed my brother!"


Well. I could understand that motive, at least.


I wanted to ask more questions, but my body wouldn't let me. My need felt almost as strong as Myrah and Natalia's. I hadn't gotten off a single time, and thick streaks of precum lay on the bed. As I watched, Myrah crawled over to one and licked it up, getting it all over her thief's fingers.


"You came to us for help?" I asked, cutting to the heart of the matter. "You want to help us kill Jezrielle?"


"Yes," Natalia whimpered, her red hair a messy halo around her head. "Please! I'm not safe anywhere else! I...I..I'll do anything you want!"


"Oh hell yes you will!" Myrah giggled, stroking my cock. I grunted, leaving a line of pre-cum across her fingers. "Here, taste..."


Natalia sucked the digit greedily. Her eyes rolled back in her head, her hips pumping with renewed vigor at the taste of my manly cream. "Unnngh! Yah! So goood!"


I couldn't take it any longer. I tossed off my pants, one leg on the floor and the other knee on the bed. My cock dangled in front of Natalia's face, the ropes tight around her wrists.


"I want you to finish what Jezrielle started," I said, feeding the crown between her lips. "Be a good girl and we'll protect you. We'll help you get revenge..."


She opened for me eagerly. Myrah let out a little whimper of jealousy as my cock disappeared down the redhead's throat, bulging one of her cheeks on the way down. Like Jezrielle herself, the redhead had nothing resembling a gag reflex. Feeling bold, I straddled her face and began to thrust, hitting the back of her throat with the head of my cock.


"Yes!" I growled, gripping the headboard with both hands. Beneath me, Natalia groaned and sputtered, my balls resting on her chin. She looked like she was on the verge of another orgasm — yet I hadn't done a thing to her. Which meant...


I looked over my shoulder. My heart nearly exploded when I saw Myrah crouched between the girl's thighs, her face buried against her pussy. The brunette ate her out like she'd been born to do it, two fingers pumping into her slit at the same time.


"Hey," I said, stroking the side of Myrah's face as I fucked Natalia's throat. "You're beautiful."


She glanced up at me. "You're only saying that because you're balls-deep in that little tramp's throat," she said sharply. Then her expression filled with lust. "But it was hot watching you with Jezrielle. Maybe I could learn to share?"


"Yeah," I panted, going deep between Natalia's lips. If the girl had a problem with being used like a whore, she certainly didn't show it. Instead she ground her pussy against Myrah's face, using her for all she was worth. "So hot..."


Suddenly there was a knife at my throat. Myrah abandoned eating Natalia's pussy, leaning across me like a trained assassin. "But know this," she said, her violet eyes flashing darkly. "You ever fuck a girl I haven't given you permission to fuck, Mister, and I'll chop your fucking balls off..."


I met her gaze and laughed. "You wouldn't dare," I told her. "You love this dick too much. Even if I fucked your best friend in front of you, you wouldn't do a thing. Except finger your cunt like a good little slut..."


For a moment, I was sure she'd stab me. Then she grabbed my hair and kissed me, pressing her body desperately against mine. The dam of pleasure inside of me burst, and I was spurting inside of Natalia's mouth, my balls emptying as I made out with Myrah on top of the redhead.


Natalia swallowed me down over and over again, drinking me dry. The orgasm barely blunted the effects of Jezrielle's drug. I still needed more.


"In fact," I said, pulling my cock from Natalia's mouth, "I'm going to prove it to you."


I mounted the redhead, pushing the head of my still hard cock into her folds. Natalia whimpered with bliss, her face coated in my seed. I'd blown too much for her to take, and a great deal of it had spilled out over her cheeks and breasts. She looked glazed, and happy, and oh so ready to get fucked.


"So," I grunted, pushing an inch of me into Natalia, "I don't wear a condom when I fuck my woman. And she doesn't use birth control. So every time we're together, we take a risk." My eyes bored into Natalla's, seeking her soul. "Do you want to risk it with me, little girl?"


Natalia nodded like a bobblehead, and I fell in love with her a little bit right then and there. "Please," she whimpered, arching her pelvis. "Please cum in me...!"


I buried myself hilt-deep inside of her with one perfect stroke.


From somewhere behind me, I could hear Myrah groaning oh gawd and fuck, but I was in my own little world. The universe shrunk to that perfect point of contact between me and Natalia, my naked cock thrusting deep into her tight, fertile cunt with every stroke. The gem at my chest glowed with an arcane light, filling the room with illumination as I thrust into the tied-up redhead over and over again.


My thumb rested on her clit. "Want me to do it again?" I asked, not having to ask what it was. "It'll feel even better with me inside you!"


Again she nodded. With a smirk, I reached into myself and froze time.


Natalia slowed mid-thrust, stopping at the apex of her motion. A glance over my shoulder showed Myrah near the foot of the bed, shamelessly frigging her cunt with her slender fingers. I grabbed Natalia's hips hard enough to bruise, eager to see just how this would feel.


The first thrust nearly sent me over the edge. Nothing inside of Natalia wanted to move — it had to be forced, and the forcing sent so much friction up and down my shaft that I groaned. I pummeled her again and again, what would feel like dozens of thrusts within the span of a blink back in normal time. As I did, my thumb swirled around her clit, bringing her passion to the breaking point.


My mouth hung open, my balls slapping against Natalia's ass as I reached the peak. Nothing in my life had ever felt as good as this — nothing else ever could. Madame Hourglass's magic had tumed me into a sex god, and the drug in Jezrielle's wine made every thrust into Natalia's time-slowed pussy feel like an orgasm all its own.


I held the power as long as I could. It broke when I did — as the tidal wave inside of me crashed into orgasm, I lost my grip and sent us back into normal time.


Natalia came instantly. Her walls clenched around me like a vice, suddenly so much warmer and tighter from the incredible friction. My second orgasm was longer and slower than the first, burst after creamy burst erupting inside of Natalia's unprotected pussy. I held myself deep inside her, burying my cock in her fertile cunt with an instinct as old as humanity itself. Not until I was good and dry did I pull back, leaving her pussy gushing with a mixture of her and my juices.


Behind me, I heard the shudders of Myrah's second orgasm. The brunette embraced me from behind as she came down from her peak, her teeth nibbling at my neck.


"I love you," she panted, bearing her heart to me. "I love you, I love you, I love you. And don't you dare forget it, Vance."


looked down at the near-comatose woman beneath me. If a girl like Myrah could have this much fun with someone we barely knew, then she was a catch indeed. Dangerous, brutal, and twisted. Just like me.


"You know it," I growled, untying the redhead. Her resistance had fled — she drowsed beneath the covers, barely awake from the titanic orgasms that had rocked her. No human being had ever felt pleasure like that before. "Let's get some rest, babe. I think we've learned all we're going to from this girl for now."


As the three of us snuggled up, bunched beneath the covers, I concluded I was the luckiest man on Earth. Sure, I'd failed to kill Jezrielle. But I'd had so much fun.


And there was always tomorrow to try again.


Chapter 13


I
 slept for several hours, then woke in darkness.


The curtains were drawn, but it wouldn't have mattered if they weren't. Kharbrouth still slept, the streets as quiet and empty as one could have expected at this late hour. It would be some time before daybreak.


For a few moments, the events of the previous night eluded me. I pressed my body against Myrah's back, my half-hard cock grazing the swell of her ass, and guessed that the two of us had had a very fun time.


Then I rolled over to find another girl spooning me, and everything came rushing back in.


"Myrah," I said, sitting up. The covers fell to my waist, leaving the three of us bare from our legs up. Now that the two of them slept on either side of me, I could compare the girls. Myrah's breasts were heavier than Natalia's, but Natalia's tummy was sleeker.


The redhead was probably three or four years younger than the thief, barely at the age of majority. Natalia was slender compared to Myrah, but Myrah had much more to hold onto — especially from behind. I was looking forward to giving that a try as soon as I was able...


The lack of toe-curling lust let me know the effects of Jezrielle's drug had finally worn off. I felt nothing but the ordinary desire to roll Myrah over, slide my cock into her, and wake her with a slow, deep morning fuck. Good.


Myrah's eyes opened slowly. She blinked a few times, remembering the events of the previous night with about as much slowness as I had.


"Vance," she said, a sleepy smile spreading across her face. Then she saw the redhead past my other shoulder. "Oh Gods. We did bring her home with us, didn't we?"


"She snuck in," I explained. "Should we wake her up and continue the interrogation?"


Myrah paused for a moment, and I knew she'd realized what I had — that the drug's effects had ceased. After checking that her hidden blade was still fastened to her wrist (not so hidden with her being naked, but I wasn't one to argue), she nodded. "Let's be gentle this time, though. My pussy's sore from all that fucking."


I frowned. "I barely fucked you."


A naughty look filled Myrah's face. "I know. I used the hilt of one of your daggers on myself while you fucked Natalia. No substitute for the real thing, but I pretended it was you."


For a moment, I stared at her. Then we kissed, hard. It would have tumed into sex, but Natalia chose that moment to feel the shifting of the covers over her skin and wake.


When she saw the two of us curled up in the covers, she smiled.


"So it was real," the redhead purred, propping herself up on one elbow. The fact that she was topless before us didn't bother her in the least. "Wonderful."


"Good morning," Myrah grunted, looking like she'd rather fuck me and go back to sleep until noon instead of engage in conversation. "Or is it still night?"


"Technically," I said with a shrug. "You've got some explaining to do, girl."


Natalia nodded. "Why don't you lie back?" She gestured at the headboard. "It's been a long time since I've had the opportunity to cuddle a man. Mesmers aren't allowed to mingle with the general population. Jezrielle's orders."


Jezrielle? "So she is your boss."


"Was." Natalia's voice turned bitter. "Even if I came back to her on my knees, it would be too late now. She saw me in that pleasure room, and a Fallen Angel never forgets a face. She knows I've betrayed her — so my life is forfeit."


"Hmm." I laid down and let her snuggle up against me. Not one to be outdone, Myrah did the same against my opposite shoulder. "Not really giving me a convincing reason to bring you with us."


"You mean my mouth didn't do that?" A bold look entered Natalia's eyes. "How about this, then?"


The redhead tugged the covers down to her ankles, exposing her naked body. Then she ran a hand down her side, and began to change.


She shimmered, the outline of her hips and bust becoming less than solid. Within the span of a few moments the girl we knew vanished, replaced with a dusky, busty woman in red silks. Her deep eyes gleamed maliciously over cheekbones that could cut glass.


Jezrielle.


I reached for my dagger as Myrah's hidden blade schlicked from its hiding place. But a moment later the illusion dissolved, leaving just Natalia.


"I'm a Mesmer," she said by way of explanation. "We do mind magic. Illusions, confusion, compulsions and corruption. The same way pyromancers manipulate fire, and aquamancers divert rivers to fill the Sultan's aqueducts, we work with the mind."


I thought about Jezrielle's special wine. "That's something," I said.


Natalia smiled awkwardly. "I'm not a full Mesmer yet," she admitted, rolling her eyes. "That doesn't happen until Jezrielle says you've passed — and she doesn't let anyone pass who wouldn't gladly cut their own throat at her slightest whim. That woman values loyalty over all else — including competence."


Myrah nodded. "Is that why you've tumed against her? Because she doesn't value you?"


Natalia's eyes widened. "No. I — I told you a little last night, but I don't think you heard."


I put a hand on Myrah's shoulder, stilling her. "Natalia is like me," I explained. "She had Jezrielle kill someone she loves."


