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JAYKUN: (JAY-kun)

KILON: (KĒ-lohn)

KYNO: (KĪ –nō)
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The Gods



DIATHUS: (Die-AH-thus) Goddess of the land and oceans. Married to Lothas

FRAMUN: (FRAH-moon) God of peace and tranquility.

GRIMU: (Grim-OO) God of the eight heavens.

HELLA: (HEL-uh) Goddess of fate, fortune, and wisdom. Married to Mordu.

JIKARO: (Ji-KAR-oh) God of anger and deception.

KITARI: (Ki-TAR-ee) Queen of the gods. Goddess of life and death.

LOTHAS: (LOH-thas) God of day and night. Married to Diathus

MERU: (mer-ROO) Goddess of hearth, home, and harvest.

MORDU: (mor-DOO) God of hope, love, and dreams. Married to Hella.

SABO: (SAH-boh) God of pain and suffering.

WEYSA: (WAY-suh) Goddess of conflict and war.

XAXIS: (ZAK-sis) God of the eight hells.
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Maxum clawed himself up out of the soil, spitting dirt, coughing it from his lungs with a roar of fury and frustration. He would think he would be used to it by now, used to the pain that came from the sheer weight of the rock and soil that pressed against him from all sides. Suffocated him from all directions. Filled every orifice, every crack, every crevice of his body as it fought to get inside of him—crushing him didn’t seem to be enough to satisfy it.

He finally pulled himself fully free of the dirt and lay on the ground, panting and coughing. He spit. Spit again. It was a lost cause. Dirt caught between his teeth, stuck to his tongue.

And so it would be. It would always be. He was cursed. Cursed to be swallowed by soil and stone every night from dusk to juquil’s hour.

He supposed he should be grateful. Until several full turnings ago he had been trapped permanently in the ground, held deep in the soil of the bottom of the ocean, with no reprieve. He had since been rescued from his permanent fate and been given this one instead, thanks to his brother Jaykun, who had won the grace of a god, just as easily as the four brothers, Dethan, Jaykun, Garreth, and Maxum, had won the fury of the gods with a single act of hubris over two centuries ago.


He and his brothers had climbed the highest mountain in the world that day, finding there a fountain of immortality blessed and protected by the gods—and they had dared to drink from its waters without permission from the gods. The backlash for their gall had been instantaneous and severe. Each brother had been sent to suffer, each in his own way, each at the hands of a different god, as payment for that hubris. Dethan had been cast into the eight hells by Weysa, the goddess of conflict and war. Garreth had been chained to that very same mountain, within sight of the fountain that had been the cause of his curse, doomed to freeze time and again thanks to the bitter ironic nature of the goddess Hella. Then the god Grimu had taken Jaykun and chained him to a star, dooming him to burn endlessly again and again. None of the brothers had been given quarter, none a reprieve…until Weysa had fetched Dethan out of hell and set him on a path that had resulted in all three of his brothers being released from their curses. But while his brothers were now completely free of their curses, Maxum enjoyed no such reprieve. In order to be freed from his curse the god who had given it to him must lift it. But the god in question was Sabo, the god of pain and suffering, who thrived on the agony of others. It was safe to say he would never have cause to free Maxum from his curse.

And so he had lived through four winters now with his “reprieve” hours, each day living free of the curse until dusk settled over him and the ground opened to swallow him whole all over again. He didn’t know which was worse. To be trapped with no reprieve from the crushing soil or to be given a taste of freedom and release only to have it snatched away each night by a devouring maw of dark, suffocating loam.


After a few minutes Maxum righted himself, feeling the pain of every bone that had been broken by the pressure of all that rock and soil pressing in on him. Cracked ribs, snapped thighbones, crushed arms. The agony of it was brutal.

But he was immortal and so he would heal from all of those injuries until he was as good as new…or as close to it as he could be. His head hurt, his ears ringing from what was no doubt a cracked skull. He couldn’t get up and walk yet, so he dragged himself across the ground toward his campsite not too far away. Once there he rolled onto his bedroll and lay panting for breath, each one of those breaths torture thanks to his damaged ribs.

It had to stop. One way or another, he would put an end to this. The easiest solution required a god-made weapon removing Maxum’s head from his shoulders. But then he would very likely be sent to the eight hells upon his death and that would only mean trading one torment for another—one far more permanent.

The other solution was much more impossible on the surface of it. Convince Sabo to free him from his curse. The idea of the god doing that was laughable. His brothers might have been lucky enough to get their curses lifted by their various gods, but there was no hope for it in Maxum’s case. They all knew it. It was apparent in every pitying look his brothers had cast him. That was one of the reasons why he had left their company. That and the fact that his brothers had proven to be enviably happy and in love with their wives and it had just about made him sick to watch them.

But he didn’t begrudge them their happiness or their curse-free existences. He was glad they were free. Glad they had found happiness. He was an uncle several times over now as his brothers wallowed in their joy and made babies with their wives. The most recent had been Jaykun and Jileana’s son, newborn when last he had seen them. He would be two now and no doubt getting into all manner of trouble.


Part of him had wanted to stay, to enjoy what time with his family he could muster. But just as adamant was his need to do something about his situation. The plan had come to him shortly after Jaykun’s son had been born. Sabo would never willingly release him from this curse, so that left him only one option.

Maxum had to kill the god.

He didn’t even know if such a thing was possible, but he saw no alternative. Sabo’s death was the only way he could end his own suffering. He had heard tales…tales of magical items that could be very powerful, possibly powerful enough to kill a god.

