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Chapter 1


"H
old it steady!" I roared, the coil of rope burning my palms as cold salt water blasted my face. "Keep us on course, or this thing's going to break apart before we even make it to the mist!"


Out past a churning maelstrom of angry sea water, a shimmering wall rose on the horizon. Even having heard sailor's tales about it for years, I didn't fully believe such a thing could be real until it was staring me in the face. The Vanishing Isle. An impossible to reach island filled with mystery and adventure — and, according to my sources, the second member of the Fallen Angels. Melody, one of the five monsters who slew my parents when I was a boy.


We were so close to our destination I could almost taste it. What a shame we were all about to die.


"I'm trying!" Myrah clung to the railing, soaked through and about as happy as a cat left out in the rain. Her dark robes clung to her ample curves, almost distracting me from the task at hand. "This damn thing won't move! Hand me the sail!"


Bracing my foot against the mast, I pulled the rope hand over hand, fighting the storm as I raised the sail up to Myrah's waiting hands. Beneath me, the longboat heaved and bucked on the churning seas, the storm covering the sky in boiling black clouds and streaks of lightning. Inch by inch, the canvas lifted over the deck — until Myrah grabbed it and pulled the rest of the way. The sail caught the wind immediately, tugging us over a wave and towards the roiling wall of mist in the distance.


I tied off the rope to the mast with a grunt as the brunette joined me on the deck, her feet nimble despite the unpredictable waves. As a thief on the streets of Kharbrouth, Myrah had courted death the way some men courted a potential bride. She'd taken the sudden storm more calmly than any of us — maybe even me. But even her cool was beginning to fray at the seams as this damned storm battered us around.


It was magical, of course. Had to be — I mean, what's the point of an impossible to get to island if it's actually reasonably easy to get to, right? We should have seen this coming, but we'd been high on our victory in Kharbrouth — and on each other. Even this close to death, watching Myrah gracefully stride across the heaving deck made me want to peel her dress off with my teeth and take her against the mast, right then and there. Gods, she was gorgeous.


Having her in bed with Natalia at the same time was even sweeter.


Speaking of which...


"Natalia's running out of magic," Myrah shouted, knocking me out of my thoughts. She pointed towards the stern with an unsteady finger, gesturing behind the hunched figure of our captain as he watched the show. The grizzled man had barely lifted a finger this whole voyage. I looked back, following Myrah's gesture as my hands found the smaller storm trysail, working the knot to reposition it and give our craft more stability.


Natalia had a rope secured around her petite waist, knotted through three different points to keep her relatively stable in the storm. After all, the girl needed her concentration. The redheaded Mesmer stood on the platform of the very back of the longboat, her feet shoulder width apart and her hands cast skywards. Her mouth moved as she shouted spells, the wind stealing the words from her lips before anyone else on deck could hear them. Only the effects of them let us know she was doing anything at all.


Those spells didn't seem like much — but in a few minutes, they might just save our lives. Assuming we could reach the Vanishing Isle before this storm shook our vessel apart, of course.


As if responding to my hope, a sudden gust of wind snapped the trysail from my hands. I swore, grabbing for it as the canvas fluttered out of my reach. It sailed over the ocean as the ship surged forward on the wind, the sudden change in direction tilting the vessel dangerously to the side.


"Shit! Hold on!" I grabbed Myrah, pinning her against the mast to steady her as the ship nearly went onto its side. I have to admit I wasn't totally thinking of her safety — if I had to die a lonely death beneath the waves, I at least wanted a memory of her curves to carry me into the deep. Myrah didn't falter — she grinned into the salt spray, grabbing at a piece of rigging and planting her soft lips on mine as we nearly tilted into the brine.


"Fuck, we almost died," Myrah gasped, her eyes unfocused as we broke the kiss. "Is it wrong that all this danger's got me even wetter than our fucking ship?


"If that's wrong," I growled, giving Myrah's ass a pinch, "then I don't want to be right."


Before she could set up a witty comeback, the ship tilted back and landed with a crash. It was a testament to the captain's care of his vessel that the deck didn't collapse right then and there. As the air cleared for a moment, both Myrah and I became aware of a strange sound in the wind.


It was the owner of the ship, our captain. Laughing like a madman as he clung to the railing of his own vessel, inches away from going under.


"Gods, he's totally insane!" Myrah yelled, her eyes wide with excitement.


"Well, he did take the job," I shot back, trying not to laugh. "Maybe he has a death wish."


For a moment, Myrah's gaze turned serious. "You'd better not die on me, Vance," she growled, planting another hot kiss on my lips. This time her hands went everywhere while she did it, and I didn't mind one bit. "Because I'm going to jump your bones the moment we're safe and sound on that fucking island."


Gods, you know me too well, I thought, smirking at my girl. Normally, I loved my women a touch on the submissive side — and Myrah certainly was that, once you got her into the bedroom. It was the journey there where she liked to be in control a little bit.


As the two of us flirted through our near-death experience, the captain's laughter trailed off and became an old sea shanty. The man at the rudder had to be in his eighth decade at least, nothing but brine-hardened limbs and halfblind eyes. We hadn't chosen him for his looks — to tell the truth, we haven't chosen him at all. He was the only one who didn't laugh us off his vessel when we told him what we wanted to hire him for. Even the bags of gold and jewels we'd looted from the treasury in Kharbrouth hadn't been enough to convince the sea captains of the nearby port to take a run at the Vanishing Isle. Only this man, whose name I'd already forgotten.


Now I wondered if the only reason he'd agreed in the first place was because he planned to die out here on a grand adventure. Unlike the rest of us, he didn't seem concerned in the slightest with whether or not we survived this voyage.


"Natalia!" I roared, cupping a hand around my mouth to be heard over the waves. "Are you alright back there?"


The redhead glanced over, her look surprisingly coy considering the circumstances. "If we survive this, you two owe me!"


I held Myrah in my arms a moment longer, savoring the feeling of my fingers on her soaking wet clothes. She's so wet, she might as well be naked, a naughty little thought whispered in the back of my head. "We owe you for what, exactly?" I asked.


"You just do!" Natalia said with a laugh.


Well. No use arguing the point.


"I promise we'll take excellent care of you once we're back on dry land," Myrah said, the longboat rocking beneath her. "Please use some of that magic of yours to make sure the ship doesn't flip over on the way, will you?"


Natalia nodded, but there was a pinched quality to her expression I couldn't overlook. Myrah was right: the girl was reaching the end of her stores of magic. She needed to save what was left for the big finish, otherwise we'd never make it through that shimmering wall. If another big wave decided to hit the boat, she'd probably be unable to help us.


Damn it! A wave so high it looked like the Sand Vipers's headquarters erupted beneath the boat, tossing Myrah and l into the air. The slender thief tangled herself in the rigging, arresting her fall before she went flying over the side, but I wasn't so deft on the waves. I flipped over, sliding across the no-longer straight deck, flailing for anything that could keep me on board. My hands closed on the railing just as the boat dropped, slamming me back down to the deck.


Stars swam in my vision as I sat up. Behind me, Natalia stood calm and unruffled, defying the laws of nature as she spoke her spells into the wind. That's Mesmers for you, I thought, shaking my head.


Her fair skin looked even more pale in the flashes of lightning, her lips wan and her arms shaking. Her magic was all that stood between us and the storm now — this close to the Vanishing Isle, the tempest had thrown off all pretense of being an ordinary squall. It wanted to rip us apart for daring to get this close, for sailing on its ocean.


The longboat crashed down, the rage of the storm vibrating through the boat and into my very bones. A wave of water crashed over the back of the deck, taller than Natalia's head. Panic coursed through my veins as I leapt over the still-cackling, completely mad captain, throwing caution to the wind.


If the storm managed to sweet Natalia over the side, we were all good as dead.


The wave washed over the pale redhead just as I reached her. To my shock, she hadn't even stopped reciting her latest spell — her lips moved soundlessly as she held back the worst of the storm, clearing our path to the Vanishing Isle. This close, I realized the poor girl shook like a leaf. Even more so than Myrah, she was soaked to the fucking bone.


Natalia didn't even stop in her spell as I braced myself behind her. Her long red curls lay plastered to her back as I wrapped my arms around her waist, giving her additional support. She leaned against my chest, letting out a little gasp of relief as my presence renewed her determination.


"Good girl," I spoke into her ear, running my hand over her flat stomach. "You're doing such a good job. We're almost through the storm. Fuck, you're so hot when you do magic like this.


Color returned to the Mesmer's cheeks. One thing I'd learned about Natalia in our time together — she loved being praised. It drove her absolutely wild. And if it gave her the strength to pull us through the last section of this storm, I'd throw all the fuel on her fire that I possibly could.


"Yeah?" Natalia gasped, her voice high and pitchy against the wind. "Am I doing a good job Keeping you safe, Sir?"


Fuck, it drove me wild when she called me that. Of its own accord, the hand not around her stomach slid between Natalia's thighs.


Normally I never would have done this — not when we were inches away from death. But the pleasure helped focus the gorgeous Mesmer, rather than distracting her. I'd learned that about her through a great deal of very fun trial and error.


"Myrah and I were just talking about you," I murmured against her ear. The wall of mist loomed ever closer, barely more than a stone's throw from the vessel now. "When we get to the island, both of us are going to show you exactly what good little girls like you get." Natalia's gasp echoed over the storm. "Just hold on a little bit longer, babygirl, and I'll give you what you want. What your body is begging for. Be a good girl for me for just a few more minutes?"


Natalia's eyes were squeezed shut but her hands no longer shook, and her spells didn't falter. The blush on her face from mingled concentration and arousal gave her the last little push we needed to make it to our objective.


"I can see light!" Myrah shouted over the storm, pointing ahead.


She was right — we were so close to the edge of the storm that the dark nightmare had begun to dissipate into daylight. I continued to murmur dirty praises and promises to Natalia, spinning intricate fantasies as her desire for me fueled her magic.


"Whose name do you want Myrah to spell on you with her tongue first?" I teased, my hands running over Natalia's slender curves. "Mine, or yours?"


As if the storm had finally decided to give up, a massive gust of wind caught the sail and shot the longboat forward. At last, we were out of the storm's grip! The seas calmed, the clouds clearing as the ship sidled up to the wall of mist. The sun burned bright in the cerulean sky, lighting the way to the Vanishing Isle. We were almost there.


"All right, laddy," the captain said, jutting his chin towards the horizon. He sounded vaguely disappointed to still be alive. "Best get whatever secret you've got out, the mist wall is fast approaching."


He was right. That wall looked insubstantial, like the clouds of a hookah bar, but one thing those sailor's tales all agreed on was that they were anything but. If we hit them head-on, we'd snap like a twig.


I scooped Natalia up into my arms, the girl nuzzling into my chest, and carried her to the center of the boat, setting her gently on the pile of furs we'd been using as a bed. Her part of the job was over now — it was up to me and Myrah to pierce the veil, take us the last leg of the journey. She'd done such a good job that I made a mental note to make at least half the filthy fantasies I'd whispered in her ear come true at our earliest opportunity.


Tipping Natalia's head up, I kissed her, claiming her mouth with my own. She moaned, a delicious and delirious sound as she grabbed weakly at my shirt. My cock throbbed, her tiny little mews making me want to strip her bare and take her right there. The fact that all her strength was gone made it even hotter — she'd be as weak as a kitten in my arms, completely submissive and yielding.


Careful, Vance, I chided myself. Job's not over yet.


"Later, babe," I promised, pulling back. Planting one more kiss on Natalia's pouty lips, I moved beyond her towards the bow where Myrah waited for me. In her arms, she cradled the black velvet bag that held the Eye of God — a dragon skull the size of both of my fists combined. Thousands of thieves had died trying to steal it from the Sultan's Palace. Just before I killed her, I'd forced the Fallen Angel known as Jezrielle to give me the secret of how to claim it.


According to Jezrielle, the Eye of God held enough magic to cut through the mist protecting the Vanishing Isle. She'd sworn as much to me.


Of course, Jezrielle was also as crazy as a bag of snakes, so maybe we were setting ourselves up for a fall here.


Myrah nodded as I approached, the bag in her hands. "Ready?"


"Kiss for luck?" I teased as I reached for the strings tying it closed.


She released one hand, cupping my half stiffened shaft, stroking me. I let out a groan beneath her fingers, swelling from half-mast to fully erect instantly.


"If ''m going to kiss anything of yours, it's this," Myrah purred, handing me the bag.


"Pl hold you to that once we get to shore," I said, reaching for the Eye of God. "We've got a prior engagement before we can get to that part, though — I promised Natalia."


"Of course." She went up on her toes, and instead of kissing my cheek, Myrah licked my stubble roughed cheek before pressing her lips to my ear. "Is it the kind where I spell your name on her with my tongue?"


"Bingo," I groaned. Her fingers hadn't stopped stroking me, and the two of us were dangerously close to ripping off our clothes and going at it right then and there. If only we didn't have to worry about magical walls of mist ripping our vessel apart.


Myrah seemed to come to the same conclusion. She moved past me, leaving me with the untied velvet bag and the Eye of God to join Natalia in the bed of furs. She stroked the side of the girl's face, whispering to her in a low tone as both of them watched me prepare. They weren't messing around, but all three of us knew that would only last until we made it to shore.


I looked down at the Eye of God, thinking. I didn't know exactly how this would work, but I theorized that since the power of the Eye was amplified by light, the sun should power it enough to break through the mist.


Gods willing, I was right. Otherwise we'd all be doomed and I'd never save Madam Hourglass. I'd never get revenge against the Fallen Angels. I'd never avenge my parents's deaths.


And I'd never get to see Myrah kneel between Natalia's thighs and write my name on her pussy with her tongue.


"Keep us straight on," I shouted over my shoulder to the captain still manning the rudder.


"Straight on, indeed! Straight to the bottom of the ocean!"


He sounded way too happy about that. The man clearly still didn't think we were going to make it. He thought this was his burial at sea.


Shit, he might still be right, I thought. Let's hope you've got some tricks up your sleeve, Vance.


Whipping the Eye out, I pointed the fanged, diamond carved mouth of the skull towards the mist and raised the artifact high above my head, letting it fill with the light of the sun.


One heartbeat stretched to two, then to three. For a moment my will faltered, and I prepared myself for the possibility my plan would fall apart.


Then a dazzling beam of light shot out from the dragon's maw, piercing the thick wall of white mist. It was concentrated sunfire, and as we sailed closer, its power was revealed. The magic was boring a tunnel into the mist, large enough for the boat to fit in.


"It's working!" Myrah shouted with excitement


It was! We were going to make it. I'd never had any doubt, right?


Within moments, our ship had passed into the tunnel. Mist swirled around either side of the deck, tentacles of it sliding across the boards like seaweed. They moved as if they had a mind of their own, shaking back and forth like the storm clouds we'd just escaped from. Something about the way they moved made my teeth ache.


Unease filled my stomach.


"I don't like this," came Natalia's weak voice, full of hesitation. "Something's wrong, Vance. This doesn't feel right."


I agreed. "Can we get this thing going any faster?" I called to the captain. "We might have a bit of a problem here."


More of the strange stuff wriggled across the deck. The captain eyed it with a lack of enthusiasm, then raised his scruffy head to the mast. "If your girls can get the main sail back down, aye," he conceded. "Careful walking through that stuff, though."


"You heard the man. Replace the trysail with the mainsail." I gestured for Myrah to follow, and watched as the acrobatic thief leaped from safe spot to safe spot, avoiding the strange tendrils of mist. None of us knew what would happen if they touched her, but none of us wanted to find out.


Myrah had crossed most of the distance when something scraped the bottom of the boat. The shock of it took me off balance, forcing me to my knees as the entire craft shuddered. Up ahead of us, a black shape loomed up out of the mist, the prow shattering on impact on the stone pillar.


The ship tipped over, the tendrils of mist wrapping around the deck like a stiff, unyielding hug. Myrah lost her balance and tumbled into a mass of the writhing tentacles, which stripped off her clothing as they ripped her apart — 


NO! My mind screamed at the sight. I grabbed the pendant at my neck and activated my powers, grabbing hold of the flow of time and tugging it backwards as hard as I could. The scene before me rewound like a fishing line being pulled along a spool, sending us back moments before the collision.


"Move portside!" I howled, pointing at the captain at the rudder. "Now, gods damn it!"


That was close, I thought, holding the silver pendant hanging at my chest. Like every time I'd used my powers since losing contact with Madame Hourglass, the spirit who lived inside of my gem, my abilities to alter time felt somewhat strained. Whatever dark magic the Fallen Angel known as Jezrielle had done to her home, she'd wounded the spirit of the gem deeply enough that we were no longer able to speak. Or plan.


Or make love.


Fixing Madame Hourglass was yet another of the reasons I'd come to the Vanishing Isle. The powers she'd given me allowed me to fix mistakes like the one we'd just made — but they had limits. Most of my power was gone without her, meaning I needed to repair Jezrielle's damage as soon as possible.


To his credit, the captain didn't hesitate. The old man yanked the rudder at my command, sending the ship sharply to port without a moment to lose. The bottom of the ship grazed something, shaking the deck like a tambourine, but the massive pillar of stone that had just destroyed our ship and killed my girlfriend passed us by this time, leaving us whole.


The captain watched it pass, his face ashes. Unlike Myrah and Natalia, he knew exactly how close we'd all just come to death. "Son," he wheezed, "you're either the luckiest devil in the world or you've got a goddess on your side."


"It's a little of both." I clung onto the rigging. "Keep your eyes open! There's probably more of those things stashed along the path. Clearly the people who live on the Vanishing Isle don't like visitors."


Everyone kept watch after that — a good thing, too, as we'd have died otherwise. Twice the bones of other ships emerged from the fog, wrecks destroyed in previous attempts to gain a dock on the fabulous isle of legend. The captain noticed the first and swerved us out the way, while the other fell to Natalia's magic.


Then we hit another one of those pillars. This time I had to watch Natalia fly over the side and be devoured by some hideous mist monster, lurking just beneath the surface of the waves. Using my powers felt like even more of a strain the second time around — I knew there'd be no third without a long period of rest.


That was the problem with my powers. I'd been granted two boons thus far by Madame Hourglass — first, the ability to slow down time for limited periods, the world only moving as I moved. It made combat a breeze, allowing me to triumph even in situations where I was outnumbered or outgunned. Secondly, and even more precious, I could reverse the flow of time a brief amount. Normally I could do this three times in a row before I'd need a short recharge — but without Madame Hourglass animating my gem, I'd only managed two. And unlike normal circumstances, it would take much longer for my powers to recharge.


So to say I was feeling paranoid after that second brush with a stone pillar would have been a major understatement. Finally, the mist began to thin, and land formed beyond. We came out of the mist wall, the world clearing so that we could once again see the stars.


'Vance..." Natalia's jaw hung open with awe, she and Myrah taking their places on either side of me. "It's beautiful!"


"Good lord, what a score," Myrah purred, her thief's nature taking point even here. "Talk about an isle of treasures,"


I tucked the Eye of God back into my robes, eager to get a better look at the Vanishing Isle.


The moment I put it away, the mist swamped the boat in a massive wave, slamming the bottom of the longboat with eerie force


"Oh shit, Vance!" Myrah screamed. She'd been right next to me, but now I couldn't even see my fingertips. Where had they gone? Were they flung overboard?


"Myrah! Natalia!" I dropped the Eye of God to the floor of the longboat, shoving through the mist to search for them. They'd been literally next to me a moment ago — and now it was as if they were a million miles away. "To me! Now!"


"Vance!" Natalia sounded impossibly far away.


The captain's laughter echoed through the mist before he started singing a song about the sea being a cold mistress that he'd been waiting to meet. At least someone's happy about this turn of events, I thought, crawling forward towards the sound of Natalia's voice. If those girls went overboard now, this close to the Vanishing Isle, I'?d never forgive myself.


The longship bucked like a wild bull, tossing me into the air. The captain's voice was cut off in a strangled cry as the boat split beneath me, rent in two as if we'd smashed into a rock. Only I knew it was something else that had just hit us.


Natalia and Myrah's screams cut through the mist. I landed in a heap on the shattered deck, clawing for anything to keep me from going overboard. Something shot through the center of the ship, splintering boards and sending detritus flying.


