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        SCARLETT

      

      

      There are two things I love: winning and angry women. If the two happen to fall together, and I win—or seduce—an angry woman, well, I’ll let you work it out.

      The problem is, women—and angry ones in particular—never quite play fair. Which is precisely the case for my current angry-woman-play-thing, Quinn Adams. Resident New Imperium medic—she’s more commonly known, in my circles, for her vicious skills with poison.

      She’s also a royal pain in my ass.

      Our tête-à-tête started a few years ago. Though if you ask her whether she’s trying to screw me over, she’d hang before she confessed.

      She is, though.

      Trust me.

      Stirling, my beloved, but irritating twin sister, kicks her legs up on the outdoor table of our favourite bar as she slurps on a cocktail we can’t afford—which also happens to be Quinn’s fault, but I’ll get to that later. I sip my reluctantly purchased coffee. We could only afford one cocktail between us, and Stirling won the toss. But I guess it’s not all bad. The afternoon sun reflects off the table, warmth kissing my skin, the sweet stench of booze and baked goods filling the street. Then I glance at Stirling.

      “Must you?” I ask.

      “Oh, definitely,” Stirling says and ogles the waitress walking inside the bar. The server has an impossibly small waist and tits for days. Exactly Stirling’s type.

      I lean back in my chair, wondering where Stirling gets the attitude. While I might love the game of chasing women, I’m much subtler than her. I’m more of a power play girl, games of dominance and submission, winner takes all.

      Speaking of winning, Quinn—The Poisoner—appears at the end of the street. It’s those evergreen eyes and crow-coloured curls I spot first. Her hair is as twisted as her heart. Of course I turn away, pretend the sun has blinded me and glance through the bar window. As if I’d let The Poisoner think I was staring at her.

      Doesn’t seem to matter, though. Normally she won’t deign to give me attention in public. But today, I can sense her gaze raking over me—thank you Assassin training. I can play her like this all fucking day. I still my breathing, let my periphery vision work, my hearing stretch, my skin prickle with the vibrations of her movement through the air.

      If you weren't paying attention, you’d have missed the flicker of her eyes to mine. It was fast. Not long enough for anyone else to notice.

      But I did.

      The nanosecond of heat on my arms and neck as her gaze skirts over my body. The hiss and bubble of her anger.

      Her lust.

      Absolutely glorious.

      One nil to me, Poisoner.

      This is the game between us. She wants to kill me as much as she wants to fuck me. And much to my disdain, the feeling’s mutual.

      The Poisoner kicks her chin a little higher, walks a little quicker. Her piss poor attempt at snubbing me.

      I smirk.

      Pitiful.

      “Are you quite finished?” Stirling says, glaring at me as she sips her cocktail. The waitress makes another pass as she delivers drinks to another outside table. She tuts at Stirling as she passes, but she also cocks her head, giving Stirling an eyeful of cleavage.

      Unbelievable.

      I have to physically suppress an eye roll.

      This is how it’s going to go: Stirling is going to make eyes at the waitress for the duration of our drink. Then, she’ll slurp the last mouthfuls of cocktail, kick back the chair, slip to the counter and convince the waitress she needs something from the kitchen. They’ll sidle outside and Stirling will finger fuck the poor girl into a leg-quivering orgasm and I will have to hear the sordid details all afternoon.

      It’s tiresome.

      And no, I’m not jealous.

      Probably.

      “We’re approaching thirty for fuck’s sake. Shouldn’t we have grown out of this by now? Do you ever think about anything other than tits?” I ask.

      Stirling shrugs, then pushes a lock of her shoulder length dark hair behind her ear, “Sometimes I think about girls’ arses, and the curve of their tiny waists under my fingers, and the taste of their c⁠—”

      “—Yes, thank you, sister.”

      She throws her head back and laughs. “Gods, Scar, you need to find a lady so bad. You gotta lighten up, honey. When was the last time you got laid, anyway?”

      I shift in my seat. Hardly appropriate conversation for sisters. Stirling’s expression widens. “Oh my. Tell me it wasn’t Lara?”

      Lara is my ex. She’s… it ended in disaster. I say nothing and press my lips shut. She’s not the last person I slept with, but Stirling doesn’t need to know that. If she wasn’t so preoccupied shagging half of New Imperium, she’d remember my last interaction with The Poisoner—Stirling had to help me out of the… predicament.

      “Ohhhh…” Stirling drags the word out.

      “My sex life isn’t actually any of your business,” I snap.

      Stirling tilts her head to examine me, pausing as she chews her lip. “Tell me it’s not the fucking Poisoner.”

      And she’s remembered. I don’t respond, just look down the street instead. I don’t feel like confessing the fact that I’ve fucked The Poisoner at least three more times since the particular incident Stirling is remembering.

      “Right. That’s it,” she says, leaning her chin on her hands. “I’m taking you to Velvet Mansion tonight.”

      “No,” I say. It was meant to be a command, but it came out like a whine.

      “Yes. I’m going to get you laid. I know a girl.”

      “I don’t fuck on a first date.”

      “Well, there’s a first time for everything.”