So he had left his brothers to go on a quest. Several quests really. He wasn’t going to face a god with nothing but a single talisman that may or may not do the trick. He was going to hedge his bets and gather as many such talismans as he could. He was going to face down Sabo and he was going to do it fully prepared with anything and everything he could think of. Including, perhaps, the help of some of the gods.

For the gods were at war. There were two factions, each with six gods. Well, seven to five if you take into consideration that Kitari, the queen of the gods, was being held captive by Xaxis’s faction, Xaxis being the god of the eight hells. His faction also included Grimu the god of the eight heavens; Diathus the goddess of the lands and oceans; Jikaro the god of anger and deception; and, lo and behold, Sabo, the god of pain and suffering.

The faction that warred against Xaxis’s faction was Weysa’s, the goddess of conflict. On her side was Hella, the goddess of fate and fortune, her husband, Mordu, the god of hope, love, and dreams. Meru, the goddess of hearth, home, and harvest, Framun, the god of peace and tranquility, and Lothas, the god of day and night.


With the help of Weysa’s faction and his gathered talismans he had high hopes that it would indeed be possible to kill a god.

Now all he had to do was gather his talismans.

And win over an entire faction of gods.

Impossible?

Well, that remained to be seen.
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Maxum slammed the hand of the large, stinking man who had challenged him down on the table. The rowdy gathering of men cheered and jeered, some thumping Maxum hard on the back in congratulations for winning the arm wrestle. Someone slapped a mug of ale into his winning hand and the reveling men began to sing a victory song in his honor.

Maxum moved away from the boisterous group and found a reasonably quiet corner of the inn, preparing to slowly enjoy the ale in his hand. He wasn’t as drunk as the other men in the room, but he was going to catch up with them. They had been celebrating since sunset but Maxum had only joined them an hour ago—two hours past juquil’s hour when he had finally clawed his way out of the ground. Once he had healed enough to walk he had come to the inn to join his men.

They were a motley crew; five in all including himself. Each with their own special talents and each necessary for him to obtain his next talisman.

He reached into the pocket of his pants and fondled the amulet they had retrieved just that afternoon—along with enough treasure to keep the men satisfied for quite some time.


This talisman was said to have great power; it made the wearer invulnerable to attack. He had not tested that yet so he didn’t know if it was the truth. But a talisman like that would come in quite handy in a war with a god. For, as much as he was immortal, he was not invulnerable. He could be hurt and hurt badly. And there was that little bit about a god-made weapon taking off his head and ending it all right then and there. If there was one thing he could count on, it was that a god would have a god-made weapon in his hands.

He didn’t take the amulet out, he didn’t put it on. He would test it tomorrow, and he didn’t want to flash it in front of the other patrons in the bar. He didn’t want to invite a thief to take it from him. To try anyway. A thief was more likely to lose his hand than succeed.

Maxum took a swig of his drink and looked around the room. There were two women there. One was the barmaid and she was being kept quite occupied by the graspy hands of his men. There was Kyno, the big lumbering orc halfbreed with his shining bald head and large meaty hands that swung a spiked club like nobody’s business. There was Dru, a slightly shy, slim figured, fiery haired spirit mage who barely had twenty-five full turnings under his belt. There was Kilon, a slightly rotund archer whose arrows always hit their mark. And last but not least there was Doisy, a cleric, far more handsome than a religious man should be and with about just as much charm as could be fit into one person. He did not grab for the barmaid, instead preferring to tempt her with smiles and charm and wait for her to come to him. Smiles that were gaining him the fastest refills when it came to the ale in his cup.

What Maxum found interesting, however, was that his men weren’t paying any attention to the other woman in the room at all. True, she was clearly a patron and should go about unaccosted, but for all she was wearing men’s leggings and a shirt and vest to hide her womanly curves, Maxum could see them all the same. She was a shapely thing, her close-fitting breeches leaving little mystery to the slender shape of her thighs and the cozy roundness of her ass. The vest hid her breasts for the most part so he couldn’t get a good feel for their size, but he suspected they were enough to fill a man’s hands.


She was toying with a bowl of the hot stew the innkeeper was serving for dinner, nibbling at a piece of the questionable meat within it. She noticed Maxum’s regard of her and she returned it in kind, looking him up and down. He let her look and smiled at the interest he saw flickering in her eyes. And she had pretty eyes. A beautiful jade green to complement her silvery blond hair, which she had plaited into two braids on either side of her head, covering her ears. He was disappointed by the style. He expected it was quite pretty when let loose. It would be straight, he surmised, like a silver-gold waterfall, reaching somewhere around her breasts. Those mysteriously hidden breasts.

She sat back a little, picking up her mug and taking a thoughtful sip. Then she stood up, skirted the boisterous goings-on in the center of the room, and came to stand before Maxum.

She was nearly a strap shorter than he was, slightly built—almost like a boy if not for those hips and…damn it, he wanted to see those breasts! But she had the face of a fairy, all fine bones and delicate points, right down to her small upturned nose with its gentle tip. She looked too genteel to be caught out in this kind of crowd in those kinds of clothes. She should be in a dress—with a corset that pushed up and showed off those breasts…wherever they were.

“A quiet corner,” he said with a nod to the other side of the table. “Come and sit.”

She regarded him for just a moment longer, but not because she was debating the wisdom of sitting with him. She had pretty much made up her mind to do that before she’d even gotten out of her seat. Still he didn’t know exactly what was going on behind those jade eyes. It was one of the reasons he was glad she had come over.


“I didn’t take you for the quiet corner type,” she said as she slid into her seat and put her mug down on the table.

“I prefer quiet corners. My men have other ideas.”

“You’re celebrating?”