Gem, if you ever wanted to give me an extra life, now is the time! I gripped the pendant as hard as I could, straining my powers to the breaking point. Though I tried my hardest to go back in time, the gem was utterly drained after the two slip-ups we'd had going through the mist wall. With Madame Hourglass injured, I couldn't push any further.


I needed to find my girls and save them. I wouldn't get another chance.


As I thought it, the boat collapsed beneath me. More tentacles shot through the boards, ripping them to splinters, and then I was being sucked down into the black, merciless waters.


The salty water engulfed me, ripping away even the slight visibility I had through the mist. So this was it, then. This was how I died. Barely a stone's throw from my objective, with so much of my revenge unfulfilled.


To my surprise, I felt no fear at my own mortality. Only anger. Anger that I'd never get to see the faces of the other four Fallen Angels as I drew my knife across their throats. Anger that I'd never avenge the hurt they'd done to me and my parents.


And pure, blinding rage that I'd never see Myrah or Natalia again — not to mention Madame Hourglass.


The anger turned my blood to lava as I fought against the currents. Something bumped into me as I broke the surface and I grabbed it — it turned out to be a lithe, pale arm.


With a tug, I pulled Natalia's head above the water. The Mesmer's startled face told me she'd be sure she was dead only moments ago.


"Hold on!" I called over the sloshing waves. It was as if the mist was pushing us under the water — phantom hands grabbed at our ankles, trying to drag us to the bottom.


"Myrah!" I screamed, my throat scratching. "Myrah, where are you!? Natalia and I are here!"


"?'m over here!" came a distant reply. Myrah's voice.


Natalia and I swam hard towards Myrah, calling out to her every few paces to make sure we were on the right course. The hands kept grabbing our legs, tugging to pull us beneath the surface of the waves. It would have been so easy to give up, to let them tug us into the briny deep, but we continued fighting.


After what felt like an eternity of struggling against the waves, Myrah materialized out of the mist. The dark-haired beauty clung to a large board from the ship that had managed to stay intact.


"Vance! Oh thank the goddess," Myrah sobbed. Her normally haughty manner had been broken by the brush with her own mortality — she reached out with a whimper, and I shoved Natalia towards her.


"Both of you get on," I ordered, helping the water-logged Mesmer join Myrah on the flotsam. I put both hands under Natalia's ass, savoring the feel of her soft rear as I pushed her to the relative safety of the board.


"What about you?" Natalia asked, her eyes wide with fear. She turned around on her belly, offering her hands.


"I'm getting us to the fucking shore." I gripped the edge of the planks, and kicked hard.


Years of running and climbing through Kharbrouth gave me the endurance and strength needed to save my women. They clung to each other, terrified, and I swam hard — as hard as I'd ever done anything in my life.


A normal man wouldn't have been able to do it — he'd have tired out, sunk beneath the waves to his doom. But pure spite and anger at the Fallen Angels kept me going. Only when my feet touched the sandy bottom of the shore did the mist finally disappear. Whatever force animated it relented, allowing us to wade to shore.


We staggered away from the chunk of longboat that saved our lives and collapsed onto the smooth sandy beach. I lay flat on my back, the bottoms of my feet only a few paces away from the waterline, Myrah on my left and Natalia on my right.


None of us spoke as we gasped in the sand, fighting to calm our racing hearts. We didn't need to speak. We'd done it.


We'd reached the Vanishing Isle.


Chapter 2


T
he sandy beach gave way to rough grasses and short, gnarled thick trunked trees heavy with olives. The sun beat down against us, quickly drying the clothes on our backs.


'We should see if any of our packs washed up," I suggested as I looped Natalia's arm around my shoulder. The Mesmer was still exhausted from performing the intense magic needed to get us safely through the storm. She pressed her sweet body against me, and I nuzzled her neck. Once we were safe and had some shelter, I'd be rewarding her very, very well.


"Do you think the captain survived?" Natalia asked, her voice quiet and soft as silk.


Myrah snorted. "That man had a literal death wish," the thief said, planting two fingers across her lips and saluting the waves. "Rest in peace. The captain got what he wanted — a hero's death. Wherever he is, I hope he's happy."


Myrah leaned down to brush the sand off of her thighs, only to grimace at the massive tear in her pants. She pulled a knife from her boot and cut the fabric away, leaving her in Knee-high boots and tiny shorts that barely covered her plump ass. She noticed my appreciative stare and turned, wiggling her ass at me.


"See something you like?" the thief asked, her voice half sweet and half defensive. "Really, both of you go ahead and get your jokes out of your system now. I'm sure I'll be tired of hearing them in ten minutes."


"Maybe," I said, leaning over and making a show of studying her bottom. "But it'll take me much longer than ten minutes to get tired of looking at them."


"I should hope so," Myrah said with another snort. "l have a fabulous ass."


Two steps, pulling Natalia along, had me behind the petite brunette. With my free hand, I grabbed Myrah's hip, pulling her ass into my crotch, letting her feel exactly how much I liked it.


"Tonight," I growled to both of my women, "I'm going to make you pay for all of this teasing. Both of you."


Natalia bit her wine colored lower lip, batting her eyelashes at me. "It's not really a punishment if we want it, Vance."


Myrah ground her ass against me, moaning softly as my stiff shaft slid against her crease. "I don't mind being punished," Myrah sighed happily. "As long as that cock is what's doing the punishment."


I pulled on Myrah's hair, making her squeal, then turned around and kissed her, hard. If I didn't have a mission... I thought ruefully.


Pulling back, I pushed her away with a harsh spank on her ass that echoed off the wall of mist. "Then we'd better not get distracted," I told Myrah. "Let's see what packs made it to the island, and we'll go from there. There's got to be some kind of shelter on this island."


"I want a warm room and a nice, big bed," Natalia whispered. To that, I couldn't agree more.


The three of us set out, with Natalia still pressed up against me. The Mesmer was exhausted, it was plain to see on her worn face. But she was still as gorgeous and tempting as the first day Myrah and I caught her spying on us. Maybe I'd tie her up and fuck her wherever we found ourselves that night. Then again, Natalia looked tired enough, I bet I could just strip her bare and use her body however I wanted to. The idea had some merit.


But first I needed to make sure we had food and shelter.


We walked along the beach for a few minutes, Myrah inspecting every piece of wood that we found. The dark-haired thief made a study of it, as if she still couldn't believe our luck in escaping the wreckage alive.


"It's as if the ship was smashed into splinters," Myrah said with awe. "I'm amazed we survived at all."


Natalia pulled away from me, color coming back into her face. "Vance kept us safe. If it weren't for him, we'd be at the bottom of the ocean." She walked over a sandy lump, and brushed some of the sand away. With a cry of excitement, Natalia pulled the fabric out — revealing it to be a part of the sail from the longship. Under it was exactly what we'd been hoping to find — one of our packs. Mine, to be precise.


"Well, hello there!" I took the pack from Natalia and opened it, peering through the contents. "At least we'll have money to rent a room and buy you two some new clothing. Assuming they use gold on this island, of course. Gods only know what kind of society they've set up here on the Vanishing Isle."


Myrah slung her arms around my waist, pressing her breasts up against me. "Maybe they're a nudist colony," she suggested wickedly. "That's why they've gone to all this secrecy to hide themselves from the world."


I growled. "They better not be," I said. "I'm the only one who gets to see you without clothing. And Myrah, of course."


Myrah and Natalia giggled. "Of course," Natalia promised, wrapping her arm around me from the other side. "So we should head inland and find a place to stay." She shivered and I tucked both of them close under my arms.


"I wouldn't want you two getting sick," I said. "It'd mess up all my plans."


"Right," Myrah said with a serious tone. "We need to track down Melody and kick her ass."


That might not have been exactly what I'd meant, but it was the perfect reminder as to why we'd risked our lives to get to the Vanishing Isle. According to Jezrielle, the incredibly powerful member of the Fallen Angels I'd killed in Kharbrouth, this island was the home of Melody — another member of the legendary band of female criminals.


Normally the Angels ruled every measure of public life — Jezrielle's task was to rule the kingdom of Kharbrouth from behind the sultan's throne, using him as her puppet — but this one had chosen to hide herself on some forbidden isle at the corner of the map. It wasn't normal behavior for someone from a group as legendary as the Fallen Angels, and I wondered what had caused her to choose such a path.


I'd have to ask her. Right before I killed her.


"It shouldn't be too hard." I guided them up towards the trees; with any luck we'd find a farmer happy to earn a few coins in exchange for letting us rent a room. "If she's anything like Jezrielle, Melody will have set herself up in a position of power. The Fallen Angels can't resist power."


We fell into silence as we climbed over the sandy dune embankment that separated the beach from the olive grove. With our clothes dried from the sun, it was almost impossible to imagine that less than an hour ago, we'd been swimming for our lives.


We'd be in a better spot if we still had the Eye of God, I thought, glancing over my shoulder at the now far-off beach. I'd lost the artifact when I plunged into the waves and that strange mist absorbed our ship. But if I had to choose between the relic and the women who've carved their way into my heart? I'd choose Natalia and Myrah every time.


The sun had traveled across the sky, beginning its descent towards the horizon, before we finally found a small town. It was no more than a collection of buildings around a well, but the largest building had a sign with a bed and tankards of ale — so we made our way directly to it. The tavern room was half-filled with what seemed like every citizen of the town. They all stopped speaking and looked at us when we entered, every face filled with suspicion.


"They're not fans of strangers, it seems," I whispered to the girls. "Stay close to me."


Natalia and Myrah looped their arms together, sticking close to me as I'd instructed. I gave a nod to those who'd meet my eyes, but only got scowls in return. I made it to the bar, where the man looked at me with a raised eyebrow. He wore a stained white shirt, and his apron had seen much better days. Leticia from The Unplucked Gem would be ashamed of him.


"I'm looking for room and board for myself and my companions," I said, ignoring the weight of the stares. "At least one night, maybe two."


He looked me up and down, then peered around me to stare at Natalia and Myrah. When his beady eyes lingered on Myrah's ass, I balled up a fist, having to stop myself from punching his teeth in for the leer.


"We don't rent rooms to strangers," he said at last. "Never seen you on the island before. You one of the approved tracers?"


Approved traders? What an interesting concept. Plastering a smug smirk on my face, I leaned over the bar. "If I wasn't, would I be standing here right now?"


The man snickered, his gaze traveling to Myrah's criminally short, tight pants. "Maybe we can get to know one another," he said with the slimiest tone I'd ever heard.


My lips curled back in a sneer and I put a gold piece on the bartop. Back in Kharbrouth, it would be enough for an entire week's room and board — I had to assume it was still good here. "I may be a new trader," I said through gritted teeth, "but I'm familiar with the concept of money. Maybe you yourself have picked up this trait a time or two?"


The man's furry eyebrow raised at that, but he swept up the coin. "No need to be a dick," he said flatly. "You won't keep the High Lady's favor very long with an attitude like that."


Now that sounded like a lead. "Why would I care about this High Lady?" I grunted.


The bartender's brows rose to his hairline. "Only people allowed on the island get through it with the High Lady's permission" he said sounding a little unsure of himself. "So who did you say you were with, again?"


Before I could say anything, Myrah spoke up. "He didn't," she said, cuddling close to Natalia. "He's on a special errand for your High Lady. We're traveling to see her on the morrow."


The man turned and spit on the ground, then made a complicated sign with his fingers. Several people sitting at the bar did the same thing. "Gods preserve you," the man muttered, speaking it with the cadence of a well-practiced ritual.


"You'd best be going now, then." The words came from an old woman standing by the end of the bar, staring daggers at our group — at Myrah and Natalia in particular. Jealousy, I thought, rolling my eyes. Even the Vanishing Isle isn't protected from it, it seems. "The High Lacy doesn't like to be kept waiting."


"We would," I shot back, glancing down at my soaked, ruined clothes. "If we weren't waylaid on the way here. You've got someone in the mist trying to keep people from entering."


The news sent a ripple of shock through the tavern. Heads shot up, and the looks on the faces of most of those in attendance weren't filled with the anger I'd expected. Instead, there was a curious emotion — hope.


These people aren't the High Lady's servants, I thought, looking at our situation in a new light. They fucking hate her.


I'd meant the lie to cover the fact that the three of us looked like we'd been run through the wringer on our way to the Vanishing Isle — clearly, none of us looked like we belonged trading with the forbidden island. Instead, the news set off a flurry of conversation.


"Someone's come after the High Lady?" a patron asked in a low whisper.


"Can't be," another said, swigging down a big swallow of their grog. "Just someone looking for unwary merchants to prey on, moving to and from the island. Nobody can stand against the High Lady — Melody rules this damned place with an iron fist."


There! I'd heard the name. My heart beat against my ribcage at the sound of it. Melody. My gods damned target. She was here, and she was in charge — in the person of the High Lady. Not that it wasn't exactly what I expected, of course, but to hear it confirmed sent my stomach into my throat.


The innkeeper looked between me and the girls, sizing us up with new eyes. "Attacked at the mist wall, eh," he said, his gaze narrowing. "Bad portents, that. The High Lady will want to hear from you immediately, of course. We'll make sure you're fed and given enough grog to ward off the cold, but you'll get no lodgings here tonight. Best you move on to the High Lady immediately."


That wasn't part of the plan. I needed to rest to recharge my time-altering magic — and my girls needed a change of clothes. We couldn't very well throw ourselves at Melody without a plan.


"Please, sir," Myrah said in response, cuddling closer to Natalia. "Just let us stay the night." Between the two of them, they painted a picture that simultaneously made me want to protect them and rip off what was left of their clothing and stuff their pouty lips full of my cock. "We traveled all the way from Kharbrouth, and those brigands destroyed our ship as we passed through the wall of mist. "We'd carried cargo intended for the High Lady from the personal archives of Mistress Jezrielle — "


Everyone spit on the floor at the mention of that name. Curious. If these people fearfully gave their fealty to one of the Fallen Angels, the names of the others filled them with nothing but disgust. Suddenly I wondered if Jezrielle had ever used this island as a kind of vacation home, tormenting the peasants of the island for her own amusement.


"That name won't do you any favors here," the innkeeper grumbled. "Best you and your girls be moving on — "


A chair screeched against t the wooden floor, just before a woman spoke up "Give them a room, Burns," the woman stood up moving closer to stand beside us, slamming her hands down on the counter. "The poor things. They're half-drowned and shivering from the cold. Do you really think they're likely to be spies for the Lady?"


A couple men laughed and jeered. Bums, the innkeeper, nodded — seeming to defer to the woman, despite it being his establishment — and reached behind him to grab a key from the wall. "Fine," he grunted. "But it's on you if something goes wrong, Liandra." To me, he added: "Third door on the right, up the stairs."


I turned to the woman who'd gotten Bums to cooperate, really looking at her for the first time. When I did, it was a struggle not to whistle appreciatively. Damn, I thought. What a sight.


Her height was undoubtedly the first thing most people noticed about her. She was tall, almost as tall as me, which meant she positively towered over Myrah and Natalia. Her height made her no less feminine, however — this woman had the body of one of the legendary Amazonian warriors, but with lush curves that rivaled Natalia's. Her pitch black hair was contained to a thick braid wrapped around her head like a crown, and I found myself wondering how it would look untied and strung in a messy halo around her head, wild and free after a night of hard, primal rutting. Her eyes were dark chocolate, full of sin and wicked promises.


I stuck out my hand. "Thank you for your help. I'm Vance."


Our mystery savior eyed my hand, her perfect obsidian eyebrow arching. A moment later she clasped my hand, giving it the kind of squeeze that could give most men a run for their money.


I could tell she'd had practice with weapons, but despite that — her hands were still incredibly soft. I wondered if every part of her was as soft. From the sultry heat in her eyes after eyeing me up and down, she was definitely considering the same thing about me — but in the other direction.


"My name is Liandra," she answered, her voice surprisingly deep. She jerked her head towards the table she'd vacated. "Why don't you and your friends join me for dinner? I'd love to hear more about how you wound up on this god forsaken island. You must have been truly desperate to accept a new contract with the High Lady."


I got the impression it was less an offer than a command. Liandra's eyes grew even darker as she gestured towards a table in the corner of the room, as if refusing would have put us in serious trouble. She wants to pump us for information, I thought, meeting her gaze with a smile.


"You mean Melody?" I asked, spitting out the name.


Liandra's dark eyes narrowed in speculation. "I'm impressed. Most people aren't bold enough to call the High Lady by her given name — not where they can be overheard, at any rate."


"I'm not most people," I said, my smile unwavering as I closed the distance between myself and Liandra. "The High Lady and I are dear old friends. I met her when I was a boy, actually — I'm very, very much looking forward to seeing her face again."


Liandra's lips pursed, as if she knew I was joking but couldn't quite figure out how. She looped her arm through mine, then tugged me across the bar — Myrah and Natalia following, Myrah with a pout. I knew the thief didn't like the obvious interest in this newcomer's eyes, but she'd accepted Natalia quickly enough. If Liandra was a way to figure out how we could take out Melody, Myrah would just have to learn to share me with yet another woman. For now, at least.


"First round's on me," Liandra announced as she took a seat. "Hope you have some more coin in that bag of yours, though — I do enjoy a drink."


She waved to Burns, who sent a harried looking serving girl over with four new tankards of ale and four plates of greasy meat covered with heaps of rice and potatoes. Natalia and Myrah tucked into the food, starving — but I was slower, watching Liandra carefully as she leaned on her elbows until our faces were only two inches apart.


"So tell me, Vance — are you here to kill the High Lady?"


It was said with such casual detachment that I didn't respond for a moment. Liandra took the gap in the conversation to lift her meat knife from the table and press the tip to the hollow of my throat. "Don't lie to me. I can smell lies. It's a skill I have. Tell me the truth, now, or I'll gut you like a fish and deposit your body behind the bar. No one in here will remember you fifteen minutes from now."


Damn it! I'd walked right into this. I blinked, reaching for my magic — but it was still tapped out. I couldn't rewind time to escape this moment. I was going to have to give Liandra some kind of answer.


"I — " I whispered, the denial already working its way up my throat. Next to me, Myrah and Natalia suddenly stiffened, seeing the danger for the first time.


Then something whispered in the back of my head. Tell her the truth.


I wasn't sure, but I could have sworn that it was Madame Hourglass's voice.


"Yes," I croaked, meeting Liandra's eyes. "I have a score to settle with that bitch. That's the whole reason I came here."


There. I'd said it. I waited for Liandra to thrust the knife through my throat and make it a clean kill.


Instead, the knife clattered to the table.


Liandra began to laugh — first in disbelief, then in outright delight. "You son of a bitch," she chuckled, prompting a few startled looks from people at the bar before they decided it was wiser to mind their own business. "You're telling the truth, aren't you?"


"Of course I am," I said, rubbing my throat. The tip of the blade had left a shallow cut in my skin. "What did you expect?"


Still grinning, Liandra put her hand on top of mine. "Then I am very glad to meet you indeed, Vance."


Huh? This was the opposite of what I'd expected. All I could manage was: "Why?"


Liandra looked over the bar, her lips pursed in a wicked pout. "Because I want to kill her too," she said, so blandly she might as well have been talking about the weather. "This whole town hates Melody. We're planning to take back this island — and you might just be the answer we've been looking for."


Chapter 3


L
iandra's eyes were shrewd as she watched me, Natalia, and Myrah closely. Natalia and Myrah lowered their forks to their plates, looking between Liandra and me. Natalia looked uncertain but willing to listen, while Myrah looked like she was calculating how fast we could kill Liandra and fight our way out of the inn's tavern.


I curled my fingers into a fist on the table, Keeping myself from touching the gem under my tunic. I' need a new leather cord for it soon — honestly, I was a little surprised it had made the trip to the Vanishing Isle unscathed, while the Eye of God had been either lost or destroyed.


Normally, I changed the strap every few months, but between Amoz and Jezrielle, I hadn't had the chance.


Well, Vance, you've laid a few cards on the table, I thought. But I wasn't so trusting of a pretty face as to open up fully right away.


"That's interesting," I said blandly. "Why do you want your High Lady dead?"