"Oh," Myrah said. "Oh."


"My brother," Natalia said. "He was a guard in the palace — he took the job because he said he wanted to look after me. Make sure I didn't get into any trouble. Only he wasn't supposed to — no one's supposed to know about Mesmers. When Jezrielle found out, she...she..."


"Killed him," I finished for her. I wasn't stupid; I knew she wouldn't let the boy live.


"It wasn't that," she whimpered. Tears spilled from the corners of her eyes. "It was how she killed him. He got a summons to go upstairs, to protect the Sultan's bedchamber. Only it wasn't the Sultan — it was her. Waiting for him. You have to understand something. My brother was a good man. The best man I've ever known!"


A worried look filled Myrah's face. "What did she do?"


"She seduced him," Natalia said harshly. I didn't think that sounded so bad, but then she continued. "While she did it, she infiltrated his mind — found out everything about me, and how I'd told my brother I was a Mesmer. She used spells to keep him hard, to scoop out most of his brain and turn him into a mindless fucktoy all night long. Then, in the morning, she called me into the bedroom."


Her voice fell silent. I could tell she didn't want to say the rest, but I had to hear it. I had to remind myself of the kind of monster we were dealing with. "Go on."


Tears trickled down Natalia's cheeks. "She told me this was my punishment for blabbing," she whispered, "and if I ever told another living soul about Mesmers, she'd do what she was about to do to my whole family. Then she gave my brother a knife. I don't think he even knew what it was — his mind was so gone — but when she told him to put it in his own throat, he obeyed." She shuddered at the memory. "He opened himself up from ear to ear. He didn't make a sound. And that bitch just laughed and laughed."


Even with my line of work, it was one of the more grisly stories I'd heard. I pulled Natalia to me, giving her the intimate touch she so craved. "Jezrielle killed my parents," I heard myself say. "It wasn't quick, and it wasn't quiet. I know what you went through, even if it wasn't exactly the same."


I felt Natalia nod against my chest. "We have to kill her," she said.


Myrah reached around and squeezed Natalia's shoulder.


"A baby Mesmer," she said, shaking her head. "And a man who can slow down time. Seems we're building quite a team, aren't we?"


We were. And yet it didn't mean a thing. Not unless we could bring Jezrielle down. With her Mesmer powers, the task had just become almost impossible. We could kill the Sultan, but there was no guarantee it would be Jezrielle herself — in fact, after tonight, I'd put someone else on that duty permanently if I were her.


No, she was much more likely to disguise herself as a simple servant, or someone else we'd never suspect.


She would hide while her guards and those strange men with the goat's head medallions tore the city apart, looking for us. She'd stay in crisis mode until we were dead. We'd lost.


"Natalia," I said, thinking. "Is there any way to see through a Mesmer's illusions? Can another Mesmer tell when someone like Jezrielle is disguising herself as another person, or see when she's messing with their head?"


It was a long shot, and I knew it. Natalia shook her head, and my heart sank into my stomach. "No. The magic is pretty much undetectable. I've heard that there are items that can pierce the illusion of a Mesmer's training, but if there was one in Kharbrouth, I'm sure Jezrielle would want it as far away from her as possible."


"Damn!" I lay back against the pillows, fuming. "We're shit out of luck, then. The servants at the Palace of Love will be onto us now. We won't get near Jezrielle without a fight — or even near the decoy pretending to be Jezrielle. This is hopeless..."


Well. As hopeless as things could feel with two beautiful women stroking my chest, I supposed. That was some small comfort, at least.


"Let's get some more sleep," Myrah said, yawning. "Maybe we can think of something in the moming. Why not visit Amoz again, see if he can give you a lead?"


Maybe. But I had a feeling Amoz had fled the city as soon as he'd handed me my tickets. That's if Jezrielle hadn't put him in the ground first. The thought of my former mentor on the run filled me with neither sadness or triumph — it merely was.


Despite the power he'd once had over me, Amoz was little more than a pawn in a game played by much more powerful people.


I snuggled up against Myrah, Natalia's arm over my shoulder. "Fine. There's always tomorrow."


I drifted off. As sleep overtook me, a faint glow flickered from inside of my gem.


The transition to sleep happened in the blink of an eye. There was no sensation of time passing, of my brain going dormant with relaxation. One moment I lay against Myrah — and the next, I was back in that strange realm, floating above an ocean of sand.


The platform moved across the ocean with a purpose. Unlike last time, it headed in a straight direction, rather than bobbing and weaving through different scenes in my life. Yet as I approached a larger platform near the curve of the horizon, with tapestry-covered walls, I heard Amoz's voice as if from a great distance:


"You might have to pick it out of a whole pile of fancy pieces. I want you to know this jewelry like the back of your hand."


An image filled my mind: the bracelet Arnoz bid me steal from the Vizier's palace. The eight delicate chains of gold, swirling around each other with beads of jade and tiger's eye gems. I would have known it even in the largest market of Kharbrouth, could have picked it out of the Sultan's treasure vault myself.


"Supposedly it's one of the Sarb's great relics, with the power to both extend the wearer's life and protect them from harm."


The platform reached the floating room. Madame Hourglass sat at the foot of the bed, silk wrapped around her face. "Welcome back, Vance," she purred, and I swore there was a smile beneath her mask. "I'm glad to see you extending your group. You're going to need those girls's help to take down the Fallen Angels."


Irritation filled me. "What would you know about it?" I asked, gesturing at the falling sand around me. "Your powers didn't help me. Jezrielle got away! You didn't warn me she was a Mesmer."


"I didn't know she was a Mesmer," Madame Hourglass snapped. For just a moment, her eyes darkened, and I got a hint of something ancient behind that friendly visage. "That bit of information was as new to me as it was to you. And don't ask me why I didn't tell you about Mesmers — I can't be expected to give you exposition on every piece of magic in the known universe! We'd have been here all night — and I wouldn't have had time to fuck you!"


I knew better than to engage her in this pointless argument. What's done is done, I thought, my cock throbbing against my thigh at the sight of Madame Hourglass's gorgeous, mature body.


If she wound up in bed with Myrah and Natalia, which one of them would please me the most? It was the kind of question a man could die trying to learn the answer to.


Instead, I focused on the vision. "You showed me Arnoz and the bracelet on the way here," I snapped, ignoring her invitation to banter. "Why?"


Madame Hourglass stared at me blankly. "Because you asked me to," she said, with just a hint of mischief in her violet eyes.


Was this some kind of joke?


"I asked you to?"


"You said you wanted to know if there was any way to see through a Mesmer''s illusions," Madame Hourglass said mildly. "You were never going to figure it out on your own, so I decided to slip into your dreams and provide you the answer. This is draining a tremendous amount of my power, by the way."


I didn't care about that. Despite all she'd done for me, I found it hard to believe her.


"The bracelet," I spat. "The one Amoz wanted me to steal. The one that was a total set up. That bracelet has the power to see through a Mesmer's illusion?"


"Arnoz did say it was magical," Madame Hourglass said. I couldn't see her face, of course, but I could hear the wicked grin beneath her veil. "Your friend Natalia was right about one thing. If Jezrielle became aware that such a magical instrument existed in the city, she'd want it far away from her. Somewhere safe. And what could possibly be safer than on the arm of one of the foppish Sultan's wive's? Adorning the wrist of a nubile girl who doesn't have the faintest idea of its true power?"


It made sense. Of a sort. "If that's the case, I doubt I would be able to just sneak up to the her tower and steal it again," I said.


Madame Hourglass shook her head. "Oh no. After tonight, Jezrielle will want that bracelet out of the city. She's going to have to go into hiding for a good, long while — believe me, the Fallen Angels understand hiding. They're quite patient. It will be no trouble for Jezrielle to disappear until you're dead. The necklace will leave the city tomorrow, by caravan. It's her favorite method of disposing of things she no longer needs."


That and mind-fucking them to death, I thought, remembering the story Natalia told me.


"So we only have one chance, then," I realized. "Get that bracelet before Jezrielle gets it out of the city. And use it to find her."


"Precisely!" Madame Hourglass clapped her hands together. "I knew I chose you for a reason, Vance!"


A nervous chuckle escaped my lips. "You didn't choose me," I said, shaking my head. "No one chose me. I just happened to be the son of the man who found your gem inside of that mine."


I trailed off. Madame Hourglass's eyes stared deep into mine, her body suddenly tense as a bowstring.


"Right?" I asked, a horrible feeling welling up inside of me. "Right!?"


Madame Hourglass had nothing to do with my parent's deaths. The Fallen Angels killed them — them and their strange goat-headed mascot. The Black Goat was the one I needed to get revenge against, not her.


Yet those eyes kept on staring, as ancient as the ocean of sand on which we floated.


"Kill Jezrielle," Madame Hourglass said in a hollow voice. "Slay her, and I'll tell you everything. There are aspects of the Fallen Angels you can't possibly understand, Vance. This is a war that's been going on for a very, very long time. And l intend to win it."


"Just tell me you had nothing to do with their deaths," I commanded Madame Hourglass. My voice threatened to shake, and I didn't dare let it. "Tell me!"


"Of course I didn't," she said, spreading her arms. For a moment, her eyes filled with sympathy. "What kind of monster would I be, Vance? To take a boy your age away from his parents?"


It calmed me. Yet I got the sense I was listening to a lawyer in a courtroom. Madame Hourglass might not be lying to me in the technical sense, but I was damn sure she hadn't told me everything she knew.


"Once I kill Jezrielle," I told her, the world inside the gem already beginning to dissolve, "things will change between us. No more secrets."


"No more secrets," she echoed. "And I'll take you into my bed again, Vance. There are more tricks with time magic I have yet to teach you. You'll need all of them if you want to best the rest of the Fallen Angels."


Sand fell through the walls, the room dissolving. As the strange world collapsed, I put my hands around my mouth and cried out. "Wait! How am I supposed to steal the bracelet!"


Madame Hourglass raised a hand in parting. "You have everything you need," she assured me. "Just ask your new friends. They'll know what to do! Oh, and Vance?"


Static filled my eyes. "Yes?"


"Don't worry." Her voice cut through the darkness. "When the time comes, I won't mind sharing you with the rest of your women. In fact, I think it's hot!"


That thought followed me all the way back to my bed, where I woke in Myrah and Natalia's arms. Today, we would have to execute a heist. If we didn't, Jezrielle would slip through our grasp forever.


Fortunately, as Madame Hourglass had assured me, my new friends knew what to do.


It was no time at all before we formulated the plan.


Chapter 14


	
"So this is what we'll do."



I looked down at the map of the sprawling city, Natalia and Myrah each on a different side. Sunlight poured in through the window of our suite at the Unplucked Gem, lighting the plumes of steam rising from each of the girl's mugs of coffee.



Pointing at the palace, I said, "Natalia is right. We can't get into the royal treasury before the bracelet makes its way into the caravan. The only way we'll reach it in time is if we join the delegation itself..."




I
 grit my teeth as the handle of the palanquin dug into my right shoulder. The sun blazed down from its apex, and the uniform I'd been given had me sweating my balls off. To either side of me, the rest of the carriers looked just as miserable.


Once the delegate got in, the damned thing would be even heavier. Natalia's information had been verified by the spies I'd sent out — it was amazing what people would talk about around children.


Now she waited somewhere in the city for Myrah and I to do this part.


I'd never had to work so hard to suffer so much. My position had taken bribery and threats to get on such short notice, and I'd drawn the short straw in the labor crew. I had to carry the heaviest weight of all — but I stood in the middle of the caravan.