“Is it that obvious?” he said with a grin he knew was charming. His brothers had always said the gods had gifted him with charm, good looks, and a good singing voice—all great ways to woo the ladies. And they were right. He’d caught more than his fair share with that smile.

She smiled back and relaxed in her chair. “A little bit. They’re throwing coin around like they could make it for themselves. They should be careful. It might attract the wrong element.”

Maxum chuckled richly. “We are the wrong element,” he said.

She laughed. It was a light, pretty sound but not a delicate little titter like the highborn ladies used. It was a laugh. A good, feminine laugh that made you smile to hear it. Maxum liked her more the more he discovered about her.

“What’s your name?”

“Airianne,” she said. “But you can call me Airi.”

“A light, breezy sort of name,” he noted.

She grimaced. “Oh, now you’re being unoriginal. I may have to rethink this whole situation.”

“Ah. Well, forgive me. I’ll try to be more unique from here on out.”

Maxum found that ironic actually. He was as unique as they came. It was simply a matter of not wanting everyone to know about what set him apart from everyone else on the Black Continent.


She made a show of thinking about it, but then she shrugged. “I’ll give you another chance if you tell me your name.”

“Wouldn’t that ruin the mystery of it all?”

“I rather doubt there would be much mystery if I have to call you ‘You there!’ the entire length of our short acquaintance.”

“Our acquaintance will be short?” he asked with an arched brow.

“Oh yes. If all it is based on is the mystery of your name then it will have to be short indeed. The moment I learn it, all would be over.”

“Hey, Maxum! Come roll at dice!” Doisy shouted at him from across the room.

Airi laughed. “There you see? No more mystery, nothing to compel me to stay.”

“I’m sure I have other mysteries about me,” he coaxed her with a lopsided grin.

“Do you? Do you think I would find them interesting?”

“I know you would. I promise I won’t tell you a thing about me. You can discover the answers to all your questions on your own, thereby entertaining yourself for quite a long while.”

“But I already know so much about you,” she said.

“Such as?”

“I know your name.” She winked at him. “And I know you do not like to be called Max.”

“How do you know that?”

“Your man is so drunk he would have called you by the most familiar name he uses to address you. Since he called you Maxum and not Max I can assume he has been trained very, very well not to do it…so well he remembers even when in his cups.”


“What else do you know?” he asked, leaning back and relaxing as he let his eyes roam over her again and again.

“Let’s see…you are a mercenary.”

“How can you be so sure?” he asked, surprise tightening him up.

“You are well outfitted. You have spent a good amount of coin on your armor and that sword you carry. That blade was not made in any ordinary forge, I’ll bet my life on it.”

She was right. The sword was his brother’s. A god-made weapon and a gift from Weysa. Dethan had gifted him with it when he had told them he was leaving to “seek out his own life.” He hadn’t told them his plans or his ultimate goal. But having a god-made weapon would be crucial when fighting a god. It was a fair bet that no ordinary weapon could inflict injury otherwise.

“But being well outfitted does not a mercenary make,” he pointed out.

“Ah…but here your friends give you away. A mage, an orc, an archer, and a religious man make for a pretty well-rounded group of skills. All quite marketable if someone is looking for a hired hand to help with this little or that problem.” She tilted her head thoughtfully. “But you do not make all of your coin by being a sellsword, and I think selling your sword is just a means to an end. You have different goals in mind.”

“Now you can’t possibly know that from sitting across the room,” he said, shifting uncomfortably in his chair. Her insights were uncanny. A little too uncanny. He was beginning to suspect she was some kind of mage like Dru. A spirit mage could tell a lot about a person if the right powers were used.

“I know that from speaking with you. You are clearly an intelligent man. You don’t throw yourself into revelry with abandon like your men do, you keep yourself separate from their behavior. That tells me a great deal about what kind of man you are.”


“It is an off night. Tomorrow I will get just as drunk as they are.”

“I think not. No sense trying to mislead me,” she said with a smile. “Just because I can see you doesn’t mean you must try to hide.”

“But how do you know I have other goals in mind?”

“As I said, you are an intelligent man. An intelligent man knows he cannot sell his sword forever. Eventually he will get old and his body will not work quite the way it should. What will you do then? An intelligent man would have some other plan, something to take him into his golden years with relative ease.”

Maxum smiled. “I do have other goals, but not for the reasons you surmise. So you see, there are still many mysteries about me to keep you interested.”

“Perhaps,” she said, pausing to take a sip of her ale. “What about me? Can you not divine anything about me?”

Maxum narrowed his eyes on her thoughtfully. “You do not like to wear dresses.”

She burst out in a laugh. “How do you know that? How do you know these are not just my traveling clothes?”

“They are too well-worn to be used just for traveling. You’ve even mended your breeches at the knee, telling me this is likely your only set of clothing. Or perhaps one of two sets.”

“Very good,” she said, seeming impressed. “But that does not mean I don’t like to wear dresses.”

“If I were a woman used to running about in the freedom of breeches and cotton, I would not want to stuff myself into the confines of a dress and corset where certain behaviors would then be expected of me. Like this, you have all the freedom in the world. Why would you want to give that up?”


“Well, it so happens you are right, but I still say it’s a lucky guess.”

“No more or less lucky than your guesses.”

“What else?” she asked.

“Hmm…I’ll bet you’re a scrapper. You avoid fighting where possible, because you are clearly intelligent, but get you in the mix and you’ll hold your own in spite of your size.”

“Oh ho! Now we’re insulting?”

“Not at all. You’re just being sensitive. I was merely stating an observation. It was a compliment actually…that I can see you holding your own in a fight even against a larger opponent.”

“And what makes you think this?”