From Lianara's manner, she either didn't care if the conversation was overheard, or knew the whole town was in on the trap. Because this could be the perfect trap for new people if Melody had them all under her thumb. I knew too many people back in Kharbrouth who were so desperate to survive, the entire neighborhood would turn on strangers and split the reward.


"Because," Liandra said, her eyes turning hard and cold, "that demon of a woman taxes us for every last coin and treats us as her own personal slaves."


"Sounds like life in most of the world," I said with a yawn. "At least I have a personal reason for what I'm doing."


"As do I," Liandra snapped. "You have to understand — there's no law on the Vanishing Isle. Just Melody's whims. This entire island is her playground. She's gone into towns and selected one person from each family, then brought them up to her mansion and never let them go. We heard the screams for weeks, then nothing but silence." Liandra stared into her tankered, as if salvation could be found within its depths. "The silence was worse than the screams."


I recognized that look. I'd seen it on soldiers who'd seen too much death and disaster, and on people who'd watched their loved ones slaughtered before their eyes.


"Was it your brother?" I asked. "Sister?"


Liandra's hand shook around the handle of her tankard. "Mother," she whispered, the word escaping her lips thickly. "I was but a girl."


"That's rough," I said, shaking my head. "I understand better than you might think, Liandra. Melody killed my mother, as well — in addition to my father."


The woman's eyes went wide. "Good Gods," she said, downing her entire tankard in a single gulp. "The woman is a monster. Even the small things — like forcing everyone on the island into her makeshift naval fleet — just reminds everyone here that we live only at her pleasure. Only because we're useful to her."


The silence after these words stretched out. Liandra clearly felt a lot of pain around her upbringing, and I related to it on a deep level. For a few moments, we just sat there with it, each licking our wounds.


"But the Vanishing Isle is protected by the mist," Myrah finally said. "Why would Melody need a naval army?"


A man at the table closest to us snorted, shaking his head, before draining his ale and leaving. As he walked by, he squeezed Liandra's shoulder affectionately. Whoever the woman was to these people, they respected her.


"Melody..." Liandra trailed off before gathering her strength. "Well, I don't need to tell you. You met her yourself. Melody was a Fallen Angel."


My brows narrowed. "Was?"


Liandra nodded. "You should eat, or it'll get cold. I'll keep talking — and don't worry, no more knives at your throat. We're past that now."


Liandra gave me a soft smile while I began to eat. The food was simple, but good — replacing the energy I'd lost swimming us to shore. I was going to need more than that to recharge my time powers, but it was a start.


"Melody conquered our island about eight or nine years ago. When she got here, she was crazed — she acted like the demon we all know she is deep down inside. A one woman invasion. We'd always relied on the mist to protect us, SO we stood no chance against her and her blood magic. I lost my mother in her 'census', and my sister went to her mansion the next year. My brother was conscripted into the inaugural fleet for her. He was excited — saying that it'd finally give us some stability." Liandra went to take another drink of her ale, only to see that she'd run out. Natalia, soft hearted as the red head was, pushed hers to the other woman with a smile.


"He wasn't wrong," Liandra continued after a few minutes. "When II turned eighteen, I was forced to join up. It's not so much a naval fleet as organized pirates."


"No wonder my story made waves," I said, cocking my head. "But the Vanishing Isle gets its goods through trade — a few times a year. Are you saying the island goes out on pirate raids on top of that?"


Liandra snorted. "No. I wish. Because then my brother would still be alive most likely."


For a moment, Liandra's mask of bravado slipped, and I saw the hurt, traumatized woman underneath. Seeing her like that made me instinctively want to take her into my arms and protect her. Whatever Melody did to me, Liandra knew similar pain. Her family had been taken from her too.


Liandra mustered her strength, then slipped her mask of cool rebellion back on.


"Her fleet raids surrounding islands, and coastlines," she continued with a grunt. "Most never realize it's her, or if they do, they're cut down before they can spread word. But then, a year ago, Melody started acting like she did when she first took over. Except this time, she's paranoid that someone is trying to take the island from her. Then, when the mist opens for trade week, a whole ship of priests come to the island. I was there, in the harbor."


I leaned forward, snagging on that bit of information. "Priests? Worshiping what god?"


"Goddess," Liandra corrected. "Apparently, a particularly nasty one. A harbinger of death and rebirth. That's all I know." Liandra tilted her head, pinning me with her gaze. "Why?"


"There's been an increase of priests where we're from," I said, hedging around our origins. "They worship a goddess with the head of a goat — they wear her sigil around their necks as a kind of amulet. They're bad news."


Liandra's eyes went as wide as saucers. "Black-headed goats?"


My pulse quickened. Now we were getting somewhere. I nodded, confirming her suspicion.


Liandra leaned forward, wrapping her fingers around my forearm. "That's got to be it. Because after those priests visited, Melody came out and announced she was no longer a member of the Fallen Angels. In fact, she made a declaration of war against them at the very same time."


This was getting more and more interesting. Melody had seceded from the Fallen Angels? I couldn't imagine that a sudden attack of conscience had gotten the better of her. It was far more likely she'd decided they weren't hardcore or fucked up enough for her.


"She killed the priests," Liandra continued. "Burned them all at the stake herself, ranting and raving about someone named Astrid the entire time. Then, once the last priest was nothing but ash, she declared her fleet's new mission. She's hunting something, sending out fleets to face the mists every day. My own ship went down in the mist, but I survived. Instead of reporting back like we're supposed to, I decided I'd rather stay dead. I found a home here, with people who are tired of her rule. Tired of her paranoia and her killing us — either by poverty or by sending us out to fight against Astrid's people."


Astrid, I thought. Another Fallen Angel? It had to be. The tips of my fingers tingled with the knowledge, the surety that I'd just added another name to my list.


I traded looks with Natalia and Myrah, wondering whether they believed this incredible story. Natalia shrugged. "I'll follow you, Vance."


Myrah looked less willing to believe Liandra's tale. "How do we know this isn't some trap? That this isn't some set up to catch people who are against Melody? How do we know that guards aren't on their way now to capture us?"


Liandra shrugged. "You don't. There's nothing I can say to prove it to you. But..." she trailed off, looking at me. "But there's something I can show you. Just you, though."


I cocked my head, considering.


"No way," Myrah said, shaking her head. "You just want to separate us." She turned to look at me. "Don't trust her, Vance."


Liandra snickered. "You're the ones who came in here originally claiming you carried cargo belonging to Madame Jezrielle."


"Jezrielle is dead."


Liandra's eyes snapped to me, her wine-colored lips opening in shock. "What?"


She practically hissed the question. Myrah covered her face with her hands, and Natalia looked around the room, uncertain. More than a few conversations went quiet at my words.


"Jezrielle is dead," I said louder for everyone to hear. "If you really are rebels against Melody and her power, I can tell you that I cut her head off myself."


Liandra's shocked eyes gleamed with excitement, even as another person in the tavern gruffed out a loud claim of bullshit.


"Its not," Natalia said, quiet but defensive of me. "We helped. She killed my brother, and ruled the city of Kharbrouth from the shadows. We didn't know how you felt about her, or Melody, so we lied. But if you're all truly seeking to find freedom from Melody, Vance is an ally you want. He's known in Kharbrouth as the Wraith."


That got murmurs from the crowd. To my surprise, it seemed my reputation as Arnoz's thief and assassin had reached even the Vanishing Isle.


"How'd you kill her?" Liandra pressed, her fingers trailing down my forearm, sending blood right to my cock. She looked at me as if I were her dark hero, who'd risen from the black depths of Hell to rain down death on her enemy.


"We found a way to remove her power," I said, lowering my voice to a more natural volume. "After that, it was a fight. I won't claim it was easy, and someone important to me was hurt — badly. It's another reason we're here." I jutted my chin towards Natalia. "Natalia can find the key to helping her here. And we need to heal her before we face Melody, because we won't be able to triumph over the Fallen Angels without her." I captured Liandra's arm in my own grip, my eyes boring into hers. "Two things: If you are playing us, I will not hesitate to slaughter this entire town. No one hurts Myrah or Natalia and lives. They're mine."


Liandra let out a tiny gasp, her pupils dilating. She enjoyed being threatened, did she? Or was it my display of strength?


"And the second?" she whispered.


"The second is: I'm not leaving the island until Melody is dead."


Liandra chewed on her bottom lip, thoughts racing behind those dark eyes of hers. "I think" — she swallowed hard — "I think you're exactly what I've been waiting for. All three of you." Liandra made eye contact with Natalia and Myrah. She held the latter woman's gaze the longest. Myrah wasn't as trusting as Natalia, for good reason.


"I rarely went on raids," Liandra explained, her tone hushed. "I was trained as a scout and a guard. I can shoot a mouse with an arrow from two hundred paces."


"Shit," I said, impressed. "That's good."


Liandra took the compliment without boasting — which told me she meant business about her skill. "I know how to track and I know how to avoid being seen. I've been planning different ways to kill Melody ever since she watched my brother's ship slam into the rocks, condemning them to death because they didn't kill Astrid when the woman met them on the battlefield."


"The battlefield?" I asked. I hadn't heard about that part.


Liandra shook her head. "Astrid is a Valkyrie. A hundred men with swords can't defeat her. But that didn't stop Melody from punishing them for failing."


"Why has no one else taken you up on your plans?" I pushed my plate away, not realizing I'd eaten it clean. "If people are as against Melody's rule as you claim, why haven't you acted?"


Liandra bristled. "Who said we haven't?" she asked, her shoulders drooping. "We tried. But the ones who didn't die were injured, badly. Even me." Liandra's hand went to her abdomen and I suspected if I peeled her tunic up, I'd find a scar there. "Melody is paranoid, even more so in the last year. She's slaughtered hundreds to fuel her blood magic to lay traps around the tower at the center of the island where she lives. If it hadn't been for the traps, which weren't there when I'd been stationed as a guard, we would have made it."


"Let me guess," Myrah drawled out, scraping her fork across the plate with a screech. "Now there are even more magical traps."


Liandra grimaced, then nodded. "And more guards."


I looked at the woman shrewdly. There was something she wasn't saying, not yet at least. "What are you hiding?" I asked casually. Liandra looked at me in a way that told me she knew I'd guessed at her holding a secret. "That's what I planned to show you, to prove to you that I'm not some ringleader of a trap."


"And why do I have to go with you alone?" Not that I'd mind having some alone time with this gorgeous woman. I could offer her the comfort of my arms — tell her of my own loss at Melody's hands. Probably find myself buried between her legs at the end of it all.


Liandra shifted nervously, her cheeks turning pink. "Because — well, because I don't have any reason to trust you yet either. But if you're telling the truth about killing Jezrielle, then maybe all three of you can come with me."


I looked at Myrah and Natalia. Natalia, my little lamb, would follow me into the lion's den if I thought it was the right path. Myrah would too, but she's a lioness herself — ready to take out any threats. And right now, Myrah was still deciding if Lyla was a threat or not.


Myrah spoke. "No offense," she said to Liandra, looking at her as an equal before turning to me. "We can't trust her. We just met her, and by her own admission, this whole island has been forced to fight and work for Melody at one point or another. She could be leading us right to Melody's dungeon for all we know."


Myrah was right, and I couldn't blame her for being suspicious.


"We'll consider your offer," I told Liandra. "For tonight, I intend to take advantage of this inn's hospitality. You'll have my answer in the morning." I couldn't help but add: "If we haven't been attacked by Melody's guards in the night and then forced to kill you all in retribution, that is."


Liandra stood as I did, holding her hand out. "Fair enough. I'll be here in the morning. Rest well."


I shook her hand, then as she exited the inn I herded Natalia and Myrah up the stairs. Once we were safely escorned in our room, the bed big enough for the three of us to curl up together, Myrah crossed her arms and stared at me.


"You can't be seriously taking her up on this madness? We don't even know her! This could all be a trap — hell, it probably is a trap!"


I nodded, but I didn't reply. Instead, I went to the empty hearth, where black ashes and soot covered the bottom. Rubbing my hands in it, I spread it over my face since I no longer had a hood to cover my face. I really needed to get us some new clothes, I thought as I rubbed the bitter soot into my skin. Though Myrah's tanned legs were gorgeous when on display, I wanted to keep her for myself.


"Vance?" Myrah's voice held a curious quality. "What are you doing?"


"You're right," I told Myrah as Natalia settled on the bed, pulling off her robes and hanging them over the end of the bed to air out. My cock filled at the sight of the Mesmer in nothing but her underwear, and I made a promise to indulge myself later. I turned back to the thief of my heart. "We don't know if we can trust her. Which is why I'm going to follow her and see where she's going now."


Myrah's eyebrows shot up before she grinned. "Very well. Good hunting, Wraith. We'll be waiting for you."


"You'd damn well better."


Chapter 4


S
neaking around the Vanishing Isle wasn't like sneaking around Kharbrouth.


In the city, there was always a high point you could climb to in order to get the lay of the land. A cathedral, a parapet — even a guard tower, if one was brave enough. Here on the Vanishing Isle, the buildings tended towards one and two story hamlets, meaning keeping a line of sight on my target became exponentially harder.


No matter, though — I was the Wraith. I'd done tasks like this my entire life; a little change of scenery was nothing but an opportunity to switch up the way I did things.


I moved through the seaside town, as quiet as a mouse and careful to disappear as quickly as a footprint in a puddle. As I slipped between alleys, I kept myself a respectful, unnoticeable distance away from Liandra. It wasn't hard to follow the woman through the streets — her height made her stand out like a sore thumb among the short, stocky peasants out for an evening stroll.


As she walked, Liandra talked to herself. It was a habit I'd noticed in many intelligent people — a way of working through problems or rehearsing conversations before they actually happened. I wasn't close enough to catch any of Liandra's monologue, but from the look on her face, it concerned myself and my group.


Perhaps she doesn't trust me either, I thought, slipping over a fence. I dropped into the tall grass on the other side — a good thing, too, as Liandra suddenly stopped at an intersection and looked around. The poor girl was so lost in her own thoughts, she wasn't sure which direction was home.


Or maybe not home. Perhaps she was trying to remember which way it was to her secret meeting with Melody's forces. Although I didn't really think Liandra was a spy for the so-called 'High Lady', I wasn't dumb enough to trust her completely. Tonight would be a test of her motives — one carried out entirely in secret, in the shadows. Just as Amoz once taught me.


I wonder how he's doing, I thought as I slipped around a corner. Liandra took a turn and started heading towards the outskirts of town. Probably still checking under his bed at night for me. I doubt that man will ever wash the stink of his betrayal off the Vipers.


To my surprise, Liandra hit the edge of town and kept right on walking. I'd expected her to go home — or perhaps climb into some subterranean basement to meet with a few guards. Instead she headed right down a dirt path, leaving the seaside village entirely.


Now I really did have to switch up my tactics. There was enough of a moon in the sky for Liandra to easily see someone approaching from behind, so I had to be careful. Each tree, every shrub and fencepost in the path became cover, hiding me from prying eyes as I kept a safe distance between us. Her long braid swayed back and forth across her ass as she walked, and it was a struggle not to stare. I need to get laid, I thought, suddenly wishing I'd stayed at the inn and buried my cock inside of my two female companions.


I followed Liandra for the better part of an hour, watching her as she circled back and forth around the outskirts of town, always retracing her steps. If I didn't know any better, I thought, a strange certainty taking hold of me, I'd think you were trying to come to a decision.


Shit, was Myrah right? Was Liandra wracking her brain over whether or not to betray us?


Suddenly the woman came to some kind of decision. A normal man wouldn't have noticed it, but the trained eyes of the Wraith couldn't help but see the sureness and quickness of her steps. That was the walk of a woman who knew her destination and was heading there with all possible speed.


I moved from behind a tree to a low stone wall, the cold rock pressing between my shoulder blades as I peered over to see what Liandra was doing. What I saw rooted me to the spot, and made me realize I should have questioned the stone wall in the first place.


Liandra had just led me to the village's cemetery.


Was this a trap? It didn't smell like one, but who knew how the people on the Vanishing Isle thought? This could be Liandra's meeting place for sure, were she inclined to spying-type activities. The one positive was that the graves made for easy cover, shielding me as I pursued Liandra over a low hill.


The woman paused before a grave. A tree grew a stone's throw away from it, and I shimmied up without a sound, trusting my well-honed reflexes. From the bough of a branch I squatted and waited, my eyes open in the darkness. If Liandra was a spy for Melody, I'd find out soon for sure.


Liandra stood there for several minutes, then began to speak. At first I thought she was talking to herself again, but I was wrong. A funny feeling stole over my chest, emotion welling up inside me.


This wasn't some random grave Liandra had stopped in front of.


"I think this one's the real deal, Gabriel," Liandra said, running her hand along the edge of the gravestone. "There's new visitors in the village. At first I thought they might be some kind of trap Melody set for us — a way to blackmail us into making speeches against the 'High Lady' — but that's not it at all. They came from Kharbrouth, Gabe. And they killed Jezrielle!"


This grave could be none other than Liandra's brother — the one who'd died serving in Melody's naval fleet. Was there truly a body buried in that soil, or had they never recovered the lad from the briny deep? I doubted it mattered to Liandra. The boy's stone was here, and thus so did his soul lie.


"So yeah," Liandra said, beginning to get choked up. She sounded on the edge of tears. "I'm going to help them, little bro. If we can stop Melody — free the island — then our people can have something like a life again. What happened to you doesn't need to happen to anyone else, dude. I...I'm finally going to avenge you."


Liandra broke down and began to sob. I'd heard more than enough. This girl wasn't a spy for Melody — and if she was, she was the greatest actress in all the Twelve Kingdoms. Those were real tears, real grief, real anguish. The poor woman had been looking for someone to help her for so long, feeling like she'd been letting her dead brother down by not taking revenge on Melody.


I knew that feeling. Gods, did I ever know that feeling.


Myrah and Natalia will be waiting for me back at the inn, I thought, dropping from the bough. I kept my hands wrapped around the branch, dangling beneath it so I could drop silently to the ground. They'd definitely take this as proof Liandra is on the up and up. We'll let her help us find a way to destroy Melody. And she'll never even know I saw this — 


The branch I was holding onto broke.


The ground rapidly shot towards me as I fell. I reached for my powers, just barely managing to slow the flow of time enough to ensure I fell in a smooth roll, rather than landing on my shoulder or coming down wrong on a foot. I sprang up into a kneeling position, scanning the horizon instinctively for threats.


There were none. Save for Liandra, who stood next to her brother's grave with a shocked look on her face.


"It's you," she said, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. "I guess they call you the Wraith for a good reason. I didn't hear a thing the whole way here — and I'm usually someone you can't sneak up on."


There was no sense in making excuses. I got the impression Liandra wouldn't appreciate it, and preferred honesty. "I had to Know you weren't going to sell us out to Melody," I said, rising to my full height and smoothing down my robes. "I followed you to make sure you weren't meeting with any of her forces."


Liandra nodded, then glanced back at the grave. "Does this look like one of Melody's cronies?"


I shook my head. "No. No it doesn't. It looks like a tragedy."


Something about my words touched a chord inside of Liandra. Her eyes watered, her bottom lip trembling like she fought from breaking out into tears. "He was so young," she whimpered, giving into the impulse to cry. "His entire life, all he knew was Melody. The High Lady. He thought she had a mandate from Heaven to rule over this island — and look where it got him. That bitch killed him, Vance! She might not have held a blade to his throat, or shot him with an arrow, but she killed him all the same."


I nodded to show I understood. "Melody literally killed my parents," I said, meeting her gaze with my own. "I was eight years old. I hid in the closet while she and the other Fallen Angels interrogated my parents. Afterwards, I... heard the screams."


"Good lord." Liandra's face had gone white. "How do you do it, Vance? How do you go on after a thing like that? What sustains you?"


I glanced down at the amulet hanging from my neck with its crimson jewel. Then I shrugged.


"Revenge," I said simply. It was all I needed.


Liandra stared at me, her pain and mine commingling as we absorbed each other's life stories. Tears streamed down the beautiful warrior's face, making her look even more gorgeous in the chill night air.


"I couldn't do anything to save him," Liandra whispered, closing the distance between us. I could feel the heat rolling off her body, such a pleasant contrast to the night, and yearned to put my arms around her. "I was helpless."