      My jaw flexes. I pull Chance out of my pocket. She’s a large double-sided coin that fits snug in the palm of my hand. On one side is an intricately carved YES, laid in ruby. On the other side is a gilded NO. She’s the most expensive and precious item I own, and no matter how little money we have, I won’t sell her. Not ever. My father gave her to me. Told me I’d always be a winner if I controlled the game. It’s the only thing I have left of him. And I call her Chance because she’s a sentient little bastard that likes to play games as much as I do.

      “Absolutely not,” Stirling says. “You’re coming. I’m not betting on that bloody coin.”

      “One, the coin has a name. And two, if you want me to come, you’ll bet on Chance. Feeling lucky, Stir?”

      She frowns those dark eyes at me. “I’m always lucky.” She glances at the waitress, her lips parting.

      “Well, I guess we shall see.” I flick Chance up with my thumb and follow her as she spins, soaring up: ruby-gold-ruby-gold.

      I use the coin for everything. Nasty habit I’ve developed. Dangerous too. It’s gotten me into more than a bit of trouble. But I love the spontaneity of it. You never know what it’s going to land on. I wasn’t joking when I said it’s sentient. Sometimes the odds are with me, and others, I swear she’s a malicious little prick doing the one thing I don’t want her to.

      Like today.

      “Fuck’s sake,” I growl as the coin lands on YES.

      Stirling smirks and folds her arms, and then the smug bitch winks at me. “Guess I’ll see you tonight. Better get home, Scar. It will take you a while to scrub up.”

      She gulps the final dregs of her cocktail and then kicks back and stands up.

      So predictable.

      “I hope she fakes it,” I mumble.

      “Darling, please, we both know I’m gifted.” She waggles two fingers at me and swaggers into the bar after the waitress.

      Vile.

      How I’m her twin, I’ll never know. I shake my head and take a glug of coffee. The sun is setting. It coats the mountains at the city’s edge in embers; rouge and burnt orange glisten on peaks like flames. The street is bustling, ready for the evening’s entertainment. The chatter of expectant party goers, the hum of magic and sweet perfume clings to the air. Every night in New Imperium is a night for hopes and dreams, desires and orgies.

      New Imperium is far wilder, far darker than it was before The Tearing. I was only just old enough to go to the clubs when the world tore, but we were a more civilised people then. Now the city seems to thrive on power and sex and all of our darkest desires.

      I prefer it this way.

      Most don’t.

      I scan the street, and despite their enormous size, buildings cluster together in the centre of the city. These are full of magic, along with the mansions in the suburbs. It’s the smaller houses, the uniform boxes on the outskirts, that don’t have any. If you want a power top up, or to gain some new skills and abilities, you come to the centre or the burbs.

      The royal palace holds the most magic, of course. It sits in the centre of the city, up a mile long driveway. And then there’s the second most powerful castle—The Grey Castle—our old home. I look left down to the square. Our castle takes up two sides of the square. It used to be the centrepiece of the city. A thriving hub of pilgrims travelling, hoping to study our house, our magic, and if the castle deemed them worthy, claiming a piece of our home’s magic for themselves. We even had a set of resident Collectors. Once the house deemed the pilgrim worthy, the Collector would draw magic from the house and tattoo it into the pilgrim, thus allowing the castle to ‘collect’ them. The ultimate honour. Our castle was so busy, so powerful, that there were times the Collectors had to work twenty-four hours a day.

      Not any more. I take a final sip of coffee and drop the last of my change onto the table. I stare at the darkened castle. The crumbling gargoyles. The chipped crenelations, filth covered windows and shattered glass.

      My stomach twists. It’s not right. Not because our power is desiccating in the heart of the castle, but the injustice of it all burns in my blood. One day I will have my vengeance. One day I will make up for what I’ve done.

      But not today.

      I spin on my heel and march up the narrow cobbled street. In a bout of hideous timing, I glance left, my eyes falling upon the alley.

      Stirling kisses the girl’s neck. Her hand slipped between the waitress’s legs. She pants into my sister’s ear, gripping her shoulders. Stirling catches sight of me and grins.

      She’s insufferable.

      I pass The Poisoner’s apothecary and glare at it. Reason sixty-nine I hate The Poisoner: her store is stealing all my trade. Providing poisons for bored housewives to do the dirty themselves instead of commissioning a first class Assassin like me. I’ll have my vengeance on the bloody Poisoner, too. One day.

      But not today.

      Because today, I lost a fucking bet with my sister.
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        QUINN

      

      

      There are two things I hate: playing games and Scarlett fucking Grey. I saw her this afternoon after I dropped a delivery to a client. She checked me out. The arrogance of her to think I didn’t notice. She turned her head to the bar window, but I caught her eyes in the reflection; noticed the tensing of her fingers into a fist when I didn’t give her any attention.

      Her flare of irritation was perfection.

      She wants to stab me as much as she wants to strangle me. It’s just unfortunate I seem to experience the same dilemma. Fury one day, furiously horny the next.

      I sigh and scan my apothecary. It’s packed full of conical jars of herbs and ingredients. Shelf after shelf lined with a rainbow of ingredients, poisons, and potions. Everything lined precisely and accurately. Labels out, lids tight.