“You’ve got two daggers on you, one on each thigh. That tells me you’re proficient with them left- and right-handed…a marketable skill if ever there was one. They are short daggers so that means you’re used to fighting up close and personal. You travel alone which means you’re pretty confident you can take care of yourself. You’re too clever to mislead yourself on that count so…that makes you a scrapper.”

“Very good.” She gave him a light round of applause. He nodded his head in gracious acceptance.

“There’s one other thing,” he said.

“And that is?”

“You’re seriously thinking about having sex with me.”

She laughed, a bright short burst of sound. “Am I now? What makes you say that?”

“You got up and came over to me.”

“I could just be looking for a diverting conversation. How does sex come into the picture? If I wanted sex I could choose any of your men.”

“As I said, you came over to me instead of joining my men. That shows you have taste and are discerning. You didn’t want to be alone tonight, so you thought I might provide you with a little companionable distraction.”


“Distraction equals sex?”

He ran his eyes down over her, letting her see his appetite, which had grown considerably in the time they had been talking.

“It does in my book. And you haven’t thrown your drink in my face and stormed off. That’s also telling.”

She smiled, stood up, and crossed over to him. She sat in his lap and wound her arms around his neck. “And does the idea have any appeal to you at all?”

“What do your deductive powers tell you?”

“That it does indeed have merit. A great deal of merit,” she said, shifting her bottom a little on top of a steadily growing erection. He hadn’t planned on getting friendly with anyone tonight, didn’t really engage in it at all these days, his goals consuming his time and energies. But for some reason she appealed to him a great deal and now that he had started thinking about having sex with her, he found he couldn’t stop thinking of it. The idea of running his hands all over that fair, delicate skin—all the while knowing she was just as tough as she was soft—that was more than alluring to him.

His gaze dropped to the pretty bow of her lips; her top lip was sculpted perfectly and her bottom lip plump and inviting. She was close enough that he could smell the cleanness of her. She must have had a bath recently. He could say the same. Every night after he dragged himself out of the dirt the first thing he did was find somewhere to wash the grime off him, to wash away any traces of his curse. It was a small little rebellion. An empty one. But he wanted nothing to remind him of what would come again all too soon.

She saw where his attention had gone and she licked her lips, wetting them invitingly. She opened her mouth to say “Kiss me,” but he was already there. He pulled her forward onto his mouth, but savored the moment just before he really engaged her. It was a tease, a breathless pause before he covered her mouth in earnest. The taste of her spread over him like a balm. He engaged her tongue almost instantly, wanting her flavor. Her mouth was everything plush and decadent, sweet and heady…like strong drink, warming and dizzying. For just those few seconds he no longer felt like a cursed man.


It was a gift she gave without realizing it, and he was humbly grateful for it.

His hand went to the back of her head and he found himself frustrated by the two tight braids her hair was bound into. Her hair should be free and flowing, easier to bury his hands into, easier to feel the silkiness of it. And from what he could feel, he knew it would be very smooth and soft indeed.

One kiss ended and another began. Then another. His breath came hard as her hands dove into his hair. He was keeping it long these days, so she got a good handful of his loose curls and didn’t let go.

She finally broke from his mouth, but only long enough to throw her leg over him, straddling his lap and tucking the seat of her bottom tightly to his erection. He was confined by the suddenly tight material of his pants—and the fact they were in a crowded room, but that didn’t keep him from sliding his free hand up over her ribs beneath her vest and then…oh, there it was. The elusive breast.

She wore a simple linen shirt, but he could tell she had bound herself up with a snug wrapping beneath it, in an effort to look less like a woman no doubt. Still he could feel her just the same. He was pleasantly surprised to find she was quite well endowed for such a slight figured woman. He would have thought she’d run more to being built like a boy. But it was perhaps her mode of dress that had misled him. That and the damnable vest that had hid the true wealth of her feminine features.


With breasts like these it wasn’t any wonder.

Her hands grew busy, drifting out of his hair and down his neck. She was running her hands in broad strokes over his chest a moment later and he growled from the fiery sensations the caresses sent through him. Their kisses grew more and more intense the lower her hands traveled, until she caressed his hips, pausing…teasing him. She lifted her mouth from his and said in a throaty, purring voice, “I have a room upstairs. Normally I would camp out in the open, but I decided to splurge tonight. I’m glad I did.”

“I’m glad you did too,” he said, his voice rough with passion and need.

“It’s at the top of the stairs. I’ll meet you there in a minute. I have to…take care of something.” She blushed a little and he realized she needed to relieve herself. He chuckled.

“All right.”

He patted her bottom and she dismounted his lap and headed for the front door of the inn. She shot him a shy little teasing smile and then slipped outside.

Maxum sat back a minute, grinning to himself. His fortunes really seemed to be changing for the better these days. First he had acquired the talisman—no mean feat that—then he had found something sweet to savor for the night. Yes, indeed, things were looking up for him. If the trend continued, he might actually one day succeed in what he was attempting to do.

It wasn’t as though there weren’t a precedent. There had once been other gods, but the current reigning gods had usurped their positions, killing off their competition. If a god could do it, then by the gods, so could he.

Feeling happy and magnanimous he got to his feet and said, “Boys! Next round’s on me!”


He tossed a gold coin to the barmaid who caught it expertly. Her eyes went wide when he said, “Keep the rest for yourself, honey.” It was no wonder. She was doubtless more used to seeing copper and silver than gold. It was possible she had never seen a gold coin in her life.

“Have a good time,” Kyno said. Clearly, despite their revelry, his men had been attentive enough to see what he’d been doing and they had figured out where he was going to be spending his night.

“Sleep fair, Maxum!” Dru said.