"Useless..." I said, thinking of how I'd hid. "Unable to do a thing to stop the monsters from taking what they wanted — " Liandra kissed me.


It was so surprising that my hands were halfway to my weapons before my brain decided they'd feel better at her ass instead. Her mouth opened before mine in a sob, her tongue snaking into my mouth, and I met her grief-filled lust with my own. My cock stiffened instantly, throbbing against her thigh as my fingers dug into the firm flesh of her ass.


This was so wrong, I Knew. But neither of us could stop it.


With a grunt, I lifted Liandra off her feet. I wagered there weren't many men on this island who could do a thing like that — she'd likely never literally been swept off her feet before. My muscles screamed at me in protest, but I shrugged it off as I carried her over to the tree I'd been hiding in. I stepped deftly around the broken branch and pinned Liandra against the trunk.


She wrapped her long legs around my waist, panting and moaning as her heels dug into my lower back. "I need this," she whimpered, sounding desperate as hell against my ear. The noise made me throb in my boxers, shooting precum against the fabric.


Liandra hiked up her skirt as I unbuttoned my pants, then kissed me even harder. The two of us were like wild animals — unthinking, not worrying about the future, with nothing on our minds but hard, primal rutting. Tears streamed down her face as Liandra mourned, and I Knew there were some on my cheeks as well. It didn't matter. All that mattered was how good this was going to feel.


Liandra tugged her panties to the side with her long nails, revealing a tight, dripping slit. A narrow band of pubic hair fringed the top, pressed hard against the fabric as she revealed herself to me.


I didn't bother with foreplay. Both of us were beyond that — we clung to each other the way Myrah and Natalia had clung to that board out in the ocean, like shipwreck survivors. As I bit down on the dark-haired beauty's bottom lip, tasting blood, I pushed the head of my cock into her opening and thrust forward as hard as I could.


Her walls welcomed me, stretching around my girth, and I was inside her.


A primal roar erupted from my lips as I bottomed out inside of her. Liandra's ass slammed into the tree, shaking it and sending errant leaves fluttering to the ground. Then again, and again.


She clung to me, desperate to get every last inch of me inside of her. "I don't want to be helpless any more," she begged, lowering my face to her cleavage as she slammed herself down on me, impaling her tight cunt on my cock.


"Ahhh, fuck that's so good," I groaned, doing my level best to fuck Liandra right through that fucking tree. The wet sounds of skin-on-skin filled the night, my balls slapping against her ass as I pumped inside of her harder and harder. Her walls gripped and spasmed around me, clenching like a fist as I pushed all the way to the base of her womb.


Liandra grabbed my head with both hands and brought my face to hers. She looked deep into my eyes, her gaze shining in the moonlight as the two of us fucked like animals. She didn't say a word — she didn't need to. The pain we'd just shared was beyond words, beyond conversation — as old as the tides and the mountains.


Come in me, those eyes begged, and every molecule of my body focused on doing just that.


The tree shook harder as I fucked Liandra mercilessly, slamming her ass into the bark. She'd have bruises later, but she clearly didn't care — her legs gripped me tighter, her heels digging into my lower back like she was trying to spur a horse into going faster. Ten thrusts turned into twenty, more juice dripped down my prick, and then her moans jumped into a register so high and sweet that I nearly cried out in triumph.


One more hard thrust and Liandra buried her face in my chest, shattering like a plate glass window. Huge sobs erupted from the woman's throat, her pain and her pleasure and her grief ebbing from her like a dam bursting. Her nails dug into my back, shredding my robes, but all I did was kiss her harder and concentrate on pushing myself over the edge. Her orgasm mace everything between her legs wetter and tighter, and suddenly I could no longer hold back.


The pleasure became unbearable. I buried my cock as deep inside of her as I could and let go, inhuman grunts leaving my lips as I pinned her against the tree and unloaded. Thick ropes of hot cum spurted against her inner walls, filling her to the brim and then some. My balls pulsed, tingling as they emptied into her womb. I bit down on her shoulder, savoring the taste of blood as I claimed her tight body, marking her soul with my seed.


Everything grew slow and soft after that. I thrust a few more times, keeping my load deep where it belonged, and Liandra idly swirled a few fingers around her clit before giving up the ghost. Her legs returned to the earth and I let her down from the tree, planting a kiss on the side of her neck before doing so.


"We shouldn't tell your women about that," Liandra said as she adjusted her clothing after. "I don't think they'd understand."


I glanced over my shoulder at her. The orgasm had left me feeling bold — and strangely, like my magical batteries had just been recharged. I was pretty sure I could slow down time or tum it back once more. Did sex give me back my chronomancy?


"You might be surprised," I told the woman, watching her dress. She looked damned good doing it. "Neither of those women have had what you'd call an easy life. We've all got our own traumas to work through, yeah?"


"Yeah," Liandra agreed, nibbling her bottom lip. "Thank you for helping me tonight, Vance. I needed that. Like, really, really needed that."


I nodded. "No need to explain yourself," I told her, locking eyes. "I get it. And I know you're not a spy now, so we can work together to bring Melody down."


Now that she'd taken my load, Liandra looked a bit awkward to be making casual conversation. "Very well," she said, tugging her long braid. Not a hair of it had gone out of place while I'd pounded her against that tree — but there was always next time. Sooner or later, I'd see how that hair looked wild and untamed. "I will join you and your party in the morning. Then I'll take you to Melody's palace, so you can take the lay of her defenses."


"Sounds good," I said, glancing down the path. "Ah, will you be okay walking home? I could accompany you?"


The suggestion made Liandra laugh. "Thank you, Wraith," she said, giggling. "But that won't be necessary. I'm sure you've kept your women waiting long enough."


I most certainly have, I thought later as I snuck my way back through town. I've got some explaining to do, to be sure — but somehow I don't think Myrah or Natalia will mind too much. After all, we've got one hell of an ally now.


Tonight, I'd explain things to my girls.


Tomorrow, the revolution against Melody would begin.


Chapter 5


B
y the time I returned to the inn, all but the most dedicated drinkers had decided to call it a night. A bare handful of patrons remained in the common room, well into their cups — and of those, most were passed out on a barstool or snoozing behind a counter. It would have been almost disgustingly easy to slip in unseen and make my way upstairs.


So, I climbed the outside of the building, seeking the window of my room. Keeping the old skills sharp, I thought, shimmying my way up the brick wall by seeking cracks in the stone. After all, what kind of Wraith am I if I allow myself to get rusty?


Myrah and Natalia — bless them! — had left the window unlatched, as if they expected this. I slid it open and slipped inside our room, dropping to the floor as if I expected an ambush at any moment. An ambush of kisses, perhaps.


As it turned out, I needn't have bothered. Both girls were in bed — freshly bathed, shaved, and from the look of their bodies beneath the sheets, completely nude. Oh yes, I thought. I am a lucky man indeed.


Myrah and Natalia lay kissing, their hands exploring each other's bodies. From the looks of things they'd been keeping their motors running hot for sometime, and it wasn't until I coughed discreetly that they realized they had an interloper in their sapphic foreplay. Myrah grabbed up a knife by instinct before noticing it was me.


"There you are," the thief purred, depositing the knife beneath her pillow. "You were gone so long we were beginning to think Liandra was a spy, and she'd captured you."


I allowed myself to grin. "You don't really think she's a spy?"


Myrah and Natalia shared a glance. "Not really," the thief admitted, "but we had to be sure. Totally and absolutely sure."


"I'm assuming you're going to tell us?" Natalia purred.


I pointed at the space between them. "Scooch," I commanded, unbuttoning my vest. "The Wraith needs to be flanked by his women."


Natalia and Myrah retreated to the ends of the bed, allowing me to slip in between them. Both of them curled up next to me, their glorious bodies pressed against mine and their hands going everywhere. Natalia seemed content to rake my chest with her nails, but Myrah reached beneath the blankets and went for the real objective.


"I followed her to the village's graveyard," I said, biting back a groan of pleasure as Myrah's fingers wrapped around my cock. "She went to her brother's grave — the one who died in Melody's service — and told him that she was going to get revenge for his death. That was when I knew she was no spy, and she truly hates Melody in her heart of hearts."


"You don't think it could be a trick?" Myrah asked, her sweet voice cooing in my ear as she stroked my prick. "What else did you do to confirm her loyalty, Vance? Don't you dare lie to me when I have your cock in my fingers."


Natalia's nails froze at my chest, her expression growing pensive. "What does that mean?"


A strange smile spread across Myrah's face. Uh oh. "It means," the thief explained, "that either Vance stuck his cock inside of an oil barrel before he came back to visit us, or he got his dick wet at some point while he was tailing Liandra. So which is it, darling?"


Gods, she was so hot. She was never hotter than when she was mean — and right now, with her fingers stroking me so sweetly, she was meanness incarnate.


"She was distraught," I managed, pleasure infiltrating me like a strong drink. "She embraced me in her grief, and then


Natalia's mouth formed a little 'o' of surprise. "Vance! Are you telling me you had sex with Liandra?"


"I couldn't — ungh — really control it," I whispered, Myrah's hands moving faster now.


"Control it!' Myrah laughed wickedly, her palm running over my balls as she continued stroking me. "Your cock is dripping with that little skank's juices, Vance. I take it you didn't wrap your cock up before putting it in her — and you didn't pull out?"


Honestly, I hadn't even thought to. I didn't need to say a word — both women knew.


I expected Myrah to be furious. Instead, the dark-haired beauty rolled to the side and tongued the interior of my ear with her long, pink tongue.


"Look at your naughty little Mesmer," the thief purred, gesturing at Natalia. "She's blushing so hard. She tries to deny it, but this is her nature, Vance. She doesn't just share you for the good of the group, the way a willful woman like me would. Natalia gets off on watching you sink your cock into other women's pussies."


"Myrah!" Natalia sounded even more shocked at this than she had at the news of me fucking Liandra. "You're so mean!"


"You are," Myrah countered smoothly. "Denying yourself your true desires. You want to suck that woman's pussy juices off of Vance's cock, don't you? You want to taste the stranger he fucked in the woods an hour before fucking you."


Natalia's mouth worked soundlessly. "I — I — "


Myrah grinned like a cat with an entire warehouse full of cream. "No use denying it, dear — come here." Just like that, Myrah tugged the covers back, exposing my bare cock. It stood straight up, throbbing gently, a big vein pulsing along the side. "Come suck him off while he tells you all about it. Do it."


Natalia hesitated for a moment — then, with a noise like a steam kettle boiling over, she leaned down to my lap and took my dripping cock into her mouth. Oh fuck! Her soft, pouty lips sucked the crown, cleaning it of Liandra's juices, then she slowly worked it down harder and harder around my prick.


"Yeah, that's a good little slut," Myrah groaned, leaning over and giving Natalia a smack on the ass. "Well don't tease her, Vance. I promised you'd tell her everything — now tell. Let Natalia know how good it felt to fuck that pussy she's tasting right now."


This was crazy. And yet, as I watched Natalia bob up and down on my prick like a cork, I started to like the idea. Yeah, that sounded fucking hot.


"She was so tight," I grunted, putting my hand on the back of Natalia's head. The Mesmer didn't mind a bit — if anything, she relaxed her throat and let me hit the back of it with my cock. "I pinned her against a tree and fucked her brains out, Natalia. If you'd have seen it, you wouldn't even know it was me! It was like some crazy beast, ravishing the girl without any care for how she felt."


"You hear that?" Myrah delivered another stinging slap to Natalia's ass. "Like a fucking animal, slut. Gods, you love hearing about it, don't you? Look, she's touching herself right now!"


She was. Natalia's hand worked swiftly between her thighs, rubbing her needy little clit as she swallowed me whole. Her eyes rolled back in her head, only the whites showing as she deep-throated my dick all the way down to the balls. The familiar tingle worked up my shaft as she went, and I knew I wasn't going to last much longer. I was fucking done.


"Shit, 'm gonna fucking come," I grunted, thrusting off the mattress and filling Natalia's throat. The pleasure grew and grew, until I could barely stand it. The itch inside of me was maddening, and that first spurt against the back of Natalia's throat was going to feel like the scratch to end all scratches.


"Fill her little whore mouth!" Myrah laughed. The thief put her own hand on the back of Natalia's head, forcing her all the way down on my prick. With her other hand she slapped away Natalia's self-pleasure and replaced it with her own, stabbing three fingers into the Mesmer's quivering cunt like a dildo. "Do it, Vance — fucking cum in her mouth! Cum in her throat, paint her face with that load."


She didn't need to tell me twice. Natalia's lips around me felt like the greatest thing in the world, and as I went over the edge I cried out loud enough to shake the walls. My cock exploded in her throat like a geyser, spraying ropes of thick, virile seed right into her mouth. Natalia kept right on sucking, like she wasn't even aware of what she was doing — she just needed to drink as much of that thick cream as possible. Her body shook as she swallowed my load, her thighs clenching and dripping as Myrah's fingers brought the redhead to her own heavenly orgasm.


As I came down from my peak, I pulled my cock out of Natalia's throat and exploded all over her face. Thick streaks of seed sprayed across Natalia's blissful expression, bathing her in hot spunk. She and Myrah began to kiss, sharing my messy load between them as they made out all over the results of my orgasm. I watched them go, my cock still halfhard, ready to fuck whenever they wanted.


"Look at you," Myrah teased, swirling some of the semen around on a finger. "Such a dirty girl. Gods, I love watching you get corrupted, Natalia. Girls like you are the most fun to coax into doing really filthy, fucked-up stuff. But you got to get off, and Vance did too. Where's my orgasm?"


"Just tell me how you want it," I said, rolling to the side, "and I'll rock your world, Myrah."


The thief ran a finger over her lips, pretending she had to think it over. "Hmm, all that talk about spelling names with the tongue has me longing for a little pussy eating," she groaned, leaning back and taking hold of Natalia's shoulders. "Why don't you put that pretty mouth of yours between my thighs and get to working your way through the dictionary, sweetheart?"


Natalia looked at Myrah's pussy like it was a banquet and she hadn't eaten in weeks. With a squeal, the Mesmer buried herself in Myrah's box, her naughty tongue tracing arcane symbols along the surface of her swollen clit.


I watched the utterly delicious expressions of pleasure that filled Myrah's face as Natalia ate her out. Gods she looked so beautiful. I gave my cock a few hard strokes, jerking off to the sight of my two gorgeous harem girls pleasuring each other.


Natalia's ass bobbed up and down as she pleasured Myrah with her mouth. An angry red handprint from Myrah's attention shone on the pale surface of her rear, like an open invitation to add more. I brought my own hand down on the opposite cheek, filling the room with the sound of a hot slap!


"Yeah, that's the stuff," Myrah groaned, watching as Natalia's eyes rolled back in her head. "You can do more than just watch, Vance. Look at the way Natalia's little pussy is dripping from getting smacked. You always told me you liked fucking us right after we cum. Natalia's aching for you — she's so fucking ready to get pounded!"


Yes she was. I mounted the Mesmer from behind, pushing the head of my cock into her slit. I gave her round ass another smack, then wrapped my fingers around her long red hair, using it as leverage to thrust deeper inside of her. Natalia nearly came right then and there, her walls gripping me oh so tight as I pushed into her opening.


"Don't you dare lose your rhythm!" Myrah demanded, squeezing Natalia's head with her thighs. "Oh yes, that's a good girl, eat my pussy, mmmh! Use that naughty little tongue of yours while Vance fucks you."


At the sight of the two of them together, I became the beast within. My fingers dug into Natalia's hips, bruising them as I pumped my cock like a piston deep into her cunt. She did her level best to slam herself back on me while she ran her tongue along Myrah's clit, but soon the poor girl could do nothing but lay there and give herself over to pleasure. She lapped helplessly between Myrah's thighs, bringing the thief close to an orgasm as her own walls spasmed around my prick.


"Yes, yes, don't fucking stop," Myrah groaned, her voice rising in pitch as her legs quivered. "Fuck, fuck, I'm gonna cum! Oh fuck, look at me Vance, I want you to look at me while I cum! I want you to see me whimpering your name, I want you to own me."


The sound of her begging sent me over the edge. Right as Myrah crashed into her own orgasm, my hips lost their rhythm and I sailed over the edge. I brought my hand down on Natalia's ass as hard as I could, leaving a welt along her pale skin as another powerful orgasm left my cock jerking and spasming and unloading inside of the Mesmer. I swear her ridges gripped me as I shot, sucking every drop of my thick cream deep into her cunt where it belonged.


Things got slow and sweet after that. Both girls forgave me for fucking Liandra, of course, and they curled up next to me with gossip and giggles. Being in the midst of them was one of the most gratifying things I'd ever done in my life — I couldn't imagine laying down any more without at least two beautiful women by my side.


Maybe soon, it'll be three, I thought, snuggling both thief and Mesmer closer. Both girls dozed, their heavy lidded eyes fluttering as they relaxed against me. I'd tired them both out, and now they needed a rest.


As did I. Got to be ready for Liandra tomorrow, I thought, my eyes closing as I ran my fingers down Myrah's back. We've got a lot of work to do taking Melody down.


It wasn't until tomorrow that I'd learn the depths of Melody's control over the Vanishing Isle — and what I'd have to do to bring her reign to an end.


Chapter 6


"T
hat," Liandra said, peering into the distance, "is our target."


It was mid-moming the next day. After Myrah, Natalia and I woke up in a sweaty heap of blankets and post-coital delight, we'd had just enough time to eat and bathe before our meeting with Liandra. So of course we'd spent it having morning sex instead, and were forced to wolf down a quick meal as the tall warrior arrived at the seaside tavern. Her nose had wrinkled at that initial meeting, but she didn't comment on the fact that we all smelled like we'd spent the night in a brothel. After all, she wasn't the most innocent girl herself.


As it tumed out, Liandra had managed to procure us horses — though from where, I have no earthly idea. The beasts were mangy, but strong enough to carry us down the winding dirt trails connecting one hamlet to the other on the Vanishing Isle. I pointedly avoided glancing at the graveyard as we passed it, shielding Liandra from the awkward conversation and jokes Myrah and Natalia would no doubt have made.


As we left the seaside town, the elevation gradually rose. We were nearly at the center of the Vanishing Isle when Liandra led us over a ridge and pointed at a circular wall surrounding a fine, almost fairy tale-like palace.


"That is one hell of a target," Myrah said, dismounting from her horse. The thief shielded her eyes with a hand, looking over the palace and its attendant castle town with a skeptical eye. "Looks like something from a damned painting."


I had to agree. Melody's fortress — the 'House of the High Lady' in the common parlance of those who lived on the Vanishing Isle — was as grand as anything I'd seen in Kharbrouth, or in the picture books Amoz had given me to peruse and study as a lad. White towers of marble rose against the clear blue sky, topped with onion-shaped domes that had clearly been designed to withstand a harsh, torrential winter. It was as if the palace hadn't been built here, but transported by magic from some other kingdom. I wasn't sure if such things were possible, but if they were, then the Fallen Angels would be the people to do it.


"It's beautiful!" Natalia said, her fingers to her lips. Aesthetic as ever, the Mesmer was more overcome with the sights and sounds of the fortress than she was looking at it with a plan of attack in mind. "My Gods, if we didn't have to conquer it, 'd suggest we go on a romantic vacation here!"


"It wouldn't be very romantic," Liandra said with gallows humor. "This city is the seat of Melody's power. Of course her will reigns supreme over the entirety of the Vanishing Isle — but on these streets, she is like a god in human form. She can order you dead with a gesture, or force you to be brought to her bed chamber with the crook of a finger."


"I've heard of some sultans who could do that," I said, never willing to pass up an opportunity to make a joke. "But the man crooked something else to let the girl in question know she was wanted."


Myrah punched me on the shoulder. "Pervert," she said good-naturedly. "So what's the name of this city, Liandra? Were you born here?"


"It's merely called the House of the High Lady," Liandra said gravely. "And no one who is born here wishes to stay. To be forced to live in this town is a punishment for the residents of the Vanishing Isle — most of them, in any case. Only the desperate and the truly insane, those who worship Melody like the goddess she claims to be, live here permanently."


"True believers, in other words," I said, thinking. "That might make this place harder to conquer."