      Everything in here is just so, except the back wall—also Scarlett’s fault. But before I can get annoyed, the apothecary shop door opens and a stream of amber light pours in. The room warms, wrapping afternoon heat around the shelves and poisons. I tut. The shop is cold for a reason. The herbs need a cooler room to stay fresh. This job would be the best if it weren’t for the customers.

      I glance up from the journal I was reading to see a short man dressed in a butler’s uniform. He has an impressively bushy moustache and his eyebrows meet in the middle, not because he has a monobrow, but because they are that bushy. It’s distracting, and I can’t quite look him in the eye for wondering if they’ll crawl off his forehead.

      “Can I… help you?” I say, forcing my eyes to meet his.

      “Madam Lustra sends word of a delivery address,” he says in the poshest voice I’ve ever heard.

      “I see, and where does her ladyship wish to meet?”

      “The Velvet Mansion.”

      I put the pen down and stare at him. He can’t possibly have said the Velvet Mansion. It’s practically a brothel or some such. I can’t go there. Not that I’m prudish. I love sex as much as the next person. But I’m a businesswoman and would rather keep business to more professional establishments.

      “That’s… a joke?” I say.

      “Not, in fact, a joke. You’re aware Madam Lustra owns the club?”

      I wasn’t.

      He continues. “She has other business in the club this evening and cannot afford the time to meet in a different location. Thus, she’s requested your presence at the Velvet Mansion.”

      “But it’s a sex club.”

      The butler blinks once. A long, slow blink. His eyebrows dip, wriggling like caterpillars. His face twitches. Is the posh bastard laughing at me?

      “I’m not sure that’s quite the description her ladyship would use, but yes, there’s a certain sexual magic imbued in the Velvet Mansion. One for you to try, perhaps? A new Collection tattoo…?”

      This time, his moustache twitches. He is laughing at me. Bastard. My blood fizzes and heats. I’ve a mind to shower him in poison and watch as he shits out his insides.

      My feet shift on the spot, my lips pressed into a thin line. “I’m not sure what you’re insinuating, but I’ve no need for sex magic. I get ample, thank you. And this is a poisons apothecary.”

      “I’m sure you do, dear.” He pats my hand.

      Fucking pats it like I’m six-years-old. The condescending cunt.

      Then he glances at his watch. “Well, I must be going. Her ladyship will see you at 9pm sharp this evening. Don’t be late.”

      With that, he disappears out the door, the warmth from the setting sun vanishing with him.

      “Bastard,” I growl after him. I take a deep breath, letting the air thread through my body and ease the rage. I roll my shoulders and turn back to the journal and the letter I was reading from my brother.

      
        
        Dearest Sister,

        I write with news. I wish I could tell you that things were getting better in the Borderlands, that things between mother and father were fixed, but I think we’re both old enough to accept that’s never going to happen. They just need to leave each other. It’s exhausting.

        Father is up to something, I can feel it. There are soldiers everywhere and they’re training harder than ever. It feels like something is coming. I wish you could visit. Can you not find the time? You know father would love it. He’s… none of us have seen you for months. Plus, there’s only so much I’ll risk saying here.

        Mother is as well as can be expected, though stricken with worry. I seem to have contracted some kind of flu sickness. I keep telling her it’s a cold and not to worry.

        Tell me of your shop. How is business? How is that Assassin you keep battling with?

        Thank you for the last care package you sent through with a Border Walker. I’d love to see you, but you know my heart is here in the Borderlands. So I’m grateful for what you send.

        Yours in blood and bonds

        Malachi

      

      

      I scribble a short note back to him because I don’t have time to write anything longer. I have to make another delivery before meeting Madam Lustra this evening, and last time I went, the Velvet Mansion had a required dress code.

      
        
        Dearest Malachi

        Perhaps I could send a little more each month, but really, this is a conversation you need to have with father. He has more than enough Border Walkers under his finger. Surely he could smuggle anything you need in? I’ll see what coin I have left after I’ve paid taxes this month and if I can bundle something more useful together.

        Have you any news on your voice? Did the books I sent shed any light on healing options? Or do we still think the Sanatio is the only viable solution? I’m trying to save to buy a leaf… it’s just… you have to apply, it’s not as simple as having the insane amount of coin you need. I don’t know if we’ll ever get a piece. There has to be another option. Keep looking.

        In blood and bonds

        Quinn x

      

      

      Two years after I moved to New Imperium, my brother lost his voice in a random attack. He was sixteen. It’s a miracle he wasn’t killed. I almost moved home permanently when it happened because the damage to his voice was beyond healing. But Malachi wouldn’t hear of it. I was only an apprentice then. I had no chance of helping in any useful way, but I went back temporarily to try. Eventually, he started studying and writing spell work. One of the first things he did was spell this journal. He has an identical one in the Borderlands, and it’s the only way we can communicate. The journal is everything to me, especially since I see less of him than I’m happy about. I tuck the journal inside its pouch and into a chest box and lock it under the counter.

      The shop door tinkles, and a young man with skittish eyes enters. He’s wearing grey magician training robes and has that puppy face expression despite his gangly height. Probably a new apprentice.

      “I umm. I have a rash.”

      Gods.