Soon, the trade delegation carrying the bracelet that could reveal Jezrielle's illusions would be on its way out of the city, tucked safely inside the very vehicle I attended. For the second time since Madame Hourglass had gifted me with my powers, I stood within a stone's throw of my revenge.


This time, I wouldn't waste it.


The palanquin stood between two heavily guarded wagons filled with treasure. Decoys, of course — the truly important piece was the bracelet. We were surrounded by guards, provided both by the Sultan and Jezrielle. Natalia had warned us that at least one or two would be Mesmers themselves — junior members loyal to Jezrielle.


I couldn't pierce their illusions, but it was hard not to grin when one of the guards tumed to the other and started bragging about 'no thief being able to pierce their illusions'. The Mesmers didn't walk like the other guards, either — they weren't accustomed to the heat, or such hard work. They were haughty, confident in their power, yet none of them had even considered the fact that the thieves they sought to repel were already among them.


A few moments later the guards stiffened, as did the rest of the palanquin carriers. The delegate walked through the palace gates, a black wood box with golden filigree in his hands. The bracelet, I thought, remembering the box that had been in the Vizier's tower that night. This was it.


The temptation to just run up, activate my time magic and grab it was almost too powerful to resist. Natalia had warned me to be careful — the box looked simple, which was actually a careful trap. It looked too plain, too easy to break into. She'd warned us there would be magic on it.


At anyone else's touch, the box would heat to flesh-searing temperatures, spraying a cloud of poisonous gas for good measure. The only way to open it, as Natalia explained, was for the man who'd been bound to it to do so.


Which meant we had to get that overfed delegate to take out the bracelet for us.


This is going to be tough, I thought, watching the delegate stride towards the caravan with his nose in the air. Good thing he's got the perfect escort.


Myrah walked beside him, her eyes demurely cast towards the ground. My woman cleaned up nice — she didn't look like a street thief in the slightest.


She was dressed in near transparent cerulean gauze, a silk sash of the same color the only thing hiding her pussy from the eyes of anyone who wanted to stare. The rest of her body was on display under that transparent fabric.


A guard took one look at her and whistled like a wolf. I made a mental note to kill him later.


Myrah looked up at me as the delegate climbed the wooden stairs and through the linen curtains. She winked.



	
"So I have to walk next to him, pretending to be one of his pretty little playmates?" Myrah let out a groan. "I thought I was going to get to kill someone!"



"More like threaten. You'll need to get the delegate to open the box," I told Myrah. "Don't do it yourself. I don't want to see your pretty fingers get burnt off — I like what you can do with them too much,"



Myrah chuckled as Natalia blushed. After our interrogation, Natalia was well acquainted with Myrah's pretty fingers. "Oh, I'll make sure he opens it for me," Myrah said, her voice husky as she looked at me from under her thick, dark eyelashes.



I frowned, and faster than a viper, I snatched her wrist and dragged her around the table and against me. Wrapping my fingers around the back of her neck, I squeezed as I lowered my face until we were close enough to kiss.



"Don't you forget who you belong to, Myrah," I warned her. Her eyes flashed with heat — and it wasn't anger, not from how her nipples hardened and her pupils dilated.



I trailed a finger down the long column of her neck, between her breasts, and then rolled one of her nipples between my thumb and finger. Her lips parted in a pretty 'o' as I pinched harder.



"Seduce him, tease him, make him promises.



But don't let him lay a finger on what's mine." I let go of her nipple to cup her. The thin black leggings she wore were all that separated my fingers from her hot quim, the fabric already dampening.



"Never, Vance," she purred, pressing her hips down against my fingers. "I'm yours — and only yours."




I watched Myrah follow the delegate through the curtains. She was the only companion riding with the delegate during this journey, and we had Natalia's Mesmer abilities to thank for that. Once the two of them were settled, the caravan would make its way out of the city and through the desert.


We had an hour before it would hit the junction where we'd make our move. Which meant Myrah had an hour to seduce the hell out of the delegate and convince him to show her the bracelet. If she couldn't pull it off, it wouldn't necessarily mean the end — but the job would get a hell of a lot messier. There was no way that bracelet was leaving this city.


It was impossible to hear what was going on in the palanquin because of the enchantments on the curtains. Myrah was confident, and I trusted in her skills. But it was the delegate I didn't trust. The information we got on him revealed he was pretty handsy.


She was a big girl, though, and she could handle herself. I needed to focus on my part of the job.


That was another thing Amoz taught me. Despite his betrayal, his lessons were solid. Once a job was started, I couldn't worry about anyone else doing their part. I had to trust them, just like they were trusting me to do my part.


Myrah would get the delegate to open the box. Natalia would set up the distraction. I'd get Myrah and the bracelet away from the convoy. Natalia would cover our backs so we could get away safely.


Everything was going exactly according to plan.


	
"Once the caravan gets going, they'll be on the lookout for attacks," Natalia took out a number of small markers and placed them on the map. "They'll expect attacks at these intersections especially. They're tight, with easy getaways for any thieves."



"Right. So we don't attack there," I said with a nod. Scanning the rest of the map, I dropped a different marker on a street further up the travel plan. "We set up the diversion here."



It was in the middle of the Street of Silver. Sandvipers would be crawling all over the place, which would be an added difficulty — and benefit. I looked at Natalia. "Can you do anything to make it look as if the Sandvipers are responsible?"



She knew of Amoz's betrayal, of course. At the suggestion, she gave me a slow, sultry grin. "Absolutely, Vance. They won't be looking for you at all. They'll be going after Amoz."



Just because I said I wouldn't slip into his window and slit his throat didn't mean the palace guards wouldn't gut him if they had the chance.



"Then this is what we'll do once we make it to the checkpoint..."




A few moments after the caravan tumed onto the Street of Silver, one of the children I employed jogged out from a nearby alleyway. He gave me a nod and a smile before taking off. Not a single guard paid attention to him — to them, he was just one more grubby face in the crowd of onlookers.


There was a grunt from within the palanquin, and I stared at it, brows furrowed. No other carrier seemed to notice it, which didn't surprise me. It was loud as hell on the street with all the people gathering.


I spotted a few Sandvipers trawling the rooftops, and I knew the guards spotted them too. Their eyes narrowed at the potential intrusion, hands straying to their weapons.


What the guards didn't know was the people they saw were illusioned children. Now, so long as the grunt didn't mean anything worrying, we would be fine.


Horses at the front of the convoy reared up, screaming. The crowd turned into a massive stampede as they tried to escape the black vipers released onto the street.


"For the Sandvipers!" came a chorus from the rooftops, amplified by Natalia's magic.


That was our cue.


I stumbled, throwing myself against the palanquin as if I'd been rammed by the crowd. The other carriers stumbled, crying out as they tried to keep the thing upright. There was no sound from inside. Was Myrah okay?


An arrow buzzed by my face, finding its way between the enchanted curtains, and I heard Myrah scream in pain.


"NO!" The word ripped from my throat in a massive roar and I called on the power of the gem under my shirt.


Whether it was me or Madam Hourglass, I found myself back a moment before I shoved myself into the palanquin to send it off balance.


This time, I didn't hesitate.


I slowed time, letting go of the handle and leaping up and through the curtains into the box. Myrah was slowed just as everyone else had been. The delegate's head hung at an odd angle, as if Myrah had snapped his neck.


The box was open, and empty, discarded on the floor, with the golden bracelet and its jewels peeking from the empty sheath along Myrah's thigh.


She was braced, crouching down, ready to make the leap from the palanquin and start our escape.


The problem was the arrow. It hung mid-air, frozen in the moment just before it plunged between her ribs to pierce her heart.


Before Myrah could leap from the caravan, she'd be killed. Death would claim her before she even realized she'd been struck.


l refused to let that happen.


As the arrow moved in slow motion towards Myrah's body, I grabbed her around the waist. The moment I touched her, it was as if she was brought into the strange warp of time with me. Like a bubble she'd just stepped inside.


"Vance?" She blinked at me. "Oh my Gods! How did you


"Later," I said, and hauled her out the other side as time reverted to its natural speed. The arrow flew past the spot where Myrah had been a moment ago, sinking to the wall of the palanquin all the way down to the quills.


We landed as the palanquin carriers stumbled under the changed weight and loss of my support. The arrow fired, and instead of a scream, it sailed through towards us, burying half way down in the stone street.


"Fuck," Myrah whimpered.


I grabbed her hand, pulling her into the crowd. "No time," I hissed. "Come on!"


She followed. As we ran, we began pulling off the clothes we'd worn. Another reason why I'd been sweating my balls off? Under the servant's gaudy uniform, I'd been wearing the fancier robes of the city guards.


As we raced towards an alley, another child ran towards us, a bag clutched between her hands.


I snatched it from her, and she continued on as if terrified from the attack. As we ran, I ripped open the bag and shoved the long tunic at Myrah. We stopped in an alcove where she had heartbeats to pull the clothes on over her outfit and pass me the bracelet.


Fuck it felt good to be holding it again. This time, I swore I'd never let the thing go. I wasn't sure exactly how it could tell me whether or not someone was hiding behind a Mesmer's illusion, but either way, I was one massive step closer to defeating Jezrielle's power.


Then I'd finally be able to kill the bitch.


The real one this time.


"What the hell was that, Vance?" Myrah asked, shoving her feet into the pants. "Who shot at us?"


"I don't know." I kept an eye out, but so far no one had noticed anyone went down this alley. "We can't have been the only ones who wanted a piece of that caravan. Another gang, maybe? After the treasure in the other two palanquins?"


"But they shot at the delegate," she protested. "They didn't give a shit about the treasure. Whoever that was, they wanted the bracelet." She pulled her hair back, giving me a severe look.


I didn't have it in me to tell her they hadn't shot at the delegate. They'd shot at her. And they'd killed her, except my time magic prevented it. She ought to have been dead. Which meant — 


Oh no.


"Shit. We need to get to Natalia, now!"


I grabbed her hand and pulled us down the alley, leaping over fallen crates and garbage. A man lay beneath us — from his posture, I'm pretty sure he was dead and not just drunk and passed out. Damn. More casualties. Only this one I hadn't been able to prevent.


I shoved the bracelet into the special pocket in my robes and skidded to a halt. The rest of my part came in as I wrenched open the wooden shutters. "In. Now."


	
I looked down at the map, keenly aware of the two pairs of eyes on me.



"Once we have the bracelet," I said, "I'll lead Myrah to here." I pointed at an alleyway, about ten blocks away from the ambush point. "I know that section of the city well — I should be able to lose any pursuers. Natalia, you'll meet us there, Leave the moment after you trigger the distraction. Tell the kids to clear out too. Scatter them, and don't let them regroup for a couple hours. I don't want their blood on our hands."



"How are we going to get there?" Myrah studied the map, her lower lip between her teeth. The look was fucking sexy as hell. "There are too many streets. And why the hell are you taking us to a square with a damned guard tower?"



"We won't be taking the streets," I told her with a cocky grin. "And as for the guard tower" — I turned to Natalia — "Can you hold an illusion on us to make us look like guards?"



She pursed her lips. "I don't know," she admitted. "I was a dropout, remember? But if you wear a uniform, I won't have to do as much work. So I could probably do that."



"Or, better yet," I decided. "Just me as the guard. You two will..."




I leapt from the low building, landing in a crouch in the narrow street that led to the courtyard. I remembered it well — not too long ago, I'd stood here after a fireworks show, flirting with a horny dancing girl while running from the man with his goat headed goddess. For a moment, a strange sense of deja vu coursed through me.