“Oy, there’s not much sleeping going to be happening there, what?” Doisy said with a loud belch.

Maxum made his way up to the room at the top of the stairs with a grin on his face. He entered and found the standard for most inns. A bed just big enough to sleep two—although not two of Maxum’s size, that’s to be certain. It would barely suit one with its short mattress that would no doubt leave his feet dangling off at the ankles. Maxum didn’t waste any time stripping off his shirt. He debated whether or not to rid himself of his pants as well, but she hadn’t struck him as too much of the shy sort so he went for it and shucked them off. He was folding them when he fished into his pocket for the talisman. He wanted to make sure it was safely secured.

That was when he realized it was no longer in his pocket. He immediately searched the floor, thinking it had fallen out. Coming up empty he quickly pulled his pants back on and hurried, bare-chested, back out into the inn.

“Oy, that was quick!” Kyno belted out, making the other men laugh uproariously. Maxum ignored them and went to search the seat he had been sitting in…and that’s when it hit him.

“Fuck me!” he cried out as he bolted for the door. He ran into the stable where he’d seen a fine stallion of dappled coloring tied up earlier. Something told him it was hers and sure enough it was missing.


He ran out into the darkness, but there was no hope for it.

The little thief had made off with his hard-earned talisman.
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Airianne walked around the bazaar at the west end of Gryna, the city she’d arrived at just before dawn. The first thing she had done was find an inn and gotten herself something to eat to make up for the stew she’d left behind after choosing her mark last night.

She had to admit, it had been one of her more ballsy moves, but she had been desperate. Now she had to sell the talisman in her pocket and get herself some kind of gold. The thing was encrusted with gems so it should fetch a pretty price. If no one could afford to pay the price she wanted, she could easily begin prying gems off it and selling them one by one instead.

When she had chosen her mark she hadn’t known exactly what was in his pocket, only that it was valuable enough that he kept checking for the feel of it every five minutes or so. When she had finally stopped in her headlong gallop away from the inn—after she had been sure he hadn’t been following her—she had paused in the moonlight and looked at the thing she had stolen. But the full brilliance of it had not struck her until that morning when she’d been able to see it in the bright light of day.

She didn’t know what the talisman was for—nor did she care. All she wanted was a good price for it. The jewels worked into it assured her of that much at least. Then she really would get a good room for the night and sleep in a real bed.


Maybe.

She wasn’t prone to spending coin unwisely. She worked too hard for her money. And anyone who said thievery wasn’t hard work was a liar. Sneaking in and out of places, getting the right mark and following them, waiting in the dark, tensed to react to the slightest bit of trouble—it was all very hard work indeed.

Not to mention what could happen if she got caught in the act. The price people paid for being caught as thieves varied from city to city, but you could bet it wasn’t going to be any fun. Some places hanged thieves, some cut off their hands. So far she’d managed to keep from getting caught…well, there had been that one time, but she’d picked the lock to the cage they’d held her in and said her hasty goodbyes.

She began to ask around the marketplace for the name of someone who would move a big piece of jewelry with no questions asked and everyone told her the same thing: a woman named Fro was ready to spend money and didn’t care at all where things came from. So she hastily made her way to Fro’s shop and had the door in sight when someone bumped into her hard.

“Hey! Watch—”

That was all she got out because the man clamped an iron hand around her arm and jerked her in tight to his body. She looked up into a pair of familiar and furious green eyes. She knew those eyes—she had sat across from them the night before and had found them nearly entrancing. If she hadn’t been desperate to steal from him, she might have thought about sleeping with him for real.

Might have.


“Let go of me!” she cried, kicking and squirming for all she was worth.

“Settle down or I’ll shout ‘thief!’ in the middle of this crowd. When the city guard comes I’ll tell them what you stole and once they search you and find my talisman on you…Well, do you know what they do to thieves in this city?”

She paled. Good, Maxum thought. She should be scared. He was so damn angry right then he could break her arm and not think twice about it. But, contradictorily, he did think twice. Her arm was so slight in his grasp and she was so gods damned small. Small and ballsy. An intriguing combination. And that pissed him off more than anything. She was still getting under his skin, even after she’d duped him and made him look like a fool in front of his men. If he had the time he’d make her pay for that. But as it stood, he didn’t have the time. He had another quest to go on; another line on an artifact that would come in handy in a god fight. This one purportedly made the wearer invisible to his enemy’s eye. Yes, that would be very handy indeed.

“Fine! Fine! Here’s your stupid talisman!” She reached with her free hand to burrow into her shirt between her bound breasts. The action left her shirt gaping as she slapped the talisman against his chest and waited for him to take it. To stop staring at her chest and take it. “Do you want it or not?”

Maxum shook himself and grabbed for the talisman, then he let her go with a shove. She spilled back onto the street, landing hard on her ass. She grunted with anger and picked herself up.

“Listen,” she said quickly as he turned and walked away from her. She kept to his heels, her legs working fast to keep up with his long, powerful stride. “Wherever you’re going, you’ll need me! I…I can cook! And mend. I can work leather. I noticed your tack was looking a little worn last night. You should really get it fixed before you snap a strap and get your neck broken falling to the ground.”


“I’ll take my chances,” he said harshly. He continued to walk and she followed him, shoving past the people who crowded the market street in order to do so. He didn’t have to shove; he was big enough and intimidating enough that people gave him a wide berth.