      These young apprentices keep shagging each other senseless. Then they spread these hideous genital rashes and diseases derived from sex magic. Notoriously tricky to get rid of and rather painful, so I hear.

      Not that I’d know. I don’t sleep around… Or at least, I haven’t been since… well, anyway. The Assassin and I have only slept together a few times, and each of those was a mistake. I simply got carried away with trying to kill her and instead we…

      I don’t want to think about it.

      It won’t happen again.

      The young man’s hand slips to his groin and he scratches. My top lip twitches. I have to physically restrain the grimace.

      “Middle shelf on the left, blue bottle. Three pills twice a day. You’ll want to stay off work the first day you take the medicine. It induces an intense headache and you’ll have a raging boner for at least thirty-six hours.”

      He pales, his sharp Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows.

      “Th-thanks.” He picks up a vial and any remaining blood in his face pools to his feet as he cops an eyeful of the price.

      Yes, well. What did he expect? He’s come to the best apothecary in town. I’m expensive, darling. Just the way I like it.

      He reaches into his pocket, drops the cash on the counter and vanishes. The round coin reminds me of the hole in the back wall display.

      The rear wall has a neat arrangement of knives, swords, and blades. It’s one part decor, poisons and blades go so well together. And the other part is because I often trade to Assassins. Well, the ones whose business I’m not stealing, anyway.

      I purse my lips. There’s a gap in the middle of the display. Fucking Scarlett Grey. She stole a blade from me the first time she fucked me. But this particular blade was from my father. It has a stone in the hilt that matches a ring he wears. He gave it to me because he said one day his empire would be mine. It means a lot to me. And she stole it.

      I pull a few bottles off various shelves and pull a pestle and mortar close. I pour ingredients in, mixing and grinding harder than necessary, trying to grind out thoughts of Scarlett.

      Eventually, I find my rhythm. I could do this blindfolded now. Honestly, I’m tired. I want something exciting instead of this daily monotony.

      New Imperium is filled with royals, duchesses, baronesses and the elite high magicians. All of them equally bored with their lives and husbands. Only instead of getting a divorce, they’d rather off their spouses—and not get caught so they can claim their fortunes. And that’s where I come in. As gifted as my brother is with spell work, I am gifted with mixing untraceable poisons. Which is exactly what I do out of hours, and I get paid a pretty penny for it too. The apothecary is a front now, although it didn’t start that way. Most of my money comes from the poisons.

      But, gods, I’m bored.

      The same poison, day after day.

      The same requests.

      The same housewives travelling from different realms to acquire my specialty. I used to be creative. Used to have to use my brain to think and create. Figure out problems, solve medical issues.

      Now it’s poison after poison.

      I finish mixing the solution and decant it into two bottles. I turn off the shop lights, check the journal once more before I leave, and lock the shop up. The sun has set. The evening air is still warm, though. It wraps around me like hot fingers and caresses.

      The streets are already busy, the clubs and mansions opening for evening business. Before the realm tore in two, this city was an academic institution. Now it’s a debauch pit of desire and lust. Such a shame. I wanted to study here for as long as I can remember, and sure, I got the education I wanted, but… it feels… less.

      I walk through the tight streets heading outward towards the suburbs. I drop the first vial in a public locker and then head home. I shower and shovel leftover chicken and rice. It’s dry and tasteless, but it’s food. Then I open my wardrobe.

      “Fuck.”

      I have nothing to wear. There is literally only one dress that isn’t summery in my wardrobe, and it doesn’t even belong to me. It belongs to Tessa, my ex. I swear she left it here to irritate me at this very moment.

      “I cannot believe I am going to do this.”

      I snatch the black dress out of the cupboard and shrug off my shop uniform. I pull the skin-tight cloth on and glance in the mirror.

      It’s obscene. There’s a booster bra inside, so my tits are bulging out of the top. The back plunges so low you can practically see the top of my arse, and although it’s a floor length dress, there’s a slit to my hip. High enough, I can’t wear underwear.

      “Fucking Tessa. Why couldn’t you have left something more demure?”

      My curves are in full force today. I mean… I do quite like the fact I’m curvy, and tonight I’m seriously curvaceous. Especially because although I'm short, the slit makes my legs look long. I decide I’m pretty enough for a pair of heels. My ribs bear the Collection tattoos I’ve earned from all my studies. They’re as bright as the day I got them. I run my fingers over them, remembering the hot sting from the Collector’s tattoo gun, the strings of pearlescent magic flowing from the medical mansion walls and floor. Threads of magic poured into the gun, and subsequently, into my body. Each one pulsing and throbbing, filling me with power. When the horticultural castle collected me, its magic had a green tinge to it, never seen anything like it since. I think that was my favourite rite; it was midnight, a full moon. I got collected in the courtyard, so that the building and gardens could pour magic into the tattoo.

      The clock in the corner chimes one, signalling a quarter after the hour. I need to hurry. I pull my curls up into a messy top knot and allow a couple of strands to hang free. A smear of mascara and the job is done. I catch sight of myself and tut. What am I thinking? I’m a professional on a job. I’m only going to be in the club for a few minutes. This all feels ridiculous.

      I peer at the clock. Too late now, it’s 8:30pm already.