It all seemed connected.


That man in the black robes had been chasing me, chasing me like he wanted to kill me, and I'm damned sure he wasn't doing all that for some engagement ring I'd picked up for Arnoz.


The woman who'd impersonated Jezrielle had the same tattoo on her breasts — that goat headed woman. Jezrielle and the goat headed goddess were connected, that much was Clear.


But how?


I turned, holding out my hands and catching Myrah as she jumped. Unable to resist, I shoved her against the uneven sandstone wall of the building. Running a job like this with a sexy woman had my blood heated, and I wanted — no, needed — to taste those lips. She opened underneath me, soft and pliant and perfectly mine.


"If we had the time, I'd slip those silly pants down to your knees and bury my cock in you," I said against her lips as I ground against her. She moaned, and damn if I didn't almost follow through with my threat right then and there.


Her pussy would have felt so good wrapped around my hard cock — it was almost sweet enough to ruin the mission over.


"Vance! Myrah!" Natalia's voice hissed from the end of the street. She was right on time, and while it meant I couldn't bury my cock in Myrah, I realized that there might be something wrong with me.


The appearance of Natalia, with her red hair flaring around her and a dagger in her hands as she scanned the street for threats, made my cock stiffen even more than just making out with Myrah.


Seeing sexy women be violent around me tumed me on like nothing else. I wanted more of it. Just how big could I make this crew, anyway? What if I had a dozen gorgeous babes twirling knives and slinging spells around me? Would my erection ever go away?


Shit, I thought. I hope not.


"We're coming," Myrah said, pushing me off of her.


I gave her a wink. "We will be."


"Fuck yes," she promised. "As soon as this is over."


We stepped into the courtyard, the place buzzing with activity. The news of the caravan attack had finally spread throughout the city, and alarm bells rang from every tower. Guards ran to and fro, brandishing their weapons as they looked for something to fight. Everyone was on edge, which suited us and our purposes just fine.


"You, there!" A guard with a captain's patch on his chest pointed at me, his eyes widening. Perfect. Both Myrah and Natalia held their hands behind their backs, and I gripped their necks. "What are you doing?"


"Sir!" I straightened my shoulders. "Caught these two stealing from one of the stalls while the crowd was running. I was bringing them in."


The man relaxed. "Get them booked in," he growled, "then get your ass back onto patrol. That bitch Jezrielle is out for blood. If we don't find those thieves soon, it's going to be us with our heads on pikes on the walls of the Sultan's palace."


"Yes, sir!" I said. As he passed, I fell into him, barely keeping him from hitting the hard ground. "Careful, you stupid idiot. This is a captain of the guard!" I yelled in a general direction of the crowd. I made sure he was steady on his feet before saluting.


	
"Once we reach the guard tower, we lie low," I said.



"Everyone will expect the thieves to make for the edge of town as fast as possible. That's where they're all going to head — towards every exit on the walls of the city. But they won't find us there. Instead, we're going to be surrounded by armed guards — ones who won't even realize who they're protecting!"



"That sounds great!" Natalia's face brightened. "But how will we get out?"



My two women seemed unsure, and I couldn't blame them. Once we got into the guard tower, Natalia and Myrah would have to be locked into cells, and I'd be expected to go back out on patrol. At least, that's what was supposed to happen.



I had another idea, but I wouldn't know if it'd work until we got inside.



"We'll have to play this part by ear," I said, pulling the two of them closer. "But here's the basic idea..."




The guard tower was a hive of activity, with guards running in and out. Mostly out. I had to hand it to her — whatever strings Jezrielle was pulling, she was pulling them hard. Everyone looked totally freaked out at the idea of displeasing her.


Myrah and Natalia walked in front of me as docile as little lambs, and the gem warmed against my chest with something that felt like approval as we made our way through the tower.


A solitary scribe stood behind the counter. He shoved his glasses up his nose and stared disdainfully at my women. "Whores?" he asked as he pulled two blank report sheets. "Take them to cell block — "


"Not whores," I growled out. If I had hackles, they'd have been up. How dare this fucker call them that?


Natalia touched her fingers to mine, out of sight of the wide-eyed scribe. Right. I got my anger under control.


"Thieves, with information about current events. Captain said to take them up to his office and guard them personally."


I felt the both of them stiffen. This wasn't the original plan — but it'd been the one I hoped for when planning. Seeing the captain outside meant his office was free, and likely as not no one would go in there for some time.


The scribe frowned. "That's not procedure."


"What's not procedure," I snapped, "is the Sandvipers fucking attacking a trade delegation caravan full of treasure in Kharbrounth's streets, and Jezrielle demanding people's heads. I don't particularly want to see my head, or the captain's, on silver platters at her next big orgy, so I'm taking these two to his office and sitting on them. That's what the Captain told me to do, and if you don't like it, you can take it up with him!"


I held up the keys I'd slipped from the captain's belt earlier, shaking them as if to prove my orders.


The scribe blinked at the threat. The moment elongated in a way that had nothing to do with time magic, and I felt sweat prickling at my back.


Jezrielle was known to have a temper, and while there hadn't been any severed heads on the platters at her fete, I wouldn't be surprised if she did. From the hard swallow, nod, and shaking hand as he waved us past, I'd say the scribe believed her capable of it too.


"What are we doing?" Myrah hissed under her breath as we marched up the stairs. We paused as two guards ran down the stairs past us, ignoring us totally. If only they knew how close they were to their quarry!


"I didn't want bars separating us," I explained as we reached the landing. The captain's office was on the third floor of five. "Other than the cells, the captain's office is the most secure location in the tower. Only the captain and his second in command have the keys."


Myrah's mouth dropped open. "And I thought I was the thief."


"Hey, I just bumped into him," I said with a shrug. "Not my fault he doesn't tie the loop on his belt properly."


They grinned. I opened the door to the office, ushering them inside, and made sure the hall was clear before slipping in with them and locking the door behind me. I tossed the keys onto the cluttered desk as Natalia and Myrah inspected the office.


There was a wealth of information in this office for someone with the right skill set, and Myrah almost crackled with enthusiastic energy as she began reading reports of the best and worst criminals of the city.


What caught my attention, however, was a page of sketches. I spread them out across the table, staring at each with a greater and greater sense of unease.


Each was a hastily sketched portrait, with notations under each one noting the date, time of day, and location of the sighting. The people in the sketches were of every conceivable age, gender and ethnicity.


The only thing they had in common were their black robes. And the goat's head medallions hanging from their necks,


"Girls — look at this!"


Myrah dropped what she was doing and came up next to me; Natalia was already there. All three of us stared down at the portraits.


"The city guard is hunting the goat's head cultists. Look at these notes — they're trying to track them down."


Myrah pursed her lips. "That doesn't make any sense, Vance. The city guard works for Jezrielle. She owns them: lock, stock and barrel. And she's working with the goat people! Right?"


"That's what Madame Hourglass told me," I muttered. Natalia frowned — I hadn't explained that aspect of my story to her just yet. "The Fallen Angels are in league with the Black Goat. They must have had some kind of disagreement, though, if Jezrielle is trying to hunt them down..."


Natalia ran her finger down the side of one sketch, her lips pursed. "Or they're not really on the same side," she whispered, her eyebrows furrowing together.


Images flashed through my mind. The man with the goat's head medallion chasing me across the rooftops. The same emblem inside the jewelry box in the Vizier's suite. The same design as a tattoo on the breasts of the woman Jezrielle used as a decoy. Madame Hourglass's warnings about the Black Goat.


All of it was connected. Somehow. If I could just sit down and think about it for a while, I felt I could almost make sense of it.


But thinking about the goat-headed goddess was why I didn't realize until too late that the door had begun to open. Myrah and Natalia turned, their eyes wide, hands on their weapons and ready to fight.


I moved in front of them as the door swung open. A figure stood in the doorway, grinning from ear to ear. It was not the captain — or anyone else who had the keys. My blood surged in my veins, pure rage mingling with my shock.


Jezrielle looked just as surprised to see us as we were to see her.


Chapter 15


"W
hat a lovely surprise," Jezrielle purred as she closed the door behind her. Crossing her arms over her ample chest, she gave me an appraising look as she entered the room. "I must say, it's a very rare opportunity for me to come up against an opponent capable of such feats. My guards told me all about how skillfully you'd evaded them." Her grin widened. "I had to kill them all, of course, but still. Quite impressive."


She truly was evil if she killed her guards for something like that. Her eyes slid from me, sizing up the two women who flanked me. When she saw Natalia, her gaze narrowed.


"You," she said, looking like someone trying to solve a difficult crossword puzzle. "I know you from somewhere. Oh, Gods! You're the one with the brother!"


Natalia raised her chin, defiance written in every line of her body. "You're going to regret that today, Jezrielle. You're not leaving this place alive!"


"A baby Mesmer!" Jezrielle looked thrilled. She clapped her hands together, giggling. "That explains how you managed to frame the Sandvipers for that attack. Clever work, I must say." She reached out before Natalia could say another word, caressing the redhead''s chin.


"Your brother looked so cute when he died!" Jezrielle panted, the words coming out almost as a moan. "I loved seeing you stand there so weak and helpless! It made me so fucking wet!"


Natalia lunged for her, but Myrah wrapped her arms around her middle and hauled her back. "Fucking bitch!" Natalia shrieked. I couldn't agree more.


Jezrielle just rolled her eyes. "Why are there never more creative names for insulting a woman? Really, bitch? That's the best you can do?"


I'd heard enough.


"You want insulting?" I asked, drawing her attention. My hand slid into my pocket, clasping the hidden bracelet held within. As I gripped it, I said a silent prayer that whatever needed to happen in order for it to protect me from Jezrielle's magic wasn't something I had to think about in order to do. I took another step forward.


"How about you being the camel-fucking, cum-guzzling daughter of a eunuch?"


"Ohhhh," she drew out, her smile widening. She walked over to me, running a long fingernail down my cheek to my sneering lips. "Whatever I did to you must have been especially heinous to inspire such poetic words." Her nail slipped lower, running against my shirt. "Besides, you seemed perfectly willing to let this camel-fucking whore wrap her lips around your cock."


Her nail pressed gently against the bulge in the fabric where the gem hung against my chest. On cue, it pulsed, and Jezrielle froze.


She took a step backwards, her perfectly sculpted eyebrows pinching. Was that caution I saw in her eyes?


"Who are you?"


I started to laugh. "All this time, and you don't know me," I said, staring her down. Just as when I thought I'd been about to kill her in the Palace of Love, all my emotions fell away. I was cold, and calm, and perfectly ready to strike.


I was the Wraith.


"I've made many enemies," Jezrielle said with a snort. "What makes you special?"


"Eight years ago, you broke into my house," I said, saying the words I'd held inside for so long. "You tied up my parents. You threatened them, then you killed them."


I reached into my shirt, pulling out the faintly glowing gem that contained the spirit known as Madam Hourglass. "All because you were looking for this."


"The Queen of Monsters?" Jezrielle laughed at the epithet, only for the words to die on her pillowy lips as she realized what she was staring at.


"You!" she cried, her eyes going as big and wide as a doe's. "So that bastard did have it hidden in the house! I knew they should have let me scoop out that stupid peasant's mind!"


"That stupid peasant was my father," I said, my eyes as cold as ice. "You killed him, and my mother, without a second thought. You knew there wouldn't be a single consequence for it — that you'd never face anything like justice."