"Which is exactly what Melody banks on," Liandra said, her lips forming a tight little line. "During the last attempt to overthrow her power, we learned that to our peril. We will not make the same mistake a second time."


I spent the next few minutes sizing the place up. None of the news was good. Melody's fortress had but one main gate, which was staffed with enough guards to make approaching unseen impossible. Guards walked the length of the gate as well — easy enough for me to sneak through undetected, but Myrah? Natalia? Complicating things was the fact that whoever got into the city would need to slip through several blocks of one and two story buildings before reaching the walls of the fortress proper.


Damn it. Melody had laid the place out like a proper castle. I was even sure the palace could probably withstand an old-school siege, if things ever came to that. The Fallen Angel had planned things well.


"Tell me something," I asked, glancing sideways at Liandra. "Who built that palace?"


"Built?" Liandra's face scrunched up. "No one, I suppose. The castle's always been there, ever since Melody arrived."


"Doesn't that strike you as odd?" From the look on her face, I could tell Liandra had never thought about it — or perhaps something was keeping her from thinking about it. "You have no stonemasons that I can see, or engineers. Yet there's a castle sitting in the middle of the Vanishing Isle that's the equal of anything in Kharbrouth, or Templeton, or Phan Tume. How did it get here?"


"I... don't know," Liandra admitted. "Magic?"


Slowly, I nodded. "Melody's magic," I agreed, taking in the whole city with a gesture. "The damned Fallen Angels did this. They magicked up fortifications and took over your homeland, just so Melody would have a place to play Queen like a kid with some toys in a sandbox. This whole thing is completely insane. And I'd bet any amount of gold in the Vanishing Isle's treasury that whatever magic built that castle from scratch is still here."


Liandra didn't understand what I was aiming for — but Myrah and Natalia did. "Madame Hourglass," Natalia whispered.


I clutched the gem hanging from my neck. "Madame Hourglass," I said gravely.


"Who is Madame Hourglass?" Liandra asked, a strange look on her face.


"Someone who can help us kill the Fallen Angels," I said, holding up my pendant. "She's wounded, however, and I need magic to heal her. Magic tied to the Fallen Angels, because Jezrielle is the one who wounded her."


The pieces clicked in Liandra's brain. "You want to steal whatever magic Melody used to build this place," she realized.


Myrah shrugged. "Of course. We are thieves, after all."


Before Liandra could say anything else, the front gate of the fortress opened. Two men in liveried robes blew on trumpets, sounding twin high notes that rang out in harmony over the castle town. The sun gleamed on their uniforms, highlighting a symbol that looked like a musical note.


"All hail the High Lady!" the two guards chorused in unison. "Hail! Hail!"


Melody strode through the front gate behind the men, and I got my first look at the next Fallen Angel on my hit list. After dealing with Jezrielle, I had an idea of what to expect — but still, the sight of the beautiful woman who'd participated in the murder of my parents a decade ago sent a confusing mix of emotions through me. Hatred, because I wanted this woman dead almost as much as I wanted life itself. And lust — because she was one of the most gorgeous creatures I'd ever seen.


If Jezrielle was the hot older woman who initiates a young man to the mysteries of sex in his fantasies, then Melody was the barely-legal beauty who liked to wear pigtails and call older men 'Daddy'. Her long blonde hair had been tied into ornate braids trailing down her back, with bright red ribbons strewn through them like a feast-day pole. A tight black bustier caressed her curves so snugly it fit like a second skin, giving any man with two brain cells together a clear picture of what she'd look like naked. It didn't help that it ended right at her ass like a one piece swimsuit, cut to show off a daring amount of hip before trailing down to her thigh-high leather boots.


She was a vision, to be sure. But what really made my heart skip a beat was her wings.


Unlike Jezrielle, Melody apparently didn't feel the need to hide her true nature. The Fallen Angels weren't just called that because they resembled the demons that fell from the heavens in our cosmology — they literally carried angelic blood in their veins. Jezrielle's final form had long claws and thick black wings, and this woman's own body shared more characteristics with Jezrielle's angelic form than it lacked. They fluttered behind her with a studied casualness as she strode through the fortress's main gate, so wide and large that she could have wrapped herself in them like a blanket. The thought of her doing so, completely naked beneath, filled my mind and refused to leave.


"What a knockout," Myrah muttered, her shoulders rising and falling a little faster at the sight of the Fallen Angel. Just like Jezrielle, the monster known as Melody incited desire in all who saw her. It was easy to forget the awful things she'd done when looking at someone so beautiful — but such was the way of the world.


"Remember what she's done," I growled. Suddenly my lust was banished — I felt nothing but hate for this girl. It wouldn't matter how sweetly she whimpered my name, or how soft those pouty lips could be wrapped around my cock. Offering to become my sex slave hadn't saved Jezrielle, and it wouldn't save this woman.


As Melody strode across the yard, the sunlight glinted off a weapon at her side. A slender silver rapier lay slung against her waist, clattering gently against her smooth thigh as she made her way towards a raised platform near the entrance to the castle town. I'd seen some fabulous swords in my time — Arnoz had quite the personal collection — but the craftsmanship of that rapier was something I'd never experienced before. Even at a distance, I could tell that weapon was...special, somehow.


"Vance." Natalia's tone carried a note of warning. "I'm sensing magic coming from that blade of hers. Powerful magic."


I nodded. "It would be magical, wouldn't it? Nothing but the best for the fucking Fallen Angels."


"We'll take it from her," Liandra growled, her eyes fixed not on Melody but on her destination. Unlike the rest of us, the sight of the beautiful tyrant didn't do a thing to inflame the tall warrior's lust. Probably because Liandra had spent her life under Melody's thumb, forced to live beneath her draconian rules. Familiarity breeds contempt, after all — and Liandra had far more reason for contempt than most. "Then we'll shove it so far up her ass that it'll remove her tonsils when we twist it."


A gruesome image, to be sure. "I like the way you think," I said, smiling at Liandra. My other two companions noticed, becoming jealous in an instant. Oh well. They'd all gotten fucked last night — they ought to have been grateful.


Melody strode to the raised platform and waited. Presently, a pair of liveried servants (not the same ones from before, though they all looked practically the same to me) brought a throne-like chair from inside a storeroom. Melody seated herself, crossing one leg over the other like one of the girls at the Orchid's Den displaying her wares. My cock jerked in my pants, but I refused to entertain the lustful thoughts such a pose filled my mind with. Instead, I concentrated on the scene. What the hell was Melody doing?


The Fallen Angel sighed, checking her nails as she waited for whatever event she'd set up to begin. "Bring forth the prisoners," she shouted, cocking her head to the side with an annoyed tone. She sounded less like a queen than someone at a market stall, annoyed her kebab was taking too long to cook. "I don't have all fucking day."


"Prisoners?" The word piqued my interest. "You didn't say anything about prisoners, Liandra. Who the fuck has she taken captive?"


Liandra's face fell. She had an idea, of that I could tell for sure, but she either didn't want to think about it or was hoping she was wrong. "Perhaps her raiders took captives in their last sea battle," she said, not really believing her own words. "Or she's managed to catch a spy from that Astrid woman, and wants to make an example of her."


But it wasn't a spy the guards led out from the fortress's dungeon, nor was it someone who looked like a roving pirate. The captives the guards pushed through the yard, chains around their wrists and waists, looked like ordinary peasants — though emaciated and wasted away from their long confinement. Their bodies were pale and scraggly, from being denied both sunshine and food.


A choked sound left Liandra's throat at the sight. "Gods, no," the warrior panted, both hands gripping her long braid. "Sigurd, Ivan, Dorothea — oh gods, I thought they were dead."


"You know these people?" I glanced from the platform to Liandra.


Liandra nodded solemnly. "Our attempt at overthrowing Melody," she said, the words falling like ashes from her lips. "I thought the High Lady swore to take no prisoners — that my fellow conspirators were dead. They had to be dead! Gods, has she been torturing them all this time?!"


Evidently she had. Melody's coldly beautiful face twisted in a savage smirk as the prisoners were brought before her. Each of them trembled at the sight of the blonde bombshell, as if just her presence were enough to send them into spasms of terrified fear.


Meanwhile, her other guards were busy. At first I thought the things they erected on the raised platform were gallows, but there were no nooses — just heavy iron shackles hanging from poles. Clearly this platform wasn't meant to give Melody's prisoners a clean death. They'd be hanging there, in the public square, for all to see — until they either starved to death or the High Lady gave the order to have them killed.


"We have to save them," Liandra grunted, already scooting forward. "I've failed them — I had no idea they were captured."


Before she could move — and give us away — my hand came down on her shoulder. "There's nothing you can do for them right now," I hissed, watching Liandra's face contort with guilt. "That square is swarming with guards! Not to mention Melody herself."


On top of that, a crowd had begun to gather. The curiosity of the few evidently wasn't enough to satisfy Melody's vanity, so she had the guards go and collect everyone from their tasks in the castle town. Evidently this public lesson was meant for everyone.


"Hang them up by their arms!" Melody commanded, practically giggling with glee. "Our distinguished guests have had so little opportunity to get a good stretch in during their stay in my dungeons. I think it's time we rectified that little injustice!"


The prisoners groaned as they were latched into their chains. Guards tugged at a system of ropes hanging from the poles, and the wretch's broken bodies were lifted into the air. Their feet kicked madly against the open air, seeking the ground that was but a few inches away. With the chains tied around their wrists rather than their necks, even death wasn't an escape — all they could do was hang there, completely helpless.


'Very good," Melody said, rising from her seat. "Let this be a lesson to all who oppose me! The High Lady's rule is sacrosanct on the Vanishing Isle! These traitors — " here she gestured at the prisoners, " — thought themselves my betters. They believed their rule would be more fair and just than the love and protection your Lady gives you! Look at them now, my children! Look and tremble!"


The crowd did indeed tremble. But the looks on the faces of the villagers were full of barely disguised hatred. They didn't like this any more than Liandra did.


"Now," Melody said, turning her attention to the prisoners. "Tell me of Astrid's plan. You first." She pointed at a bearded man hanging from the left-most pole. "What did my sister Angel promise you in exchange for executing your little insurrection?"


"Sven," Liandra whimpered. Tears beaded in the warrior's eyes as she watched the grim procession, wringing her hands helplessly in front of her waist. "Look what they've done to him. That monster must pay!"


"We've told you, witch," the man named Sven croaked. His voice rattled as he spoke, as if he hadn't had cause to speak in some time. Melody must have kept him and the other rebels in darkness, hoping the long period of solitary confinement would break them. "We know nothing of Astrid, save that we hope she burns in the same fires as you. We are the people of the Vanishing Isle, and we are tired of your despotic reign — "


"Enough," Melody said with a yawn. "Gods, how you bore me! What about you, there? The girl in the middle?"


The young woman who hung from the middle-most pole had clearly been beautiful once. Just as clearly, the beatings she'd endured at the hands of Melody and her long period of confinement had decayed that beauty, aging her before her time. The woman had been sobbing the entire time she'd been latched into Melody's contraption, and she did not stop when the Fallen Angel asked her a question. Even when Melody repeated it, her voice surprisingly hesitant, the prisoner just continued to cry.


"Well that's no fun," Melody said, cocking her head to the side. "I can tell I'm not going to get anything out of you. Played with my toy a little too hard and broke it, I suppose. Oh well!"


"This woman is completely insane," Myrah whispered. "Even Jezrielle had standards better than this."


"They're the same," I disagreed. "It's just that Melody has her own personal island to play with. If Jezrielle hadn't had to keep up the facade, hadn't had anyone to make her even the slightest bit accountable, this is what she'd be, girls. A tinpot goddess high on narcissism and completely lacking in empathy."


Meanwhile, Melody had moved onto the third prisoner hanging on the platform — only to find the poor man had died while being lifted into his chains. Not even slapping him with the flat end of her silver rapier could undo death, it seemed. With a sigh, Melody cut through the chain in a single swipe, sending the corpse to the ground.


Damn, I thought. That blade had slashed through chain like a hot knife through butter. I wondered what it could do to a suit of armor.


"Well, all right, then," Melody hissed, her face contorting in rage to find one of her prisoners had escaped to the only place where she could not follow. "I'll have to make up for it with you two, then." She twisted, cocking a hand around her mouth, and raised her voice. "Bring forth my pet! She'll want to have a talk with these unrepentant prisoners."


Pet? I thought of the monster that was reported to live beneath the Sultan's palace in Kharbrouth, and how it had been linked to Jezrielle. Though I'd never seen the thing, was it possible the beast was a kind of familiar? Could all the Fallen Angels have similar creatures sharing their power?


One of the gates leading below the fortress opened, and a head emerged. A low ramp led from the entrance to the main courtyard where the raised platform waited, and from it I could see a blonde woman with high, regal cheekbones striding towards where Melody waited.


"Hell of a pet," I grunted, my eyes narrowing. "So Melody keeps women as her personal playthings, on top of everything else?"


Suddenly my women were grinning. "Gee, I have no idea what that would be like," Myrah snorted. "Being the property of some powerful person, who can use and fuck you however he wishes — "


I silenced Myrah with a spank on her round ass. "Quiet. She's coming."


"I wonder if Melody likes girls and boys?" Natalia murmured, deep in thought. "Jezrielle wasn't above sleeping with anything on two legs to get what she wanted, but this Melody already has all she could ask for. What does it say that she chooses a woman to be her 'pet'?"


I didn't know. But as the figure reached the top of the ramp, provoking gasps in my crew, I realized something important. This 'pet' of Melody's might have been female, sure — but it was not a woman.


From the waist up, it resembled a woman. The figure's long blonde hair trailed down on either side of her shoulders, hiding her full, ample breasts from casual view. The edges of her tresses caressed a flat, taut tummy, with just a hint of scales beneath the belly button.


From there, things rapidly worsened. The scales thickened, until the figure was more snake than human. Where a normal woman's legs would be, were instead a thick, rope-like tail, slithering back and forth across the ground as the creature made her way to her Mistress. As I watched, a forked tongue slid from the creature's mouth, tasting the air as she took her place at Melody's side.


"Yes, my sweetness?" The creature was fearsome, twice the size of Melody and perfectly capable of crushing her. Yet it obeyed her with near total devotion. "How may this one serve you?"


"Lamia," Melody said, her lips curling in a smirk. "My prisoners refuse to tell me what they know of Astrid. That's not terribly fair of them, is it?"


"No, Mistress," the creature called Lamia hissed, her pretty face perking up visibly.


"Lamia?" Natalia's brows furrowed together. "That's the name of a creature. A monster. It's not a person's name. It's like calling you 'Human'." She gestured at me, pursing her pouty lips.


"That's exactly what Melody would call me if I were her slave," I grunted, realizing it was true. "Of course she doesn't give her pet a name. She probably keeps her in the same dungeons these poor prisoners have been trapped in, in the cell right next to theirs."


My girls watched with a mixture of eagerness and dread, waiting to see what happened next. Our companion Liandra, however, had no such internal conflict. Sne was all dread — and horror. Worse, she seemed to recognize Melody's pet, as if she'd seen it before.


"Oh no, no no no," Liandra whispered. "This is bad, very very bad."


"What?" I asked, watching as the Lamia slithered up onto the platform. "Is she going to squeeze them until she gets what she wants?"


Liandra's face was the color of ash. "Worse. The Lamia's bite is poison — those who've seen others take it report it brings on fits, foaming at the mouth, insanity. The person who is bit loses themself to the poison, their mind overwhelmed by the Lamia's power. It's not a pretty way to die."


"Few ways are," I said, thinking it over as the Lamia slithered towards the woman at the center of the platform. The Lamia looked her up and down with beady black eyes, her fangs flashing as she savored the exaltation of the bite.


Then she turned to the man instead. "My Mistress wishes you to tell her of the Fallen Angel Known as Astrid," the Lamia hissed, cocking her head to the side. "When did she make contact with you and your rebels? What did she promise you in exchange for making war against the High Lady?"


The man spit on the ground, defiant to the last. "Fuck you," he howled, raising his voice in what was no doubt to be a triumphant speech of freedom and disobedience. "The Vanishing Isles no longer belong to Melody — "


The Lamia moved quick, sinking her fangs into the man's shoulder. The words he'd been rehearsing died in his throat, replaced with a cry of pain as the silver fangs sank deep into his flesh. The Lamia kept them there for long moments, her mouth giving a jerk as she injected the poison, then she pulled back like a nurse who'd just delivered an inoculation.


"Disgusting," the Lamia growled, wiping her mouth. "I hope the woman tastes better."


The poison was already beginning to have an effect on the man. His eyes went glassy and glazed, grunts of what sounded like pain escaping his lips. He writhed back and forth, suddenly unable to keep still, like someone was hitting him over and over again with a taser.


"Aaaah!" the man groaned, his eyes rolling back in his head. "Agggh! Aggh!"


"I don't think he's going to talk," the Lamia said, sounding disappointed as the poisoned man swayed back and forth. "Should I bite the other prisoner, Mistress?"


Melody watched the man writhe for a minute or so, savoring his extreme distress. "Yes," she finally grunted, dismissing the whole platform with a gesture as if she were already tired of it. "Sink your fangs into her and get it over with. We'll let them hang here for a day or two after that — if they're still alive, we'll see if they're more willing to talk!"


The Lamia shrugged. Whatever her Mistress commanded was good enough for her. She slithered across the platform to where the woman hung, her eyes closed as if in prayer. The second prisoner hadn't even noticed what had happened to the first — her gaze was inward, focused on grief and pain.


"Look at me," the Lamia hissed, sounding almost like a lover as she wrapped her tail around the woman's legs. The contact of scales on skin finally cut through whatever trauma the second woman had been through, causing her to look up at the Lamia and truly see her for the first time. Her eyes widened in fright, her pretty skin paling as the thing opened wide to show off its fangs.


"Peek-a-boo," the Lamia said mischievously. Then it sank its fangs into the woman's breast, nearly tearing it off her chest.


Liandra could take no more. The tall warrior looked away, blinking tears from her face. "This is madness," she whispered, her fists clenched with anger. "I have to do something! There has to be some way I can save them!"


There wasn't any that I could see. But the longer I looked, watching the Lamia and her Mistress as they giggled with glee at the sight of the poisoned prisoners, the more I began to realize something strange. The amulet hanging at my neck was vibrating. Almost as if Madame Hourglass were inside, desperately trying to tell me something.


What was it? I looked, but could find no answer. Then, as the Lamia moved to head back down below, I saw it. A slender silver collar hugged the creature's throat, as tight as any choker worn by the girls in the Orchid's Den.


Hanging from that collar was a ruby the size of a robin's egg.


"The ruby," I whispered, clutching my amulet. "Madame Hourglass, is that it?"


The amulet shook once, hard enough to send a tremor through my hand, and then went still. Yes.


"Son of a camel's anus," I muttered as the Lamia disappeared from view.


Liandra was still watching her friends, basking in her helplessness and torturing herself. Myrah and Natalia, however, had noticed the look on my face. "Vance? What is it?"


The power source that built this place, I thought, the jewel around the Lamia's neck filling my mind. Of course she'd give it to the one creature that serves her utterly for safe keeping. Her 'pet'...


"That Lamia is the key to getting Madame Hourglass back," I told my group. "And Madame Hourglass is the key to bringing Melody down."


We had our objective. Now I just had to find a way to steal that jewel.


Chapter 7


"I
 have a plan," Myrah said, picking bits of leaves and twigs out of her hair. "But you're not going to like it."


After the hours I'd just spent lurking in the woods, just about anything that didn't involve skulking around a forest floor and hiding in bushes sounded like a great idea. After some brief deliberation, we'd selected Myrah as our scout to go check out the castle town and see if we could find any way to get the Lamia alone. Natalia's red hair and Mesmer ways marked her too clearly as an outsider, while Myrah's experience as a thief and cutpurse on the streets of Kharbrouth made it easier to fit in.


Liandra was right out, of course. In addition to being emotionally frazzled by witnessing her friend's poisoning and death, she stood out like a sore thumb in a crowd. As a wanted felon, she couldn't travel anywhere on the Vanishing Isle where Melody's loyalists might find her.