      I grab the vial of poison and shove it down the side of the push-up bra and slip a small blade into the other cup. You’re not really allowed weapons in the Velvet Mansion. You’re not allowed them in any of the clubs in New Imperium—they’re pretty strict about it. Too much unfiltered magic, The Tearing ruined so many things. But looking the way I do, I want the protection, so I’m taking it, anyway.

      This is all completely ridiculous if you ask me. But what madam wants, madam gets. She’s paying enough to cover my rent for three months. Who am I to quibble over the when and where’s of exchange?

      Twenty minutes later, I’m pulling up outside the mansion and stepping out of the carriage.

      I give the driver a coin tip and pet behind the horse’s ear before hobbling up to the mansion door. Shouldn’t have worn the heels. They might make my legs look great, but my feet already hurt.

      To my surprise, I’m ushered to the front of the queue, but then the bouncer is an old client. I helped cure his nan of a nasty rash. And yes, it was that kind of rash, good for her, still shagging at her age. While poisons are my specialty, most of the medical magicians are useless in New Imperium, so I’ve ended up with half their trade as well as the Assassins’. I guess I have to do everyone’s jobs now.

      “Thanks, Jack.”

      “Welcome. Will you be requesting mansion magic this evening? The Collector is on a break currently and restarting bondings in half an hour.”

      “No, that’s fine, thank you. I’m here to meet a friend.”

      “Have fun,” Jack says, and then his eyes drop to my cleavage and bounce right back up, a hint of pink on his cheeks.

      Bless.

      Unfortunately for him, cock only ever does it for me if it’s strapped to a set of tits.

      The woman at the front gives me a violent stare. I give her a ‘go fuck yourself, peasant’ sneer and enter the mansion.

      As I step over the threshold, my body compresses. A fleeting squeeze of the mansion’s magic. It’s the same in all magical buildings. Only, here, the pressure isolates on my breasts and pussy. I suck in a breath as the pressure stimulates my clit. A heady scent assaults my nose. It tingles with sandalwood and burnt oak and a smidge of spicy clove. Gods, the mansion is on one tonight. As soon as I think it, the club door swings in and slaps me on the arse.

      I whip around and glare at it.

      “Fucking cheeky house.” I rub my ass as the door swings open, a creak in its hinges that sound suspiciously like a chuckle. I shake my head and move down the corridor. The hallway is dim. The walls are deep maroon and black, a filigree wallpaper that’s velvety under my fingertips. I step down into the club. There’s leather Chesterfield booth furniture around the edge of the main club room. The walls are all black velvet, plush and thick enough I’d like to rub my fingers down them. On the right, is the bar which is rammed three people deep. Great, no drink for me then. To the left is a giant black glass box with a sign saying ‘PRISON’. Weird. But the bulk of the club is made up of the dance floor and multiple poles with girls and boys dancing… and… right.

      Also fucking, it seems.

      One girl has her nipple pierced and is wearing lace panties. She flings her legs open into a split as another woman kneels between her thighs and swipes her tongue over the flesh.

      I’m instantly wet. And I’m not wearing knickers thanks to Tessa.

      Fucksake.

      The woman doing the splits lifts herself up and twists upside down on the pole. I have to swallow down the rush of heat that throbs into my core as she slides her cunt down the pole.

      On another podium, one man has his hand wrapped around another man’s cock, both of them pumping in rhythmic motions.

      The dance floor is more of the same. There are people thrusting and grinding up against each other, some wearing clothes, others with scarcely a nipple covered.

      One man? Woman? One person has a gimp mask on and latex suit. They’re being led by a collar and chain on their hands and knees by a woman in heels high enough they make my feet ache. There’s flesh everywhere: women fucking women, men fucking men, men and women fucking. I walk past a couple, a woman with her hand poised to touch her partner’s cock. “What’s your safe word?” she says, her fingertips millimetres from his hard flesh.

      I don’t catch the word. I move past them and leave them to play in peace.

      On the opposite side of the bar is a DJ booth, and behind I can just about make out glass rooms with more dancers and poles. Chains hang from the ceilings, along with cuffs, whips, and an assortment of other devices.

      I resign myself to queuing and head towards the bar. If nothing else, my feet will thank me for drinking down a few wines before I find Madam Lustra.

      My neck prickles like I’m being watched. I squint into the smokey darkness but see no one. As I reach the end of the queue, I spot Madam Lustra. She’s wearing a tight corset and skirt, only the skirt doesn’t have a front. She’s displaying fishnet tights and… that’s it.

      “Mother of—” I force my eyes up and away from her very bald vagina.

      “Quinn Adams, good evening,” she says.

      I nod because I’m not quite ready to say anything else. Too busy trying to peel the image of her exposed lips out of my memory.

      “Do you have my package?” she says.

      I nod again, clear my throat and take a step closer. “Care to dance?”

      She takes my hand and leads me to the dance floor. There are bodies everywhere, pressing against us. Skin, sweat. Now that I’m on the dance floor, I notice the threads of magic. They flow from the mansion walls, up from the floor. Silver and gold glistening ribbons, woven subtly enough between the smoke that if you’re not paying attention, you’ll miss them.