Jezrielle's face changed. She held out her hand, her bottom lip trembling. "Give it to me," she said, sounding almost pleading. "Give me the gem, young man, and I'll give you anything you want. Anything you could possibly want, forever. It's yours!"


"Anything?" I asked, cocking my head to the side.


A sly smile spread across Jezrielle's face. No doubt she was thinking of her decoy in the Palace of Love. She took a step forward, tugging at the front of her robes to expose more of her deep, supernaturally perfect cleavage.


"Anything," she panted, her voice filled with every promise a woman had ever made a man. "You can take me however you want. Whenever you want — "


I shook my head. "I want something else."


Jezrielle's eyebrows furrowed together. "Gold? Jewels? Power?"


The gem pulsed beneath my shirt. "Revenge."


For a moment, Jezrielle's expression collapsed in shock. Then, before anyone could make another move, I slowed time and launched myself at Jezrielle.


Who dodged nimbly out of my way.


She stepped out of the path of my dagger, chuckling as I struck out at the open air. "Ah, ah, ah, boy," she said, settling into a fighting stance. "That doesn't work on me. You can't slow me down!"


Madame Hourglass hadn't warned me about this part. Me versus Jezrielle, one on one? I twirled the dagger between my fingers. I was ready.


I'd been training for this my whole life.


Myrah and Natalia were still frozen in place as I lashed out at Jezrielle, one of my normal daggers in hand. I needed her to think she'd win this fight — let her get some of that nice overconfidence I'd seen, right before I sucked her power out like an over eager whore on a good cock.


Now that the moment was finally here, I wanted it to last.


Jezrielle was dressed like one of the Sultan's belly dancers, in transparent harem pants that flowed down her legs to tighten around the ankles. Only hers had long slits from the waist to foot, revealing perfect sun kissed toned legs.


No doubt she'd like to wrap those thighs around my head, but something told me that instead of riding my face she'd snap my neck.


Or maybe both at the same time, since she wore the tiniest g-string under the transparent material. Her top wasn't any more modest, with matching material as her pants — but instead of silk covering her breasts, diamonds were embroidered in the fabric to cover her nipples.


And every part of her skin exposed to the air — which frankly was a lot for someone in a fight — shimmered as if she'd been dusted with crystals.


"Is your cunt filled with diamonds, too?" I asked as I ducked under her outstretched arm. The woman only had one knife, but the nails of her other hand had elongated into sharpened points, like a demon's from a painting.


From the way she held that arm, it seemed she'd have preferred to gut me with those rather than the knife. Kill me in a more hands-on fashion.


"Why don't you come closer and I'll show you!" She moved, faster than I expected, sidestepping my blow. With a lunge, she buried all five of her fingernails in my chest, grinning in a way that stretched her mouth too far to be human — The gem burned at my chest, and I blinked.


"--and I'll show you!"


I threw myself to the ground, missing her strike. Jezrielle screamed with rage, her nails carving deep gouges in the desk behind me.


"You fucking idiot! Do you even know what it is you possess? The power you could wield?"


I rolled to the left, grabbing her calf as she slammed her slippered foot down where my face had just been. With a jerk, I sent her to the floor, flipping over her and pinning her to the ground. She snarled, her beautiful face made ugly with rage.


Wrenching back her wrist, I forced her to drop the dagger. The motion caused her top to spill open, revealing the delicious curves of her chest and throat.


Despite myself, I was unable to look away — and her expression softened beneath my gaze. Suddenly she was seduction incarnate, her eyelashes fluttering as if she'd never even think of challenging me.


"Have you ever fucked a goddess?" Jezrielle asked sweetly. Her voice was laden with seduction and power. She arched her back, the fabric of her sheer top bunching up on the floor around her, her nipples going so hard they must have hurt. "I can show you so much pleasure! Give me the gem and I'll worship your cock for the rest of your life!"


My cock hardened at her words, despite knowing what her power was. I could see the obvious catch in her words — if I accepted her offer, then the rest of my life would be a few minutes, at the most. Yet I leaned down, letting her think her seduction routine was getting to me.


It was impossible for that power to work on me — not when it made me think of my mother and father begging, their blood spilling between the floorboards. Jezrielle could never corrupt me — not after everything she'd put me through.


"I love what I see," I told her, filling my voice with heat. My hand reached out to stroke her breast, and she arched into my touch with a moan. "Anything I want?"


"Anything," she panted, sounding right on the edge of a climax. If she'd gone to work at the Orchid's Den, she'd have left every other girl begging on the street.


"I want your mouth," I growled, making her remember the scene in the Palace of Love. "I haven't been able to stop thinking about it since that night at the Palace. It's like...it's like I'm obsessed."


My act fooled her. She let out a giggle, licking her glossy lips and squeezing her tits together with her elbows. "I know, baby," she pouted like a brat. "I Know you can't stop thinking about my mouth around you. Why would you ever want to?"


I forced out a laugh, as if she'd gotten through my defenses.


"You can put it allll the way down my throat," she said, her eyes falling closed. "I'll take it like a good girl. I'll crawl under this desk and worship you with my mouth, then lay on the desk and let you fuck my face. My lips will never leave your dick, Vance. I'll blow you whenever you want, however you want, for the rest of your life."


There was that clever little phrasing again.


"Hmmm." I let her think I was considering it, but I didn't let go of her wrists. The moment I did, she'd be at my throat for sure.


Could I get to the dagger under her throat quickly enough?


I was fast, but with my time abilities not working on her, I wasn't enough of an idiot to believe I could move faster than someone nonhuman.


For she was nonhuman. That had become perfectly clear the longer I held her.


Jezrielle was beautiful, for certain, but something writhed beneath the surface of her impossibly perfect beauty. Something old, and hateful, and ugly.


Something I needed to kill.


"Do you want to know why I love seeing you like this?" I asked.


Jezrielle ground herself against me, believing me beaten. "Why, baby?"


"Because it lets me plan exactly where to bury the fucking knife."


I threw myself off of her, hand going to my other dagger. I landed on my toes in a crouch, bracing myself against the floor with one hand.


In all the time we'd been speaking, less than a second had passed. Myrah and Natalia hadn't moved more than an inch, their eyes still focused on the place Jezrielle had been.


The sound that came from Jezrielle was inhuman and sent chills down my spine. As she sprang to her feet from her back, I knew there'd be no more attempts at seduction. From here on out, both of us were only focusing on the kill.


"You stupid boy! You've already lost. So why don't you just fucking die already?"


Then she launched herself — but not at me. At the girls, frozen in time.


"No!" I bellowed, throwing myself between them. With time moved to a crawl, they were helpless before Jezrielle — they'd be dead before they even realized she'd attacked them. I threw everything I had into a leap, willing time to slow down enough to stop Jezrielle's claws.


Pain lanced down my bicep as Jezrielle's wicked claws raked into my muscle. I spun on one foot, catching her hip with my other. With a grunt, I kicked her back into one of the bookshelves. Folders and books of reports fell in extreme slow motion, their papers slowly scattering across the floor. Her hair was wild around her, her pupils blown wide, her face flushed.


Hell, Jezrielle looked like she was in the middle of getting fucked good and proper. Was she getting off on this fight?


I liked a bit of violence with my partners, sure, but this was a bit much.


"This is why you'll lose," she cooed, pushing off of the bookshelf. She tried to hide it, but she was holding herself too stiffly.


I'd hurt her. Good.


"I'd burn down the world to get what I want. There's nothing and no one anyone can use to threaten to hurt me. But you? You just have to be a fucking hero."


Ignoring the blood dripping down my sleeve and screwing with my grip on the hilt, I brought up my other dagger — with the bracelet wrapped around the pommel. Her eyes went wide, the pink flush on her cheeks paling. I snorted out a quiet laugh.


That's right, I thought. Fuck your magic.


"I'd burn the world down to protect them," I said, flipping the dagger end over end, the diamond hilt landing with a solid smack in my palm. "It just so happens that you're the kindling. How about a deal, Jezzy?"


She spat at my feet. "I don't make deals with infants," she hissed. She was trying to sound confident, but I heard that small shake of apprehension under her words. Jezrielle was scared now — probably for the first time in her very long, very fucked up life.


"That's fine. I wouldn't have honored it, anyway."


Then I charged her, both daggers raised. Jezrielle stepped back, lost her footing on one of the drawings of the black robed cultists, but managed to stay upright. My heart jumped into my throat.


I had her on the defense now. Jezrielle moved onto the back foot, and I attacked.


Strike after strike I moved, keeping her away from Myrah and Natalia. A quick glance showed their movements were increasing in speed, which meant that time was catching up.


The power in my gem faded, bringing us all into the same rate of time passing. In a few moments, I'd have back up — although there was no telling how fast Jezrielle could move once my gem was tapped out.


She was good. Great, even, though I hated to admit it. Every attack, she either blocked outright or simply wasn't there when it arrived, dancing just beyond my reach.


Was I this fucking annoying to fight? I almost pitied all the people I'd defeated with the same tactics.


What she didn't realize, though, was I was the fucking Wraith of Kharbrouth. She could dodge all she liked, but Jezrielle would end up with my blade in her flesh.


Instead of getting angry at her supernatural defense, I started planning. I let her think she was getting to me, my strikes becoming more sloppy. I had to time stabbing her with the blade perfectly, even if it meant opening myself up to attack. I made my strikes predictable.


Lash. Lunge. Parry. Strike. Uppercut. Left hook. Leg sweep. Repeat.


I went faster, pushing myself, sweat rolling down my forehead and into my eyes. I didn't bother blinking them away. I needed to keep every single ounce of her attention.


On the third cycle of my attacks, I felt it. Time snapped back into proper speed and I slowed my left hook, giving Jezrielle the opportunity she'd been waiting for.


She took it.


Lashing out under my left arm, her sharpened nails ripped across my chest, gouging deep, even as she pulled back to brace herself for the same leg sweep I'd done twice before. Instead, I let her blow tum me, groaning at the pain. I kept spinning, using the momentum of her blow to take me in a full circle.


Natalia and Myrah's screams of horror distracted Jezrielle, even as my blood splattered across the discarded papers.


Coming around, Jezrielle was watching them instead of me. The wounds she'd given me were bad, but not enough to take me out of a fight. Especially when I'd expected it.


Her legs left the floor, taking her off balance for a brief moment. A moment was all I needed. The dagger with the bracelet wrapped around it sank into her waist, piercing her soft, fine flesh like it wasn't even there.


The look on her face when she realized what had just happened was one I'd remember for the rest of my life.


The world stilled, though no time powers had been activated. Jezrielle looked down at the onyx dagger, buried to the diamond hilt in her flesh, and then back up to me.


"No, no, no!" The last 'no' deepened to a demonic register, an octave her vocal cords would never have been able to produce. "What have you done?" She writhed against me, which only served to cut her deeper. "You fool. Now she will — " she cut off in a wail of pain that shook the walls around us.


Thick black veins spread out from the wound, and Jezrielle fell to her knees. She reached for the dagger in her side, but yanked her hand away as she touched the bracelet wrapped around the hilt. Steam rose from her scalded fingertips as the enchanted item seared her flesh. Bracing herself against the floor, she looked up at me, the veins crawling up over her neck and onto her face. Her nose began to bleed black ink, the same substance dripping from her eyes.


"You've opened the gate!" Jezrielle screeched like a banshee as colors filled the room. "You idiot! You've played right into her fucking hands!"