"I'm up for just about anything," I told Myrah, meaning it. The dark-haired thief practically jumped in my arms, embracing me hard as she rubbed her thigh against the rapidly hardening bulge in the front of my pants. Part of me wanted to lay her down right next to our makeshift fire and take her right then and there, but the mission took precedence. "Tell us what you've found."


Myrah planted a kiss on my cheek, then took her place around the fire. "All right. I warn you, though — this isn't going to be fun, Vance."


"You've said that." I was beginning to get irritated. "How about something useful this time?"


Myrah reacted as if slapped. "The castle town is dreadfully dull," she said after a few moments, glancing back through the treeline towards where the fortress loomed. "Everyone there hates the hell out of Melody, I can tell — but she's got the place locked up tighter than a bug's ass. There's guards at every street comer, and I'm pretty sure every tenth citizen is some kind of enforcer for the 'High Lady' and her twisted whims." She pulled a leather sack from her sleeve, depositing a few coins in the dirt. "They use regular money, though," she said with a faint smile. "And they're no better at detecting pickpockets than any other town I've visited."


Once a thief, always a thief, I thought, smirking at her.


The rest of her statement made sense. Authoritarian regimes loved nothing so much as turning citizen against citizen. In that way, a tyrant like Melody could get the people of the Vanishing Isle to do most of her work for her. "The Lamia," I said, focusing the conversation. "What's it's deal?"


Myrah grimaced and pulled a face. "It's Melody's constant companion," she explained, leaning closer to the fire. All of us crowded around, wanting to hear this part. "Even the bit during the public poisoning where she emerged separately from her 'Mistress' was just for show. She's Melody's second in command, her personal guard — she spends every night stationed outside of the High Lady's personal suite, curled up and protecting her from harm."


"So what you're saying is, it's hopeless," I said, my stomach sinking. "Melody's planned for an assault already, and she's thought of everything. Damn it, how are we going to get in there?"


Maybe my time magic could help me. But without Madame Hourglass to boost it to its full potential, I was far from my top strength. Would two attempts and a handful of moments of slowed down time be enough to prevail?


"I didn't say it was hopeless," Myrah said thickly. She shared a look with Natalia, a strange look flickering over the thief's face. "The Lamia and Melody are together twenty-three hours a day. They separate once per night, and only once. For a very brief time, the Lamia is on her own — and vulnerable to having that gem around her neck stolen."


I sat up straighter, paying very close attention. "When?" I asked, meeting Myrah's gaze. "Tell me. What pulls the thing away from its Mistress? Feeding? Combat practice?"


Myrah stifled a smile. "Let's say...prurient interests," she said. Next to her, Natalia made a shocked face, laughing.


"I don't follow," I said, feeling silly. "I learned on the streets, Myrah — I'm not book smart."


"It means she leaves Melody to fuck," Natalia said, sounding scandalized. "And here I thought the two of them were an item."


Myrah shook her head, the corner of her mouth curled in a smirk. "Not at all. The snake lady might have a coiled body, but sexually she's as straight as an arrow. She prefers handsome young men — the more muscular the better, because they can stay conscious longer while being squeezed." Myrah paused, as if allowing me to picture what those coils would feel like wrapped around my body. "She kills her paramours, you see. She's just as murderous as the High Lady."


I felt my brows furrowing. "She'd run out of eligible lovers in short order, then," I mused, watching Myrah over the flames. "Unless there's something else you're not telling me?"


"She doesn't kill them all at once," Myrah stammered, looking a little queasy for the first time since we'd started this conversation. "She...plays with them, apparently. That's what the people in the castle town say, at any rate. Once she's had her fun with them over a period of days, weeks, or months, she finishes them off and consumes the body."


Both Liandra and Natalia made noises of disgust. "Monstrous," Liandra proclaimed, spitting into a nearby bush.


"Her most recent toy just expired last night," Myrah explained. "Apparently that's why Melody wanted those prisoners killed with poison — it's more potent when the Lamia hasn't been using it in a while. Normally she gives her sex slaves a small quantity, to keep them weak and docile."


My stomach did a flip. So the Lamia was a creature who flipped the sex and violence switches in her brain, was she? Now that I thought about it, there was definitely something sensual about the way she wrapped herself around the prisoners before penetrating them with her fangs, injecting the deadly poison like a man emptying himself into a fertile womb. Yes, the Lamia was horny for murder.


The question was, how could I turn that knowledge to my advantage?


"All right, so she'll be looking for a new lover," I said, thinking. "Obviously we need to get to the man she selects — convince him to let us into the fortress somehow, while the Lamia is busy with him. But how can we be sure we select the right prisoner?"


I glanced up. To see all three women looking at me like the point was so far over my head I couldn't find it with a map.


"Oh," I realized. "You're suggesting that I..."


"You are an attractive young man," Natalia conceded, running a finger down my bicep. "You'd definitely be able to outshine the competition."


"In fact," Myrah added, "I did some digging and you're the exact kind of man the Lamia likes to play with."


It was a crazy idea. Give myself to a monster like that, who got wet at the thought of killing? But being in an intimate situation with the Lamia would no doubt give me plenty of opportunities to get that gem around her neck. Something told me all I needed to do was hold it for a few moments and the magic would activate, restoring Madame Hourglass to her whole, unharmed form. Once she was there to help me, we'd destroy the Lamia together.


I just had to hold it together long enough to get the gem — and Keep the Lamia interested enough in me to want to fuck.


Well hell, I can do that, I thought, smirking internally. Women love me. Why should snake women be any different?


"It will be extremely dangerous," Liandra said. Clearly she liked this idea less than my companions. After all, she'd seen risk takers be destroyed by Melody personally, while me and my girls always managed to get through thanks to time magic. "None of the Lamia's lovers make it very long in her personal quarters. And those who survive the first night are...changed, somehow. As if they're less than human."


"Then I'll just have to get that gem right away," I said, grinning at Myrah and Natalia. "Before she sinks those fangs of hers into my neck the way she did to those poor prisoners." I glanced down at my body, flexing an arm. "You really think I'd get chosen to serve the Lamia?"


Both women's gazes devoured me. "Oh, most definitely," Myrah groaned, nibbling her bottom lip. "That snake's never met a man like you before, Vance. You'd blow her mind."


"Right before you wring her neck," Natalia giggled.


It was settled, then. Liandra still had her doubts, of course, but I didn't see any better way to get into a room alone with the Lamia and steal that treasure away from Melody. "We'll leave as soon as it's night," I told the girls. "You do know around what time they start looking for a new lover for the fortress, right?"


Myrah grinned — and rubbed the bulge in the front of my pants. "I do," she groaned, tying her long black hair behind her head. "And I know just what the four of us can do to pass the time."


So do I, I thought with a smirk, laying down behind the fire. Gods, I'm a lucky man.


Chapter 8


N
ight fell quickly around these parts.


The shading of the trees hid it for some time, but on the Vanishing Isle it was as if the moon and stars were barely restrained by the sun, aching to be set free the moment the big glowing orb settled under the horizon. I buckled my pants and watched my girls getting dressed, each of them pinching the other and playing grab-ass as we prepared to infiltrate the town. The atmosphere was loose and fun, completely unlike the assassination mission this was in truth.


To my surprise, Liandra decided to come as well. I would've thought she couldn't even make it to the gates — she was far too recognizable, practically a giant compared to most women. But she had a cunning plan.


"I'm a woodland hunter," Liandra explained, hiding her face in a thick cowl. "You two and I found this boy in a nearby town, bragging about his girth. Once we saw he truly meant what he was saying, we decided to hand him over to the Lamia for a reward."


"You wretched bitches," I said, starting to laugh. "Just because a man has a big cock, you decide to sell him into slavery?"


"When his big mouth is even bigger than his big cock, then yes," Myrah teased, raking my back with her nails. "I'm just kidding — you know we love you, Vance. What would we do without you?"


"Eat lots more pussy," I said sarcastically, settling into my role. "All right, lead the way. I'm the prisoner, remember? It doesn't make much sense for me to be the one up front."


Together, we did just that. Liandra took up the rear, a looming presence behind the three of us, while Myrah and Natalia flanked me on either side. Both of them took the opportunity to mock me in ways they'd never have dared in private, calling me all sorts of wicked names and openly gossiping about the size of my cock.


At first I was upset — then I realized the effect they were having. Villagers stared openly at me as we passed, completely overlooking the tall figure in robes following us. In this way, Liandra managed to walk right through the castle town practically unnoticed. It was clever, I had to give them that.


Also, they were enjoying the hell out of it. Bitches, I thought, meeting Natalia's acid smile with one of my own. I'll have to spank you for that later.


As it turned out, the building where guards selected the Lamia's new 'servant' wasn't far from the raised platform where we'd watched the prisoners get bitten. The hooks still hung from the dais, though the prisoners themselves were long gone — we hadn't seen anyone take them down. Liandra paused in her walking, staring at the platform so long I almost said something, but she shook herself and continued on.


The building had a low entrance, with greasy torches burning on either side of it. Greasier guards waited beneath each torch, surveying a small crowd. Apparently they paid gold and silver for the Lamia's lovers, as a half-dozen scared looking candidates knelt near the door, surrounded by their families.


"Make way," Myrah snapped, pushing through the small crowd with a gesture. "We have the Lamia's new playtoy right here."


The guards looked up at Myrah — and kept right on looking. Their frank gazes boiled my blood, and I nearly drew my knives to slash both their throats and rewind it, just for the satisfaction of knowing I'd killed them. It would have been folly to waste so much of my precious magic on such a thing, however, so instead I held myself back for the moment.


The guards eventually turned to me, giving Natalia a slow look and Liandra hardly a glance. "What's so special about him?" one of the guards asked, stepping up to me and running his hands through my hair. The man treated me like a horse someone was selling, with no more regard for my comfort than a mean beast. He spit at my feet, and the urge to kill was almost overwhelming.


"Are you kidding me? Look at those muscles!" Natalia stepped in, more of the saleswoman than I would have expected in her veins. "This one was a bodybuilder back in his home village — and a true cocksman. Half the fishwives's babies look just like him!"


Both guards snickered at that. "So he's a cocky little fucker, is that it? The Lamia ought to cure him of that right quick." The two guards shared a look, some decision passing between them. "All right. The rest of you clear the fuck out of here. We've found the Lamia's new playmate for the evening. Better luck next time."


The crowd dispersed — but not without casting a few acid glares in my direction. This surprised me, as I figured I was doing these people a favor. Shouldn't they be pleased they wouldn't be fed to the Lamia tonight? But as they shuffled away, giving apologies to the family members who'd brought them there, I understood the truth. These people were destitute — for them, being chosen to serve the Lamia was life-changing, not life-ending. Their families would profit from their deaths, getting the money they needed to live with dignity in Melody's brutal regime.


"You can leave him with us now," one of the guards said gruffly. "We'll take it from here. You can speak with the clerk in the morning for payment — assuming the boy survives, that is."


I hadn't been expecting this part. The guards put their hands on me, and I nearly went apeshit from the unwanted touching. Having Myrah and Natalia rubbing all up against me was one thing — but these assholes weren't fit to clean my boots.


Calm down, Vance, I reminded myself. These men were just doing their job — and I was supposed to be playing the role of a frightened slave. I did my best to look worried and non-threatening as the men grabbed me by my arms, pulling me away from the group.


I longed to turn back around and tell my girls I loved them, but it would have given the game away. Instead, I let myself be led inside, the heavy wooden door slamming shut behind me.


Trapped. Like a fucking rat.


Once we were safe behind the door, the two guards relaxed. I guess they figured the hard part of their job was over — dealing with the families must have been the most difficult bit. "All right, lad," the first guard said, looking me up and down. "Couple things you'll want to know before your first meeting with the Lamia."


"I'm ready to do whatever my Mistress requires," I said, putting just the right amount of quaver into my voice. It must have fooled the guards, because they shot me a look of such sympathy that I almost laughed with triumph. "I understand my family's payment is linked to my performance."


The second guard wiped his forehead. "Aye, lad. You look like you'll do well. Don't let the talk of the people out in the village fool you. When Lady Lamia finds a bed partner she's taken with, he tends to last a good, long while."


"And by the end, he's not even bothered by anything," the first guard added, looking a little spooked. "You won't even care when your time comes. As long as your Lady is pleased by the outcome, you'll be happier than a pig in shit."


That sounds like mind control of some kind, I thought, my brow furrowing. Jezrielle had used something similar against the Sultan and his advisors to make herself the power behind the throne in Kharbrouth, keeping them all as her mindless puppets. I wondered if each of the Fallen Angels shared some form of hypnosis in their bag of tricks, the way they all seemed to have a familiar of some sort.


"That sounds almost nice," I said, trying my best to sound hopeful. I knew these guards had seen plenty of young men go before me, each devoured by the Lamia in their tum. My hope was that I'd be the last.


As the sun set firmly over the horizon, the men led me further down and down into the bowels of Melody's fortress. "Don't be worried by the appearance," one of the guards assured me as we stepped past a pool of slime, left to congeal on the floor. "Lady Lamia's suite is always kept in proper working order. You'll be kept fed and watered for the duration of your stay."


Despite my time powers, despite the fact that this was exactly what I'd wanted from the beginning, my heart skipped a beat. What the hell had I just gotten myself into? I already couldn't remember the path's we'd taken into the depths of the Lamia's layer. Even if I were to snatch a dagger from the waistband of the guard walking ahead of me, using my time-slowing powers to kill both men before they knew anything was wrong, I'd be hopelessly lost.


No going back, I thought, clutching the amulet around my neck. I bring Madame Hourglass back, or die trying.


Our path terminated in a heavy iron door at the end of the hall. A patch of dried blood smeared the bottom, and I tried not to think too hard about where it had come from. The guards shared a surprised look as one of them fumbled for the key — after a moment, I realized this was probably the time when other people began to panic.


I didn't have time to think about it. The door opened, and I was shoved inside and into the darkness.


As the heavy iron door slammed shut behind me, I sharpened my senses. I wished I'd kept one eye closed on the way down, as I now had to wait for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. Still, the air was dry and cool, a pleasant contrast to the hot corridors we'd walked to arrive here. Flexing my toes, I realized I stood on carpet.


This is the Lamia's suite, I thought, peering around the room. I could make out a few vague shapes in the darkness, but nothing definitive. Where she goes to slake her diabolical thirsts. Her lust. What, do they just keep her man in the darkness the entire time until she chooses to arrive? Seems kinda mean.


As I thought it, the lights flashed on. Torches in the walls blazed to life, as if by magic, illuminating what looked like the love den from one of Madame Orchard's suites. A plush bed dominated the room, several times larger than what an ordinary human being would need in order to make the beast with two backs. Of course such a bed was necessary — the woman laying across it was proof of that.


Only now did I realize the faint hissing sound I'd heard in the darkness wasn't the pipes, or a heating system. It was the creature laying across the mattress, staring at me with keen interest in its eyes. This close, it was even more terrifying — and beautiful — than it had been from a distance.


"Good evening," the Lamia said. "Welcome to my den."


Chapter 9


"I
 don't think I've made your acquaintance," I said, taking a step backwards in the plush chamber. "My name is — "


"I don't give a fuck what your name is," the Lamia said, slithering across the mattress with a smile on her face. She said it so pleasantly it almost took the sting from the words — but there was no disguising the horror as she uncurled. The Lamia was much longer and larger than she'd appeared from a distance, her tail as thick as a tree trunk in places and covered with scales that looked as hard as any suit of plate. This was a fearsome beast indeed — and I'd just sold myself to it.


"I thought you liked to get to know your meals before you sampled them," I said, trying for boldness. The men who'd been sold to the Lamia in the past were universally terrified of her — I could tell that from the looks the guards gave me on the way down. Maybe someone with a bit of bravado would be such a change of pace that I could get her to drop her guard long enough to steal the gem.


Wait a second. There was no collar around her neck.


There was no fucking collar around her neck. No gem!


Fuck.


The Lamia's smooth features crinkled in surprise. Her human torso leaned over the side of the bed, face to face with me. Up close, she really was a beautiful woman — the kind I'd have fallen all over myself to make a notch on my bedpost back in Kharbrouth. If only it wasn't for the whole 'body of a snake, plus totally fucking evil' thing she had going on.


"My, you're not like the others at all," the Lamia said, sniffing me. "Most of them would have soiled themselves by now."


"I went before I got here," I said, forcing a smile onto my face. "Besides, that's not my style."


The Lamia cocked her head to the side. This was working! She was interested in me, in a way I could tell she hadn't been with one of her playthings in a long, long time.


The only trouble was, the gods damned gem was nowhere to be found. Where'd she stash the fucking thing?


The Lamia looked almost hurt by my joke. "You aren't afraid of me?" she asked, her bottom lip trembling a bit. I couldn't tell if she was joking with me or not. "What, are you one of those perverts who can only get it up for non-humans? I told them not to bring me any more of those."


Again, I shrugged. "Humans, non-humans, it's all the same to me," I said. "Although if they've got some special parts of their anatomy that makes them tighter or wetter, that's definitely a bonus."


The Lamia seemed taken aback. She rocked backwards on her tail, her gaze cool and appraising as she looked me up and down. "The Bite is the most wonderful bonus of all," she hissed, her voice so close to Myrah's purr that it sent a phantom spike of lust through me. "But I think I'll save that for now. Let's see what you look like under those clothes."


With a speed that shocked me to my core, the Lamia undressed me. Her fingernails were as sharp as knives, slashing through fabric to relieve me of my vest and doublet. As the shreds fell to the floor, she clucked her long tongue at the many scars crisscrossing my chest.


"A soldier?" she guessed, running a nail down my collarbone. Her fingers stopped at the chain of the amulet hanging around my neck, playing with it idly.


"Something like that," I managed. Despite my best intentions, I'd begun to stiffen in my breeches. Something about the way the Lamia treated me less like a human being than a toy did things to me — pushed buttons I didn't even realize I had. If I made it out of this in one piece, I was going to have a whole new appreciation for dominant women.


"What's this?" the Lamia asked, clutching the gem.


Oh no! "Please don't touch that," I snot back.


Her hand withdrew, her eyes growing shocked. "You presume to make demands of me!?"


"It's merely a trifle, Mistress," I said, making my voice as submissive as an alpha male like me possibly could. I didn't do a good job, and I think the Lamia could tell — it wasn't the kind of person I was. Yet, I didn't think that's what she wanted — not deep down inside. She'd been dealing with weak, frightened men for a very, very long time. I was something new.


"Hmm." The Lamia didn't seem inclined to casual cruelty — she let the amulet lay. "I only wondered, because I have a gem quite like it," she said, slithering back onto the bed. "A gift from my Mistress."


"I've seen you wear it before," I said, trying as hard as I could to keep my voice neutral. "It's quite beautiful. The sight of you with that gem at your throat could turn even the strongest man into putty."


It was the wrong thing to say. "I'm starting to think I like my men with a bit more backbone," the Lamia countered with a wicked grin. "Speaking of which, let's see what you've got under those breeches."


There was no way for me to stop her — the Lamia intended to strip me bare. Her nails raked my legs, tearing shallow gashes in my thigh as she tore off my pants. Underneath I wore nothing but thin cotton underwear, quickly discarded. By now I was fully hard, my cock throbbing beneath the fabric, and as the Lamia disrobed me my shaft gave a jerk and a bead of precum dripped from the tip of the swollen crown.


"You're turned on," the Lamia said. She clearly didn't mean it as a question. "Do I excite you, slave?"


"You very much do," I admitted. I didn't need to lie about that one. "I've never been with a creature such as you before. I...I would pleasure you, if only I Knew how."


That seemed like the safest route. Once the Lamia basked in her post-sex afterglow, she'd have less of a stick up her ass — well, what passed for her ass. She might give into a gentle request or two — like putting on that gem that her new slave thought was so fetching around her neck.


"Oh, you're cute," the Lamia hissed, sliding backwards on her bed to open up some space. "Come join me up here, slave. You and your nice cock."


Even hearing it from a woman with the body of a snake, the compliment made me feel pretty great. My cock perked up as I climbed onto the mattress, my knees sinking into the plushness of its fabric. Maybe this wouldn't be so bad after all? I mean, I clearly interested the Lamia. She wouldn't want to kill me too quickly, right?