      The threads wriggle around the bodies, weaving and flowing over limbs and flesh as the mansion chooses magicians to bestow its gifts upon.

      Madam Lustra is older than me. In fact, she’s probably old enough to be my mother. But despite the fact she’s in her late fifties, she looks incredible. She has the skin of wealth. Wrinkle free and slightly too taut, as if it’s less flesh and more decades of cream and potion layers. Her eyes have that ocean-deep look that tells you she’s holding a thousand secrets. The secrets of her club goers, no doubt. She grabs my hands and pulls me into a spin. My back presses against her chest. My arm and neck prickles again, goosebumps crawling up my skin. Someone is definitely watching me, I know it. But when I scan the room, I can’t see anything through the haze of dance floor smoke and laser lighting.

      “When I spin you around, slip it to me,” Madam Lustra says.

      As she twirls me I grip her neck. Her bottom lip drops and she inhales as I slide my other hand out of hers, into my bra and across to her hip. I pull her close. She cups her fingers over mine and the vial passes between us.

      We step apart. Her eyes glint under the dance floor lights. She curtseys as a silver shimmer floats up from the ground and flows through her. I move to pull away, but it’s too late. She grabs my hand and kisses my knuckles. Her lips are smooth, a ripple of strawberry and wood smoke filter under my nose, a kiss laced with magic.

      Fuck.

      I sigh, my inhibitions already shedding like snake skins as my veins pulse with the heat of her kiss. A tingly need moves to my groin. Maybe I don’t have to leave in such a rush. A couple more drinks won’t hurt.

      “There’s a parcel for you behind the bar. And should you care to dance later, I’ll be around.” She smiles. It sets those secrets in her gaze on fire. She’s stunning. But not my type. I prefer the more commanding girl—a girl with weapons in her hands and murder in her heart.

      No surprise that I find myself eyeing the Assassin academy every time I pass it. Who doesn’t like watching the girls flinging giant swords around and wrestling each other to the ground? Though I swear ninety percent of the reason I stare is because I’m hunting for Scarlett fucking Grey and hoping I get to watch as one of the apprentices shoves a blade between her ribs.

      I head to the bar and nudge my way to the head of the queue. I’ll grab my package and⁠—

      I’m shoved against the bar as a tall, slender woman wearing an extremely tailored suit inserts herself next to me. Her back is to me, and she leans into the woman next to her.

      Fucking rude.

      Normally I’d let it go. Normally. But tonight, fuelled by Lustra’s kiss and the fucking mansion’s magic, I decide this queue-jumping wench needs to go fuck herself.

      “ER, EXCUSE ME,” I bellow over the music and grab her⁠—

      Oh.

      “You,” I spit. Rage instantly pouring into my chest.

      You, I think, and as fast as the rage flows, so too does the hunger. Hot, needy, throbbing.

      “Quinn,” her eyes glimmer.

      “Scarlett. Fucking. Grey.”
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      The shock on The Poisoner’s face is precious. I knew she hadn’t seen me watching her from the club’s shadows.

      Stirling, for all her talk of getting me laid, vanished the moment she saw her friend. And by friend, I mean the casual ‘let’s fuck every time we meet’ kind of friend. I was about to leave when I saw Quinn enter the club in the most spectacular dress. I was taken aback. She doesn’t seem the sort of girl to wear a dress like that. Not that I minded. The slit in the black silk cuts over her hip. Easy stabbing access… or easy access for fingers to slide in.

      I edged my way around the room, watching. Waiting. She danced with the club owner. It took all my strength not to pull out the blade I’m hiding in my waistband and throw it across the room at Lustra.

      I might hate Quinn. But she’s mine to fuck with. No one else’s. I had to force myself to stay against the wall and watch as she wrapped her fucking fingers around Lustra’s neck. I wanted to cut them off, slice Lustra open. That’s when I took Chance out. I wasn’t going to bother. I would’ve been happy voyeuring my way through the club, studying Quinn for weaknesses. But she had to go and dance with Lustra, and that pissed me off.

      I rubbed the coin between my thumb and index finger.

      “Do I go to her? Do I go to The Poisoner?” I asked and flipped the coin.

      I knew before I even looked under my hand what it landed on. I’ve tossed Chance too many times. I know the striations like breathing oxygen.

      So here I am, standing in front of Quinn. Her hand is still wrapped around my bicep. I tensed it on purpose. As I strain the muscle, her tongue flicks across her lips and her eyes drop to where she’s grasping me.

      She releases me, suddenly, as if I’m made of fire.

      Her eyes darken. There she is.

      Hello, my angry girl.

      It makes my thighs heat and my pussy warm, wondering how much I can provoke her. Whether I can coax power from her core, her fury. The angrier she is, the more beautiful she becomes. It’s exquisite.

      And infuriating.

      I decide in that moment I’m going to make her cry my name into the thumping music tonight. Or maybe I could just throttle her and watch as the life slips from her eyes. Both are so appealing, especially after the shit she’s caused me.

      I make the mistake of lowering my eyes to her cleavage as hers dropped to mine. I wore the push-up bra tonight, Stirling’s idea. She made me unbutton one too many buttons on my white shirt, too.

      Mistake.