Jezrielle staggered to her feet, red blood spilling down her waist and staining the translucent fabric dark. Blood ran down her bare leg like water finding its way down a mountain.


Pressing a hand to my bleeding side, I gripped the dagger, ready to cut her down. Natalia and Myrah moved to step in front of me, both of their expressions fierce and protective. Where Jezrielle got the magic, I don't know, but she flicked her hand and sent the girls backwards, a pulse of force slamming them into opposite walls as she dove towards me.


No, not me, I realized as her body collided with mine. Her hand wrapped around the gem that had come out from under my shirt. I grabbed it too, meaning to wrench it out of her grasp. We fell backwards towards the captain's desk — and fell, and fell.


We tumbled into open space. The gem opened up beneath my palm, sucking both me and Jezrielle into Madame Hourglass's world.


Chapter 16


W
e crashed into the room I knew so well, rolling away from each other instinctively.


The world within the gem had gone a curious shade of gray, sand pouring down on all sides around the oversized platform. It wasn't the same one as when I'd first entered this realm — this time, the gem had taken us right to Madam Hourglass. Out in the distance over the sea of sand, the pale green aura on the horizon had lightened — as if my time with Madam Hourglass hadn't just given me power, but made her realm more powerful as well. Even the tiles felt more substantial under my feet, despite the curiously drained appearance of this specific room.


"Vance!" A familiar voice called out my name. "Here!"


Madam Hourglass stood on the other side of the chamber, her hands cupped around the veil hiding her mouth. I scrambled to my feet as she closed the distance between us, a green aura of energy coursing through her hands as we moved away from Jezrielle. As it suffused my skin, the wounds the Fallen Angel had given melted away. I wasn't sure if they'd still be there when I got back to the real world, but either way, I wasn't going to complain.


Madam Hourglass turned me to face her, her eyes wide with fear, her veil in perfect place. She ran her hands over me, as if assuring herself I truly stood before her. Then she looked at Jezrielle, who was busy climbing to her feet, and growled. Actually growled.


It was pretty hot.


"You did it," Madame Hourglass purred, her voice filled with pride. "There is so much I want to do to thank you, Vance — but for now, this will have to suffice."


She leaned forward and kissed me, right through her veil. The faint shape of soft, plump lips pressed against mine, but then her power washed over me, turning back time for my body alone. I had more energy, as if I'd never fought as long as I had, and the wounds were as if they'd never happened.


"I'll have to show you my gratitude," I murmured against the veil, my cock stiffening at the prospect. New powers or not, recharging or not — I'd happily get Madam Hourglass under me again and make her scream my name.


"Later, darling," she said, almost as a giggle. "For now, we have vermin to deal with."


"Vermin?" Jezrielle screeched, both of us tuming towards her. The dagger hadn't come with us, but her skin was lined with those black veins and they were still spreading. No, they were bleeding under her skin, tuming her perfect, sun kissed skin as black as tar. "You have the gall to call me vermin?"


Madam Hourglass took a step back, her hands shaking as she held me. Despite being the utter queen of this realm, she was afraid of Jezrielle. It made me want to beat the woman's ass all over again, just to quiet down that shaking. "Vance," she whispered in my ear, "ready yourself. You're brilliant, and you've done such a good job bringing the Fallen Angel to me. But here, in this realm, she has access to her true form. We can't defeat her on our own."


Her true form? I watched in grotesque fascination as Jezrielle's skin continued to darken. Her clothes fell away, leaving her body nude, her hair turning a blinding silver.


"Vance!" Madam Hourglass's hand squeezed mine. "Your allies in the other realm! If they're nearby, I can bring them here!"


I nodded. "Myrah and Natalia. They were in the same room as us when we were pulled in. They'll help us kick her ass."


"Good." She stroked her hand down my chest, her fingertips brushing over my half stiffened cock. "I like them, by the way. I think they're good for you. Keep Jezrielle distracted and I'll bring your lovers here."


I nodded once, stepping towards the still changing form of Jezrielle. Her back arched like a bow, her lush tits presented to the green sky. Her feet elongated until she walked on her toes, her heels in the air as if she wore an invisible pair of fuck-me pumps. Even from across the platform, I could see her bare pussy. Besides the hair on her head and eyebrows, she was utterly bare.


Jezrielle let out an inhuman scream as massive grey wings burst from her back. As they extended, black ichor dripping from the feathers, she let out a moan that sounded as if she was cumming from the sensation. Her thighs glistened with juice, a trail of moisture running down her inner thigh.


Holy shit, I thought. She DID cum. So this is the true form of a Fallen Angel.


Her body quivered and shook with the aftershocks, but then she straightened, stretching her neck from side to side as her wings extended to their fullest. If there had ever been anything human inside of Jezrielle, it had surely been banished now. Before me stood a true fallen angel: tar black skin, iron daggers for nails, and silver hair. Her eyes were the only thing that remained the same. When she grinned, her lips as black as the rest of her, I saw the tips of fangs. She had to be a foot taller than me now.


"First, I will kill you," Jezrielle promised, her voice lacking her magic but filled with conviction. "Then I'll tear that meddling bitch limb from limb." She grinned. "Actually, I won't kill you. Just hurt you so bad you can't do anything. Then I'll make you watch her die. That sweet little voice of hers will sound so sexy as she begs for mercy."


"You can try," I said, shifting into a defensive stance, "but I'm going to pluck those feathers from your wings and make myself a new mattress." I couldn't resist a final jibe. "It'll be the only way you ever get laid again."


Jezrielle threw her hands back as she leaned forward, screaming at me — the sound was like an angry eagle, if the eagle's throat was full of shattered glass. Jezrielle leapt straight into the air, her powerful wing beats sending ripples through the sandy waves surrounding the platform.


"Madame Hourglass!" I shouted over my shoulder, not taking my eyes from the flying woman. "A little help here?"


"Almost there!" she cried, moving her hands in a complicated pattern. "Just hold her off a little longer!"


Jezrielle was no fool. She ignored me completely, diving for Madam Hourglass on the other side of the platform. I didn't let myself think as I threw myself upwards into the air, daggers leaving my hands as I hit the apex of my leap. Jezrielle let out one of those freaky eagle screams again as one of the blades ripped through her wing, the other leaving a long slice along her waist. In this realm her blood was a bright crimson, stark in the pale light against her black skin.


I rolled with my shoulders as I landed, coming up with two more daggers. I wouldn't be able to throw these ones. Jezrielle screeched again, that awful sound of shattered glass, and tucked her wings around her body as she dove for me.


I stood my ground, waiting for the right moment. Her wings snapped out, her sharp claws reaching for me. At the last moment I whirled to the side, bringing both blades up in a strike along her back towards those precious wings of hers. It'd be impossible to fight her in the sky. I needed to ground her.


"You bastard!" she growled as she twisted away from me. My strike had failed to sever the wing joint, but blood coated the feathers closest to her. She didn't take immediately to the sky again, taking a look at her wound and thinking better of it. Instead, she landed nimbly on those gargoyle feet of hers that made it look as if she were wearing six inch heels, her wings tucked in tight.


"You know," I said, aiming for a casual tone, "if you weren't pure evil, I'd actually still consider you fuckable. The whole demon thing's kinda hot."


"Foolish mortal," she ground out. "You have no idea of the power this realm holds, do you? Or what is happening to time itself because of it?" We circled each other, her wing hanging low enough to brush blood against the tiled floor.


"It gives me the power to kick ass," I said with a shrug, striking at her weakened side.


Even bloodied, she was still fast as fuck. She grabbed my am, wrenching it back, forcing me to drop the dagger just as I had earlier in the real realm. Then, faster than a striking cobra, she sunk her fucking fangs into my shoulder.


A sharp, piercing pain filled my chest. Jezrielle's fangs quested deeper, seeking to take me out of the fight completely. I tried to shake her off, but she held on, grinning around the blood dripping over her jaw.


"Get off of him!"


A furious Myrah barreled into Jezrielle, knocking her off balance. The fangs left my shoulder as Jezrielle whirled, adjusting to this new attack. Natalia rushed to me, her hands going to my bleeding shoulder.


"I can't believe she bit you!" She shook her head as she applied pressure. "That cunt!"


"I can," I gritted my teeth. With how bad it hurt, I could definitely believe it.


Myrah was pissed. She unleashed a fury of strikes, with Jezrielle barely keeping up with the thief. My blood coated Jezrielle's chin, dripping down to her bare breasts as she dodged again and again.


"No one touches my man!" Myrah screeched, letting out every ounce of crazy girlfriend energy she'd ever held back on my account. "You want to play love bites with him? I'll make you my fucking chew toy, you demonic bitch!"


Natalia whispered furiously as she held my wound, and I felt my skin knit back together. I looked at her with a bit of awe. She blushed. "It'll hold for now. I'm not the greatest healer."


I dragged her mouth to mine, laying claim to her lips and tongue. "You're amazing, Natalia. And once this bitch is dead, I'll prove it to you."


She sucked her lips into her teeth, blushing harder. "I'd rather prove to you how glad I am that she's dead."


"In that case, we'd better kill her then," I said with a wink. We rose and threw ourselves into the fight. Now Jezrielle had to fend off three of us, and even though Natalia wasn't a knife fighter, she kept harrying Jezrielle towards us, never allowing her to retreat away from me or Myrah. The pressure was on, and it refused to let up.


Jezrielle's wing was dragging across the floor now, her strikes growing more frenzied and desperate. Cuts scored her smooth skin, her black skin growing ashy, and her shining white hair was stained red with blood. Even her wings were matted and sticky.


"Give it up, Jezrielle," Madam Hourglass called from the bed we'd fucked on. I inched closer to Jezrielle.


"Never, you ancient cunt!" She spat out. She screamed, both in pain and rage, as she used her injured wing to knock Natalia to the edge of the platform.


"NO!" I screamed, unable to get to her as she began to slide off. Myrah dove under Jezrielle's wings, grabbing the other woman's forearms, preventing her from disappearing into the ocean of sand below.


Jezrielle ignored the women, launching herself up and over me towards Madame Hourglass. "Eight years I've been hunting for you, trying to kill you! Now you die, like you were supposed to!"


I watched in stunned horror as Jezrielle landed on Madam Hourglass, the way a hawk lands on a mouse. Her talons dug into Madam Hourglass's shoulders, her feet landing on her thighs, slamming her bodily to the ground. Madam Hourglass fought back, the furthest thing possible from a helpless damsel as Jezrielle sought to rip the veil from her face.


"Take it off!" Jezrielle sounded more insane by the moment. "Take off your fucking mask!"


With Myrah busy hauling Natalia back up onto the platform, it fell to me to rescue Madame Hourglass. I raced through the room, my vision shrinking to the two gorgeous women as they writhed on top of each other — one in a veil, the other a demon with an angel's wings.


Madame Hourglass''s terrified eyes met mine as I raced across the platform. "Her wings, Vance! You have to take her wings!"


Jezrielle only had time to let go of her before I leapt, flipping through the air to avoid the uninjured wing. Both feet landed on her ass, my hands gripping the wings's base where they connected to Jezrielle's back.


"Fuck you!" Jezrielle stood, flinging her arms over her shoulders as she tried to dislodge me. I endured the slices across my skin and braced my feet against her lower back. With a scream of rage and vengeance, I pulled backwards. Her scream of despair drowned out my voice as I felt the tendons begin to tear. She collapsed to the ground, me on top of her, and I kept yanking, breaking the wings at the base until I knew she couldn't use them.