“Look, I wouldn’t have stolen from you if I wasn’t desperate,” she said, panting now. It was a combination of trying to keep up with him and sheer panic rising up inside of her. She had boarded her horse without paying, coin due when she picked him up. She had thought she would be coming back with enough to pay the tab and then some so she hadn’t worried. If she couldn’t pay they wouldn’t let her have Hero back and she needed her horse. Maybe she could get some kind of job and work the debt off, but the debt would only increase with every day the horse remained boarded until the innkeeper would have the right to sell Hero and all her tack and possessions along with it. “That and you made it so obvious you had something worth stealing in your pants pocket. You were practically asking for it.”

He came to such an abrupt halt that she slammed face-first into his hard body, banging her nose.

“Ow,” she said, rubbing it.

“You are unbelievable!” he roared, turning on her. “First you steal from me, then you have the gall to ask me for some kind of job, all the while blaming me for you stealing from me in the first place!”

“Well, it’s true! You kept fiddling with the thing. I figured it was either a good luck charm or something worth stealing. You didn’t strike me as the sentimental sort so…” She shrugged.

“You made me look like a fool,” he ground out as he went nose to nose with her. “You seduced me and stole something I risked my life and the lives of my men for! You are lucky I don’t wring your little neck!”


“But you haven’t wrung my neck—”

“Yet!”

“And I don’t think you will because you need me!”

“Ha! What do I need a woman for? I can cook my own meals and mend my own clothes. Women are nothing but trouble and they slow a man down—you proved that to me last night.”

“You don’t need a woman, you need a thief!” He was on the move again so she was back to following at his heels. “I’ve seen your men. Not one of them, including you, could sneak into a situation if you tried. I’m small and light, I can fit into hundreds of places none of you can. The smallest man on your team is the mage, and he isn’t all that small with those long limbs and broad shoulders. Plus, I can detect traps and no one, I mean no one, can pick a lock like I can. Admit it, you can use me.”

He had slowed and come to a stop again, but his back was to her and his fists were clenching and unclenching. When he turned suddenly to face her she ducked to avoid a blow. She was surprised when it didn’t come. Something in his eyes softened when he realized she had expected him to get violent with her. She sprang at the vulnerability.

“I promise I won’t get in the way. And I’ll make it worth your while. All I ask is a place to sleep, food in my belly and…and ten percent of whatever treasure we find.”

“Ten percent!” He laughed incredulously. “You really are a piece of work.”

“Hey, that’s a deal! I’m not even asking for an equal share. Just enough so I can get some coin and then I’ll get out of your hair.”


“And what makes you think there’s even going to be any coin?”

“Isn’t there? Isn’t that what you guys do? Seek out hidden treasures?”

“What makes you say that?”

“That talisman for one. It’s rare and very old, even I can see that. Probably even magical. Not the kind of thing you come across in the everyday world. That’s something you go looking for. And the way your men were partying last night, I’d say whatever you were celebrating had paid off. In a huge way.”

“You know what, you’re too keen for your own good,” he grumbled.

“So what do you say?” she asked—no begged. “Please…I’m good with my daggers and a one-handed crossbow. I’ve even got some really tricky bolts to load it with. I came across a trader who had silverwright bolts in his possession. He, uh…let me have some.”

He snorted out an astounded laugh. “You mean you stole them.”

“Maybe but he deserved it. The creep had a little girl and it was clear he—”

“You know what, I don’t care why he deserved it. He probably deserved it no more or less than I deserved it. You stole from him because you wanted to, because you ruthlessly wanted whatever he had for yourself.”

“I wouldn’t say ruthlessly,” she muttered.

“Shut up!” he snapped. She immediately pressed her lips together. Why couldn’t she just keep quiet? Why did she have to keep pushing all the time? Joey Nuts, a fellow thief, had once told her that her mouth was going to land her in hot water one day and he’d been right several times over so far.

Once she was silent he ran a darkly assessing gaze over her from head to toe.


“You’re too skinny. Too light. One good hit and you’ll be done for.”

She took offense. “I—”

“I said shut up!” he hissed in sharp warning.

She fought with herself, but she eventually shut her teeth together with a snap.

“Well, at least you can listen to commands…sometimes,” he said wearily. “And you’d have to, you know. Listen to commands. There’s only one person in charge of my group. It isn’t a democracy. What I say goes. End of story.”

She nodded vigorously. It was the first sign that he was actually going to accept her offer. She couldn’t believe it! She hadn’t thought she could convince him, but apparently she was better than she thought she was.

“Besides, my men could use some womanly entertainment,” he said, crushing her hopes entirely.

“Oh no!” she ground out. “No way. I am no one’s entertainment.”

“Then there’s no deal,” he said, turning back away from her.

Damn it all she was desperate but not that desperate.

But maybe she could agree with him just long enough to get Hero out of the inn stable and then take off before she found herself in a position to entertain anybody.

“Okay fine!” she snapped. “Fine. I’ll do whatever you want. Just let me come with you.”

Maxum turned back to her, working for all he was worth to hide his incredulousness. He couldn’t believe what she had just agreed to. It made him realize just how desperate she was and he felt a pang of guilt and regret. Of course, he had no intention of letting her service all of his men, he’d simply been trying to find a way to get rid of her. But now he found himself entertaining the idea of acquiring a thief—one who had just agreed to be the sexual slave of a group of rowdy men.


Hmm. He eyed her lithe body from head to toe. Screw the rest of his men, but the idea of her being his sexual slave had definite merits. He was still craving her, he discovered, even in spite of what she had done to him. More the fool he. But he would make her sweat a bit before he let the little wench off the hook. He might want her, but he’d be damned if he let himself have her in that way.

Oh, this is a bad idea, Maxum, he told himself with a groan. You have a goal and it’s something like this that can make you lose sight of it.