      Can’t kill Quinn with the way she’s dressed. My eyes rove her curves, her leg peeking out from the silk fabric. My breathing hitches faster. It would be too much of a waste.

      Can’t kill her tonight, anyway.

      But I can fuck her.

      When Quinn’s forest-coloured eyes lock on mine, I swallow. I hate that she has this power over me. Hate that she’s crushing my business, destroying my sanity.

      She needs to be punished. I’ll fuck her until she’s orgasmed so hard she can’t walk for a week. Good thing I’m packing. I inch forward, the leather straps beneath my trousers pinch against my skin. The cock dangles between my legs and presses against my thigh. Like her, I’m not wearing underwear either.

      “You,” she spits. And the word curls through my brain like a drug, my vision narrowing until she is the only thing that exists in the club.

      I lean down, grab her waist and yank her towards me. “Yes. Me,” I breathe into her ear. Her cheek presses against mine, soft, warm. “Good evening, Poisoner.”

      “I knew you were watching me,” she says and shoves me off. “So predictable. Can’t get enough of me. It’s pathetic, really.” She looks up at me.

      She’s baiting me, prodding and poking to see if I’ll bite. This is the game we play. The back and forth, insults, threats, promises. She professes to hate games. It’s a total lie. She plays harder than anyone I’ve ever met.

      My nostrils flare. She won’t be walking for two weeks for that. I grab her arm and pull her away from the bar and shove her up against the wall. She sucks the corner of her lip.

      “Jealous, Scarlett?” The words purr out of her mouth. Her fingers tiptoe up my abs. I slap them away. And she grins.

      Gods. I’m going to ruin her.

      “Just because my poisons are better than your blades doesn’t mean you can treat me like a rag doll.” She gestures at the wall.

      I yank out the blade strapped to my waistband and shove it under her chin. But that only makes her smile deepen.

      She tuts at me, “And to think I thought you were meant to be the best of the best Assassins.”

      There’s a sharp sting between my ribs. I glance down.

      The fuck?

      “Wh—" I start.

      She leans forward and cuts me off, “—You’re not the only one capable of smuggling blades, Grey.” Then she sucks my earlobe. My nipples stiffen as she pulls away and leaves the lobe as wet as my pussy.

      “You need some new tricks, Old Dog. You’re slowing down,” she smiles. It’s a sneering sort of smile, one I’d gladly wipe off her face.

      A looming shadow appears beside me.

      Shit.

      “Blades,” he says. This man is a giant. I’m tall, he’s enormous. He holds out his hand, which is less a hand and more a spade, and both of us slap the knives into his hand, our jaws gritting.

      “Prison. Now.” He glares and points at a giant black glass box on the other side of the room.

      “You can sort your differences out in there.” He raises an eyebrow, and when neither of us moves, he uses those spade-hands to shove us towards the box.

      We’re pushed inside. “Jack, please,” Quinn says.

      She knows his name?

      “Twenty minutes. And when you come out, you better play nice, ladies. Blades can be collected from the cloakroom, where you should have fucking stored them in the first place.”

      Then Jack slams the door shut and clicks the lock.

      Brilliant. I flex my neck, irritated. I could have been getting drunk or, even better, hunting for commissions from drunk and desperate guests. There are spotlights on the roof throwing out dim rouge light. We can’t see out, no one can see in. Chains and cuffs dangle from the roof, and in the middle of the room is a soft velvet cube. The floor has a velvety carpet too. And there are toys of all varieties in the corner on a shelf.

      Quinn rushes up to me and shoves a finger into my chest. “That’s the second blade you’ve stolen from me.”

      I lower my gaze to her finger.

      She hesitates and pulls her finger away.

      “That’s a good girl. We both know you shouldn’t point fingers you don’t want to lose.”

      “I’m serious, Scarlett. I still want that blade back.” Her words are as sharp as the blades we just lost.

      “What kind of prison is this?” I say more to myself than anything.

      “A sex club prison, obviously.” She rolls her eyes at me and turns her back on me.

      I cock my head at her. “Well, Quinn Adams. You’re liable to get spanked with an attitude like that.”

      “You spank me, and I’ll cut your hand off,” she’s snarling. But she’s also leaning back, closer. Her perfume is rich, spicy. The heady scent fills my mind, leaches away rational thought, leaches training and sense. It drives me wild.

      “You wouldn’t dare. You like them too much.” I drag my hand slowly up her bared thigh.

      She sucks in a ragged breath. Fury melds with lust as her eyes rake down my body and her tongue slides over her lips. Her fingers flex like she wants to throttle me. But her hips betray her. They tilt towards me.

      I smile as I push my fingers higher, sliding them over the rounded flesh at the top of her thigh.

      “You have other limbs that can be cut off,” she says. But the words are warm now, rumbling in her chest, lust threaded through them.

      “The only thing that’s going to be cut off,” I say, slipping my hand over her pussy, “is your income when I destroy your business.”

      “Don’t be petty. Jeal⁠—”

      I part her flesh, silencing her. My finger poised on her clit. She leans her ass into my hand, forcing my finger to move up and down. She lets out a gasp and then a moan as I pick up the pace and rub her core.

      She turns round, pushes me to my knees, pulls her dress aside.