Jezrielle was left a shuddering mess, sobbing and bleeding under me. With a vicious grin, I grabbed a fist full of her hair and yanked her head back, revealing her neck. I bent down close to her ear, nipping at it as a lover would. "I'm going to love killing you," I cooed, my blood heated to boiling. "I'm going to slit your throat, then fuck my women in your blood!"


"Please!" She barely made it through the word, uncontrollable sobs tearing from her throat. "Whatever you want, I'll give it to you. Just let me live, pleeeease."


Myrah walked up to us, her arm around Natalia's waist. The redhead looked dazed. She must have hit her head when Jezrielle sent her sliding across the platform with her wing.


"Vance." My name was soft on Myrah's lips. I looked where she nodded with her head. Madam Hourglass still lay on the ground, blood spilling out on the tiles, her chest rising and falling in great gulps of air.


"See what you can do for her," I said, and the girls made their way over even as Jezrielle let out a wet sounding gurgle. I yanked on her hair, and her nails scraped across the tiles as she spasmed under me. "You hurt her. You're going to pay for that."


"It doesn't matter," she gasped out. "Time is breaking. She won't die. But I'm glad I made her suffer." She cackled, and I shut her up by slamming her face into the tile.


Rising, but keeping a hold of her hair, I flipped Jezrielle over onto the broken wings. She was in agony, and a part of me wanted to stop. But then I remembered my parents, and how much they'd bled. How they'd begged and pleaded with them to stop.


The Angels hadn't had any mercy then. So I had none now.


I straddled her stomach, a knee on each contorted wing. She didn't try to fight me, her hands curled into terrified fists as she looked at the gem in horror.


Dragging the tip of the dagger across her nude skin, she whimpered, and I knew that despite the pain, she enjoyed it. Cocking my head to the side, I met her gaze, the blade never stopping the dangerous stroking.


"You really want to live?" I asked, as if curious. She nodded. "Even though I've kicked your ass? Broken your wings?" She nodded and I pressed harder with the blade. "Use your words, Jezrielle."


"Yes," she whispered, her voice trembling. "I want to live. My wings will heal, eventually. But please, Vance." Now she reached out for me, her hands splaying across my chest, running down towards my belt. "I'll pledge myself to you, Vance. I'll become your slave. The ritual that binds me to you cannot be broken, even by a Fallen Angel! My power will be yours to command. My body will be yours to use. However you want. Whenever you want."


I dragged the blade over her hard nipples. Damn, even in this much pain, bleeding from a dozen cuts, she was getting off on knife play. She's even more fucked up than I imagined, I thought. What a twisted creature.


Finally I nodded. "As a show of good faith, tell me who was with you the night you killed my parents." I dragged the knife to tease the other nipple, drawing the blade around and around it. "I want the names. The other four Fallen Angels."


Jezrielle swallowed. "They'll kill me," she answered.


I pulled the blade from her nipple and pressed it to her pulse point. "I'll kill you now if you don't tell me. Once you're sworn to me, I can protect you. I like to play with my toys, but I don't break them." I teased her split, pillowy lips with the flat of the blade. "Now tell me their names, Jezrielle."


She flicked her tongue out, catching the blade, her eyelashes fluttering. Something inside of her broke, and her shoulders slumped.


"Melody," she whispered, as if the word gave her physical pain. "Desdemona. And Astrid. They were all there the night your parents died."


"That's three names," I growled, leaning over her. "Including you, that's four angels. I want all five."


Her hands stroked my thighs, as if begging me to believe her. "I don't know her name! The one you called the 'Queen of Monsters'. The leader. No one does, you understand? She...she never told us."


"All right," I said, soothing her. I set the knife on the ground next to her neck, and wrapped my fingers around her jaw, thumbing her bottom lip. "Are you lying to me?" My voice was a low growl. "I punish liars. And not in a way you'd like."


She shook her head, her gaze never leaving mine. There was a trickle of warmth along my spine, the softest breeze coming from her fingers at my legs, coiling around my cock.


"I promise, Vance," she purred, pure innocence in her voice as she tried to use her magic on me. "Once I vow to be yours, you'll see that I've never lied to you. Not ever. I'm...I'm looking forward to serving a man like you. A man dominant enough to beat me...to break me." A strange smile lit up her face. "After so many years of being in control, I think I might like that quite a bit."


I looked up to see where Myrah hovered over Natalia and Madam Hourglass. Natalia was trying to heal her, but from Myrah's expression, I didn't think it was going that well. The thief looked up with tears in her eyes, shaking her head. Anger coursed through my veins, renewing my energy.


"Make that vow then," I demanded, jolting her jaw with a shake of my hand. I crouched over her, until my lips were inches above hers. "Vow to serve me, to tell me no lies, and to give me anything I want. And I will let you live."


Let her feel the effect her magic was having on my cock. Let her think she was manipulating me, that she could overcome my need for vengeance, my anger at her hurting what was mine.


Jezrielle smiled, the innocent look on her face contrasting with the tar black skin and the evil I knew lurked in her heart.


"I'll vow myself to you, Vance," she intoned, her hands gliding up my thighs to undo my laces. She reached for my Stiff cock, stroking it as she continued. "I will never lie to you. What I know, what I have, what I can do, it is all yours. My body is yours. My magic Is yours. My life is yours."


After all that pain. It was that easy.


"If you accept my vow," Jezrielle said, pursing her lips, "you must seal it with a kiss."


I pressed my lips to hers, ignoring her hands on my cock. It was her magic that made me hard. Even her mouth was disgusting. I felt the vow snap into place and I pulled back, her eyes glazed over.


Jezrielle made a sound like an orgasm, her thighs clenching together. "How may I serve you, Master?" she purred.


I didn't hesitate. "Tell me how to steal the Eye of God."


She blinked, her strokes faltering, not expecting the question. "The Vizier carries the key to lowering the magical shields around the stone. The magic makes it look larger than it is. It's true size is closer to that of a human skull — some Say it /s the skull of some ancient, magical creature. But I don't know that for certain. What I do know is that if you get the key and lower the shields, anyone can touch it. But it must be stored in a place with no direct light, else it will call the flames from the sun."


Nodding, I stood, stepping off of her wings. "Kneel," I commanded. Madam Hourglass was sitting up, supported by Natalia. Her face was as pale as milk, all the color drained from it. Myrah joined me, her forehead lined with worry. "Is she okay?" I asked and Myrah shrugged.


"It's hard to say." She eyed Jezrielle on her knees, her gaze traveling to my exposed cock hanging from my pants. "Really?"


I grabbed the back of her neck, kissing her. "Don't sound so disappointed, love." I turned back to the kneeling Fallen Angel. "She's just vowed her life to me. Isn't that right?"


"Yes, Master," she whimpered, sounding like a paid whore. She met my eyes, still playing the pious innocent while trying to coax affection for her into me with her magic. I don't know why I could resist it, but I was glad of it. I walked up to her, letting Myrah go, and brushed her blood-sticky hair back out of her face, tilting her head back.


"Hand me that dagger."


Jezrielle looked around until she saw the dagger I'd placed on the floor. With careful, pain filled movements, she picked up the dagger and placed it in my waiting hand.


"Good pet." I wrapped my fingers around the hilt and pressed the blade under her chin, tilting her head up. "Now beg."


Jezrielle didn't hesitate. "Please, Master," she pleaded. "Fuck me. I need your cock. My pussy is so wet. Don't kill me, please. Let me show you how good I can make it." Her pleading became more real as I held the knife there, keeping my gaze locked with hers.


"Vance, please. I'm your perfect little slut. You can fuck my mouth, my tits, my ass, my pussy. I'll fuck you however you want, whenever you want. I'll let you beat me, whip me, cut me and I'll beg for more, Master! I can tell you so many things, Master! I can be your spy, your little pretty whore that steals kingdoms for you. I can — "


"That's enough," I said. Her mouth snapped shut immediately. Her eyes were wide, but her face softened as I cupped her cheek with my other hand. "You're so beautiful," I said, my voice wistful. "I do love the sound of you begging, slut."


Jezrielle smiled up at me, ready for me to take her.


I buried the dagger in her throat to the hilt, the blade hitting her spine. She coughed once, hot wet blood splattering out onto my arm. I kept stroking her cheek, looking at her. "But I don't love it as much as I love watching you die."


I gripped her hair and yanked the blade to the right, cutting through muscle and tendons and skin. Blood poured from the wound but I ignored it, keeping my eyes locked on Jezrielle's. Her gaze filled with confusion and fear. Mine was probably filled with cold satisfaction. I brought the knife back through the wound, cutting all the way through to the other side.


Her body fell to my feet as her neck tore, and I found myself holding Jezrielle's severed head. I raised it until it was eye level. The light faded from her eyes. They were hollow, unfocused and dead.


This time, there would be no surprise transformation. Jezrielle was dead, and I'd killed her. Savage triumph gripped my chest, the moment seeming to last forever.


"You did it."


I turned to see Madam Hourglass standing on her own, her legs trembling beneath her.


I dropped Jezrielle's head and Myrah — to my everlasting amusement — kicked it over the edge of the platform, sending it tumbling into the endless sands below.


"Are you okay?" I asked, wrapping my arms around her, neither of us caring about the blood coating me. I cupped her cheek, a more gentle gesture than I'd used with Jezrielle. "I thought I'd lost you."


Madame Hourglass flattened her hands on my chest, leaning her forehead against my shoulder. "It takes a lot more than her to kill me, young man. But I..."


The realm shook. Waves of sand churned in the distance all around us, rising as if a hurricane had appeared. Madame Hourglass's eyes rolled back in her head, her body going limp against my chest. She'd just passed out.


I bent and lifted her into my arms, carrying her to her bed. She looked at me with adoration. "Vance," she whispered my name, and I clutched her outstretched hands.


"Tell me how to help you," I begged. She'd begun bleeding again. Natalia and Myrah stood behind me, their hands on my shoulder to lend me support.


"What I need cannot" — she broke off in a cough — "cannot be found here. You must go. If you stay much longer, you will be trapped in this realm."


"Not before you tell me what to do," I said. I felt the platform shifting under us, as if threatened to collapse at any moment. I held on to her hand as the tiles separated her bed from where I stood. Myrah and Natalia had to hold on to me so I didn't plunge into the boiling sands below.


"Your Mesmer knows," she whispered. "Though she doesn't yet realize it. Trust in her, and you will save me."


"Madame Hourglass!" Her name ripped at my throat, burning and cutting it. It was no use; the platform sped us away and in moments, we were back in the empty, half destroyed captain's office. Alarm bells still rang across the city, though none of the guards were yet aware that the woman they worked for was dead.


As soon as I recovered I fell to my knees, cradling the gem in my hands.


Instead of the vibrant glow I was used to, it had veins of blackness, as if Jezrielle had poisoned it with her attack. I couldn't feel the magic anymore.


I couldn't feel Madame Hourglass.


EPILOGUE


T
he sun set over the western sand dunes, painting the sky a brilliant mosaic of blues, oranges, pinks, and purples. The city buzzed with guards like an angry hornet's nest. Someone had stolen the Eye of God, a thing that until today had been thought completely impossible.


I didn't bother hiding my smirk.


Natalia, myself, and Myrah were seated on plush pillows in Jezrielle's personal palanquin, with my fiery redheaded Mesmer wearing the face of the woman who ruled Kharbrouth. Natalia hated it, of course, but it was what was going to let us get out of the city without fuss.