For all he knew one of the gods had put her in his path for expressly that purpose. The thought made him frown. Now he was being paranoid. But the fact of the matter was that one day the gods would figure out what he was up to and then there would be a hefty price to pay. He simply had to make sure he was more than ready for it by the time they caught on.

Besides, what price could he pay that would be steeper than the one he was already paying? He had made the leap for immortality and had paid the price for it. Many times over. And the only other choice was to continue to pay that price for the rest of eternity.

He regarded her once again.

Come to think of it, she had a point. A thief could come in very handy. Provided she wasn’t overselling her skills, he might be able to use her in their next little adventure.

“Cooking, mending, thievery, and…sex,” he said, grinning on the last lasciviously—at least to her eye he was. “And five percent of the take.”

“Ten or you can forget it!” she snapped.

“Fine. Forget it then.”

She had no choice but to blink first. “Oh, all right. Five percent! But with the option to bump it up to ten after I have proved my worth.”


“You must be quite good in bed,” he mused, scratching his chin, “to merit ten percent.”

“I meant proving myself as a thief!”

“Oh,” he said, clearly being purposely obtuse. “Well, I guess that’d be fair. But I decide when you’ve proven yourself.”

“Of course,” she muttered.

“Now let’s go. I’ve already wasted enough time chasing after you.”

“Um…” They were moving again and she hurried to keep up with him. “There’s one other thing. I stabled my horse and I…um…don’t have the money to pay to get him back.”

He shot her a glare. “That was stupid,” he said.

“Well, I was planning on having cash and plenty of it,” she pointed out. “The gems on that thing would have fed me and my horse for a couple of months at least.”

He sighed, sounding very put upon. “Where is he?”

“The Ox and Lamb.”

“Lead the way,” he said, sweeping a hand in front of himself. She hurried to get in front of him, which left him with a rather nice view of her bottom in the skintight breeches she wore. They were practically obscene, he thought grouchily as he forced his gaze to the crowd, making sure to keep an eye out for trouble in case there was any. Cities were known for being wild cards. There was always the potential for trouble. Of course some were maintained better than others. When his brothers ruled a city there was very little in the way of crime and discontented behaviors. People didn’t starve in his brothers’ cities.

But none of that mattered. What mattered now was getting to the Ox and Lamb and then gathering up his men. Upon reaching the city he had immediately sought out the five most likely places a thief might go to sell a pricey item. Fro’s had come up first and foremost, so he had taken to watching for her there. He had sent his men to the four other likely places on the off chance she would go there but he had suspected she would take the easiest and quickest route first and he had been right. She was damn smart, but desperation had made her drop her guard. He had no doubt that she would have preferred to skip the nearest city and ride to the next one just to avoid the possibility of getting caught, but clearly she’d had no other choice.


And now, looking at her more critically, she did look a little thin. Like she hadn’t been eating regularly. He wondered how she had let it get so bad.

“So if you’re such a good thief, why are you starving?”

Her step faltered a little and she stole a glance at him over her shoulder. “A string of bad luck,” she said. “Besides if I can avoid thieving I do. Getting caught is always a possibility no matter how good you are and some things just aren’t worth the risk.”

“And yet you risked thieving from someone like me,” he said, his tone low and dangerous, almost angry. Was he still peeved about her swiping the talisman? That was over and done with, he should learn to move on, she thought.

What she didn’t know was that he wasn’t angry because she had stolen from him but that she had risked her little neck stealing from someone like him. Had he been a different man he might have sought a fierce retribution. He could have easily been the type to kill a thief for something like that, woman or no.

“I didn’t have much of a choice. As you’ve noted, I am in a bad way.”

“Maybe you should give up thieving, find a good man, and settle down.”

She scoffed and shot him an acidic glare. “You’re just saying that because I’m a woman.”


“You’re damn right I am! Traveling the open country is no place for a woman alone. You could find yourself in all kinds of trouble.”

“You mean like now?” she muttered. Louder she said, “Are you going to lecture me the entire time we’re together? If so, I’m going to have to rethink this situation. I could easily go back to the market and pick a few pockets for the cost of my horse.”

It would be a risk…a great risk. Each pocket picked was one pocket closer to getting caught. But risk was a thief’s forte. She was just afraid desperation would make her sloppy. As it already had. Otherwise he’d have never caught her.

“Consider it a perk of being with my group,” he said with a smug grin.

She grumbled some more and continued to lead the way.
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They reached the Ox and Lamb a few minutes later and fetched Hero. Then they made their way back to the market where they gathered up his men one by one. If his men thought anything of a woman joining their ranks, they didn’t say much about it. Clearly Maxum was in charge and what he said was what happened and there were no arguments about it. Well, that might work for them, but she wasn’t exactly the docile following type.

“So where are we going?” she asked once they had retrieved their horses and left the city behind them.

“East,” Maxum said shortly.

“East where?” she asked.

“We’re going east. That’s all you need to know.”

“That is not all I need to know. Where east? Why east? How far east? What will we do when we get east?”

He released a put-upon sigh. “We are going east to Docking Bay.”

“There, now was that so bad?” she asked smugly. “Why are we going to Docking Bay?”

“Why does anyone go to Docking Bay?” he countered wearily.

“To catch a boat?” she asked.

He glanced at her with a raised brow.


“So we’re catching a boat. To where? How far is it? Why?”

“Enough! Enough questions!” he barked. “Keep quiet or I’ll bind and gag you and you’ll ride the rest of the way fanny up across my lap!”

“You wouldn’t dare!”

“Wouldn’t I?” he asked, the gleam in his eyes dangerous.

She swallowed noisily. “Fine. I’ll stop asking questions. For now. But if you think I’m going to just blindly follow you you’re sorely mistaken. I haven’t kept my neck safe on my shoulders this long only to have you get me in trouble.”