Slowly, she wrapped her coils around my body. At first it felt like a loose, warm hug, but gradually the muscles beneath those sinuous scales began to tighten. I couldn't believe the power she had in those haunches — if she'd been human, she could have easily crushed a watermelon between her thighs.


"Ungh, fuck that's tight," I gasped, wincing as the Lamia chuckled. "Really tight."


"You and I are going to have so much fun together," the Lamia hissed, her forked tongue teasing the entrance of my ear. "Keep going with that attitude, slave, and you might just set a new record for the toy I play with the longest before breaking. Mmh, I'm so looking forward to giving you the Bite."


I thought of those poor people writhing in the public square, and my heart hammered against my breastbone. The Lamia must have felt it against her scales, as she began to chuckle. "What's wrong, slave? Are you finally beginning to fear me?"


"The Bite causes great pain," I said, forcing that smile back onto my face. "I'd much rather give you pleasure, Mistress, than writhe around while poison destroys my bloodstream."


For a moment, the Lamia stared at me _ blankly, uncomprehending. Then she tossed back her human head and began to laugh, so loud and long it shook the walls. I could almost imagine the guards outside the chamber giving each other uneasy looks at that sound, knowing full well that it meant nothing good.


"Pain? Is that what they teach you peasants outside of the High Lady's castle?" A smug smile spread over the Lamia's face as she licked her narrow lips, savoring my dread. "There is no pain in the Bite, my dear little toy. Unless you wish there to be, of course."


That didn't make any sense. Did she know that I knew that?


"I saw what you did to those prisoners the other day," I said. It was a risk to confess so much, it might have made me look suspicious. Indeed, the Lamia's eyes narrowed sharply at the news that I'd seen her before. "I saw them writhing on the platform, Mistress. They were howling."


The Lamia giggled. "Yes, but howling with what?" Her voice was as sweet as honey. "I'm afraid someone has been telling you lies, sweetness. Those prisoners weren't screaming in pain — but pleasure!"


What!? My mind refused to accept it. Torture involved pain; that was why they called it torture. To twist pleasure into such a form was worse than evil, it was... supremely fucked up.


"I don't understand," I murmured, the Lamia's coils swirling around me tighter. "I saw them with my own eyes!"


"Oh, my sweet dear!" The Lamia pulled herself even closer, the edges of her fangs brushing against my naked shoulder. The touch filled me with mingled desire and horror, both in equal measure. "You really are too much. I suppose I'll have to give you the lesson you're aching for. Are you ready?"


I wasn't. But before I could twist away, the Lamia sank her fangs into my shoulder.


Chapter 10


O
h no, I thought, willing my heart to beat slowly. Fuck! No, I have to undo this — 


I reached for the gem around my neck, activating my time powers. Hardly any of Madame Hourglass's magic remained, yet panic spurred me on. The room shimmered around me as I tried to turn back the sands of time — only a wave of pure bliss to spread from the puncture wounds in my shoulder. I couldn't concentrate; the magic slipped away. Leaving me in the present moment, unable to do anything but sink deeper into the poison.


Mingled pleasure and pain swarmed through my veins. The moment the Lamia's fangs had delivered her poison into my flesh — a quick in and out stab, not the long capital-B Bite I'd seen her give those prisoners on the scaffold — I'd have fallen to my knees if she hadn't held me in her coils.


Lust, pleasure, terror, and pure primal fucking need replaced every single thought. I had no chance to prepare, to focus on my goal. The last of my time powers slipped away as I panted, my cock throbbing against the side of the Lamia's muscular flank as the Bite did its work.


Even now, so long after the event, I can only remember bits and pieces of what happened next. I can recall images of luscious breasts in my hands or between my lips, a thin, forked tongue wrapping around the steel bar my cock had become, then that same white-hot bar of need sinking into a vice grip of slick, perfect warmth surrounded by scales.\


In mere moments I learned the lie of my humanity. Civilization, manners, culture, all of them were falsehoods. With the Lamia's bite, I'd become an animal, a man turned into a beast no different and no less feral than she was. Any hint of resistance I'd shown in her coils was extinguished; I wanted only to bury myself inside of her, to feel more of that searing, unbearable bliss.


My act of submission had disappeared altogether as I fought to overtake her, to take what my cock demanded from her exotic and monstrous body. Any time she caused pain, I gave it back, and by the time my mind began to clear I had no idea what we'd done more of: fighting or fucking. Even with one of Arnoz's knives to my throat, I don't think I could have told you how many times I emptied my balls inside of her, or how many times I felt her tight, serpentine walls clench with orgasm around my cock.


The Bite didn't kill me — of course it didn't. If it had, you wouldn't be reading this. The Lamia merely gave me a taste of her power, but that taste had been enough to rip my senses away for longer than I dared guess.


But eventually, it ended. I must have greatly pleased the Lamia — for when I came back to myself, I still lived.


I blinked hard as I craned my neck to look around, shocked at the destruction of the den. At first I lay on a mattress, comfortable yet strangely firm — then it began to move and I realized where I'd passed out. Clawed fingers walked across my chest, an appreciative touch rather than one meant to arouse.


Clearing my throat, I spoke. "What time is it?" Fuck, my voice was hoarse. Did she wring every drop of water from my body?


"We have about fifteen minutes before I must return to my mistress." The Lamia's voice was next to my ear. Her serpentine body shifted beneath mine, as if she longed for one last quick fuck before she had to leave. From the hesitance in her stance, however, I knew she didn't dare make herself late for her meeting with the High Lady.


Wait, the High Lady? Thoughts came slow, as if my brain were packed with cotton balls. Fifteen minutes... why did that make my heart race?


Oh shit, I thought. A spike of adrenaline cleared the haze long enough for me to remember my objective. Guilt flooded me as I realized how easily I'd been seduced — though I couldn't be too mad at myself. In a panic, I reached for the pendant at my neck, and nearly cried out with relief to find it still hanging there. I was glad it survived the chaotic fucking I'd just been through. Perhaps it had even helped keep the Lamia's bite at bay a bit — the creature seemed more than a little surprised to find me so quickly in control of my own body.


The Lamia's nails dragged along the back of my hand, teasing the spots where I clutched Madame Hourglass's gem. "You said the gem I wear with my Mistress is similar to this?"


That tone was too innocent by half. "Yes," I said, shuddering a bit against the Lamia's tail. Hopefully she'd take it as the final throes of passion.


"Why do you wear it?" Her nails dug into my hand, making it clear she required an answer.


"It's my good luck charm," I said with complete honesty. For years that's all I thought it did, and even now I Knew the deeper truth, it was still an answer she'd sense no lies in. "It was a gift from my father. He'd found it while working and when he saw I'd liked it, he gave it to me. I've had it ever since."


She hummed noncommittally and returned to stroking the back of my hand. Keeping my body relaxed in the Lamia's embrace, I turned to look at her, careful to maintain a pleasure-drunk expression as I continued.


"Does yours bring you good luck?" I asked, and when her touch stilled I carried on, hoping she credited my heart's racing to her bite.


I let go of the pendant and stroked her bare breast, scraping my nail over her nipple until it was as hard as granite. "It looks gorgeous on you. It makes me feel like we're connected. Like we were meant to come together like this."


Her husky rumble of a laugh vibrated through me as she tipped my chin up to meet her eyes. "Is that so, my brave little toy? How quaint. So is this the part when you beg for me to spare your life?"


She expected fear from me. Instead, I snorted before I could stop myself, and her eyes widened. I pushed on, brashly. Fuck it, I thought. Maybe it was the remains of the poison in my veins making me bold, but I just didn't care. "You'll kill me or I'll kill you. Don't think I forgot fucking you with my hands wrapped around your throat."


She reared back and I followed right along with her, a smirk on my lips as I playfully bore my teeth. "Should we test it? How about my good luck charm against yours?" I reached down, sliding two fingers through her wet slit, the scales round it coated with my seed. "We still have time for one more round, don't we?"


My cock hardened. May all the gods damn me, but I started to understand why the Lamia got so aroused by violence.


She studied me while I held her gaze in challenge, slowly finger fucking her. She had to take the bait. If not tonight, then perhaps tomorrow — but either way, I wanted out of here. This place was not to be my tomb.


And there was another reason for me to leave quickly. I'd just learned that the Lamia's Bite was dangerous in more ways than one. She'd been right — after enough times, I'd be begging for it. An addicted plaything bound helplessly to a serpentine queen.


"Fine," she bit out, arrogance filling her eyes. "But I will show no mercy and if you die, I'll be very disappointed. You are quite the entertainment."


I brushed the hardened nub, similar to a woman's clit, and she swatted my hand away, unceremoniously dumping me on the floor from her coiled embrace. To my surprise, she didn't leave the den. Instead she went to one of the walls and dragged her palm across it in a familiar pattern. I'm certain I'd seen Natalia use a rune like that. It flashed once, and a panel slid to the side, revealing a narrow hallway. I couldn't see down it, there was absolutely no light, but the draft told me it had an outlet. Is this how she traveled to and from Melody so quickly?


The snapping of a box dragged my hazy attention back to the Lamia as she returned, performing the same rune to seal the panel. At my inquisitive look, she smirked. "Not all of my mistress's guards are brave enough to handle sharing the halls with me. After too many quit, my mistress was forced to create a network just for me."


Well now. That was interesting.


She continued to move forward, her hands behind her neck, clasping the latch of the gem's collar. She didn't take notice of my speculative expression. A network of passages, I was thinking. Quiet, unwatched, used only by guards to move in and out of the High Lady's fortress. Exactly the kind of thing my harem and [ could use to reach Melody...


When the Lamia was closer, my own gem began to react as it had before. This time, though, the Lamia noticed, and her eyes snapped to mine, her fangs extended in a snarl.


"What is the meaning of this?"


Play dumb, I thought. I looked down in shock, grabbing the stone but the haze of pleasure clouding my thoughts didn't dissipate. The gem must amplify the effects. Was that why she didn't wear it when she played with her toys?


"I have no idea," I croaked out, my body shuddering as pleasure tingled like lightning under my skin. "But whatever it is," I said, dropping my head and looking at her with heavy-lidded eyes, "I fucking love it."


I launched myself at her, not certain if I meant to stick my aching cock in her or if I was reaching for the amulet. She reacted fast, but I was drawn to her like a magnet pointing north. My hands landed on her hips, and my mouth was on her neck, just above the metal of the collar sucking hard. I thrust my dick against her slick scales, the friction already making my balls tighten.


The Lamia was stiff, then her body relaxed, another laugh rumbling through her. The vibration caused a moan to creep out from my lips as I rutted harder against her.


"It seems you've regained your energy, my good little boy," she said. She wrapped her arms around me, dragging us backwards towards the bed.


Focus, Vance! I screamed internally, fighting the overwhelming urges to fuck her like an animal. Even as my cock leaked, desperate for her cunt, I forced my lips down along the collar, kissing and feeling it with my lips. Something like static burned my lips as I graced the gem itself and I fucking moaned like a cheap whore as the pain shot down my spine, my body turning it into pleasure.


"Not many can withstand that," she mused and gripped my hair in her fist. There was a sadistic smirk on her face. "But not only can you withstand it, you like it. Oh yes, I think you and I are going to get along famously. You're going to break the record for longest-lived slave easily. My sweet little toy..."


I groaned and nodded, unable to deny it. I slid my hand up her flat stomach and over her generous breasts, holding her gaze. Let her think I only wanted the pain from touching the gem. That I had no intention of wrapping my hand around it to use its magic for Madam Hourglass.


My own gem hummed, much weaker in comparison to the gem on the Lamia. I knew I'd need more than a brush of a touch for the gem to take what it needs to heal Madam Hourglass, and I had to make sure the Lamia didn't stop me too soon.


Before my fingers brushed the metal of her collar, I angled my hips until the head of my cock nestled against her slit. The things I do for the women I love, I thought wryly as I thrust deep into her the same moment I closed my fingers around the gem.


The room erupted into screams as we both felt the magic's effects. It was like the first touch but that'd been barely anything. Fisting it like this was so much more... more everything. The haze of the bite fully disappeared as magic replaced everything in my veins. I fucked her, harder than I thought possible, powered by the magic. The Lamia writhed under me, her tail coiling and slapping and swiping across the floor as she took everything, her own mouth open, her eyes squeezed shut, and her screams of pleasure flowing from her lips.


I wanted to let go, the pleasure getting close to becoming pain. I held on though, clenching my jaw and biting my lip until I tasted blood. The magic shifted in me, the conduit from the Lamia's gem to mine. I could feel it, hear it, as it flowed to Madam Hourglass like water down a funnel.


Pain broke my concentration as the Lamia's nails dug into my wrist. She was no longer screaming in pleasure, but snarling even as I continued to pound her pussy. "You'll die for this, little human," she threatened, trying to wrest my hand from the gem. I screamed at the pain as her nails carved through my flesh, the scent of blood filling the air. I held on, though, and all her strength did was break the latch of her collar, the release so unexpected, she flung my hand away from her from the released momentum alone.


"Vance!"


That was Madam Hourglass. But her voice was different. It echoed around me, more solid than when in my thoughts alone.


"You saved me," she said and my head snapped to the side. It was impossible but she was standing there, gorgeous as ever. Her eyes were filled with lust as she watched me, but it turned to anger as she glared at the Lamia. "Kill it, Vance. Kill it before it kills you!"


I had nothing, and my body was still under the influence of the bite. I was close, the pleasure almost overwhelming. I growled and looked around, the Lamia's frantic thrashing nothing compared to the force I used to pin her down and fuck her body. There, on the bed, was a length of wood that might have been a chair's leg at one point earlier in the evening. It was sharp enough to work though.


Pinning her down with my bloody forearm, I grasped the makeshift stake. Meeting the eyes of the Lamia, I smirked.


"I told you that I could kill you," I said and her eyes rolled into the back of her head, her orgasm ripping through her and pulling me over the edge with her.


With a roar, I emptied myself into her even as I slammed the stake down though the Lamia's heart.


I squeezed my eyes tight, heart racing, lungs panting, digging the stick in deeper as the aftershocks of my climax wracked my body.


"Vance." That was Madam Hourglass. She sounded worried. "Vance, you need to let go of the gem. Right now."


I forced my eyes open to be met with the Lamia's slacken face, her blood beginning to seep out from around the stake. I groaned, pulling myself off of her, my dick still half-hard. It took more effort than it should have, but I dropped the gem to the bed. Staggering off the bed, I moved towards Madam Hourglass.


"How are you here?" I reached for her, but when I touched her, it was as if her form compressed around me. Like she was made of mists — or was one of those monsters the traders speak of haunting the dunes, luring innocent men to their doom with promises of a paradisaical oasis.


"I'm not here exactly," she said, pure love in her eyes. "But you need to go, Vance. She'll have noticed my presence."


I frowned, my brain still struggling to operate after being sucked out of my dick multiple times. "Who?"


The answer came from behind me.


"You." A single, hate-filled syllable came from the narrow hallway. I turned on my heel, raising my hands to defend myself even as exhaustion lined every part of me.


Melody. The Fallen Angel.


Chapter 11


M
elody stood between us and the dark passageway, the magical blade in one hand, her wings fanned out with pure aggression. Her eyes went from the dead Lamia to Madam Hourglass.


"I Knew it was you," she accused Madam Hourglass.


I got the distinct impression that Melody hardly noticed me. What was it with the Fallen Angels and Madam Hourglass? I noticed her, though. She wore a pink babydoll, barely long enough to cover her ass and the transparent fabric doing nothing to hide her figure from view. She wore the smallest thong I'd ever seen, if the strips of pink fabric could be called that. And her bright blond hair was separated into two french braids on either side of her head. Melody couldn't scream "baby girl" more if she tried. This girl had Daddy issues for days.


The poison still pulsing through my veins had my dick thickening once more. I wanted to bend her over my knee, spanking her and making her thank her Daddy. I shook the errant thoughts out of my head. It was the bite. For as hot as Melody was, I wanted her dead more than I wanted to fuck her.


'Vance!" Madam Hourglass moved until I was between her and Melody, which finally made the former Fallen Angel notice me.


Melody rolled her eyes, lowering her sword and cocking a hip. "Really? You expect him to protect you? I won't get distracted by a big cock, Calissa."


Calissa, I thought. Is that Madam Hourglass's real name?


Warmth from Madam Hourglass's phantom touch soaked into my shoulder. As it spread through my body, it chased away every bit of exhaustion, leaving in its wake an almost anxious need to move--to fight.


"I'm known for more than my cock, Melody," I said, rolling my neck. I might be naked and at a disadvantage, but I was the motherfucking Wraith. I'd been in similar situations before and come out the victor. "Besides," I continued, "I'm here to repay a debt."


Melody bristled, her body turning lax. She really didn't think I was dangerous to her. Did her sword really give her that much confidence? I recalled how easily it had sliced through the chains of the dead prisoner. I needed that reminder. If it cut metal so easily, no doubt it'd find little resistance with blood and bone.


"You're here because of Astrid, aren't you?" Gods, she was obsessed with the other Fallen Angel. "I know she's closing in around the island, but just because you killed my Lamia means nothing. I still have this and Astrid isn't getting it back." She hefted the blade, and this close, I could see runes glowing faintly. It was dull compared to the glow of other magical objects I'd seen. Maybe it wasn't at full strength.


"The only thing I want with Astrid is her head on a pike, just like Jezrielle's," I bit out, voice full of scorn. "Just like yours."


Melody snarled, her beautiful face twisting into something more akin to her demonic wings. She brought the rapier up, the point aimed towards my heart. "It was you," she snarled, anger growing with every word. "I felt her die. We all did. When my spies could find nothing, I figured she'd finally made a mistake. Fucked the wrong person, or fucked with the wrong person. Either was equally possible with that bitch."


Melody leapt forward, her head almost brushing the ceiling since her wings thrust her upward. I rolled out of the way, grimacing as the debris from the Lamia and my fuck fest. I came up into a crouch, another shattered table leg in my hands. Melody spun on dainty toes, quicker than I'd expected. Except she didn't go for me. She went for Madam Hourglass.


Madame Hourglass deftly dodged Melody's attack, which made me realize that even though I couldn't touch her--clearly she thought the blade could. I'd use it to my advantage though, as much as I hated the idea of using a woman I loved as a distraction.


I hurled myself at Melody's back, gripping one of her wings where it met her back and holding tight as my weight carried us down to the ground. She screeched, a piercing unearthly sound that sent chills down my spine. Whatever Melody was, it was something the primal part of me knew was deadly. I brought the shattered table leg down, but Melody rolled before I could stake her like the Lamia. Instead of her back, the stake ripped through the leathery membrane of her wing. I shoved myself off of her as her wings thrashed against me, moving until I was out of her reach.


Before I could find another weapon, the door I'd been brought through burst open, a dead man falling to the ground. I stared stupidly at the sight of my harem, each with a violent expression and looking sexy as hell. Melody shifted to her feet, power pulsating from her.


Natalia, my red-headed vixen, shouted out strange words and thrust her hand towards Madame Hourglass and me, just in time to create a magical barrier between Melody's sword and me.


"Catch!" Myrah shouted, tossing me my favorite daggers. I snatched them out of the air with ease, the weight of the blades filling me once more with confidence. I'd much rather fight with steel than a shattered piece of wood.


Madam Hourglass stayed behind me as we moved towards the women as Natalia's shield gave way finally to the Fallen Angel's attacks. Melody looked crazed, her eyes emitting a red glow as her lip turned into a snarl. Even her nails had begun to elongate to wicked talons.


"What are you doing here?" I demanded. "Not that I don't appreciate the support." I gave Myrah an appreciative look, taking in her curvaceous form wrapped up leather with blades playing peek-a-boo. My dick instantly hardened the rest of the way and I couldn't resist tugging the thief against me, letting her feel exactly what I meant by appreciating them. Myrah gasped as I grabbed a handful of her gorgeous ass and pulled back, looking me in the eye with shrewdness.


"Are you high right now?" Liandra hissed from beside us. I looked over at the statuesque woman, who truly resembled an Amazonian warrior, and she only made my dick strain harder.


Myrah pushed me back. "Not the time, Vance."