The servants of the Palace of Love had been surprised when Jezrielle had announced a trip out of the city. She'd not left the safety of the walls for many years, and the palace's gossip mill invented any number of reasons for it. A secret lover, a hidden heir to the Sultan's throne, that kind of thing.


Of course none of them knew the real Jezrielle was dead. They'd never find her body — it hadn't come back with us when we left Madame Hourglass's gem. For all I knew, her broken body still lay there on the platform, separated eternally from its head.


I hoped so.


The servants hadn't questioned Natalia's orders to prepare the palanquin for the three of us, nor did they question the additional orders to have camels packed with supplies.


Even when she said that her normal retinue of guards would not be needed beyond the city gates, the staff had looked relieved rather than concerned. Jezrielle must have been hell to work for to get looks like that.


We'd still had to dress the part, Myrah and me, so where Natalia sat on a raised seat in swaths of silk, I wore nothing but low slung linen pants and a smile. I played the part of Jezrielle's boy-toy perfectly — every socialite in Kharbrouth had seen Jezrielle retire to a room with a young, athletic man and his pleasing girlfriend, so it shocked no one that the same couple was later chosen for her company.


Myrah wore an open kaftan, embroidered with the Palace of Love's symbols. We'd change later, but only once we were safely away from wandering eyes.


Another bonus of masquerading as Jezrielle meant that Myrah was currently riding my cock, putting on a show for Natalia, who had her legs spread and played with herself openly.


The staff were used to this behavior as well, as we'd quickly discovered.


Natalia was close to climax when a guard interrupted, opening the curtains, which added verisimilitude to her indignant screech.


"How dare you," Natalia hissed, bringing her legs together. "What is the meaning of this?"


Gods, I thought with a grin. She even sounds like the bitch.


To her credit, Myrah didn't miss a beat. She kept on riding my cock, panting and shuddering with lust, and I did my best to ignore the presence of the guards. It wasn't hard when Mryah's tits bounced in front of my face, begging to be licked.


So that's exactly what I did.


"My pardon, Mistress Jezrielle," the guard said, his voice catching. I hid my laugh against Myrah's breast and she tugged on my hair, a silent but playful reprimand. "Everyone leaving the city must be searched for the Eye of God."


Natalia scoffed, tossing her long, dark hair over her shoulder in a perfect imitation of Jezrielle. "You dare presume I had anything to do with the theft of the Eye of God?"


She lowered herself to her hands and knees, crawling to the side, which put her at eye level with the guard. A quick look showed he was both aroused and terrified. She walked her nails up his chest and gripped his black beard with a harsh jolt.


"I should gut you where you stand," she purred. Damn, she was terrifying when she wanted to be. "Not only did you imply I stole from my dear lover the Sultan, but you interrupted my fun! And there's nothing I hate more than being interrupted."


"I'm sorry, Mistress!" The man looked in fear for his life. "Our orders were — "


She shut him up by yanking on his beard again. "Listen to me closely." She leaned in as Myrah rode me harder, her moans covering Natalia's threats from being heard beyond the palanquin. I gripped her soft hips tight as her pussy worked up and down my cock. "Your orders are whatever the fuck I tell you they are!"


"Yes, Mistress!" I stifled another laugh between Myrah's breasts, which turned into a groan as she swirled her pussy in a tight circle around my shaft. The three of us had been fucking like rabbits lately — and without any protection, besides.


I wished the thought of that worried me, but instead it just made me fuck Myrah harder.


"You will let my group pass through the gates this moment without further searching. The Sultan's orders do not include myself and those under my employ. If you don't, I will rip off your cock and shove it down your throat. Then I'll make the same demand of your replacement. Am I understood?"


He gulped loudly, nodding his head despite her grip. "Yes, Mistress Jezrielle. Completely understood."


She let him go with a disapproving sniff. "Good." Natalia turned back towards us, still fucking in front of her raised seat. "You," she bit out at Myrah, who stilled immediately. "I want his cock now. You move to his face and if you cum before me, I'll make sure it's the last thing you ever do."


"Yes, Mistress," Myrah and I whispered, trying to keep the amusement out of our voices.


The guard hurried to close the curtains as Natalia sank down on my cock. She might be wearing Jezrielle's face, but Natalia's pussy was all hers. Myrah kneeled above my face, her own slick pussy inches away from my mouth.


"That was impressive," Myrah said, praising Natalia as she reached out to tease the other woman's nipples. "Even I thought you were about to kill him."


Natalia let her head fall back with a gentle sigh as I started thrusting up into her. "I almost did," she admitted. "I was so close from watching you two fuck. It's so frustrating to be interrupted."


The palanquin started moving again and I scraped the inside of Myrah's soft thigh with my teeth, earning a squeak of pleasure.


"So long as no one checks under the seat, they can look all they want through our bags," I murmured, grinding up against Natalia. I was getting tired of this slow performance.


Myrah leaned over and lifted the seat, cushion and all. There, nestled inside, was a black velvet bag holding the Eye of God, a perfect diamond the size and shape of a dragon's skull.


It'd been a surprise, since even Jezrielle — the real one, that is — had thought it was in the shape of a humanoid skull. I almost wondered if it was truly the skull of a dragon — with the way the diamond could create beams of fire to destroy enemy lines, it seemed possible.


Myrah patted the bag gently and closed it again. Her hands went back to Natalia's breasts as we passed under the gate, Natalia not bothering to muffle her moans of pleasure.


"Fuck, I love your cock," she yelled as she bounced on me, her nipples pulled and tugged by Myrah. Then she was coming, and we were officially through the gate of Kharbrouth, the Eye of God in possession.


Just as I'd promised Myrah back in the hot tub. I always keep my promises.


"Get up," I growled, and when she was too limp to move quick enough, I moved her myself, splaying her over the cushioned seat. "You too, Myrah." I jerked my head towards the seat and Myrah bent over it, both of their perfect asses up in the air, their wet pussies begging for me to fill them.


I plunged into Natalia, burying my cock hard enough to make her scream. I didn't leave Myrah out, pushing two fingers deep inside at the same time. I fucked hard and fingered harder, not giving a shit about anything other than how amazing these two women felt around me.


The fact that everyone could hear us just made it hotter. With a roar, I filled Natalia's pussy with my seed and Myrah thrashed under me, her pussy gripping my fingers like a vise as she came.


The palanquin carriers never faltered. No doubt they'd heard more of the same in the time they worked under the real Jezrielle. The girls shifted, letting me take a seat as they sprawled over my bare chest, their hands running over me possessively.


"So we're really going after this Melody?" Myrah asked, not caring that her kaftan was open, revealing her body to anyone who looked inside. "We could retire on what we've gotten just from this job, Vance. We don't even know if she's on this 'Vanishing Isle' place."


As soon as we'd gotten access to the Sultan's palace, I'd done some research. Details on the other Fallen Angels were scarce, but I'd found a few notes of Jezrielle's in her personal collection.


They spoke of a falling out between this Melody and the other Fallen Angels over something or other, and said she'd gone to the Vanishing Isle to get away from them.


I knew the Vanishing Isle, of course. Sailors spoke of it at every seaside bar in the world: a legendary isle that was nearly impossible to access. A mist protected it, and only on certain days could a few ships navigate the complicated path that led there.


Any sailors who made it through had their tongues cut out to protect the secrets — and none of them could write. They ferried goods to and from the Isle — most of which were so strange that people feared buying them.


But with the Eye of God, we could cut through the mist. Become the first outsiders to see it in generations.


And kill Melody.


"We are," I said, running my knuckles over her shoulders. Looking at Natalia, I scrunched up my expression. "I want your regular face back."


The redhead sighed, blinking eyes that were not her own up at me, mournfully. "Me too," she confessed. "How much longer until we're at the depot? I never want to see this stupid face again."


As if her question transported us, we felt the palanquin being lowered and the sounds of camels filling the night air. "Just a little bit longer," I said with a grin.


We'd arrived at the depot where we'd begin the real first stage of our journey to the Vanishing Isle. Fixing her clothing, Natalia exited the palanquin, head held high as she playacted being Jezrielle.


She announced that they were to walk the distance and when they saw the three of us enter the depot, they could retrieve the palanquin and return to the Palace of Love. She handed a prepared letter, signed and sealed with Jezrielle's seal, that was only to be opened by the steward of the palace.


Natalia hadn't felt right leaving the staff and servants under the impression that their vengeful mistress would return, and the letter would free them — and tell them to take whatever they could carry from the palace, as she never intended on returning.


While she was speaking to the lead palanquin carrier, Myrah and I swiftly changed into more appropriate traveling clothing. Natalia scrambled back in and did the same.


"They're walking away now," she said, tugging on a tunic, "Last chance to back out."


She looked at me with a grin, knowing I'd never back out. Unlike Arnoz, these two understood why I needed my revenge. And they knew I could make us a fortune while getting it.


"Let's go," I said, securing the eye of the dragon in a pack over my shoulder. Later we'd need a better traveling case, but I'd deal with that in the next city. Once out, Myrah and Natalia, now looking like herself having dropped the disguise, went to the camels and retrieved the bags we'd packed.


There were enough clothes and money for us to travel across the desert and the rest of the continent if we wished.


The depot was unlike other traveling depots in the desert. There were camels for caravans to travel over the dunes, but it held something greater — something that only the extremely wealthy and royalty could afford to travel with. And with Jezrielle's seal, we'd secured passage.


Presenting the seal to the skeptical port master, his entire posture changed when he realized who we must be — well, who he assumed we were.


Now Natalia played a new role — Jezrielle disguised as Natalia for safety while traveling. With a deep bow, the man hurried us through the crowd and onto the craft where we would spend the next two weeks.


Adune ship.


It was massive, and its wood glowed in the moonlight. It would look at home on the sea, except the bottom of the ship was flat and the entire thing slid on skis. Sails billowed in the night winds, straining against the ropes holding the ship to the dock.


The wind was strong and consistent at night, as easily tracked as the ocean's tide. We boarded it, trying to contain our awe at the engineering marvel. Shown to our room, we deposited our bags — though I kept the Eye of God close. I was too much of a thief to trust the locks on the doors or the honesty of the crew.


We were the only ones traveling tonight and we made our way to the top deck for passengers. I braced my hands against the railing, letting the wind carry the smells of the desert around me. In the distance, Kharbrouth was a light against the night sky — but dimmer than it had been, before we'd stolen the Eye.


"Do you think the Sultan will blame Jezrielle?" Myrah asked, looping her arm through mine and leaning her head on my shoulder. Natalia mirrored her on my other side.


"Not publicly," I answered. "But I'm sure he'll suspect her since she's gone and so is the Eye. Especially when she fails to return."


I press a hand against the gem, still blackened by dark veins. It hadn't grown any worse, but neither had it improved. I closed my eyes, feeling for the magic, and watched as the people working around the dune ship slowed to a crawl.


I still had my time powers — to an extent. But I feared for Madam Hourglass. Was she alright inside the gem? If she failed to recover, what would happen to my powers?


Natalia covered my hand with her own.


"We'll save her," she promised. Calls from the crew below had dock workers casting off the ropes. The sails snapped and filled, the ship shuddering like a racehorse eager to sprint.


"Yes," I said, tuming the three of us around to face the huge expanse of rolling dunes. "We'll save Madam Hourglass, and destroy Melody. We'll destroy all of the Fallen Angels."


The dune ship launched forward, but we were ready for it. We set sail, chasing the night across the ocean of desert.


"I'm coming for you Melody," I whispered into the desert winds. They stole the words from my mouth and I had a feeling that they carried them to her — to my next target.
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