      She tilts her head, her eyes alive, hungry.

      An invitation.

      A demand.

      When she looks at me like this, I’m never sure if we’re going to fuck or fight. Honestly, I don’t think I care.

      “You know I’ve punished women for demanding less than that.”

      Her lip curls, “And yet I’m the only one who can get you to your knees.”

      This time, I growl. I grab her ass and lift her up. She swings her legs around my neck and I lean into her flesh. I carry her, my face pushed against her pussy, to the velvet cube where I put her on her back. And then I draw my tongue down, parting her.

      The moan it elicits from her carves me in two. She sits up, and her hands go to my trousers and crotch.

      “Oh,” she says as her hand presses against the hard cock. “Oh, that’s new.”

      “Shut up and bend over.”

      Her mouth twitches like she’s suppressing a smile. “Yes, ma’am.”

      When her ass is in the air, I walk around the cube and take one of the dangling handcuffs. I strap her in one hand and then the other. I yank, testing their strength. There’s no way they’re coming out of the ceiling.

      I pull the key out and slip it into my pocket. Then I lift Quinn’s chin up and place a kiss on her mouth. She parts her lips and pushes her tongue over mine. She tastes like forbidden things. Peppery and hot, and the faintest hint of sweet smoke.

      I drop her face and move to her backside, hoisting the fabric of her dress up. I slap her ass and she squeals. My clit pulses. I’d kill to ride her face right now, feel her warm mouth lap at my core as I grind into her.

      But tonight is not about me.

      It’s all about revenge for what she did last time. I was on an open commission. This duchess had offered a high reward for slaughtering her rich uncle, open contract, quick turnaround time. Of course, the competition was much stiffer. Quinn and I both turned up to kill off the uncle. We fought. I was an inch from gutting her in the uncle’s living room. If it weren’t for the fact that I’d slashed her top and she wasn’t wearing a bra…

      Instead of killing her, I ended up fucking her all over the guy’s living room. We broke furniture, smashed vases, ripped cushions. It was… well; it wasn’t my most professional moment. After, Stirling had to come and help me make it look like a break in.

      Anyway. Quinn must have slipped me some kind of poison because by the time she’d finished fucking my face, my right arm was paralysed and my leg and foot weren’t far behind.

      She got the kill, of course. And then left me there to deal with the consequences. One nil to her that day.

      And to top it all, I was paralysed for two very long days. Stirling had to feed me because I kept spilling everything. Guess she’s two nil up.

      I owe her.

      I owe her big.

      I unzip my trousers, pull the cock out and rub it over her pussy. I lean down onto her back, sprinkle kisses over her neck, nipping at the skin.

      “Tell me you want it,” I say, a growl biting at my throat. This is the best part of the game. Submission. No matter how much she hates me, she wants me to fuck her more.

      “I—I want it,” she pants, and my jaw flexes.

      I shove inside her, shunting her forward into the velvet cube. She gasps out a moan. And then… “Harder, Scarlett.”

      My teeth grit, my eyes squeezing shut. The demands. It floods adrenaline through my insides, my muscles tighten, daring me to obey, daring me to punish.

      The way she says my name, the husky longing. I can’t stand it. How dare she command me. And yet… I submit.

      I’d do anything to make her scream my name like that over and over.

      I thrust into her. Deeper. Faster. Until she’s dripping wet and moaning into the velvet fabric beneath her, her knuckles white where she grips the corners.

      I trail my hand around her legs and onto her swollen clit. I flick my fingers, rubbing and teasing and thrusting into her until she’s wound so tight she’s panting out my name like fire and flames. It bores into my mind.

      “Scarlett. Scarlett,” she breathes, and my soul caves open. She might be the one climaxing, but it’s me that’s laid bare. She arches up, gripping my arse, pulling me in harder. The chains clank and strain as her fingers squeeze punishingly hard against my skin. It’s on purpose. She likes to mark me, I’m sure of it.

      I’m hers as much as she is mine to play with. To fuck and discard. To threaten and screw.

      I’m glad she’s on her front. One look from her would strip me open and tear out my darkest secrets.

      She stiffens against me, her world shattering. For a fleeting moment, I wish I hadn’t used the cock but my fingers so I could feel her clench me. But there’s always next time.

      No.

      No more next times. I pull out of her, eliciting a sharp intake of breath as she collapses on the cube, the chains holding her arms clinking. This needs to stop. I put the cock back inside my trousers and zip myself up. I check the handcuff key is still in my pocket and then smile.

      “Till next time, Quinn. Have a pleasant night.”

      “What?” she says, still breathless and revelling in the orgasm. The chains clang as she tries to wrench around to see me. She can’t turn fully, but she can see enough to realise I have a smug grin on my face.

      “Don’t you dare leave me in here like this.”

      I laugh and pull out my spare switch blade—all good Assassins carry more than one—and jangle it against the door lock. It clicks open.

      “One nil to me, Quinn.”

      “I will fucking ruin you. I…” she screams, but I shut the door on her before she can finish the rest of her sentence.

      If I strain against the thud of the music, I can still make out her shrieking and the clanking chains.

      Glorious.

      Utterly, glorious.
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