I didn't have time to protest, because our momentary distraction had let Melody recover herself. The woman charged forward, one wing dragging limply on the floor. Liandra raised a bow and released an arrow in a heartbeat, the arrow striking the raised blade and throwing Melody off balance.


I charged in, heedless of my bare ass, forcing my way under her guard.


"Go for her wings!" Liandra shouted, even as deftly targeted arrows sliced the air around me. Melody, quickly becoming unhinged, was forced to dodge both my strikes and the arrows. None landed a true hit, but the woman's babydoll nightie was in shreds. leaving her almost as naked as me.


"Ungrateful creatures," Melody growled out as she swatted an arrow out of the air. "You have no idea what we have done for this world."


"Fuck you," I replied, feinting a strike at her stomach and when she moved to block, lanced my blade through the membrane of her other wing. "You murdered my family and now I'm hunting every single one of you down." I punctuated each word with a slash of a blade.


Melody threw her head back and laughed, a blood curdling sound. "The Fallen Angels have murdered thousands of families in the name of our duty. If you want someone to truly blame, you'll never have true vengeance until you kill Calissa."


That threw me off balance enough, my arm dropped, stopping the attack. Melody had to be lying. Her skin was darkening from pale moonlight, as if her blood was soaking through her skin and staining her crimson. I threw myself at Melody, pinning her to the wall, my face inches from hers.


"You lie," I snarled, making her laugh harder.


"She's insane." Liandra spoke, having come to stand next to me. I looked over at her, her face set in a stone expression of such hatred. I risked a glance towards the door, where I only saw Myrah and Natalia guarding the door.


"Where did she go?" None of the girls needed to ask me to clarify.


"Likely returned to the stone," Natalia answered. "Casting her avatar into our realm must have taken an extreme amount of magic."


The walls shook around us, dust rattling from the stones above.


"What the hell was that?" I hissed accusingly at Melody.


She raised a perfect eyebrow, before looking upwards with annoyance. "That is nothing of my doing."


"That's why we came, Vance," Myrah called, and she still faced the doorway rather than Melody. "Turns out Melody isn't just a paranoid bitch. Astrid is here."


I bit down on a curse word even as Melody snarled, still glaring upwards as if she could see the other Fallen Angel.


Another boom shook the building. The sounds were getting closer. Fuck, I'd wanted to draw this out just like Melody had with my parents. I looked back at Liandra, who had just as much reason to hate Melody.


"We don't have time to make her suffer," Liandra said softly, confirming my thought. Then, faster than a viper, Liandra buried an arrowhead in between the tendons of Melody's wrist, forcing the woman to drop the sword. "We should leave her here for Astrid."


At the suggestion, Melody's blood red skin began to pale, and I thought there was a hint of fear in those manic eyes.


I shook my head. "No." But I wasn't offering any mercy. I'd fought too fucking hard to let her off easy.


I jutted my chin towards the Lamia's corpse on the bed. "Break off one of those fangs and bring it to me."


Melody smiled and I shoved my weight into her again, the point of my blade slicing into the hollow at her throat enough to make her bleed. I leaned forward, my lips nearly against her ear and spoke, "I'm going to make sure you don't enjoy the poison." Pulling back, I barked out for my Mesmer.


"What is it?" Natalia asked, appearing at my other side, always eager to be my good girl.


Liandra came back, cradling two long jagged fangs carefully in her gloved palms. Drops of poison already darkened the leather. If we were anywhere else, I'd have little concern over Liandra experiencing the carnal high that it induced.


"Can you invert the poison's effects?" I asked, going on before either woman could interrupt. "Right now, it overwhelms the victim with pleasure. There's not enough to kill Melody, but I think it's only right that she endure what she's put so many through."


Melody hissed and, had I slackened my hold at all, she'd have shoved herself on my blade to avoid her fate.


Natalia's eyes unfocused in the way that meant she was inspecting the magical properties of the world around her. Whatever she saw had her brow furrowing in concentration, biting her tongue adorably as she raised her hands, working. Two heartbeats passed, and then Natalia looked at me. "There's not much, but I was able to reverse the effects."


"Good girl," I cooed, loving how Natalia's cheeks flushed red from my praise. I looked to Liandra. "Do you want to stab her with the blade, or with the fangs?"


In answer, Liandra shoved one of the sharp fangs into the soft flesh of Melody's neck. She leaned in close to the Fallen Angel, pure hatred in her voice. "That's for Gabriel," she said. Liandra pressed the other fang against Melody's eye, Liandra holding her head still with a steel grip on the woman's jaw. The fang pierced Melody's eye so slowly that I heard the wet pop as it broke through the membrane, just before Melody started screaming. "And that's for everyone else."


We both stepped back as Melody collapsed down the wall, her wrist still pinned where Liandra shoved the arrow through.


"I'm really glad you're getting your vengeance and all, but can you hurry the fuck up?" Myrah's stressed out voice came from the door. I looked down at the suffering Fallen Angel, and as pathetic as she was, it was impossible to feel even remote sympathy for Melody.


"Natalia," I ordered, not looking away from Melody's agony. Toxic enjoyment filled my stomach. "Strip the guard. I can't very well leave like this."


As the Mesmer did as she was told, I crouched down. I dragged the tip of my blade over the exposed stomach of Melody, a line of fresh blood following the path as I debated where to strike. I wanted her to suffer, but she needed to be beyond saving. I buried the blade to the hilt right in Melody's belly button, making her scream cut off--the pain too much to bear. With a ferocious grin, I twisted the blade, and then with a jerk, cut through her abdomen, gutting Melody.


I wiped the blade free of Melody's blood on her tattered babydoll before rising. Liandra watched Melody as blood began to pool around her dying figure. I stepped away, not wanting to get any of the Fallen Angel's fluids on my feet. She didn't deserve to stain any part of me. Liandra didn't share my concern, standing in place as blood seeped around her boots.


Natalia had stripped the guard, handing me his clothes. As I dressed, my face scrunched in distaste at the smell. The guard hadn't been a fan of hygiene it seemed. At least his clothes fit well enough, even if they were tight in the shoulders. At least my boots were intact, and Natalia handed them to me with a sheepish grin. She must have found them for me.


I pressed a kiss to her lips, and murmured. "Always so good for me."


Dressed to my satisfaction, I called out to Liandra, breaking her focus on the barely alive Melody. Melody had stopped writhing and screaming. Instead, she stared towards the ceiling, glassy eyed and twitching. Melody was a handful of breaths from death.


"I'm not leaving until she's dead," Liandra said, and looked back at Melody.


I understood, I really did. "Liandra — " I tried.


Liandra snapped, ripping the arrow from Melody's arm with a sick squelch and drove it into Melody's other eye. Melody's body seized once, and then it was cone. Melody was dead.


Liandra rose, Melody's rapier in hand and graceful as a deadly panther, glaring at me as if daring me to object to her actions. I reached for her, and she shoved the blade through her belt before taking my hand. With a tug, I had Liandra against my chest, and I kissed her harshly and without tenderness. She responded in kind, her fury at Melody matching my own. When I broke away, I pressed my forehead against hers.


"Let's get the hell out of here." I pulled Liandra towards the hidden hallway that the Lamia and Melody had used. "We can avoid the main halls this way."


Liandra, Natalia, and Myrah followed me into the darkness without protest.


Chapter 12


"F
uck!" I let the curse out even as I snagged Myrah's arm, yanking the lithe woman back towards safety. The ceiling of the Lamia's personal hallways had collapsed from another assault on the castle from Astrid.


It was pitch black when we first entered, until Natalia conjured glowing orbs of light for us, washing the narrow, rough stone walls a pale blue. We couldn't risk Natalia making the lights any brighter, just in case it catches the eye of one of the soldiers in the main hallway, no more than a foot of stone separating us. We'd already passed several outlets, but each time there'd been obvious fighting beyond. Since the goal was to not get mixed into the battle for Melody's castle, we kept moving.


"If that bitch keeps attacking the castle, she's going to bring it down on all of us," Liandra muttered with disapproval. "She'll kill her own men."


"Women," Natalia corrected absentmindedly as I helped Myrah over a nearby pile of debris. Fortunately, this time we could make it over the rubble. We'd found more than one passage entirely collapsed.


"What?" I asked, reaching for the Mesmer's hand once Myrah was safe on the other side.


Natalia took my hand, hers so much smaller than mine, as she watched where she carefully placed her feet as she climbed. "Astrid's a Valkyrie. I overheard some guards at the tavern say Astrid's armies are made up of only women."


My response had to wait as Natalia was with Myrah, and I gestured to Liandra to go through first. She managed despite her height and the stolen rapier. I was only a few inches taller than Liandra, but those inches made a difference as the jagged remains of the stone ceiling scraped along my scalp. Motherfucker, I thought as I tried to ignore the pain. When I got to the other side, Liandra and Myrah were facing Natalia, both of them with their hands on their hips. I wanted to point out how similar they were, but I knew both of them would react violently to the suggestion.


"I didn't hear the guards say anything," Liandra argued, with Myrah nodding her agreement.


Natalia's cute nose bunched up in distaste. "Well, maybe it's because you were drinking yet another tankard of ale!"


I moved forward, quickly placing myself between Natalia and Liandra, a hand on each of their lower backs. "Come on," I said, gentling my voice. "Let's save those feisty attitudes for after we've escaped and we can all have some fun." I let hands drop from their backs to their asses. Natalia reacted with a squeak and Liandra smirked at me, but neither moved. Stubborn women. "How about this," I began, making sure I had even Myrah's attention. "If Natalia is right, that all of Astrid's soldiers are women, Liandra you have to give Natalia an orgasm any way she demands. And if there are men and women, Natalia has to give Liandra an orgasm."


"Oi! What about me?" Myrah said with a harrumph, crossing her arms petulantly. I grinned, letting go of Natalia and Liandra to step right up against the short thief.


I bopped her on the nose, speaking before she could threaten me. "You, my tempting thief, will be on you hands and knees while I fuck the shit out of you."


The scowl on Myrah's face morphed into a vivacious grin. "I approve of this plan." She leaned around me to glare at the other two. "Come on, slow pokes. I want to get fucked."


I laughed at Myrah's enthusiasm, Natalia giggled. Even Liandra huffed out something resembling a laugh.


We filed back into a single file, with Myrah taking the lead. I was first, until Myrah pointed out that none of them had the strength to yank me out of danger if necessary. I hadn't liked it, but the thief was right. With her experience, she was the best of the women to lead us through the hallway.


After several turns and more dead ends, we finally found a stairwell, or at least where one used to be. I squeezed next to Myrah, peering down into the dark before directing Natalia to send one of her light orbs down. Myrah and I shared a look when the bottom finally appeared.


"Ten feet isn't impossible," she mused. "I've jumped from higher safely."


"I have too," I agreed, then jerked my head towards Liandra and Natalia. "But they haven't." I looked back down to the lower level. "Besides, it's going to be more like fifteen feet. We need to leap out far enough to clear the rubble."


Myrah's face screwed up with distaste. She knew I was right.


Liandra stepped closer, using her height to look over Myrah's head to down below. "I can make that," she said so plainly I couldn't doubt her.


That only left Natalia, who was already looking apprehensive. I squeezed past Liandra back to the Mesmer, cupping the back of her head as I looked into her eyes.


"We have to jump, baby," I tried to soften my tone. It was true, too. There was no other clear path that we'd found. "I'm not going to let anything happen to you."


A soft thud and a muttered curse had me whipping around. Myrah had jumped, and looked up at me with a smug expression from her new perch. "Told you I could do it," she said haughtily.


"Yeah?" I answered, crossing my arms. "Is that why you're favoring your left foot all of a sudden?"


Myrah glowered and refused to meet my gaze. "I don't know what you're talking about."


Rolling my eyes, I reached for Natalia's hands, threading my fingers through hers. To Liandra, I said, "Do you want to go first, and catch Natalia, or should I?"


Natalia's fingers tightened on mine, but I stayed relaxed, hoping to help calm the Mesmer's nerves as Liandra studied the red-head. Liandra turned her eyes back to me. "Ill catch her. I'm not sure if I could help her jump far enough."


I nodded once, and moved Natalia back down the hall to give Liandra enough room for a running start. If Myrah had waited, we'd have done the same for her and she wouldn't have twisted her damned ankle. As it was, Liandra cleared the rubble on the lower level, landing in a crouch before rolling with the rest of the momentum.


I turned back to Natalia, cupping her jaw. "You can do this, I Know you can."


Natalia looked unsure at the gap and where Liandra waited below, already braced to catch the Mesmer.


"I don't think I can jump that far, Vance." Natalia's voice had the barest shake and my heart softened for her.


I kissed Natalia once before asking, "Do you trust me?"


Natalia nodded, her eyes wide and filled with love. I guided her towards the edge, hoping she'd still look at me the same way after what I planned. I pressed my lips to hers again, my hands moving to her hips. Natalia sighed into it, her body going lax as I slipped my tongue into her mouth. Thank the gods I had near perfect recall. When Natalia was drunk with kisses and I was certain she'd let me hike up her robes and fuck her against the wall, I lifted her up. Before she could wrap those lithe legs around my waist, I turned and flung her out into the empty space.


Natalia's scream of fear rent the air, but it lasted only a second as Liandra caught her with both arms, holding her as if the Mesmer were her bride. Natalia turned a betrayed look up towards me, and I grinned.


"See if I ever kiss him again," she muttered as Liandra set Natalia on her feet. Both of them moved back towards Myrah, giving me plenty of room to need it.


Clamouring echoed from behind me and light quickly followed.


Shit. I slipped a blade from my belt, ignoring Myrah calling my name. If it was only one or two soldiers, I could take them in such close quarters. When the first soldier appeared carrying a bow, arrow already in place, I slammed the blade back into its sheath as I turned. I didn't have a running start like Liandra, but I was strong. I leapt out into the air, knowing immediately I'd made the distance.


Pain lanced through the back of my thigh with a dull thud. Natalia screamed, even as she cast a magical shield between us and the soldiers. Liandra raced forward, but I was already landing badly, my left leg collapsing under my weight, slamming the rest of me to the stone floor. Liandra was there right after, hauling me upwards and throwing my arm over her shoulders. Myrah ran to the other side, trying to offer the same support.


"You're of more use as a walking cane," I said between gritted teeth. I seriously considered using the time powers I had to avoid the blow, but I didn't want to risk it. Not until I knew how and why Madam Hourglass had been projected into our realm. Fixing the gem could have altered it and my powers somehow and testing that in the middle of a life-or-death escape attempt wasn't the right place.


Myrah elbowed me in the ribs, huffing as she dropped my arm. "You're an asshole."


I grinned, grabbing her again as Liandra helped me hobble down the hallway. A quick look showed Natalia right on our heels. Her eyes filled of concern as she looked at my wound. I turned back to the irritated thief. "You love me though," I said.


Myrah pursed her lips before rolling her eyes as she stopped fighting my hold. "Gods help me, but I do."


"There's a door ahead," Liandra said, and I looked to see that she was right. A real door, not just a hidden panel, stood at the top of a slight incline.


"It must lead outside," I murmured as a draft of cooler air met us. "Fucking finally."


Myrah slipped ahead, pressing her ear to the door first before cracking it open the slightest amount. Our luck held that the door's hinges were well oiled, and it opened utterly silent. I wanted to demand Myrah tell me what she saw, but I bit my tongue, knowing she'd come back and I could reveal our position. Even as I thought it, Myrah eased the door closed again before looking at us with a grin. She waved us towards her, and I nodded for Natalia to go ahead of us. If the soldiers got through her shield, I didn't want to risk her being trapped in here.


"It's a courtyard," Myrah whispered. "No soldiers, but no cover. We need to make it to the wall, twenty feet to the left, for cover."


"We should be able to scale it, and get out of here," I replied, just as quietly. Even only using one leg, I could climb a wall. I knew this from experience. "We'll wait to the count of ten between each of us."


At Liandra and Natalia's nod, Myrah opened the door only wide enough for us to slip out. Myrah was first, her footsteps completely silent, and then Natalia followed after reaching ten. Liandra made to guide me through, but I shook my head, pulling my arm from her.


"It's better this way," I whispered, nudging her forward. "Safer. I can make it."


Liandra didn't argue, slipping out through the door and I began the silent count, keeping my ears open for any sign of disturbance. When I reached ten, I made my way through the door, putting as much weight on my left foot as it could handle. Warm blood trickled down my leg and I was probably leaving a trail a toddler could follow. I'd have to deal with that once we were over the wall and could disappear into the city.


My eyes adjusted quickly to the soft lighting of the halfmoon. It reflected off of the courtyard's pale stones. I eased the door closed, not wanting to give anyone reason to look closer at it. When I turned to the left, I couldn't see any of the women. The courtyard was entirely empty, except for the platform in the middle. The platform the prisoners had been on. This was the door the Lamia came through to punish prisoners.


A knot of dread filled my gut. Something was very, very wrong.


A blow to the back of my head sent me staggering forward, my leg giving out after and sending me to my hands and knees.


"No!" That was Natalia screaming. Myrah was shouting threats at someone. Even Liandra was cursing.


I shook my head, trying to clear it from the blow, but strong hands gripped my shoulders and hauled me to my feet.


The courtyard wasn't empty anymore. In fact, it was filled with soldiers. I looked for Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra--terror battling with anger as I found them chained on the stage where the prisoners had been.


I struggled against my captors, breaking one hand free to grab the pendant at my neck, determined to do whatever it took to slaughter everyone in the courtyard.


Nothing happened.


Then a husky laugh made me look up in disbelief.


There was only one woman this could be, with her great wings spread out behind her, and wearing gilded armour, her hair so blond it could be sunlight, her eyes an ice blue. Astrid was beautiful in the same way as poisonous frogs. Gorgeous to look at even as the beauty screamed danger.


"Your precious Calissa can't help you," Astrid said, idly swinging a sword in her hand, the blade cutting through the air with a high pitched wine. With her other hand, she tapped an amethyst jewel on her breastplate. "This cuts off her influence from the realm."


"I don't need her to kill you," I spat out, yanking against my captor's grip. One of them kicked the back of my left knee, sending me to the ground, gasping with pain.


Astrid crouched in front of me, yanking me up by the chin to study my face. "I have you to thank for killing Melody, it seems. And for returning me my Etherblade." She gave the blade a fond look, and I saw the same runes on the blade as had been on Melody's. Except it wasn't a rapier anymore, but a massive broadsword.


She looked over her shoulder at a soldier. "Cut the short one's throat."


Myrah struggled, screaming as a different soldier approached, the moonlight reflecting off the blade. Natalia and Liandra fought against their chains, screaming for Myrah.


"Wait!' I shouted. "They didn't kill your sister. I did!" I wouldn't let them die, not for my revenge, even if Liandra had delivered the final blow to Melody. Astrid looked at me with disdain and began to rise, ignoring me. So I shouted the only thing I could think of. "I cut off Jezrielle's head too."


Astrid froze, holding her hand up and the guard with the blade stopped, his hand already raised to put the blade to Myrah's throat. Astrid turned on her heel, her voice deathly cold.


"What did you say?"


I squared my shoulders as much as the guards allowed as I glared up at Astrid. "I killed Jezrielle. I cut off her head with my blade. Then I came here and shoved the Lamia's fangs into Melody, before gutting her like a fucking fish! And when that took too long, I stabbed an arrow through her eye!"


Rather than reacting with rage as I'd expected, the Valkyrie cocked her head at me as if I were an intriguing puzzle. My heart beat so loud, I'm surprised it didn't echo through the courtyard. At last, she looked back to the soldier right behind her. "Restrain the women. We'll conscript them into our army."


"And the man?" The soldier was a woman, I realized.


Astrid looked at me once more, a sickening smile on her lips. "I'll take care of him."


I fought back against the guards even as Myrah, Natalia, and Liandra were dragged away. The sound of their screams would haunt me for the rest of my life. One of the guards shoved the arrow through my thigh the rest of the way, the bloodied arrowhead bursting from the front. I gagged with pain even as my vision filled with black spots. What little I could see was filled with Astrid's boots. Hands gripped my hair, yanking my face up.


The last thing I saw was her sinister glee and then her fist met my face, sending me into the dark.
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