“You’re already in trouble,” he said. “Or have you forgotten how you got here and the agreement you made to stay?”

She blanched.

He really should let her off the hook, but he was enjoying putting her in her place too much to do so quite yet. Besides, he wasn’t sure if he was going to let her out of her predicament completely. He rather liked the idea of having that sweet little backside all to himself.

He sighed.

No, he wouldn’t do that. But still, it was fun to imagine. Especially when she was irritating him with a thousand questions.

Airi found herself fidgeting in her saddle frequently as they traveled the rest of the day. She knew they would eventually make camp and when that happened she would be forced to keep her end of the bargain. She was working her mind incessantly to try and think of what her next step should be. There was no way Hero could outrun the powerful stallion he was riding, and anyway there were no opportunities to escape along the way.

She had finally settled on a course of action by the time they had made camp. She could only hope it was enough to keep her out of trouble until they reached Docking Bay and she could make her escape.


“Make yourself useful,” he said. A pit of dread sank into her stomach. Useful how? She decided to build a fire.

She made up the fire from dead wood she found along the path of the forest they were riding through. She could wait until everyone was asleep and sneak away then, but there was only one way in and one way out on horseback and that was via the road. There was a good chance they’d catch up to her so that was not an option.

Kilon disappeared into the woods as she built the fire and returned a short time later with three xixi pheasants hanging from his belt. He dropped them unceremoniously in front of Airi and it was clear they wanted her to pluck and cook the birds while they kicked back and relaxed. As the sun set, Maxum disappeared from sight, having walked off into the deep woods for some unexplained reason.

She began the task without complaint. She had signed on for this, offering her skills. And more, she thought with a gulp. Maybe if she performed her other duties satisfactorily she could weasel her way out of her other expected services.

She plucked the birds, then went into the forest in search of wild herbs and vegetables. She asked for and received a tin pot and prepared the potatoes and mushrooms she’d found within it. The mem, the religious woman at the orphanage where she’d grown up, had taught her how to cook. It was a key skill for any woman, she had said. Of course, the mem had thought she was going to use the skill when she married and settled down. Airi snorted to herself. Like that would ever happen. She wasn’t ever going to tie herself down to one place, never mind one man. Far too many men looked at women as their possessions. Someone to care for them and fuck them when needed and to keep quiet and out of sight the rest of the time.


Well, no thanks. She couldn’t keep quiet if she tried. As was obvious all through dinner as she made nervous conversation with Maxum’s men.

“So how long have you all been together?”

“A year or less,” Dru said. “I’ve known Maxum the longest. We set out on the road together from the moment we landed on the Black Continent. I was with Jaykun’s army until then.”

“Who’s Jaykun?”

“Maxum’s brother. Anyway, we were on the road about a month when we came across Doisy. Then a few weeks later we met up with Kyno. A month after that Kilon. We’ve been together ever since.”

“And I gather from last night’s celebrations that you’ve had a good deal of success together?”

“That’s right,” Doisy said. “Some good treasure to be had in Maxum’s company!”

The men agreed with a round of grunts. During the conversation she found out they’d had a great deal of success; if she could bear staying, five percent would net her a great deal indeed. By the time Maxum returned, sometime after juquil’s hour, she was heavily weighing her options.

Maxum went to the fire and reached for what remained of the game birds. He sat across from her and watched her steadily as he ate. His regard felt lecherous to Airi. She shivered in the cool night air. Winter was coming soon. She needed to secure a warm place before the snow fell. Maybe she could barter passage on a boat heading south…or maybe she could find a job at an inn in Docking Bay. Something just to get her through the winter.

If only she could stay with Maxum’s men without this idea of servicing their sexual needs hanging over her head. She could probably gain a small amount of prosperity if she stuck with them. It could be the turn in her fortunes she had been needing. Perhaps she could renegotiate the terms of their agreement, she thought.


But one look at the hungry way he was devouring her from across the way quickly dissolved that notion. As she narrowed her eyes on him she thought he looked freshly bruised along his cheekbones. As if he’d been punched in the face and broken his nose. There appeared to be dark circles under his eyes.

No. That had to be a trick of the firelight and darkness. How could he possibly have gotten into a fight all the way out here? Wouldn’t he have said something about it?

He was still staring at her and she looked away, terribly discomforted.

Maxum was toying with her. It was cruel, he knew, but he couldn’t seem to help himself. Of course, it wasn’t all that hard for him to imagine himself taking advantage of that supple young body. He had come close to it the night before only to be denied in a cruel twist of fate. The fact that she had conned him hadn’t seemed to put a damper on the way his body had wanted hers. Neither did hours of being crushed beneath the rock and soil. He had found himself a stream to wash up in after the dirt had spit him out, but he still felt the grime of it under his skin and he still was healing broken bones.

Still he wanted her. He had to admit that. His appetite for her had not waned. In fact, it seemed to be growing. Damn her for teasing him…for kissing him. He couldn’t seem to forget the sweetness of her flavor, couldn’t keep himself from wanting more.

But he wouldn’t take her until they were on equal footing. He didn’t want her to give herself to him because she felt she had no other choices. He would wait until she had some fortune in her pockets…until she no longer needed to be with them…until she only wanted to be with them. Then he might take her.


Might. He wasn’t going to give it too much thought. He had other goals. Bedding a little thief should not be one of them. Bedding her would not get him what he needed.

Still, that didn’t mean he couldn’t entertain himself in the interim.

He made a show of stretching out and yawning.

“All right, boys. It’s time for bed. Come on, little thief. You’ll be sharing my bedroll tonight.”
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